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Praise for The Territory, Book One



‘Gripping dystopia with a keen political edge’




Imogen Russell Williams, Metro




‘A pacy dystopian fantasy thriller’




Martin Chilton, The Telegraph, best YA books of 2015



‘This is a truly exceptional novel, exciting, gripping and intense, with relatable protagonists whose agonies become the reader’s own. It deals with complex moral dilemmas regarding loyalty, self-preservation and family, forcing the reader to answer the uncomfortable question: who deserves to live when spaces are limited? This is the first of a trilogy and the final cliff-hanger will leave you clamouring for more.’



Book Trust


‘Truly heart-wrenching! Govett raises issues about our education system, the environment and decisions governments around the world are making. I’d go so far as to call this the 1984 of our time and recommend this as a great read, with a fantastic political context.’



The Guardian children’s books site


‘Govett has created a powerful and shocking novel that makes the reader wonder how societies would deal with the environmental consequences of climate change and if there could ever be any ‘right’ course of action … an excellent, thought-provoking book.’



Children’s Books Ireland


‘…an enjoyable, fast-paced read, and raises some interesting questions about how you would behave in difficult situations, as well as being a clear indictment of the UK education system…’



Books for Keeps


‘The Territory is a terrific book. It simply is.’



Bookwitch


‘I loved every second of this book; it was phenomenal.’



Yourbestbookpal















Sarah Govett graduated with a First in Law from Oxford University. After qualifying as a solicitor, she set up her own tutoring agency, Govett Tutors, which specialises in helping children from all backgrounds prepare for exams. Sarah has also written for children’s television.




The first instalment of her award-winning debut trilogy, The Territory, launched in May 2015 and was followed by the second book, The Territory, Escape, in October 2016.




The critically acclaimed The Territory was shortlisted for The Times Chicken House Children’s Fiction Prize, won the Gateshead YA Book Prize in January 2017 and has been shortlisted for the Trinity Schools Book Award 2018. Both books are included in Book Trust’s recommended reads.



In addition to speaking at schools across the UK, Sarah has appeared at the Southbank Literature Festival, the Barnes Children’s Literature Festival, The Edinburgh International Book Festival, the Bradford Literature Festival and the Godolphin Literary Festival. She is also a regular contributor to The Huffington Post.


Sarah lives in London with her husband and two young children.
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For the first few days I couldn’t stop looking at my hands. Well, my right hand to be exact. The hand Raf had squeezed when we’d promised to get Jack back. I’d wanted his fingers to have branded mine, like a tattoo or something, but they hadn’t. They’d just left faint bruises that faded and even when I kept pinching the same patches at night like some kind of weird OCD ritual they wouldn’t come back. Turns out it’s pretty hard to bruise yourself. Others though…



Memories fade too. Maybe it’s the brain’s way of protecting yourself. All you’re left with is snapshots.


FLASH


Jack being dragged off with the others in his cage to become Fish. He was the only one not crying. Like he was resigned to it and that was somehow worse. He even smiled at me – this slow calm smile – cheeks bunching freckles – as if he was trying to cheer me up. Like I was the one who’d been hurt. He couldn’t stop protecting me even at the end.


FLASH


Sitting in silence on the bus on the way back home. Not that it felt like proper home anymore. Not without Jack. A little part of him, a little part of us, was in everything I did and everywhere I went and that made his not being there even more real.


FLASH


Mum and Dad’s reaction when I told them. Dad was angry. The sort of angry that tenses every muscle in your body and even changes your build, your height.


‘Bastards,’ he hissed. Dad’s never angry and he NEVER says bastards. Mum wasn’t angry. She wasn’t even doing her super straight back thing. She was scared and couldn’t keep her eyes off me, scanning my face – like she was trying to do some sort of retinal lie-detector. ‘You’re not thinking of doing anything stupid are you, Noa?’ she asked eventually. I shook my head. I didn’t want to lie to her and not saying the words seemed to make it less of a lie.


But I couldn’t lie to myself. It was my fault that Jack had failed and been shipped off to the Wetlands. I knew it, felt it, with every cell of my body. Every time I looked in the mirror, an executioner’s face stared back at me. He’d got the pass mark. He’d be here with us now, if only he hadn’t run. If only he’d hadn’t been standing there in the corridor. If only I hadn’t said I didn’t want him. I was drowning in a sea of ‘if onlys’. I had to make it right.


Raf and I had originally agreed to wait for two weeks before going after Jack. We reckoned it’d give us time to plan, get supplies, spend some time with our families – well, in Raf’s case, his mum. His horrific dad worked such long hours it would be easy enough to avoid him. This meant going through the motions of ‘normal’ post-TAA, which basically meant filling in forms for Further Education Schools. It also usually meant going to celebration parties.


The parties we could avoid. Very few other Norms had passed and we didn’t feel like hanging out with the Childes. I couldn’t be around them, couldn’t see the Nodes at the back of their necks without picturing them uploading, shaking gently as information shot from their terminals into their brains. Success for them had been guaranteed. Smugness seemed pretty much guaranteed too. I tried not to hate them. Tried to remember that their personalities were being warped by whatever poisonous thoughts the Ministry was hiding in the uploads. Tried to remember that if Raf hadn’t made the decision not to upload, he would’ve been exactly like them – another Norm-hating freakoid.


The FES forms couldn’t be escaped as easily though. Mum had gone on and on at me to apply as students were supposed to do this within a week of passing, as if she was looking for any sign that I wasn’t committing to life here. To life after Jack.


‘Noa-bean, you just have to pick a school and choose three subjects. Don’t think any further than that. One step at a time.’



