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​ [ONE]

ZYA

The day the
world ended, no one saw it coming.

I say
the world, but it was
more our world.
There’d been no whispers from the security force, no hints on the
Black Net. There had been no signs of what lay ahead, it was just a
completely normal Monday. I was at school, just like any other week
day.

My tablet was
on the desk in front of me, and I was somewhat pretending to pay
attention to my English teacher as she led the lesson. Lena was sat
next to me, playing with her tablet, and running her fingers
through the dark red hair that came down to the middle of her back.
She’d never been allowed to grow it before she transitioned, so it
was her one way of signalling that she was now herself for the
first time in a long while. Her attention seemed to be on the
teacher, on the words she was saying, and Lena made it look like
she was taking notes, but she wasn't. She never took notes if she
could get away with it.

So it was
close to midday. We'd break for lunch soon, and in ten minutes or
so, Lena and I would be allowed to use my card to exit the room
before the crowds. There were some perks to being disabled, after
all.

She glanced my
way, hazel eyes lit up with joy that soon we’d be leaving the
lesson. Lena had been my best friend since we’d first met, and
while she was older than me, eighteen to my seventeen, and actually
one of the oldest in the class, the two of us had hit it off from
the start. She’d hung around with me for most of my school life.
I'd gone to a segregated primary school and joined secondary ready
to mingle with other abled students as well as people like me. I
had a few friends who were also disabled, but they weren't in this
class.

She looked and
dressed like someone anyone would want to grow up to be. While I
was taller, and slimmer, she carried the extra weight with
confidence, her hair being the first thing people noticed about
her. Even with mine cropped short and purple, I didn’t hold a
candle to Lena.

Even when it
came to our skin, with mine being a golden brown and hers being a
dark umber, she seemed to just exude beauty and confidence in a way
that I never could. Probably because I was disabled, while she was
very much abled.

We both fitted
under the rainbow, as it was called. I was gay, she was trans, and
people pretty much left us alone. The big difference was I'd had a
stroke when I was a tiny baby, leaving me with partial paralysis
down my left side. I used a solar-powered electric wheelchair that
I could steer with my torso to get around.

Since
everything was done via tablet and projection screen, my disability
didn't really have an effect on how productive I could be. Of
course, once I left school and entered the workplace, I might feel
a little different.

“Ding ding,
Zya,” Lena whispered, leaning over to look at my private screen.
“Time to go eat.”

“It's not
even close to five to yet,” I whispered back, turning my head
slightly to look at her. “Besides, you know Ms. Masters is a
stickler for when I use my card. Just doodle some more, and then we
can go eat.”

Lena sighed
heavily, making no attempt to hide her displeasure.

The next few
minutes were spent with me typing furiously on the projection
screen so that I wouldn't miss any of the notes for today's class.
I knew they'd come in handy when it came to the Exit Exam at the
end of the school year. Since I only had about six months to wait,
it made sense to be as prepared as I could be. I didn't want to end
up matching to a job I either didn't want or couldn't do, or worse,
failing the E.E entirely and ending up in Further Training for who
knows how long.

No one likes
Further Training unless they're strange. After all, the thought of
being cut off from the segment, from your family and friends until
it was deemed that you had learned enough to work in a job, didn’t
really appeal to many people, especially not me.

Lena continued
to nudge me, hoping I’d cave and get us out of there.

“One of these
days your work ethic is going to bite you in the arse,” I
whispered, shaking my head with a smile on my face.

“But not
today, Zya!” she whispered with a laugh. “Come on, you know it's
like, six more months, and then we're home free.”

“If we pass
the Exit Exam,” I said, rolling my eyes a little.

Lena had been
counting down the days in an app. She had it placed on the edge of
her projection screen. I, on the other hand, planned to make the
most of my school days. Before long, I'd be thrown into the working
world, and I'd have nothing to do but work. School might also be
seen as work, but at least they guaranteed you access. Working life
wasn't like that, at least not for me. Lena would do well, she was
abled and perfectly healthy. I'd tried to explain it to her, but
she'd brushed it off as me worrying about ancient history, things
that didn’t matter anymore.

She'd told me
stories of the fight against ableism, and then the fact that it
just didn't happen any more. I'd just rolled my eyes and nodded. I
resisted the urge to point out that I'd been to a segregated school
for most of my early life. I had a higher chance of being sent to
Further Training. Most disabled people did. It was society's way of
keeping us busy while not really having to make the accommodations
we needed to actually work for a living.

I'd heard too
many horror stories from the forums on the Black Net about people
lost to Further Training. The council paid you, of course they did,
but what people like Lena didn't realise was it was quite a
lot below the
minimum wage we could get working in a chosen profession. You were
cut off from the segment completely, supposedly as a way to keep
your focus on getting out. There were no visits home, no friends
popping in to see you, it was as if you’d ceased to exist. If Lena
ended up in Further Training, she wouldn't be there long until she
was found a job. But me? I'd probably die there.

Abled people
were like that though, ignoring the way it was for us disabled
people. We were seen as the others, hidden from view by putting us
in Further Training, and keeping us there. It was only because of
places like the Black Net that I even knew of other people like me outside
the school setting.

I think back
when the rules were made, it was seen as a way to protect us. They
just never asked us if we needed
protection. We were perfectly capable, but no one
would take a chance. As much as it pained me to admit it, the
majority of us would stay in Further Training because no one saw
us. They never would. Even people like Lena would grow up and grow
apart from people like me.

Of course, it
wasn't going to be like that forever. I mean, I knew that one day I
would get a job, or at least I hoped so. I had a friend at school,
Mika, they were invisibly disabled in that they had pretty severe
asthma and Ehlers-Danlos Syndrome (E.D.S), and depression. They
were sixteen, and I'd probably see them after school, since they
were on a different lunch than us. I felt for them because they
didn't exactly have many friends. It was Mika who'd shown me
different parts of the Black Net and how to access them.

See, my mum's
a security officer, so if she found out that I was accessing and
talking to people on the Black Net, she'd been in deep
trouble. I'd be
in worse trouble. It wasn't technically illegal to converse with
other people outside your segment, but considering some of the
topics we discussed, I don't think those in power would agree that
it was all fine and dandy.

Checking the
time again, waiting for that golden moment for us to slip out of
the room early with my access card, I was distracted when a message
came up on my retina chip. I blinked to open it, hoping I wouldn’t
get caught by our teacher, who was a bit of a stickler for this
kind of thing.

Just checking
in that you're doing okay today, Zya. There's been talk of a
meeting within the segment about bringing forward the Exit Exam. If
you're picked, let me know, and I'll work with you to bring you up
to speed. Don't tell your mother though, or anyone for that matter.
I don't want people to think you're getting inside information. Dad
x.

I blinked
twice to delete the text. Last thing I wanted was someone catching
sight of it over my shoulder. Private screens are mostly private
unless someone has admin privileges. Usually they're teachers or
people in authority. I don't like the idea of people being able to
just read what's on my screen, but it was, my mother told me, a way
to combat terrorism and other such plots. I thought it was just
lack of privacy laws, but what did I know?

“We gonna
head out or what?” Lena whispered, gesturing slightly to the
time.

“We still
have five minutes,” I whispered back, even though my thoughts were
still on the message from Dad.

It was an
ongoing argument with my parents back when I came to secondary.
They both knew that keeping me segregated would lead to a higher
chance of me entering Further Training, but if I went to
mainstream, then I'd have to really prove myself in my test
results. I would have to come out within the top ten percent of
abled students. Otherwise it would be seen as unlikely for me to
hold down a job.

And unlike
students like Mika, I looked
disabled. I remember my school photos from when I
was younger. In the midst of all the wheelchairs and catheters and
all that fun stuff, I fitted right in. I'd worked hard to earn my
spot here, and if the admins were looking for some people to exit
early, I might be chosen. I wasn't stupid, I just had physical
barriers between me and the working world.

I'd worked
hard to shed some of the visible issues, but when one side of your
mouth is permanently in a frown, no amount of P.T was going to
change that. I don't know who said it first, but people are cruel
when they can see you're not like them. I'd learned that very early
on.

