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The President is sick.

Those four words are the tiny gap between life and death for me.

The President is sick. I can cure him.

Those eight words are the reason I get to keep Georgia and Violet by my side. Why I get to keep them safe.

The President is sick. I can cure him. I won’t.

Those ten words; now those ten words are the ones that give me purpose. The ones that make me smile at night when the phone finally stops ringing, that lull me into a restful sleep. Those sweet words are all the comfort I need as my arms ache to hold my son.

I’m coming for you, Franklin.

Mummy will get us home.


Chapter One

We’d been back on the ‘right’ side of the fence for six months now.

Six long months of publicity tours, snatched moments with my son and stress headaches from negotiating the new lives we found ourselves thrust into. A life that wasn't part of my plan. Fall in love, get married, improve self, save lives, have a family, grow old and wrinkled together and then pass away peacefully in my sleep. That was the plan. That had been the plan since the moment I changed my name. Strange how an entire lifetime of hopes and dreams can disappear in just one night. How it can be snatched away because of one stupid decision. If Leo hadn’t made us run, would everything be different right now?

My new apartment was in the heart of Zone 4, at the centre of the Government’s district and it was blank and minimal. A sofa, coffee table and a bookcase were the only items of furniture in my living room. I hadn’t even purchased a rug. It felt like defeat to make this apartment a home. A sign that I’d accepted my new circumstances. Looking around as I nursed a glass of wine, I couldn’t quite believe that at one time, this was my idea of perfection.

I missed the splashes of colour that Leo had snuck into the sterile environment I tried to turn our family home into. I longed for a colourful blanket, some geometric pillows and I never thought I'd say this, but I'd even settle for some generic colourful wall art right now.

Everywhere I looked, my eyes were met with stark white walls, crisp and clean beige furniture, and eggshell features. A year ago, this would have been my idea of heaven, an image in a magazine I would have waved under Leo's nose asking him why our home couldn't look like that. Asking him why we couldn't live like that. He'd always tell me that a home; a proper home, needed a bit of personality – a bit of chaos. I wish I could tell him he'd been right all along. I wish I had conceded more when I had the chance. These days, I wished for a lot of things.

Franklin has never been in my apartment, he isn’t allowed. I am never permitted to be alone with him. Someone is always watching. Instead, I was granted carefully scheduled, Government-supervised 'play dates' with him. Always with a member of the press lurking nearby for a cute off-the-cuff photo of the two of us. Photos I could never see, as they forced me to live in a world without access to any media. He had become yet another cog in the States' PR machine. Just like his mother. I'm sorry, Franklin, I wouldn't wish this on my worst enemy.

Before the accident, the press had only ever been interested in my work at the hospital, something my ego had been happy to court. Then, after Leo's disappearance, everybody wanted to be the one to break the story when my amnesia cleared. It never did. It still hasn't. Not completely. Still just fragments of a memory that I couldn't quite place.

After Georgia and I 'escaped' from my mother's camp, we returned as heroes. Victorious women who had escaped the clutches of the Anarchists and actively chosen to return to civilised life with a Government that welcomed them back with open arms.

Of course, the sideshow to our heroism was the massacre at Rus's execution. My mother and her followers had ruthlessly slaughtered every camera operator, security guard and State Agent. I'd snuck glances at some of the crime scene photos that made the front covers whilst I was out and about with Franklin. It was clear age hadn't caused her to lose her touch.

My hand over the man in grey's mouth.

Staring into his eyes as they bulged in panic.

No. I couldn't think about that. It wasn't me. That was the actions of a woman who'd been mentally broken by the world around her. That wasn't who I'd worked so hard to become. It wasn't really me.

I was required to give an interview about my ordeal as the only survivor of the attack. Explaining to the ravenous press that the level of pushback from the Anarchists had only cemented my belief in the Repopulation Act. Rus had deserved to die, and those who supported him knew as much. After all, violence is always the last resort of the desperate. The Dwellers had resorted to it when we hadn’t bowed down to their slaughter of our troops at the signing of the treaty. The Anarchists had followed suit when they realised that the good people of the Settlement couldn’t be corrupted into sharing their unnatural beliefs.

It was easy to lie about my true beliefs because I knew Rus was with Theo where he belonged. It was so much easier to play the part of the State's puppet when I knew they hadn't succeeded in such a cruel act.


Sometimes I longed to open my mouth and broadcast my true thoughts. To tell the people listening that there was more to life than following orders, that they could get off the hamster wheel anytime. That they could try home grown food in Nomads land and it would awaken their taste buds. That they could love whoever they wanted, and that children were a choice, not a requirement. But I never did. Everyone was still too afraid of the world around them to listen to reason anyway. If my mother hadn't convinced the populous of the evils of the State, then I had no chance. I was still just her apprentice, after all.


The virus appears to have slowed down; it claimed its first victims quickly and viciously and now we live with a small sense of constant terror that it will come back for us again. The threat level has been lowered. They ordered everyone back to normality. Lockdown was lifted, and they promised a vaccine.

The old college professor I'd had so much respect for as a young adult had quietly stepped back from his public-facing duties. A small protest against the President's course of action, but one that spoke volumes to those in the know.

The President was wrong. Science wasn't on his side. He was still gambling with our lives in the same way he did when he sent people like Violet's mum to die in hotels. Every decision he made only benefited people like him. The rest of us were just waste products. Leftovers that could be sacrificed if the virus returned with such force again.

