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Lock

It was weird
how quickly everything changed. One minute we were all celebrating
and the next we were back to work. I barely had a chance to catch
my breath before we were back in the trenches and fighting the next
battle.

We went from
the idea of the Act, to having it become a reality, and then moving
on to what came next, the idea that as an alliance, we could bring
about changes. We could have a real effect on how the country moved
forward. We tried to talk to the King through the planning
committees, to have him take our terms into consideration. We
wanted to repeal the sixty year law, among other things, but he
refused all contact, refused all communication from us, claiming
the Act ‘loophole’ was never meant to be implemented this
way.

One of my
first jobs post-Act in the hub was to release the details about the
torture code, the crimes that the King had committed through other
people’s hands. It may not have been him personally torturing
people, but it was on his orders. As a direct result of that
release, and the fact that so far, the King hadn’t been able to
refute our evidence, other cityships joined the rebellion, their
planning committees bringing about unanimous votes that the Act
should stay in place, that it was something they wanted to be part
of.

The King kept
trying to keep hold of his control, and even with the growing
public support of the Act, more and more people were still looking
to the King for his response. While publicly he talked of
negotiations, going on the link feed to cry out at the way we’d
acted, off-screen, he refused all talk from the planning
committees, and refused outright to hear our demands, which made it
clear he wasn’t going to negotiate anything.

Jay, the
leader of the collective, was careful to keep our location hidden
from even the planning committees. The King was willing to play
dirty, and she wasn’t going to let him, or his army come for
us.

While the safe
house had more room than I'd first realised, we were going to need
to house more defectors coming to join the fight. It soon became
clear that Evendown was going to be the main hub of the collective
rebellion. People were heading here en mass to try and be part of
improving the country. I was able to help run the outreach programs
to connect with people outside the safe house walls, but I still
couldn't actively go out there, not yet. My chair was a giant sign
of who I was, and if the army found me, it wouldn't take them long
to find the position of the safe house.

One week after
the announcement went out, a group of ten of our people went to the
drop zone to pick up the supplies from the base. We'd been told
that so long as we didn't engage the army or present a threat to
the people in the surrounding area, our people would be allowed to
come, retrieve the supplies, and leave. Everything was going to
plan, our people had gone to the drop point twice before with no
problems.

Except the
third time, there was a problem. The army waited until our people
were in the zone, and then they detonated explosives they’d planted
in the supplies. There were no survivors. It was clear to everyone
here that it was a message from the King. Disobey, and you would be
eliminated.

In the week
that followed, Jay made sure to broadcast footage of the massacre.
That's what it was, ten of our people, gone in an instant because
they dared stand up to the King, because they dared ask for what
was legally ours. It backfired on the King, because that footage
brought more cityships into the collective, and war was actively
declared by our planning committees and two other cityships as
well.

The five
cityships were in communication through the set-up that Hanna and
our counterparts in each of the other cityship had worked on. While
we couldn't talk without knowing the risk that our messages were
being intercepted, we had worked on a code that changed every
couple of days, to keep things as secure as possible.

It was now
just over two weeks since that broadcast. There hadn't been anyone
who’d successfully crossed any borders, though there were obviously
a lot of people planning to make that journey. We’d been mostly
reaching out to the relevant protesters and collectives formed in
our cityships and working out the best way to get their leaders to
Evendown.

I woke early,
just before six in the morning, and transferred to my chair without
waking up anyone in the cramped room. There were four of us in our
small dorm, but because of the parts we all played, it was hard
sometimes to get a full night’s sleep when Jay was coming and
going, or Hanna was working a late shift in the cyber-security hub.
Clara was still healing from the bullet wound she’d received after
being shot as we’d escaped the other safe house. She was now
helping Davina in the medic bay and training with Lark for a
possible position on Beta team, since they’d suffered numerous
losses since the war started.

I pondered
that while I made use of the bathroom and had a quick and cold wash
down, since my mostly-useless left leg meant I couldn’t shower
unaided yet. We'd managed to all get another set of clothes though,
so at least for now we could change every few days and wash our
dirty ones in the sink. It wasn't anywhere near as clean as I was
used to being, but it would have to do.

I gave myself
a bit of an inspection since I wanted to make sure I looked okay.
My dark sepia skin seemed to shine more now I was clean, and my
curly black hair had been tied up the night before, and while it
needed a wash and some moisturising, it would do. My stump cramped
as I tried to get comfortable in my chair before checking my
remaining leg.

The infection
had cleared up, but my leg didn't support me the way it used to. I
still had very little sensation below the knee, and Davina had told
me that it was probably how it would always be. I’d been very lucky
to not lose my leg completely, and had survived the snake bites and
the resulting infection. I had to count my blessings, and in the
days since, I'd managed to adapt and was mostly able to get around
without help.

When I pushed
myself out to the small living area, Clara was stood by the tea
kettle, just next to the kitchen counters that were situated along
the front wall of the room. Clara’s long brown hair tied up in a
bun that complimented her taupe brown skin, and hazel eyes. There
were a few ratty chairs, and the kitchen itself contained supplies
to make tea and coffee, but little else.

Catching my
eyes on her, she turned and smiled. “You on early too?” she asked,
as she poured us both a cup of tea.

“Yeah, seven.
How'd you sleep?” I pushed my chair closer to her, reaching out to
take her hand. “How's the shoulder?”

“Stiff and
painful, but you know what Davina says, it'll heal and I'll adapt,
same as you,” she said, handing me the cup and leaning back against
the counter. “And sleep was fine. I'm so used to everyone coming
and going that it was nice to actually all go to bed at the same
time.”

“Yeah. I know
Jay was exhausted though, she needed the sleep.”

“Is Hanna on
with you today?” she asked.

“Yeah. I
should probably wake her, but I kinda like having a little private
moment with you. I mean, I know we're at war and all of that, but I
do miss cuddling up with you at night.”

She leaned
down and kissed my forehead. “I miss you too, Lock. I could snuggle
up with you next time we have a private moment?”

“That'd be
nice,” I said with a smile. I missed the intimacy of time spent
alone with her. I appreciated that we were safe and had a roof over
our heads, and I got that the majority of the people here couldn’t
leave the safe house either, but I missed the light of day. I
missed being able to go out and about, see the sun, feel it on my
face, but I wasn’t about to risk all these people just because I
was a little claustrophobic.

Sipping at my
tea, I took a moment to be with Clara without anyone else vying for
our attention. It didn't last long, but I'd known it wouldn't.
Hanna came out of the bedroom and headed straight for the bathroom,
positioned along the right hand side of the dorm, barely grunting a
hello as she passed.

“I guess she
didn't sleep all that well,” I whispered. “You with Davina or Lark
today?”

“Both,” Clara
said, between sips of her tea. “I'm supposed to check in with
Davina so she can change the dressing, and do an inventory of
supplies. Some of the citizens from Evendown who joined us last
week brought meds and equipment with them, so we're going to see
what's of any use to us and what's not.”

“And Lark?” I
asked, draining the last of my tea as Hanna came out of the
bathroom looking a little more human. I reluctantly let go of
Clara's hand to grab Hanna some coffee.

“Lark wants
to see about training some of the new people to be backup for Alpha
and Beta. He's pretty sure there'll be some people who can join the
teams. I’m only out of it for now because of my shoulder. As far as
the supply run goes, he's our only guy from Cardown, and losing him
while we don't have any others yet is a risk Jay’s not willing to
take.”

I swallowed
down the fear rising up my throat. It was something I’d have to get
used to, but that didn’t mean I found it easy to think of Clara out
on missions. It made sense as something she’d do, but I wished that
wasn’t the case.

“No, Jay
isn't,” Jay said, groggily as she came out of the bedroom. She had
a messy bob of brown hair, and dark taupe brown skin, and she was
short, coming up to about my head, and I wasn’t that tall, not
while I was in the chair “Is there coffee?” She barely looked at me
when she moved past.