Letting out a
quiet sigh, I pushed my worries to the back of my mind. Sometimes I
wished I found it as easy as Lena did, but then I realised I didn't
find it hard. I just had all those hurdles put in my path while
hers was pretty clear.

Of course,
that makes it sound like I'm bitter and twisted. I didn't
think I was, but maybe
I'd been spending too much time on the Black Net. I mean, it wasn’t
Lena's fault that our country and society is broken. She didn't
make it that way, and besides, if I told her I needed help to pass
the Exit Exam, she'd probably jump right in to helping me. So
that's a good thing, right?

I pushed
thoughts of the Exit Exam that may or may not happen in the coming
weeks away and focused on the here and now. Finally, it was time
for me to wave my card. Ms. Masters paused for half a second,
nodded, and then went back to wrapping up the class. Lena had
already packed her stuff away. She'd done that when she'd leaned
over the first time. I did wonder if she ever planned to pay
attention, or if she was just thinking she'd get through the Exit
Exam without any problems. She wasn't exactly a big dreamer when it
came to working life.

As I steered
myself to the door, the emergency alarm blasted for all to hear,
and everyone froze. Time seemed to slow down, and then speed up the
moment the explosion rocked the outside.

It looked like
we weren’t going to lunch after all.


​ [TWO]

JONAH

I groaned as I
waited for the signal for second lunch. I was not enjoying my
History class. Glancing around the room, I watched the other
students, and caught Jackson's eye, rolling my own as a sign of our
mutual boredom. The teacher might notice, but they were probably
too busy wishing for the signal too. That way, they could traipse
off to the staff dining room and have an hour to
themselves.

It was just
another Monday. There was nothing spectacular about it, no warnings
that something big was going to happen, certainly not in my circle
of friends. With the Exit Exam in six months, we'd been working as
hard as we could to try and place with the professions we
wanted.

I think
Jackson wanted to go into the medical sector, or even into tech,
whereas I was more than happy to work anywhere, doing something
that would take me out of our segment. I wanted to see the country,
to explore. It was the only way I ever would. My mother may've been
a doctor, but we didn't have a lot of credits, certainly not enough
for me to go travelling.

Glancing at
the private projection screen, and catching the notification of an
email through my retina chip, I blinked once to open it. It was
spam. I blinked twice to delete and block the sender. I couldn't
believe someone thought a seventeen-year-old would be naïve enough
to believe in unlimited credits just by clicking a completely
suspect link. It probably led to the Black Net, and I was
not getting that on my
record.

I turned to
look at Jackson again. He was eighteen, but only older than me by a
few months. Tall, slim with short black hair, he had the most
beautiful dark black skin and brown eyes that gave him a look of
pure innocence. If anything, he got out of trouble more than I got
into it. We were close, but mostly because our parents were friends
and had been before we were born.

I sometimes
wondered if he’d won the genetic lottery. My hair was long and
black, but I always felt like it didn’t suit my chubby face. My
green eyes seemed to sink into the skin whenever I looked in the
mirror, and my sandy brown skin never shone the way his did. The
fact that I was one of the shortest guys I knew didn’t help
either.

We'd talked
about dating once, him being bi and me being gay, but it'd never
gone anywhere. He felt that it was best to leave those matters
until after the Exit Exam. I didn't disagree. I was asexual, but I
did like the guy romantically, even if I didn't want to go further
than that.

I spotted a
text notification just out of the corner of my eye and blinked to
open it. I smiled as I saw Jackson's ID appear.

You doing any
work over there? Or just pretending to pay attention? I know I'm
stunning to look at but if you're not careful you'll get carded and
then you'll miss the delights of dish A.

I had to keep
myself from laughing. He knew it'd have that effect on me, which is
probably why he sent it. He also knew that I only ever ate dish A
at lunch, no matter what. It was a routine I'd started when we
first came to secondary, and I wasn't about to break a streak of
almost six years.

I was tempted
to reply, but I realised if I did that, the teacher would
definitely notice and keep me behind. It was probably what Jackson
wanted. He knew I'd be the one who got in trouble and not him. I
was always the
one who got in trouble. He usually skated past with his innocent
looks, when he was far from that. It helped that he was also a
pretty hard worker, so teachers didn't want to upset the
balance.

“Jonah, can
you please tell us how the former United Kingdom entered the Final
War?” the teacher said, glaring at me.

Dammit, I knew
I’d get caught. I always was. I couldn't even remember the
teacher’s name. I'd been in this class for three months, and I
couldn't even think what the teacher was called. I swallowed down
the nerves. They were probably looking for a reason to hold me back
during second lunch.

“War broke
out on the Scottish border first, as a sign of wanting
independence. From there it spread, until England was fighting a
war on two fronts with both Scotland and Wales.”

They watched
me for a moment more before nodding and going back to their
monotone explanation of what followed. I mostly zoned out. I should
probably have been paying attention, but this was my sixth year of
learning about the Final War that brought about modern day England.
It was covered in varying levels of detail throughout every year of
secondary schooling. It got boring after a while, since no one
really cared about this stuff except people who'd go into teaching.
And I wasn't one of them.

The rest of
the class carried on at what felt like a backwards speed. I kept my
eye on the clock, knowing that any moment, the signal would go, the
doors would release, and I'd finally be able to have some downtime.
Jackson was watching the door too, so I knew I wasn't the only one
bored out of my skull.

The monotone
continued for another five minutes. It felt like a lifetime. I know
that seems dramatic, but it did. I caught Jackson's eyes and rolled
mine again just as the signal went off and the door locks
disengaged. I let out a small sigh of relief as I closed my
projection screen, grabbed my tablet, and stood up ready to file
out of the classroom and towards the dining hall.

I was hungry,
but also dreading the two lessons that would come after lunch
break. I had Maths and English. Two subjects I didn't struggle
with, but that bored me to tears. There's only so many times I can
read a book and care about whatever the author felt when they wrote
it all that time ago. Maths just didn't appeal either, numbers,
letters and all the sums of everyday life. My father always told me
I'd need it, but I figured we had tablets, retina chips and
projection screens for a reason, why did I have to know the square root of pi
or other such stuff?

Jackson fell
into step behind me. He was in my classes this afternoon, so I
figured I'd try and subvert the seating plan and grab a space next
to him. Sometimes that worked, depending on any absences, not that
people routinely didn't show up. That kind of thing put you in
Further Training and no one wanted that.

“Who was the
email from?” Jackson asked once we were out in the
hallway.

“How'd you
know I had one?” I said. “You get admin privileges while I was
zoning out?”

He laughed.
“Oh god no! I wouldn't spy for love nor money. What kind of man do
you think I am?”

“Then how'd
you know, Jackson?” I said, teasing a little.

It was a long
running joke between us that because he was the innocent angel of
the staff, they'd have him spy on us mere mortals. In reality, he'd
never do that, and even if he did
get admin privileges he'd never report
anyone.

“I guessed
from your eye movement,” he said. “So who was it from?”

“Spam bot,
wanting me to click a link for unlimited credits,” I said, with a
shake of my head. “You'd think they'd be a little more inventive
these days.”

“Ah, the
perils of lazy coding. I'm sure whoever it is hopes someone will
fall for it, though I won't hold my breath. The best they'll get is
someone caught on the Black Net, and then it's just a case of
reaping whatever benefits that brings,” Jackson said as we joined
the queue for food.

“I can't see
any rewards. Not unless it was someone who knew me and wanted me to
fuck up. I mean, that's possible, right?” I said, chewing my lip as
I mulled that thought over.

“You got any
dark secrets, Jonah?” Jackson asked, his voice low as he wiggled
his eyebrows.

I laughed as I
shook my head, giving him a little shove. “Nothing anyone needs to
know.”

We grabbed our
food, and moved through the masses to find ourselves a quiet table.
Even with the two lunch periods, there were still crowds and noise
and all that comes from eating with a few hundred of your peers.
Sure, there were other dining halls, but this one was closest to
the History corridor. Made sense that we came here.

