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TROY’S SKIN TINGLED. His eyes were clamped shut tight, though he didn’t know why. He tried opening them, but his surroundings were too bright; it was as if he’d been swallowed by pure light and there was nowhere to fix his gaze. Putting up a hand to shade his eyes didn’t help because the light was casting no shadows. It shone from everywhere and everything.

Something terrible had been happening in his dream just before he awoke. Something. Terrifying. So traumatizing that his skin still tingled, covered in beads of sweat. His heart was still trying its best to destroy his ribcage in its quest to break free.
But what caused these feelings? What had been happening to him just before he woke up here?
And where exactly was here, anyway? The light here was impossible. He couldn’t think of anyplace that had light so strong it completely erased shadows. It was like sitting on the surface of the sun. Only without the heat. In fact, now that he thought about it, it was cold here. He was sure that if he’d been able to see anything, his own breath would be visible.
Troy heard an ambient humming coming from somewhere, a pronounced white noise so loud he could almost feel the vibration in the filling of a back tooth.
His hands probed the ground as he lay flat on his back. It was slick and smooth, yet hard like glass or plastic. It was mildly cold to the touch.
His heart rate was rising, and though the air he inhaled was definitely oxygen, he found it awfully hard to catch his breath. His senses were sharp enough to detect that this place, wherever it was, was enormous like how he imagined a wide-open desert to be. Maybe it was the way the air moved, maybe it was the tiny echoes of faint sounds reaching distant walls, but Troy knew that, despite how big he felt the space was, he was inside something. Troy had once been on a vacation to Orlando with his dad and brothers. Their hotel had an incredible, ten-story atrium that encompassed the lobby, the hallways between rooms, and two restaurants, but at least ten of those could have fit in here. Maybe twenty.
Troy tried opening his eyes again to see if the light had faded, and found that, if anything, it was brighter. Could human eyes adjust to this kind of intensity?
“Can—hear—?”
He jerked. His eyes snapped open involuntarily, and he quickly forced them closed again to avoid going blind.
“—have—calm—!” called out the voice. What direction was it coming from? It seemed like it was coming from everywhere.
He knew the voice wanted him to calm down. How was he supposed to do that? He couldn’t remember how he’d gotten here, he had no idea where “here” was, and he couldn’t see anything because it felt like ten thousand spotlights were shining on him.
“What is this? Where am I?” he screamed as loud as he could, and even, then he feared it wasn’t enough to break through the blaring white noise.
“Calm—!” replied the voice. It was so loud it rattled the insides of Troy’s head.
“Calm down?” he asked. “Fine, okay…” How was he supposed to calm down in the middle of all this?
He clutched at his chest, felt the hammering beneath the dark green t-shirt, and tried taking long, slow breaths.
“Yes, good—more,” said the voice, a bit more soothing now.
Was it a female voice? It was too high-pitched to be a guy.
It took every ounce of concentration he could muster, but he managed to achieve a measure of calm.
“Are you hearing me?” asked the voice. Yes, definitely a girl. No discernable accent.
“Yeah,” said Troy, his breath heavy as he tried to force his heart to slow down. “What’s going on? Where am I? Who—?”
“Stop,” the girl said. “Just stop. I can’t answer your questions. You have to trust me. There’s no time. The only way out is to Run. But you have to do it now. Stay where you are, and you’re dead!”
Her voice carried just the right amount of desperation to be convincing. Move or die? His stomach was twisting into knots that grew tighter by the moment. He didn’t rely on others for help. It was pointless. He never even asked for help from anyone else.
“Wait,” he said. “You ‘can’t answer’ my questions? Seriously? You kidnap me, bring me to this place, won’t tell me anything…and you think I’ll just trust you?”
“I didn’t bring you here,” she snapped. “I’m just your Conduit. A sort of…mouthpiece—”
“How am I even hearing you?” Troy interrupted, unable to stop himself, though his body began crawling, slowly. “It’s like you’re right next to me. Is there something in my—?”
“Listen to me, there’s no time! Go!”
“Wait, what?” he replied, still not able to catch up to her instructions. He bore down with his eyes closed and swallowed hard, trying to force this strange girl’s words to conform to some kind of logic. “You made me get all calm, and now you—?”
“Don’t work yourself up again,” replied the exasperated girl. “Listen to what I’m saying. I can help you, but you won’t be able to hear me unless you stay calm.”
Troy cracked open his eyes, but had to immediately shut them again. “It’s so bright! Where am I supposed to go if I can’t even see?”
“I know it’s bright,” replied the girl, “but you have to try not to panic.”
“Try not to panic!” Troy screamed. “I have no idea how I got here, I can’t see a thing, and there’s a girl in my head telling me not to freak out!”
Troy suspected his outburst had cut off his communication with the girl, given her warnings about remaining calm, but for the moment he didn’t care. He should’ve been grateful for her help. He knew that. But every word he said was tinged with a resentment that he couldn’t suppress.
He sat still, cross-legged, feeling the cool breeze—was it getting colder?—and waited for the girl to speak again. The brightness had prevented him from getting even one solid look at this eerie place, but he was certain there were no walls anywhere close by. The persistent humming and his own voice rolled across the flat, perfectly smooth surface with a hollow echo. It felt like he was the only person in an enormous colosseum.
He reached a hand up and felt around his ears. Nothing was feeding the mystery girl’s voice to him. Yet he’d heard her audibly, with perfect clarity. So how was he able to hear her voice if it wasn’t entering through his ears?
“Listen,” she said, her voice bursting back to life, “you have to start—”
“Moving, yeah,” Troy rolled onto his hands and knees and began to stand. The flat surface felt like a refrigerator shelf now. “Heard you the first time. I get the idea—” He’d barely made it to his feet when a wintery gust blasted into his chest, and he was sent flying backwards.
“No! I didn’t say stand—!” she cried, but was cut off again.
He tumbled on the flat surface, blown hard by the powerful wind, and before he knew it, the floor had vanished, and he was falling. Instinctively, he grasped at anything he could reach, and his right hand found hold of the ledge. Only it wasn’t like a cliff face; just like the ground, it was a perfectly straight, flat edge at a precise right angle. Without something coarse to provide traction, his grip would last only seconds. Maybe less.
Was everything in this place made of the same material? It was like some kind of hard plastic. Cold. Impossibly smooth. A dozen more thoughts flew through his mind—his dad, the way Cori’s red hair would slowly come loose from her scrunchie during P.E., his hideously green Volkswagen Beetle, the Chem test he hadn’t studied for yet, the ice-cold fear that siezed his muscles—in that brief moment as he hung from the side of the ledge. His right hand was sweaty, his grip was failing, and he wasn’t very strong to begin with. He grabbed at the ledge with his left hand, buying himself a couple more seconds.
“Swing a leg up!” shouted the girl. “Use your shoes!”
Troy didn’t hesitate. He lifted his left leg, and the rubber traction of his sneakers briefly caught the flat surface.
“Roll over!”
With a grunt, he flung himself up and over the edge and laid on his back, panting hard.
“Thanks,” he whispered, and hoped it was loud enough for her to hear. He couldn’t get anything else to come out just now.
“You’re welcome,” she replied. “You can’t stand. Not in here. Keep your body flat against the ground and crawl. As fast as you can.”
Oh, was that all? Crawl while completely prone? No problem! Maybe he could carry a big rifle while he was at it, like those World War II soldiers in the movies, crawling in the mud under barbed wire.
Another thought occurred to him. Between breaths, he asked, “Can you see me?”
“Like I said, I’m your Conduit. I see what you see and I hear your voice,” she said. “That’s all. But I don’t see anything at the moment since your eyes are shut. All that matters is, if you want to stay alive you have to listen and do what I say. No hesitation. No second-guessing. No questions. Can you do that?”
His instinctive answer was not the one she wanted to hear. “Not without effort,” was the best he could offer.
“It’ll have to do.”
She was right. What choice did he have?
“Do you know the way out of this place?” asked Troy.
“I know how to find it,” she replied.
“You, wait—what?!”
“It’s different every time!” she said, frustration growing in her voice. “Now, you have to move—you’ve been still too long!”
“Why? What’s—”
The ground began to shake before Troy could finish his question.
“If you take too long to escape, it starts to collapse! Now stop asking stupid questions, get up on your hands and knees, and move, you idiot!”
He rolled quickly, and began to crawl on the glass-like ground as it trembled beneath him. He was going to have to do this blind. And if he didn’t crawl fast enough, the whole place was going to shake itself apart around him. The surface beneath him was slick as ice now, making it impossible to cling to.
Was it time to wake up yet?
“It’s kind of narrow, so go as fast as you can, but put out your hands to feel what’s in front of you so you’ll know if you reach the edge.”
“I don’t even know if I’m going the right way!” he shouted.
“If you haven’t fallen off, you’re going the right way. Hurry!”
Troy crawled. He almost tumbled over when he reached an edge just ahead, but still he couldn’t open his eyes to check his position. His fingers prodded the area to his left, and found that he was at a corner. The ledge continued there, extending in that direction. So he turned to his left and tentatively crawled forward again. He was relieved to find that the ground continued on. At least for the moment.
“How much farther is it?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” she replied, her voice tense. “Go faster!”
“What do you want from me?! I’m trying! It’s all white and slippery—it’s like the Apple Store from Hell!” he shouted back. “You want me to move fast in a place that’s made to force you to go as slow as possible?! I’m freezing! Do you know how slippery this is? I can’t do this!”
The girl was quiet.
Great. He was getting the silent treatment from the girl inside his head. Or maybe he’d cut off their “connection” again.
He paused as his mind wandered briefly astray. Was this what it felt like to go insane? Was it all some hallucination? The theory was a lot easier to swallow than the notion that this place was real.
Still he crawled, moving in silence for several minutes, making course corrections whenever he came to an edge. It was far too slow going, and the structure didn’t care for his lack of progress: the periodic trembling grew stronger with each quake.
Troy had never spent much time pondering what it would be like to be blind. He wasn’t unsympathetic to the handicapped; it just wasn’t the kind of thing he dwelled on. It was hard enough trying to survive the bullies at school or the uncomfortable silences at home. But this couldn’t be anything like truly being blind, anyway, because even with his eyes clamped shut tight, his eyelids were unable to block out the overwhelmingly white light.
The cold wind blew again, and he toppled to one side. He compensated by collapsing to lie flat on his stomach.
“Get as low as you can when the wind blows,” said the girl, speaking at last. “But don’t waste time. You’ve got minutes to escape. Maybe less.”
“Thanks,” he replied. As maddening and confusing as this situation was, he decided now wasn’t the time to alienate his one human contact. Especially when it seemed that she truly wanted to help him.
“What’s your name?” he asked.
“What’s yours?” she countered.
Okay, fine. Be that way. “Troy,” he replied. “My dad’s a big Cowboys fan,” he added, almost as a joke.
She made no comment.
When she was silent for too long, he cleared his throat. “Your turn,” he said.
The ground shook violently just then, and he fruitlessly clutched at the flat surface. Another gust of wind spun him onto his back, and it was only by luck that he wasn’t close enough to the edge to go over.
“Tell you what,” the girl said. “You make it to the Exit, and I’ll tell you my name. If you’re not going to get that far…I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can do this again.”
If this statement was intended to be a form of motivation, it didn’t work. So far, there wasn’t much about this girl Troy liked. She reminded him of cheerleaders, the know-it-all popular girls who never stooped to talk to him, much less get to know him.
He reached another corner and adjusted his heading to the right. But after a few seconds, his fingers detected that the platform was about to shift downward at an angle. Not a terribly sharp angle, but given how slippery the surface was, a rapid descent down a slide would be nearly impossible to control. What if he fell off the other side?
“Uh, I think there’s a ramp,” he said, his voice quivering a bit.
“Up or down?” she replied, unsurprised to hear this.
“Down!” he said, his answer punctuated with a start as the ground shook harder than before, forcing him to lie down flat.
“Spin around so your feet are in front of you. Use your shoes as brakes.”
Huh. That was actually a pretty good idea.
When the tremor stopped, he rotated his body a full one hundred and eighty degrees, and then flipped onto his back. Slowly and carefully, he kept his feet touching the surface of the platform as he crept up to the edge, and then went over.
Even with his knees bent so that his feet were flat against the surface, he couldn’t help sliding down considerably faster than he wanted to, like sledding on wet ice.
“Talk to me. What’s happening?” asked the girl.
“Not now!” he shouted, picking up speed.
The slide went on and on. Had to be at least a hundred feet by now. Two hundred? Three! Would it ever stop?
Troy was going way too fast now to come to a quick halt when the path became horizontal again.
Troy thought he heard the girl scream, but some part of his brain realized the sound was coming from his own mouth.
“I can’t stop!” he shouted.
“—going to—!” was the garbled response.
He bore down on his feet harder, forcing his legs to tighten and ram into the ground.
He never felt the edge. He was simply falling through the air, the platform left far behind.
He landed rear-first with a thud, followed by a crack in whatever ground supported him.
“Troy!” shouted the girl.
“I’m okay,” he whined. An agonizing ache was pulsing in his lower back.
He reached a hand out to feel the surface, and wasn’t sure whether to be relieved at its smooth familiarity or not. “I think I fell to another part of the path.”
“You are one lucky duck,” she said. “You may have just taken a little shortcut.”
“Wonderful,” he moaned.
“Can you try to open your eyes for a moment and look around?”
“What am I looking for?” He squinted hard as he craned his head.
“The Exit,” said the girl.
That word got his heart racing again. What would the Exit look like? Although, if it looked like anything at all, it would stand out in this place.
He didn’t see anything.
Troy heard another loud crack, and the ground shifted. Instead of flat, the whole world was tilted slightly to the right.
“What was that?” he cried.
“The platform—it’s cracking. The whole place is coming apart! You’re out of time—you have to go!”
He scrambled quickly onto his stomach and began crawling as fast as he dared, praying that he wouldn’t take another fall.
He soon hit another downward incline, but thankfully, this one was shorter, and he managed to stop before sailing over the edge. Not resting, he rolled back over and kept crawling as the cracking and popping grew louder, reaching his ears from all directions. He could hear the elevated platforms coming apart above and below and from all sides.
On he crawled, turning two more times and following a long, straight path that seemed like it would never end. He nearly lost his hold three times along the way, and at one point, his heart leapt into his throat when an entire arm and shoulder were suddenly dangling over an edge before he even knew he was close to one. But he couldn’t afford to stop and recover from the shock. He reeled his arm back in tight and kept crawling.
There was a loud thunderclap, and he sensed that a piece of the platform had just broken away and fallen, somewhere. The bright white light faded a fraction, though it was still too bright to see anything.
“Doesn’t sound like you’ve turned lately…” said the girl. “Has the path been straight for a while?”
“Yes!” He shouted to be heard above the cracking and crashing noises.
“Open your eyes, you may be almost there.”
The ground lurched, dropping two inches as he opened his eyes and saw a darkened doorway just ahead. The light faded a bit more with the next quake, letting him make out some of the details of his surroundings.
Some fifty feet ahead and off to the left, a solid metal door loomed. He saw no handle, knob, or hinges. Only the faint engraving of a stylized tree inside a circle. A small threshold, no more than a few feet deep, stuck out from the base of the door. The whole thing was situated in the middle of a vast metal wall, hundreds of feet high and wide.
Throwing caution to the wind, Troy hopped to his feet and sprinted along the path toward the door. It was easier now that he could see, but his shoes slipped along the slick platform and his muscles remained tensed with every step. The wind slammed into him again, but he was ready this time, bending his body into it, and he managed to just hold onto his balance, edging closer to the side but not toppling over. The white path extending before him ended before it touched the threshold in front of the door, hanging in empty space a good four feet away from the wall.
“Jump!” shouted the girl.
When he neared the end of the path, the ground collapsed under him. He soared briefly through the air and slammed into the landing stomach-first, knocking the wind from his lungs. With his feet dangling, he reached out with both hands and grasped this new surface, finding it was nothing like the icy path that brought him here. It was flat, but covered in scuffs and grooves and—
Was that blood?
A dried and cracking red shoeprint pointed to the door from the exact spot where he’d landed. Someone else had dangled here—someone with blood on their shoe.
Again, he used the leg trick to heave himself up and over this final ledge and roll onto his back. He lay there, panting and shivering, but not because he was cold. “I thought maybe you’d be here waiting for me,” he joked, and was instantly embarrassed at how idiotic it sounded coming out of his mouth.
The girl said nothing.
He stood slowly on wobbly knees, and moved to the door. It was solid steel, no doorknob, no handle, not even a peephole.
He swung his arms back and forth in front of it, as if hailing a cab. “Hey! I’m here, I made it! Let me out!”
The circular tree engraving on the door came to life, glowing as the door slid slowly upward toward the lintel above.
It was moving at a painfully unhurried pace, so he turned for a moment and looked back at the vast space behind him. From here, he was finally able to get a decent look at the place, the blinding white light fading at last. When his eyes adjusted, he saw that the winding platform he’d crawled on was pure white, just like everything else, and seemed to be suspended in midair. But it was impossibly long, snaking around the room in three hundred and sixty directions. Up, down, sideways, this way and that, again and again, winding in an endless, chaotic pattern. Bits were cracking and breaking free everywhere he looked. He couldn’t see the floor down below, but it had to be down there. The perimeter walls were just barely visible, several hundred yards away on either side. They were silver, solid metal, just like the wall surrounding the Exit. No windows, no skylights, no view at all to the outside world.
“My name is Victoria.”
“Victoria…” he repeated, rolling the word around inside his mouth. “That’s kinda long. Can I call you Vicky?” he asked, still gazing in wonder at this strange, alien place.
“Not under any circumstances.”
As he watched, the cubist, maze-like pathway fractured and collapsed entirely with a great crash, disappearing into the abyss below.
“Where am I?” he asked as the echoing crash faded.
He heard Victoria’s intake of breath as she prepared to answer, but she was cut off by another female voice. This one was so loud, he covered his ears.
“Congratulations, Runner thirty-seven thirty-five. You have escaped the White Room.”
The new voice spoke in a formal diction somewhere between a referee at a sporting event and a newscaster. For a second, he thought that he might next hear a round of applause. But there was nothing.
“Who said that?” he called out. Runner thirty-seven thirty-five? He hadn’t been running. He wasn’t even able to walk. He turned his head up to search the ceiling. It was so high he couldn’t find it. Was there a loudspeaker up there? “Where’s Victoria?”
“I’m here,” Victoria replied.
“Who was that? What’s the White Room?” he said, panic rising again. “What is this place?”
“This is the Corridor.”