“Yeah I'll
make you a cup,” I said.

She nodded and
headed towards the bathroom.

“I hope we
didn't wake her,” I whispered to Clara.

“I don't
think you did,” Hanna said, having had a few sips of her coffee.
“You two may have slept all night, but Jay was up at three am with
a possible breach. It turned out to be nothing, but she didn't get
back to bed until like five.”

“I didn't
hear her get up, what was it?” I asked, turning my chair so I was
facing Hanna, who was sat on one of the stiff-backed chairs we had
in the living area.

“A message
from Seaford about joining the war,” Jay said, as she came out of
the bathroom. She grabbed the coffee and gulped down a mouthful.
“It came through as a breach, since we'd not had anything from them
before.”

“What's the
status?” Clara asked. “I know they're bordered with Keyford, but
will they join?”

“They're
planning to. There's actually one cityship between them and Keyford
that’s not allied with us, but Seaford plans to send a convoy of
people. They wanted reassurances from us that should they arrive,
we'll give them sanctuary until their planning committee meets and
makes the decision publicly.”

“What's the
hold up?” I asked, trying to remember my geography. There were
twenty cityships in the United English Cityships, all of similar
sizes and set-ups. Five were named down, five ford, five core, and
five hill. If someone pointed me to a map I could probably just
about work out where Seaford was, and the cityship between them and
Keyford but for now my mind was blank.

“The planning
committee wants to ally with its neighbours first, rather than join
the war outright,” Jay said, sipping at her coffee.

“Which
cityship?” Clara asked.

“Isleford,”
Jay said. “We have some contacts there, they're similar to Raildown
in their aging up set-up, but more like us in other ways. The army
and base have a good hold there though. The protester collective is
trying to sway the planning committee and the public, but a lot of
them are happy to avoid war, and keep their blinkers on in regards
to the inequality. It's a matter of finding the tipping point for
them. Seaford are waiting and adding their own kind of pressure,
and I’d imagine that even if the Seaford planning committee does
return a yes vote, Isleford will go the way it wants to, nothing we
can do about that.”

“So their
hope is that their convoy will arrive by the time the planning
committee has returned a vote? That way, they have their people in
place and can join the war easily enough without a delay?” Clara
asked.

“Pretty
much,” Jay said, stretching and yawning. “Anyway, don't we all have
work to do?”

“Yep,” I
said, wheeling myself over to grab my bag, and hanging it on the
back of my chair. “I have to be at the hub for seven, so I will see
you all later. You wanna walk out with me, Clara?”

Clara smiled
as she grabbed her bag and opened the door. I was on shift with
Hanna, but maybe she realised that Clara and I had such little
private time, so didn't join us. Whatever the day ahead held, it
was finally starting and with the knowledge that more cityships
were reaching out to join the war.

There was no
turning back now.
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Lana

When Lana's
alarm went off at six, she was already awake and staring at the
ceiling. It was another day, and there was no end in sight. Her
rations had been cut by five percent because of her failure to stop
the Act from being invoked. Lana had been worried she'd be sent for
her final sleep, but it seemed her age was the only thing
preventing that. With the country now at war, or at least parts of
it, sending an under-age worker to their final sleep would not look
good for the King.

So Lana had
been given a reprieve. Maggie had authorised the cutting of her
rations, and given that Lana wasn't really eating all that much as
it was, it didn't really have a big impact on her day-to-day life.
She sat up, reliving the broadcast. She'd seen it, same as everyone
else, but she doubted anyone else had felt that same betrayal,
except maybe Mariel, Lock's sister. Lana had been planning to reach
out to her, see if she could be a tool in the fight to end the
war.

She could see
the image of Lock sat in her chair, Clara to her side, and damn
Hayley Lightson with them too. Lana's failures sat there for the
whole cityship, the whole country
to see, betraying her, betraying everything she
had worked for, invoking the Act that shortly led to the cityships
declaring war against the King, brought about because Lock had used
Lana’s crimes and shown them to the country. Maggie had been very
vocal about Lana’s failures, but couldn’t do much else than she’d
already done.

She got out of
bed and headed for the shower. She was due at work in an hour, and
she couldn't afford to waste time pondering over Lock’s betrayal.
It was done. Now was the time to save the cityship, and the country
from ruin.

Washing
quickly, she went over the last few days in her head. The base had
sprung into action, securing themselves from any protesters, with
events going ahead as normal. So far, there hadn’t been much noise
made by citizens called to the events, or at all really. The
borders and cityship itself were being actively patrolled by both
the army and drones to stop any unauthorised crossing, and to keep
any civil unrest breaking out.

Once out of
the shower, she pulled on her clothes and ran over a mental
check-list of what she needed to accomplish. With Chris' death,
there was no one else who could run the events, so Lana had been
told she had to juggle both that job and the one she’d been doing
for Maggie before the Act had been invoked. She’d been doing the
work of three people, even though Maggie had promised new recruits
from somewhere. They'd not yet shown up, and Lana was beginning to
lose patience, not that she was in any position to do anything
about it.

She'd messed
up, had let the side down as it were, but they couldn't fault her
loyalty. So far today, she had two events to plan. She had to make
sure the server didn't crash, and had to make sure the emails went
out. In the last two weeks, they'd had ten people not turn up, so
tonight was a retake event. Something she'd heard of but never seen
in practice.

Nine of the
failed attendees had been found and brought into custody. They
would all go for their final sleeps tonight, with extra security to
stop any possibility of escape. The tenth had, so far, evaded
capture, but it had been made clear to Lana that should they not
turn up, she was authorised to bring their family members into
it.

As she walked
to work, she went over what she knew already. Jane Craft was sixty;
they’d worked as a school teacher until their retirement three
years ago. They were married to Chloe Craft, who’d just retired
from working as a legal clerk. As far as Lana could remember, they
had no children. When the army had gone to their home, Jane was
gone, though their wife had claimed she hadn't seen Jane since they
left for the event. The story was that something must have happened
to Jane on their way to their final sleep.

Lana didn't
buy that, the army had watched, and so far Chloe was going about
her normal day-to-day life. If she was hiding her partner, or knew
of their whereabouts, she'd not made a move that would implicate
her. Lana would have Chloe brought in for questioning. It could
start simple, but given eyes on her after the torture code was
leaked, she would only be able to ask questions and do things that
left no marks on the body. There could be no repeat of the news
still circulating the country.

She pulled
open the security office door and stepped inside. The dust that had
accumulated in the weeks when nobody had used the office had mostly
been cleaned up. In the two weeks since the nightmare started, Lana
had started to make a plan to streamline the events. When she
finally got the help she needed, then she could delegate to give
herself the space she needed to do her job to the best of her
ability.

Maggie put a
stop to any obvious aging up. By obvious, she meant anyone who
would be missed, which put all the protesters off the table, and
left Lana with a small pool of people who she could pick off
one-by-one. There were still requirements to meet, but with the run
of deaths, she had some wiggle room as far as the numbers
went.

So far the
news was reporting that the King hadn’t given the order to target
that supplies convey, that it’d all been a rogue group of army
soldiers who had been dealt with. Lana knew different, and she
couldn’t really believe any of the more ardent protestors would buy
the story. After all, the King hadn’t acted soon enough. This
report was coming two weeks after the event that caused the
situation they were now in.

Shaking her
head at the memory of the broadcast, Lana headed out towards the
back, to where she'd used to spend the majority of her working
days, and checked on the server. One of the things that’d changed
during that two week absence was that the server had finally been
upgraded to an even newer one. It seemed that with the threat of
war, the money had been found from somewhere. Lana didn't even
bother trying to guess where it’d come from, all she cared about
was that it made her job a lot easier.

It was only
when she heard someone enter the main door that she called out.
“Hello? I'm in the back!”

Maybe this was
the start of having some help. She looked up and saw officer David
Cornish in the doorway. "I'm reporting for duty, ma'am," he said
with a small salute.