I was told by an empathetic guard that Jack had negotiated the terms of our return. Ensuring we weren't executed on the spot when we emerged from the thorns. Spun them the exact tale that Bailey had dreamt up when she'd alerted the press to our escape. The Wunderkinds return. I wrote a note to thank Jack and passed it to the friendly guard who'd shared the news with me. I don't know if he ever received it, but I never saw the guard again. Relieved of her duties, they told me. I can only imagine what that meant.

Leo's grave was one of the few places I could visit, almost alone. Security remained at least twenty feet away from me as I sat by his tombstone and sent my thoughts up to him. I took a bunch of the most colourful, ostentatious flowers I could find each time. The cost didn't matter, as the President had to foot the bill. Something I knew Leo would enjoy as he looked down on me.

His gravestone had originally been very blank, very me. But each time I visited, I found another chalk drawing around his name. I'm sure the teenagers responsible didn’t have any idea about the comfort it brought me, nor did they know of Leo's love for doodling, but I did.

I remembered, and I knew Leo would remember as well. It brought me comfort to know he wasn't here alone when I had to return home. Somebody; even somebody who didn't love him, was visiting his gravestone and slowly turning it into their own private canvas. I couldn't think of many things more that he would appreciate.

What worked Leo?

What worked? I would ask him over and over.

But the response never came. The lightning bolt of clarity never struck. I was as clueless about his last note as ever.

My memories from the night of our crash had begun their return before I'd been kidnapped and brought to safety by my mother, but since then they'd remained much the same.

The cross words in our house, the terror as we drove away from gunfire and the impending view of the lake closing in through the windscreen. And yet I still couldn't remember who had been following us, nor why they wanted us dead. Maybe Leo had never explained it? Maybe I'd never known the answers. But somewhere inside my brain, there was an itch that told me otherwise. That told me I knew everything I needed in order to solve the puzzle of that night. I guess I just wasn't ready to hear it yet.

One time, I had asked to visit Regina's resting place, wanting to pay my respects to the woman who had given her life to reunite me with my son. They had informed me that my request was impossible. No such place existed. Regina Hanson was registered as a missing person, not a deceased one. I trusted my mother's sources more than I trusted the State’s honesty. They had murdered Regina, after all. I suppose it was less worrying to the board if she was merely on a walk about then six feet under. Plus, there would be the small matter of who would inherit the hospital. I was the legal guardian of her only grandchild. The sole surviving inheritor of her will. I knew in my mind, however, that the State had filed the relevant forms relinquishing me of parental responsibility for Franklin in order to prevent me from taking over the hospital. Legally, it was the only way they could keep me away from him for this long.

My current living situation could have been a lot worse than it was. Violet lived in the apartment two doors down from me and Georgia had the one in between. Their company had been in my negotiation condition when I accepted the task put before me. I needed Violet's brains and Georgia's protection. I wasn't about to put my life in the hands of a soulless grey man once again. It didn't end well for the last one they sent to control me. Sometimes I thought about him. The man I'd killed. But more often than that, I tried to forget.

Pushing the importance of my friends onto the President's assistant was the only thing keeping them alive. They were collateral in the eyes of the President and his assistant.

Paul is his name. The assistant. The man who tells me where to go, what to do and who I may talk to. He's the one who monitors my phone calls and movements, signing off on every bathroom break I take at work.

But Paul can't monitor us inside our apartments or even in the lab itself - not electronically, anyway. The work we are undertaking is too sensitive to risk it leaking anywhere. Only six people know about it, and two of them are my allies. So, we can at least talk freely in our homes to each other.

The President is dying. That's the big secret we're all sworn to protect.

They've tried every cure imaginable, but every scientist has come up lacking, and then they’ve had an untimely accident once they’d admitted their failure.

I wasn't about to be next.

It's imperative that the public doesn't know about his weakness. If word got to my mother, she would launch a full-blown rebellion. Not that she'd stand a chance against the new army I've heard whispers of. Paul may control what I say, but he has no control over what I hear. One cleaner referred to them as 'super soldiers', which is a term I thought only existed in comic books, so I took it with a grain of salt.

One area of my new life I did like was my new lab. It was like a dream come true. I gasped when I was first marched in there. Despite my hatred for the task at hand, the toys at my disposal were everything that could ever be on my wish list.

So I spend my days either smiling as the poster child for the Government and its control methods, having brief contact with my son, mourning my husband or the mother-in-law I never truly knew, biding my time in finding a cure for the President or drinking away my frustration with the only two friends I have in the world. Oh, and it's my wedding day this week.

Whatever worked Leo, I'm not impressed with the outcome.




















Six Months Ago


Chapter Two

Day Three:


I'd sat alone in this windowless room for three days now. My food and drink were delivered via a hatch in the door and I never heard another living soul in the corridor other than him. His voice crackled around my room now and then, asking me questions. Questions I had to remember the answers Georgia and I had agreed upon. Never forgetting the minute details that gave our lies grounding.


How had we escaped? Agent Cherry had taken advantage of a lapse in judgement on the Anarchist's side. The guard had taken a shine to her, which she exploited in order to take control of our situation. As soon as they unbound us, we ran, and we didn't stop until we saw the border.

What had we seen? Very little. They'd kept us in hoods that covered our faces the whole time we were in their company. I could remember the smell of salt and the distant sound of music being played somewhere. A merry tune. One I might have tapped my toes along too had the circumstances been different. Thankfully, Agent Cherry's top had been ruffled in the kidnapping, which is what caught the guard's eye. Men could be such simple creatures.