TROY TURNED TO SEE that the door had risen enough for him to crawl under. Once he was on the other side, it slammed down fast behind him with such finality, he suspected it would never open again.
Looking up, he saw that he was inside another massive, enclosed space. Yet this one was different than the last in every other respect. There were no issues with visibility here; everything was perfectly, terrifyingly clear. This chamber was an upright circle in shape, like the center of an enormous car tire. But the surface wasn’t rubber.
He stood at a precipice halfway up one side of the circle so that it curved both up and away from him, and down as well. A dark, golden hue colored everything, down to the room’s jagged, rock-like surface covering the vertical loop. The flat sides were the same silvery metal he’d seen in the White Room.
The size of the place was simply staggering. He’d never been inside a building this big before. It was probably fewer than a hundred feet wide, but the giant circle had to be at least a mile in diameter. On the far side of the chamber, precisely opposite from where he now stood, he recognized the tiny outline of another steel Exit door and threshold exactly like the one he’d just walked through.
“You,” said Victoria, “have just entered the Yellow Room.”
“No…” Troy said, his feet carrying him backwards until he hit the metal door. “No, no, no!”
“I’m sorry Troy, but the White Room was only the beginning.”
Troy was sorely tempted to call this Victoria a terribly foul name. It wasn’t his style, but he was nearing his breaking point.
He looked down at the golden rock that curved away from him below, and then up the far side. It was covered with with sharp edges, crevices, and outcroppings. It had to be another manmade construct because where could a massive, brightly-lit, yellow cave in the shape of a perfect, vertical circle exist in nature?
His shoulders fell, and he let his body slide slowly down until he was sitting, his back against the door.
“What’s the Corridor?” he asked in a small voice.
“It’s not easy to explain,” said Victoria. “You will find it to be a place of great mystery and wonder. But don’t stay still for too long. If you want to survive, you must Run.”
“Mystery and wonder, eh?” said Troy. “Sounds like the Chocolate Factory. If the Oompa-Loompas were more into killing than candy.”
“The Corridor is a series of environments, challenges, and puzzles that have to be overcome. I’m the Conduit, you’re the Runner. I’m here to tell you the rules. You must decide how to use them.”
Troy swallowed, questions rushing through his mind in a piercing burst of fear. He took a deep breath to steady himself. He would have to take this one step—and one question—at a time.
He crawled up to the edge of the landing and looked down. Was he seriously supposed to climb this?
“Why was I brought here?” he asked, trying a different tack.
“To Run,” replied Victoria.
“You said that already. But why? Why build a place like this, and then kidnap people to come and try to survive it?”
“I don’t know.”
He examined the sharp edge of the landing and the craggy yellow rocks below. “You said you’re my ‘Conduit.’ What’s that mean?”
“I give voice to the will of the Corridor.”
The Corridor’s will. She made it sound like this place was alive. And she was a…Conduit. A connection between the Runner and the Corridor. It had the kind of crazy logic that things have when you’re dreaming. But at least it was something.
“How big is it?” he said quietly.
“Very. Miles long. Ten, maybe twenty. I don’t know. I’ve never seen it from the outside.”
He held his breath for a moment, trying to picture a structure of this size in his mind. He had no frame of reference for something so huge.
“And how many Rooms?”
“I don’t know. Haven’t seen them all. But I know that every Room is a puzzle. Like a maze that changes its solution every time there’s a new Runner. I know what a Room’s ingredients are—at least, the Rooms I’ve seen—but the result is different every time.”
Again his eyes dropped down to the rocks below, and he desperately hoped that there might be some way to the other side that didn’t involve crossing over them. He took a deep breath, and let it out slowly.
“So. The Yellow Room.”
“Yep,” she replied.
“What do I do?”
“Have you ever been, um… ‘rock climbing’?” she asked, putting an odd emphasis on the words.
“No.”
“Then I hope you’re a quick learner.”
This was crazy.
He sighed as he knelt at the edge of the landing. There was nothing else but to try to work his way down. He’d already delayed enough with his questions, and, though it hadn’t escaped his notice that Victoria had patiently answered every one of them this time, he had the feeling that her “hurry up and get moving” spiel was sure to start up again any minute.
He turned on his hands and knees and backed up to the edge, slowly and carefully looking for handholds or tiny crevices where he could put his feet once he let go of the landing. Finally, he placed his foot on a rock about three feet down, and was pleased to find that it held his weight. Another rock a foot or so beneath that one was his target for his next foot, while his eyes landed on some cracks not far below the landing where his shaking hands could find their first firm handhold.
Troy’s hand came up sharply when his first handhold of rock sliced through his skin. He watched a line of blood flow down his palm and drip onto the yellow rocks.
What kind of sadistic person would build a place like this? Frankly, he wasn’t convinced that Victoria wasn’t behind it all, or at least in on it. Yet there was a certain beauty to the Corridor as well, something awe-inspiring about its scale and geometry. How could something this size even exist? He couldn’t conceive of the technology required to construct a place like this.
That line of thinking led to a final, inevitable question. What was outside the Corridor’s walls? Was the world he knew out there waiting for him? Was he hidden in some place covered by jungle or ocean or mountaintops that satellites couldn’t see? Or was he somewhere…else?
It had to get easier with every inch down. He attempted to reassure himself with these words. After all, it was a straight drop at the moment, but already he could see a slight angle that would eventually level out. But his relief was short-lived when he remembered that once he reached the bottom, he would have to climb back up the other side to reach the exit. And he knew ascending was going to be a lot harder than this descent.
Troy had never done anything like this in his life. It wasn’t his kind of thing. He wasn’t an athlete. He wasn’t even athletic. And unlike his dad, he’d never found anything particularly great about the outdoors.
Was his dad freaking out at home because Troy was missing? Or had his friends and family not yet realized anything was amiss? How long had he been here, anyway?
Just a few feet down, and already sweat was rolling through his thick, dark brown hair, down his forehead and nose, and dripping onto his shirt. He clung to the rocks with all his might, but his arms were trembling uncontrollably.
“I don’t know…if I can do this,” he said softly between breaths, almost hoping Victoria wouldn’t hear it.
“You can,” she replied, her voice full of sudden conviction. He almost believed her. “You have to.”
“But...I don’t have big muscles like other guys.” Even just talking while holding on to the sharp-edged rocks was tiring him. “I’m not strong.”
“This isn’t about strength,” said Victoria. “Surviving the Corridor is a matter of how much you want it.”
“Want what?”
“To live,” was her matter-of-fact reply. “You have to want it more than anything you’ve ever wanted before.”
“You’re a regular fortune cookie,” he mumbled, lowering one leg to find purchase on another craggy bit of rock. He thought he heard a faint chuckle from Victoria.
Climbing down wasn’t remotely close to anything he’d call “easy,” but at least the rock was uneven enough to provide plenty to hold on to, unlike the smooth surfaces of the White Room. He shuddered at the thought of falling, tumbling violently against the rocks. There were some smoother patches here and there, but mostly, it was wildly uneven terrain of solid rock with lots of sharp edges.
Just take small, steady movements. One grip at a time.
Still, a little distraction from the mortal terror wouldn’t be the worst thing…
“So how many of these Rooms have you seen?” he asked.
“I couldn’t say.”
Troy slammed his hand against the rocks in anger. He opened another cut, but didn’t care. “Why should I believe whatever you tell me?”
She’d helped him escape the White Room, but she’d held back, too. And he was certain she was holding back plenty more.
“Look at your wrist,” said Victoria. “The right one.”
Troy looked down.
“The other right one.”
His weary muscles weakened as his dazed eyes turned slowly to his right hand. He almost let go of the rock at the sight. Fortunately, he was not so much dangling as clinging now, the rock face having angled down to a good thirty degrees or more.
He held to the nearest crevice with his left hand while examining his right. Around his wrist was a solid metal band, stainless steel, and curved like a bracelet, less than half an inch in width. At the top of the band, where the face might be on a watch, was a tiny circle with a familiar, intricate symbol etched into it.
It was the elaborate, ornate tree again—the one he’d seen on the Exit door in the White Room. A perfect match. Thick trunk with grooves so deep, they made the tree feel ancient. Dozens of branches, smooth and curved, swirling about. Hundreds of tiny, barely perceptible leaves.
How had this thing gotten onto his wrist and how long had it been there? It was as if someone had carved away a chunk of flesh the exact size of this bracelet, and then inserted the metal band in its place. It went all the way around, touching on the underside. Even if it hadn’t been bonded to his arm, there would be no getting it off now. He couldn’t tell how thick the band was because its silver surface was flush against the surrounding tissue. Only a faint red, infected tint to the skin touching the bracelet gave any clue that the thing didn’t belong there.
“What is it?” he asked. “How did you know—?”
“Listen,” she said, cutting through his panic with slow, emphatic words. “Choose to accept now that there are things I know that I can’t tell you. Some of them you’re meant to discover on your own, and others I’m not allowed to explain until the time is right. If I go too far, if I say too much, our connection will be permanently severed. And believe me, you can’t do this without me. But I promise, I won’t ever lie to you.”
“Yeah?” His ears burned red. Wasn’t omission the same as lying? “So what’s the bracelet for? Or is that something I have to figure out on my own?”
“It’s a key. It unlocks things. Mostly doors. You unlocked the White Room’s exit by waving your arm in front of it.”
Troy paused, once again his train of thought slamming to a halt. “Mostly doors? What else does it unlock?”
“You’ll see.”
“And what’s up with this tree-in-a-circle I keep seeing? It was on the Exit door in the White Room, and now it’s on this thing on my wrist.”
The ground was definitely easier to move across here, at an angle well below forty-five degrees.
“I honestly don’t know,” she replied, “but I assume it’s a symbol for something. Maybe life. Or survival.”
“But you already knew I had this thing on my arm,” he said, trying to swallow her words but choking on them instead. “How?”
A handfull of pebbles came loose from somewhere above and tumbled down, peppering his head and hands.
“You’re not my first Runner, Troy.”
He froze in place, even though the rocky surface had just become level enough that he could stand and walk. He thought of the bloody footprints he’d seen at the White Room exit. “How many others?”
“You’re the seventh Runner I’ve been connected to.”
Lucky number seven.
“And what happened to the first six? Wait, let me guess. You can’t say.”
Victoria sighed. “No, I can. But you don’t want me to. Not now. Make it through some more Rooms first.”
He walked across the jagged ground as he neared the bottom of the massive circle, turning the thought over in his mind. “Tell me about this connection between us, then.”
“Our minds are joined. There’s a term for it, but I’m not familiar with it.”
“Psychic?” said Troy. “Is it a psychic connection?”
“Yes,” she replied. “That’s it, exactly.”
He considered this. “So you can read my mind? I can’t seem to read yours…”
“From where I am, I can hear you speak, and I can see what you see as if looking through my own eyes. That’s all.”
Troy stopped and looked around the massive chamber. Whoever possessed technology powerful enough to build this place was somebody worthy of fear.
She had said “From where I am…” “So where are you? Are you inside the Corridor, or are you talking to me from somewhere else?”
She sighed again. “All I know is that it’s only my mind that’s awake and connected to you. My body is sort of…asleep. Another Runner called it ‘suspense’ or something.”
“Suspended animation,” said Troy.
“Yes, that’s it.”
This Victoria was no sci-fi fan, that much was certain.
At last he reached the exact bottom of the circle. The walls curved up on either side of him, a perfect, round valley. He knelt to the ground to catch his breath. Halfway there.
Already in the last hour he’d done more physical activity than ever before in his life. Some part of his brain—the part that was in denial that any of this was really happening—worried that he would be terribly sore in the morning. Assuming he lived to see another morning.
He stood once more and faced the opposite side of the valley. Now for the hard part. A half-mile climb up a curved wall of rock.
He could do this. He had to. He could make it. He could push himself and his feeble muscles further than they’d ever gone before. He would take one handhold after another, and he would hold on. He was not going to lose his grip and fall. That wasn’t an option. He had to make it, so he would.
The thought of tumbling down a curved hill made him think of Wile E. Coyote and other cartoon characters who cartwheel with arms and legs fully extended. Somehow a naïve look of frozen alarm always managed to save them in the end.
Troy took a deep breath and marched forward. In minutes, the slope was angling upward, gradually higher and higher until he had to drop to all fours and crawl.
As it turned out, easing into the climb this way was kind of nice. Better than facing a flat, vertical cliff wall and trying to hoist himself up. But as the climb continued to get steeper, he made a troubling discovery. His energy reserves were running lower and lower, and the task was becoming more difficult with every inch of ground.
“I hate P.E.,” he mumbled as he climbed, one hand over the other, one more foothold above the last. One more. Another. Now another. His muscles were trembling, causing his entire body to shake. He was suddenly glad Victoria couldn’t see him. “I hate that mean old drill sergeant Mr. Weller  and his stupid climbing rope.”
“You’re in the military?” asked Victoria.
He couldn’t help rolling his eyes. “It’s just a figure of—”
Then, the Room’s orientation shifted. His muscles failed and turned loose of his hold on the rocks.
“Troy!” shouted Victoria.
He screamed in return, a terrified, girlish cry. He’d never heard such a sound emerge from his own mouth before.
“Troy!”
Even as it was happening, his heart was telling him it couldn’t. It mustn’t. No, he had to live. He had to survive this, make it to the end. He wasn’t ready to die. He wanted to go home and see his dad and go to college and find something and someone in this life that was worth living for. No, no, no! Still he fell on, and he knew the injuries were multiplying as he went. Tears to his clothes, cuts to the skin beneath, painful impacts against the hard rocks.
He scrambled to make it stop, to find a piece of rock sticking out nice and far that he could grab onto and save his life. But his exhausted body betrayed him.
He tumbled down sideways, at times flipping end over end, and there was the unmistakable crack of a bone breaking. He screamed, but the yellow rocks were rushing by too fast, and the sharp snap of the broken bone got lost amid a hundred other stinging pains cutting into his head, shoulders, knees, and rear end. This fall was nothing like his cartoon vision. This was no cartwheel, it was a ragdoll thrown down from on high. One particularly painful roll slammed his chest against the rock face, squeezing the wind out of his lungs. On and on he rolled, howling the whole way, until at last, he reached the bottom of the mile-wide circle.
Rolling one last time onto his stomach, he lay still. There, he screamed again. It was an achingly loud shout of protest and fury and frustration, his eyes squeezed shut as tight as he could make them, every muscle clenched in agony. The sound lasted until there was no breath left in his lungs. This task was already so hard, and now he would have to do it with a battered and broken body?
And something was wrong. It was the same something that had started his tumble down the rocks. He wasn’t lying still. Not completely. And it was eerily silent. Victoria said nothing. He felt alone, abandoned. Did she care whether he lived or died? Did she fear he was dying right now? Or was their connection broken because of his emotional state? No, that couldn’t be it. He was just in shock.
The answer came to him in the stillness broken only by his heavy breathing, so labored and hard that he heard it echo back from the far end of the circular chamber. She was allowing him a moment of grace, to regroup.
Finally, her gentle voice spoke. “Troy? Are you alright?”
There was a sharp throbbing coming from his left wrist, and he suspected it was what had broken. He focused on breathing and took a mental inventory of his many cuts and bumps.
When he opened his eyes, he figured it out. He knew why Victoria had fallen silent for so long. Why he could feel movement even though he was lying perfectly still. Why he’d fallen.
The room was spinning. The Yellow Room was a giant hamster wheel carved out of solid rock, spinning silently without an axel via some technology or magic he didn’t have the capacity to imagine. It spun forward, the way a car’s wheel would if it was moving toward the Exit.
Troy glanced down at the tears in his jeans and t-shirt. Warm trickles of blood oozed from gashes underneath, and brown dirt stuck to his sweaty flesh. He tasted blood on his tongue, and wiped away a red smear from the edge of his mouth. He was just thankful to be wearing a long-sleeved shirt and long pants. His sneakers were a godsend as well. His summer attire typically never deviated from shorts, a tee, and flip-flops, but last night had been different, he had been on his way—
Where? What happened before he was brought here, to the Corridor? He couldn’t remember.
He couldn’t stay here, lying still this way. Already the wheel had turned so that he was at a slight incline with blood rushing down toward his head. He had to find a way to get back on his feet and keep moving, or the wheel would drag him up higher and higher until he tumbled down again.
With more pain than he’d ever felt in his life, Troy gingerly pushed up to his hands and knees. Instantly, his right arm gave out, and he yelped in pain.
“What?” asked Victoria.
“My wrist,” he moaned. “I think it’s broken.”
“Can you move your fingers?” she asked.
He wiggled them. “Yeah, more or less. Hurts, though. A lot.”
“Doesn’t look like it’s misaligned…” she said, and he was reminded that since he was looking at his wrist, she was, too. “Might be fractured. What do you have on? Do you have anything you can wrap it with?”
“Um…” he mumbled, his weary mind struggling to keep up with her. “I have a pair of jeans on, some socks under my shoes…Would socks work?”
“No, leave those. You may need them later.”
He didn’t really want to know at the moment what she meant by that. “I’ve got a long-sleeved t-shirt on.”
“Can you tear one of the sleeves off?”
He stood so he could keep pace with the slow spinning of the Room’s giant wheel, then did as she suggested. It took some rough tugging, but after a minute or so, he’d torn the seams of the right sleeve of his green tee. He put one end of the sleeve in the palm of his hand, and began to wind it around his wrist.
“You want it nice and firm, but not so tight it cuts off the circulation.”
He nodded, and was soon satisfied with his work. He tied the end off with a simple overhand knot.
Troy was panting and cradling his arm as he spoke the question that was gnawing at his insides. “Did you know that was going to happen? That the Room would start to move?”
There was a moment’s hesitation before Victoria replied. “I knew it could. But I’d hoped you would escape before—”
“Why didn’t you tell me!”
“I wasn’t allowed. If I say too much about what’s to come… It happened with my second Runner. I tried to prepare him in every way I could. The Corridor cut off our ability to talk to each another, but I could still see through his eyes. I had to watch in silence…as he…”
Troy couldn’t think of anything to say. It was clear she was trying to help him, even protect him. But there was nothing charitable on his tongue just now.
His eyes fell on the steel wall that enclosed the sides of the wheel, and he saw something else, barely visible. A spot where the steel was rusted and peeling, revealing black underneath.
He ran. The wall was a mere dozen feet away, and when he reached it, he slammed his entire body up against it, sideways, trying to break through.
“What are you—?” said Victoria.
He ignored her and punched the wall with his good hand, trying to make a dent or a hole in it. Something, anything. One little sign that he still had a tiny measure of control over his life. The wall was reinforced somehow, despite the crumbling surface, and it refused to show any evidence of his actions, aside from the red blood from his knuckles. He tried slamming his entire body up against it again. When that didn’t work, he clawed at the hated thing with his fingernails.
“Let me out!” he yelled.
“It’s not smart to waste your energy,” remarked Victoria.
“There has to be something behind this wall!” he replied. “What’s it made of? Metal? Cement? Plexiglas?”
She said something, but he was kicking against the wall now and couldn’t hear her. When that yielded no results, he switched back to pounding against it with his one working fist.
“Let me out of here!” he screamed. “Let me out! I can’t do this!”
A crack appeared in the metal and he stuck a few fingers through. He promptly received a jolt of electricity for his trouble, and screamed from the sensation.
“The only way out of the Corridor,” said Victoria, “is to Run.”
“I have to get out of here,” said Troy, huffing.
“It doesn’t work like that.”
With a surge of outrage, Troy spun, clenched his fists at his side, and raised his head to the heavens. “You’re not hearing me!” he screamed. “Victoria—whoever you are—I. Can’t. Do. This!”
In the silence that followed, his skin faded from angry red to a drained pale, and he dropped to his knees, his body limp and spent.
He wasn’t able to stay there long, thanks to the spinning of the room. With effort, he stood and took a few steps toward the bottom of the wheel. He glanced up around the circle until his eyes found the Exit. It was high up near the apex of the wheel just now, barely more than a dot at this distance. Climbing the direction he had been going would be a pointless exercise; it would be like going the wrong way on an escalator. He was feeble and inexperienced at rock climbing enough as it was, and now with an injured wrist, he’d never be able to climb faster than the wheel was turning.
Finally, he found his voice again, but it had grown miserably small. “I can’t climb it again. I don’t have it in me.”
“I know,” replied Victoria. “And I think that’s the point. The Corridor wants to see what you’re made of. By exhausting you physically, it forces you to think more tactically about your decisions.”
Troy considered this, but he found it hard to concentrate with the pain he was feeling from all over his body. “So there’s another way, then?”
“Always.”
He looked up and felt a twinge of hope as his eyes searched the rocky surface of the wheel. There had to be something, some little detail he’d overlooked. A solution of the mind, not the body. He had the best grades of any kid in his class, so this could be a challenge he might be equal to.
But there was nothing. No escape hatch, no hidden button to make the spinning stop. Just the entrance, and the Exit. Spinning on opposite sides of the wheel, in mutual orbit of one another.
He watched in silence, stumbling slowly along to keep pace with the turning as the entrance door crept towards him. He wondered if the Exit could be opened from anywhere on the wheel. Maybe he could just wait for the Exit door to come to him, and then open it. He suggested as much to Victoria.
As always, she seemed to be expecting this, and was all too ready to pour on a cold dose of reality.
“Only the door is moving,” Victoria said. “The opening behind it, leading to the next Room, is fixed. If the two don’t line up, the door won’t open.”
This girl was really getting on his last nerve.
The entrance neared and he stepped around it, allowing it to pass and watching it climb up the back side of the wheel toward the place where he’d entered. Slow and steady, it glided smoothly up, up, up…
Troy snapped to attention as an idea struck. It was wild, and it would be an insane risk. He might not even be able to do it. But if it worked…
His eyes fell quickly to the yellow rocks beneath his feet, and he scanned them back and forth, looking for what he needed.
“What? What are you thinking?” asked Victoria.
“Just…give me a minute,” he said. In truth, he didn’t want to give her a chance to shoot down his idea before he could try it.
These rocks were mostly smooth, but broken at sharp angles. Looking closer, he saw traces of blood in one spot. It was dried and crusty.
If he could just find...
There! He spotted an outcropping of rock that stuck out a good four or five inches from the other rocks. But this cluster was different. An opening, a small hole, stuck out sideways along the rocks, just big enough to fit a hand through. Maybe even both hands. To an ant, it might have looked like a natural land bridge. To a human, it was a handle.
And the Exit door, having crept slowly down the side of the wheel, was only about ten feet in front of this “handle” made of rock.
This was the solution to this puzzle. It had to be.
Before he could second-guess himself, he knelt down, looped his good hand through this natural hole, and tested his grip. It felt good. The rocks sticking out wouldn’t be painfully sharp when his weight would be supported by the thing. He put both hands through the loop, and then looked under his body, searching for something to put his feet on. He located a pair of jagged rocks, sticking out a few inches from the surface and curving slightly in on themselves. When his shoes dug into them, they created a natural, easy traction.
Satisfied with his position, Troy took a deep breath and closed his eyes. “Here we go.”
Victoria said nothing. He decided to take that as a good sign. Would she be allowed to tell him if he’d found the right solution? Probably not.
It was predictably easy going at first. A chance to rest, even, with his body hugging the ground as the wheel rotated ever-so-slowly across the base and angled gently uphill toward the side. It trailed the Exit door, accompanied by no sound but the muffled grinding of whatever mechanisms were making the giant Room spin.
He passed the ninety degree mark a lot sooner than he expected, and soon he was supporting his own weight as he moved vertically up the wheel.
Troy became aware all too quickly that his hands would never be able to hold on for the entire trip around the wheel. Thinking fast, he slid out his bad hand and pushed his good one farther into the rock, until the handle was up to the crook of his elbow. It was agony hanging from the wheel this way, particularly as it curved upward towards the apex. But it required a lot less exertion than trying to keep his fingers glued to the rock.
“That’s it! Hold on!” Victoria said in a sudden, excited burst. Was she risking their connection by telling him he’d figured out the solution? Or had the muzzle come off, making her free to discuss this with him?
As he soared higher and higher, he screamed involuntarily, certain that his arm was going to snap any moment and he would plummet to his death on the slowly moving yellow rocks far, far below.
“Open your eyes, I need to see where you are!” she said.
Troy hadn’t realized his eyes were closed. He was squeezing them as tightly as he could, not to block his vision but because of his struggle to endure the pain. His bad hand was clutching his good one with every ounce of will he could muster, forcing his left arm—which had long since gone numb—to remain locked inside that hole in the rock, and praying that the tiny outcropping that created the hole wouldn’t break.
It took extreme effort, but he managed to crack his eyes open. He was unable to focus on anything, the strain to hold on requiring too much of him, as he dangled freely, unable to keep his footing on the rocks.
“Look down and to your left,” said Victoria. She sucked in a breath.
He craned his neck obediently, trying to scan the massive wheel. Was she trying to decide how close the Exit door was to lining up with the passageway behind it? The door would get there before he did, so at the right moment, he was going to have to try to climb down the wall to the Exit. Already he was descending down the side of the wheel, becoming vertical again, but in his haze of pain, it was all happening way too fast.
Troy had to start climbing down now or he’d never make it. There was no way he could make a second trip around the wheel. But as soon as he began wiggling his arm free from the hole, his broken wrist gave an incredibly sharp twinge, and he lost his grip on his other hand for half a second. That was all it took for his good arm to fall free of the hole.
He grabbed hard at the loop of rock with his good hand. Even though it was still numb, he found a solid handhold on it before he dove to his death, but his strength was all but gone and he couldn’t keep his grip for long.
“There!” shouted Victoria. “Hold on, you’re almost there!”
“I can’t!” His good wrist was cramping as the feeling started to return, spasms shooting down his arm.
“Yes you can!” said Victoria. “Just a few more seconds. A few more seconds…”
But Troy shook his head. “I’m losing it,” he moaned. “I can’t—”
Too late. He fell.