Raf and I put the same school and the same subject combination: Biology, Chemistry and Physics. We could have chosen Maths or History (or rather lies about The Territory according to the Ministry), but neither appealed. I’d really wanted to do English but that wasn’t an option at any of the ‘good’ schools. No surprise there.


‘A scientist like your mum,’ Dad said proudly.



I don’t know what expression I pulled, I wasn’t trying to make a point or anything, at least not consciously, but it was enough to make Dad wince. Mum wasn’t there. Scientists in Mum’s department were working late at the moment. Lots of work now after the exams – those kids who’d failed the TAA and had been abandoned by their parents weren’t going to experiment on themselves. No, someone had to inject them with hideous viruses and then muck about with finding cures.



Mum’s not sleeping well at the moment. She’s got dark hollows under her eyes and new creases in her forehead. We don’t talk about it. There’s nothing to say. I understand it now. The choice she made. That she had to make. The only time she came close to mentioning it was one night when she thought I was asleep. She sat at the end of my bed and hugged my old teddy, Winston, who still sits there. Lame I know, but if you’ve given something a name and talked to it most of your life, it seems somehow wrong, kind of cruel, to then go and shut it up in a box somewhere.


‘This’ll be the last year, Winston. The last year,’ Mum murmured into his mangy fur and the bed shook a bit so she was probably crying.
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Dad said he’d check over my FES form before I sent it in – cast his legal eagle eye over it in case I’d malced something up. He was smiling all the way through the first couple of paragraphs. I’d clearly managed to format and spell everything right. Noa Blake – not a total denser. Then he got to the ‘Choice of College’ section and his face visibly drooped. He called Mum over with one of their psychic gazes. This one must have been a distress signal.


‘Did you know Noa’s applying to Greenhaven?’



Mum didn’t and her face drooped too – like they were both plants in a dried-up flowerbed. She clearly wasn’t a fan of me going to a boarding school in the Third City either.


‘I need some distance. I see him … everywhere.’




They nodded. They got it and didn’t need to ask who he was. And Greenhaven was one of the ‘best’ schools.



I think what hurt Mum and Dad more was that Raf and I’d applied for the ‘Early Start Programme’ (for losers who wanted to study pre-term courses for a month before normal lessons started.)



Mum had difficulty getting the words out. ‘Your dad and me had thought we could spend some time together. All together. As a family. Now that it’s over.’ Her face was an abstract canvas of panic. ‘If it’s something we’ve done…  I’ve done, we can change things. They might let me sever my contract before the year’s up.’




But that wasn’t an option. We all knew that. No one left a Ministry funded position mid-year. Mum’d be under suspicion. On a list.


‘It’s not that, Mum. It’s … I need to unscramble my head. And I can’t do it here.’



It was true even if it wasn’t the exact truth behind what we were doing. Raf and I had decided it’d be easier to leave this way. To tell our parents we’d applied for the Early Start Programme when we’d actually applied to start at the normal time in August. This meant we’d have a month before anyone official would know we were AWOL. Mum and Dad wouldn’t know either. Visits weren’t allowed until half-term and there weren’t any shared phones or anything. By the time you’re at an FES, ‘everyone’s family’ say the ads. Cue massive picture of smug, smiling teenager who looks likes he’s had extra teeth crammed into his mouth. But what they’re basically saying is that the Ministry’s going to take over the role of parent from now on thank you very much. Step up the indoctrination a notch.


The Early Start Programme began on 7 July. This meant we’d be leaving four weeks after the TAA instead of two, but that was still OK we told ourselves. It meant we’d be more ready. Better able to help Jack when we got there. And we’d have a chance at getting back before we were missed, which was crucial if we wanted to protect our families from investigation. Parents of defectors weren’t treated so well. How exactly we were going to do that, get back, with Jack miraculously concealed, hadn’t come to us yet. But we didn’t have time to wait until a plan was formed. We had to just hope it did.
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The acceptance from Greenhaven came three days later and then it was like we were on some conveyor belt. Uniforms and initial reading arrived. We were sent our timetable, allocated a dorm. Raf and me spent every minute we could together – at one or other of our houses – never in public – and kept on going through the motions. Before we knew it we were even reading some of the material, first to distract ourselves and then because it was actually kind of interesting.


Like the stuff on genetic engineering. It’s amazing what scientists can do, what people are working on. Splicing a gene from a species of seaweed into a potato plant to produce salt tolerant varieties; adapting a species of Mucor so that it produces Vitamins A and C to make it more nutritious.


I was all, ‘This is incredible, we could engineer anything – Mucor that actually tastes good.’



‘Don’t set your sights so low,’ Raf replied, his eyes sparkling stones. ‘We could bring back pets. Think about it. If they could work out how to engineer some that photosynthesise… Come on – you’ve got to admit it – green dogs would be awesome.’



I started to crack up then stopped mid-laugh. It felt wrong. The action. The movement of my ribcage. The smile plastered across my face. And ‘dogs’ brought back too many memories. Memories of Rex. Me, Jack and Rex. Jack’s drawing of a dog, and of his dad. His real dad, who’d joined the Opposition and been ‘eliminated’. The rest of my laugh coagulated in my throat.


Raf, almost as if reading my mind, whispered, ‘Sorry, Noa. I know things are hard. Horribly hard at the moment. But it’s OK to laugh. Don’t see it as a betrayal. See it as a way of fighting back.’



I nodded, but the laughter didn’t return.