Why did they target me? Because they knew I was a spokesperson for the hospital and now the Repopulation Act. I was a high-profile target and the public execution of Rus had been the perfect stage for their act of terrorism. They knew that by taking me, they would strike fear into the hearts of the public. If the State couldn't protect one of its spokespeople, even with all the security available, how could it hope to protect them?

Why didn't they kill us? They thought we were worth more alive. They were planning to use us as bait. We couldn't let that happen. They wouldn't be able to draw any more troops into a trap. We wouldn't let any more good and compliant blood spill for us.

He spoke at me constantly until suddenly he'd vanish, and I'd be talking to myself again. Another way to keep me feeling helpless. Another way to keep the pieces stacked in his favour.

Occasionally, I heard scratches within the walls, rats I imagined. This really was such a lovely abode. I'd be sure to mention it in the guest book when I got out of here. My internal voice was growing in sarcasm and dark humour every day, a way to survive the surrounding horror I imagined. A way to guard my already broken heart against any more danger. Leo. I still can't believe that you're gone.

The crackling from the speakers in my ceiling started up again and I wearily drew myself up from lying on my bed. "Morning, mate." I offered with a jolly air; he would not break me.

"Dr Hanson," he began in his usual tone, this time punctuated by the sound of footsteps approaching my door. "Let me tell you again how happy we all are that you're safe."

The locks on the door were heavy and I listened as they clunked open. In walked the most rat-faced man I'd ever set eyes on. He had a long, sharp, thin nose and a forehead that leapt right into it. He tried to disguise his receding hairline by styling all the remaining hair on his head into a spiky quiff which was far too young for his frame. His smile was wonky - but not attractively; more in the way that led you to believe he could only fake half his face into passing for pleasantries. Every other inch of his face was flat, which only made his rat features more prominent. First impressions led me to believe that he was a man who I would never trust and also a man who would use pauses in conversations to glance down my top. Mum always told me to trust your gut instinct about people and I knew she wouldn't be proven wrong the moment he had walked into my room. The first impression I had of him would be a lasting one, I was sure.

I nodded curtly in response to his arrival, wanting him to drive the conversation and reveal his hand. "Anyway," he said with a clear of his throat, "I understand it must be frustrating to have spent so many days alone after your ordeal, but I hope you understand we had to be certain of a few things."

"Where is Georgia?" As much as I wanted to be quiet, her safety was one of the few pieces of information he had over me. I may know the truth about Nomad's land and all the evidence it provides that could disrupt the Government's control, but he alone knew about my near savior's whereabouts. I'd asked him this question many times before. Maybe this time he'd give me an answer. Or is that the definition of insanity?

"Agent Cherry is in a room just a few doors down being spoken to by a colleague of mine." I was shocked by his response. For a start, he'd actually acknowledged my question for the first time and secondly, he'd actually given me a clear and concise answer.

"Is she okay?" The growl at the back of my throat was unmistakable and instinctive. I'd lost too many people already, and I wasn't about to lose another. A smile hitched up half of his mouth. He'd seen my weak spot.

"Of course. It's only been three days since you returned. We can't be certain yet that she doesn't have the virus. We'll know that for sure at the end of the week." So there it was. His threat was loud and clear. She was dispensable and I was not. She was the virus threat and I apparently was not. I had no choice.

"I'm sorry, I don't believe I caught your name?" Courtesy is the best response to a threat; it throws them off balance.

"Paul." The grin was plastered on his flat face. I wish I could make his nose flat to match it. "I'm the assistant to the President." He said with a tone of grandeur.

"How delightful." Sarcasm leapt from my tongue. The grin faded. Clearly, he was used to a certain level of fawning at his job title. His nostrils flared, which was quite a feat, giving their angular nature.

"Be honest with me, Dr Hanson; you and I both know that you're only telling us half the story. I don't know why they let you leave; I don't buy that you escaped in the slightest - but it doesn't matter. All that matters is that you have returned. The bright shining star that is Paige Joseph-Hanson. The woman leading STEM research, the brains behind most of our healthcare advances, a secret liberal who believes herself more intelligent than anybody else, a widow and a single mother." He sneered at me, listing each area of my life with his acid tone, clearly not my biggest fan. "Did I leave anything out?"

"I also floss regularly." I can't help but poke the bear. It's always been a bad habit of mine; one I'd kept mostly under wraps for many years. Too busy trying to perfect this new safe life for myself. But the truth always catches up to you. Especially when that truth is as powerful as my mother's lessons.

Besides, the fact I was still alive meant I had some kind of leverage. They could easily explain my death as a fatality of the virus. It would be so simple to get rid of me forever. But they hadn't. I had the true power in this situation. So long as I could bring myself to gamble with Georgia's life.

He regards me with his beady little eyes, and I return his gaze. The silence between us is full of caged anger that was threatening to spill over. I had to play this right. I had to manipulate him.

"What is it you want, Paul?" I figure being direct is probably my safest play.

"The President needs your help." It pains him to utter these words. He can't stand the idea of his overlord requiring anybody other than him. "He's sick."

"I'm not really that kind of doctor, I'm afraid." I turn my hands upwards on my knees, exposing my palms as I speak to show I'm at a loss as to how I can help. "But I'm sure I know somebody who will be more than happy to assist." Show willing, show self-depreciation, show anything other than the truth.