“TROY, WAVE YOUR ARM!” shouted Victoria.
He’d landed on his rear end, right inside the alcove where the Exit door was. Still dazed, it took him half a second to figure out what she meant. She wanted him to pass that bracelet key thing—which was thankfully affixed to his good wrist—in front of the door to open it.
Not bothering to take the time to stand, he wiggled his hand up in the air, and shivered from the prickly sensation of the blood rushing back through his arm.
The circular engraving on the Exit door lit up—and he saw that the matching emblem on his bracelet did exactly the same—as the door slid upward, much faster than the last one. He saw the hole behind the door that opened into the next Room. He dove headfirst through the doorway and slammed his bad hand palm-first against hard ground that looked like burned cinders. No time to consider this. He ignored the pain shooting through his broken wrist, which was properly broken now if it hadn’t been before, and pulled the rest of his body through the hole. His feet cleared the doorway just as the wheel behind it passed over the hole, closing it off again.
“Congratulations, Runner thirty-seven thirty-five,” the Corridor announced. “You have escaped the Yellow Room.”
“Well done,” said Victoria. She sounded genuinely chipper. Was that a trace of hope he detected? Was she starting to believe he might actually survive this? It might have been touching if he weren’t so weary and damaged. But all he could think about was how much more of this there could be. Torture. That’s what it was. There was no other word for it. Sadistic, evil, torture.
Why would anyone build a place like this?
And these bizarre Rooms? They were places of wonder, alright, as Victoria had put it. But they were disjointed. Completely random. And yet…
Troy couldn’t put his finger on any particular reason for it, but something about all of this felt methodical. Intentional. Deliberate. As if there were a good reason why he was here, and that these Rooms weren’t as arbitrary as they seemed. He couldn’t make out the pattern, but he was certain it was there. Hiding just out of view.
He didn’t reply to Victoria. He had nothing to say, no confident statement of victory,  and no confirmation that her hope wasn’t misplaced.
The one thing he wanted in all the world was rest.
“Look beside the door,” said Victoria.
Not really caring what he might see there, he glanced up and saw a tiny door inset within the wall. It was identical to the metal Exit doors, just smaller.
Troy tried getting to his feet, but found it remarkably difficult. He settled for a pathetic hobble, hunched over and ready to hit all fours and crawl at any second. When he reached the little door, he put his hands on the wall and walked them up until he was standing upright in front of the door.
“Open it,” she instructed.
He waved a halfhearted hand over the door, and it began to retract, sliding up just as the Exit doors did.
Other things, Victoria had said. This bracelet/key thing would unlock doors and other things. Troy supposed this was what she meant.
Inside the small alcove behind the door was a cylinder about the width of a two-liter soda bottle. It lay on its side, with one end facing him and the other somewhere so deep inside the wall he couldn’t see it. He reached inside to pull it out, and found that it was nearly two feet long, made entirely of some kind of stainless steel. It looked like a giant thermos, and he wondered if that might be exactly what it was. Its weight was more than enough to confirm that something was inside. But there was no lid to unscrew.
“Open it,” said Victoria again.
He waved his bracelet over one end of the cylinder; the two ends were identical so there was no way to know which was the top. A seam appeared in the metal and then the entire top retracted until it was gone.
Troy hadn’t realized how thirsty he was until the moment he was looking down at the clear, cold water.
“Take it slow,” warned Victoria as he raised the water to his dry lips.
He didn’t have the energy to argue. Slower than he wanted, he let the water trickle past his mouth until it reached his sandpapery tongue and parched throat. It was glorious.
Throwing out Victoria’s warning, he took three big gulps, unable to stop himself. How had he never noticed before how wonderful water tasted? It was ice cold, smooth, and clear, and it felt like a salve healing his insides. In this moment, in this place, it was the best thing he’d ever tasted.
“Is this…?”
“It’s a little more than water. It has some mild rejuvenating properties.”
Wow. So the Corridor wasn’t a merciless deathtrap after all. It did have a measure of kindness built into its…programming, or whatever.
“You might want to use some to wash those cuts and scrapes,” said Victoria.
He thought this was a good idea, despite the deep longing within him to drain the cylinder dry. He hoped that Victoria didn’t assume he was angry with her again, because he wasn’t, but in his current state, he couldn’t bring himself to say anything. Addressing her feelings wasn’t something he could spare energy for right now.
He poured tiny spurts of the precious water over a few of the larger gashes, and gave himself a moment to revel in the freezing sensation as the water touched his broken skin. He watched his flesh to see how it might react to the water, but there was no visible effect. Still, the water felt remarkably good.
Would this one tube of water be his entire supply for the duration of his Run? Or did other Rooms have tiny alcoves with water inside? He didn’t bother asking Victoria; he assumed she wouldn’t be allowed to tell.
Troy was still facing the black wall by the entrance, cleansing his wounds, when he heard an offensive sound from behind. He knew it well; it was his least favorite sound in the world. It was the unmistakable whoosh of flames being born.
Involuntarily, his entire body clenched as some of his cruelest memories came roaring through his head like a thunderclap. His heart rate soared so high, he knew his connection to Victoria must’ve been instantly severed.
With terrible dread, he turned. He knew why the ground in this Room was like charcoal. It had been burned. Again and again and again.
He didn’t need Victoria to tell him where he was. This was the Orange Room. Nothing in the world was more orange than fire.
The room was about the same size as the White Room—a humongous square—but the ceiling was lower, no more than eight feet above the ground. And everything in sight was a charred, ruined shade of obsidian, though the Room itself offered plenty of light for him to see.
He recoiled instinctively as the fire appeared. His back touched the wall, but he wanted to pull back farther, to melt through the wall and even go back to the massive wheel of the Yellow Room. Anything would be better than this.
The fire began on the ground, touching the spot where the floor touched the wall on his far right. As he watched, it moved along a straight line with a purpose, spreading to the wall on his far left, and creating an impassable line just a few feet from where he stood, separating him from the rest of the Room. Including the Exit.
Troy didn’t move. No willpower could spring his legs to life against this obstacle. He stood in silence as the flames grew in height until they touched the ceiling.
“Why fire?” said Troy, his voice hoarse and dry again already, despite the water. If the Corridor had given him any kind of say, any choice at all in what obstacle he could face next, fire would be the farthest thing possible from the top of his list.
“You don’t like fire?” asked Victoria, their connection restored.
“I like fire just fine,” he said, unmoving, unable to tear his gaze away from the eight-foot-high flames. “It’s the paralyzing fear I hate.”
He didn’t need her advice for this. The solution to this problem was as obvious as it was malicious. He was holding it in his hands.
“This is every movie I ever saw, every book I’ve read. The hero has to face his fear,” he mumbled. “Alright, okay…”
Cursing the Corridor in his mind—and Victoria, too, for good measure—he stepped as close to the wall of fire as he dared, and swished his cylinder of water toward a spot on the floor at the base of the flames, allowing a small amount of the precious liquid to fly out.
The water splashed onto the floor, and whatever was feeding the flames vanished, creating a gap in the fire wall.
Troy tried to move forward, but faltered. The gap was narrow, no more than a foot-and-a-half. He’d have to turn sideways to squeeze through.
“What are you waiting for!” said Victoria, her voice rising. “Go! It won’t stay open long!”
With an audible gulp, he launched himself forward, turned sideways at the last second, and slid through the opening. On the other side, he stooped over and gasped. It was an uneven, shuddering breath, but it was all he could manage.
He’d done it. He walked through fire. But it couldn’t possibly be this easy. Victoria’s silence only reinforced this suspicion; she’d have congratulated him if the Orange Room’s challenge was done.
Troy almost asked her what was coming, but stopped short. She would never be able to tell him, and truthfully, he didn’t really want to know. Especially since it probably involved more fire.
That was when he heard the sound again. The vile sound that he hated more than any other. Louder this time.
He slowly returned to fully vertical, his blood running cold at the sight before him. The fire was spreading out in straight lines, in every direction. Turning at ninety degree angles, moving on, and then turning again. On it went, fire everywhere he could see.
He turned back toward the entrance, but his tiny gap had disappeared. He still had his water, but didn’t want to use anymore of it against the flames. It would just be a waste, anyway.
“It’s a fire maze,” he said, realizing it as the words left his mouth. “A huge maze with walls of fire.”
He’d ventured inside a life-sized maze once while on vacation, but that one was made in a cornfield. Instead of corn, hedges, or wooden boards, this maze’s walls were made of fire.
“Yes,” said Victoria. The succinct confirmation was probably all the Corridor would allow her to eke out.
Troy forced himself to slow his breathing, not wanting to lose contact with her again. Not now. Not when he was surrounded by this.
“Is there a solution to the maze?” he asked.
Victoria was slow to answer. “There’s always a solution.”
Not good enough. He needed more.
“What I need to know is, can I get to the Exit without having to navigate the maze? You said there’s always another way, right?”
“Yes,” she said, choosing her words with care. “But the only way out is to Run.”
Hopeless. He would never survive this. He could feel it in his bones. It was one thing to risk his skin in some physical challenge, but this one went way beyond physical. It dug deep into his psyche.
The thought made him pull up short. Did the Corridor know? Was it tailoring the Rooms specifically to him and his own shortcomings and fears?
Did it understand just what fire meant to him?
“Best get moving,” said Victoria.
He knew what that meant. This one was on a timer. Like the White Room. What would happen if it took him too long to find the solution?
Troy didn’t feel like finding out. With one last deep breath and closed eyes, he knew it was time. He picked the closest open lane and walked carefully into it. Again, the flame walls were too close together for his liking, and he had to squeeze through.
Sweat formed on his brow, this time from the heat instead of exertion. But at least this room was a mental problem. That made him feel marginally better than if it’d been a physical challenge. He told himself to ignore the fire and focus on the maze. A puzzle he could handle. He was good at puzzles; it was a natural talent he’d first displayed at just three years of age. His mom had always told him he’d gotten that talent from his grandfather. Took him less than thirty minutes to do the crossword puzzle in the newspaper every week, she used to say.
One foot in front of the other. That was all it took. That was all he had to do. Don’t think about the fire, just put that left food forward. Now the right one. Yes, he could do this. The fire wouldn’t burn him, it wouldn’t do to him what—
No, don’t think about that. Not now. Think about anything else. Think about Granddad. Yeah, that’s good...
The first path he tried ended after one turn, so he turned around and tried another. He had assumed he could use his water again, forge his own path through the maze by putting out pieces of the fires, but this Room was so large, he couldn’t even see the far side of it. He’d run out of water long before he reached the end, and with the heat rising by the moment, he’d need his precious canister to hold onto as much of its life-saving liquid as possible.
As the heat rose, so did the intensity of the flames. Troy was unaware of it at first, but it was impossible to miss after a while. What had been a thin wall of orange fire stretching from floor to ceiling was growing thicker by the minute. He realized with a start that the size of the maze’s already narrow pathways were shrinking. It was happening so gradually he couldn’t see it in progress, but it was there. Every now and then the change would become perceptible, and his heart would skip another beat.
He wondered how much time he had to do this, and decided to pick up the pace. More than once, edges of his clothes caught fire, but he was keeping a close watch on it, so he could frequently pat away the flames like swatting a mosquito. He had to be extra careful with his bad hand, which was now missing the protection of a sleeve. Twice he caught himself rolling up his other sleeve due to the heat, and forced it back down to protect his pale skin.
He wandered the maze for what felt like hours. Maybe days, all while scarcely avoiding the fire baring down on him from all sides. It was exhausting work, even more so than crawling blind through the White Room, because it required a constant state of alert. He had to keep an eye on the encroaching walls while watching his clothes for errant flames, and also memorizing the pathways he’d already taken so he didn’t repeat them.
Would his grandfather have already solved this maze and gotten out? He’d probably be well into the next Room by now. He was such a gentle but strong old man who had no reputation for high intelligence, having worked on an assembly line most of his life. But his grandfather was smart enough to know the value of hard work. And he had a much sharper mind than most people realized.
It occurred to him that there should be an awful lot of smoke pouring out of all these flames, yet he was having no trouble breathing. Whatever was fueling the fires must not have been that kind of combustible. Or maybe the Orange Room was equipped with vents hidden somewhere in the ceiling to whisk all that smoke away.
Either way, he was thankful for this small miracle.
He lost himself in his task for fifteen or twenty minutes, during which Victoria was silent so that he could concentrate. He wondered how long it would last. Probably not as long as he’d like.
“What are you thinking about?” she said at last.
He wiped his brow for at least the tenth time. “Nothing, except…everything. This is the third time I’ve stared down my own death in—what? A couple of hours? But I keep thinking about all the stuff I never bother thinking about. Like my pocketknife.”
Victoria was probably trying to figure out what to make of that, because she didn’t respond immediately. “What kind of knife is it?” she asked. He assumed she had no idea where to go with this, and asked the only question she could come up with, just to keep the conversation going.
“No idea,” he said after a sharp gasp as he’d nearly run into an unexpected fire wall. “My granddad gave it to me when I was eleven. Or maybe twelve. It was brand new.”
“And you…wore it out?” asked Victoria.
“Never used it,” said Troy, wiping sweat out of his eyes that came from his forehead. “I wouldn’t even know how.”
Another pause from Victoria. “Then…?”
“Granddad died a couple of years after he gave it to me. So I keep it on a little perch on my desk, in my room. Just something to remind me of him. Funny thing is, I don’t let it. I never think about it. Or him. I must see that knife a dozen times a day, coming and going. But I just pass it by. I never think about what it means. Why I keep it. Who gave it to me.”
Troy reached a dead end, and had to turn around. It was wearisome, but he took careful note of the path that brought him here, and retraced his steps back to the last turn he’d taken. Via process of elimination, it was inevitable that he’d find the way out. The only question was whether he’d find it before being burned alive.
“You know,” he said, continuing his train of thought, “I’m not even sure I ever opened the knife to see what kinds of attachments it has. Wouldn’t know what most of them were called if I did. I know there’s a corkscrew thing, and a tiny pair of scissors. A few different knives. What else do pocketknives have?”
Victoria faltered. “I’ve never seen one.”
That’s odd. Never? “It’s just…I can’t stop thinking of all the things of significance I breeze past, all the time, running, running. Always running. Why I never slow down to appreciate the things that mean something. Man, that sounded lame.”
“It was actually kind of deep,” Victoria replied. “You say that sort of thing a lot?”
“Just been that kind of a day.”
She laughed. “Troy?” asked Victoria in a quieter voice.
“Yeah?”
“Why are you afraid of fire?”
Troy felt dead inside at hearing the question aloud. A profound sense of dread washed over him, and for a moment, he forgot where he was as it all came rushing back…
“Please tell me,” said Victoria.
He pushed the memories to the back of his mind, compartmentalizing them as he’d learned to long ago. “I lost my mother to a fire.”
Victoria’s silence was heavier than it had ever been.
Troy was listening to memories of his mother’s voice. The more time that passed, the harder it was to remember the sound of her voice.
“How long ago?” she asked.
“Nine years. She worked in this really old office building that burned down. Place was ancient. Miracle it lasted as long as it did. The police told us she probably died from breathing the smoke, or she might have had a heat stroke before the fire touched her. But she still burned.”
“I’m sorry…”
“They had to identify her remains by her teeth,” said Troy, with a note of anger. “Her teeth.”
“That’s horrible,” said Victoria. “I think I’d be afraid of fire, too.”
“I’m not afraid of it,” Troy said, raising his head to continue his hike through the maze. “I hate it. Passionately. Violently. As much as a human being is physically capable of hating anything—that’s how I feel about this.”
Victoria fell silent. He was over halfway through the room now, he had to be. He was almost sure he’d caught sight of the Exit through the thick, orange flames.
It was so hot. Boiling and terrifying. Troy just kept swallowing, again and again. His dry tongue felt thick in his throat and offered no relief, but maybe the physical action would help deal with the emotional torment.
For a moment, he let it in—the thing he hadn’t let himself think since he first stepped through the fire. This was what his mother had felt. This scorching, blistering heat. A heat not hypothetical or intangible, but physical. A very real thing that could reach out and touch you. Singe you. Burn you alive.
“Your mother…do you still cry over her?” asked Victoria.
“It was nine years ago,” Troy said, shrugging. But then he froze. “Of course I do.” He surprised himself, admitting something so personal. It was the isolation of this place. It was getting to him.
And the heat. The tremendous, unbearable heat, causing him to sweat buckets. He chanced a brief pause for another swig of his water. He had to stay hydrated. More importantly, he had to stay calm.
Had his mother been able to stay calm at this point? What was she thinking and feeling when she was trapped in that office, knowing her end was near?
Had she thought about him the way he was thinking only of her?
Troy began jogging when he saw that the fire had eaten another inch out of his path. He shook his head to clear it, to shift his focus away from his mother and onto the task at hand. That was the real challenge here anyway, right? Mind over matter?
The maze was getting precarious now, and most of the time he had to turn partly sideways to clear the flames. He’d been on this path for more than ten minutes, following it this way and that, refusing a possible turn on the left to continue to his right. The path continued on, and he realized it was the longest continuous path he’d found yet. This gave him hope to keep going, even though the flames touched him at every turn.
All the times Troy had imagined his mother’s final moments on this Earth—assuming he was still on Earth, which he didn’t—his worst nightmares of the intense heat of the fire couldn’t compare to this. This was a furnace, an incinerator, a place where you burn the dead. This was skipping across the surface of the sun and trying not to get cooked.
How could the person he loved more than any other in the world have suffered such a horrific fate as this?
“Any idea how much farther?” said Troy, his breaths coming shallow and quick. He wiped at the sweat streaming down his forehead, his cheeks, his neck. His clothes were soaked, but there was nothing he could do about any of it. His only chance was to escape the flames.
“Can’t be far,” replied Victoria, her voice coiled tight like a spring under tension. “I think you’re on the right track.”
The words had barely escaped her mouth when he saw a dead end straight ahead.
He wanted to pass out. Let his weakened, weary muscles go, and collapse into the bliss of unconsciousness.
This couldn’t be happening. There was no way he could double-back all the way down this path and find a new route before the path constricted so tight that his skin caught fire. It was over.
“I can’t—I can’t keep going,” he said between wheezing breaths.
“Why not? You’re so close!”
He looked toward the dead end again as he drew nearer. At the end of the path was a fork in the road. One turn went exactly ninety degrees left, the other the same to the right.
There was no time for mistakes now. If he didn’t burst into flames in the next couple of minutes, he would surely melt.
It was a fifty/fifty chance. Victoria said nothing to sway his decision. Maybe they would both lead to the Exit.
Yeah, right.
There was no more time to waste. He turned left.
Ahead, the path stretched on for twenty or thirty more feet before turning again to the right. He ambled onward, shuffling sideways and dying of thirst. He wanted only to get out of this fire and bathe in the ice cold water from the steel cylinder.
Right turn. Another right. Then left. Left again.
The path was less than a foot wide now, and his clothes were catching fire in so many places, he couldn’t keep up with them all. His strength was fading, but the end was close enough to give him one last jolt of adrenaline.
Ignoring the burning sensations across his body, he broke into a sprint and made three more turns before he spotted the Exit, dead ahead. He didn’t slow now, bursting through the last wall of fire sideways and feeling fire touch nearly every part of his body. On the other side, he dropped immediately and rolled. When he was on his feet again, standing at the threshold of the Exit and looking back at the gigantic maze, he coughed at the smoke rising from his smoldering clothes.
He turned to the door and waved his arm in front of the tree emblem. It glowed and rose slowly from the ground.
“Congratulations, Runner thirty-seven thirty-five. You have escaped the Orange Room.”
“Well done,” said Victoria, sounding just as out of breath as he was.
“Yes I am, though I was hoping for medium rare,” he joked, but suddenly fell silent and spun sharply to look back at the inferno of the Orange Room.
What was that? His gaze circled the Room, but found nothing. It had been so faint…
It must have been nothing.





