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[1]

​ I was pretty sure about what I wanted from life. I wanted
companionship, which I had in Lana. I wanted my family safe, which
I had with my mum and sister. Mariel was even married and expecting
her first baby, I mean, you couldn’t get safer than that! I also
wanted to be secure in my job, which I was. Working the tech side
of security for the cityship, and being in charge of keeping
everyone calm at the Lights Out events meant I would always have a
job that could pay the bills. I wanted to be accepted as I was, for
who I was, and not who I could be. I got that too. So, I was happy
with my life and the direction it was headed in. Sure, some things
could’ve been better, but doesn’t everyone feel like that at some
point in their life?

My name is
Lock Adford, I’m eighteen, and spend the majority of my time
sitting in my chair. I’m of an average height, with curly, black
hair that I keep tied back. I have dark sepia skin that mirrored my
father more than my mother. I spend my time sitting because my
right leg is amputated below the knee. But that’s a story for
later.

I pushed my
chair forward to the monitoring station where I was checking off
names for the upcoming LO event. It was always a little hit and
miss as to whether or not things went smoothly. Nobody likes to
die, and nobody likes to lose someone, but the way our society
worked was simple. Everyone born got sixty years, and the day
following their sixtieth birthday, they came to us and we helped
them, humanely I might add, to die. It was the way things had
worked for us for the past fifty odd years, and things weren’t
going to change any time soon.

Everyone got
their sixty years. It didn’t matter your skin colour. Ability or
disability didn’t matter either. I know that for a fact, having
lost my right leg below the knee at seven. I wasn’t suitable for a
prosthetic, and given the lack of resources, I was more than happy
to take a working wheelchair. I grew up disabled, but it didn’t
mean I couldn’t work for a living, as I’d done since I was
sixteen.

It also
didn’t matter if you were healthy or not. If you got stricken with
something like cancer at fifty, they’d pull out all the stops to
get you well again so you had your full sixty years. It was a fair
system, and at the end of the day, as people didn’t age that much
anymore, it was necessary.

When the
global population hit ten billion people, and the number didn’t
shrink all that much as time went on, food, electricity, all those
things we needed to stay alive, got harder to find. At the end of
the last big war, we came up with a better idea. And it worked, for
us at least. I’d heard of other countries who employed similar
rules, but given that air travel had gone the way of the dinosaurs,
it wasn’t like we, or they, were gonna compare notes any time
soon.

I was happy
doing the job I did, and those who hated the ‘regime’ as they
called it, well they could just suck it. It might seem that love,
peace, and harmony were the way to go, but in my eyes, we were
already there. All the protesters did were make those last hours
for the attendees a lot harder, and that didn’t really speak of
love and peace to me. At school we were told protesting was a way
of life, it’d been around for centuries, and sometimes it changed
things for the better. I couldn’t fault them for wanting a world
where everyone lives, but at the same time, before LO was
implemented, people were living to be 150, and they weren’t always
capable of paying into the system. So, the state would pay for
their care, and they’d just keep on living.

Don’t get me
wrong, it’s not wrong to want to live, but to live at the expense
of everyone else? That seems more than a little selfish. The
protesters were all about how we were killing people before their
time, but none of them would come up with ways to account for, or
solve the lack of resources, to find a way for us to live in the
harmony they preached about. They just wanted to make a noise, and
we let them, for the most part. I just wished that sometimes they’d
think a little about the people whose deaths they were marring,
with their shouting.

The majority
of people at sixty would be ready for the end. The good thing about
the LO program, was that it allowed people a time frame in which to
get their life in order, in which to sort out their will and all of
that. It also meant they could have their family around them as
they slipped into the final sleep. No one wants to die of course,
but there’s something to be said about dying on your own terms. It
wasn’t painful, it wasn’t a struggle to breathe, it was simply
going to sleep and not waking up. We’d mastered the perfect death,
and I had a board filled with card chips from family members who’d
appreciated our work.

I sat tapping
the armrest of my chair as I waited for the screen to flip to the
outside perimeter. I’d be collating the names for the LO event this
evening, when I’d be on duty. Raildown wasn’t the largest of
cityships, but we weren’t so big that it wasn't rare to have them
every night..

Tonight was a
biggish one, with thirty-five attendees. My job was to make sure
they were all signed in and their needs met. I’d be in charge of
making sure their ages and all their other data correlated with
what we had on file. I’d also have to scan their retina chips to be
sure there were no mix ups. The last thing anyone wanted was for
the wrong person to be given the drug. Especially as there was no
way to reverse it once it got into the system. It’d been made that
way, so that no one could receive the drug, and then later be given
an antidote off the record.

In the
beginning they’d used a different kind of medication, but there
were a number of cases where people were found to survive the LO
and then, because they were deemed deceased, were able to live off
the grid. Like I said, I get the desire to live, but it’s just so
selfish to do so at the cost of everyone else.