"It's exactly your kind of expertise we require. You understand that this is of the most utmost secrecy. There are only three other people in the world who are aware of this. The President, his doctor and me." The pride at being in this inner circle shines out of him like the oil leaking from the pores on his face. This man is a sycophant of the highest order. He'd probably lick the soles of the President’s shoes clean if it were required.

"I'm truly honored to be asked, I really am." Lower your voice; choose softer words - my mother's lessons are guiding my every move. "I just really don't think I'm the person you're looking for. I haven't practiced medicine in many years."

"We need a researcher, not a doctor. There is no cure for his malady. At least not yet." And there it was. What he needed from me. The reason I was alive.

"I'm afraid it's just not possible. I'd need equipment, access to papers and an assistant." Fall into my trap, come on Paul, it would be so easy.

"We can provide all of that. The State will provide everything you require." He's stepping onto my web. Soon he'll be mine.

"It will take me at least six months to train up an assistant to my standards. Is that possible?" I make sure to be sitting on the lone chair in my room, looking up at him with hope in my eyes, leaning forward to close the space between us. Maybe I could make this work. Maybe I could save the President.

"Quite impossible, I'm afraid. We need a quicker turn around than that." He takes a step towards me, softening his posture. "Paige, he's dying. We have little time. You'll have to make do with whoever we provide."

I gasp in horror at his words. The President is dying. "It won't be good enough! The work won't be good enough." I sink back into my seat and place my head in my hands. I amuse myself by watching my toes wriggle as I let my shoulders sag. "There must be something else we can do." We. Always put yourself on their side. People love someone taking their side. "We have to save him, Paul."

He kneels in front of me and places his hand on my quivering knee. I bring my face upwards so I'm meeting his eye, our faces inches apart. I've appealed to his ego; I've made myself small and weak. I've given him the chance to save me.

"What do you need, Paige? What can we do to save him?" And just like that, I've won. People can be so depressingly predictable.

I think for a while, allowing him a small smile of thanks before I jolt my head up. "What if…?" I let my sentence trail off. "No, it would be impossible."

"Nothing is impossible." He repeats my favourite mantra back at me without realising it. No Paul, nothing is impossible when you were brought up the way I was.

"I just don't think it would be allowed, Paul; I don't know if you'd be able to make it happen." His jaw tightens momentarily. I had to hurt his pride in order to win him over.

"I think you'll find that there is very little in this world that I cannot achieve." He was engaged in his own ego. I have set the trap.

"I need Violet. She's the best assistant I've ever had and we've worked together for years. She's the only one who'd be good enough. Oh, what am I saying? It will never happen."

He thinks for a while. "Well, it would be rather difficult."

"I told you, she probably couldn't even be cleared to come anywhere near the lab."

"I authorise clearance." He interrupts me, but I carry on thinking aloud.

"She has a level of discretion unlike anyone else I've ever known, but they'd never let her know about this."

"I authorise who knows about this project."

"Do you? Do you really?" I resist the urge to clap my hands together in joy. Sometimes you can oversell a role. "With Violet's help, we can definitely save him. Oh, thank you Paul! Thank you!"

His grin turns wide, exposing the red wine and coffee stains on his teeth. He's the hero. He gets to be the main character in this story of the ultimate miracle.

"It's not a problem. All that matters is that you are successful. And if you aren't, well," he shrugs, "accidents happen." Now I understand the grin on his stupid face. It wasn't the grin of a hero. It was the grin of the villain. Had he known all along that I'd ask for Violet? Had I just endangered her too? "I will assign Agent Cherry as your personal protection officer. My usual men don't have as much to lose."

I'm shocked, lost for words. This man has surprised me in the most horrible way. He's not like other people, not easy to mold or to manipulate. He would fascinate my mother.

"Clean yourself up. The press will see you tomorrow." He throws a hankie from his pocket towards me. "Oh, and Paige, never play the fool with me again."

With that, he retreats from my room and I hear the door lock behind him. Georgia's and Violet's lives were now in my hands. If we didn't save the President or if we got word to my mother about his illness, then they'd be killed.

I think I preferred the solitude.


Chapter Three

Week 1:

They left me alone in that room for four more days after Paul's visit. Four days of mind breaking silence and stomach churning rations. Four days to really contemplate the power of Paul's threat. Accidents happen, he had said. He'd be sure of it, had been the insinuation.

Maybe it had been the plan all along to leave me here a while longer or maybe it was a punishment for trying to outwit him - either way I'd never been so grateful to see a familiar face as I had Georgia's when we were both transported to the lobby.

I immediately wanted to run and throw my arms around her, which was unusual given I didn't truly know the woman, but I mirrored her body language and kept my relief to a simple smile. She returned it without quite meeting my eye line, looking at a spot in the air just behind my head. It was a survival tactic, one that allowed her to keep her emotions in check. I’d used the same one myself many times after Leo’s death. It was a way to keep control when you felt like you had none.

She looked tired; she had a pallor to her skin that was a sure sign of stress. Her manicure was chipped and her nails bitten down to their beds. Just what had she been subjected to? What had they done to her under the guise of making sure she didn't have the virus? I was so used to seeing her so well put together that to see her without makeup, with greasy hair and cannibalized nails, was a shock. Would Georgia ever be Agent Cherry again? Had they stolen that part of her personality through their cruelty? Part of me hoped they had. I didn’t want to meet Agent Cherry again; I had too much resentment towards her. It was much easier to think of her as Georgia, a new acquaintance, somebody I had to keep safe, somebody I may one day call a friend.