I spotted
another notification on my retina chip. I paused eating to bring up
a private projection screen. If I was lucky no one with admin
access would be milling around. I wasn't all that happy about
checking the email in public anyway, but since it was the second
email in as many hours, and everyone I knew would be working or
also in school, it seemed like whatever the message was, it’d
probably be important, or it’d be more spam, which I could do
without.

“Another
phishing email?” Jackson asked, pausing mid-bite.

“Yeah, I
don't know where they're coming from or why they're coming to me,”
I said, scanning over the contents.

It was a
similar set-up to the first phishing attempt, but this one talked
about someone trying to contact me but not having my personal
details. They wanted me to click the link to send them a contact
request. I wasn't silly enough to do that either. I blinked twice
to delete it.

“Same stuff?”
Jackson asked, before carrying on eating.

“Pretty much.
They tried a different line, of course, but it was all the same.
Click this link, give us your details, blah blah. Of course, I
click the link, and it logs me into the Black Net, and then they
forward those details onto the segment school board.”

“And we both
know where that leads,” Jackson said with a shake of his head. “I
don't get why you're being targeted though. You don't exactly have
enemies. Sure, there are kids who think you're a bit of a dick, but
they don't hate you enough to screw things up. Maybe it's someone
else they’re trying to send it to, and it keeps coming through you.
Like an extra a in the name or something?”

“I dunno. If
nothing else, it brightened up the monotony of History. If it
continues, I'll talk to my dad. He's bound to know some of the
history behind it, and maybe the intent. He was working on a credit
phishing story a few months back, maybe he'll have some things for
me to try.”

We focused
back on eating. The emails were a little worrying, but then again,
I was never going to click the link, so what did it matter? Besides
which, even with all the advances in tech and security, someone was
always going to go fishing for some gullible person. They just
weren't going to catch anything with me.

I would
mention it to my dad though. He'd probably find it intriguing and
ease off on the study time at home. Heaven knows I needed a break.
Still, almost another day done, and with that, one less before the
Exit Exam. After that, I'd be home free, right?

I was so
focused on the emails that when the siren sounded, I almost
dismissed it. It happened from time to time, and it was just one of
those things. Except then there was a loud explosion and all hell
broke loose.


​ [THREE]

ZYA

The bombs
falling from the sky hit close enough to the school to rattle the
glass in the window frames. Suddenly my thoughts weren’t on going
to lunch, on eating, but on how the hell we were going to escape
this. How were we going to survive? And how the hell had this
happened?

I glanced at
Lena, who normally wasn't fazed by anything, but even she seemed
terrified. Normally when the sirens went off, it was a drill.
Things that were planned well in advance, and they didn't ever, to
my knowledge, have any bombs, simulated or otherwise.

“Everyone
keep away from the walls!” Ms. Masters shouted as she tried to
maintain order in the classroom.

Lena grabbed
hold of my chair, pulling me away from the door and into the middle
of the small room. Even though the school was pretty big, the class
itself didn't hold many people. I think there were about fifteen
others, not including the teacher and Lena and myself.

“What the
fuck is going on?” Lena hissed, leaning close to my ear.

“I have no
clue!” I whispered back, watching the windows for the next sign of
something.

There was a
second explosion, the windows filling up with smoke. Had they hit
the school itself? Were we going to make it out of here? Or was
this about to become our prison, our coffin? My thoughts went to my
parents. Dad would be at his own school, leading his class and
keeping them safe. Mum would be out in this, making sure that
everyone was okay, monitoring the lines to see if this was a
terrorist attack or not.

We were close
to the Welsh border, so it was possible they'd started a war with
us, but I didn't have the first idea why. Last thing I remembered, they
were happy, and the peace accord was still in place. Had something
changed that?

I pulled up my
own private projection screen. I wasn't going to message anyone, I
just wanted it there in case either one of my parents got in touch
with something that would need to be shared. Lena stayed close to
me, both of us watching the smoke outside getting thicker and
thicker.

It was only as
one of the students closer to the wall started to cough that I
realised the smoke was seeping through the tiny gaps in the window
frame. My panic level shot up as I used my good hand to flip the
switch on my chair so I could steer by moving my torso, and
reversed back. I was trying to get away from the tendrils of smoke,
but with the locks engaged on the doors, there was nowhere any of
us could go.

Ms. Masters
was trying to help one of the students closest to the smoke now
filling the room, when she let out a cry, sending shivers down my
spine. It was high-pitched and soon turned into a scream as she
dropped to the floor, writhing around in pain. I didn't want to get
closer to see what was going on, but I did notice that some of the
students near her were coughing and crying out as well.

Lena gripped
my arm painfully. “The card, Zya, use your fucking card!” she
hissed as she grabbed my chair, yanking me backwards towards the
door.

The smoke was
getting thicker and I could see no other way out. My card would
allow me to unlock the door. In the panic, I'd not thought of it.
My right hand shook as I reached into my shirt pocket, grabbing the
card and trying to hurry to get the door open.

I could hear
Ms. Masters and two other students coughing and screaming as
whatever the smoke was, surrounded them. It was getting worse as I
slipped my card into the door slot. The hazy gas started to
surround me and Lena, both of us coughing. I didn't want to die. I
didn't know what it did, but it wasn't anything good.

Tears streamed
down my cheeks as finally, the door opened, and Lena pushed me out
into the hall. I took a deep breath before realising that there was
smoke there too. It was filling the school, and there seemed to be
no escape from it.

I coughed so
hard I thought I was going to throw up. The screams of other
students, teachers, people, from other locked rooms
filled the space. I knew my card wouldn't open those rooms up, it
was coded to me and my timetable. It would only open when the bell
rang, and there were still ten minutes until then. You’d think some
of the teachers would automatically release them, but so far, no
one had joined us in the corridor.

I glanced back
at Lena, her face red from all the coughing as she kept trying to
push me further away from the hell we'd left behind. But where was
there to go? The school had obviously been targeted, but did that
mean there would be other places? Would going outside be a good
idea? Would that give the smoke a chance to dissipate when mixed
with clean air?

I wasn't even
sure if the exits would open for me with my keycard, but it had to
be worth a shot, right? If I could open the door and force it to
stay open, maybe other people could follow us out. I had to
do something! I
couldn't just let us all die right here, and I was terrified that
we would, that my last moments would be spent panicking and wishing
for a rescue that wasn’t coming.

Lena called
back into the classroom, telling people the door was open, but all
we heard back were coughs and screams, I couldn’t see anyone trying
to exit the way we’d come.

With the
private projection screen still up, but I didn't have time to think
about sending out a text. My parents would be dealing with their
own issues, would be trying to keep everyone in their charge safe.
I had to focus on me, on Lena, on anyone else I could get
out.

Lena stopped
pushing me, wheezing loudly as she leaned over the back of my
chair, trying to use her whole body to keep me moving. It was a
valiant effort, but she needed to focus on herself. I took over
control, steering my chair down the corridor.

“We need to
go to the exit, fresh air!” I said between coughs and wheezes of my
own.

“Everyone
else is trapped, Zya,” Lena wheezed.

“We have to
try!”

I glanced at
her as she limped beside me. She looked like she was about to fall
where she stood and if she did, she might never get back up again.
I wasn't dying here. I wasn't letting her go either. I may not have
been able to do much, but I was doing something!

“Zya....”

I reached out
to grab her arm, pulling her closer. “Lean on my chair, Lena, we're
getting out, getting the door open, and letting clean air in,” I
said, my voice shaking slightly.

I don't know
if it was the fact that I now had a plan or if the smoke wasn't
having as big an effect on me as Lena, but I felt more clear-headed
as we approached the exit.

I tried to
think of other students like me who might have access key-cards. It
was possible they were able to do the same. If I could find a way
to call out to them, maybe we could save more people. I didn't know
if the smoke was deadly, but the effect it was having made me think
it could be.

“Zya...
wait,” Lena wheezed. It sounded as if every breath took something
more out of her. “Need... break.”

I stopped
moving. “Okay, just for a moment, I'm gonna see about getting other
access card people opening up the doors,” I said, stifling another
cough.

Eyes on the
projection screen, I pulled up the school wide message alert
system. I didn't have time to go through it, I just had to send it
to everyone and hope some of them were able to unlock
doors.