“You watching
for protesters?” Chris asked as he pulled up a chair next to mine.
He’s my direct boss, tall, chubby, with sandy brown skin, and in
his late twenties. I’d always found it fascinating how when people
hit the mature age, they stop aging visibly at all. It’s also one
of the reasons we scan retina chips. Everyone at tonight’s event
would look in their late twenties. The retina chip was implanted at
birth and counted down. As far as I know, it’s impossible to hack
without removing the chip and replacing it. At any age, it’s hard
to dig it out of the eye without causing visible damage.

“Yeah,” I
said. “I checked all the incomings tonight, no problems. They’re
all loaded onto the mainframe.”

“Good. Ah,” he
said, as the screen flicked to the front gate. “Seems they’ve
started to gather already.”

He was
talking about the small crowd of people, with their screens
flashing up the usual phrases.

“You think
they’ll be a problem?” I asked.

“No more than
usual. You worried, Lock?”

“No more than
usual,” I said, with a smile. “You seen Lana?”

“Why? You two
want to get your tonsil hockey done before we get to work?” he
teased.

I laughed.
“No, I wanted to check out some of the problems with the mainframe.
She was working on them last I checked. I just wanted to see how
far along she was… also tonsil hockey ain’t a bad way to start the
evening!”

“She’s on
break,” he said, rolling his eyes. “You’re due one too, so why
don’t you and her get it out of your system? I’ll keep an eye on
the monitors.”

“Thanks,
boss!” I replied, wheeling myself away from the screens and out
towards the door.

I found Lana
out the back of the security building. She was smoking a cigarette
and watching the small crowd gather in front of the LO
entrance.

“Hey,” I said,
wheeling my way up next to her. “You got a spare?”

“No, and if I
did, I wouldn’t give one to you. Smoking is bad for your health,”
she said, dropping her half finished one on the ground and stomping
it out.

“Then why do
you do it?” I asked, reaching for her hand.

“Habit,” she
replied. “Gives me a reason to go outside.”

“So, how’s the
mainframe coming?” I asked, changing the subject.

Lana and I
had been arguing about her habit for a long time. She’d started
young and while we were both eighteen, and therefore adults, free
to do as we wished, it bugged me a little that she kept up with the
smoking. I’d met Lana when I was sixteen. She was short for her
age, an ideal height for a girl who spends the majority of her time
sitting down. She carried a bit of extra weight then, and now, with
long black hair and pale white skin. After a bit of conversation
back and forth about everything and nothing, we went on a date. Two
years later, and we were living and working together. We’d talked
about a union, but neither one of us were in any hurry to settle
down completely. We were happy to take whatever life threw at
us.

“Slowly. I
think I found the bugs, but you never know, it’s always been a
little glitchy. How’s the list coming?”

“I got it all
in, thirty-five people are due, with family of course. I’ve left it
to guest services to deal with funeral homes and all of that. I
always do when we have a big date.”

“Who’d have
thought today would be a big day for death?”

“And birth,” I
replied. “After all, that’s why today is a big day for death. Sixty
years ago, thirty-five people were born in Raildown, and they’ve
lived together all this time, and now, they’ll die
together.”

“You always
did put a happier spin on things,” she said, wryly.

“I just don’t
see it as a bad thing,” I replied. “I mean, yeah, it’s sad to lose
your mum or whatnot, but they’ve had their life, a long one at
that.”

“Not as long
as it could’ve been,” she countered. “They could’ve lived for a
long time.”

“And if
everyone did that, where would we be?” I said, getting a bit fired
up. “If everyone lived as long as they could, we’d be back to
murder and crime, death and war, over the limited resources. We’d
be back to people like me being seen as less than because they had
disabilities, people like us both, seen as not right, because we’re
not hetero. You really wanna go back to that?”

She sighed.
“I’m sure it wasn’t as bad as the history books make it sound, but
no, I don’t want to go back to that. I just… you know me, I don’t
like this part of the job. I know it’s necessary and all, but what
if the cure to cancer is inside the brain of one of those
thirty-five? What if the way to get more resources is in someone
who dies today?”

“And why
wouldn’t they have already shared during their long, sixty
years?”

She smiled.
“You have a point there. I just… I feel like the executioners of
old, you know? Or like some god who decides who lives and who
dies.”

“We don’t make
the rules, Lana, we do what is for the best of humanity, and we
don’t kill people.”

“I know,” she
said, sighing. “So, I guess it’s time to get back in there and
work?”

“Yup, Chris’ll
want you back on the mainframe pronto. I’ll be on protester duty,
my favourite part of the day.”

“Sarcasm is so
unbecoming,” she said with a smile.

“You love it
really!”

“You’re right,
I do,” she said, bending down to kiss me.

When our lips
touched, it was just like that first time again, filled with
apprehension and love. It always made me tingle throughout my body.
I guess that’s when you know you’re with the right person,
right?