"You okay?" was all she asked. I nodded in return as my train of thought was stolen by a sudden commotion outside of the doors in front of us. At least a dozen different voices were calling out to us, but before I could take a step towards them, Paul's hand was on my arm.

"The world is very interested in you." He sneered. His fingers were gripping my flesh tighter than they needed to. The feel of his touch through my sleeve made my skin crawl. "Don't forget to smile." A man telling a woman to smile. How original. I longed to spit my resentment in his face and then physically push him as far away from me as possible. But I didn't. He'd made it clear what would happen if I fought against his wishes. How much I stood to lose for one moment's loss of self-control.

Georgia looked at him with utter contempt. I noticed her fingers curling into her palms. She had a lot of anger she needed to release and as much as I'd love for her to smash Paul's nose to spite his face; it wasn't the time or the place. I try to catch her eye, but she's so focused on him, she's practically vibrating as she loses her remaining self-control.

I had to take charge of the situation, for her sake and for Paul's. He couldn’t sense the danger emanating from her because he had no interest in her. She was just a pawn in his hold over me. When had her life begun to really matter to me? It certainly wasn’t when she was grilling me over my supposed affair with Rus and our apparent plan to murder my husband. 

Momentarily, I remember how much I disliked her. How much I loathed her presence in my hospital room. Then I remember the small signs of respect she had shown me, even when she was in charge of investigating me for my husband's murder. The shoes she removed before she came up my stairs to question me. The tone she'd used when one of her colleagues used my Nomad heritage  as a negative. She was a conflicting character even then, and finding her at my mother's base had just cemented that belief.

"Of course Paul." Hearing my voice, I'm relieved to see Georgia's attention turn away from Paul and towards me. She had to stay calm. Everything would be ruined if she acted out. She would be killed if she acted out. A few months ago, that would have meant very little to me, but now, as the one in charge of her safety, it meant everything. Paul knew I would never forgive myself if I was the reason she was murdered. Guilt is the greatest motivator of all. I turn towards him and set my face into a relieved but tired smile. "Does this work?"

He smiled back at me, pleased with my compliance. "You really are extraordinary," he said to himself as though I was nothing more than a specimen he was studying. Leaning forward, he pulled a stray strand of hair from my ponytail, letting it hang attractively at the side of my face. Picture perfect. "The car outside will take you both home. Don't answer questions and remember what we talked about." I nodded like the subservient woman he wanted me to be. It wouldn't last. I'd be sure of that. But I had to be smarter now. I had to, as Bailey put it, play the part.

With my nonverbal agreement, he walked us both towards the doors. "No statements. No catchphrases. No answers. Just let them take your photograph as you walk to the car."

Before Georgia can argue, he throws the doors open and flashlights go off in every corner of our vision.

"Paige-"

"Dr Hanson-"

"Agent Cherry-"

"What happened?"

"Paige, can you tell us how you escaped?"

The air smelt warm. There must have recently been a rainstorm. Had Paul delayed our release even further to ensure the press could attend without risk of second-degree burns from the downpour?

My vision was so confused by the sudden hustle and bustle after a week in solitude that I felt as though my legs would buckle beneath me. Georgia slipped her hand into mine and led us towards the waiting black car. As the flashlights slowed and the noise softened, I noticed somebody familiar in the crowd of journalists. Bailey. She dipped her head towards the journalists gently, a sign that this was my first chance to play a new part. Here we go again, another show. A part of me wondered if my mum would watch, if she would be proud of the role I was about to undertake. If she would notice her invisible hand guiding my every inflection and movement.

I tugged slightly on Georgia's hand and stopped walking.

"Thank you all so much for coming to check on us, especially considering the weather," the journalists chuckled lightly. I could see Paul's face redden in anger at my rebellion; two birds with one stone. "Agent Cherry and I are both so grateful for the care we have received here this last week. As soon as we are able, we'll issue a statement, but I'm sure you can understand that right now we're just desperate to get back to our homes and see our loved ones."

"Your son?" called a female voice that I could barely place in the sea of journalists that stood before me. Bailey enjoyed poking the bear too.

"I can't think of anyone better to reunite with." I smile attractively straight down the lens of the nearest camera, brushing an invisible tear of relief from my eye. "Thank you all again. After everything that has happened, knowing that good people like you have always stood behind us means the world." A perfect sound bite that I was certain would make it into every news report this evening. People love being told that their intentions are good. It's the easiest way to get them to like you. To invest in you. Make them feel like the heroes in your story and they'll keep tuning in. More views meant more protection.

With that, I turn back to Georgia and slide gracefully into the car, giving one last wave as I pull the door closed.

"What was that about?" She asks now we were alone in our driverless car.

"Make them love you. Play the part and make them love you." I repeated Bailey's parting words from last week back to her. It all made sense. If we kept the public on our side, we would have even more protection. The court of public opinion would be sure of that


Chapter Four

Week One:

I knew something was wrong when we passed the turn to my Zone. I settled back in my seat, presuming we were dropping Georgia home first.

I watched the Zone signs tick by as our speed didn't waiver. Her shoulders stiffened after we passed the turnoff for Zone 3. Obviously, that's where she was based. I'd known the moment we met she was an inner zone girl.

"Computer - I believe we've missed a turn." She offered with a veil of politeness.

"Incorrect," was all the computerised female voice offered in response. For once I’d love to hear a computerised male voice come from one of the State’s many AI personalities. They always insisted on making them female – something my mother, the great feminist, had taken as a personal affront. She was adamant it was because they still saw women as the lesser class, the helper class. In reality, it was just that a woman’s voice was considered more pleasing to the ear, more likely to work on the person it was speaking to.