Get outside.
If you have an access card, use it to open your doors. Evacuate, do
not stay inside with this smoke. Save as many people as you can.
Meet in the evacuate zone in the far right corner. Zya
Monk.

I watched the
message send and crossed my fingers that those who could, would see
it. I didn't want to hang around any longer. I had to get out and
breathe, and so did Lena. She wasn't sounding good and every step
seemed to make her worse. My hope was that once we got outside,
things would be easier.

“Lena, we
have to keep moving,” I said, guiding my chair along. My back was
starting to hurt, but I had to keep moving. I was
not dying, and I was not
leaving Lena to die either.

She leaned
heavily on my chair, which made it harder for me to keep myself
moving. The smoke was getting thicker, surely it should've
dissipated some by now? I mean, I'd not heard any more explosions,
so if it was coming from somewhere, they had to run out eventually,
right? That meant getting outside was key. It would be hard for the
smoke to continue with the wind blowing it away.

Step by step,
we grew closer to the door. So far, I'd heard no one else in the
corridors. The screams had died down, and that wasn’t a good thing.
I couldn't see any notifications on my retina chip, and I didn't
want to stop again to double-check. I just had to keep going and
hope that Lena and I weren't the only ones left alive.

We made it to
the door. I was wheezing again, coughing as the smoke became
thicker. It took me a moment to blindly fit my card into the slot
and wait for the lock to release, breath catching at the thought
that it might not open, that we would be trapped inside this coffin
with no way of getting out. Lena was quiet beside me, only upright
as she clung to my chair. She was still moving, so she had to still
be alive, right? I didn't have the breath to ask her, to make sure
that I wasn’t carrying literal dead weight.

Pushing the
door open when the lock clicked off, I forced myself to keep moving
as fast as I could manage, which wasn't much at all, and took my
first gasp of fresh air. It was cold, tinged with an unfamiliar
taste that both scared me and reassured me at the same time. It
wasn't smoke, that had to be good.

I parked my
chair in the doorway, giving Lena a chance to catch her breath and
also to keep it open. My idea had been to find a rock or something,
but I couldn't manage that myself, not when I was already the only
thing keeping Lena upright. I didn't want to let the door shut.
There was a small chance students on lunch had survived the smoke,
and the gas leaking into the air. They would come and be unable to
exit. That we’d managed to get out was pure luck, I didn't want to
sentence the rest of the school to the same fate because they'd
been unlucky. We couldn't stay there for long, we were still in the
smoke cloud and even with the fresh air, it'd kill us both, of that
I was sure.

“Zya!” I
heard a voice call.

I moved my
chair so that my back was to the door and I could try and see into
the smoke-filled building. I could make out shapes, but not
features.

“Who is it?”
I called back, as they finally came into view.

It was Mika,
limping towards me, their brown eyes red-rimmed from coughing, the
wheezing growing louder as they stepped out into the fresh air. I
knew Mika had asthma so I didn't know how much was their own
condition or the effects of the smoke.

Along with
them were two people I didn't know, they hung off Mika's arms, both
coughing and wheezing too. I glanced over the pale white skin of
the girl, and the golden brown of the boy. Neither of them looked
in good shape.

“I need to
block the door open, get to the evac point,” I said, trying to hold
Lena up still, even though she seemed to be breathing somewhat
easier.

“I got your
message, I forwarded it to a few others. Meena is probably trying
to evac people now. I told them to come to this exit since it would
be open,” Mika said.

Their two
companions both fell out of the door, crawling along the ground to
try and get to clean air.

“I hope
there's others in the classrooms,” I said, coughing again. “I can't
move, Mika, I need you to get something to help me.”

“On it,” they
said, gasping a little as they took deep gulps of fresh
air.

I could still
hear the wheeze in their chest. I worried that the asthma would
finish them off before the smoke itself did.

Between Mika
and myself, we managed to find a small boulder large enough to
force the door to stay propped open. The lock couldn't engage, and
while that would, eventually, set off a second alarm, it seemed to
be the least of our troubles right now.

With Mika's
help, Lena and I made our way to the far corner of the evac zone.
My bag was on the back of my chair, Mika had grabbed theirs, since
they'd been at lunch. Lena's had been left in the classroom. It
wasn't a priority. She had her retina chip, that was what
mattered.

Lena collapsed
to the floor, curling up in a ball and moaning as she drew in gasps
of clean air. I watched Mika take several hits of their inhaler,
hearing their wheezes finally quiet. I could see the two students
Mika had got out spread on the asphalt.

“What the
hell was that?” Mika asked once they were able to breathe
easier.

“I have no
idea,” I said, shaking my head.

I unlocked my
projection screen so that Mika could see the contents. If war had
been declared while we'd been in class, there was no sign of it
online. It was as if the bombs had fallen from the sky on their
own.

I had no idea
what to do except wait and see if anyone else came to join us. The
idea that us five were the only survivors didn't sit well with me.
The emergency services would turn up soon. But the question was:
what had taken them so long? And why could we hear no sirens? Why
were there no news alerts? No warning? And what the hell did we do?
Just wait for the answers to come?

As it turned
out, we'd be waiting a long time.

 


 


.


​ [FOUR]

JONAH

Jackson and I
were dry heaving as we collapsed onto the grass. My eyes stung with
tears, and I knew without looking that Jackson would be having the
same issue. The gas had been thick, the screams of other students
loud as it descended upon us, surrounded us. The air had a
different tang to it, and it worried me. Could that smoke have
released something into the air?

I didn't see
many other people near us. We'd managed to break the window in the
door that led outside, and release the lock that way. I didn't want
to think what would've happened if we'd been unable to escape.
Should we go back? I mean, there were over two thousand people in
the school, all of them either in locked classrooms or at different
exits where they couldn't break out. Surely we should do something?
Not to mention the people in the canteen, their screams had chilled
me to the core.

I wiped at my
eyes, spitting out the taste of smoke as I tried to breathe
normally. I could hear Jackson wheeze next to me. I wanted to tell
him we should go back in, but even from where I was, I could see
that the smoke had only gotten thicker inside. Could anyone really
survive that?

This had to
be terrorism. It had to be a declaration of war, but I had no idea why or who. I
wiped my eyes again, trying to focus on my chip, trying to clear my
vision enough to see if there were any alerts that might clue us in
to what had happened here.

There were
none.

Now that I
stood up to my full height and looked around, I could see there
were pillars of smoke all around the immediate area. I'd only heard
the one explosion, but we’d obviously been hit in other places too.
There were no sirens, no warning across the chips to tell anyone
where to go and what to do.

It had
happened so quickly, but surely someone, somewhere, must know what
the gas was, where we needed to go to get help, how we would
survive. I didn't know the first thing to do in this kind of
situation. We'd done drills sure, but never had I thought anything
would actually happen.

Jackson's
breathing was laboured. He seemed to have been hit harder than I
had. He was bending over, still trying to catch his breath. The
wheeze in his throat got louder and more pronounced.

“Jackson, you
okay?” I asked, reaching over to help him stand up
straighter.

My thinking
was that way his lungs wouldn't be so restricted.

“Just...
trying... to... breathe,” he gasped as he drew in a shuddering
breath.

“It's the
smoke, it's done some damage,” I said, which was obvious, and I
felt stupid for saying it.

I was trying
to think of a solution. The surest one being calling for medical
assistance, but for some reason, I didn't hold out much hope of
getting a response. Looking around at the small crowd of people, I
kept my hand on Jackson's arm, feeling from that touch just how
hard he was finding it to breathe.

“Anyone here
got an inhaler?” I asked, my voice croaky from the smoke. “Anyone
asthmatic?”

It drew a few
shakes of the head and stares, but everyone seemed to be in their
own state of panic, aftershock and all. I bit my lip as I tried to
think about what to do. Grabbing my tablet, I pulled up a
projection screen. I didn't care about making it private. All that
mattered was that we got some kind of help here.

Jackson may
have been the only one showing symptoms, but all of us had breathed
it in, any one of us could have the same reaction. I glanced at the
building, trying to see if anyone else had made an exit since the
last time I looked. So far, it was the small crowd of about
fifteen. All of whom had been in the dining hall with
us.