TROY WAS GULPING WATER from the metal cylinder when the door finally raised up high enough for him to squeeze through. On the other side, he dropped the nearly empty tube in shock.
“You have got to be kidding me!” Troy shouted. “Lava? We have to do lava, too? Fire wasn’t enough?”
His eyes traced the typically huge Room, finding high walls that enclosed the Room in a perfect circle. The walls curved inward as they climbed, forming a massive dome. It felt to Troy rather like a sports arena. Its continuous walls were a faded red color, but the Room’s chief feature was the cooling, crusted lava that covered every square inch of the ground. It was clumped together in mounds scattered around the room randomly. The tops of the mounds were still made of red, oozing liquid, while the lower areas appeared more hardened. But even there, he could see spots where the molten goo peeked out through the cracks.
It was warm in this Room, but not as searing as the Orange Room’s walls of pure flame. Maybe this one wouldn’t be so bad. It was probably akin to an elaborate floor tile puzzle where he had to find the right spots on the ground to step on. Only if he stepped on the wrong spot here, his foot could melt into the rock.
“This,” said Victoria, “is the Red Room.”
In his nervousness, Troy felt an irrational desire to lighten the mood. “Straight to Red, then. What, no Fuchsia?”
“What’s Fuchsia?”
“It’s this sort of violent shade of…never mind.” Troy ran his good hand through his dark, matted hair, picked up the steel cylinder and tucked it under his arm, and began inspecting the ground nearest to him.
“Troy, wait,” said Victoria, and he pulled back sharply, muscles tensed and ready to snap. “Listen. Before you begin, there’s something you should know. Something important.”
His heart began beating faster. “I’m listening,” he said, looking up from the ground.
Victoria let out a long breath, but her voice was still anxious. “If you make it through the Red Room…there’s a secret I’ll be allowed to tell you.”
Troy’s eyebrows knotted. “What kind of secret?”
“The kind that very few Runners make it far enough to find out,” she said softly. “It’s the biggest secret I know about the Corridor.”
Even Troy’s thoughts ground to a halt, and it was more than a minute before his weary mind was able to form a response.
He spoke slowly and uncertainly, drawing out the word. “Okay.”
Whatever Victoria was hoping to reveal to him was contingent on his surviving the Red Room. Which was actually a pretty good incentive. Answers were the only thing he wanted as much as survival.
Time to get on with it, then. The sooner he got through this one, the better. There couldn’t possibly be another hot, fire-themed room after this one. What color would come next, anyway?
“I’m guessing the object here,” said Troy, turning to the business at hand, “is to navigate the floor without breaking the cooling lava shell on top.”
Victoria said nothing. Troy rolled his eyes and wished he could spare enough energy to work up a little anger at her silence.
“At least tell me if there’s another water bottle in here,” he said.
“Not that I know of. Sorry.” Her voice suggested that she truly was.
Cautiously, tentatively, he set about walking on the precarious, cooling lava. The first shell of rock he stepped on was so fragile it cracked under his weight, forcing him to jump back to the safety of the entrance’s landing. After catching his breath, he sidestepped that spot and jumped to the next nearest foothold that looked sturdy. But this time instead of waiting to see if the rocky shell would hold him, he kept going, ignoring whatever sounds he heard from underfoot and leaping from spot to spot as quickly as possible.
Despite his tiredness, he was encouraged by the simplicity of the Red Room. He could do this. He just had to avoid the big mounds and keep to the lowest parts of the ground. As long as he kept trusting his instincts about which parts of the ground would hold his weight without crashing through to the lava underneath, this was doable. Simple, even.
Still, it would take ten to fifteen minutes to cross the enormous expanse of the Red Room. So Troy took the opportunity to throw some new questions Victoria’s way.
“You mentioned that the Corridor talks to you,” he said, leaping three feet to the next safe spot. “Are you linked to it? Like you are with me?”
“The sensation is…similar. In a way,” said Victoria, and he could hear her surprise at his abrupt interest in grilling her for answers. “But it doesn’t speak to me with words. I sort of get these images in my head that… show me what it wants.”
Troy stopped short. “Wait, it doesn’t speak? Not ever? So it may not even be—”
“Of human design?” Victoria finished. “I’ve wondered about that for as long as I’ve been here. It would explain why the Corridor needs someone like me. It can’t speak our language, so it needs a human go-between. God only knows why it picked me. I’m nothing special.”
Troy wished he could contradict her. It felt like the polite thing to do. But he knew nothing about her. Any words of support would come out hollow. What could he back up such a claim with? Best not to insult her intelligence with a meaningless compliment, he concluded.
Voice. She was the Corridor’s voice.
“Wait, is that you, announcing when I’ve succeeded?” he asked, jumping to one side. A crack appeared in the crust and a few drops of lava splashed on his shoe. “You know, the ‘Congratulations, Runner, you’ve escaped the whatever…’?”
“It’s my voice,” she replied with a note of disdain, “but I’m not in control when it happens. The Corridor sort of…pushes its will on me.”
“But—but you must be here to do more than just speak for the Corridor,” he pointed out. “I mean, you’ve done more than that all this time. You help me. And I don’t get the sense that the Corridor is forcing you to do that.”
“It’s not.”
Was she paying a price for choosing to assist him?
“When you were all formal and announcing my welcome or whatever, you called me Runner thirty-seven thirty-five. Does that mean—?”
“That there have been three thousand, seven hundred and thirty-four Runners before you? It’s possible.”
Troy considered this while leaping to another spot, but found that his mind kept returning to something else she’d told him.
“You said our connection was mutual. But I can only hear your voice. I can’t see anything you see.”
“My own eyes see nothing. It’s difficult to explain… My mind is working just fine, but my senses are completely cut off from my body. So my only information comes from my connection to you, and from what the Corridor tells me.”
A small stream of lava brought Troy up short. “Wait, how long have you been here?” he asked while searching for another route.
“The Corridor wakes up my mind when it has need of me. When there’s a Runner. The rest of the time I’m asleep. But I know it’s been a long time. Years, maybe.”
For the first time, he felt like maybe Victoria had gotten the worse end of this deal. What he was doing was impossibly hard, but he’d only been here for three or four hours. How much of her life had Victoria lost to this place? Would she ever get it back?
He jumped over the lava flow, even though it took him over a crusted mound that looked higher than he liked.
“How old are you?” Troy suddenly asked.
Victoria hesitated. “I was fifteen when I was brought here.”
Troy understood. With no way of knowing how long ago she’d arrived at the Corridor, she couldn’t know how old she was. She could still be fifteen, or she could be forty, for all she knew.
“Where are you from?”
“Oklahoma. Grew up on a farm there.”
“They don’t have fuchsia on farms in Oklahoma?”
Victoria actually laughed. “I guess we don’t.”
Troy smiled. It was the first time he’d done it since arriving here. “Well, for whatever it’s worth…I think you’re special.”
“What?” she asked, surprise in her voice.
“You said you don’t know why it picked you, since you aren’t anything special. But the very fact that the Corridor did pick you proves how special you are.”
He found a solid footing and glanced about. A little over a third of the way there. This one was proving to be the easiest Room yet. Which made his stomach churn with anxiety. It was going to get harder. That was a given. The only question was when.
The ground gave a tiny pop and then a slight lurch.
“Ah! Oh, jeez!” he yelped.
“What?”
“My shoe’s stuck!” he cried, looking down so she could see.
The ground-hardening lava had given way beneath his left foot, causing the sole of his shoe to drop down an inch or so into the lava beneath that was somewhere between red hot liquid and black, burned rock. His shoe’s rubber sole was already gooey and melting faster by the second.
“What do I do? Take it off?”
“No!” she replied with a surprisingly forceful tone. “You’ll never survive this Room without something to protect your feet. You have to pull it out! Pull as hard as you can!”
“If I was holding anything back, I would tell you!” Troy snarled.
“Try pushing your foot down farther into the rock!”
“What?” he screamed. He’d heard her wrong. He must’ve. “Are you—”
“Push down just a little. Half an inch. It might loosen the grip of the rock up top that’s hardening around your foot.”
Closing his eyes for half a second, he pushed down a tiny fraction and immediately felt the heat burning the bottom of his foot.
“Now yank it out!” shouted Victoria.
He did as he was told, and stumbled backwards until he tripped. He fell down the large mound, but turned over and caught himself before sliding into the lava flow snaking around the larger mounds.
All Troy could think about was the intense heat in his foot. There couldn’t be much of the shoe left, since most of the bottom had melted in the lava. If only he could blow it cool, or something…
Birthday. Blow out the birthday candles.
Just before he’d awoken inside the Corridor, it had been the night before his birthday. He was turning seventeen, and he was on his way home from the library, where he’d been researching for a book report. His dad was terrible at keeping secrets, so Troy knew about the small surprise party that would be waiting for him when he got home. It was always awkward when his dad tried to do things for him that his mom would have done if she was still alive. He hadn’t liked surprises since his mom died, and he had had even less use for parties. So he drove slowly.
And that was when… When what? Something happened while he was driving home from the library. But what? How did he get here, to this place?
“Get up!” shouted Victoria. “Move!”
Troy started, suddenly aware that she’d been yelling at him for a few seconds now. He leapt to his feet and tried not to think about the scorching pain in his left foot. Had it been burned? Almost certainly. But he didn’t want to look down and see how bad, afraid he might not make it another step if he did.
He stood and took a moment to reorient himself so that he was again facing the Exit, still a good half mile away.
A loud plop from a dozen feet to his right made him jump. He spun. A baseball-sized sphere of red-hot magma had landed on the ground.
Troy’s breath caught in his throat as he heard another plop. And another.
He slowly shifted his gaze upward toward the ceiling. All he could see were the tiny red specks forming somewhere up there, like a sprinkler spraying blood.
“Run!” screamed Victoria.
Troy shifted into a flat-out sprint, barely paying any attention to the ground anymore. Instead, his head craned back so he wouldn’t miss any of  the balls of liquid rock that were falling out of the sky.
Lava bombs. That’s what they were. He’d read about the phenomenon for a science project two years ago. But true lava bombs usually cooled before they hit the ground; these remained liquid as they fell, and burst outward in a tiny radius when they landed, with a weird, gooey splash.
He recoiled from a red stream, having nearly stepped into it. So he had to keep one eye on the ground, and another on the ceiling. Awesome.
He ran as fast as his tired legs would carry him for another three hundred yards, burning through his final supply of adrenaline. The Exit was closer, two hundred feet away. One hundred and fifty. One hundred.
Without warning, Troy screamed a sound he’d only made once before in his life: an involuntary reaction to an intense pain like nothing he’d felt before. It was the sound he’d made the day he found out his mother died. He was somehow on his hands and knees. His palms suffering from the far too hot black rock beneath them, yet he felt nothing save the scorching sensation on his back.
“What’s wrong?” Victoria shouted.
Something had slammed into him, and now his skin was on fire. A lava bomb had hit him just below the shoulders and was slowly rolling down his back, clinging to his shirt and torching the skin underneath. A wave of nausea and cold sweats washed over him, and Troy knew he was going to pass out.
“Lava!” he cried. It was all he could get to come out, because he was using every last bit of his will power not to pass out from the pain.
But he couldn’t. He couldn’t afford to. Not here, not now. Not this Room. It would swallow him whole.
“Where did it hit you?” said Victoria.
“Back!” he howled. “My back!”
“Oh no,” she whispered.
“What do I do, what do I do?” he cried.
“Get your shirt off!”
He tugged at the collar of his green t-shirt, his fingers going numb. The pain in his back was so severe, his body was trying to shut down to compensate. Focusing his mind on pulling off the shirt was all but impossible, but inch by agonizing inch, he pulled it free, and immediately the ball of cooling lava fell at his feet. As he dropped the shirt on the ground, he saw a foot-sized hole had been burned through the back. It corresponded with the area where the searing pain came from.
Troy glanced over his shoulder at the ball of lava on the ground, little more than a tennis ball-sized hunk of black goo that had already cooled and hardened quite a bit before it ever hit him. So the burns were only as bad as the surface temperature of the cooling ball, and whatever bits of warmer lava that might have spilled out from inside.
This fact, he decided, could permit him to escape the injury with his life, assuming he could reach the Exit before he passed out.
“If you can make it to the Purple Room,” said a terse Victoria, “you’ll be okay. You can rest there.”
Pain.
Pain!
Keep going.
Just go.
Keep moving.
Purple Room?
Burning…
Melting…
Red…
Purple…
Broken wrist, burned foot, liquefying skin…
Why?
Fire touching his skin, burning through to his spine underneath…
Why would someone build a place like this? What kind of sadistic person—?
A new sensation materialized. His lower back was wet; something was running down it. He knew what it was; it shared the same color as this Room. He decided to raise his gaze back up to eye level, so he didn’t have to watch it drip to the ground.
“Do you have any of the water left?”
“Uh, just a little,” he moaned, barely hearing her. He staggered drunkenly on his feet, the world around him unfocused and growing darker.
“Pour a bit on your back,” she instructed. “But not all of it. Save some for drinking.”
“I think… I see it,” he slurred. He strained to keep his gaze on the Exit so that Victoria could see it too.
“Yes, that’s it! Listen. You have to get yourself through that door. I don’t care if you stagger or crawl, just get there. You can rest in the next room, I promise. It’s sort of an oasis.”
Okay then. He’d just have to do it. It was that simple.
Seeing the Exit had the same affect on him it had every time before. Another shot of adrenaline surged through his veins, and he used it to rally one last time. He was so much weaker than last time, and it was harder to not think about how much of the skin on his back had melted off, so the adrenaline didn’t help as much as before. But anything was better than nothing.
Troy’s eyes came briefly into focus, allowing him to properly see the door.
The last few feet were the longest of his life. He lumbered, stumbled, and lost his balance more than once. Touching the ground was like touching the surface of an iron. But it jolted him back to reality each time, and helped get him back to his feet and push on.
As he walked, Victoria kept talking. Encouraging him with soft-spoken words. Filling the air between them with something, anything, so that the silence didn’t crush him.
He glanced up a couple of times, leery of the still-falling lava. But, truthfully, it wasn’t a huge concern. Not anymore. Not with his life already hanging so precariously in the balance.
Somewhere along the way, he began to weep. He tried to hide it, to swallow it down, but he no longer had control. If his frequent sniffles hadn’t made it obvious, the watery blur to his vision certainly would’ve.
“You can do this,” said Victoria, her voice just above a whisper. Yet there was strength in it, a strength that he let himself grab hold of.
“I’m really glad you can’t see me right now,” he said, unable to hold back a heaving, cry-filled breath. Even as the words were leaving his mouth, he felt stupid. In his head, it had sounded like a perfectly reasonable way to lighten the tension and deflect her concerns. But it turned weak, pitiful.
“Crying can be a source of strength, too, you know,” she said softly.
Again he inexplicably found himself trying to lighten the mood, as if convincing Victoria that he was alright would somehow make it true. “No, I meant I’m glad you can’t see me without my shirt on. It’s…not an impressive sight.”
She let out a single chuckle. “And here I thought you were one of those ‘body builders’.”
She was playing along, of course. But why did she say it that way, with extra emphasis on the final words? It was like earlier when she didn’t seem to know what rock climbing was, or fuchsia, or suspended animation. Who was she, really?
He was surprised when he came upon the base of the Exit door. He knew it had taken a long time to get here, but his memories of it were abbreviated by the pain.
“Congratulations, Runner—” the voice was saying, but he couldn’t hear it over the cacophony of anguish tearing across his back. He’d already gone far beyond the point of pain he believed himself capable of withstanding.
“You made it,” Victoria whispered. “You did it.”
Troy collapsed and crawled, hands and knees, the last few inches over the landing up to the door. “I wish I was dead,” he said, his voice so dry it came out as a low growl. He lifted his left arm up just over his head and waved it before the door to trigger the lock.
When Victoria spoke again, her voice had returned to full strength, yet there was added weight and significance to what she said. “That’s just it, Troy. That’s the thing I’m allowed to tell you, now that you survived the Red Room.”
The pain was unbearable, and unconsciousness beckoned. He was crawling over the threshold into some kind of dark space made of stone when her words sunk in. He froze, horrified by what her next words might be as the door slid shut with a thud behind him.
“You’re here because you are dead.”
With those words burning through him, sleep claimed its prize.




WAKING UP DID NOT come easily. Troy felt his mind stirring to awareness, his skin rising in temperature, his heart increasing its beats per minute, long before he opened his eyes. As long as they were shut, it could just be a dream. Never mind the searing pain coming from the skin covering his spine. Just the power of suggestion, his mind making the dream real.
“Troy?”
His fragile fantasy turned to dust at the sound of her voice.
Troy slowly blinked open his eyes. There wasn’t anything to adjust his vision to; this Room was much darker than any he’d been in so far. He glanced about, taking in his first details of the small Purple Room, which didn’t appear to be purple at all, while pushing with all his might against the floor to force himself to sit up.
“Take it slow,” said Victoria. “I was right—I thought I heard your breathing change.”
Troy was struck at the shades of fear and loneliness her voice betrayed, and he wondered how long he’d been asleep. And all that time, she was completely alone, with nothing to do but wait for him to wake up.
“Sorry if I overslept,” he mumbled, his lips moving sluggishly. “Didn’t hear the alarm.”
Victoria let out a quick exhale that might have been an attempt at chuckling, were the circumstances not so dire.
“First things first,” he said, finally making it upright. He tried leaning back against the nearest wall, but the slightest touch set his back on fire again. So he leaned forward and hugged his knees instead. The pain had lessened since he’d entered the Purple Room, but he thought he could feel the raw, swollen sensation of blisters forming on his back. His mother’s death had provided an education in burn injuries, so he understood enough to know from what he could feel that his burns were likely second degree. But there was one area that had gone numb—probably where the lava bomb had first struck. Numbness meant third degree injuries. Which meant he would need skin grafts if he ever got out of here.
“How long was I out?”
“Almost a day, I think.”
Twenty-four hours of sleep. Huh. He’d never slept that long before. He certainly felt less weary now than before, but his throat was achingly dry, and his injuries didn’t seem to have healed as much as he’d hoped. Still, he was alive and he was coherent, and still able to function. So the water had to be rejuvenating him.
He found his steel cylinder a couple of feet away on the cool, cobblestone ground, which now sported a dark violet hue. He was dismayed to find it almost empty. His next swallow of the precious fluid would be his last. But if he didn’t drink it now, what was he waiting for? He might not get another chance. Besides, it wasn’t like there was any hurry to find the Exit this time.
He picked up the cylinder and noticed that there were markings on the ground. Faint, messy etchings right in the rock, as if someone had carved it with whatever they had on hand—a sharp ink pen, or maybe even a fingernail. Names and numbers. But as he examined them, his slow-working mind caught up to the fact that more than one person’s handwriting was represented among these engravings. A lot more.
This train of thought was cut off as he swallowed his water and took in the Room properly for the first time. An enormous spiral staircase went up higher than he could see and descended down into total darkness. The Room’s circumference was no more than twenty feet across. It probably was kind of like being inside his steel water cylinder.
The staircase clung to the circular walls, seemingly made out of the same dark-colored rock as the Room itself, but after every ten feet or so of steps, there was a landing. And behind each landing was a metal door just like the Room Exits he was used to.
It was a puzzle, he realized. Find the right door, and you find the way out.
“So this Purple Room,” he began. “There’s no time limit to it?”
“No. You can rest here as long as you want.”
“You’re sure?” he asked, not wanting to accidentally violate another of the Corridor’s seemingly arbitrary rules.
“My fourth Runner stayed here for almost three days.”
He nodded, mostly to himself. Three days. A long time to sit and do nothing. Guy probably had to recover from injuries caused by a previous Room, same as Troy.
He reached down and tugged at his tennis shoes, pulling off first the one that was still in decent condition, and then gingerly removing the half-melted one. The rubber had cooled in such a way that it was somewhat molded around his foot. Getting it off was kind of like removing a cast, but it felt good to have it gone, to let his feet breathe free.
With a start, it all came rushing back into his head like a blast of icy wind: his delirious escape from the Red Room, and the words Victoria had left him with right before he’d passed out.
“I’m dead?” he blurted out suddenly. “I can’t be dead. How--?”
“It’s a long story,” said Victoria, steeling herself for an explanation she’d no doubt given several times before. “If you need to rest some more, it can wait.”
“I need answers. What good is sleep if I’m already dead?”
“It’s…more complicated than that,” she said.
Troy knew that his silence would communicate his refusal to relent more than speaking, so he simply waited for her to start talking again.
“The Purple Room is different than all the others. For the first time, you’re going to be given a choice. If you want, you can leave the Corridor. Right now. No more Rooms, no more challenges or traps or puzzles.”
“What’s the catch?”
Victoria paused. “What do you remember about what you were doing just before you found yourself in the White Room?”
The Red Room. That was where his memory had started to return. But what did she care about what he was doing before he was in the Corridor? “I was on my way home. My dad was throwing a birthday party for me… Why does this matter?”
“It’s important,” she replied. “It’s everything. Can you remember what was happening the exact moment before you woke up here?
“I was—I, uh...” Troy strained to remember. This part seemed to be permanently glossed over with a thick haze. “I’m not sure.”
“Think. Close your eyes and look back. What do you see?”
“I was in my car, driving home from the library… It was getting dark out. Dusk, maybe.”
“Keep going.”
Troy squeezed his eyes shut as hard as he could, straining to repair his broken memory.
“I don’t know…” The neurons and mental pathways sparked inside his mind. It was still vague, but he was starting to see snatches of imagery. Split seconds of time. “There was—I think there was this—it was…violent. Something terrible. Something bad happened.”
“Go on.”
“It’s like there was—” he came up short as the revelation washed over him. “Something hit me.”
“What hit you?”
“It hit the car! My car. The Beetle Dad got me last year when I turned sixteen. He had to save up for a year to afford it, but he was just determined to do it. I never really understood why it was so important to him...”
“What hit your car, Troy?”
He gasped as it returned to him. “Another car! It was going so fast… It hit me head-on. Or, no, it didn’t quite… I think it was about to hit me.”
Victoria gave a sigh of satisfaction. “What you just described is the moment of your death. Or rather, the split second right before that moment. And as far as anyone knows, you died the moment that other car hit yours. But the Corridor stole you at that exact instant and brought you here, to Run. This is how it happens for everyone the Corridor chooses.”
Okay. So, Troy was supposed to have died in a car accident. No one he left behind, not his dad or his brothers or his teachers at school knew he was still alive. Saved by the Corridor, to run this impossible gauntlet.
Unbelievable.
“Why?” he whispered, wiping tears away. “Why would the Corridor do that?”
“I wish I knew,” said Victoria. “And I’m not holding back. I really don’t know. The Corridor won’t tell me.”
It was insanity. Who in this world or any other would construct something so big and powerful, just to steal people away at the moment of their death?
“There’s something else,” Victoria said slowly, “if you want to hear it.”
He honestly wasn’t sure he did. Did she know who had brought them both here, after all? Was she about to tell him they were on an alien world? What else could possibly make this situation any crazier?
“Okay,” he said at last.
“The Corridor has the ability to pull people here. From wherever you were, to wherever it’s located. In the blink of an eye.”
“I suspected,” he replied. It was impressive technology, but not exactly earth-shattering news.
“I’m not finished,” she said. “I told you earlier, when I was first brought here, I was fifteen years old. What I didn’t tell you—what I wasn’t allowed to say—was that one of the last things I remember is my father selling his farm. The Depression hit us hard, and he had no choice.”
The word jumped out at him like a fist hammering into his head. Troy’s skin tingled, turning clammy.
“The…Depression?” he repeated.
“I was born in nineteen sixteen.”
He couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe. Somehow he was flat on his back again, staring up at the underside of the stairs that wound ever upward.
When he finally found his voice, he asked, “So, the Corridor, it also pulls you—”
“Through time,” confirmed Victoria.
Too much. Too many thoughts. Couldn’t make words…
“That’s why you don’t remember it very well, or the minutes leading up to it,” she went on. “You were pulled through time, and that messes with your head a bit. The same thing happened to me, and to the others.”
But if… If he was pulled through time…
The technology required to make something of this size and complexity; was there anyone alive who was capable of this? He couldn’t think of anyone.
Which meant one of two things. He was somewhere else in time. Or he was no longer on Earth. Neither of these possibilities was appealing.
Was this the future? The distant past? Another world? He could be anywhere in the universe, at any time!
“Troy—calm—!” Victoria’s voice was cut off by bursts of static.
Hyperventilating. Couldn’t stop.
The walls of the Purple Room contracted, pulling tighter around him until he knew the air had been sucked from the room. Was this happening? Was any of it real?
He passed out long before he could learn the answers.


There was no dramatic awaking when he came to. He merely sat back up. Dying of thirst.
The memories were vivid now. His tiny blue Beetle. Justin, the reigning bully at school. That kid was pure evil, through and through, Troy’s dad always said. Justin had snuck out of the cafeteria at lunch and let a little air out of Troy’s tires. But Troy hadn’t noticed until he was driving home that night, when he was on his way to the surprise birthday party he wasn’t supposed to know about.
The air had seeped so slowly out of the few tiny cuts that he was halfway home when the rims started scraping the road. Troy pulled over a few yards past the railroad tracks, out on Route 12 near the corn fields, but well out of range of any oncoming trains.
He was standing outside the car, having just discovered the holes in his tires. He’d pulled out his phone to call his dad when he saw it. The gleaming, red, brand new pickup truck that Justin drove to school every day. Headed straight towards him. Justin had no doubt planned this entire prank, following him after school with the intention of scaring the life out of him.
It happened so fast. Troy had been gob-founded, glued to the spot as he looked up into the headlights of the truck. One person was supposed to flinch when playing chicken, but this time the unthinkable happened. Justin, whether he had expected Troy to dive out of the way, or he lost control of his vehicle due to the road’s sharp drop-off, barreled straight at him.
Then he’d woken up here. In the Corridor.
The Corridor snatched him away the half-second before Justin’s pickup truck would have flattened him. This monolithic structure had pulled him through space and time to save his life. To make him fight for it.
But why?
Victoria said nothing. No doubt she’d been aware of his panic attack and subsequent fainting, but she had the grace not to speak of it. She merely waited for him to gather his thoughts.
“You don’t talk like you’re from the nineteen thirties,” he said.
“I don’t?” she asked. “How so?”
“You sound more like someone from my time. I mean, you don’t follow my cultural references, for sure. But you say things that are more common where I come from.”
“Huh,” she replied. “I’ve been here a long while, you know. I guess I’ve picked up some stuff from the other Runners.”
“So…” He tried to piece everything she’d told him together. “I can leave the Corridor if I want to? Right now?”
As if in answer, a metal door directly across the way on a higher segment of the spiral stairs lit up. Its outline shined white, seemingly awaiting his decision. Otherwise, it looked no different than all the other doors, with their circular tree symbols, except that this symbol was now glowing red. “Yes. It’s that door, if you intend to use it.”
Troy sat up straighter, staring intently at the door. It was so enticing, the thought of ending it. It could all be over, right now. No more struggling. No more Running.
“What happens if I do?”
“You’ll be returned to the exact moment in time you were pulled out of. Events will unfold as they would have, as though you’d never left.”
“You mean I’ll die. Like I was supposed to.”
Victoria didn’t reply. She didn’t have to.
“Or,” he concluded, “I can keep going. Keep Running. Run to live?”
“I told you earlier,” she said slowly, “that Running the Corridor is about how much you want it—how much you want to live.”
The glowing door was quickly losing its appeal. What good was it to leave the Corridor behind this way if there was no hope of escaping certain death? At least if he Ran, he had a chance. It wasn’t much of a chance; he’d survived on luck and Victoria’s advice up to now. But it was something.
“How many choose to leave?” he asked, doubting she’d have an answer.
“Three of my Runners did.”
She’d said earlier that she’d been connected to a total of six Runners before Troy. So three out of those six gave up. And at least one other didn’t survive his Run. Had any of Victoria’s other Runners made it to the end?
“I’m allowed to tell you one more thing,” said Victoria, speaking slowly.
Troy knew it wasn’t going to be good news. “What?”
“It gets harder. If you choose to stay and try to make it to the end…it gets harder from here.”
Harder? How much harder could it get? He’d already broken his wrist and suffered severe burns.
“But there is an end, right?” he asked. “The Corridor doesn’t just go on forever?”
“It ends,” she replied.
There was no denying that leaving was tempting, even knowing what it meant. He was exhausted. The pain was terrible. He was suffering. And nobody wants to suffer. Nobody. Maybe it would be easier to let go, to leave this life behind and move on to the next.
Even as these thoughts passed through his mind, he knew they were nothing more than an intellectual exercise. To leave now and go back to death felt too much like suicide.
It was unacceptable. Impossible.
“I won’t fault you for leaving, if that’s what you choose.” He heard the sincerity in her voice. But he picked up a trace of something else, as well.
Disappointment.
He couldn’t articulate why, but the thought of disappointing her pained him almost as much as his physical injuries.
“The only way I’m leaving,” he announced with more confidence than he felt, “is when I get to the end.”


Troy decided he would rest for one more day before going on. He needed as much of his strength to return as possible if he was to have any chance at survival. He’d have to find the right Exit door, of course. But that could wait. For now, he was content to sit, and heal, and think.
There was nothing to eat here, but remarkably, he found that he never became hungry. Maybe it was that water.
Victoria’s words about the Rooms getting harder haunted his every waking moment, as well as his dreams, which were filled with terrifying wildfires and blinding lights and alien rooms that shifted position as though they were alive.
“What do you look like?” he asked Victoria.
Long ago, Troy had decided that he disliked talking. It was tedious, often meaningless, and frequently got in the way of doing. But that was then. This was here and now, in this strange place, so far from home and family and everything he knew. He still had a few hours to go of his self-imposed physical rest, and there was nothing to do in this Purple Room.
Nothing but talk to Victoria. So they talked.
She sighed. “I—I’m ordinary. Average. Couple times, I heard the other girls call me a ‘plain Jane,’ so I guess that means I’m not all that pretty. But my older sister Meredith—she’s beautiful. She’s got light brown hair, red lips, high cheek bones, soft blue eyes... Everybody loves Meredith as soon as they meet her. Nobody really notices me. How could they, with her around?”
He said the only thing that came to mind. “What’s on the outside doesn’t matter.” The words made him wince.
She laughed with a touch of bitterness. “Said the boy who didn’t want to be seen with his shirt off.”
“Still don’t.”
“So what do you look like?”
“A nerd,” said Troy. “I look like a nerd.”
“I don’t know what that means,” said Victoria.
“I’m…bookish. You know, a brainy type. I know a lot about a lot of different stuff, but I’m a pale weakling with antisocial tendencies.”
Victoria laughed.
“That wasn’t actually meant to be funny,” said Troy, verging on indignant.
“You’re not antisocial,” she replied, “and from what I’ve seen of you so far, you’re anything but a weakling. You’ve made it farther than guys a lot bigger than you.”
Troy had a hard time believing that. He wasn’t anything special. Just an average, nerdy teenager from an average American widowed father. He made good grades, but didn’t belong to any clubs or subscribe to any particular social circles. He kept mostly to himself, and since no one ever went out of their way to be his friend, he’d decided years ago that he didn’t need friends. He could get along just fine without them.
He stood. “Probably time I get moving before that magic water wears off and I dehydrate.” He did feel somewhat refreshed, even if his wrist still throbbed and his back was excruciatingly painful to the touch. After a while, he’d gotten so used to the sensations that they became easier to ignore.
“Oh right,” she replied, “we haven’t even talked about the Purple Room yet. It’s a sort of puzzle where you have to find the right—”
“It’s okay. I figured it out already.”
“You what? When did you figure it out?”
“Yesterday,” he said. “The answer’s kind of obvious when you think about it.”
He walked to the inner edge of the landing, which opened up to the empty shaft with no railing, when he stopped and turned back to the spot on the ground where he’d rested for the last two days.
“Almost forgot. Something I have to do…” He unlooped his belt and knelt down to the ground.
“What are you doing?” asked Victoria.
“I know what this is now,” he said.
Using the buckle, he scratched at the ground, scrawling numbers and letters to add to the collection already there.
“They’re names and birth dates, right?” he asked.
“Yes,” said Victoria softly. “Left by other Runners.”
There were dozens of them, and that was only here on this landing. He’d ventured up and down the steps a bit earlier in the day and discovered that every landing on the staircase—and even some of the stairs—was filled with these names and dates.
“I get it,” he said as he etched his date of birth into the stone beneath his name.
It was a record. The last written record that would ever exist of those who’d been brought to the Corridor. A way of leaving some piece of themselves behind, in case they didn’t make it, so that someone, sometime in the future, would find this place and know that they were here.
Satisfied with his addition to the floor, he put his belt back on and walked up to the edge of the landing. He leaned out a hair and looked down, as far down as his eyes would go. The stairs spiraled away and disappeared into the thick blackness some fifty or sixty feet beneath where he stood.
Troy froze. There! In the distance, that same sound he’d heard near the Orange Room’s Exit. It was faint, but it was definitely there. What was that? It faded nearly as fast as it began.
“Are you sure you know what—” Victoria began.
Without answering, he stepped off the ledge and fell straight down the center of the shaft, into the black.