As the kiss
ended, she headed back inside and I sat there for a moment, lost in
my own personal bubble. I giggled to myself a little as I turned my
chair round a few moments later, and went back inside.
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​ The events always started around ten at night. The idea was
that because the attendees, the ones coming for their final sleep,
had their sixtieth birthday the day before. This gave them a whole
day to prepare and put their affairs in order. We’d start scanning
them, as the small crowd began to gather outside of the LO event
hall.

The event
hall was set up with beds spread across the room. Each bed was
secluded with a curtain and allowed some privacy. There was space
for the nurses and doctors to work, but also for the relatives to
sit with their loved one, the attendee, while they took their final
sleep.

I was on
scanning and input duty. I needed to make sure everyone who entered
the hall was either logged as an attendee, or as a family member.
In larger cityships, they limited the amount of family members, but
even today with a large crowd, the hall was big enough to hold two
hundred people, so we weren’t as strict.

Chris was
watching the monitors, making sure that none of the protesters got
too close to the attendees. Our job was to make sure the attendees’
passing was as respectful and pain-free as possible. That meant
making sure none of those who were against what was happening,
launched themselves at the attendees or their families. It was a
hard enough day for them as it was, without throwing that into the
mix as well.

We had a
doctor and nurse on duty for every attendee, and as they filed into
the hall and made their way to their assigned bed, I could see that
some of their family members were already struggling with what
would happen tonight.

My attention
was pulled back to my job as another person came up in my line.
“Hi, can I have your name and ID card please?” I asked, looking at
the man, his brown skin looking every bit as young as Chris’. In
his arms was a small child who was clinging to him. Her sepia skin
lighter than her grandpa’s. We normally suggest that people don’t
bring kids. They don’t yet understand what it’s all about. It
seemed unfair to make them a witness to it all.

“Sadie, get
down, my love,” the man said.

“No, grandpa!
No! I won’t let them hurt you!” she cried, and my heart cracked at
the emotion in her voice. I felt like it was the worst place for
such a young girl to be.

She turned
her head to me. “You won’t hurt my grandpa, will you?” she
asked.

“I’m just
making sure he gets to the right bed, Sadie. No one’s going to hurt
him, I promise,” I said, kindly.

She looked at
me with suspicious eyes. “So he’s not going to die?” she
asked.

“Sadie, my
love, it’s grandpa’s time. It’s not going to hurt me, or anything
like that. I’ll just go to sleep for the final time. It’s okay,” he
said, hugging her tightly. “Now I have to put you down for a
moment. Can you go to your mummy?”

“Okay,
grandpa,” she said, seeming to finally understand.

He passed her
to a woman stood behind him. I assumed she was the mother, but you
never can tell these days. ‘Grandpa’ looked at most, twenty-five,
the joys of slowed ageing.

“Sorry about
that, I told her mother to leave her with a sitter, but Sadie
wanted to be here to say goodbye. I know you guys prefer the kids
are left at home,” he said, digging round for his ID.

“It’s fine.
We’ll put you in a secluded corner to give you both some space from
everyone else. We’re nowhere near full today.”

“Thank you,
I’d appreciate that,” he said, handing me over his ID. “I’m
Jonathon Baker.”

I took the ID
and smiled, placing it under the scanner to check for any signs of
fraud, while looking for his name in the mainframe list. I found it
quickly.

“Okay, while
that’s checking your ID, I just need to do a retina
scan.”

He nodded
bending down so that he would be eye-level with my scanner. It was
over within a minute, and everything matched up fine.

“Okay, that’s
you ready. Let me grab your nurse and she’ll get you settled into a
bed.” I turned myself round, and wheeled over to where the group of
nurses were standing.

The first in
line was Clara, a friend of mine. She looked down at me. “Problem?”
she asked with a smile.

“We’ve got
Jonathon Baker, but he’s also got his granddaughter with him, don’t
know how old she is, too little for this, that’s for sure. I
promised him a quiet corner. You think you can manage that?” I
asked her.

“Sure thing,
Lock, I’ll take good care of him,” she replied as she walked beside
me.

I wheeled
back over to the desk and introduced them. “This is going to be
your nurse for the event, Clara, she’s a good one and she’ll make
sure all your needs are met. May your sleep be ever peaceful,” I
said to Jonathon as Clara caught the eye of Sadie.

As they all
walked off towards the far corner of the hall, I checked in the
next person. It was boring work in that regard, but someone had to
do it. In the early days, too many people slipped through the
cracks, and now it was something we were meticulous about. If
someone didn’t have their ID, well they were in a lot more trouble
because ID’s were mandatory at all times. Though in the past, some
people had claimed to have ‘forgotten’ theirs, thinking that would
halt the proceedings. All it meant was that we’d check their retina
chip and fine them, or rather, their family, for not having the
appropriate ID. Once the fines had been enforced a few times,
people stopped forgetting their ID. Now the majority of people that
came through the doors, did so prepared for what they were going to
face, and their family members were the same.