We read on and there was this chapter all about ‘exercising caution’. About how scientists had tried to eliminate malaria entirely thirty-five years ago by engineering and breeding a larger species of mosquito that couldn’t carry the malarial plasmodium. This larger mosquito was then supposed to outcompete the malarial mosquitoes thereby depriving the plasmodium of a host and destroying the disease in the process. It didn’t work. The plasmodium evolved. It could use the bigger mosquito after all. Malaria went massive.


‘No wonder they didn’t teach us this stuff earlier,’ I said slowly, anger growing. ‘Imagine knowing you were going to fail and be a Fish and be sent to die from something that THEY made much worse than it should have been.’



‘They messed with mosquitoes long before the Ministry’s time,’ Raf countered.


‘I know. But it’s the same, don’t you see? It’s all the same. People playing God.’
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This morning I was curled into Raf’s shoulder, comforted by the warmth of his body and the smell of the dip of skin by his collarbone where sweat collects when he’s hot or nervous. Even his sweat smells nice – musky and smoky. Well it smells nice there anyway – once he kicked off his trainers to sit on the floor and his socks or trainers, whichever, really stank. Maybe feet produce a different type of sweat. But back to his collarbone – lying there I felt safe. For the first time in a long time. It was like I was drugged or something. I was so used to feeling super stressed that feeling relaxed was weird. Like my body had lost half its bones and a plastic insert had been removed from my jaw.



Raf was reading The Biology of Plants. ‘In case any of it helped us survive in the Wetlands.’ He’d read a page then summarise it for me. Partly because I was feeling lazy and partly because it meant I’d get to watch him read. See the way his forehead crinkled when he got to a difficult bit and his mouth twitched when he got to something pretentious or amusing. Pretentious I guess. Biology, particularly the biology of plants, isn’t exactly hilarious. Then he’d finish and gaze blue and green down at me and it was like I was watching Earth from space. And I relearnt how to laugh. The guilt didn’t go exactly, but it sort of lost its density – became a thin veil of mist instead of a thick layer of fog. We laughed about the most stupid things. Apparently the mole above my belly button is the shape of a moonwort fern spore, which might not sound funny, but was, massively so. Then Raf pretended he had super powers by taking off his jumper and rubbing it on my arm to make all the hairs stand on end, wiggling his fingers at the same time to look like he was somehow magnetising the hairs up or something. I hope they’re an acceptable level of hairy. I’d never really looked at them that closely before, but Raf didn’t look grimmed out or anything.



This evening at dinner I also actually chatted properly with Mum and Dad. And every now and then they’d just grin, grin like little kids, just because they were so pleased I’d made it and their girl had finally come home.


And part of me, God I hate to admit it, but part of me, wanted this to be it. Our life. Not pretending. Studying and living with Raf, seeing Mum and Dad in the holidays. In the Third City no one would know our past – Raf wouldn’t have to pretend he hated me. Norms who’d passed were treated OK. I wouldn’t get a top job but I could have a life. A real life.


Dad interrupted my thoughts. ‘When do you leave, baby?’



‘The seventh,’ I replied. And it was only when I lay down in bed that I realised quite how involved I’d become in my cover-story. Like a spy in too deep. In my head I wasn’t leaving for the Wetlands on the seventh, I was leaving to study, I was leaving for Greenhaven.
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A piece of yellow paper changed everything.


I knew something was wrong as soon as I walked through the door. Mum had red eyes and was doing her super-straight-back thing. Seeing me looking at her, she pointed at the paper, struggling to get the words out.


‘It’s a forced sale notice,’ she explained. ‘For Aunty Vicki’s house… A courtesy from the Ministry.’ She semi-spat the last words.


The forced sale in itself wasn’t odd – houses of criminals, dissidents, parents of kids who’d run away before the TAA were all automatically repossessed by the Ministry and sold, the money going straight into the Ministry coffers. The thing was, normally other family members weren’t even informed. The notice was just tacked to the outside of the property before the clearance team stripped it out. They wouldn’t have rushed to get round to Aunty Vicki’s house as they always focused on the most valuable first. A run-down place right by the Fence was hardly prime real estate.


Then Mum properly broke down. ‘They told me Noa, the Ministry officials who came here and gave me THIS,’ her hands gave a violent tremor. ‘They told me they were informing me because I hadn’t helped her. Because I hadn’t helped my own SISTER.’



I rushed over to comfort her. ‘You can’t feel guilty, Mum. You did it for us. For me. To keep us all safe. You had no choice.’



‘No Noa, you don’t understand [gut wrenching sob]. They knew.’



I looked blank. I didn’t get it. ‘But how …  how could they know?’



Deep breath.


‘Aunty Vicki told them.’



I sat/collapsed down.


‘What…?’ tears were streaming down my face before I’d even registered it in my brain. They’d caught them. We hadn’t helped them and now they’d been caught.


No answer.


‘So they’re Fish now. Oh God, Oh God.’ I couldn’t stop shaking.



‘Ella is.’ Three deep breaths. ‘Aunty Vicki didn’t survivequestioning. The evil, evil BASTARDS.’ Mum shouted this last bit and my eyes fled to the door. Please, please don’t let anyone be listening. I think Mum’s outburst even shocked her, so she pulled herself together a bit and lowered her voice. ‘They’re letting me get any belongings I want from her house, because I’ve proved myself to be a “loyal citizen”. And look…’ Mum uncurled a shaking fist ‘…they’ve even given me a medal.’




And there it sat in the palm of her hand. A flat silver disc with the symbol of the Territory embossed in it. Apparently gold was reserved for families that went one step further and actually called in to inform on their fleeing relatives.
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Mum and I got to Aunty Vicki’s house just before 9am. We’d got up when it was still dark and driven through the dawn. There was something therapeutic about seeing the world come alive.