Lana was
surprised to see him, but happy for the help. She'd worked
alongside David during the two weeks she'd been tracking Lock. He
was tall, slender with an athletic build, with dark brown skin and
closely cropped brown hair. His green eyes seemed kind, but also
distant. He'd been the officer who had led point on Lana's orders,
had been there when she'd failed to secure the prisoners, and
watched without comment as she questioned citizens, and tortured
them too. He was loyal to the King and you couldn't fault him for
that.

"I didn't
realise they were sending me officers," Lana said.

"No, ma'am, I
volunteered for the position. The base is working to keep the
events running without incident and wanted volunteers. I'm the only
one so far." David smiled. "I've been briefed on the duties you
need. Where do you want me to start?"

"Keen to get
going, I like to see that," Lana said, relaxing a little. Maybe
things would go faster, and it’d be easier with someone she could
trust to delegate to. "Did Maggie say when the other recruits will
arrive?"

"No, ma'am,"
David said, shaking his head. "So far it's just you and me. I'm
good with the link feed, as you know, so I'm happy to handle that
end as well as any additional work."

Lana nodded.
"Sounds like you know what's needed. Okay, I have to chase down a
missing attendee, and question their wife, but can I leave you to
prepare everything for the retake event tonight?"

"Of course,"
he said. "Should I set up back here or in the main
office?"

"Main office
for now. If I need to go off base, I'd feel better having someone
within sight of the door."

They walked
back to the office where David made himself useful. He grabbed a
cup of coffee from the central supply and then settled down at the
link feed station that had been Lock's. Lana took a moment to
process that. The last time she'd had company here, it had been
just after Lock defected. How could she have not seen that coming?
She'd known Lock knew about the aging up program, Lana had given
her an out. She'd been too lenient, she could see that now, and she
was paying for it.

Giving herself
a little mental shake, she watched David familiarise himself with
both the system and the way things were done. He seemed competent,
and he'd always been quick to learn what she wanted from him when
they'd worked together before. Maybe things wouldn't be so bad from
now on.

Lana focused
on bringing up the second link feed work station. It’d been where
Chris worked, and therefore was set up with the admin privileges
that, up until her promotion, had been out of her reach. All of the
stations had been checked several times in the days and weeks that
followed Lock's betrayal, and again when Chris had been suspected,
questioned, and killed for his part in the treason. Lana was sure
there was no chance of finding anything that would give them an
idea of Chris' exact role in it all. He'd died following a rigorous
interrogation that Maggie said, and others agreed, had gone too
far.

"Do you want a
copy of the retake files, ma'am?" David said, breaking the silence
that had fallen.

"Okay, first,
stick to Lana. I know you're an officer, and it's the natural order
of things, but we're colleagues in here. Out there it's different,
but in the office, we can go by first names."

"Yes ma'am… I
mean, Lana," David said, nodding. "Do you want a copy?"

"I have them
all, thanks. I'm going to see about checking in with the
surveillance of the Craft house, see if Jane’s been spotted or if
their wife has made contact with any known protesters. They have to
be somewhere, and if we can't get to them through Chloe, then we'll
find another way. Too bad they don't have any children," Lana
mused.

"Children
would be a sure way to make their wife talk," David agreed. "How
long have they been missing?"

"Five days,"
Lana said, checking the file. "So far, no contact through the wife,
or any work colleagues. Jane was a teacher before they retired at
fifty-seven. Chloe, their partner, worked as a legal clerk, but
again no contact with anyone there."

She got up and
headed over to grab her tablet, planning to check with the base
security team who'd been assigned to that case. A quick check of
her messages showed no news that might be pertinent, so she called
through to the team.

It didn't take
her long to get an update, and as she listened to the officer who
gave the news, her stomach dropped. She could feel David's eyes
watching her as she nodded and asked questions. It was obvious to
anyone hearing only Lana's side of the conversation that it wasn't
good news. When she hung up, David waited expectantly.

"The Craft
family, Jane and Chloe, are gone. There was an emergency call last
night around three am, all teams were pulled onto it, and somewhere
in the chaos, they left and haven't been seen since," Lana said,
shaking her head.

"It had to be
planned. Someone had to have sent that emergency call through,"
David said, stating the obvious.

"I know, I
figured that," Lana snapped. "Sorry, I know you're just trying to
help... I need to call Maggie. We have to assume they're going to
head to a border. She isn't going to like this."

Lana stood up
and made her way to the privacy of the server room. She'd been
hoping the talk of a leak was all just talk, but now it’d become a
reality and was very much her problem.

If she didn't
get an answer soon, she may not be sent for a final sleep, but
Maggie would be passing up the chain of command all the ways Lana
had failed in her missions.

She couldn’t
let Lock’s betrayal be the thing that defined her. She wouldn’t let
it.
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Lock

Working in the
hub had become a piece of normalcy in the days since the
declaration. I'd found a pattern that worked well for me and kept
me on target as far as my duties went. Hanna was also a good friend
and usually worked alongside me. The day so far had been filled
with making contact with the cityships on our side, to register any
defectors who planned to try and cross the borders. We had to
verify them, had to look into their background, just so that we
didn’t end up inviting someone over who wasn’t on our
side.

Jay had
assigned us both to the main cyber-security hub, and while the
equipment wasn't as new and speedy as it had been in the first safe
house, it worked for the job we had in mind. The plan was to keep
us all connected with every cityship, even the ones that had not
yet joined the war itself, to both reach out and offer assistance,
in a show of good diplomacy.

Since Evendown
was the central point of convergence, we’d had numerous messages to
forward and chase down. People from Cardown and Bridgedown were
planning to cross into Raildown, and then over to here, and our job
was to make sure the protesters that were on our side in Raildown
could help facilitate their crossing.

There was a
massive screen on the end wall that showed all the crossing points,
guard schedules, and names of people we were expecting in the
coming days. I'd glanced at it this morning when I'd arrived and
seen the small party coming from Seaford. They had a long way to
come, and with Isleford not yet decided on where they’d stand, it
could be a treacherous journey.

After we got
back from lunch, Jay was huddled in the corner with Lark. I moved
my chair to the work station I was using and tried not to be too
obvious about the fact that I was blatantly
eavesdropping.

“You know
what’s being said, if we're going to move forward, we need her as
the frontwoman. People have heard her name, she can't stay in
hiding forever,” Lark whispered.

“She's my
mother, Lark, I know her better than anyone else, and I know she
won’t step forward until she’s sure she can win,” Jay
hissed.

My ears
pricked up at that. Jay's mother was here? Why hadn't we met her?
And why was she hiding? Come to think of it, I didn't even know
Jay's surname, so it was possible I already knew who her mother
was.

“I'm just
telling you what the people are saying. If she's the face of the
war, where is she? We've kept her hidden for long enough, if she
doesn't step up soon, then we’ll lose their trust. Her exploits are
well known in this cityship, even beyond this cityship. The stories
we've circulated won't hold water with people of Evendown. Hell, I
remember hearing her name as a kid, it's why I came
here!”

“How do we
know that the second she comes back into the public eye she doesn't
end up a target?” Jay hissed. “You said it yourself, we lose her,
we lose people's trust!”

“She
already is a
target, Jay! She has been since the day she picked up her sign and
went head-to-head with the base, with the King, with the regime. I
don't know that she'll be safe, I can't promise that, just like I
can't promise to anyone here, or coming here, that they'll live to
see the end of the war. The point is, no
one is safe right now. Leaving her in
hiding just hurts our chances with places like Isleford or
Royalcore or Brancore or Blockhill or any of the others joining us!
We want to win, so we need her here.”

“I'll talk to
her, but if she says no...”

“No, Jay,
even if she says no. She took a stand twenty years ago, time for
her to continue what she started. She needs to come out of hiding.
People need to know she's actually alive,” he hissed.