Blinking
three times to pull up the emergency menu, I left the line on
speaker just so that everyone could hear. I don't know why it
mattered to me that all of them heard I was taking a step for help,
but it did. The line rang, it actually rang! All my life, I'd heard my
mother tell me how proud she was that the emergency number never
rang, you were always immediately connected. That gave me some idea
of how bad things were.

I assumed it
would be because everyone was trying to call, the segment had been
bombed. It could even be the case that the country had been attacked as a
whole. It could be coming from the Scottish border, we were pretty
close to it, though it wasn't in our segment.

I let it ring.
There wasn't really any other option but to let it ring. I could
hear Jackson getting worse, and my biggest fear right then was that
no one would answer, that I'd have to stand by and watch my best
friend suffocate. It felt more real knowing that. It crossed my
mind that someone inside the school must have a working inhaler. It
sounded like asthma. I remembered seeing my mother's patients in
clinic when I was a kid, hearing that telltale wheeze and shudder
as they fought to breathe.

“Jackson,
sit, just try and slow your breathing, I know it's easier said than
done,” I said.

I wanted to
shout at some of the others who just stayed where they were. Why
was I the only one doing something?!

I left the
line to the emergency number open, each long ring instilling more
fear that no one would ever answer. I didn't know what else to do,
my mother was a doctor, but she worked in the North of the segment,
near where the main hospital was. I certainly couldn't get Jackson
there, I didn't have any way other than walking, and he
couldn't walk that
distance!

I still
dialled my mother's personal number. I didn't know where the bombs
had hit, but maybe, just maybe, she could get to me. If the roads
were clear and she was able to hear just how bad Jackson was, maybe
she could tell me what to do! I didn’t want to be the one in charge
of people surviving. I didn’t want to be the one who directed a
freaking rescue mission!

That line rang
in tandem with the emergency one. No response from either number. I
was really starting to panic as I heard more coughing from near the
building exit. Out stumbled a crowd of ten, two of them also
sounding in a similar state to Jackson.

“Over here!
Any of you got inhalers?!” I shouted, waving my hands to try and
get them to see.

Their vision
would be hazy from the smoke, and I didn’t want them to miss us.
Two collapsed to the ground and I had to force myself to stay with
Jackson. I couldn't leave his side and risk him getting
worse.

Two more fell
before they reached us, they coughed, and one threw up. I didn't
recognise any of them. They were younger than I was, probably in
the lower years, but maybe one of them could help. The one who
seemed least affected by the smoke was a guy with short green hair,
so bright it was almost a beacon in the chaos. His golden brown
skin showed the effects of the smoke, his ordinarily brown eyes red
rimmed and streaming with tears, but he wasn't coughing anywhere
near as much as the others.

He was helping
the girl next to him. Her pale white skin was marred with black
spots from the smoke and gas. Her hair, red, the same kind of
shocking shade as her companion, drew your eyes to her, even as she
limped, leaning on the other guy as best she could with the height
difference between them. I spotted the inhaler in her hand as she
approached.

“Hey!” I
shouted, waving again. The boy looked up, but the girl didn't. “My
friend, he's having an attack, we don't have anything!”

The boy turned
his face, tapping the girl's shoulder and signing something with
one-hand. I knew some sign, but it seemed to be more a language the
two shared than anything else.

She finally
looked up, moving off her friend's shoulder and holding out the
inhaler. I looked into her pale blue eyes, her cheeks streamed with
tears, and did the universal sign for thank you. She smiled,
nodded, and coughed again.

I knew I
should check she was okay, but to be honest, I was more worried
about Jackson. His breath was coming in small gasps, and I could
tell it was taking everything he had to keep going.

“Two hits,
Jackson, breathe in as deep as you can,” I said, holding the
inhaler to his lips.

I remembered
the time I'd helped a small kid at the clinic, knew the inhalers
were designed to deliver the dose as the patient breathed in. I
watched Jackson taking the deep breaths, hearing the click of the
inhaler, even over the still-ringing lines. My panic was lessening
as I heard him take a second breath. I didn't know for sure that
the inhaler would help, but I hoped it wouldn't hurt.

I removed it
from his mouth. All I could do now was wait and hope. At least I
had the inhaler if he needed more. He sank down to sit, all the
exertion probably proving too much for him. I put my hand on his
shoulder, feeling him relax a little as the meds kicked
in.

“I need to
check on the others,” I said to him.

He nodded,
turning to look at the girl, his eyes glancing over my screen,
still with both numbers unanswered. He signed thank you to her and
I saw her nod and smile again. She and the boy had settled onto the
grass. The five others who'd made it that far with them were doing
the same.

I went to the
boy first, embarrassed that I'd not remembered much of my sign
language. “I'm Jonah, I've called for help, am calling. My mum's a doctor, but
no one is answering. Are there any others coming?” I asked, keeping
my face uncovered in case the girl read lips.

I didn't need
to worry about communication. The boy signed as I spoke. They were
obviously close.

“Felix,” he
said, still signing as he spoke. “This is Iza. We were in English
when the siren sounded. Iza has an access card. She helped me get
out, helped some of the others in the class too. I know there were
others with access cards who might have gotten out.”

“Where did
you come from?” I asked, still facing Iza, watching as she signed
something in response to Felix.

“South wing,”
Felix said. “The smoke's pretty thick in there. I don't know if
there are many others. What happened?”

Iza tapped his
shoulder and signed rapidly. He held up a hand and then signed
back.

“Iza says
that she got a message from a few others with access cards. They
headed towards a closer exit, so they might be around the front.
She's going to message Delia. She's in a chair and Iza says she
knows Delia got a group out, they just haven't come around back
yet,” Felix said. “How many came with you?”

“Just the
ones you see here,” I said, turning to look back at the small
crowd. “I should check the ones who fell as you came
out.”

Felix nodded,
signing to Iza who had up a projection screen and was obviously
sending said message. “I'll help,” he said, getting up and
following me to the four students who had dropped where they
stood.

I swallowed
down my fear. So far, it looked like Jackson and I were the older
ones, did that, by default, put us in charge? Jackson wasn’t in any
state to lead, so that made me the one that had to make the hard
decisions. I didn’t like that in the slightest, but maybe someone
more adept would arrive.

Felix and Iza
couldn't be in my year, they both looked way too young. I also
wondered about the Delia who had rescued others. I did know someone
called that, but it couldn’t be the same one. The Delia I knew
didn't have a disability, so didn't have an access card, but maybe
this Delia would be able to lead the charge and save me from having
to rescue everyone gathered here.

Felix and I
approached the first student. It was a boy, he looked to be young,
so I didn't know how he'd gotten out of his class. It was possible
he’d been elsewhere in the school at the time of the attack. I
could just about make out his rapid breaths, the wheeze from his
throat.

With Felix's
help, I got him sat up, putting Iza’s inhaler to his lips and
instructing him to take two deep breaths. I was probably breaking
all kinds of laws here, but the emergency number was still going
unanswered. My mother hadn't picked up either, though her number
had disconnected having rang out too many times.

I decided to
deal with the other three before I tried calling again. Once the
boy was breathing better, we moved onto the next student. He was
still dry heaving, but no wheezing as he breathed. We helped him
sit and moved on.

The smoke was
still billowing out. I would've thought that by now, given it had
been about an hour, it would be clearing, but whatever it was, it
wasn't letting up. The air still had that unfamiliar tangy taste
that worried me. Could there be something in the air? Were we even
safe out here? It had seemed like the best idea at the time, but we
didn't know exactly what had caused the explosions, where the smoke
had come from, or even if it really was just smoke. There seemed to
be no fire, we'd have heard the alarm, felt the flames,
seen them
even.

Felix bent
down to help the person nearest us. They didn't respond, didn't
groan, didn't move. I watched as he shook them a little, my eyes
glued to their back, hoping I'd see the rise and fall from their
breaths. There was nothing. I knelt down next to Felix, and between
us, we turned them over.