I know it was just in my head but the house seemed different, even from a distance – emptier and smaller too.


Mum pushed open the door – Auntie Vicki never locked it, I don’t even know if she had a key – and we entered. I was practically glued to Mum’s side the whole time as I knew she couldn’t face doing this alone.


Everything was as they’d left it – from the pans upside down on the draining rack to the open book propped up on the table. The house even still smelt of them. Not like a stench or anything, but in the way that other people’s houses always smell a certain way and only yours smells normal. Apart from a thin layer of dust, you’d imagine Aunty Vicki and Ella were just out back, about to come in and get on with their lives. I guess that’s what they wanted everyone to think. In case anyone came snooping round. So no one would report them gone immediately.


Mum had brought a box and started putting stuff in – the photo from the mantelpiece of them as girls, a photo album of Ella growing up, any left-over dried food from the cupboard. Mum looked guiltily at me when she was packing up the food, but with rations and everything it was the right thing to do – anyone would have done it, right? It’d be dense not to.


When the boxes were full, Mum spent hours just drifting. Taking remaining clothes out of drawers and holding them, looking at the failing vegetables in the garden that Aunty Vicki could never get to grow right because of the salt. Her mouth would move every now and then but she wouldn’t be speaking to me. She was talking to herself – or maybe to Aunty Vicki. In any event, she was away somewhere intensely private in her head and it seemed rude to ask anything about it.


To give her space, I went to sit in Ella’s room and, without really thinking about it, started going through the same sort of ritual. Ella’s favourite skirt was draped over the back of the chair – black, short and puffball. I guess not that suitable for trekking cross-country. Fighting back the tears, I sat at her desk, running my hand over the rough wood. The desk was empty apart from a clear pencil case with pen, pencil, protractor, compass, rubber – all ready for the exams she never sat.


We were spending the night there, Mum and me, and as the light started to fade I fetched our sleeping bags in from the car. It didn’t seem right to sleep in their beds. They seemed sacred somehow – like a memorial. Or a tomb.


Mum found a bottle of whiskey amongst Aunty Vicki’s food supplies and solemnly poured us each an inch. We clinked glasses. ‘To Vicki – may she rest in peace. To Ella – God be with her.’ Mum doesn’t believe in God. Not unless everything is so, so awful that nothing she does believe in can help. Mum downed her glass in one and quickly poured herself another while I nearly choked on my first and only sip. Whiskey’s rank.


Mum fell asleep quite quickly, but it clearly wasn’t peaceful. She’d twist and her face would contort and once this short scream and the word ‘Sorry’ just burst out.
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I couldn’t sleep. Didn’t have the help of the whiskey, I guess. I don’t think my mind could have switched off anyway. All I kept thinking about was Jack. How I’d nearly forgotten my promise to him already. How instead I’d wanted to make a fake lie of a life in the Territory – a place that sent kids to die and tortured people who tried to run.


Selfish. Selfish. Selfish.


No more.


I needed to make sure I never forgot again. Was never weak again. I crept into Ella’s room, not wanting to wake Mum, although her level of snoring meant that was pretty unlikely anyway. Sitting at Ella’s desk I reached into her pencil case and removed the compass. I pulled up my left sleeve and, trying not to shake, pushed the point in until I saw the blood flow. Swallowing my screams and tears, I kept going, only stopping when my crude carving had finished. The pain was so much that I kept nearly fainting or puking or both, but I tried to fight it back and focus. Whiskey. Not to numb the pain or anything, but to sterilise the cut. The sting from the whiskey was almost worse that the actual cutting had been. I let out one massive scream and I heard Mum stir but then fall back asleep.


The adrenaline pulsing through me meant I couldn’t just sit there. I needed to do something – there and then. Take the first step to rescuing my best friend. Pulling on my sweater, I headed into the warm night air. The air’s never not warm now. I thought this’d be a good opportunity to scout the Fence. Look for a weak point to break out. Raf and I had debated – in the early days, before our commitment waned – how best to get into the Wetlands. Obviously, I’m sure if we approached some Ministry bod and said we were volunteering to be resettled to free up land for others, they’d have sent us, gladly. But that wasn’t the aim. We needed to get in, find Jack, and get BACK. With no one being any the wiser. Without destroying our parents’ lives and putting them on the list of most suspicious people ever. What happened next, how we’d bring the system down we hadn’t figured out yet. But it had to be easier to have only one of us in hiding than all three. So we had to breach the Fence, the question was where?


‘By Ella’s house,’ had been my suggestion. Very few people live round here and the land is so infertile that I thought security would be lax at best. That’s as far as our thoughts had gone. We’d just assumed that breaking out would be pretty do-able.


But I guess if people could break out then Fish could break in.


It was about a mile’s walk from Ella’s back garden. I knew the general direction as Aunty Vicki had pointed it out before – down a grooved track and through gorse that tore at my trousers and drew more blood. I thought I’d struggle to see, but I’d forgotten that the Fence is lit. Always. And so I followed the eerie glow until I was just two roads’ widths away and at the edge of the floodlit zone. This was the closest I’d ever been. My eyes took it in: tough interlocking wire the height of a two-storey building, with glaring floodlights and brick towers raised at regular intervals along its length.


The Fence.


I swallowed, trying not to be defeated by it. By its sheer size. By its embodiment of cruelty. There must be a way over. I scanned left and right, up and down. Could I scale it? It was doubtful. And then on top of the Fence itself rose the towering mosquito grids. Like some denser I’d totally forgotten about these. Before I could fall into a deeper despair, my thoughts were interrupted by a quiet, regular beating sound. Feet on dry mud. People, running.