I glanced over
my shoulder, Jay catching my gaze. She had to know that while
they'd been quiet, the noise had carried. All it took was a glance
at the other people working with me in the hub to see that more
than a few others had also been listening.

Jay and Lark
both seemed to realise at the same time that they'd been overheard,
Lark clapping his hands together loudly. “Okay people, time for you
to get back to work!” he said. He shot an angry glance at me and a
kinder one to Jay. She shook her head, but seemed to gather
herself, heading out of the hub as I looked back at my
screen.

“You know
anything about Jay’s mum?” I asked Hanna. “Like why she’s in hiding
or whatnot?”

“I grew up
here, so I remember Jay’s mum, she was a big name in the
collective, but you know what it’s like as a kid, you kinda see all
these people as a big family. I don’t really remember when she
disappeared, but I assumed she was aged up or died or
something.”

“I wonder how
high up she was? I mean, Jay’s pretty young to be in charge of all
of this, you’d assume that when her mum went into hiding and
everything, someone else would take over,” I said.

“I remember
Jay’s mum was always in meetings, down to earth and everything, but
a little scary when she got mad. I remember enough to know she was
high up in the chain of command, but I don’t know why Jay had to
take over from her,” she said, glancing at me.

An idea pinged
in my head. “You know what her name is? What she looked
like?”

Hanna thought
for a moment and nodded. “She was tall, same kinda eyes as Jay. We
called her Aunty San.”

Mentally I put
the pieces together. “What’s Jay’s surname?”

Hanna
shrugged. “Never knew, not the kinda thing you ask a friend when
you’re living in hiding, it barely matters.”

“Is it
possible Aunty San is actually Sanna Filt? I asked
softly.

Recognition
dawned on Hanna’s face. “Oh god, I can’t believe I didn’t make that
connection! She stayed hidden to keep everyone safe, and now that
the Act is in place, the war has started, she needs to come out! I
mean, even you guys heard of her, her name has to have gone around
the country!”

“I hadn't as
a child, but yeah, Clara did. I don't really know much about her
childhood, but I know her parents were, or maybe still
are, active in the
protester group. They certainly knew Gerry and he told us, well
her, to search for Sanna. Talking to Hayley, she was told the same
thing.”

“There you
have it then, word spread and it was unsafe, now war’s broken out,
it's a risk, sure, but she can be the icon the country is looking
for,” Hanna said with a nod.

The next
couple of hours passed without incident. I kept glancing at the
doorway waiting to see if Jay came back, but wherever she was, she
wasn't coming our way. Lark hung around for a bit, checking in with
various other people, and then me about the state of our
communications.

Lark was as
tall as Hanna, with short grey hair and golden brown skin. He
always wore a look that said not to question his orders, especially
when it came to me or Clara. I was still trying to get over the
fact that Lark hadn't welcomed us, and yet had been an outsider
himself at one point. He'd been very firm about Clara and I having
to prove ourselves before being allowed access. Clara had been
working alongside Lark, and she seemed to jive better with him than
I did. Maybe it was that they were a similar age, and both could be
feasibly aged up if caught. I couldn't really make peace with him,
but I had to work with him, so I did what I could.

When Jay did
arrive back in the hub, she was subdued. Lark had left by that
point, and she kept to herself while we worked. It was only when
she approached Hanna to send out a general meeting call for those
with clearance in the hub that I realised we were all going to find
out the truth about whoever Jay's mother was.

With the
majority of the day's work finished, the hub started to fill up
with people coming in from their jobs down here. I spotted Clara
with Davina. I waved and she made her way over to me, crouching
down next to my chair.

“What's the
big news?” she asked, resting her right arm on my
armrest.

“I think
we're about to find out the truth about Sanna Filt,” I
whispered.

Clara raised
her eyebrows, so I quickly filled her in on the conversation we'd
all overheard.

“The thing
is, I don't know if that's a good thing or a bad thing. If she's
not willingly coming out of hiding, maybe it'll work against us?” I
asked. “I mean, if she doesn’t want to be out here now, when the
war has started, when the Act is in play, maybe she’s not the icon
we thought she was.”

“She has to
be for the war though, right?” Clara whispered. “I mean, if she's
not willing to join the fight, why is she here?”

“I dunno,” I
said, taking her hand. “How's the shoulder looking?”

“It's still
healing, but Davina is pretty sure I should regain full use of it.
It’s just a pain in the arse when I'm supposed to be helping train
new recruits.”

“Any news on
the crossings?” I asked.

“I was going
to ask you the same, you're the one working with the connections,”
she said with a small smile.

“Yeah, other
than there are some upcoming...” I stopped when Lark walked into
the hub.

A hush
descended over the large crowd. The hub was filled to its capacity
of about fifty people, compared to the hundreds in the safe house,
with thick tension in the air. I couldn't be the only one who
wanted to know what on earth was going on.

“Can I have
everyone's attention please?” Jay called out, raising her voice to
be heard over the whispers going around. Everyone looked at her. “I
know some of you will be aware of this, but for those who aren’t,
we have something we need to tell you. To the majority of the
people here, I’ve always been just Jay. My last name has been a
closely guarded secret because of who it links me to.”

Everyone
watched her, curious at the direction this was taking. Some of the
older people shared knowing glances, but I noticed Davina was not
one of them. Even as Jay spoke, Davina was signing to Kit whose
hands were signing back just as fast. Had he known?

“My name is
Jay Filt. I was born into the collective, and my mother, who
disappeared into this safe house on its completion five years ago,
is Sanna Filt.” Jay lifted her hand, gesturing to the main door as
a woman stepped into view.

She took a
little bow and started to make her way up to join Jay.

“The stories
of my death were greatly exaggerated,” she said with a small
laugh.
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Sanna Filt was
tall and skinny, with sandy brown skin. She had to be around the
same age as Hayley, not that you could tell from looking at her.
She walked with ease, smiling and nodding as people reacted to her
entrance. My eyes were drawn to her face. She didn't look like
someone who was all that happy to be in the crowd. A few of the
older people seemed to clock her, probably having known the truth
about Jay and where Sanna had disappeared to.

Davina was
watching Sanna the way I was, sizing her up and deciding what she
thought about it all. From her expression before Jay's
announcement, she hadn't known the truth about Sanna. She'd stopped
signing to Kit, who now had his back to Davina, instead signing to
Zara, Kit’s partner, who was nodding and replying to him with her
hands.

Sanna stood at
the back of the room, in front of the link screen, apparently
taking in the way the collective absorbed the truth about her. A
hum of voices filled the hub, and I wondered if we'd get anything
more than the crack about her death. Surely she, or Jay, intended
to explain the whole situation a little more. I mean, there were
more than Hayley, Clara and I who hadn't known.

Hayley was
stood next to the woman I remembered from the interrogation room,
Brea? Whoever she was, she wore a small smile as if she'd known the
whole time. Which she probably had, given that Brea had been living
in this safe house long before the rest of us had been forced to
move.

Sanna held her
hands up for quiet. “I know there are a lot of questions, a lot of
rumours and a lot of people want to know where I've been and why
I've stayed hidden,” she said. She had a firm voice that sounded
both threatening and relaxing at the same time, a contradiction in
itself.

“Why have
you?” Davina called out, pulling herself up to her full height. As
a little person, it wasn’t that high, but she was more foreboding
than even Sanna, her voice brittle, her brow furrowed, mouth a
tight line, her cool bronze skin flushed with rage, and blue eyes
radiating the fury she felt. “Why have you stayed hidden? Why have
we been lied to? And why has it taken until now for you to show
your face?”

I couldn’t
help but wonder how Sanna would take the pushback from Davina. As
far as I was aware, Davina had joined the collective more than five
years ago, so she should've known about Sanna, and if she didn't,
that meant she’d been lied to, which had to sting. As far as Clara
and I went, we were outsiders, still very much new to this family,
and yet Davina had been here the whole time, never knowing the
truth about their leader. At least, I assumed that was what Sanna
still was, our leader. I glanced at some of the faces in the crowd,
and I could see that now the initial shock had worn off, Davina
wasn't the only one angry.