We both knew there was no point in asking the car for any further information. Georgia looked at me with a raised eyebrow and rolled her eyes. I let out a snort of laughter. Looking at each other, we began hysterically giggling. We were alive. We were home, or at least home adjacent. She leaned across the middle seat and pulled me into a hug.

"I can't believe what we survived." She said, choosing her words carefully despite our euphoria. There was no doubt we were being watched in this moment, especially after my little speech to the press. I was so tired of being hyperaware of my surroundings, I didn’t know how much more of it my brain could survive. I'd lived under surveillance enough in the months that proceeded our capture and escape. Surveillance the woman in my arms had been at the centre of. I pull away from her and sit back in my seat, surveying her with conflicting emotions, all euphoria at our survival leaking from my body.  

"Are you okay?" My laughter subsides as I look into her eyes. They are bloodshot and the surrounding skin is grey. Once again, I worried about what she'd been put through over the last week. The solitude had nearly been enough to break me. What else had they subjected her to? How inventive had they been?

"I'm okay." She whispered now, lying to herself, me and the cameras observing us. Our joy was pure but short-lived. The mission Paul had set us on would be long and difficult, but in that moment, I felt nothing but hope. I was one step closer to Franklin.

Maybe everything would work out okay in the end. Maybe I'd stop behaving like my mother and start behaving like myself again. I didn't need to manipulate everyone around me. I didn't need to control everything. Maybe I'd finally be happy again one day. Leo would want that for me more than anything.

We'd spoken about it once, as most couples did. It had been a long evening with night feeds when we hazily discussed what we would do without the other should the worse ever happen. But all our hypothetical thoughts were based on a future far away. Neither of us had imagined that night that our days together were already slipping from our grasp. I wish I'd gone first.

Leo deserved life more than I did. Franklin deserved Leo more than he deserved me. He deserved the parent that would drop everything and crouch down on the floor to play with him. The one who could spend hours building bricks with him, or reading him the same story repeatedly. He should grow up with a parent who would hang on his every word, who'd create fantastical worlds for him to play in. Leo would have done all of that for him and more, whereas the idea of imaginative play never appealed to me.

I wasn't that type of parent. I was the type you'd call if you were in trouble, who would stay up late helping you cram for a test the night before, who would make sure you grew up to be a decent human being and who would take an interest in your hobbies. But that's not the type of parent Franklin needs right now. He's too young to benefit from the type of parent the Dwellers have left him with.

I knew it was my depression creeping in when thoughts like that haunted me, but even though I understood the logic behind my illness, it didn't stop these intrusive thoughts from stinging. I wish it had been me and not you Leo. I wish I'd died that day and that you'd made it home.

But if I had died that day, would you have survived the grief? Had you endured enough hardships in life to help you find the strength to stand again? I knew that losing his dad at a relatively young age had hurt him deeply. He'd spoken about it infrequently, more so after we'd found out we were pregnant. I knew his father, William, was who he wanted to model himself after as a dad. Whereas I was determined to break the trauma cycle and use my childhood as a map of things to avoid. My childhood had prepped me for all the grief and trauma life could offer. I just never expected it to offer me so much.

Leo. Regina. In some ways, mum. Would mum stay out of prison this time? Would she put the safety of her grandchild above her campaign for justice? Would she still be trying to get Franklin out, hoping I’d come and join them? And would I? Would I stay with her once reunited with my child? Of course I would. I would do anything to be back with my flesh and blood, even if it meant living with the woman who stirred up such raw emotions in me. I loved her and I knew she loved me. She’d just never loved me more than her crusade.


My thoughts were interrupted as we pulled through two large double iron gates and a familiar voice niggled at my brain. "It's not over yet, love," whispered my mother. She would always be buried deep in my psyche. Always waiting to draw me down her dark path to grow into the person she raised me to be.


The President's personal insignia decorated the grand cream walls we drove past as we slowed. The windows were half shuttered and the brass from the frames gleamed in the sun of the double dawn. I wound down my window a touch and listened to the sound of the native birds overhead; they were singing a new melody today, one that I could just about place. I began to lightly hum along before I realized they were singing the President’s anthem. He’d actually trained wild birds to sing his own hand written anthem. Did this man’s ego never cease?

Now we had slowed, I could make out the white stone of the pathway at the side of us. The trees were planted with perfect spacing between them and the artificial grass had recently been repainted. The smell of it was still in the air and I took a large sniff as I wound my window down further. Everything was pale, everything was pristine and everything was exactly as the President wished.

Looking towards Georgia, I could tell she was taken back by our surroundings as well. We were being driven upon sacred ground, somewhere the public was never allowed. The only people who were invited to this place worked and lived here unless they were Mayors of the other Zones. They were invited to monthly meetings here with the President himself, a chance for them to air the worries and concerns their citizens had. Or so we’d been told at school. I’d never taken too much interest in our political studies class. It had always just seemed like a bunch of egotists vying for power they’d never truly hold. And now I was here, driving through the courtyard we’d seen on the videotapes. The place where the holiday tapes were made and mandatorily broadcast live to our homes. We were both speechless as we gazed out of our windows, taking in our surroundings, savoring every moment of this piece of history.

We were in the centre, the very centre of the settlement. It was the place where magic happened. The place where the decisions were made. The place where change was denied.

Holy shit, if my mum could see me now.