They came into the lit zone on the other side of the Fence and I could make out their faces. A woman, so thin she was little more than an animated skeleton, hands clasping her young son, was sprinting towards the wire. She was fast, running for her life, running for her son’s life. Letting go of her son, she took a flying leap, one hand grasping the wire, ready to climb, the other extending downwards to scoop up her waiting child. That’s when the electricity first entered her body. There was a short, inhuman scream as her limbs jerked wildly on the wires like an epileptic puppet, followed by stillness and the sickly sweet smell of cooking meat. I gagged. To make it even worse, the little boy wouldn’t leave. He just stood there, looking at his mother’s body and wailing.


It didn’t last long.


As if to make some kind of sick point, a machine gun, it must have been from the tower, started firing, ripping through the air, making the woman’s body dance again. ‘She’s dead. She’s already dead,’ I started shouting. I couldn’t stop shouting. ‘Stop it, she’s already dead.’



And now her boy was too.
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Mum went mental when she saw my arm.


I’d stumbled back from the Fence and was halfway through a shower before she was up. I emerged, eyes swollen from crying and my left arm a bloody mess, to see her face collapse in horror.


She started going off on one about the horrific infections she’d seen what she calls ‘troubled girls’ get who’d harmed themselves like this. Did I know how many bacteria were just about everywhere? Had I seen someone with septicaemia? Seen someone who had to have their arm amputated? How she thought I was smarter than this. Then I shouted back that I couldn’t take it, not now and she finally shut up. I told her about the Fence and she hugged me around my neck. Staple like.


‘I’m sorry,’ I said weakly. ‘It was a stupid thing to do. I sterilised it though.’



Mum clearly didn’t trust that me and the whiskey had done a good-enough job and went to get Aunty Vicki’s first-aid kit from the bathroom. She swabbed and swabbed the cut with iodine, balanced cotton wool pads on it and then wrapped it with a gauze bandage.


‘It’s a “J” isn’t it?’ Mum said quietly.


I nodded.


And then she hugged me again, even tighter than before.
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Mum dropped me at Raf’s straight from Aunty Vicki’s. I had to see him. Like a junkie fix. I snuggled into his arms and then winced as my arm was crushed by his body weight. His eyes narrowed into slits of concern, and then he shifted his weight again and I cried out.


‘Noa, let me see,’ he commanded.


I rolled up my sleeve and he took a sharp breath when he saw the bloodied bandage. ‘What? How did this happen? Who did this to you?’ Raf’s eyes flashed and his body tensed as if he was preparing to protect me from some invisible danger.


‘It’s not like that … I did it to me.’



I knew he had to know more, to see it all, so I peeled back the bandage to expose the now dried black blood of the J. His face was impossible to read and the light in his eyes had dimmed. Flat pools of green and blue. Shaded, cold.


I wanted something from him. Pity, anger, jealousy – for him to punch a wall even – but he wasn’t Jack. He was Raf. And his weapon was control.


I tried to put my arm round him, but his body remained tight. It was like hugging a statue.


‘So the rescue mission’s back on then.’ It was a statement rather than a question, his voice calm. Too calm.


I nodded. ‘But you don’t have to come, Raf. If you’re having any second thoughts I get it. You don’t have to risk your life too. I know you guys weren’t like the best of friends.’




‘But he clearly means everything to you.’




Long awkward pause.


‘Do you want me with you, Noa?’ Raf’s voice was gentle now and more vulnerable. The control was loosening.


I nodded. ‘More than anything.’



‘Well then there’s no way I’m not coming. We’re climbing over the Fence together.’



And then he forgot all about my arm and squeeze hugged me again until I shouted out and we ended up both rolling off the sofa in hysterics.


But we were still no closer to solving our first big problem. The Fence. I told Raf about seeing the woman electrocuted.


‘So we can’t climb it – we dig under it.’



I told Raf about the machine guns. How I’d figured they must be automated, fitted with some sort of motion detector, as there was no way they’d have enough guards to man each and every tower. If we so much as touched the Fence or moved the ground, they’d mow us down.


‘So how does anyone get in and out?’



‘They don’t.’



‘Well they do. They’ve taken Jack and the other kids who failed there.’



‘But that’s once a year and we’ve kind of missed that.’



I tried to focus, to channel all my energies into super-concentration mode in order to spark some new ideas, but none came. Approaching something like despair we sat on the sofa and turned on the telly. It was lunchtime so Mum and Dad were at work. They say ideas can creep into your mind when you’re relaxed. That your subconscious is somehow busy working it out and then they pop out and reveal themselves like a weirdly welcome flasher.



We were watching a rerun of Astronaut Tyrone, which just seemed rubbish rather than malcly funny as it does when me and Dad watch it together. Halfway through, the programme was interrupted by yet another bulletin. The Ministry’s favourite rat man was announcing the ‘successful’ start of prisoners being shipped to the Wetlands ‘removing the need for courts and prisons and thereby freeing more precious land for loyal citizens’.



‘What about the need for a fair trial?’ Raf half-snorted.


But I wasn’t really listening. I was staring at the footage of the trucks leaving for the Wetlands with the dodgiest ever-looking criminals in them (where did they find these guys?) On the side of the truck was the image of a huge wheel with an ‘H’ stamped over it.


‘That’s it!’ I shouted, pointing at the screen.


‘What?’ said Raf. ‘I don’t get it.’