Once all
thirty-five attendees were checked in and set up in beds, I was
able to close down the entrance, and face the room as additional
security. No one would be able to enter or exit through the doors
until the last attendee went for their final sleep. Everyone in
this room would be here until the last breath was drawn. No one
really ever noticed, as they were all still too caught up in their
own final moments, or the loss of their loved one. I watched the
clock for a few minutes, drawing closer to eleven. The infusion
would be started at eleven-fifteen exactly.

Above every
bed there was a light that could be seen from all over the room.
Right now, all but one was green, indicating that the attendee was
alive and ready to receive their infusion. The protocol was simple,
once everyone was green, and the time hit eleven-fifteen, the
infusions would be started. At that point, the lights would become
yellow. When the attendee died, the light went red, and only when
all lights were red, was the event over.

It sounded a
little like a production line, but it was all trial and error. When
people had been allowed to leave once their own relative had died,
it disturbed others who were still waiting. It became a way to keep
things fair, as no one ever reacted to the infusion the same way.
Some would die within minutes; others would take a little while.
But they’d be sedated by the start of the infusion, so there was no
pain or suffering involved.

When the last
light became green, I checked the clock. Eleven-twelve. The screen
at the centre of the hall lit up, showing the face of the king. It
wasn’t live, but it was projected so that everyone there could see
it easily. A small montage of events that had happened over the
past sixty years played before he spoke.

“Thank you for
all you have given to our country, to our way of life. Thank you
for the generations that come after you, and for the generation
that dies with you. Your time has come to an end, but your memory
is eternal. And just as we will never forget you, those who loved
you, live on for you. Your sacrifice has always been our sacrifice
and as a country, we grow stronger knowing that you have given us
your life, and your death. Our country will grieve your loss. May
your sleep be ever peaceful.”

As the clock
ticked over to eleven-fifteen, the infusions started. I found
myself watching the lights, wanting to see who went first. Two went
together, quite quickly and then after them came a few more. I
turned away from the lights. I believed in the system one hundred
percent, but that didn’t mean I enjoyed watching people cross
over.

I could
already hear the whimpers of grief. There were some cases in the
past, where people had become hysterical, usually spouses losing
older partners after so long together. My mum had cried a lot at my
father’s LO. He’d been ten years older than her, and had been gone
nine years now. I’d not been allowed to attend, having only been
nine at the time.

It was that
thought that had my eyes drifting to the far corner where Sadie was
holding her grandpa’s hand. I didn’t need to look, to know that his
light was red. Sadie was making a lot of noise, tears and wondering
why grandpa wouldn’t wake.

My heart
broke for her, but at the same time I couldn’t help but think, she
shouldn’t be here. I can understand wanting her to have the chance
to say goodbye, Dad had sat me and Mariel down to say goodbye. She
was thirteen when he went, and she’d begged to go with them. My
parents had been clear, Dad would go with Mum, and we’d then be
allowed to attend the funeral, but we would not witness him
entering his final sleep. At the time I’d wondered about it all,
why did it work this way, and how did it happen? Now I knew it all,
I can’t say that my parents made the wrong choice. I think
witnessing that at nine would have changed the way I saw things.
While I can understand why some people hesitate and protest the way
of our world, I can also very much stand behind it and say it
works, is for the greater good. I hoped one day Sadie would
understand that too, because for now, it just felt like someone had
snatched away someone she loved. I can remember that feeling all
too well.

At midnight,
every light was red, and people were saying their final goodbyes
before they left. The funeral homes would collect the bodies once
the hall was empty. I was technically off shift now that the event
had finished, It was just a case of finding Lana and heading home.
I hoped she’d had an easy night. She never liked doing duty at the
events, so usually I covered for her. With the limited number of
people working, you couldn’t specialise when it came to things like
security, so she had to do both. Tonight had been my job, but if I
remembered correctly, hers was the next event, so I’d be doing that
one too. Chris didn’t mind, so long as Lana covered my work back at
the office. As far as he was concerned, someone from security tech
had to be there, and he didn’t care who.

I left the
nurses with the bodies, and logged myself out, wheeling myself
along the dimly lit path towards the security tech building. I
could smell the cigarette smoke before I saw Lana. I think she was
hoping I would be waylaid, and she could grab just one more without
being caught.

“Busted,” I
said, as I rounded the corner.

She jumped,
“Frick, Lock, you scared the shit out of me!” she said, dropping
her half-smoked cigarette and grinding it out with her foot. “How’d
it go?”

“Same as
usual, no problems,” I said.

“You wanna
head home then? Chris has the monitors on alarm, so if anything
happens, we can come in during the night,” she said.

“Sure, I’m
starving and it’s late. We’re on in the afternoon, so that’s
something at least.”

“Okay, lemme
just grab my stuff and sign out,” she said, leaning down to kiss my
cheek before she went inside.

I smiled and
waited in the quiet. The protesters at the gate had apparently been
moved on. I just hoped it was before the families left, because it
would’ve been a kick to the gut to have them ramming their signs in
your face after you’d just experienced a loss like that.