TROY LANDED, NOT WITH a thud or a crack on hard ground, but with an enormous splash. He heard the announcement as he returned to the surface to tread water.
“Congratulations, Runner thirty-seven thirty-five. You have escaped the Purple Room.”
The water was cold, sending chills across his skin.
“Blue Room?” he asked between gasps of air.
“Yup,” said Victoria.
The fall had been a long one—longer than he’d expected. Soon after he hit the part of the spiral stairs that was cloaked in murky blackness, he’d spotted the Exit shining like a beacon, just a few dozen feet straight down. He waved his arm frantically so that his bracelet would activate the door before he slammed into it. Thankfully, this door opened in a bright flash, unlike the others, and he plunged straight through the opening. Another fifty feet or so of free-falling, and he was in the water.
Troy kicked with his feet to tread, but swimming was not one of his strengths.
“Any advice?” he asked, kicking like mad and holding his face as high above the water as he could manage.
“Don’t drown.”
“Did you forget the part,” he gasped, “about not being athletic?”
“Look around,” Victoria said. “There should be something there.”
Something like what? Couldn’t she be more specific? What was he supposed to find in a big, empty—
Troy spotted it. A thin sheet of plywood drifted in the water about ten feet to his right. He turned and paddled toward it as best he could. When he reached it, getting himself on top of the thing proved difficult. It looked so easy in the movies; he should’ve been able to just crawl up onto it.
Its thinness made the wood incredibly lightweight, so as soon as he grabbed the edge of it, his own weight pulled it down into the water.
“You’re going to have to do this very slowly and deliberately,” said Victoria. Then she added, “I warned you it would get harder.”
It took a good ten minutes of wrestling with the infuriating piece of driftwood, but he conquered it at last by lying exactly in the center of the board, holding it by both edges with his arms outstretched. Unfortunately, his weight pushed the whole thing under the water by a few inches, so there was no way he could stay completely above the water. His soaked jeans added pounds to his thin frame, so he took them off and tossed them away to better his chances of floating—over Victoria’s objections. He argued that they were freezing his legs anyway, saturated as they were with the chilly water. Normally, he’d have been horrified to be out of the house in nothing but a pair of boxer briefs and socks, but bashfulness had lost its meaning in a place that was purely about survival.
He swallowed a few gulps of the water and found it fresh, clean, and ice cold. When his monstrous thirst was satisfied at last, he raised his head to look around at the huge body of water he’d been deposited onto.
“Whoa. I know this is just a Room, but seriously…whoa.”
How the Corridor was pulling this one off, he couldn’t imagine. Troy was drifting alone in what for all intents and purposes appeared to be a frigid ocean, stretching out into infinity in all directions. He knew the walls and the ceiling had to be there somewhere, but they were disguised somehow to help further the illusion that there was no land—or anything else—in sight. There was nothing save the water and the baby blue sky. Which of course was not the sky at all, but the Corridor’s ceiling.
Troy had never felt so small.
“What now?” His teeth chattered. “I don’t see an Exit.”
“Wait,” said Victoria.
It was amazing how easily he could read the worry in her voice. She wanted to say more, but wasn’t allowed. And she feared what was to come. He knew these two facts without having to ask.
Troy noticed his own breath condensing in the cold air as he exhaled. Had it been doing that the whole time?
“I hope it’s not under the water,” he said, trying to get her talking again. “I’m terrible at holding my breath.”
A silence that spoke loudly was his only response. Either it was an underwater challenge, or she couldn’t answer the question without giving too much away. Probably the latter, which he found even more troubling than the notion of swimming and diving.
It wasn’t until his shivering turned violent that he began to understand. It was far colder than it had been in the White Room. It was below freezing—maybe way below.
Sure enough, he saw that the water atop the plywood was turning to ice. He’d never seen ice form so quickly. Within minutes, the plywood beneath him was covered in a layer of ice, and five minutes after that, the entire surface of this faux-ocean was icy as well.
Troy understood now why Victoria hadn’t wanted him to remove his pants. He glanced down at the icy water, at where he’d last seen them. They’d submerged far beyond his ability to retrieve by now. With nothing but his socks and underwear to protect him from cold, he would suffer terrible frostbite within minutes. His skin was already starting to ache and itch.
He was shaking so hard he couldn’t remain still. Was this what it felt like to freeze to death? There was a blur of motion some two hundred feet away. The blur was replaced by the Exit, sitting atop the ice.
Two hundred feet wasn’t that far, his logical mind told him. That’s a quick sprint. A few minutes, and bye-bye, Blue Room. Hello, whatever’s next. Whatever it was, it had to be better than this. As long as there was heat, he would welcome it.
“When I say go,” said Victoria, “you have to get to your feet and run as fast as you can.”
“Why?” he said through teeth chattering so hard he feared they might break.
“There’s no time. Just get ready. I know you can do this.”
Her confidence was heartening, but all he could think about was the terrible, bitter cold on his naked skin, and how he had to be mere minutes away from freezing to death. This was far worse than any trial or punishment he’d suffered so far. It almost made him laugh to think of how wonderful the roaring fire of the Orange Room’s maze sounded right now.
“Now, run!” cried Victoria. “Go as fast as you can, and don’t stop!”
Troy pushed himself up more slowly than he desired, and forced his legs to move. A stiff, steady gait was all he could manage. His skin didn’t stretch as he bent and straightened his knees; instead it was firm and rigid. Frostbite was setting in fast.
He’d barely made it ten feet when his feet slipped out from under him and he fell onto his back.
A loud crack accompanied his fall, and for a moment he feared he’d broken some part of his spine, until he realized it was the icy surface. His heart raced when the cracking sound didn’t stop, spreading out from his point of impact. It could only mean one thing.
“Go!” Victoria screamed. “The temperature’s going back up! The ice is melting!”
Numbed more by fear now than the cold, he crawled quickly away from the spot where he’d fallen until he managed to get back on his feet. Unable to shake the feeling that the cracking ice was pursuing him, he made every effort he could to speed himself toward the Exit, though he was feeling more than a little delirious now.
He imagined himself looking something like Wile E. Coyote, running in place with legs spinning like wheels. He felt like he was running at a dead sprint, but he was making slow progress on the slippery ice. He briefly wondered if he should try to ditch his socks, if maybe his bare feet could get more traction. But he knew Victoria would kill him if he stopped now, and then lecture him later about needing his socks for protection in some yet-to-come Room. Besides, they did offer some fraction of insulation.
Troy’s blood warmed at the exertion, and even though his bare skin was burning cold from the frigid conditions, he could feel his joints and muscles starting to unclench.
It was incredible how fast the ice was melting. His feet were making tiny splashes atop the ice. Another bracing reminder of just how artificial everything about this place was. It may have appeared to be a big, empty sea when he first entered the Blue Room, but it was all a cleverly crafted illusion. What was behind the Corridor’s walls? What mechanisms and technology powered its Rooms?
Was it normal to think about these kinds of things while fighting for survival? Troy had never felt normal in his life, so why should facing death change anything?
The ice was melting so fast beneath his feet, cracks were sounding every few seconds like tiny clinks of glass on glass. He hoped he might feel the warmth return to the Room soon, at least in some small measure, just to take the edge off the biting, glacial cold. But so far, the icy temperature was all he could feel.
His lips must be blue by now, he thought. Troy wanted to look down and see if any other part of him was turning blue or any other telltale colors, but was afraid that what he would see would be too frightening.
“This is taking too long!” said Victoria in a panic. “You have to—!”
Her words were cut off when there was a mighty crack beneath him and he abruptly plunged into the ice-cold water.
His entire body seized as every inch of it was assaulted, every hair follicle turned to an icicle, every pore contracted shut, every nerve ending blaring with the sound of ten thousand horns, every vein and artery turned to ice. A cold that he could feel through skin, bone, blood, and his very heart gripped him and delivered the most intense sensation of pain he’d ever felt.
He tried to force himself not to breathe, not to gasp at the all-consuming agony, but his body was incapable of suppressing it completely, and he swallowed a mouthful of water. In that moment, he knew he was finished. This was the moment he would end and join Victoria’s unsuccessful Runners, and however many other countless victims the Corridor had claimed.
His dying thought was a fleeting memory of something Victoria had said to him, hours, maybe days ago. Her words stung him now more than the bitter cold.
Surviving the Corridor is a matter of how much you want it.
Did he want it? Did he want to die here? Did he want the Corridor to win?
No.
He wanted to live.
Ignoring the pain, the cold, and the shock and spasms his body was going into, he put one hand out after the other and clawed through the water. Fueled by will alone, he broke the surface and wheezed, forcing his lungs to expand and take in air.
“Troy!” screamed Victoria.
He sank below the water again with his precious oxygen, but soon he emerged. The Exit was just twenty feet away now, but it looked like the longest twenty feet in all of creation.
Victoria called to him again, but he couldn’t answer.
For what felt like hours, Troy pushed himself through the water, inch by inch, using energy reserves he wasn’t aware he possessed. He refused to let the cold water win. When he finally reached the Exit’s threshold, a landing of cold metal that protruded a foot-and-a-half from the door, he rolled up onto it.
Lying on his side, curled into a fetal position with his arms tightly hugging his naked upper body, he trembled as if the entire Corridor was caught in a powerful earthquake. He hadn’t the strength to rise, to speak, even to move.
Victoria was silent, powerless to help him or even comfort him. There was nothing she could do or say that would make this better. He’d never experienced a pain so potent as this arctic cold, this simple, wretched thing that had brought him closer to dying than anything before.
Under the water, he’d known he was a mere heartbeat or two away from death’s clutches. It was a miracle he’d survived, but he had no desire to celebrate.
Warm tears ran down his face, and it occurred to him that he’d been crying uncontrollably for several minutes—probably since he’d made it up onto the Exit’s threshold. He couldn’t recall starting. Much of what had just happened, in fact, was already blurring in his memory or being compartmentalized or hidden beneath whatever curtain Troy would require to survive. He would force himself to forget the terror he’d felt, the horrific sensation of almost drowning, the sharp anguish caused by the icy water.
It was just like when his mother had died. He still remembered it, of course. But the worst details of her death, the most painful, most gut-wrenching parts of it, he had suppressed. Was it some kind of survival instinct? The mind’s way of compensating for the horror of loss, so that he could find a way to get past it and go on living?
Troy wished he’d taken the Corridor’s offer to leave in the Purple Room. How dare life be so fragile that it could end this easily, or from any number of other causes. It was too precious a gift to be so maddeningly frail. Why was it this way?
“Congratulations, Runner thirty-seven thirty-five. You have escaped the Blue Room.”
He barely heard the announcement over his own sobs, which were shaking his body even harder than the cold.
“Troy.” He could hear heavy emotions thickening her voice. “You have to open the door.”
Right. Open the door. Okay. Whatever.
Sluggishly, he raised his stiff arm as high as he could manage, and passed it back and forth in front of the door.
It slid open without a sound.





TOO TIRED TO STAND, too cold to move, Troy rolled, side-over-side, until he passed under the steel door and it slid shut.
It was warmer in here. This was the first and only thing he noticed. No, that wasn’t right. He noticed also that there was something touching him on this side of the door, just beyond the tiny threshold. Something soft.
He didn’t care. The blessed warmth was worth more to him right now than any fortune the whole world could possess. Whatever world he was on.
“Troy?” said Victoria softly.
He didn’t reply. He couldn’t yet. He was still far too beaten. Too cold.
This was insane. All of it.
Death had coming knocking, and Troy had very nearly answered the door. He’d been in danger in the other Rooms, but this was different. He’d looked directly, unblinkingly into mortality’s abyss, and found it a much different experience than what he read about in books or saw in movies. He hadn’t watched all of his memories flash in front of his eyes, or gained any profound new insights on the value of life. All he experienced was darkness that was born out of absolute, crushing dread.
The terror he’d felt was so physical, so concrete. But hadn’t it had been his proper death that brought him to the Corridor in the first place? He was supposed to have died on the side of that road, struck by a speeding red truck. That end would likely have been instantaneous, wholly unlike almost freezing to death slowly, over however long he’d been in the Blue Room’s frigid waters. His skin was already discolored yellow and red, and extremely tender to the touch; by tomorrow, he’d have bead-like blisters of frostbite all over his body.
Another thing that didn’t escape him was the irony of almost freezing to death. So much of his life had been shaped by the loss of his mother. But the contrast between her final and his near-final moment couldn’t have been greater.
If she were here now, she’d be carrying a warm blanket and a mug of hot chocolate, and she’d bundle him up and put her arms around him, and tell him it was okay now, and…. She’d make everything better. She was so good at that, as all mothers are.
“Troy?” said Victoria again. “I’m so, so sorry. I wish you could just rest. But you can’t. Not now. This is the Green Room, and there’s…a sort of time limit here.”
Troy opened his mouth to reply, but found it dry. After a strenuous amount of clearing his throat, he managed to croak out a few words. “What’s a ‘sort of time limit’?”
“Like what happened in the White Room,” she said. “Things will get harder for you the longer you’re here. I’m so sorry.”
Troy delicately pushed himself up to his knees, and with great effort, pulled to an unsteady standing position. “It’s okay,” he said.
“No it’s not,” Victoria replied. “I wish I could make this stop for you.”
Troy absorbed his surroundings. Right before his eyes stood a wall of foliage that was as high as his chest—vines and plants with huge, green leaves. There were also dozens of tall, thick tree trunks spaced out at random. It was the thickest undergrowth he’d ever seen, so dense that he doubted it could exist in nature. There was too much overlapping greenery, too much vegetation in need of direct sunlight, for all of it to thrive under normal conditions.
He took a step forward, and though the plants bent and swayed against his body, they wouldn’t break. Every brush of a leaf or scrape of a stalk felt like saw blades against his sensitive skin. He bit his lips to keep from crying out with every step. Leaning and pushing as hard as he could, he managed to squeeze about a foot into the brush. But the vines and plants immediately settled back into their former positions, leaving him feeling as though he was stuck in quicksand up to his armpits, though he found that it helped support his weight. He distracted himself from the claustrophobia by massaging his shoulders, trying to rub blood back into them enough to warm himself up.
“How am I supposed to move through this stuff?”
“Maybe you could crawl under it, like, really low down on your stomach? The Corridor says there’s another canister buried in here, if you can find it.”
It took his tired brain a moment to catch up. “You mean water? The special water?”
“That’s right.”
As incentives go, that was probably the best one the Corridor could have possibly come up with just now. He couldn’t help shaking his head and smiling bitterly. The Corridor knew how to keep him going.
That was when he saw it. His eyes swiveled upward, following the incredibly tall trees, until his head turned toward the roof as well. But instead of the ceiling, the Green Room had a night sky, filled with stars.
No, that was impossible. It was another illusion. The Blue Room had had a sky, too, but that was just a disguised part of the structure. Still, these stars were beautiful. Like the real thing. Maybe better, because there were more vivid than the stars he could see at home.
They almost looked…closer. A lot closer, in fact.
Troy gazed back and forth, searching the sky for recognizable constellations. He found none, but there was something else, something even stranger. There was now no wall behind him where he’d entered. He was surrounded by a huge, dark jungle, and it stretched out in all directions, including behind the entrance.
“You’re starting to see it,” commented Victoria.
“See what?” asked Troy. “What am I looking at?”
“You’re standing on a small, self-contained planet. A tiny sphere, floating in simulated space.”
“Wait—what? You’re not serious.”
“The Green Room is a Room, like all the others. But it has its own physics, its own rules. The outermost part of the Room is a black vacuum, just like space, and in the center is floating the ball of earth you’re walking on, with its own gravity and atmosphere, and covered in foliage.”
Troy was speechless. That such a place could even be possible was beyond his wildest imaginings. “That’s… I mean, that’s just… Actually, it’s kind of cool.”
“It’s the most peculiar Room in the Corridor. That I’ve seen, anyway.”
“So what’s the catch?” asked Troy, turning somber. “And where’s the Exit?”
“The Exit is somewhere on the surface of the sphere, just like the entrance. You have to find it.”
“And if I take too long?”
Victoria sighed. “Little by little, the sphere’s gravity will decrease until it’s gone. It’s already happening. You should be feeling lighter soon, if you don’t already.”
Okay, this was less cool than Troy first thought. “What happens if I haven’t found the Exit before the gravity’s gone?”
Victoria paused. “Exactly what you think.”
Oh.
It was another race against time, just as she’d said. If he didn’t get to the Exit soon, Troy would find himself floating out in the Room’s space-like vacuum. Where there was no atmosphere. And no atmosphere meant no oxygen.
This thought drove him to drop to his wobbly knees and wedge himself down through the branches and creepers until he could see the dirt on the ground. He was relieved to find that the stalks and trunks of these plants and trees were more spread out than they appeared up top, where the leaves were so plentiful.
First things first: he had to find the water. Even if it was cold, he would force it down, because it would increase his chances of survival. It wasn’t a miracle drug, but it sustained him, gave him a fighting chance, and Troy knew the water was largely responsible for keeping him alive this long. His wrist was still aching like mad, but the swelling had gone down; the deep burn on his back no longer felt like it was on fire—though that may have had more to do with the Blue Room’s ice water than anything else—but every now and then he noticed a tiny trickle of blood or pus running down his legs that could only be coming from seeping wounds on his back. The water he was trying to find now wouldn’t warm him back up or stop his uncontrollable shivering, but it might keep the frostbite blisters at bay before they had time to form.
“Any idea where I can find the water?” he asked.
“It should be near the door you just came through,” Victoria replied. “Maybe you could try going in a circle or a spiral outward from it?”
Squeezing himself through the inch-wide green stalks like a slithering snake, Troy crawled in a circle around the door he’d entered through. The twisting and turning around the plants didn’t make it easy to maintain a perfect circle, but he had a decent enough view of the ground here that if it was within six feet or so, he should be able to spot it.
Crawling wasn’t as painful as walking. The foliage didn’t brush up against him as much, and it gave him a chance to rest every few minutes. It also required a lot less balance and agility than walking or running.
It occurred to him that already he was compartmentalizing the horrors that had happened to him in the Blue Room. Just that fast. Could everybody do this, this survival mechanism, or was it a special talent? But wasn’t it also a form of cheating? Of not having to deal with or face up to the internal damage that his ordeal had caused? Was still causing?
Troy stopped crawling. This may have been exactly what had happened when his mother died. He told people he had moved on with his life, but maybe he had never really dealt with the grief of losing her. Maybe he’d locked those feelings away, buried them deep inside some hidden recess of his heart. After all, if he didn’t actively acknowledge his loss, then perhaps it would never hurt him.
He was probably over-analyzing. He was bad about doing that. No, he had grieved for his mother, properly. He felt her loss every single day, yet it did not define him.
But he missed her. Every minute of every hour of every day. Nothing was the same without her, and it shouldn’t be. The old “normal” had passed away with her, replaced by a new normal. The old normal would forever be locked in his memory as a rose-colored time of perfect happiness. As he had quickly learned, this was the way that loss worked.
“Troy?” asked Victoria, startling him out of his reverie.
“Yeah, yeah,” he replied. “I know, gotta hurry…”
“Actually, I was going to ask you to turn your head. I think I saw a reflection to your left.”
He looked. There it was, a small steel circle reflecting the fake stars in the fake night sky surrounding the fake jungle sphere. A moment later, he was lying right next to the circle, and he waved his bracelet over it. The hole immediately slid open, and he reached in to retrieve the water canister. He rolled onto his back and held it tight to his chest.
He forced himself to sit up, and then he opened the cylinder and took a deep drink of the life-giving water. Maybe it was just a placebo effect, but he instantly felt better, like some last ember of energy had been fanned into a flame.
Troy pushed through the overgrowth all the way to his feet to get a sense of where he was situated on the sphere. But when he reached his full height, his feet left the ground for half a second, as if he’d hopped.
Only he hadn’t.
A shiver ran up his still freezing spine.
“You’re lighter,” commented Victoria.
He nodded.
“Hurry,” she said.
Troy pushed through the vegetation with renewed vigor. His eyes kept finding the huge trees, with their trunks of more than two or three feet in diameter. On an impulse, he turned and made for the nearest one.
“How much time do I have?” he asked.
“It’s different every time,” Victoria repeated her familiar mantra. “What are you doing?”
He reached the tree, grabbed the nearest low-hanging branch, and pulled himself up, already searching for the next one. The lessening gravity made it easier to reach than he expected. “Going to see if I can spot the Exit.”
“It’s a sphere, remember?” said Victoria. “You won’t be able to see more than a fraction of its surface.”
“That’s still more than I can see from the ground.”
Troy climbed as high as he dared and looked down through the branches and leaves, searching. It was clear from here what he hadn’t been able to detect on the ground: the sharp curve of the sphere’s horizon. The entire little planet couldn’t be more than two miles in diameter. Probably less. The foliage up this high was denser than he’d hoped for, and soon he gave up and returned to the ground. His feet hit the dirt a fraction softer than they had before.
He set out away from the entrance door, and tried to cover as much ground as possible. He found the running a bit easier than before, and he noticed that many of the gigantic leaves were no longer bent over at a severe hunch; they were blooming out now, a few of them even achieving upward angles.
As he moved, Troy decided to broach another topic that had been nagging him. “You were brought here by the Corridor, too, right? I mean, you were pulled through time.”
“Yeah.”
“Then why are you a Conduit instead of a Runner?”
“I think about that all the time,” said Victoria. “I only know that I’m not allowed to Run.”
“Why?”
“I wish I knew.”
Why wouldn’t the Corridor let her run? What made her different? An even more troubling thought was tugging at his senses, as if he was missing something obvious.
“If you’re not allowed to Run, if you have no chance of escaping…. Are you just stuck here? Like, forever?”
Victoria didn’t reply for a few moments. He almost regretted asking it.
“If there really have been three-thousand-and-some Runners, then there must have been hundreds of Conduits before me. And I assume that none of them were allowed to Run, either. But they’re not here anymore, so...I guess it has to end for me somehow.”
She had no idea, then. No clue if she was stuck here until she died of old age. Was death her only escape? If Running was the only way out, and she wasn’t allowed to Run, then…what?
His feet were barely touching the ground now. On a whim, Troy decided to push himself into a big jump. He ascended more than ten feet into the air, and when he came back down, he planted his feet on the leaves and branches. The low canopy was thick, and his body now so lightweight that he could run atop the plants. Not only could he run, he was running impossibly fast thanks to his incredible strides, with inertia and low gravity on his side.
He couldn’t suppress a grin; he relished the forgotten feeling on his face.
Perhaps this wasn’t a lost cause. He’d made it this far, right? Which was farther than most Runners seemed to get. And if he’d survived that ordeal in the Blue Room—his running was finally bringing warmth in his skin again—maybe he could survive this, too. Along with whatever came next.
He darted for the nearest tree and scaled it like a squirrel. It was exhilarating, and despite all he’d suffered, for a moment, he felt invincible. Like a superhero.
Troy was scanning the gound when he saw movement among the plants below. His heart skipped a beat. Someone—or something—might actually be in the Green Room with him. Was it possible?
He was about to ask Victoria when a large green frond floated upwards, right in front of his face. It didn’t slow down or stop; it kept going until it was completely free of the sphere’s atmosphere and floating out in the black vacuum.
Troy gasped as he saw dozens more leaves just like it ascending steadily, all around him. There wasn’t anyone else in here with him; the plants were coming loose from the soil!
“You’re out of time!” cried Victoria.
Where was it, where was it? The Exit had to be here, but he’d been over most of the sphere by now, he was certain. He jumped from the tree and descended far too slowly. Dissatisfied with his speed and starting to panic, he grabbed the nearest limb and climbed down to the ground.
But when he finally reached the dirt, his feet refused to stick to it. He was simply too light, and he was going to float away into the void at any second.
Troy tucked his steel canister under one arm and grabbed at the vines, pulling and pushing himself along, just above the surface of the greenery. A single handful and a push was all it took to send him soaring more than ten feet, but he quickly figured out how to time his moves.
“You still don’t see it?” asked Victoria, sounding annoyed and tense.
“Does it look like I can see it?”
He reached for another handhold, but he was drifting upward now and couldn’t reach far enough to grab hold of the next one. He was loose!
Frantic, he looked around. There was a huge tree nearby that he could grab if he could get closer. He flailed about, his arms and legs wagging all over, and finally tried swimming through the air with a paddle stroke. When this didn’t work, he balled himself up so that his knees were under his chin, and then pushed completely out, so he was straight and rigid. He got a bit of forward motion, and his fingers brushed the tips of the tree branches. With his second try, he made contact with a high branch and held firm.
His heart jumped for joy when his eyes landed on the Exit, a lonely doorway sitting not far from the base of this gigantic tree. Something told him the Exit would stay firmly attached to the sphere even while everything else turned loose and floated away.
Just then, the enormous tree gave out a thunderous crack, its roots tearing themselves free from the ground below.
As fast as he could, Troy pulled himself down, arm over arm, hand over hand, finally clutching nothing but the bark of the trunk, clawing his way back to the surface. But by the time he reached the roots, it was too late. The tree was already floating more than ten feet above the ground.
Thinking fast, he flipped down under the tree’s roots, and spun so that the bottoms of his socks touched some solid-looking wooden tendrils. Quickly, he flexed his legs and pushed off as hard as he could.
He soared through the weightless atmosphere and wrapped his fingers around the lintel above the Exit door.
Breathing a sigh of relief, he pulled himself down and passed his bracelet key over the door, which instantly unlocked and slid open.
“Congratulations, Runner thirty-seven thirty-five. You have escaped the Green Room.”
“Troy, wait! The next Room is the last one I have experience with, and before you go in, there’s something you need to know. It’s the very last thing I can tell you about the Corridor, because once you’re in there, you’ll know everything I know about this place.”
Troy’s grip was trembling, but he held as tight as he was able. “I’m listening.”
“I won’t be able to hear you in the Brown Room.”
Troy blinked. That was pretty much the last thing he was expecting to hear. “Why not?”
“You’ll understand when you step inside.”
The more he thought about it, the less he liked it. “Will I be able to hear you?”
“Yes,” said Victoria. “I mean, if you want me to say anything. If you’d prefer to concentrate on the task or just need a break from all the talking, I understand. If it helps you, I can remain silent.”
Troy didn’t have to think about it for long. The Corridor had changed this boy who despised talking. “No, I need you to talk to me. Until I reach the Exit. Please. I don’t…. I can’t do this alone. I don’t want to.”
“Okay. Um…what should I talk about?”
“Anything. Tell me about the others. The Runners you helped before me.”
Victoria hesitated. “Oh. Okay. I guess. If you think it’s a good idea. How other Runners failed might not be the best thing for you to listen to while you’re fighting for your life. I mean, I lost my fifth Runner in the Brown Room.”
Troy pulled himself down to just inches from the open Exit door. “I don’t care. Tell me everything. Just keep talking, no matter what—”
Troy stopped inside the doorway and spun in place, looking back at the weightless Green Room and the slow, beautiful, unchoreographed chaos of the greenery, the trees, even the dirt floating freely in the void of space. But that wasn’t the reason he’d turned.
It was there again. The same sound he’d heard twice before.
“Do you hear that?” he asked.
Victoria listened for a moment before answering. “I don’t hear anything.”
But it was louder than before. Much louder. He knew what it was now. “How can you not hear it?” he asked, growing agitated.
“Hear what?” she asked. “What does it sound like?”
Troy listened on for a moment longer before passing through the Exit. “It sounds like singing.”