‘Those trucks – they’re Hicks Transport trucks. Remember I told you that Jack’s stepdad owns some big trucking company? Well that’s his emblem – those are his trucks. That’s how we’ll get out.’
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In autumn you see these squirrels in People’s Park. Not many, but a few round the oldest oak and chestnut trees. They’re always busy burying acorns and conkers. They look around massively suspiciously, like they’re Opposition members about to attend a meeting or something, and then dig a hole and in goes another tasty morsel for the winter.


Raf and I have turned into squirrels. We’ve got a master list of stuff we definitely need in order to survive in the Wetlands. So far there’s iodine, bandages, mosquito repellent and nets, a knife, water purification tablets, dried food, permanent markers, matches, gloves with those grippy bobbles on the fingers and palms for climbing, a compass and a torch.


The medical stuff isn’t too much of an issue as Mum’s got loads in a cupboard in the bathroom. She gets extra supplies for free from the Laboratory so I don’t think she’d notice if some went. Nets and repellent we can get too as all households are given them in case the mosquito grids fail. The markers we’ve both got at home. I looked at Raf really weirdly when he first suggested it. I’d only ever used them to draw temporary tattoos on my arms with Daisy. I once did a dolphin that I had to turn into a massive tulip as I’d done its nose so out of proportion. But then he explained – to make marks to keep track of the days. So we didn’t lose count. So we made it back in time. It was a pretty good suggestion.


Dried food takes longer. We’re trying to take little bits slowly over days – the five days we have left – so it’s not too obvious, but I still feel really guilty. Stealing from Mum and Dad. Taking food from them when everything’s so tightly rationed anyway. I try and justify it – say that that’s what they’d want me to do. But I know it’s not true. What they’d want is for me to be leaving for the Third City, to be leaving to study and not on a probable suicide mission that puts them in danger too.


Raf said that we didn’t need that much, dried food that is, as we could catch our own food out there. I tried not to laugh. Raf’s not normally one of those overly manly guys so when he does go a bit caveman it’s pretty hilarious.


‘You don’t think I could, do you?’ He acted all mock hurt.


I couldn’t answer him as I was still trying to swallow my laughter.


‘OK, come with me right now.’



Raf dragged me to People’s Park to – wait for it – show me ‘how to catch a pigeon’. It was brilliant. He was the worst!! Creeping up on them like a malc cat and then pouncing at totally the wrong time. The pigeons wouldn’t even bother to fly away particularly fast. Like they were more embarrassed by him than scared of him. In the end Raf gave up chasing pigeons and started chasing me instead.


We need lots of dried food.


Raf provided the grippy gloves. His stepdad’s into climbing and Raf figured we might need them, I don’t know – to climb a tree quickly or scale a cliff or get over the Fence if we somehow manage to disable it or something. We don’t really know what we’re up against.


I got a compass from Dad. He’s really into ancient technology, maybe it makes him feel closer to Uncle Max or something, and he seemed properly keen on the idea of me learning to navigate. I told him that Raf and I might need it to go hiking in the Woods some time. The idea that we might be planning to use it to get by in the Wetlands didn’t even cross his mind. He just trusts me. Oh, Dad, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. He even dug out a book on navigating by stars. Maybe he thought if Raf and I spent our evenings together orienteering we were less likely to be doing … other things. He also taught me the basics of Morse code. Which is pretty interesting but since no one else in the world knows it, probably not the most useful.


Taking the torch, however, almost made me abandon the whole thing. We’ve only got one torch in the house – this ancient, wind-up thing. Yesterday morning I took it from the hall cupboard and hid it under my duvet. Wow, the master of concealment. The one good thing about having parents who are really into kids doing chores is that they never tidy my room or make my bed or anything. Anyway, last night, a fuse or something blew and the whole flat was plunged into darkness. Mum went to try and see what had happened but obviously couldn’t see anything without a torch. Which wasn’t too much of a big deal – until she started blaming Dad. Dad’s brilliant but pretty disorganised so when stuff’s missing, chances are he’s put it somewhere stupid. I think Mum was probably just tired and everyone’s pretty tense at the moment what with me about to leave and everything – but she went MENTAL at Dad and he started shouting back that he hadn’t touched it and that she shouldn’t always blame him and then he stormed out the house. I think that’s the first time I’ve ever seen them properly fight. Mum abandoned fixing the problem till morning and fetched some candles instead. At least I now know where the matches are.
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I can’t see anything. My vision’s turned into a weird haze with a halo of light round the edge and I desperately want to scratch the itch in my eyes but the doctor said this might make part of my cornea fall off. Nice. I’m going straight to bed. Tomorrow perfect vision awaits.



Mum’s taken me to have my eyes lasered. It’s her and Dad’s present to me. They’d always said I had to wait till I was eighteen and ‘mature enough’ to decide if it was really what I wanted. Apparently, what with everything that’s happened, they think I’m ready to decide now. Obviously, I said yes please. This might sound really superficial but I’d been properly worried about my eyesight messing up our rescue mission. I couldn’t exactly wear contact lenses out there as you need super clean hands to put them in and lenses get scratched and fall out at rubbish moments. Sometimes they even get ripped and a little piece gets stuck in my eye and Mum has to invert my eye-lid with a cotton bud to get it out. Grim. So that left a rescue mission in glasses that make me look really rough and again could just fall off and break leaving me a stranded mole. It’s not surprising that there’re no stories about massively short-sighted people getting ship-wrecked. Robinson Crusoe got sand in his contact lenses. And then he accidentally sat on his glasses. And then he died. 




The surgery took less than thirty minutes and I tried not to think of what was going on as the laser cut open my cornea. I tried not to think of Daisy lying on a bed like this as they cut into her brain, trying to ‘upgrade’ her into a freakoid. Turning her into a vegetable.