The security
tech building was mostly dark, but I could still see the lights on
in the LO event hall. The funeral directors and nurses would be
working into the wee hours to make sure everybody was treated with
respect, and got to the right people for burial. I wasn’t really a
squeamish person, but the thought of thirty-five dead bodies did
make me shiver a little. I was glad when Lana come back out, bag
over her shoulder, locking the door behind her.

“Right, let’s
get off home,” she said, walking beside me as I pushed myself.
Luckily we only had a short way to go. We lived in on-base housing.
It was cheaper than out in the cityship, and it was subsidised by
our work. It did mean we were always on call, but since it wasn’t a
long journey, it wasn’t something we minded all that
much.

After all,
you gotta live somewhere, right?
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​ The mainframe was quiet overnight, so when I woke up at
eleven the following morning, I felt more than adequately rested.
Lana must’ve been up before me, because her side of the bed was
cool to the touch.

I stretched
as I sat up. My stump itched, as it usually did in the early
morning. After I’d given it a satisfying scratch, I leaned over to
bring my chair closer to the bed. Lana must’ve knocked it when she
went to the bathroom because it was slightly off from where I’d
positioned it. I transferred with no issue, grabbing a clean shirt
as I passed the wardrobe, and quickly changed. I’d deal with my
bottom half after breakfast.

Lana was out
in the kitchen-slash-dining area. She was leaning back against the
counter, watching the news scroll past on our live screen. It was
another perk of living in subsidized housing, we got pretty good
tech included in the rent.

“Anything
good?” I asked as I grabbed a bagel for breakfast.

“Nothing new,
more protests, more rationing,” she said. “You want me to toast
that?”

“Nah, you know
I like ’em like this,” I replied, my mouth full of a bite of
bagel.

“Were you
raised in a barn?” she said, with a smile on her face. “You have
shockingly bad manners!”

“Ah, true,” I
said, then swallowed. “But you’re not much better.”

“Also true,”
she replied, laughing. She swiped at the link feed, pushing it away
from our eye-line.

“Hey, I was
watching that!” I protested.

“Well, now you
can finish your breakfast, and get in the shower,” she said, with a
smirk. “If you’re good, I might even wash your back.”

I grinned.
“What time do we need to head in?”

“About one.
Chris said we don’t have an event tonight or tomorrow, so it’s just
a normal day at the office,” she said, moving over to me and taking
my bagel.

“Hey!” I said,
about to protest, when her lips were on mine. I felt her tongue rub
over my lips as she kissed me. “Mmm…now there’s a way to wake up!”
I said, when she pulled back.

She handed me
back my bagel. “I’m gonna have a shower, get dressed and all that.
I’ll leave the pager on loud in case it goes off while I’m in
there.”

She stood
back up, handing me my half-eaten bagel as she raised the volume on
the link, before heading back into the bedroom.

I watched her
until she closed the door, smiling to myself as I took another bite
out of my bagel. I was a very lucky woman. She’d be out of the
shower shortly, so in that time I had to get myself fed, and have a
cup of tea.

I wheeled
myself to the lowered counter and set about putting the timer on
the kettle. I would have about three minutes before my cup would be
ready, boiled to perfection, and then cooled down so I could gulp
it if needed. I swiped my hand over the link to bring back the
news. I was more wasting time than anything else. I knew there was
nothing major happening. If there was, we’d have been called into
work early.

There was a
piece about the previous night’s LO event. It seems that the
protesters had been moved along, because of the threat of violence
against the relatives of the attendees. It annoyed me no end that
they felt like their need to speak up was more important than the
need of those relatives to be allowed to grieve in
peace.

The kettle
pinged to let me know that my tea was ready and drinkable. I turned
in my chair to grab it and then used my other hand to turn back
towards the link screen. I could see a flashing green icon in the
corner of the screen. We had mail!

Putting my
tea cup on the counter in front of me, I pulled up the notification
and flicked through the boring mail; bills, spam and all of that
stuff. Once I got through all of that I found a message from my
mum.

Hi Lock, I
hope you’re doing okay, and haven’t been caught up in those
protests. I worry about you, you know! I just thought I’d let you
know that Mariel is due to go into labour tomorrow. Barring any
delays, hopefully you’ll have time to drop into the hospital and
meet your niece? Let me know, and tell Lana I said hi! Love you,
Mum xxx

I smiled as I
read it again. I couldn’t believe Mariel was about to have a baby!
I’d known it was soon, but the days had gotten away from me and I’d
lost track in the rush of work, protests, and all the other stuff.
I fired a quick message back to Mum telling her to ping when Mariel
went into labour, and I’d see about getting leave to
visit.

The hospital
was on the base, so it shouldn’t be too hard for me to get
permission to go visit. Chris was pretty lax about these kinds of
things, so long as my work was done he wouldn’t worry. It was
another perk of living so close to work, that I could always go in
later and finish up.