“It was for
the safety of everyone here,” Sanna said, sounding more than a
little patronising.

“The
safety?!” Davina snapped. “If the stories are true, you're a nurse,
yes?”

“I am, but
I...”

“We have
fought and fought for the supplies we've needed. I have nursed and
helped people back to health with almost nothing. The only reason
we have a fricking nurse right now is because of Clara, and before
that? I had volunteers. We could've used you when Hill died, when
May died, when I had to operate with unskilled people to work to
save his life! Where were you when people were sick and dying, and
I had to work hour after hour trying to save them? You had access
to the base, granted your face is about as well known as Lock or
Clara's right now, but your connections could've saved
people!”

“Davina,” Jay
said harshly. “I know you're angry, but this is neither the time
nor the place. Sanna was hidden because of an active threat on her
life, the collective leaders made that choice. We'll discuss that
later, privately.”

“I'm quite
capable of answering for myself, Jay,” Sanna said, bristling. “To
answer your question, Davina, I was sequestered here and told not
to leave or make myself known. I haven't been outside of this safe
house in a number of years. Could I have helped save people? Yes,
possibly. But I also know that had I stayed in that safe house, had
I been alongside you fighting those fights, none of us would've
survived. We wouldn't have made it to this point. So yes, be angry
that I was hidden away while you fought against the King and his
regime, but do not think I didn't want to be there, because I did.
Every fricking second of the last five years, I have wanted to be
there!” Sanna panted as she dropped her arms. “I wasn't, but I’m
here now, we're all here now. And we have a war to fight, a battle
that can't be lost. So leave the petty squabbling and let's get
down to what we're here to do.”

I don't know
if Sanna meant to sound like she was mocking Davina, but that's how
it fell on my ears. I guess Davina didn’t like her tone either.
“You were told to leave and not make yourself known, you can sit
there and speak in doublespeak all you like, Sanna,” Davina
snapped, stressing her name. “You talk about how we wouldn’t have
made it, wouldn’t have survived if you’d stayed, but you don’t
fricking know that. You wanna talk about what we actually know?
People died because you weren’t there to offer assistance, and if
you think that coming in now is going to make up for that, hiding
behind words you don’t mean, then you’re dead wrong!”

“We’ll
discuss this later, Davina” Sanna said in a sickly sweet voice,
before shrinking back from the front of the small crowd and waving
to Jay to take over.

“Okay,” Jay
said, stepping forward. “That's all the excitement for tonight, but
since we're all here, I thought we could go through an update.
We’re expecting twenty-five people in the next seventy-two hours.
The first wave is crossing the border in the next hour or so. Alpha
team is planning to head out to bring them in safely, which should
be easier to do given our position here.”

She gestured
to Lark, who pressed a button on the link feed screen. The map of
the country was replaced with a map of Evendown. Jay pointed to the
border with Raildown that covered the forest. The safe house itself
was completely underground. Overhead were several of the abandoned
houses of the Downs, the area left unlived in because of aging up
and people being forced to sell their IDs to stay alive. For now,
it had remained undetected by the base, but they were desperate to
find us.

“Our safe
house here has several entry points, some of which can be accessed
from just across the border from Raildown. As all of you know,
above us right now are the Downs, but we’re closer to the border
and underneath some of the forest here. Alpha team will be pulling
our defectors in via several of those entry points, to evade notice
by the border patrol and the army.”

“The first
wave is all people from Raildown, who have either been known
protesters, or people who are seeking asylum because of their age
and status. The second wave will have some people from as far as
Cardown, but as of yet, we don't have an ETA for them. The plan
tonight is to gather the seven people, assign them jobs, and enable
them to join the fight,” Lark said. “Just to put your minds at
rest, as always, everyone who has been selected to join us here in
the collective has been screened to avoid possible leaks or threats
to our safety.”

Lark glanced
at me and Hanna. It occurred to me that he planned for us to say
something about the checks we'd made, and the contact we had with
other cityships. The only problem was, everything I could think to
say rushed out of my head when his eyes met mine. I nudged Hanna in
the hope that she'd come to my rescue.

She stood up
and smiled at the crowd. "Of the seven we're expecting, we have two
middle-aged workers, both skilled in their fields. One is a tech
who will probably work here in the hub, another is a teacher who'll
help with the children. We also have a young couple, one another
highly skilled tech, the other worked in the legal field, and
they’re coming with their pre-school child. Last, but certainly not
least, are the two brave souls from Cardown who will be helping set
up the Underground Railroad between here and Cardown, but will be
doubling back once they’ve helped the others cross, with the hope
of doing it all again. All have been checked by both the Raildown
collective and by ourselves, nothing to worry about." Hanna sat
back down as quickly as she'd stood up and let out a little sigh.
She turned her head, looking at me as I mouthed thanks, since she’d
taken the spotlight off me.

"So, there you
have it, that's where we are here," Jay said. "Kit?" She lifted her
hands to grab his attention. He looked up as she signed something.
I’d started to pick up the basics in our time here, but as of yet I
couldn't translate nor sign to the speed other people seemed
to.

Kit made his
way to the middle of the room, Zara following him closely. He
cleared his throat and signed as he spoke.

"As head of
cyber security, I wanted to let everyone know that safety is
paramount for all of us here. With the new arrivals, there are
going to be a lot of people you may not know walking around the
corridors. While it may be usual to give the benefit of the doubt,
we’re working on distributing ID cards for everyone here, although
time constraints and the lack of supplies have made that harder.
Those leaving for missions outside of these walls are well aware
that they will be retina scanned before they enter or leave the
safe house, but for the rest of us who will mostly fight in the
shadows, we’ll always make available as much intel as we can about
both new arrivals and any problems outside of the safe house, but
if you're worried, you can contact me, or Lock, or Hanna, or any
members of Alpha team, Jay, Lark... the list goes on. Stay safe.
This is war."

Kit stepped
down, Zara taking his hand as he made his way back to the main
door. Lark wrapped up the meeting and dismissed all non-security
personnel. I appreciated the fact that even though Clara wasn't
technically security, she’d been allowed to stay with Hanna and I
as we kept working to make sure the seven defectors were met at the
border, and brought into the safe house without
incident.

Clara grabbed
a chair and settled down next to me. I waited until both Sanna and
Jay left, since I didn't want either one of them to hear what I was
going to say. Clara must have had the same idea, because once it
was just us, she asked, "So what did you think of
Sanna?"

I shook my
head. "I thought Davina was going to punch her," I whispered. "I
mean, she looked really angry, and there was Sanna, talking down to
her like she was a kid." I glanced at Hanna but she didn't seem to
be paying the slightest bit of attention to us. "Can you really
blame her though? I mean Sanna was, is, the face of the revolution and
we all, well most of us, thought she was both a traitor and long
dead. Turns out she'd been hiding this whole time.”

“I don’t
blame Davina for wanting to know why Sanna didn’t come to help when
we could’ve used her skills, could’ve used her connections, and her
ability to maybe save some of those we lost,” Clara
said.

"Guys, don't
you think we should focus on this arrival?" Hanna said, leaning
over. "We do have work to do, after all."

I nodded,
glancing at Clara. I guess we'd have to wait for a private moment
to speculate further, except sharing a room with both Jay and Hanna
meant we weren't likely to come across any of those anytime
soon.
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Pushing myself
back towards our room, I was beyond tired, and even though I'd had
the first night of uninterrupted sleep in a long time, I was still
desperate to sink into my bed and go off to dreamland. Clara was
supposed to be helping Alpha team with bringing in the defectors,
and wouldn't be back until everyone was accounted for and safe.
Even with her being on recovery time, I was still worried she’d be
pulled into the fray tonight, her need to help people outweighing
her need to stay safe. However, Clara reassured me that she would
stay in to do her bit from inside the compound walls.