Then the laser started its reshaping bit and this smell rose into the air like burning flesh. It was exactly the same smell as the woman on the Fence and I gagged.
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Jack’s mum is horrific and should never have been allowed anywhere near kids let alone to have one. I went to see her this afternoon. I thought I could snoop around and find out more about Jack’s stepdad’s trucks, the ones they’re transporting the prisoners with.


She only opened the door after I’d rung the bell literally twenty times. I must have interrupted her 3pm gin session.



She looked puzzled and a bit annoyed to see me but quickly tried to adjust her face to kind and concerned. She’s a rubbish actor.



‘Hi, Mrs Hicks,’ I said. She’s taken her new husband’s name. ‘I came to say how sorry I am, about Jack I mean…’ I could feel tears welling behind my eyes just at the mention of his name. This was going to be harder than I’d thought.


‘Yes. Thank you, [pause] Noa.’ Oh, my God. I think she actually forgot my name for a minute. ‘We’re all cut up about it.’ But she didn’t look that cut up. Unless you count a possibly bigger bra size sliced into her chest. ‘I only wish I could have gone with him, but… ’ and then her voice trailed off and she gestured limply around herself as if the door and entrance hall were sufficient reason for her to stay behind.


Bitch.


I hadn’t left and clearly wasn’t about to so she invited me in. I asked if I could see Jack’s room one more time and she said to ‘make myself at home’ then wandered back into the kitchen, not caring where I went as I knew she wouldn’t. I know I was supposed to be hunting for info in the room Jack’s stepdad uses as his study, but I couldn’t resist going into Jack’s room anyway, to be close to his things, to him. I pushed open the door and choked. It had been completely cleaned out. His drawings stripped from the walls. The Florrie Fox poster gone and the hole replastered. I’m not saying she should have kept his room completely untouched like some creepy shrine, but come on!


Anger steeled me. I crept down the hall and pushed on the door to the study. It was unlocked. I guess Jack’s step-dad didn’t need to worry about his wife poking around – that would require a bit more lucidity, a bit less gin. Where to start? There was a central desk (large, mahogany – our old headteacher, Mr Daniels, had one just like it. Must be the kind that men who have feelings of inadequacy buy to make themselves feel more powerful). It was surrounded by bookshelves full of files and boxes of what looked like receipts. On one wall was a massive chart – all rows and columns with random photos of trucks and people attached – old movies catch-a-serial-killer style. No legible words on it.


There’s that phrase, listening ‘with one ear out’. I most definitely had both ears out and on high alert as I riffled through file after file looking for anything relating to prisoner shipment details. Nothing. Damn. I froze as there were footsteps in the hall. Staying frozen until there was the sound of a toilet flush and the footsteps padded back to the kitchen.


I looked round the room. I couldn’t give up. The chart caught my eye again. Scanning the rows and columns more closely, it became clear that it was a calendar. There were no recognisable words but certain dates had certain letter combinations on them. It had to be a code. Today and tomorrow were blank but the next square had RX1 written on it.


There was one place I hadn’t looked. The desk had a drawer.


I tried it.


Locked.


I peered round the door into the hallway to check Jack’s mum wasn’t on her way back. In case alcohol was some major laxative. She wasn’t. The only sound was the murmur of the TV from the kitchen. I rattled the drawer again. It wouldn’t come loose but the fact that there was any movement at all meant that the lock had to be weak. Nothing too high tech. I took a brass letter opener from the top of the desk and ran it along the crack at the top of the drawer. It stuck in the centre. I moved it left and then right again. Click. Tentatively I pulled at the handle. The drawer opened.


And then I found it. At the bottom of the drawer. A file, helpfully labelled ‘Prisoner Transport’. The Ministry commends you on your discretion, Mr Hicks. The file contained the address of the transport hub along with drawings and specs of the trucks. Mr Hick’s amateur attempts at code were translated.


Next to RX1 was scrawled the departure time and number plate of the truck. It was supposed to have twelve prisoners on it.


In two days time we had to be on it too.


[image: fish-family-symbol-sign-icon_qx12.jpg]



Packing and packed lunches. It sounds like the name of a terrible old-people-bonding movie but it was actually an OK day. No, I’ll be honest, a great day.


We leave tomorrow, Monday. My bag’s ridiculously full as I’ve had to pack loads of stuff for my imaginary life at the FES too – my Scribe, writing stuff, uniform.


Mum and Dad both made sure they weren’t working so we could spend some ‘proper’ time together. Mum made a picnic and we took it to People’s Park and lay on rugs made out of old curtains. The grass was uneven and there were little boats on the rugs that, if you squinted and defocused your eyes so everything went a bit pixelated, looked like they were actually bobbing up and down. Mum had used a gingerbread-man cutter to cut out perfect little men-shaped sandwiches like she used to when I was really small and a bad eater, and I felt all choked up inside. We then obviously had to eat all the cut-out leftovers – we weren’t exactly going to throw them away!


After lunch we played Frisbee and Dad was predictably and reassuringly malc at it – he even ran into a tree at one point – I mean how do you not see a tree? And it took everything inside me to remember why I was doing this. Why I was lying to these people, why I was leaving them.


We talked all afternoon and evening. About everything and nothing. It was perfect. Then I had a bath and when I got out and came back into my room I found Mum sitting on my bed. She seemed a bit stiff, a bit straight and I thought – Oh God, she’s looked through my bag, she knows, she knows. But then she cleared her throat and started to speak and I realised she wasn’t talking about the Wetlands, she was talking about me and Raf, ‘going to be spending more time together’ and ‘intimacy’ and I roared with laughter and relief. I told Mum we didn’t need to have THE conversation and she looked even more relieved than I did and gave me a huge hug.