THE INSTANT HE PASSED through the door, gravity yanked him to the ground, and he was flat on his stomach. Troy was terrified, but not because of the Brown Room’s hard, cracked dirt.
He heard nothing. Not his breath, not his footfalls, not whatever was waiting for him in this Room.
He had never experienced a total absence of sound before. It had never occurred to him just how much human beings rely on sound. Troy was the kind of person who enjoyed a little solitude and quiet, but this was something altogether different. Nothing could have felt more alien. How did people who went deaf get used to this? It was a whole new kind of living.
The cracks in the dried-up ground zigzagged in all directions, intersecting with one another to create random patterns. But as they broke and turned to dust under his weight, the hollow pop he should have heard simply wasn’t there.
Troy understood now. He could hear Victoria’s voice in here because she was connected to the inside of his head somehow. Her voice didn’t need to travel through the air in the Brown Room. But his did.
This place was indeed brown, but not in the way he’d anticipated. The ground, ceiling, and walls were all the chocolate shade of dried dirt. Not content to stop there, the Corridor had made the air a thick brown haze as well. It was no doubt carrying dust particles and God only knew what else, so he guessed that the Brown Room’s air was its first challenge.
He wore nothing more than his underwear and socks, so he pulled off a sock and soaked it in as little of his precious water as he could get away with. But no matter how bad it got, he wasn’t going to wander around naked. He didn’t want to hear Victoria suggesting the use of his boxer briefs for some survival purpose. Keeping them on was non-negotiable.
Troy placed the foul-smelling sock over his mouth and nose and prayed that the water would somehow keep whatever wretched stuff was in this air out of his body. Holding it in place with his bad hand freed his other to carry the water canister. Satisfied with the arrangement, he set off. Almost immediately, he felt the sting of dirt in his eyes, but there was nothing he could do about it now; he would have to tough it out and hope he might have a chance to douse his eyes with water when he reached the Exit.
One foot in front of the other, he set out into the thick haze. There was no way of telling how big the Room was, or in which direction he should walk, so he moved straight out from the entrance and hoped that the Exit was on the opposite side of this space.
Victoria took his movement as her cue to begin. “Okay. Well, I guess I should start with Paddy. He was my first Runner. It’s an odd name for a boy, isn’t it? It sounded like p-a-t-t-y to me, but apparently it’s a masculine name in Ireland—that’s where he was from.”
Something Troy couldn’t make out whipped past his face, narrowly avoiding whacking him hard in the head. Without sound, it had literally come out of nowhere, and vanished just as quickly. It was a sobering reminder of the jeopardy he was in. Victoria gasped, as did Troy, but she recovered quickly to continue her story.
“Paddy was nineteen,” she said, trying not to betray her concern, “and he came from the year 1989. He was trying really hard to get into something called the ‘IRA.’ He went on and on about this IRA bunch, and how much he idolized them. I think they were some kind of freedom fighters, from the way he described them. Though I don’t know why he’d be so interested in joining up with that sort; he wasn’t a very nice person.”
Troy couldn’t help but grin at her naiveté. She really did belong to a simpler time. But Victoria wasn’t simple; she was sharp as a tack, level-headed—particularly when he was lost in a fit of panic—and selfless. Even resourceful. She wasn’t simple, she was…wholesome. And fully unlike anyone he’d ever met.
He was almost glad she couldn’t hear him right now because it kept him from having to tell her the truth about Paddy’s interest in the illegal private army called the Irish Republican Army. A part of him even wished he didn’t know so much trivia about things like the IRA, but he just had a strong ability to recall information.
“Paddy made it to the Purple Room, but he chose to leave the Corridor and go back to the moment of his death, in eighty-nine. It was some kind of training accident, he said. I thought it was rather ironic that here’s this athletic boy who exercises a lot as part of his training, who didn’t even break a sweat while rock-climbing the Yellow Room, and he gives up because he can’t handle the fear. That was when I learned that surviving the Corridor isn’t about physical ability.”
It’s about how much you want it. Those were Victoria’s exact words from when they first met. Troy remembered them well, and he knew now that she was right.
“Honestly, when I woke up connected to Paddy, an impatient, unpleasant boy I’d never met, and was expected to be his unseen Conduit as he Ran the Corridor...I thought at first that maybe I’d died and gone to Hell. That this was some kind of weird punishment for a grave sin I could no longer remember. It took a few hours before I accepted that I was still very much alive. Not that I told Paddy; he had enough to deal with, so I kept my uncertainties to myself.”
What a lonely life she must have led since winding up here in the Corridor. Required to give of herself to help others, while always burying her own thoughts and fears. She never had anyone to talk to or confide in. Not really. The Runners couldn’t be bothered to worry about her feelings, which left no one to care about what she was going through.
How did she keep from feeling completely nonexistent? Maybe she didn’t.
“Then there was Merrick. I never understood much of what he was talking about. He came from the year 2079.”
Troy continued trudging along, but his ears perked up. He knew that Runners could be pulled here from any time throughout history, but it had never really sunk in that there were probably plenty of them from the future.
“He was twenty-three, and he worked in ‘data trafficking’. I don’t know what that is, but he had this wire he could pull out of his arm and plug in to stuff. It was gross watching him pull it out of a little hole in the side of his arm, but at least it didn’t bleed.”
Something hard slammed into Troy’s back, right on his burn, and he sank to his hands and knees. Not having to worry about Victoria’s reaction, he let out a vicious scream, although no sound emerged from his mouth. Whatever had hit him, he didn’t see it before it was gone. It wasn’t as hard as rock, though it was certainly hard enough to hurt. It felt more like a big glob of dirt, maybe the size of a bowling ball.
“Troy! Are you okay?” cried Victoria.
He threw a thumbs-up into his field of vision for her benefit, but he feared that the impact might have torn his seared flesh. He carefully touched a hand to his back, and it felt hot and wet. But he didn’t look at his blood-soaked hand for Victoria’s sake. Instead, he forced himself painfully back to his feet and tried to carry on as if nothing had happened.
The last thing he needed was her freaking out, filling his ears with awkward chatter about how sorry she was he had to go through this, and all that.
Was there stuff flying around in all directions throughout this entire Room? He felt certain it was. But the fog obscured his view of it, and with the whole Room on “mute,” he had nothing left to go on. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. He had his senses of touch and smell. Smell was of no use here, but what if his sense of touch compensated for his losses by taking note of the movement or displacement of air around him, or the rumbling of the ground beneath his feet?
“Let’s see, where was I...Merrick—he tried attaching his arm wire thing to one of the Exit doors, but it gave him an electrical shock. A strong one. Merrick was the one I gave too much information to about what was to come, so the Corridor cut off our ability to talk to each other. But I was still his Conduit. I had to watch as he tried to Run the Corridor alone…. It was terrible. He got as far as the fire maze in the Orange Room, but...he couldn’t find the way out.”
Victoria didn’t have to say anymore. He remembered the fire maze and its growing flame walls all too well. If this Merrick didn’t find the solution to the maze in time, then the walls must have consumed him, burning him alive.
Troy’s thoughts turned again to Victoria. How awful it must have been for her to watch this young man catch on fire and burn to cinders. No wonder she hadn’t wanted to get to know Troy back in the White Room. There’s only so many times a person can watch people die before being numbed by it.
Something brushed by his good arm, making him drop the water canister. But he picked it back up and kept moving.
“My third Runner was Jack. He was from 2003, and he said he was an actor. But he was only sixteen, so I had a hard time believing that. His moment of death was due to taking too many pills at one time. Why anyone would do that, I don’t know.”
Troy knew why. Teen suicide was all too common in his day and age.
“Anyway, the drugs were still in his system when he arrived here, so he didn’t make it very far. Jack thought of himself as very smart and funny, but I didn’t get most of his jokes. He was likeable, though. Charming. Easy to talk to, even though all he ever talked about was himself—at least for the few minutes that I knew him. He fell from one of the platforms in the White Room.”
Again, Troy wondered what the point of the Corridor was. What was the pattern lurking underneath? Something was there, some key piece of the puzzle that would make it all fit.
He stopped to gag for a moment, spitting up brown silt and sludge. It looked like the watery sock covering his mouth and nose wasn’t offering as much protection as he’d hoped. He blinked back the painful sensation from his eyes and kept walking.
“My fourth Runner, Preston, was a soldier from 1944 who’d been drafted into the Army. He talked about a great war that involved most of the world, centered around some madman in Germany. He’d wanted to do his part in the war effort, but he just wasn’t very good at soldiering. His moment of death came on the battlefield—on a beach in France—just minutes after he arrived there.
“Preston tried his best to survive the Corridor, but he was terribly uncoordinated. He actually made it to the Purple Room, but not before suffering horribly. You don’t need to hear the details just now. My heart really went out to him, I wanted so badly to help him. But he agonized for days in the Purple Room, and finally decided there was no way he could make it to the end of the Corridor. He went back to die on that beach.”
Troy was awestruck. It was incredible, and incredibly tragic. Preston was a war hero, and he’d died in battle not once, as history recorded, but twice. This was gruesome stuff. Troy was starting to regret asking Victoria to regale him with stories of his fallen predecessors.
“Nelson was my fifth, and he was my favorite. If you can believe it, he was actually a twenty-year-old slave from 1835. I was taken by everything he said, because—well, that time period was just so interesting. Don’t you think so? I’ve always been fascinated by it.”
Interesting wasn’t the word Troy would have used to describe the subjugation of an entire race. But he reminded himself that Victoria came from another time, when the norms of society were very different.
His feet were heavier all the time. The cracked dirt was not kind to his heels or his toes, and now and again he found himself stumbling.
Victoria didn’t seemed to notice his halting progress, being lost in her story. “Anyway, Nelson made it this far, all the way to the Brown Room. He would have made it farther, but he suffered a severe concussion when something slammed into his head. He became so confused that he never could find the Exit. Eventually he died of starvation and exertion. It...took quite a long time.” Her voice cracked as she choked out the last few words.
Dying of starvation. Troy wasn’t going to be able to take much more of this. Fortunately, Victoria had only one more Runner to tell him about. He wondered how far he’d walked. It felt like miles, but was likely only a fraction of that.
“My last Runner before you was Archie. He was from Australia, in 1907. He’d just gotten a job as a junior clerk in a mail room, at fifteen years old. He was so proud—it was his first job. I was proud that he made it as far as he did inside the Corridor. He was so innocent, so…untouched. He’d never had any tragedies in his life, and he’d never done anything dangerous, ever. Even his death was mundane—he’d tripped and was falling down a staircase when he woke up here. He was as unprepared for the Corridor as anyone could possibly be.
“But Archie was very brave, and it carried him as far as the Purple Room. At first I was sure it would take him farther, maybe even to the end, but when he reached the Purple Room, he—he had a problem. I don’t know what the proper term is for it, but it was like his mind and his emotions were…broken. And couldn’t be fixed. I’m not sure he was fully aware of what he was doing when he ran through the door that sent him back to where he came from.”
A nervous breakdown. That was the proper term for what Archie had experienced.
Her voice heavy with emotion, Victoria’s story ended. There was no grand flourish or climax. She was simply done, and now she waited to see if Troy would be the seventh Runner she would have to watch die.
He wanted to tell her it was going to be alright. He didn’t know that it was, of course. But he wanted to encourage her, remind her that it wasn’t over yet. He wanted to reassure her. It amazed even him. Troy was the one in mortal peril here, but somehow he was concerned about Victoria.
That was new.
Forgetting his situation for a moment, he opened his mouth to offer words of comfort, and then he was on the ground feeling as though a tank had just flattened him. A boulder-sized ball of tightly-packed dirt had rolled into him, forcing him to the ground. Something cold pressed into his chest as he lay there, and it was a moment before he realized that it was the cylinder.
All of this faded from his thoughts quickly, due to the sharp, throbbing sensation on the top of his foot. He tried to scream, but yet again the noise stubbornly refused to leave his throat.
“Troy! What happened? Are you okay?”
Troy couldn’t offer her any affirmation yet; he was still assessing the damage. It was his bare, de-socked foot that had taken the hit, and his stomach turned at what he saw there. The skin was broken and bleeding because of a tiny piece of bone sticking out of it at an angle. The surrounding skin was turning red as he watched, and he knew that the swelling would soon start.
He had to get out of this Room before that happened.
He looked ahead and saw something through the brown haze. Something tall and rectangular. Was it the door? He felt certain it was.
But would he be able to compartmentalize this injury, like he had before? How much more could he tuck away before his mind reached its breaking point? Troy was astounded that he’d made it this far without losing his mind like poor Archie.
Placing all of his weight on his good foot, he sprang upright. With all of his might, he pushed the piercing pain radiating from his foot into a far corner of his mind. With a deep breath into the wet sock, he focused instead on the Exit, vaguely visible through the brown dust. It wasn’t really that far; maybe one hundred feet. But there was no getting around the fact that every step he took was going to be torture.
What would his dad do in a situation like this? Mr. Goggin, as all the kids at school were required to call him, was the soccer and football coach, and he also alternated leading the basketball and baseball teams with another faculty member. It was a small school. Everything about Troy’s dad was athletic, Troy was not. Troy knew this was why they had never grown close. He loved his dad, and his dad loved him and genuinely tried to be the best father he could be, but the two of them couldn’t have been more different.
No. There was no point trying to predict what his dad might do in a physically demanding situation like this. His dad wasn’t here, Troy was. And the fact of the matter was, he’d made it this far by being himself, relying on his knowledge of endless trivia and a healthy application of creative thinking.
Troy wanted to run, to make a mad dash for the Exit, but a slow, hobbling gait was all he could manage. And with every step he took, he felt his frustrations rising closer and closer to the surface.
The Corridor was just wrong. It was sick. Somebody’s idea of a messed up, twisted joke. No one was meant to survive it. How could they, when it cheated at every turn?
“How bad do you want it, Troy?” said Victoria, repeating her familiar mantra.
Troy hesitated, trying to ignore the pain he felt. He honestly didn’t know how badly he wanted it anymore. He may have made it farther than most Runners do, but the Corridor was destroying him, bit by bit. Even if he managed to escape, would there be anything left of him on the other side?
Every few feet he had to stop and rest his swelling foot. He’d just taken his third rest when he felt the air stir beside his left ear. Something had just flown by, and he felt it. It was true—he really could feel the objects coming.
On a whim, Troy closed his eyes as he hobbled, trying to keep his weight off his bad foot. He knew where the Exit was now, and remained on a straight course for it. But he found that the lack of sight helped him focus better on the movements around him. He was surprised to discover how much the air was in motion, tossed this way and that almost constantly.
As he neared the Exit, he felt a tremble in the ground and a whoosh of air. He dove straight into the Exit door’s alcove just in time to see another massive boulder roll by.
Troy waved his arm in front of the door, and it lit up and opened. He hobbled through and gasped at the clean air, incredibly relieved at the sound it made.
“Congratulations, Runner thirty-seven thirty-five. You have escaped the Brown Room.”
He stood hunched over, catching his breath and trying not to pass out from exhaustion. He took a sip from his water canister and tried to imagine the water spreading through his system, reviving his weary bones and muscles.
“Man, this is messed up.”
“It’s a game. A game made to prevent you from winning,” said Victoria, sympathizing. “The Corridor is cheating.”
“Yeah…” said Troy, standing to his full height. A brand new thought was forming in his mind. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t considered it before. “Don’t you think it’s time we do something about that?”