Hanna and I
had spent the last hour briefing Alpha team on the seven defectors.
Out of all of them, the couple were the ones everyone was most
worried about. The father, Ari Dane, had worked training the army
on the base, and if we were able to secure him, his wife and their
four-year-old daughter, it could go a long way in building up our
own team for cyber-warfare.

The problem
wasn't that no one trusted him, he'd passed all Raildown's checks
and our own. He'd been a known sympathiser for a good few years,
and because of that, would be a prime target for the King. If the
army caught wind that he was trying to defect, they’d stop at
nothing to neutralise Ari. It put not just everyone else in danger,
but it could kill the Underground Railroad link to Cardown before
it was even established, essentially blockading the cityships from
each other permanently.

Once I reached
our room, I pushed myself through the door and let it click shut
behind me. I didn't know why, but for some reason, my sister was
heavy on my mind. My niece, Jasmine, would be almost three months
old now. Mariel should be back at work, if the war allowed it, and
I couldn't help but think she'd also be under great scrutiny
because of my links to the rebellion.

As I waited
for the tea kettle to boil, grabbing a ration pack from my bag that
I'd gotten from the dining hall, I found myself wishing I'd thought
to bring photos with me. I'd had a picture of Mariel, my mother,
and I. I had several, in fact, but when we'd run, I'd left them all
behind, even the small photo of Jasmine the day she was born. I
couldn't imagine I'd ever have access to them again, and it weighed
heavily on my heart.

I jolted a
little when the door opened and Hanna stepped in. “You okay?” she
asked, heading straight for the chairs and sinking into one. “Can
you make me a cup too?”

“Sure,” I
said, grabbing a second cup from the small cupboard. I still had
the ration pack in my lap. “You grab something to eat?”

“Yeah, I went
to the dining hall and ate one of the ration packs. I didn't see
you there though.”

“I grabbed
one and was gonna eat here. I couldn't face everyone right
now.”

“Something on
your mind, Lock?” she asked, leaning forward. Hanna’s brown eyes
bored into me from under her short, black hair that was in need of
a trim, but we never had time for that. She'd been one of the first
friends Clara and I had here, and yet I still felt like I couldn't
really talk to her about this kind of stuff.

“It's not
really anything,” I said, shaking my head. “Just been a long day
and made me think of home, well what was home anyway.”

“You miss
Raildown?” she asked, taking the cups from me, towering over me,
her umber brown skin matching the colour of her eyes. “You eat,
I'll make the tea.”

She got up and
came over to the small kitchenette as I tore into the ration pack
and started to nibble on the grain. “I don't miss it in the sense
that I wish I was there,” I said between bites. “Or in the sense
that I think what we're doing is wrong, but normal life? Yeah, I
miss it. I miss my family.”

“I thought
your mother was aged up? And your dad went for his final sleep
years ago?”

I turned to
look at her as she poured the water. Evendown hadn't ever had the
second child restriction lifted. I was lucky to even be alive,
because without that, I wouldn't exist. I'd always avoided
mentioning my sister, because to everyone here in Evendown, I'd had
it more than lucky

“I'm a second
child,” I said softly, bracing myself for her reaction, but she
didn't say anything, making the silence feel oppressive. “My
sister, Mariel, she's twenty-two, works as a court advisor. She had
a baby girl, Jasmine, three months ago. I haven't seen Mariel since
the day my mother went for her final sleep, the day Clara and I
made our escape. I didn't bring photos or anything. I don't have
any on my tablet, or at least the ones I do have are on the link
feed, and accessing them seems like the worst idea.”

“So you're an
aunt?” Hanna asked as she put my tea on the small counter in front
of me. “Why didn't you ever say?”

“It felt...
it felt like I would be rubbing people's faces in it, y'know? I
mean I'm disabled and had a job, and I'm a second child. People here,
they're barely surviving, and yet there was me in the next cityship
with so much, and I'm still complaining? It just felt shitty to
do.”

“People like
you are why we're even able to unite and start the war. Yes, you
were lucky and you were privileged, but without Raildown, without
you, and Clara, and Hayley, and without Lark, who may not have had
it as easy, but still not to the levels here, there’d be no
rebellion. Plus, you did the right thing, you fought for us even
when you didn't really know about us. No one will begrudge you your
history and if they do, then they don't really know what they're
talking about.”

I smiled at
her. “Thanks,” I said, softly.

“I can try
and get the photos for you?” she offered. “I mean, not right now
because if I look at another screen I may scream, but maybe if we
have a quiet moment, and we're not as snowed under with
work.”

“I'd
appreciate that, but yeah, it’d be low priority. I mean, there's a
chance that after the war, I can go back to Raildown and my sister
survives and I get to see her again.”

“We can give
it a try, it’s not a problem,” Hanna said, with a smile.”I haven't
really thought about an 'after'. I'm still struggling to realise
that all of this ended up not being for nothing,” she said. She
took her tea and went back to sit in the chair she'd vacated. “I
mean, I know there will be an after, I just don't know any other
life. I grew up scared, then I came here and dedicated myself to
this life. My parents are long gone, they have to be since they
didn't have ID or credits. I don't know any other family really,
other than the collective. Like with this Sanna thing, for all
their faults, I can see why they hid her for so long.”

Hanna’s story
was similar to a lot of the kids here in the collective, and in
Evendown, parents forced to sell their ID, ending up losing their
home, and being forced to live in the Downs where you could, maybe,
be forgotten about. If I remembered right, her parents had brought
her to the collective and then been aged up before their
time.

“I know we
talked a little about it, you were clear you didn't know she was
that Sanna, but how do you feel about her being back?” I asked,
munching on my food slowly.

“I guess I
see it as... well, they did what they thought was best. Jay
would've been about fifteen, having started her transition, and I
feel for her more than anything. She grew up here, same as me, but
her mum, Sanna, was mostly gone. I remember the teachers, and
people like Davina more than I remember Sanna. Jay had to grow up
fast, like, really fast. When Sanna went into hiding, it was the
likes of Lark and Jay who people looked to. I mean, Brea was high
up there in the chain of command, but she didn't stick around the
first safe house for long. I don't know when she moved here
though.”

“Why was
there so much pressure on Jay? I mean she was fifteen, there were,
there are people
older who could fill that position.”

“I guess they
figured she'd take after her mum. I was what? Thirteen? I did think
it was cool that Jay got to sit in on all the meetings, but I don't
think she thought so. I think she wanted to be a kid for a bit
longer. Of course, the way this world works, that doesn't happen
anymore. I read books where kids were just kids, but a lot of
things were different before the first war.”

“The way my
dad told it, it wasn't any better. He always felt like the regime
we had was better than before the war. The restrictions were hard,
but they were for the best,” I said, finishing off the ration pack
and sipping at my tea.

“Do you think
he'd still say that? I mean, if he was here now?” Hanna asked,
glancing at me.

“I honestly
don't know,” I said, after a moment. “I really don't.”

She didn't say
anything to that, and we fell into a comfortable silence. Of
course, my mind went back to the memories of my father, along with
the more recent ones of my mother. I liked to think that they’d
both be proud of me, but I didn't know for sure. And because of the
King, I never would.

I don't know
how long we spent just in the silence, but it had to have been a
while as we both had a second cup of tea. It was only when a
warning alarm sounded that we realised how late it was, and that
things with the defectors might have gone south.

The alarm was
loud and piercing, causing me to jump a little. I put down my cup
and wheeled to the door, pulling it open with Hanna close
behind.

“Hub?” I
asked her, looking up the corridor and watching as various other
people hurried out of their dorms and to their stations, the
tension thick in the air as we all prepared for what lay
ahead.

“I think we'd
do better going to the entry point, I can grab Davina and give
medical assistance if needed,” Hanna said, pulling our door shut.
She took hold of my chair, speed-walking along the corridor,
passing several people wanting to know if they could help. Hanna
told them all to report to their stations.