Their face was
filled with blisters, their eyes cloudy as they looked out at
nothing. I moved my hand to their neck, felt for a pulse, acid
rushing up my throat as I realised there wouldn’t be one. Reaching
out to close their eyes, I moved on to the next person.

They were
closer to the door, had fallen on their back, and the same unseeing
cloudy eyes were there too. Repeating the pulse check, I shook my
head when I felt nothing. I stood up, my legs shaking under my
weight. I felt dizzy and sick at the same time, and I almost fell
into Felix.

“You okay,
man?” he asked, though his voice sounded so far away.

I honestly
thought I was going to pass out, but the fear that if I let myself
go, I wouldn't wake up, kept me stumbling back over to the land of
the living. I sank to the grass next to Jackson, sharply turning
away from him as I emptied the contents of my stomach into the
bush.

“Jonah? What
is it?” he asked, his breath coming easier now.

I spat into
the grass, trying to remove the taste of my vomit. I still had up
the projection screen, could still hear the ringing from the
emergency number. I clocked that it had been thirty minutes since I
dialled. No one was going to answer. I knew that now. Even if there
had been multiple attacks across the segment, someone would be
handling the calls, triaging the sites.

No one was
coming. There were no sirens in the distance, no sounds of any
help. Staring around at the group, I counted the seventeen people
who had poured out of the building. Felix had said there were more.
How many more? In a school of over two thousand, how had only
seventeen made it out alive? And more to the point, what the hell
had happened here? Why was it all so quiet? Why were none of our
teachers among the living?

“Jonah?”
Jackson said again, putting his hand on my arm.

“Two dead,” I
whispered. “I don't know if anyone is left out there,
Jackson.”

He stared at
me, dumbfounded. “Are you sure?” he said, his voice barely
audible.

“I'm sure,” I
said, nodding once. “No one's coming. I don't know what this is,
but it feels like the end. I don't know who to call or where to go,
but I think everyone else is dead.”

Felix was
watching Jackson and I, signing something to Iza, and I hoped it
wasn't my words. I didn't want to be in charge here, or be the one
to tell these people that it seemed we were alone, if not in the
country, then in the segment.

Jackson took
my hand. “There may be others. It's only been half an hour, they
could still get out.”

I took small
comfort of his hand in mine. In the blink of an eye, our whole
world had changed, and I wasn't sure I would ever be able to
process that. But for now, I would have to hope he was right and
that more people would slip out of the smoky building. I couldn't
believe anyone still in there had time left.

But hope I
did, because hope is a powerful tool and it's only when you let it
go, that you truly lose your ability to move forward.


​ [FIVE]

ZYA

We waited for
an hour. Thankfully, my hopes proved to be correct since one by
one, more people trickled out of the school. The smoke seemed just
as thick, and even though the wind was blowing a little, it didn't
seem to dissipate.

No emergency
vehicles came. The only people out here were fellow students. There
was one student teacher who appeared, still coughing heavily even
after being out in the fresh air for as long as she had. I sat in
my chair, watching as people all arrived at the evac point. I
didn't know when it would be time to give up and stop
waiting.

Lena had
recovered somewhat and was now sat next to my chair. Meena had made
it out with a few other people. She was a paraplegic and in a
wheelchair full time, same as me. Her short blonde hair was a mess
and her pale white skin had a dirty tinge to it. I imagined it was
probably from the smoke. She was my age, but we didn't share
classes, and only really knew each other in passing. Yet she and
Mika stayed near us.

I kept waiting
for someone to take charge, to tell us where to go and what to do,
but no one did. I still had up a public projection screen, and I'd
had survivors stop and ask me if there were any alerts. The bombs
had stopped, or at least we assumed they had. There were still
pillars of smoke around the school, and from where we were, we
could make out other spots that had been hit as well.

I kept
thinking about calling my mother. She was bound to know what was
going on, but I think it was the shock that held me back, the fear
that she wouldn’t answer. There just didn’t seem to be that many
survivors, considering how large the school was. I didn't have the
first clue what was going on, but I felt like I should. I felt like
out of everyone there, I should've been the one to know the most.
Maybe it was down to Mum being so high up in security, maybe it was
that Lena and I were pretty much the first to get out.

“We need to
call order,” Mika said, looking at me. “This is all a mess and no
one else is doing it. Someone needs to make sure those with
injuries are treated.”

“There's
nothing on the broadcast,” I said, meeting Mika's gaze. “My mum’s
security, but I've not heard any sirens from emergency vehicles. I
don't know where else was hit. I don't know if it was just bad luck
that they hit the school, or if everywhere else is in the same
position as us.”

Lena shakily
stood up, clearing her throat. “Mika's right, Zya, getting out of
the building is one thing, but there are people here who need
medical attention. Whatever was in that smoke, we need to get
everyone checked out. We're among the oldest here, and, apart from
Ms. Holt, there aren't any adults.”

I chewed my
lip as I thought about that. She was right, no other teachers or
adults had made it out. I didn't want to think about why, but even
now, over an hour since the bombs fell, the school was still filled
with the smoke and gas. Even the air out here had a foreign taste
to it. I wasn't all that sure how safe it was for us to be
breathing it, but what choice did we have here? It wasn't like you
could filter out the air, was it?

“Okay, we'll
take charge until someone better comes along,” I said,
nodding.

It seemed Lena
had already planned to, because after I said that she gave out a
loud shout to draw everyone's attention. “Hey! Listen up! The
broadcast is silent, so we don't know what caused this, or what's
going on. But the bombs have stopped, as far as we're aware. Some
of you need medical attention. We only have Ms. Holt with us,
everyone else is either trapped inside or past our
help.”

She winced a
little at her words. I don't think she meant to be that blunt.
Remembering how Ms. Masters had cried out and dropped to the floor,
I could only imagine others had succumbed the same way. I looked
around at the small crowd. There were probably about fifty people
here. I didn't recognise everyone, but I did see that some of them
were in dire need of medical help, either coughing, wheezing or
just unable to move much. I wasn't exactly sure how we were going
to get them from here to the hospital, but my friends were right,
no one else was coming to help.

“Anyone here
with driving cards? If you have one and aren't badly affected,
stand up,” Lena said, pausing to cough.

She needed
medical attention herself, though she didn't seem as bad off as
some of the others.

I had a
driving card, and the school had an accessible bus. I moved my
chair towards Lena, checking my pocket for the card. It was still
there, so maybe Lena was onto something, and we could move everyone
away from the school. We were already far back from the smoking
building, but getting off campus would make sure we weren’t even
more exposed to the gas.

Two other
students, and Ms. Holt, stood and made their way to Lena and I.
Neither Mika or Meena, or even Lena, had a driving card. I'd been
lucky that my father pushed for it so I would have another skill
that would count in my favour come the Exit Exam. Well, for now, I
wouldn't have to worry about his message. It did make me wonder
where my parents were and why they'd not checked in with
me.

To be honest,
I was a little annoyed underneath the anxiety. My parents had
always pushed me to be independent, but in a case like this, surely
they would’ve realised I needed their help. This kind of thing was
unprecedented, and I could’ve done with some kind of contact from
them. Of course then I instantly felt guilty, bombs had dropped,
people were dead, or trapped, and I was worried about someone
holding my hand through it all? I needed to grow up. They weren’t
calling me just like I wasn’t calling them, they were in the midst
of a disaster. We all were.

I focused back
on what Lena was saying. The group of drivers had huddled together
while Lena laid out her plan. She wanted us to split the remaining
students between the four of us. That way, we'd have space in each
minibus in the school car park to ferry everyone off campus and
towards the closest medical centre, which was the main hospital on
the edge of the Central Zone of the segment. It would also mean
that if we saw people outside the school grounds that needed help,
we'd have space to lend a hand.

Meena would
have to be on my minibus because of the access issues. Mika offered
to ride with Ms. Holt. Her hands shook a little as she agreed, her
eyes were red-rimmed, probably from crying and coughing.

One of the
other student-drivers, Dila Hort, was seventeen and agreed to drive
the larger minibus given that he'd had more experience. He was
happy to take some of the more seriously injured, as my minibus
would likely be mostly filled with the majority of the students who
used mobility aids. It seemed that they'd been key in getting the
abled students out, but some of them still needed medical
attention.