Of course
that brought my thoughts back to the rationing, the majority of the
time, living on the base meant that we weren’t affected as much by
the rations in the cityship. Don’t get me wrong, we didn’t have an
abundance of supplies, but it was a nice help.

I heard the
shower turn off, so I picked up my tea and drank it down in big
mouthfuls, glancing at the clock and noticing it was nearly a
quarter-to-twelve. If I wanted to have a shower, then I needed to
get my arse in gear. Tea finished, I put the cup on the side to add
to the washer later, and wheeled myself back into the bedroom. I
could hear Lana humming to herself as she finished off in the
bathroom and I smiled. She’d be happy to hear that baby Adford was
so close to arriving.

Not many
people got to be aunts or uncles these days. Along with the LO law,
there were other methods of population control, one of which, was
that everyone could have just one child. Once their child was born,
they were implanted with a chip that would stop further
conceptions. It was rare for people my age to have siblings, and
I’d often wondered how it’d happened. Mum had explained that given
the age difference between my father and her, Mariel was considered
his child, and I was considered hers. There had been talk of
aborting the pregnancy, but after the appeals process, finally the
cityship agreed that they could have me. But we were very much the
exception to the rule.

Mariel had
married her husband Jack when she was twenty. They’d always planned
to have a child, so when she fell pregnant, they’d been over the
moon about it. Jack was a year older than Mariel, who was now
twenty-two. She was a lawyer at a nearby practise, and Jack worked
as a teacher. She’d been the one to help me get my job here in the
base security, something I was very grateful for. She’d even been a
reference for Lana, who she’d not known all that well at the time.
While Lana and I hadn’t had a union, and probably wouldn’t, if we
chose to have a child, we’d have to go through a long process, and
a decision about which one of us would carry to term.

I’m not gonna
lie and say I’d not thought about it, but at the age of eighteen, I
wasn’t ready to bring a baby into the world, nor was I ready to
give up the majority of my independence. I also wanted to be
off-base. I loved my job and the perks that went with it, but
wasn’t all that keen on the idea of bringing a baby up on
base.

“You gonna get
moving any time soon?” Lana said, as she walked out of the
bathroom, hair damp and a bit of a mess. She was dressed in her
normal clothes of jeans and a t-shirt. The weather called for short
sleeves, even though it was only just April.

“Sorry, zoned
out for a minute there,” I said, realising I was sat by the dresser
and still hadn’t worked out what I would wear after my
shower.

“You
okay?”

“Yeah, just
thinking of Mariel. She’s due tomorrow,” I replied, with a
smile.

“Aww, cool,
little baby!” Lana said, grinning. “You gonna ask for a
pass?”

“Of course! I
was hoping we’d both be able to get off to see her.”

“I doubt
Chris’ll agree to letting us both off, besides it’ll be your first
and only time as an aunt, that’s special.”

“Yeah, it is,
but it doesn’t hurt to ask, right?”

“I guess not.”
She came up behind me to hug me. “Come on, Aunty Lock, better get
in the shower before we end up going to work with you half
naked.”

“That wouldn’t
be distracting at all!” I teased.

She kissed my
cheek as she chuckled.

“Okay, getting
ready,” I said, letting her stay where she was, as I hunted for
some trousers.

The
atmosphere at work was pretty relaxed, so when we turned up at one
on the dot, Chris was already there and it seemed, running a little
behind.

“Okay you two,
glad you could join us,” he said, with a small smile. “Lana, the
mainframe is kicking out a bunch of error codes, and nothing I do
seems to make a wit of difference!”

“On it, boss,”
she said, kissing my cheek and dumping her bag in my lap. She
hurried off away from the main office and down to the mainframe
room.

I pushed
myself further into the office as Chris fiddled with his own link
monitor. “Anything you need from me?” I asked.

“We had a bit
of backlash from a family member,” he said, not looking at me. “She
claims her father was treated poorly at last night’s event. She’s
angry that the woman who checked her in didn’t think to say it
wasn’t suitable for a six-year-old.”

“Let me
guess,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Jonathon Baker’s daughter, and
granddaughter, Sadie?”

“You dealt
with them then?”

“Of course I
did! I was the only one checking people in last night.”

“I thought
Lana helped on days when we were over fifteen
attendees?”

“You know how
she is with these things,” I replied. “I mean, she didn’t slack off
or anything, she just had stuff to do with the mainframe.” I added
that just in case in sounded like Lana was shirking her duty, which
she was, but the less Chris knew about that the better.

“Which is it,
Lock? She didn’t do her job because she doesn’t want to, or she
didn’t do her job because she was doing her job?” he asked, turning
to look at me. I could read on his face that this was not the time
to make jokes.

“She had to
work on the mainframe,” I said. It wasn’t a lie, the
mainframe had needed work, but it hadn’t needed a whole evening, and it
could’ve waited until this morning.