My stomach
churned as I played out the many different reasons for the alarm.
Had we been betrayed? Was Alpha team okay? I didn't think the
collective could mentally take another death, another blow, not
after Hill and May, and then the massacre of the ten who went for
supplies. It felt like everything these days was tinged with death,
and it made me feel like my throat was closing up.

I barely
noticed when Davina joined us, and didn't really take in the
corridors I was pushed down. I'd known the true expanse of this
safe house was more than I could really comprehend, but it was only
as the lights got dimmer, and the corridors narrowed that I
realised we had to be close to the border, and under the forest
itself.

Davina hurried
ahead, the sounds of someone crying out filling the space, along
with the noise of gunfire and curses. Hanna started to run, her
heavy panting audible as she tried to keep up with Davina. It was
hard to see in the lack of decent lighting, but I could just about
make out Clara hunched over someone. What the hell was she doing
here? She was supposed to be staying inside! Her hands were
pressing down on their stomach, the blood obvious even in the
dark.

“What
happened?” Davina barked as she dropped to the ground.

She tore open
the medical kit, grabbing towels. They weren't sterile, but they'd
have to do for now. To be honest, from what I could see, the victim
didn't look like they'd make it anyway.

Clara looked
over at me, a tad guiltily, before looking back to Davina. “Border
patrol opened fire. I was on the receiving end, didn’t step foot
outside, and managed to get them all through the hatch, but in the
chaos we've not had a chance to check everyone.”

Davina glanced
at the still body beneath Clara’s hands. “They're gone, Clara.
Let's triage and save the ones we can.” She reached over to put her
hand on Clara's, lifting them from the bloodied wound. The woman's
eyes were fixed open and empty of life.

Another death,
and from the groans and noises filling the small corridor, I didn't
think she'd be the last.
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Of the seven
who had made the journey, five survived. Only two were uninjured. A
protester named Liza who, as luck would have it, was also a nurse,
and Rina Dane, the four-year-old who crossed with her parents. One
of the dead was Rubin Whorl, one of the two Cardown protesters
who’d been trying to pave the way for the Underground Railroad.
He'd taken a hit to his neck, and the other Cardown member turned
back almost immediately to continue his work, with no time to
grieve their fallen friend.

The other
person killed was the tech who might have been useful to us in the
hub, his name was Van Carver, and we were never going to know what
help he might have been. Davis Milwood, the teacher, took the death
of his friend, Van hard. He didn’t talk, just stared into the
darkness as if still absorbing blow after blow, having sustained
various cuts and bruises in the fight that had taken his friend’s
life. Liza hadn’t known any of the others before their journey, but
she still struggled with the shock, even as she jumped into help
anyway she could.

The main
prize, Ari Dane, had a gunshot wound in his shoulder, but was
otherwise okay, while his wife, Cayla, had taken a bullet in her
lower right leg. Hanna helped Cayla down the corridor, since she
was unable to walk without assistance. Lark took charge of dealing
with the bodies, while the rest of us moved down the narrow
corridor and towards the medic bay, leaving the entry point behind
us. It was a small opening, level with the forest outside. No
steps, the corridor on an incline to bring you to the forest
itself. I couldn’t see the door, but I figured it had to be metal,
sealed with locks and unable to opened from the outside, or even
visible to anyone passing by. I did wonder how the people who built
this safe house had managed to camouflage our entry points, but
that was a thought for another day. Davina had put out a general
call for anyone with medical training to meet us there.

“What were
you even doing here?” I hissed to Clara as we made our way to the
medic bay. “You weren’t even supposed to be out here!”

“I didn’t
leave the compound, I just offered assistance where I could,” she
said, softly. “I’m okay, I didn’t leave, I promise.”

Drawing a
shaky breath, I nodded. “I’m just glad you’re okay.”

I was happy to
carry Rina in my lap. She was traumatised and wanting her parents,
given what they’d all been through, but we managed. Clara pushed,
with Liza walking alongside us, and Davis quietly meandering behind
her. Once in the medic bay, Davina asked Liza to deal with Davis
and then between her, Hanna, and Clara, they triaged and dealt with
Ari and Cayla. I sat by the wall, trying to entertain a
four-year-old who didn't know me, and wanted her parents. She
sniffled and cried on and off until finally Ari was bandaged up and
came to sit with me. Rina crawled into his lap, not careful of his
shoulder, though Ari hid the winces well as we waited for
Cayla.

“Was the
crossing okay?” I asked. It was now closer to midnight, and Rina
had exhausted me. I'd always thought I was good with children, but
she’d fussed and fidgeted on my lap, obviously scared, and knowing
something was wrong with her parents.

“It was until
we approached the border,” Ari said, softly. Rina had curled up
against his chest, thumb in her mouth and was starting to drift
off. “We made the trek in three days, with help from the
Underground Railroad, and met little resistance. I'm guessing the
army figured we'd have to cross and there'd be no need to chase us
down before then. When we broke camp at nightfall, they were there
ready to greet us with guns.” He glanced at me. “You're Lock
Adford? I saw you in the declaration of the Act, yes?”

I nodded,
taking him in. He was tall, with a solid build, golden bronze skin
and short brown hair. Rina was so much like her father in
complexion and had her father’s eyes. Cayla was more slight,
average height with pale white skin and long, black hair. I glanced
at her as Davina worked to get the bullet from her calf.

“I made the
crossing over two months ago,” I said, my voice thick with fatigue.
“It was a very treacherous time for us. That's Clara, she crossed
with me.”

Ari nodded.
“We knew we had to do it once war was declared. There was already a
target on my back, and there was no way to escape it other than to
leave. Cayla and I talked about her staying behind, I wanted her to
stay safe, away from the front line, but she pointed out that once
I left, both she and our daughter would be easy
targets.”

“I worry the
same about the family I left in Raildown. My sister... she has a
young baby and a husband, with our parents gone, there’s no one
else.”

He gave me a
small smile as he rubbed Rina's back, soft snores escaping the
sleeping child. “When Cayla comes over, I'll let her explain, but
we know your sister. Mariel, yes?”

I looked up at
that, turning to meet his eyes, panic climbing up my throat. “Is
she in danger?”

“No, no, I
didn't mean to worry you, no. Cayla was a court advisor, she worked
with Mariel,” he said.

I let out a
breath, my eyes filling with tears. It was just the lack of sleep,
the crash from the adrenaline rush that seemed to hit me all at
once, but I couldn't hide my emotions. “How… how is
she?”

He regarded me
with kind eyes, the silence feeling like it was stretching over a
long distance, my throat tightening with every second that
passed.

“Cayla would
know better than me, but from what she said, Mariel’s fine. The
base questioned her, but she has no known ties, or at least she
didn't, present company excepted. She’s working with the collective
now.”

It felt like a
punch to the stomach to hear that Mariel had joined the fight. On
one hand, I was happy Mariel was okay, but on the other, she had to
be under so much scrutiny, and joining the rebellion now would be
so dangerous for her. But that was part of who she was. Like me she
had a strong sense of justice, and seeing the way things had gone
with our mother, it was obvious that she would look to do the same
as I had. She had Jasmine to think of, and Jack too, she would
fight just as I was, and her husband, Jack would be right beside
her the whole time.

We lapsed into
silence, the only noise the snores from Rina, and the soft cries
from Cayla. Hanna had taken Davis and Liza to get them somewhere to
sleep. Having done the crossing myself, I knew how it felt to
finally get to safety.

Once Cayla was
patched up, Hanna took her, Ari, and a still-sleeping Rina to the
room they'd call home. I was left with Clara and Davina, both of
whom looked about as tired as I felt. I'd noticed, and they
probably had too, that Sanna hadn't responded to the call for
medical personnel. It would be a fight for another day, because
none of us had the energy to pursue it right then.