That left Mae
Chambers. She didn’t look like she was doing okay. She was another
invisible student and had an access card, she’d been the reason
some of the others had made it out. She actually looked like a
stiff wind would blow her over, her long wavy black hair just
seemed to highlight the gauntness of her light brown
face.

Nonetheless,
she was happy to take anyone who needed help, and we all agreed
that she would carry a mostly empty bus so that we could pick up
any stragglers along the way.

In the thirty
or so minutes it took for us to form a plan and start getting
everyone onto the minibuses, a couple of other students dragged
themselves out of the building. Lena went to their aid with Mika's
help, since the rest of us were trying to balance out who went in
which minibus and get people loaded. I'd already been strapped and
locked into the driver's position and couldn't get off the bus
until everyone else did.

It meant I got
a good view of Lena, Mika, and the two who'd collapsed where they
stood. I could hear Ms. Holt and some of the other more abled
students helping to load the minibus behind me. We'd all agreed
that once my minibus was loaded, it wouldn't take long for everyone
else to get into theirs. From there, we'd all go in tandem off the
campus and towards the hospital. There was more than enough space
for another hundred people, so if needed we could detour to some of
the other schools in the area, make sure they were able to get to
medical help.

Only Dila
would take the route directly to the hospital so that those with
more serious needs could be seen sooner. No one was at death's
door, but there were a couple of people who wheezed loudly enough
for me to hear them through the open window.

It was strange
that people like Mika who had lung issues, and people like me who
were usually more susceptible to illness weren't all that badly
affected by the smoke. Some of the others were having a wide array
of symptoms, all of which could turn serious at any moment, and I
couldn’t think they were all down to the smoke and gas from the
bombs. My minibus was really only being filled because of mobility
aids. I was probably the driver with the healthiest
passengers.

I watched Lena
and Mika shake their heads before heading back over to the driver's
window to talk to me. It seemed that somewhere along the line, we'd
all been promoted.

I lowered the
window. “Are they...?” I asked, not wanting to say the word
aloud.

Lena nodded.
“Blisters and black faces. They were in there a while, who knows
what's in that smoke,” she said softly.

“It's in the
air too,” Mika whispered, glancing at the people climbing onto
Dila's minibus. “Some of them I gave doses of my inhaler, but it
hasn’t done the trick. Dila said he thinks the hospitals must be
overwhelmed with people, but that doesn't explain the zero
contact.”

“I think we
need to link the drivers,” I said. “That way we all have a way to
brief the others. Private screens, of course, don't want passengers
suddenly reading that stuff.”

Lena nodded.
“Zya, open up a link on the broadcast,” she said, nodding towards
my public screen.

I blinked to
lock it down and did just that. The code popped up, and I gave it
to Lena. She made her way to each of the other drivers, giving them
the code that would allow us all to share a link through our
screens. She also gave it to Mika, who'd be with Ms. Holt, and
opened up her own projection screen so she could monitor it as
well.

“This way if
Dila does come across more people than he can safely transport or
something once he gets to the hospital, we all know about it,” she
said.

“I was
thinking we need to hit the primaries around here,” Mika said,
leaning against the side of the minibus. “Think about it, there's
gonna be kids there, and if the teachers get out, they can get them
to safety, but if they don't?”

I rubbed my
face with my hand. “It's more than that, Mika. Think about it,
everyone here only got out because there was an access card person
in the group. You know it's the same at primaries, doors locked
between lessons for safety. Those out on lunch, maybe, but there
have to be a dozen primaries, and not all of them would have access
cards.”

“We still
need to check, Zya, you don't think it's a good idea? I mean, what
about any teachers who were able to get kids out?” Lena
asked.

“I think we
have a lot on our plate and even if we go to every school in the
area, we have to realise we can't be the only ones in this
position. Maybe those schools weren't hit by the smoke, we know
that's what caused the bigger problems here,” I said. “I think we
need to get Dila's minibus to the hospital, none of the others are
as bad off as his group, right?”

They both
shook their heads.

“So maybe we
do need to check the other schools in the area, but my thinking is,
we're probably the only one hit directly. If we go there, we might
find help, or we might find out what the hell is going on and why
we've been left to rot or worse.” I lowered my voice as I said the
last, I didn't want everyone else to know we had at least two more
dead bodies.

Mika nodded
again. “I'll get Ms. Holt to drive to the hospital in an indirect
route, that way, if we do see people needing help or people who
know what's going on, we can send word.”

“Okay, Lena
and I'll head to the segregated primary,” I said. “We've got this
bus and space, but not for many people. It might be that Mae joins
us.”

I glanced at
the projection screen, checking that all of us were connected and
online. It was time to stop waiting around, time to take action. I
watched as Mika relayed our message to Ms. Holt. Dila waved as he
drove off with his bus load. Lena climbed into the seat next to
mine. I wanted to be sure we had everyone alive before we left, but
Lena and the others had a point.

It had now
been almost two hours since the bombs were dropped. The segment
seemed to be cloaked in silence. If there were any other wounded in
the school, they weren't coming out of their own accord, and we
weren't going back in, not with that smoke and gas still lingering
heavily. Maybe we were deserting our fellow peers, but at some
point we had to say enough.

I guess we'd
reached that point. I waited until Ms. Holt, and then Mae pulled
out before I put the minibus in drive and followed them down the
road and off the campus.

We had no idea
what we'd face on the roads, I just hoped there'd be some answers
dotted along somewhere.
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The other
group turned out to be about twenty-five students, led by Delia
McCain. Even in the wheelchair, she stood out from the crowd, her
short, spiky blonde hair tinged with smoke drew your attention to
her face. She had the most beautiful brown eyes, and her sandy
brown skin showcased just how quickly she’d gotten herself, and
others out of the school, because there were only minimal patches
of ash marking her arms and face.

Although I
didn't know her, she was in our year. The group with her seemed to
be a good mix of people my age and those in the younger years. It
wasn't a lot of people, but it was something.

Her wheelchair
was solar-powered, with a small joystick that allowed her to steer.
She approached me first. “You Jonah?” she asked, her accent a
little thicker than mine.

“Yeah,
Delia?” I asked, my projection screen still up and the emergency
line still openly ringing.

“That's me.
I'm guessing you're not going to have any luck getting an answer,”
she said, nodding to the screen. “We tried, five of us anyway, and
we got nothing. It's been an hour since the bombs, and unless other
people got out other ways, I think our safest bet is to get off
campus.”

“You got any
injuries in your group?” Jackson asked, his earlier attack having
calmed down with the dose of meds from Iza.

“We have a
few people who were coughing and wheezing. Juliet’s an asthmatic,
we dished out her meds for those showing signs of an attack.” Delia
nodded, pointing to another student, who walked with a bit of a
limp.

It was only as
I took her in, that I noticed the prosthesis on her left side, the
end curved to give her an easier time walking. She didn’t stand out
otherwise really, too short to be seen in a crowd, even with the
brown hair, blue eyes, and olive skin. The prosthesis would’ve
given her an access card, and that gave her a chance to rescue
others.

“How do you
suggest we get everyone off campus?” Felix asked, as he moved to
join the conversation.

He signed for
Iza's benefit, and it seemed Iza had her own things to say. She and
Delia seemed to know each other, so I watched in silence as they
talked back and forth. Juliet stepped up to join the small huddle.
She signed to Iza as well, and once again, I was annoyed with
myself for losing the ability to sign.

Delia laughed
as she caught Jackson and I trying to follow. “I should translate
for these two since it seems they don't speak the language,” she
said, smirking at us both.

“Thank you,”
I said, trying to keep the frustration from my tone. After all, she
was right, it was Jackson and I who weren't following. That wasn't
their fault.

“Iza said
that the broadcast is silent. Apart from a couple of other schools
in the segment who either weren't directly hit or are offline,
she's not been able to find any clue what happened here. You've got
fourteen others who need medical attention, we've got our
twenty-five. That's what? Forty bodies that need help to get away
from here and into the segment hospital. I know your mum’s a
doctor, Iza said you had some training. Our thinking was, we have
two access minibuses. Forty split between the two should be more
than enough. I can't drive, Juliet can, but only the disabled
minibus. Can either one of you drive?”