He looked at
me for a moment, probably trying to work out how much of a lie I’d
just told him. “You know, one of these days Lana is going to have
to answer for herself because she’ll do something even you can’t
excuse.”

“What’s that
supposed to mean?” I asked, my tone accusatory. I narrowed my eyes
as I looked at him. “You think I’m making excuses for her because
she’s my girlfriend?”

“I think,
Lock, that you see the good in people. I think Lana knows you do,
and I think that there were no mainframe issues that couldn’t have
waited. Lana slacks off too much in that regard, and you let her.
All I’m saying is that one of these days she’s gonna have to stand
on her own two feet.”

“Whatever,” I
muttered as I turned back to the feed monitor. Chris had never
registered a problem with Lana taking my duty at the tech office,
while I took hers at an event before. I couldn’t think of any
reason why it should be a problem. I mean, all bases were covered,
was that a bad thing? And so what if Lana blew it off when we had
more than fifteen attendees? The night went off without a hitch, so
what did it matter?

“What did the
Baker woman say?” I asked, after a moment of silence. If I was
going to have to face down a complaint, I had the right to know
what I was being accused of. “I mean, other than me not stating the
bleeding obvious about Sadie?”

“Her child is
scarred for life, and all of that. She mentioned Clara looked after
her father, and Sadie as it turned out, but she felt she should’ve
been warned about how distressing it would be.”

“And that’s my
job how?”

“That’s what I
told the LO commander. You’d done your job, the rest was down to
poor parenting. I doubt it’ll even go in your file.”

“Good. I
thought about suggesting she wait elsewhere, but the nursery isn’t
open at that time of night, and I doubted the daughter wanted to
miss saying goodbye to her father.”

“Some people
just don’t seem to grasp the simple things,” he said. “Anyway,
moving on. Our next event is Wednesday, and I’m putting both
you and Lana on
duty.”

“Big one?” I
asked.

“Sixteen, but
I’ll sacrifice my day off, and come in to make sure my orders are
followed. We clear on that, Lock?”

“Crystal,
Chris.” I smiled at him, though I had to fight the urge to roll my
eyes. I wasn’t looking forward to telling Lana that we’d all be on
duty on Wednesday night. I just had to hope the protesters kept it
to a minimum. They seemed to know when there were bigger events,
and added to their numbers to make a big show of it. Still, at
least Lana had two days to get used to the idea before she had to
face her fears. Hopefully she wouldn’t take her frustration out on
me. She may not like the way our world worked, but it was all we
had.
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​ I didn’t get around to asking Chris about a pass to go to the
hospital until later in the day. Lana had been absent from the main
office until it was time for Chris to log off and head home. He was
on early the following day, which was how it usually worked unless
someone called in sick, or had time off work. Since Lana and I
lived so close, there was no need to run a third overnight shift so
we mostly got to work together.

“Hey, my
sister’s having her baby tomorrow and I wondered if I could get a
pass for Lana and I to go see her?” I asked, as Chris was packing
up his bag.

“Off-shift?”
he said.

“I don’t know.
It might be once you’ve gone home, babies don’t come to
schedule.”

“Lock, I can’t
have both of you going off-shift, and while I appreciate that it’s
a rare occurrence to be an ant these day… that’s what they call it
right?”

“It’s Aunt,
but close enough,” I said with a smile. I only knew because I’d
looked it up on the internet when I’d found out that Mariel was
expecting.

“Well, as rare
as it is, I can’t leave the building unattended. Even though the
workload’s light, it’s not like you’re gonna be close by if
something goes wrong,” he said. “I’m happy for you to go, but not
both of you, I’m sorry, I just can’t spare you both.”

“It’s okay,” I
said. “If the baby comes before you head off shift, would that be
okay?”

“Always
pushing, aren’t you?” he said with a grin. “Yeah, I guess it’d be
okay so long as one, or both of you were back in time for me to
head home. Get the form and I’ll sign it, but tomorrow. I’m already
running late to meet Marcus and you know how they get when I’m
late.”

“Sure, tell
them I said hi,” I said, smiling as he left the office with a
backward glance.

“Told you he’d
say no,” Lana said, sitting in the seat Chris had
vacated.

“It wasn’t a
complete no, just a maybe if it’s once he’s off shift no,” I said.
“How’s the mainframe looking?”

“About the
same. There seems to be some corrupt software, but every time I get
close to narrowing down which part of it isn’t working, a new
problem comes up. It’s like shovelling snow when it’s still
snowing, or trying to empty the ocean with a bucket.”

“So you taking
off for a break, or just wanting to compare notes?” I asked. With
Chris out of the office, we were more flexible with the breaks we
took. While we didn’t bunk off, we also weren’t strict with the way
things happened during the work day.

“Think I’m
gonna take a little break,” she said. “I’ll be outside if the whole
thing explodes.”

I laughed to
myself and turned my attention back to the feed monitor. While I
had two days to input all the names, I liked to be able to take my
time so that any special circumstances were noted, and no one got
missed.