Clara washed
her hands and helped Davina tidy away the supplies as I leaned my
head against the wall and closed my eyes for just a moment. My back
ached, my stump was cramping, and what I could feel of my left leg
was doing the same. I must've dropped off because the next thing I
knew, I jerked awake as Clara touched my shoulder.

“Come on,
let's get back to our room and grab some sleep,” she said
hoarsely.

I nodded,
flicking off my brakes as I rolled my neck trying to unkink some of
the muscles. “How's the shoulder?” I asked, before
yawning.

“Sore, but
it'll be fine,” she said.

We both waved
to Davina as we headed home. I pushed myself slowly, simply because
anything more required energy I didn't have. I wanted nothing more
than to climb into bed next to Clara, curl up and have some decent
sleep for the next six hours. Sadly, the sleep would have to be
alone still, but maybe at some point in the coming months, we'd
find a way to properly cuddle. I missed that connection, but we
weren’t the only couple in the same situation.

It was just
after one in the morning when we reached our room, so we were as
quiet as possible so that we didn't disturb Jay. I figured Hanna
wouldn't be far behind us, but once we got into the bedroom, their
beds were empty. I should've realised Jay would've been up dealing
with the fallout from the border crossing disaster.

Awkwardly
transferred into my bed, I yawned as I stretched out. I'd kept my
clothes on because undressing just felt like a step too far. I was
beyond exhausted, into that point of fatigue where my eyes hurt and
itched. I kept my eyes on Clara as she let her shorts drop before
climbing into bed in just her t-shirt. The room was small enough
that if she lay on her left side she could reach out and we could
hold hands.

“Are you
okay?” she asked, her voice scratchy and her face flushed. There
were dark circles under her eyes. She was as tired as I
was.

“Yeah, Cayla
knows Mariel. I only spoke to Ari, but from what I could gather,
they worked together. He said Mariel is involved with the
rebellion.”

“You're
worried she'll get caught?” She stroked the back of my hand with
her thumb.

“Yes. Lana
will be watching her closely, regardless. She'll watch Mariel
because she knows how close we are... were. I was talking to Hanna
earlier, told her I had a sister.”

“What did she
say?” she asked, moving her pillow to try and get comfy.

“She asked
about her.” I chewed my lip. “I know it's the right thing to do,
but I can't lose Mariel. She has a child, and I don't have any
place to stand here, since I'm one of the reasons Raildown is even
in this war, but surely she has to know the risks she’s
taking?”

“She does,
Lock. She's not doing it thinking there's no risk. She lost a
mother too, and then she lost you. She didn't just lose you, I
imagine she heard lots of things from Lana and the base. She got
involved because she believes in the cause, because she's probably
always believed in it.”

“I know,” I
said, my voice breaking a little. “But I don't want her to
die!”

Clara climbed
out of bed as the tears silently fell down my cheeks. She kneeled
down beside my bed and pulled me into a tight hug. She didn't say
anything, I appreciated that. She just let me cry.

All the
emotions from the past few weeks were pouring out of me. I’d seen
death, and yet there wasn't an end in sight. The image of Clara
leaning over Van's lifeless body flashed through my mind but
instead of Van, it was Mariel I saw, shot, blood everywhere and
eyes looking out unseeing. I wanted the reassurance that Mariel
would survive, but no one could give me that. Anyone who did
would've been lying anyway.

“I'm not
going to make promises, Lock. This is war, and it’s hell and I hate
that we've seen so much death already.” She pulled back a little,
wiping my tears with her thumb. “And there are no promises, and no
way to predict what's going to happen, but Mariel is smart, she
knows what's at stake. She'll keep as safe as she can, she won't
risk leaving Jasmine, Jack, or you. I think you just have to focus
on getting through every hour of every day. Thinking too far ahead
is going to make things so much harder.”

“I know,” I
said, hiccuping a little. “I can't stop thinking about that woman
tonight.”

“Scoot over,”
she said, shifting onto the bed next to me. It was a tight fit and
I felt like one wrong move and I'd fall over the side, but we
managed it. “I've got you, Lock and we're going to get through
tonight and into the morning. We just need to sleep and then we can
decide what worries we have tomorrow.”

I hiccuped
again as I snuggled in close. I didn't think I would fall asleep
with the precarious positioning on the bed, but once I closed my
eyes, feeling Clara's breath against my face, I tried to slip off
to dreamland where my sister was safe.

Even if it
wasn’t the reality.
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I slept
soundly enough that I didn't hear Jay or Hanna come in. If they'd
thought it weird that Clara and I were wrapped up in one bed, they
didn't say anything. I woke up at around seven, just before my
alarm went off, and reached out to flick the switch so it wouldn't
wake everyone else. I’d probably disturb Clara once I moved, but
since I was on an early shift, I had no choice but to get
up.

I’ll confess
that I spent about a minute just watching her sleep. She had a
small smile on her lips. Her taupe brown skin creased around her
eyes to show that the dark circles were still there. None of us
were getting enough sleep. I reached out to stroke her cheek, and
she let out a small sigh as she leaned into the touch.

“Is it
morning?” she asked in an almost whisper, her voice thick with
sleep.

“Afraid so,”
I whispered back, leaning forward to give her a small kiss, her
lips dry against mine.

“Mmm, we
should get up. I have to meet Lark at eight,” she said.

“Yeah, and I
have to be at the hub soon.” I stretched in her arms, and would’ve
fallen off the side of the bed if she hadn't been holding me so
close.

“You want a
shower?” she said, as she kissed my forehead and got up off the
bed, giving me more room to move.

“I think I
should, but only if I have time.” I sat up and, with Clara's help,
transferred to my chair. My only clean clothes were still drying
and still a little damp. I figured I could probably just about
manage to shower quickly, get changed, and hope they’d have dried a
little more by then, and grab some breakfast as we went past the
dining hall. So forty minutes later, I was clean, dressed in
clothes that were just a little less damp, and on my way to the hub
with a small ration pack of food in my lap.

Clara headed
off to go and meet Lark. Neither Jay nor Hanna had been up and
about before we left, so I figured they'd join me at some point in
the hub. I didn't know what time they'd come in, but the question
on my mind was more what Sanna was planning to do to aid the
rebellion. There was a lot of pressure on Jay, and from the sounds
of things, there had been ever since Sanna's disappearance. Jay
needed a break as much as any of us did, but she was for all
intents and purposes, the head of the collective here, and by
extension the face, or one of the faces, of the revolution. She
couldn't keep going on such little sleep, and if Sanna didn't want
to step in, it made me wonder what the point of her being there
was. I didn't say anything to anyone though, because I didn't know
the whole story. From what I'd picked up from the eavesdropping
yesterday, Sanna had been happy to stay hidden. Did that mean she
was going to continue to take a back seat and let us do all the
work? I wasn't sure how I felt about that.

The hub was
buzzing by the time I got there. Brea, whom I hadn't had a chance
to really get to know, was in charge. She'd always seemed like she
believed she was above all of us. It was this air of superiority
that she gave off. Like Lark, her eyes always seemed to hold no
emotion, or if they did, it was to appear scheming and devious.
Hayley had warmed to her since she was brought into the collective
properly, but I didn't really know enough about Brea to have formed
any opinion.

Hayley was
someone else I also hadn't really had much of a chance to bond
with. I mean, she saw Clara and I as the reason she made it to the
border and then into Evendown, but she was forty to our nineteen
and twenty-one, and while I’d been given the job as representative
to invoke the Act, I felt like a lot of her specialities in regards
to the war effort were way above my level. She had been asked to
train with Clara, and the rest of Alpha and Beta team, and I
imagined that they were likely to get to know each other better
than me, who was mostly stuck in the hub. While Hayley was fit and
aware of some weak points in the Raildown base from her connections
in the RD collective, and having worked in the prison system there,
she didn't really do well with the technology. That was more my
forte.
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