THE GRAY ROOM WAS a very big, very gray room. Round and utterly empty. He didn’t see the Exit, but whatever. As of this moment, finding the Exit was no longer his objective.
His thoughts were carrying him far away, firing one after another in rapid succession. A big snowball of an idea was building upon a notion so crazy, it might just work.
“Victoria, you said your connection to the Corridor is similar to your connection to me,” he asked, standing on one foot in front of the entrance. He wanted to pace, but couldn’t with a broken foot. “Our connection goes both ways, but the other one doesn’t. Is that right?”
“Yes,” she replied, hesitation in her voice.
Troy paused, considering his suspicion one last time before saying it aloud. “What if you’re wrong about that?”
Victoria paused. “What do you mean?”
“You told me the Corridor ‘pushes’ its will on you, its thoughts and directives. Right?”
“That’s what it feels like.”
Troy steeled himself before making his next statement. “I want you to push back.”
A long silence punctuated the other end of their connection. “I don’t know how.”
Troy thought hard. “They had baseball in the nineteen thirties, right?”
“Of course.”
“Okay… so think of your will power as this little ball of intensity. Really picture a ball in your mind. Let one, lonely thought fill the inside of that ball, and nothing else. I want you to think the word ‘stop’ as powerfully as you can. Ball it up and, you know, throw it at the Corridor like you’re pitching a baseball.”
She was quiet so long, he wondered if she might have panicked, severing the connection. Or was she actually trying to do what he asked? Finally she spoke.
“You want me to turn the Corridor…off,” she said, and even Troy had to admit it sounded insane.
“Doesn’t have to be the whole thing. Maybe just this one Room. Or some small part of it—the Exit or a panel that could come loose. Anything that can be de-powered enough for me to get out. There has to be something in between all these Rooms, right? I mean, they’re all different shapes and sizes. There’s got to be a—a ‘back-of-house.’”
“A what?”
“It’s like at Disney World—ah, you don’t know what that is. Or a big resort hotel in Las Vegas. Crud, you probably don’t know that either. Okay, imagine a humongous stage production. You’ve got the people out front watching the show, you’ve got the stage where the show is happening, and then you’ve got the backstage area where the performers get dressed and made up, sets are stored, and so on. With me so far?”
“Okay,” Victoria said in a tone that indicated she wasn’t completely with him but trying hard.
“The Corridor has to have some kind of backstage area, okay? And that’s what I want to find. Maybe there’s somebody out there that can help us. Or maybe there’s machinery making all this work. There has to be something beyond these walls. If I can escape from this big ‘production’ of Room-after-Room, then maybe I stand a chance of beating the Corridor at its own game. Maybe I can be the first to escape on my own terms. And isn’t that what the Corridor is after? It keeps testing my intelligence and drive and determination. Maybe I’ll even be rewarded for creative thinking.”
“I don’t know, Troy,” Victoria said slowly. “We could both be punished just for trying something like this.”
“You can do this,” he said with more conviction than he felt. “Listen…please. You have to try. And I believe in you. I really do. I just… I can’t play the Corridor’s games anymore. I can’t keep going. I don’t have anything left. I’m hurt, I’m tired, and I’m scared. Please, Victoria. Please do this for me. Help me get out of here.”
He could already hear her reply. The only way out is to Run. She quoted the rules to him so often that it sounded like she genuinely believed everything the Corridor told her. But then, advising him and offering hints wasn’t part of her required role here. Wasn’t she already bending the rules by doing that?
And what he was asking of her might not even be possible. Was he insane to think that Victoria might have some iota of influence over the Corridor—enough to switch it off? The kind of power required to run a structure this massive… It almost had to have its own generators, its own dedicated power source. If Victoria could influence them at all, even for just a few seconds, maybe he could slip away.
“I’ll try,” Victoria said at last. “But if we do this, and it works…if you do manage to get out…there’s one thing I would ask from you in return.”
His thoughts came to a halt. “Anything.”
“Don’t forget me,” she said softly. “Please.”
Troy looked around expectantly, but then froze. This was what she wanted from him in return for helping him get out. All she aspired to in all of this was to be remembered.
“What are you talking about?” he cried. “If I make it out, I’m coming back for you. I’m getting you out of here, too.”
Victoria sighed. “But Troy…think about what you’re saying. You’re the three thousand, seven hundred and thirty-fifth Runner. The Corridor has been around for a very long time. If it were possible to even find it and break in from the outside, surely somebody would have shut the whole thing down long before now.”
Troy’s shoulders sank. She was right, wasn’t she. He had no idea what he would find outside the Corridor, but assuming that anyone ever got out, there had to be security measures in place to keep them from finding it again. Maybe it was cloaked somehow. Maybe whoever built it was running society now, and had no opposition. Maybe he was on an alien world, and this was all some kind of elaborate experiment. Or maybe if he ever found a door or a hatch that led outside, he would open it to find the empty vacuum of space.
He shuddered. No, that was ridiculous. More than likely, the same process that brought him here would be used again when he left. He’d been plucked out of his own time and place before waking up here, so who was to say he wouldn’t be sent to a different time and place when he stepped outside?
Regardless, he had to find a way to help Victoria. But not from inside. In here, the Corridor had all the power. He had to get out, find out just where and when and what this place was, and then mount some kind of rescue. And he might not know where Victoria was in all this, but she was hardwired to the Corridor, so she had to be nearby.
If there was a way out, there had to be a way in.
Troy’s thoughts returned to all of those names and birthdates inscribed on the ground in the Purple Room. How many of them had tried to escape? Maybe no Runner had ever tried using their Conduit like this. Or maybe they had. There was no way of knowing.
Maybe Victoria was right. The only way out is to Run. Maybe no instructions or rules existed about getting back in because it simply wasn’t possible.
But he sensed more was in this place than he could see. Something…elusive. Purposeful. He felt it in every cell of his worn out body.
For now, trying to escape was what he had to do. And if that meant telling Victoria what she wanted to hear—not that he had any intention of leaving her to her fate—then so be it.
“I could never forget you,” he said in a hushed tone. “I promise. I won’t.”
“Alright, then. Get ready. Let’s see what I can do…”
Troy chose not to speak, not to say or do anything that might break her concentration. He stood perfectly still, and waited.
After a couple of minutes, he almost suggested that she give up.
“Run!” Her voice quivered. Was she locked in some kind of mental battle? “Go! Now!”
Troy started moving, but had no idea where she meant for him to go. What was going on? He detected no change to the Gray Room’s power supply or configuration.
That was when the Room went dark. Troy nearly stumbled in surprise, but did his best to keep moving.
She’d done it. She’d really done it!
“Talk to me! Where do I go?” he cried.
“Right there!” She strained to get the words out and sounded frustrated that he didn’t understand.
But there was nothing. He stopped and spun in place. The whole Room was still pitch black. He was about to speak again when a loud bang sounded twenty feet to his right. A five-foot square hole in the wall of the Room had opened up, and a dim light beyond shined into the Gray Room.
Troy sprinted for the hole, swallowing the pain in his foot, and saw that the metal panel that had covered the wall at this exact spot had crashed to the ground below it. The bottom of the square hole was still attached to one side of the panel. But he didn’t stop to examine it; he jumped through the hole like a hurdle on a race track.
As soon as he was on the other side, the panel swung back up and slammed shut, sealing itself behind him.
His first instinct was to cover his ears with his hands to block out the monstrously loud noise of grinding, scraping, squeaking, metal-on-metal pounding, and the hum of electricity. He felt like he was inside the biggest clock ever built, only infinitely more complex.
“You made it…” whispered Victoria, and Troy got the impression that whatever she’d done to confuse or overpower the Corridor was all used up. She wouldn’t be able to do it again, at least not for a long while.
Troy allowed himself a moment to whisper a sigh of relief. Not only had he accessed the Corridor’s “backstage,” but Victoria was still connected to him. If he had lost contact with her... He shuddered. It was a more terrifying thought than the vast space he now stood in.
An enormous, barren hallway extended away from him in both directions, farther than he could see. It looked like the hallway ran parallel to the length of the Corridor. He turned back to see that the wall he’d jumped through was at least five stories high, though he was at its very bottom, on a ground floor that was made of what looked like cement. Troy swiveled his head slowly to the opposite wall some forty feet or so away, which he decided had to be the Corridor’s outer wall. This wall tapered inward as his eyes followed it up to a row of huge lights hanging from what he assumed was the ceiling, which he couldn’t make out. Somewhere high up, he saw the turning silhouettes of immense gears.
“Now what?” asked Victoria, her voice small and drenched in awe.
“I was kind of hoping there’d be a door with a big exit sign over it,” Troy joked, though internally his reaction matched hers.
Troy looked down the long stretch one way, and then the other. He knew the general direction he’d been going in his journey through the Corridor’s Rooms. So he turned around and began to hobble with a painfully slow limp.
Troy guesstimated that this backstage area was easily ten or twenty stories high, possibly more. But where the Rooms were all slick polish and deliberate designs, the hallway was a mess, with black pipes running in all directions, cables and wires strung about, huge columns, and endless stairs.
And yet, Troy marveled at its asymmetrical, mechanical beauty. It was all metal panels and big cement bricks. He passed a huge round column a few feet away; it was at least five feet wide, and it ran from the ground all the way up to somewhere high above—the building’s roof, he guessed.
While staring at the column, his legs gave out and he found himself lying on the floor.
“Troy!”
He lazily pushed himself back up to his feet, dazed. Had he tripped over something?
“You scared me,” said Victoria. “You were out for almost ten minutes.”
What? He’d passed out? He had no memory of blacking out.
One thing was certain: that sprint to the hole in the wall had taken a lot more out of him than he thought. He found his canister resting up against the huge column and swallowed the last few drops of his water. He tossed the empty container aside, but the miraculous, crystal clear fluid was no help at all this time. As his dad often said, his “get up and go had got up and went.” His energy reserves were dry, and his body was begging him for rest. As he stumbled along, every step became harder and harder. His eyes were trying to close on their own, and his head felt way too heavy to hold up straight.
“Troy? Stay with me,” said Victoria.
“I’m trying. Don’t feel so good. May need to skip school tomorrow.”
Was that a joke? Or had he really lost his grip on reality for a moment and believed himself to be at home in bed?
Anything was possible in his state. Once or twice, he dreamt for a few seconds. But every time he opened his eyes again, he was still standing. Still moving. Still pressing forward.
Where was that exit sign? It had to be around here somewhere.
Staggering along, he noticed that there were staircases everywhere. Some straight, some spiral, leading this way and that, and catwalks and platforms above him, connecting them.
He stumbled to the nearest stairs, and he sluggishly climbed to a grated metal catwalk that led to another flight.
Where were all the stage hands, the back-of-house grunts who ensured that everything ran smoothly? The place was empty, and it all looked exactly the same. Where did it begin, and where did it end? Where were the emergency exits? Fire escapes? Ejection pods?
“Troy, maybe you should sit down for a few minutes,” said Victoria.
“No, no, no.” He felt lethargic, lightheaded. “No time to stop. They might catch me.”
“Who might?” asked Victoria.
“You know. Them.” He turned to another flight of stairs and walked up farther. “The little green aliens. Or the guy with all the cigarettes. Haven’t you ever seen X-Files?”
“Troy, please… You’re delirious. Please stop and rest.”
He should have fallen, tripping over his own feet, but they managed to keep taking steps. His gait was slow and off-kilter; he favored his good foot and shuffled on the one the Brown Room had crushed. But he was no longer looking at giant gears and panels and wires. He was hypnotized by the ground passing by beneath him, the metal grating two or three stories up. Did it go on forever and ever? Everything else about this insane place did, so why wouldn’t it?
His thoughts wandered. He watched the silver, black, and white colors of the ground floor pass through the tiny holes in the grating.
He was also at home, staring out his bedroom window a year ago as his brother got in his car and drove away, heading off to his first year of college.
He was thirteen, standing on the out-of-bounds line in the school gymnasium, looking like a stick figure, his P.E. clothes hanging from his bony frame. Lined up on either side of him were thirteen guys who were twenty pounds heavier and shaped the way that guys are meant to be shaped.
He was seven years old, his father kneeling and holding him tight after telling Troy that his mother was dead and he would never see her again.
He was four, terrified and crying as the neighbors’ dog chased him through the yard; his mom and dad were running out of the house to scoop him up and make him safe again.
Why couldn’t they be here to make everything okay now?
It may have been minutes, or hours, or days later when he finally stopped. The path had ended, and he was staring at a huge, round door, emblazoned with the same tree symbol he’d seen throughout the Corridor and on the bracelet bonded to his arm. But this version of the emblem was enormous, covering the entire door and showing off just how intricate and stylized the tree was as its thick limbs kept breaking off into smaller and smaller branches. The moment he recognized it, he snapped back to the moment.
“Is this it?” he said, finding his voice again. It was dry and hoarse, and he had difficulty speaking over the din of the grinding machinery.
Victoria sounded like she didn’t know what to say. “There’s only one way to find out.” Her voice sounded thick, and he wondered if she’d been crying. How long had he been walking? With her watching the whole time, fearing he might collapse and die at any moment?
Only then did he look down again at his bare feet and realize that they were bleeding. The metal grating had shredded his soles; there was a trail of faint, bloody footsteps that stretched farther behind than he could see. He was still in the bizarre backstage, but he’d walked to an area far from where he’d begun. Strange that he felt no pain in his crusty, red feet. Was he so used to pain at this point that it simply no longer fired the pain receptors in his head?
Troy shook his head violently to clear out the cobwebs. Was this the end of the road? Was it possible he’d bypassed the remaining Rooms and advanced straight to the main Exit? Above, below, and on both sides of the door, the wall stretched out for dozens of feet, but nowhere did he spot a place where it intersected with another wall. For all intents and purposes, this was it.
Could it really be that he’d finally found the way out?
“If I walk through this door, and our connection is severed…” His voice trailed off.
“It’s okay,” said Victoria. “I know.”
“Thank you, for everything,” he said.
“You don’t have to thank me. I just did what I’m here to do.”
Troy shook his head. “No…that’s not what I’m thanking you for.”
Victoria said nothing, but Troy thought he heard a little huff or a sniffle.
“Here goes nothing,” he muttered, raising his arm as high as he could reach.
Slowly, the tree emblem lit up with a hue that began dim but grew brighter. There was an incredibly loud metal clang, like the catch in a gigantic lock being released. The round door sank inward by half a foot, and then rolled, loud and slow, to the left.
The view beyond the door was dark. He could see nothing at all.
Troy took a deep breath.
“Good luck,” said Victoria.
He stepped through the open hatch into the darkness. The hatch rolled shut behind him, and any last traces of light were extinguished. No breeze blew, no light shone, and nothing sounded after the door’s echo. Was he outside now?
He took a few tentative steps forward. “Hello?”
No answer. Nothing but crickets, his dad would say.
“You still with me?” he asked.
“I am,” replied Victoria.
Maybe he had to put more distance between himself and the Corridor before it acknowledged his escape and activated whatever the procedure was for Runners who made it out…
He began walking again, but only made it three more steps before loud clicking sounds came from overhead, powerful lights switched on high above, and he was standing in the center of the Gray Room.
Troy froze. Blinked.
“No…” Troy whispered, spinning to look in all directions. He dropped to the ground, entirely spent.
This wasn’t happening.
It couldn’t.
“But…it was real,” he protested.
Victoria said nothing; she was probably just as shocked as he was.
“I was there, I was out! Victoria, it was real! Right? What happened—it was real!”
“I—I’m not exactly sure…” Her voice was higher than usual, and quivering.
Troy put his head between his knees, certain he was going to throw up. “But the Corridor talks to you, right? Can’t you just ask it what’s happening?”
Victoria let out a breath. “I don’t hear it speak like that. I just get feelings, impressions. Sometimes images. It’s more of an instinctual knowledge than any kind of verbal—”
Troy slammed his good hand, palm first, repeatedly against the ground. “What is going on?”
“What we did—it worked. You were out, you escaped to the backstage area. But…when you got all quiet, when you were out of it, up on that catwalk…I think the Corridor recognized that you were delirious, and it—it adapted. You were disoriented, so it…modified your path and led you back here.”
Troy’s brain was going to explode, or his heart was going to give out; he wasn’t sure which would come first. What she said was exactly the kind of thing the Corridor would do—though he hadn’t realized before that the Corridor was changing itself to adapt to him while he was mid-Run. But where was the giant door he’d stepped through just a few feet back? He was right in the middle of this enormous Room, and he could see the entrance door several hundred feet behind, and the Exit the same distance ahead. There was not so much as an archway anywhere close by.
“I don’t understand… Is the Corridor one big holodeck or something?”
“A holodeck?”
Troy scratched his head and swatted at the tears forming below his eyes. How did he explain the concept of holograms to someone from the early twentieth century? “It’s a, uh…an illusion. A fake, a fabrication. Like, it looks and feels like one thing, but it’s just a trick, because it’s really something else.”
He heard Victoria sigh. “The Corridor is not an illusion. It can change its configuration on-the-fly, but that doesn’t mean it’s not real. These are real walls surrounding you. That was real water and ice in the Blue Room. Actual plant life in the Green Room. Real lava in the Red Room. It’s not just conjuring these things out of thin air.”
Troy leaned back, collapsing flat on his back. He shook his head and closed his eyes. As far as he was concerned, he could just give up the ghost right here.
He was done. Game over. The Corridor—this mad place of endless wonders and dangers—had won.
“You can’t give up now.”
Troy’s blood boiled. “Watch me!” he screamed, drilling his eyes shut.
“Troy, you don’t understand,” she went on. “The Corridor wants you to know… That Exit in front of you? It leads to the Black Room.”
Something about this pricked Troy’s ears. Despite his bloodied soles and his crushed foot, despite the frostbitten sores and the burn to his back, despite his broken wrist and his utter lack of strength… The only thing that had kept him going, pushing him far beyond the pain that he should have been able to tolerate was the promise of freedom as his reward. That somewhere, at the end of all this, he might escape, and earn a second chance at living the rest of the life that was taken by that bright red truck on the side of the road.
Black Room. Black. If it started in the White Room…
He hardly had any voice at all when his lips formed his next words. “Are you telling me—?”
“The Black Room is the hardest Room of all. But beyond it, if you survive one last challenge, freedom awaits.”
Troy closed his eyes. He could just give up and die. Right here.
But if the hope of freedom was still alive, and it was almost close enough to touch, smell, even taste…
“Are you sure—?”
“It’s not a lie. It’s not a trick. I promise you. I can tell. This is it, Troy. You’re at the end.”
He couldn’t do it. Couldn’t drag his body back upright and push on for a little bit longer. He had nothing left in his muscles to carry him that far.
But he had to try.
He pushed himself up to a crawl on shaking arms, to his bare knees, and finally his bleeding and broken feet.
“Troy,” said Victoria, her throat again thick with emotion. “I believe in you. You can do this. You just have to go a little farther.”
Troy took a deep breath and let it out. He winced as he lifted his broken foot and placed it one step ahead.
It was time.




“CONGRATULATIONS, RUNNER THIRTY-SEVEN THIRTY-FIVE.
You have escaped the Gray Room.”
It was black. Completely, wholly black in every way. Not a fraction of light seeped in through any kind of crack. Troy was in absolute darkness. There was no way of seeing how big the Black Room was, but he felt its smallness from the echoes of his footsteps. Compared to the other Rooms, it was tiny.
What was the deal? Was he supposed to feel his way around the wall to find the Exit? That wouldn’t be much of a challenge in a Room so miniscule. There had to be more to it than this.
Troy waited. Give it a few minutes, and see what happened. There had to be a catch. No way would the Corridor simply let him locate the Exit and leave. The Black Room is the hardest Room of all. The bottom was going to give way, the rug swept from under his feet, or the very sky would fall. Something.
A few seconds later, he heard a clack as a brilliant spotlight sprung to life. Fewer than twenty feet to his left, a bright flood light was shining straight down from a few feet above, illuminating a white door that Troy hadn’t noticed until now. The door bore the tree insignia in a muted silver.
“The Exit,” he whispered. “That’s really it.”
As if in answer, the tree came to life and shined almost as bright as the White Room. It froze that way, beckoning him to come. He limped forward a single step, but stopped at the sound of Victoria’s voice.
“No…” she whispered in the most alarmed tone of voice he’d ever heard from her.
“What? Is it a trick?”
A second spotlight flickered to life, but this one was red, and it shone down on a red door about twenty feet to his right. There was no emblem on this door; it was a solid, blood red. The Black Room, it turned out, was triangular in shape, with a door at each point of a perfect triangle.
“No, no, no!” shouted Victoria, her voice shaking. “I won’t do it! No!”
“Do what? Talk to me, Victoria! What’s going on?”
“It’s…” she let out an angry breath. “I can’t believe it. I mean, I should’ve seen this coming—”
“What is going on?”
“The Corridor,” Victoria moaned, “is making you to choose.”
“What, like which door is the real Exit? So I only get a fifty-fifty chance—”
“No,” she said sadly. “The white door is the real Exit. The red door…is me.”
Troy’s heart was beating with a heavy, thudding pulse. He took a deep breath to calm himself just enough to maintain his connection with Victoria. “You?”
“That’s where I’m being kept. I’m behind that door.”
A smile cracked across his sweat-crusted face. He immediately began hobbling toward the red door. He couldn’t believe it—the Corridor was giving him the chance to save her, too! He was finally going to see her, see what she looked like, and gaze into her eyes. She’d called herself a “plain Jane,” but he didn’t care if she was a leper.
“My key will open the red door, too?”
“It will. But wait! Troy, this choice is yours alone to make. Escape, or come to me.”
“What kind of a choice is that?” But he stopped ten feet from the door. “Like I’m just going to leave you.”
Victoria sighed again, long and slow. “You were willing to earlier.”
“I was lying! I was coming back for you one way or another.”
“Troy, you don’t under—”
Why was she arguing with him? This was stupid. “No!” he shouted. “This doesn’t happen! No way! Not like this, not today! There is no way on God’s ever-blessed green earth that I’m going to leave you here!”
“Only one of us can leave.”
Troy had already taken another deep breath to continue his diatribe, but all the air escaped his lungs like a deflating balloon. “Come again?”
“This is your choice,” she said. “You can walk through the Exit door right now and not look back. And you’ll be out, free and clear. Or you can choose to open the red door and release me from my sleep or whatever you call it. But if you let me out, you have to take my place. The Corridor must have a Conduit.”
Troy closed his eyes, felt his body go limp and crash to the ground, and the whole world followed his example. The injustice of it all. The Corridor’s cruelty knew no bounds, forcing him to make this impossible choice. The Black Room really was the hardest Room. He couldn’t believe it was going to end this way…
Suddenly his eyes snapped open. The Corridor required a Conduit…
Forcing himself back to his feet on will power alone, he turned toward Victoria’s red door, and marched slowly, painfully up to it.
“Don’t.” An aching sadness suffused her voice. “Troy, you have to go! Just leave me, please!”
“Stop. Just listen. Something’s been bothering me ever since you said the Corridor’s alive. If you’re right, and this thing is some kind of advanced super-intelligence, and it has access to all this incredible technology—stuff so advanced that it can reconfigure itself on the fly and change its configuration for each new Runner, not to mention that it was able to pluck me out of time and bring me here—whenever and wherever ‘here’ is...
“See, here’s the thing. If the Corridor really is this powerful, even sentient enough to be considered alive in some measure, then why would it need to borrow a human voice?”
Troy listened to the thud of his heartbeat in the silence.
“I—I’m not sure. I don’t… I don’t understand.”
“I don’t think you were brought here to speak for the Corridor,” said Troy. “And you’re not here to help me, either. It was never about that.”
“I… You don’t think I’m working against you?”
“No!” Troy said quickly. “Absolutely not. But back in the Purple Room, with all of those names scratched into the ground? There were dozens of them. Hundreds, maybe thousands. And every one was a male name. Every last one. I’m willing to bet that all three thousand, seven hundred and thirty-five of us were guys. Think about it: all seven of your Runners were male. Including me. Seven guys, for just one girl. One Conduit. Your job wasn’t to help us get to the end. It was to lure us to it. The Corridor has been using you—just not the way you think it has.”
“What… What are you suggesting?”
“This is another puzzle. The last one. There’s an answer, there has to be. A way for us both to get out. I just have to figure it out.”
Victoria was silent, and her silence usually meant he was wrong.
“It’s one of those things, isn’t it? You know, where I save you, and the Corridor will deem it a—a ‘pure-hearted sacrifice’ or something, and let us both leave?”
Victoria’s voice trembled with sorrow. “No. This is not ‘one of those things’. There’s no way for us both… Troy, I’m begging you to leave. Please, do it for me. Get out of here and go live your life.”
The red door was a blur in Troy’s weary eyes. “How am I supposed to survive without you to guide me?” he whispered.
“You’ll find your way.”
Troy shook his head. “I don’t want to leave if you’re not with me.”
He listened to her sobbing, and understood. He would never leave. He would serve as Conduit for countless Runners to come—probably girls, to properly motivate them to keep going, the way Victoria had unwittingly motivated him. He would never get to fall in love or go away to college or find a dream and chase it.
But his heart would shrivel up and stop beating if he left her here.
There was only one choice.


Victoria looked at the red door through Troy’s bleary eyes. If only she could destroy the ugly, hateful thing. She longed to hide it, to push it far away from Troy, or put up a wall between him and it.
For his benefit, she suppressed the scream of rage building up within her, even though she felt she might explode. She’d gotten used to feeling helpless, but this…
Why would he do this for her?
She watched him crawl the last few inches up to the red door, knowing that when his arm waved in front of that door, her freedom would be purchased. Her very soul ached.
How could she stop him? He wasn’t listening to her anymore. He was going to do it. But he didn’t owe her anything. He’d won his freedom, his second chance. It was his right to claim it.
A wave of nausea washed over her as she watched him raise his arm in front of the door.
But he froze. At that moment, she heard a woman’s voice.
Singing.