‘I love you, Noa-bean.’



‘Love you too, Mum. I’m going to miss you so much.’



‘Me too, but we’ll see each other in two months, at half-term, OK? Dad and I will come and visit then, first chance.’



And then I started crying as the chances of my still being alive in two months let alone being safe back in the Territory were approaching a big fat zero per cent. No one’s ever managed what Raf and I are planning. It’s like I’ll coast along fine and then the reality of what we’re doing will hit me like a sucker-punch. Mum looked a bit surprised at quite how upset I was getting. She probably thought I was getting my period or something.
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I’d told Mum and Dad it’d be easier on everyone if they didn’t walk me to the bus stop as that’d be too similar to before, to when I was getting shipped off to the Waiting Place. They agreed, wanting to spare me any unnecessary pain.


I left our apartment block, weighed down by my stuffed backpack and, my head elsewhere, walked splat into Marcus, our friendly neighbourhood policeman-come-killer.


‘Careful, love,’ he smiled. ‘Can’t get to college quick enough?’ All his generation still called it college. FES clearly wasn’t that catchy. I forced my lips to curl up in a return smile. Nothing must seem unusual. Nothing report-worthy. Just another student keen to start studying again.



I turned right and walked in the direction of the bus stop, the way Marcus expected me to go. A couple of blocks later I doubled back on myself and snaked down alleys and minor roads to meet Raf at the junction of 2nd and 5th Street. God I was pleased to see him. Be held by him. He kissed me and my fear subsided. We could do this thing. Together we could do anything. Ducking into an alley we riffled through our bags and got out everything that was unnecessary, everything that had been for show. I joked that hours later some people might wander past a random pile of textbooks and uniform and think, ‘what the hell?’ But Raf said we couldn’t leave the stuff out to be discovered like that. That it’d look really weird and suspicious and that someone might report it and then they might look into students going to Greenhaven. So that meant we had to spend the next few minutes pushing everything down through the slats of a drain cover. ‘Fundamental Principles of Chemistry’ nearly didn’t fit and I had to bash it quite a few times with the heel of my shoe before it joined its friends on the way to the sewers.



We also sprayed ourselves head to foot with mosquito repellent. Who knew what was going to happen at the other end? Otherwise we would be bound to be bitten as soon as we emerged from the truck and that would really suck. Ho Ho.



Getting to Hicks Transport depot wasn’t too hard. We had to keep going east for about a mile – down 5th and then right down 12th. I had memorised it from a map. We walked with heads slightly lowered so we’d be less easy to identify on CCTV. And we made sure we walked purposefully. That was the key. Meant we were less likely to be stopped by police. But my heart still went crazy every time we passed one. If they searched our bags, found our survival stuff, they’d label us Opposition in a flash. And we’d seen what they did to Opposition.



The mouth of the depot was a huge iron gate set into a brick wall. An open mouth. Five trucks sat on the tarmac; more were lined up inside – under a domed hangar structure – all with the wheel and ‘H’ stamped on the side. We were in the right place. We had just under an hour to find the right truck and climb into the storage compartment at the back left that we’d identified on the specs I’d taken from Jack’s stepdad’s home office desk drawer, before they loaded the prisoners on. The dimensions meant it’d be a tight squeeze but we should definitely both fit, our bags too.


Peering round the edge of the wall we checked the number plates of the outside trucks.


No match.


Damn. Had I messed up? Copied down the information for the wrong day? We had to get inside – into the hangar. But how? We didn’t exactly have super-spy training. How was I supposed to do some sort of sprint/combat roll manoeuvre when I could barely manage a somersault? I should have tried harder in gym. And then take out the guards? I didn’t know where people’s pressure points were and there was no way I was going to be snapping any necks. Just the thought made me want to gag.


‘Follow me,’ Raf whispered.


‘What’s the plan?’ I whispered back, relieved that he was taking charge, relieved that he knew what to do.


‘Don’t get stopped.’



Not exactly a master plan.


A deep breath, five steps and we were in through the gate. We walked towards the hangar, hugging the brick wall to the left of the tarmac. No one had spotted us. There were no guards with guns. This was too good to be true.


It was too good to be true.


‘Stop!’ The voice cut through the air. ‘You two. Stop there.’ A massive man in a dark blue uniform strode towards us. There was no point running.


‘What are you doing on Hicks Transport property?’ he asked, picking up his radio, no doubt to call for back-up.


Raf opened his mouth, but I prodded him and took over. Tried the only thing that I thought could work.


‘We’ve come to see Mr Hicks,’ I said.


He raised an eyebrow.


‘I am … was … am best friends with his stepson and I wanted to see how he was holding up with Jack gone and everything.’ I put on my most pathetic-looking face. ‘Mr Hicks is always someone I’ve looked up to so much and I want him to remain a role model in my life,’ I swallowed. The man in uniform swallowed. He looked a bit, ‘What!?!’ at me, paused and then radioed Mr Hicks’ office. Jack’s stepdad’s voice, tinny and annoying, came back through the speaker.


‘Send them up,’ he said.


The man marched us forwards into the hangar. We clanged up a spiral of metal stairs after him and then along an open walkway into the office.


Mr Hicks sat behind another massive desk – how inadequate was this guy? – facing the huge window that overlooked the trucks below. He rose to greet us, sweeping a fat, sweaty hand through his ten remaining hairs before thrusting it in our direction. I tried not to flinch as I shook it. He dismissed the guard and sat down, leaving us standing.
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