Chapter Five

Week One:

A rather bland but handsome man opened the car door for me and offered his hand. It was as if somebody had programmed in all the attractive features of a male human into a computer and printed the outcome on some lackluster paper. Everything about his face was appealing, except in some instinctual way, it wasn't. Something about his face just wasn't quite right. My biology prevented me on a base level from finding him attractive. I wondered for a moment if he was an AI bot, some new technology the State had been cooking up as part of their plan to win the ongoing war. If so, it was almost impossible to distinguish him from human. If it weren’t for that little biological voice inside warning me that something wasn’t quite right, I wouldn’t have been able to tell him apart from living, breathing flesh.

With a quick look back at Georgia, I took his hand and climbed out onto the pavement. Without saying a word, he closed the car door behind me and walked around to open the other passenger door. Definitely a robot. They always struggled to get the voices to match up to the physical movements in the holograms, so I imagine it would be an even harder feat to program it correctly for something people would meet in real life.

He left with a small nod to us both and we stood aimlessly in front of a door gilded with the President’s initials. Georgia stared at him as he left. And if I didn’t know about her relationship with Saff, I’d have assumed she was checking him out. I guess she was, in a way; she was trying to get a read on who or what he was. I’d definitely have to share my theory when we were safely alone.

"It's going to cost a lot to redecorate  when he gets replaced." I couldn't help but make an observation to fill the silence. A rather bleak one, given the secret I was guarding for Paul.

I hadn't told Georgia about it yet. Too many ears, both human and electronic had been around us so far. I'd decided not to tell her or Violet about the full terms and conditions of our new roles for the State. It would be safer for them that way. I knew Violet well enough to know that she'd do something stupid that would put her life on the line if she knew it was being held over me as leverage. I could imagine Georgia making the same decision. There's nothing more difficult in life than trying to protect a headstrong woman. That's what Leo used to say to me after he'd warned me away from something or other. I'd never listened. I hated being told what to do at the best of times, let alone when it was dressed up,  disguised as being for my benefit. Nobody knew what was better for me than me, I'd tell myself.

Turns out he'd been right on more than one occasion, but he had the good grace to not gloat, as I admitted that perhaps sometimes he knew better than me. He’d just laugh and pull me into a tight hug, knowing how embarrassed I’d be for being  wrong. I hated to be wrong nearly as much as I hated being told what to do. He’d known me so well. But not well enough to trust me with whatever secrets he’d been keeping. He’d never trusted me enough to tell me what worked. Not that I can remember anyway.

"Ladies." Another handsome but bland man opened the doors in front of us. Just like his counterpart, he had all the perfection of a painting, but nothing behind the eyes. He offered us no further words, instead he gestured into the hallway. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe they were both just attractive humans with not much going on upstairs. Unsure, we walked inside and he closed the doors to a lock behind us. He pointed with a smile towards the lift. This was beginning to feel like the start of a horror movie. I paused, looking at him, waiting for further instructions, but the neutral smile remained on his face as he blinked, waiting for us to head towards the lift. It was unnerving. I gave thought to tickling him or maybe poking him. Anything to get a reaction. Probably better not to touch the guards though.

"Shall we?" asked Georgia with a shrug of her shoulders. We didn't really have much of a choice, so I followed her towards the lift doors, which opened without us pressing a call button. Clearly we were expected. Part of me worried that when we stepped inside the metal box it would plunge downwards, flinging us to our deaths. That all of this, the promise of freedom, was just one overdrawn torture before Paul rid himself of the annoyance we had become. I shouldn’t have spoken out to the press, I should have behaved myself.

We rode up the lift in silence to its pre-selected floor. When the doors opened, there in front of us was a corridor with three doors set equally apart. Neither of us moved an inch, looking at each other out of the side of our eyes, both unsure if this was a trap. At least I wasn’t the only paranoid one.

"Dr Hanson, you are in apartment one. Agent Cherry, you are in apartment two." It was unusual to hear a human voice over a loudspeaker, but it was unmistakably human with inflections that a computer could never replicate, no matter how well it was programmed. We stood waiting for further instructions, but none came, so with worried looks exchanged, we both walked towards the doors that held our prescribed numbers. With a shared deep breath, we turned the handles in unison.

I squeezed my eyes closed as the door opened, terrified of what might be behind it. What horror Paul may have laid out for us. My hand let go of the handle as it swung open in front of me and I stood like an idiot in the hallway with my eyes closed tight – waiting to hear Georgia’s scream as she meets her maker. I hoped it would be quick and painless for us. That was the way to go.

Knowing Paul, however, it would be overly dramatic and increasingly painful, both physically and emotionally. I wondered what accident he would use to excuse our disappearance from the world. How much he would spin the story for sympathy for the State. It would make brilliant headlines though, especially after my impassioned speech to the press:

READ ALL ABOUT IT!

A MOTHER ROBBED OF THE CHANCE TO REUNITE WITH HER CHILD

BY AN UNTIMELY END!

Heartbreaking. They’d probably make a movie about it.

"It's an apartment," announced Georgia as she stepped over the threshold. "A very bare apartment," she added. Finally, I open my eyes. I couldn't respond. My tongue couldn't find the wit for a one liner because there in front of me is a sight I've longed for. Without words, I move towards her and throw my arms around her.

"Violet," I sigh with relief. She's here. Part of my normality is here. My best friend is here. Everything will be okay if I can just hold on to her.

We remain with our arms around each other until Georgia's awkward cough disrupts our reunion. I turn my head to smile at her, hands still wrapped around my friend. Everything was going to be okay. I just knew it.