Troy turned toward the sound. Slowly, his neck twisted to face the white exit door.
Behind it, his mother was singing. She was singing to him just as she had when he was a child.
He listened, unable to speak or move. He was five years old again, shivering under his covers after a bad dream. His mother sat on the edge of his bed, holding his hand and singing the most beautiful lullaby he’d ever heard. He listened until her song was done.
“Troy?” Her voice was muffled on the other side of the white door. “Honey, aren’t you coming?”
It wasn’t her. It couldn’t be. He couldn’t let himself believe it.
But it was her. It was her voice. Her inflections. Her song.
“Mom?”
“It’s me, honey. I’m right here. I’ve waited so long for you to get here. I can’t wait to hold you—”
“It’s a trick,” Troy tried to sound confident, yet even his soul was wholly exhausted. His face was betraying him, plainly showing his uncertainty and a brutal kind of hope and longing. “The Corridor is trying to trick me…”
“Honey, no! It’s me! It’s mommy! I was brought here right before I died, just like you.”
“I don’t… believe you…” His body turned back to the red door, but he couldn’t peel his eyes away from the white one.
“Troy,” said his mother, her voice tightening and raising in pitch. “The fire, where you think I died. They never found my body, did they?”
No. They didn’t. It was burned beyond recognition. Matched to her dental records, but maybe it was a fake, sent back through time and space by the Corridor…
“I know you’re hurt, and I know you’re worn out,” she called through the door. “But I’m right here, honey. I’m ready to make it all okay again. I’ll sing to you, and I’ll hold you for as long as there is time. All you have to do is step away from the red door, and open the white one. I’m right behind it, and I’m ready to catch you. Just come on out. Please.”
Step away from the red door…
His shoulders set, he turned away from her and waved his arm in front of the red door. The sound of his mother’s voice went silent, just as he suspected it would.
“No!” cried Victoria. “Troy, don’t!”
“Look at the bright side,” he said softly as the doors began to part. “You’ll finally get to see what I look like. And believe me—it’s the real me. Warts and all. There’s nothing else left.”
“No—!”
He caught a glimpse of a human-sized stasis pod, like a high-tech coffin, tilted almost fully upright just inside the door before he collapsed to the ground. Nothing was left but to give himself over to the Corridor.
For her.


For the first time in a very long time, Victoria’s eyes opened. She turned her head from side to side. The sterile scent of metal and wires entered her nose.
Troy! She could already feel his absence inside her head, their connection severed by her release. As she watched, tubes, wires, and mechanical arms that had held her in place were retracting from all over her body. The technology that had connected her to the Corridor, and to Troy, was gone, along with whatever life-sustaining fluids her body had required for however long she’d been here.
He’d freed her. He really did it.
She didn’t have to be the Conduit anymore, a barely-alive tool of the monstrous structure. She was alive again.
The pod slowly unfolded around her, rippling outward like ocean waves until it was open. She took a tentative step down out of the pod, which was elevated a couple of inches off the ground. Her muscles were weaker than she remembered them. Her knees gave out, and she stumbled to a crawl.
The red door in front of her was already open, revealing the triangular Black Room.
And there he was, sprawled out, chest-down, on the ground at her feet. Tears poured from her eyes as she stared at his nearly naked, decimated form. He didn’t look like much more than a little boy.


Troy’s eyes fluttered open for a few seconds, and landed on Victoria.
She was crawling toward him from behind the open red door. She wore a calico dress that had probably once been quite lovely, but was now faded and filthy. Her dark-colored hair was pulled back in a ponytail, but it had nearly come loose and was matted to her head, her neck, and back. Her pale face was covered in freckles instead of makeup, and punctuated with sad, weary eyes. Grime covered her from head to foot.
She was the most angelic creature he’d ever seen.


No.
It wasn’t fair. It couldn’t end this way. Not for him. No matter that the siren of freedom called to her from that white door, and the bright, bright light that shone through the tree symbol etched into it.
From here, she couldn’t see what was out there, outside of the Corridor. Of course it was calling to her. It was her Exit. Her moment. Her escape. Life. A chance to find happiness. The promise of limitless possibilities. Beyond that door was everything she didn’t have, and everything she ever wanted. It was impossible to say no.
But Troy couldn’t stay here.
The whirring of the pod’s mechanical arms coming to life behind her was an unnecessary confirmation that the irreversible process had begun. Those arms were coming for Troy, while she was free to leave. They would reach out and grab him, reel him in and attach him to the same machinery she’d been attached to. They would keep him alive—if what that pod had done to her could be called living.
It shouldn’t be like this. Troy didn’t deserve this fate. He’d done everything the Corridor required, and he had rightfully earned his freedom.
But what could she do to stop it? It was done. The die was cast.
The Corridor had won.



 
THE LIGHT IS PIERCING, reaching behind their eyelids to blind them. Its glow outshines the sun itself, and it destroys everything it touches. They stumble in the light. Most of them fall. Many die. But some survive. They band together, leave the light behind, and set out in search of a new home.
Escaping the destruction of their home, they enter the untamed wilderness. A harsh, unforgiving desert carved out of bedrock long ago refuses to sustain them. Some die. The rest move on.
The effects of the destructive light are spreading. The whole world catches fire, and they cannot escape it. It blocks their every move, the flames killing many of them. But after much wandering, a narrow escape route is found for those who survive.
Their journey brings them to the foot of a volcano, where the destruction the light caused has angered the molten rock beneath the ground. They are caught in an incredible eruption that destroys a significant portion of them. The remainder run for their lives.
At last they find refuge in a system of small, underground caves. There they stay and live for many years, carving homes for themselves, and a new society. But even the shelter of the caves refuses to give them what they need to live. They have no choice but to leave it behind.
They no sooner leave the caves than they are nearly drowned by an incredible flood. A cataclysmic rain pours, and when the water starts to freeze, the smartest among them believe that a new ice age has begun. They flee the waters as quickly as they can.
Finally they believe they have found the haven for which they have been searching for so long in the form of a lush jungle. A miniature ecosystem, hidden far away from the endless destruction, and it has everything they need to flourish. It is a rain forest, filled with plant and animal life that have managed to survive. But the flora and fauna of this savage land refuse to welcome them, and again they must go.
They find a dried-up sea, and believe that they may find shelter on the far side. But in crossing it, they are met by a ferocious sandstorm that suffocates almost half of them.
The rest emerge from the empty sea to a land of eternally gray skies, where volcanic ash rains day and night. Even through this hardship, they press on, and at last, they—
Troy’s eyes fluttered open. He was dizzy, sleepy. Everything was slightly tilted, as if the world was off its axis. He must have been given some powerful medications.
He couldn’t get his eyes to focus. Was he inside Victoria’s pod, being tended to by the Corridor to facilitate his service as the next Conduit?
Did she get out?
Wait, if he was inside the pod, then his eyes wouldn’t be open, as they were now. Victoria had said that she was only able to see through his eyes, via their psychic connection. And everything was so warm and bright here…
Maybe he was seeing through another Runner’s eyes.
He glanced down at his wrist and his heart skipped. It was still bandaged, but not with his own wound-up shirt sleeve. Instead some kind of hard cast braced it. It looked like white canvas with a remarkably tight weave, yet it was surprisingly lightweight.
It was his own broken wrist. He was out!
Troy blinked when his eyes went out of focus to look just beyond his wrist to the man standing at the foot of his bed. He gasped.
“Wuh—!” he tried to say, but found his mouth lazy, unresponsive.
“Slow down, Troy.” He wore glasses and a shoulder-to-toe robe of deep purple, with a hood cast back to reveal a head full of long, jet black hair pulled into a ponytail. He was tall, with light brown skin, and he had a powerful, deep voice with a thick accent that was Middle Eastern, or perhaps Indian. He was at least sixty years old, maybe seventy, and his kind eyes were both weary and focused.
“Did you—? Was it you?” Troy managed to blurt out. When he couldn’t get his tongue to form anymore words, he gestured down at his broken wrist and his other wounds, noticing for the first time that he was wearing a loose-fitting shirt and pants that made him think of a doctor or nurse’s scrubs. His bare feet were both bandaged, the crushed one in a hard cast like his wrist, the other in something softer for the cuts on his foot’s sole. His body had yellow boils from the frostbite, and his back had the telltale itch of stitches and maybe even skin grafts. Fluids ran into his arm, and wires were connected here and there, monitoring his heart rate and who knew what else. Although everything about this room was advanced enough to feel foreign, it was unmistakably a hospital room.
“What you mean to ask is, ‘Did I build the Corridor?,’” said the man, his bright, piercing eyes watching Troy’s every tic. “Did I place you inside it and force you to Run?”
Troy didn’t nod. Didn’t speak. He just watched the man with fearful, angry, hungry eyes.
“That was the work of the Corridor alone. It is self-sustaining, and acts of its own accord.”
Troy’s expression hardened. He was already swinging his legs off of his bed and trying to pull the tubes and wires from his body.
“Sit down, Troy.” The man calmly placed a strong hand on Troy’s chest and forced him to sit back on the bed.
“No!” Troy shouted, wrestling against the man’s arm. “I don’t believe you! I don’t believe! It’s another trick, the Corridor is—”
The man used his free hand to roll back his sleeve, revealing a metal band bonded to the skin around his wrist.
The man looked him in the eyes. “I promise you, Troy. I am a friend. My name is Mirza. I will tell you anything you want to know. But you have suffered grave wounds that will worsen if you do not rest. I do not want to restrain you Troy, but I will if I must.”
Troy had nothing to lose by believing this man. He had a kind but firm nature, but Troy was still agitated. He was out and he was alive. He’d escaped the Corridor. But instead of being happy, his heart was flooded with horror.
“I took her place—Victoria!” he rasped through a scratchy, sore throat. “I’m supposed to be in that stasis pod thing. How did I get here?”
Mirza refocused those bright, blue-green eyes onto him, though his serene demeanor never changed.
“You are not in the pod because your friend got back in.”
“What?” Troy nearly leapt from the bed.
“Troy, I must ask you again, please, to not work yourself up.” Mirza raised both hands. “Your condition is stable, but it took a great deal of work to repair the damage the Corridor did to you. Work that is still in process.”
Why would Victoria climb back in? She was supposed to be free! He’d given up everything so she could escape, and she repaid him by undoing his plans?
A window to his right looked out on some kind of city, a strange, alien place like nothing Troy had seen before. He identified structures, but they were curved and streamlined, made of materials he didn’t recognize. Farther out he saw neatly arranged crops filling an enormous field. Beyond that, blocking all further view, was a mountain range with peaks that stretched above the clouds.
There were no streets in this strange city, and he could find no vehicles. But he saw a man strolling along a narrow path a few blocks away, and he saw signs of movement out in the fields at the base of the mountain.
He glanced back at his strange healer, who stood near the door of his small room, and then over Mirza’s shoulders to what looked like a waiting room outside. Beyond the waiting room, he saw a huge plate glass window, through which he could see a massive structure of a completely different build far off in the distance. A very familiar structure with an exterior covered in overlapping panels and pipes and bundles of cable. It had to be at least two miles away, but he could still see only a small portion of it through the window. It extended beyond his view in both directions.
“Is that…?” he whispered.
“The Corridor. Yes, Troy, it is.”
Troy forced his eyes away from it and shook his head. “How do you know my name?”
Mirza titled his head toward the window behind him. “She told me, of course.”
Troy frowned. “You mean the Corridor?”
Mirza smiled, almost chuckled. “Of course not.” He stepped out and looked down the hallway to Troy’s left. He motioned for someone to join him.
Into Troy’s room, a wheelchair was pushed by a black woman roughly the same age as Mirza. Once the chair was inside, she turned and left.
In the wheelchair sat Victoria.
Spontaneous tears leaked from Troy’s eyes before he could form words. She’d been cleaned up since he last saw her, and now she was wearing the same scrubs that he wore. She looked as overwhelmed and relieved to see him as he was to see her, and Mirza had to bar Troy to prevent him from jumping out of the bed toward her.
Still, Troy could come up with no words. At last, he managed one, turning to Mirza. “Explain.”
Mirza’s lips turned up into a slight smile. “You sacrificed yourself to save Victoria. She, in turn, did the same for you. Therefore the Corridor ejected you both. It is the only way anyone escapes the Corridor. The Black Room tests your will, your selfishness. Self-preservation versus self-denial. Only those who rise above their human nature are set free, and sent outside the Corridor’s walls for us to collect and care for.
“Put simply,” Mirza said in a matter-of-fact tone, “you are both here because you chose to love.”
Troy and Victoria exchanged a fleeting glance. Wasn’t it too soon to discuss that kind of thing?
Troy looked out at the unfamiliar city, and for a long moment, he was far away. His eyes unfocused, his thoughts drifted back to the sound of his mother’s voice, her singing to him. It had sounded so much like her.
“So my mother…? That wasn’t really her?”
Mirza’s features tensed and he shook his head. “I am sorry, Troy. That was the Corridor tempting you to leave Victoria behind. It was part of the final test.”
The replication of her voice had been so perfect. He couldn’t find the energy to be surprised that the Corridor could create this kind of deception. The blasted structure seemed capable of anything.
He returned to the moment when his eyes slid over to Victoria’s frail form, slumping in her wheel chair.
She spoke before he could ask, and despite her appearance and his own troubled thoughts, Troy found her familiar voice soothing. “I was in the machine for two years,” she said softly. “My muscles… ‘atrophied.’ Mirza is fixing me, but it’s going to take a while.”
Without thinking, Troy slid carefully down to the foot of his bed and took her hand in his. He felt like he knew this girl better than he knew himself, that her pain was his, and vice versa. No matter that this was the very first time they’d ever touched. Their hands were a perfect fit, and more was communicated in the weak squeeze they shared than all the words they’d spoken to one another.
Together, they turned back to face Mirza again and waited for him to explain the rest. The Corridor, how it came to be, where they were now, and who their host really was.
“To the best of my knowledge,” he began with a tone of great patience, “I was the first Runner to escape the Corridor, along with my Conduit, Parvana. You met her a few minutes ago; she brought Victoria into this room. That was almost fifty years ago. Since that time, others have also escaped, all of whom history believes to have died in another time. This is not the life any of us would have chosen, but it is a life, and we are grateful for a second chance to live it. This place… was made for us.”
Victoria’s gaze shifted to the window, and Troy knew she was searching for signs of life, just as he had earlier. “How many…?”
“Counting the two of you,” replied Mirza, “one hundred and seventy-four.”
“Is this Earth?” Troy blurted out the insane-sounding question before he could stop himself.
Mirza nodded. “This is Earth of what each of us considers the distant future. Somewhere in the early twenty-fourth century, we believe. And yes, it is just us here. Everyone else, the entire human population, came to an end many years ago. We have picked up the legacy of Those Who Came Before—the architects of this place, and of the Corridor—and are attempting to carry on in their stead.”
“You mean to tell me you’ve been here all this time, living right outside the Corridor? And you didn’t—I don’t know, turn it off? Shut it down?” Troy felt his temper rising as he shouted. “Why didn’t you save us?”
Victoria squeezed his hand gently.
Mirza’s cool wasn’t disrupted by Troy’s outburst. “We cannot. The Corridor is too well protected. It is surrounded by some kind of energy. We have tried to break through it. We even dug under the ground a few years ago. Those Who Came Before did not mean for us to access the Corridor, so it is, at least for now, impossible.”
“Those Who Came Before,” repeated Victoria. “Who were they?”
“The last remnants of mankind,” replied Mirza. “Survivors of a cataclysmic event that nearly destroyed our world.”
Troy shook his head, unable to get his head around this. “Why would disaster survivors build something like the Corridor?”
Mirza smiled knowingly. “You know why already, Troy. You followed their journey, walked in their footsteps. You both had the dream, as we all do. One final message from the Corridor, before the psychic connection is broken.”
Troy blinked. The dream. He remembered it. He saw the people, thousands of them. He’d traced their path through endless hardship and struggle, and ultimately triumph. But it was more than a dream. It was real. It was history.
And it was paralleled by...
“They built the Corridor,” said Troy, the truth striking him. “Those people in the dream. So it’s… some kind of record? A museum?”
Mirza gave a slight nod. “Yes. But it is much more.” From within the folds of his robe, he produced a scroll.
Troy unrolled it on the bed, and Victoria leaned in. It was a pictogram containing a futuristic kind of cuneiform, applied to a very ancient medium. Troy assumed that this was how they first recorded the history that followed the disaster, as they may not have had access to any other means.
Troy couldn’t read the scroll’s writing, but the pictures spoke for themselves. At the top of the page was a brilliant white explosion, with dozens of tiny figures running from it. Beneath this was drawn a mountainous expanse, with those same escapees climbing across it. The next picture showed a terrible fire that seemed to spread across the whole world. On and on it went, familiar and astonishing.
“Hundreds of these scrolls were left for us by Those Who Came Before, containing their history, their knowledge and secrets, and their directives to us. The scrolls tell us of a Great Disaster that occurred on Earth long ago—but at a time we would call the future. They do not reveal if it happened as the result of war or the impact of a meteor, or some other catastrophe we have no name for. It tells only the story of the survivors.
“Most of mankind was destroyed, but thousands lived. Tens of thousands. Much of the world was rendered uninhabitable, so they gathered and set out to find a place of refuge, a place that could sustain them, where they could start again. Their journey lasted for dozens of generations. You saw their path. You lived it inside the Corridor.”
Troy’s weary mind struggled to keep up with the many questions that sprung with every new word from Mirza’s lips. “So why aren’t ‘they’ here now?”
“They died. All of them, more than one hundred years ago. The scrolls explain that the disaster that nearly destroyed the world also poisoned it, and no matter how far they fled from the destruction, it eventually caught up with them. It began when they were living underground in the caves. Over time, they discovered that their lifespans were decreasing. By the time their descendants packed up and left those caves, they understood that a contagion had infected their DNA because not a single man or woman born lived beyond fifty years of age. When they finally settled here and built this city, this refuge, the death rate had risen, and no one lived beyond thirty. It was only a few decades later that they became unable to have children at all.”
Victoria spoke up. “And that’s why they built the Corridor? To repopulate the human race—by…pulling people through time? People who were supposed to be dead?”
“In part,” said Mirza. “Think of it. A brilliant idea, is it not? Where better to find undiluted human material to continue our species than the distant past? With no remaining viable human DNA, our entire genus was facing extinction. So it was decided somewhere along the way that they would find the means to bring other humans here—humans who hadn’t been tainted by the poisons of the Great Disaster.”
Troy almost chuckled. “And they just happened to have access to a time machine? Why didn’t they use it themselves? Why not go back to a time before the Great Disaster?”
“The scrolls do not say. But having a great deal of time to consider this, I believe they did not want to pass on to their children the legacy of a world doomed to destruction.”
“So they chose to stay here and die off one by one?” asked Troy.
“They chose to stay and build the future,” said Mirza. “A future. For the human race. If they had fled, mankind would no longer exist.”
Troy fell silent, absorbing Mirza’s words. The old man was wise, Troy had to admit. It all made sense. Or it was starting to, at least.
“What about the animals? The plants? Did any of them survive the Great Disaster?” he asked.
“Those Who Came Before saved as much as they could. Everything that’s still alive on this planet is inside this compound, which we call the Dome.”
Victoria spoke again. “And the time travel technology?”
Mirza gestured toward the window and the city outside it. “Everything in our compound is built from the remains of what came before. Before the Great Disaster, they were a highly advanced race, already possessing time travel technology, though it was not widely known and used only under very controlled circumstances.
“The scrolls say that the survivors always had a leader, and the ninth of these leaders was an engineer of sorts. He collected debris—bits of technology, circuits and whatnot—as they traveled. He eventually stumbled across the remains of one of these time machines, though it took him years to piece it back together. It remained a secret, handed down and known only to the survivors’ leaders.”
“And now it’s inside the Corridor,” said Troy. “So I can’t go back to my life? My dad? And Victoria can’t go back to her time?”
Mirza shook his head.
His family, his father... He would never see them again. They were long gone, having lived and died hundreds of years ago.
He looked up suddenly at Mirza, a terrible thought striking him. “My dad… If my body disappears in my time, he’ll never accept that I’m dead. He’ll never give up looking for me!”
The sad look on Mirza’s face was the only answer Troy needed. The Corridor. Of course it had a solution for this. Mirza explained it anyway. “Not all of those that the Corridor chooses as Runners are known to history. Of these, it takes the ones who fail and alters their appearance to resemble those of us who escape the Corridor, and sends those bodies back to stand in for us.”
No. It couldn’t be that easy. There had to be another way...
“But there must be more time travel tech out in the world somewhere, even if it’s just bits and pieces. Can’t you go look for it?”
“Troy,” said Mirza with a note of finality. “You have to understand. There is nothing beyond the Dome but an uninhabitable landscape. We cannot leave, or we will fall prey to the same conditions that shortened and ended the lives of Those Who Came Before. Many years from now, the world will recover and become habitable again. Until then, here, and only here, are we able to live.”
“Then why make us Run the Corridor? I mean, if they meant for us to come here and carry on the human race, why try to kill us first? And why did they need the Corridor if they wrote down their history in these scrolls?”
Mirza nodded slowly. “The records are not entirely clear on every point, but on this fact they are precise. The journey of Those Who Came Before was a terrible struggle, but it changed them. It made them who they were. It taught them life’s most important lessons, it gave them a profound respect for the things that truly matter. It altered their perspectives in every conceivable way. Even though the journey was brutal, they became convinced that the maturity and insight it gave them was crucial to their coming together as a people to restore society and rebuild our world.
“So they decided that the only way they could pass on what they had learned to the ‘ancients’ they would bring here was to have them experience the same—or at least a similar—journey. The Corridor is a record of their experiences, yes. But it’s also a reenactment to impart their wisdom, to indoctrinate us into this new society’s way of living and being.”
Mirza was talking about a paradigm shift, a fundamental alteration to the people brought here through time. Had Troy been altered by his experiences in the Corridor? One glance at Victoria was the only answer he needed.
“They believed this was the only way they could ensure that we would not destroy ourselves, as the Great Disaster had nearly destroyed them. They struggled so long and so hard to preserve mankind, and they were absolutely determined to keep it from ending.”
“I guess I get that…” Troy firmly held Victoria’s hand, but looked at the Corridor in the distance behind her. “Sure wish they could have come up with an easier way to pass on their worldview. But given all they went through and survived…”
“The Corridor is a place of second chances,” said Mirza, leaning out from his spot by Troy’s bed to glance at the Corridor himself. “It gives another chance at life to those who died too young. I believe it is meant to teach us about the fragility and the preciousness of life. That it is not meant to be lived alone. Or taken for granted. Everyone who is brought here is given the opportunity to earn back their life. Just as you—both of you—have earned back yours.”
Troy leaned back against his pillow, absorbing. It was unbelievable. He was meant to die the night before he turned seventeen. And yet here he was, a living, breathing, seventeen-year-old male.
Was he worthy of this gift?
“Who were you, before?” asked Victoria. It was a question that had never occurred to Troy.
“I was a prince of the Babylonian Empire in what you call the seventh century, BC.”
Troy suddenly understood the man. His shrewd answers. His unflappable demeanor. The way he carried himself with grace and dignity.
“When I was brought here, and I escaped the Corridor alongside Parvana, it was a very long time before I understood and accepted my new circumstances. It is a difficult thing to know that everyone and everything you have ever known is gone, and you will never see them again. Fortunately, I did not have to face this alone. And neither do you.
“Now…” Mirza walked around to the end of the bed and prepared to leave. “You two just worry about getting well. Once you’re on your feet again, we’ll proceed with the ceremony.”
“What ceremony?” asked Victoria.
“The wedding, of course.”
“What?” Troy and Victoria blurted out together.
“We are here for the purpose of repopulating mankind. Marriage is required of all who escape the Corridor.”
Troy glanced at Victoria, and she at him. He supposed he did love her. But was he in love with her? He’d never had the chance to consider it.
Until now.
“But…” Troy protested, “what about courtship? Romance? We’re just teenagers—we don’t even know if we’re compatible!”
Mirza leaned in and looked back and forth between them. “Fewer than two hundred adults are alive on this planet, right here in this compound, and only a handful are added to our numbers via the Corridor each year. We do not have the luxury of romance.”
Troy and Victoria glanced at each other again, and then nervously looked away. But neither turned loose the other’s hand.
Mirza, noting this, stood to his full height. “But if it is love that concerns you… You both sacrificed yourself to save the other. If that is not love, nothing on this Earth is.”
Victoria clutched Troy’s hand tighter as Mirza exited the room, and he squeezed hers in return. But could it really be that simple?
In the years to come, Troy and Victoria would have to find the answer to that question for themselves. They would build a life together in their strange new society, and they would both want to find ways to contribute to it and to its future.
Troy had no idea what that future would be. He knew only one thing for certain. He and Victoria would talk and talk, every day, and find refuge in the sounds of each other’s voices.
And they would spend every moment possible with their hands clasped tight.
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