I cleared my
throat, a headache starting. I hadn't really taken much time to
think about how I was feeling. I had been so focused on getting
Jackson breathing and making sure people got out, and taking charge
in a way I wasn’t sure I wanted, that my own aches and pains hadn’t
really registered. Even though I was a little dizzy, I knew I had
to keep it together for now.

I didn't have
a driving card, but Jackson did. I hadn't thought further than
getting as many people out of the building as possible. It seemed
Delia had, Iza too, but they had a concrete plan. Jackson was
assigned the second minibus, and in what felt like militaristic
precision, the group was split up and loaded onto the minibuses. I
sat up the front with Jackson, he'd opened a projection screen that
we shared with Delia and Juliet, who had taken the lead of the
other busload.

“Where are we
going, Jackson? I mean, if no one has come here, surely there's not
many people out there?” I asked softly as Jackson steered the
minibus up the road behind the other.

I'll admit I'd
zoned out a little when he and the others had been discussing where
to go.

“Hospital,”
Jackson said, glancing at me. “You okay, man? You look pretty pale.
You gonna be sick?”

“I don't
think so,” I said, shaking my head slowly. “I just feel a little
dizzy is all, head hurts and all of that. But hospital sounds like
a good plan. We can't be the only ones left.”

I turned in my
seat, rolling the window down slightly so that I could get some
fresh air. The minibus itself was a bit stuffy and smelled of the
effects of the smoke. The tang in the air was still there, but I
couldn't see what harm it would do. We'd all breathed in huge
amounts of the smoke, whatever it was leaving, the aftertaste
couldn't do us any more harm.

“Jonah,
look,” Jackson said, gesturing to the side of the road.

We were now
about five minutes from campus, and there on the side of the road
was a crater left by the bomb. It hissed as we drove past, smoke
billowing across both sides of the road. It was so thick, we could
only just make out Juliet's minibus by the red lights on the
back.

Whatever had
happened here had been planned, executed, and delivered with
precision. I didn't like the idea of more bombs laying around. The
tight knot of anxiety in the pit of my stomach pulled in on itself.
I thought for a moment that I was actually going to throw up, but
then I saw something that made me breathe easier.

There were
emergency vehicles by the side of the road. Juliet had pulled over
and Jackson did the same. I watched a security officer say
something to Juliet before waving her on. I waited as he made his
way down to Jackson's window.

“You coming
from campus?” the officer asked, coughing slightly.

“Yeah, we're
the only ones who made it out. What happened, sir?” Jackson asked,
adopting the same curious and innocent tone that got him out of
trouble before.

“That I don't
know, kid, it's above my pay grade. All I do know is we're making
our way slowly back. There were at least sixteen drops in all, and
each one cut the central part of the segment off. No broadcast in
or out. You kids getting out of there was a good idea. Your friend
said you're headed to the hospital?”

“That's
right, some of the others took in a lot of smoke, we wanted to make
sure everyone got medical help,” Jackson said.

“She said
forty in total, that sound right to you?” the officer
asked.

I could just
about make out the private projection screen, could guess that he
was keeping a tally of survivors on there, and that was why he
needed our numbers. My head was buzzing with pain. I tried to focus
on the security officer, but my vision was hazy.

“That's
right. There were a couple who didn't make it back at the school,”
Jackson said, his voice dropping so the others wouldn't
overhear.

The officer
nodded, before looking at me. “I think you should get going. I just
need both your names,” he said, with a nod to me. “Looks like he
needs medical attention.”

“Jackson
Phillips,” he said. “That's Jonah Hank. I think he took too much
smoke, and the shock is kicking in.”

“Okay, now
you're past the blockade, you can get open lines. If you feel up to
driving, hospital is expecting you,” the officer said, stepping
back.

“Thanks, sir.
Can you get a message to Cila Hank? It's Jonah's mum, tell her I'm
bringing him in.”

“I'll do my
best,” the officer said.

The bus
lurched forward as Jackson moved away from the checkpoint. I was
fighting to stay upright, trying to quell the rising nausea in my
stomach. I heard Jackson call out to someone, before I fell
forward, the floor of the bus rushing up to meet me, and then it
was just blackness.

I was spinning
endlessly in a circle, dark spots in front of me drifting further
and further away. I tried to reach for them, but my arms were dead
weight. My whole body was stiff and unresponsive. I hurt like I'd
been hit by something heavy. Every muscle in my body felt like it
was on fire and cramping all at once. I tried to cry out, tried to
scream to let out some of the pain, but there was no relief. There
was nothing but the darkness and the spots that I couldn't make
out. I knew they were something important, but I didn't know
what.

I floated in
the space between what felt like life and death. I wasn't moving
towards either one, but I didn't know how to go back to where I'd
come from and how to prevent myself from slipping into the ether
forever. My mum's face appeared in the void, her voice clear as she
called to me softly. I tried to lift my hand so I could take hers,
but my body wouldn't obey. All I could do was stay trapped in a
body filled with pain and anguish. I felt like I would never again
know the relief of being without a constant state of
agony.

I don't know
how long I stayed there. It felt like hours and days all at the
same time. I found myself focusing more and more on my mother's
voice. I could hear her frequently telling me to open my eyes, and
I wished I could. I focused on it over and over, trying to force my
eyelids to respond. They flickered once or twice, and I heard my
mother tell me to try again. After a time, her voice would slip
away, and then I'd be back to being alone and in pain.

I never heard
my father's voice, though I did think of him, did wonder if he was
out there with my body. I knew I wasn't dead, but I didn't know if
I was also still alive. I worried about Jackson too, had he made
it? Or had he also succumbed to this inky blackness where you
waited to find out if you survived or not? I made a point of
listening for his voice as well, but I never heard it.

My mum came
often. I took that to mean she was the one caring for me. I
wondered about the others from the bus. I wondered about Jackson
more. Something had happened, the officer had said at least sixteen
bombs. Why had they been dropped with no warning? What had killed
the others at school? And why our segment? I felt like I had so
many questions and so few answers.

I heard my
mother again, calling to me. Her voice was hoarse and for the first
time since I entered the void, I could squeeze her hand. I forced
my eyes open, ready to see hers above me.

“Mum?” I
croaked, my throat feeling so dry that it almost hurt to
talk.

I heard a
rustle next to the bed, felt a straw slipped between my lips, and
turned my head just a little, even though the very movement sent
knives through my skull. It was Jackson.

“Little sips,
Jonah,” he said, holding the cup steady.

I took small
sips, taking the chance to look around the room. I was in a
four-bed bay. The bed next to mine was empty, but the blankets were
all messy. I realised that was where Jackson had come
from.

“Did
everyone...?” I asked, letting the straw slip from my
mouth.

“It's a long
story, Jonah,” Jackson said, swallowing thickly. “You asked about
your mum?”

“Yeah, but
only because I heard her calling me,” I said with a smile as I
turned to look back to where I thought she'd been. There was no one
there. No hand in mine other than Jackson's. “Where did she
go?”

“Jonah,
you've been out for a day or so. I'm so sorry, but your mum died
from the virus about three hours after we arrived here.” Jackson
squeezed my hand.

I looked up
at him, unsure what to say, unsure what to feel. I'd heard her.
I'd felt her
there with me! Surely she'd just popped out to check on other
patients?

The gravity
of his words only really hit me after a moment, the pain in my
chest felt almost visceral. My mother was gone, she would never
come back. She wouldn’t be the one to help me heal, she wouldn’t be
the one to soothe the pain that was constant in my body now. She
was gone. What the hell had happened to us? What would happen
to me? I’d never
been good at knowing what I wanted to do with my life, but I’d
always assumed my parents would be there to guide me, and she was
gone. She was dead, and I never got a chance to say
goodbye.

My head fell
back against the pillow, I didn’t stop the tears that fell, didn’t
wipe them away, just laid there absorbing the blow. Jackson's words
playing out over and over in my head, listening for the clue that
would tell me how wrong they were. It was only as they washed over
me again that I realised what he'd said.
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