"So, are you going to explain what's going on?" she asks as we untangle ourselves. I reach for Violet's hand and squeeze it.

"Close the door." Georgia follows my command and the door locks behind her automatically with a bang. We'd moved from one prison to another, but at least we were no longer alone.


Chapter Six

Week Two:

The microwave pinged to let me know it had reheated tonight's takeaway; it always arrived cold after going through security. I took a moment to take in the cheerful chatter between Violet and Georgia. Just a week ago, they had been strangers, thorns in each other's side with me as the irritant causing their mutual dislike.

Everything had changed since I'd told them the reason for our relocation. A secret shared had bonded us all instantly. Since then, the three of us had been inseparable, not only because they did not permit us to leave the building but also because there was an air of excitement around the task at hand. Saving the President's life. Although we all despised the man and his policies, there was something about a mystery needing to be solved that was addictive. I guess the three of us were all wired a bit differently from the norm. It felt nice to know I wasn’t the only one excited about the task at hand. It didn’t hurt our egos either that we were three of only six that knew about the President’s illness. We are only human after all.

The morning after our first night in our new homes Paul had arrived at my door and ushered in Violet and Georgia via the interconnected doors between the apartments, a handy work around he explained if we didn't want our every move monitored by outside forces we may not trust. He had arranged for anti-bugging devices to be installed in the walls of each of our rooms to ensure the President’s darkest secret stayed just that. After all; he didn't trust anybody but himself to keep their mouths shut. We all felt a level of freedom after he left, knowing that for once our words and thoughts were completely free of the State's sticky grasp.

When he left that day, he'd also left behind three binders and told us to enjoy them. His words had felt pointed, but when we opened them up, it was merely a furniture and homeware catalogue listing products from approved suppliers. The only items we were allowed in our homes had to be authorised and checked by Paul. Georgia had been particularly thrilled at being given free reign over the catalogue and she promptly began choosing items based on the highest value. After all, in her mind, the State at least owed her a designer lamp after all her years' service.

Violet had eventually come round to the idea and started drawing up plans to personalise her living space. She was methodical and kept pacing between our apartments to visualise the space. I would expect nothing less from her. Everything had to be perfect and balanced.

I, on the other hand, ordered the absolute bare necessities: a blanket, a coffee machine and a shelf that I hoped to one day fill with the photographs from my true home. I knew Paul would never allow it, but it was a glimmer of hope in my upgraded prison cell. I couldn't take the same joy in decorating; I couldn't indulge in the escapism my two companions desperately needed - I knew what was at stake if we didn't succeed. Their lives were in my hands. I’d stuck with my initial plan to keep that part of the agreement to myself. As far as they were aware, all that was at stake was our freedom. They didn’t need to know that their lives were also on the line should we fail or I step out of line. The idea of being kept away from their loved ones was enough of a motivator to keep them on task, or at least I hoped it would be. I’d already grown to care for Georgia in the short time we’d spent together, and Violet was the only family I had left. I couldn’t lose either of them. I wouldn’t.

Tonight, however, I tried to shake off the weight from my shoulders because we were two bottles of wine deep and secrets were being shared. Georgia confided in us about Saff, how they met, how they fell in love and eventually, how it ended. I could see the relief shine through her skin as she was finally, for one of the first times in her life, able to be her authentic self. Violet had taken her account of manslaughter with no alarm.

I'd sat back and watched her face as Georgia made her confession, expecting at least a raised eyebrow to spring up, but no, her face remained calm and friendly. There was no judgement there. She understood Georgia had never meant to hurt Saff. It was clear in her voice as she told the story I’d already heard. It broke in all the right places, and her body language remained open throughout. She was telling the truth – it was painfully obvious. I wondered if she’d ever forgive herself for taking the life of the woman she’d loved. I hoped so. Guilt was nearly as all-encompassing as grief to live with.

Violet shared brief details of her ill-fated marriage. They had been young, desperately in love, and wholly incompatible. They still spoke regularly; he was a good person; she stressed - just not her person. In another life, they'd get back together as they aged, each having grown into the person the other needed. But it wasn't to be. She may have been able to forgive his transgressions, but she could never truly forget the sight of him with somebody else. It was burnt into her soul. A scar she couldn't escape, even if she wanted to. And listening to the way she spoke about him, I had a feeling she desperately wanted to.

Choose happiness over resentment is what I wanted to tell her to do. I knew it was more than resentment. I knew he’d truly broken her heart in that moment but I wanted her to at least attempt to forget the sight of their writhing bodies, if only because it was so obvious she still loved him. Why else would she still be in touch with him? How many people stay in touch with an ex that hurt them so deeply if there wasn’t an underlying hangover of love hanging between them?

Don’t get me wrong, I also wanted to beat him senseless for betraying her repeatedly, but I loved her too much to tell her to walk away from him. It seemed like he was her end game and my hatred would only sour the relationship between the two of us. So instead, I mirrored Georgia’s reaction, which was measured and logical. She didn’t damn him. She could see that Violet still had feelings for him, but she also didn’t encourage Violet to forget. It was a very beige reaction, but the one that Vi needed.

When it came to my turn to spill, I took a large sip of my wine. I could tell them everything. About my childhood. The attack. My mother.

Georgia may have had an inkling based on our time in the camp, but she would never ask for confirmation until I offered it. I could tell Violet about Regina's murder. I could unburden myself with all that I remembered from the night of the accident. I could share with them the question that still haunted me - I could ask them what worked.
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