I got lost in
the work, so much so that I didn’t hear Lana come back in. I even
forgot about my own break. It wasn’t until Lana came back out to
the main office that I looked at the clock, just after
seven.

“Time to call
it a night, Lock,” she said. She had her bag already, and seemed to
be just waiting for me to cotton on to how late it was.

“Already?” I
asked, grabbing my bag from the desk beside me and throwing in my
communicator and feed tablet. “Time flies when you’re having
fun.”

Lana laughed.
“Come on, let’s get you home before you have too much fun for one
night!”

I twisted
round to hang my bag off the back of my chair and wheeled myself to
the door, with Lana keeping pace beside me. “So, what are our
plans?”

“I figured we
could eat, maybe pop a movie on the link feed?” she said, her bag
swinging next to my chair as she walked. “You read the message
about stricter rations?”

“No, I
remember you saying something this morning, but I didn’t check my
mail other than the message from Mum. How much are they cutting
back?”

“Ten percent.
There’s been a small growth in population, but not a lot of people
go into farming, and other such careers these days. They’re pushing
for more of the school generation to incentivise that career
track.”

“Glad we’re
out of that,” I said. “Can you imagine either one of us
farming?!”

“Nah, we’re
more the dark basements with machinery that needs updating, but
hasn’t been for a long while types,” she said as we reached the
door to our building. “If the base spent as much money on the
software as they do on making sure the higher ups have all they
need, we’d not run into as many problems as we do.”

“I hear ya,
but resources are limited,” I said.

We were
revisiting an old argument that we had every few weeks. Lana got
frustrated at the lack of new tech in the security block. I pointed
out that it wasn’t as if money was flowing freely elsewhere. The
base made sure all the hospitals were stocked with the latest tech,
including the one on base. Security was way down on the list. If
there was an active threat, things would be different, but the last
war had been way before our time, about the time they introduced
the Lights Out program, and while there were the ever-present
protesters, there’d been no actual fighting going on.

We carried on
along a similar vein as Lana used her thumbprint to open the door,
stepping aside so I could wheel in first. I headed to the kitchen
area to put on the kettle, putting two cups under the spout so that
they’d be ready once it did its thing. Lana dumped her bag on the
couch, collapsing back into it and letting out a long
sigh.

“You sound
stressed,” I said. “Is it because Chris is making it mandatory that
you do the next event?”

I wheeled my
chair over to the couch, slipping into the gap between the end of
it and the coffee table that we left clear especially for my chair.
Lana groaned, putting her arm over her eyes, avoiding looking at
me.

“Why did you
have to mention that I wasn’t there?” she asked. She didn’t sound
angry, more frustrated.

“I didn’t
really plan to do it, Lana. It wasn’t like I went in there and told
him you never do LO duty! I’d had a complaint filed and it kinda
slipped out. Some lady brought her six-year-old to her father’s LO,
and she was pissed that the kid got upset. I mean, that’s not
exactly rocket science!”

“But you
dropped me in it with Chris! Now he’s gonna be on me all the time,
making sure I do my fair share. It’s not even like you need me.
Sixteen people do not need two security techs checking them in. You
managed all thirty-five with just one!”

“Lana, this is
not my fault, okay? I’m one person, and I’m not the boss. I don’t
get to decide what shifts you do and don’t do. And besides, ninety
percent of the time, I’m
doing all the shifts, no matter whose name is on
the block. I get that you don’t like that part of the job, but
well, it’s your job, suck it up!”

She looked up
to glare at me. “Wow, that’s your advice? Suck it up? You realise
why I don’t like these things, don’t you?”

I resisted
the urge to roll my eyes. How long was she going to beat this dead
horse?

“I know, you
don’t like to watch them, you don’t agree with them, but Lana, it’s
your job. It’s not like this is a new thing, you knew it was part
of the job when you were hired, so it’s not like it’s some new
thing that’s been sprung on you. I get it, you think everyone
should die of old age, but that’s just not how the world works! You
want to find the answer to how we achieve that without all starving
to death, you’re more than welcome to try, but I can’t cover for
you when it’s something like this. You know that, and you know that
Chris is more than aware that I’m lying to him. I hate
lying!”

“Calm down,
Lock. It’s not a lie, I didn’t ask you to tell him I was there. You
took that one on yourself,” she said, her tone ever so
patronising.

“Oh frick
off!” I snapped, losing my cool. “You know darn well that you’d be
going off at me if I’d not covered for you as much as I did. You
may not actually say the words ‘lie for me’, but you imply it. I
get that you find it hard, Lana. I don’t particularly have the time
of my life at the LO events either, but it’s the job. Either do
your job, or find something else to do for a living!”

I angrily
pushed myself away from the couch, and over to the kitchen counter
where my tea was waiting. It was times like this that I wished I
had some way to push and hold the cup so I could storm into the
bedroom, slam the door and let Lana know that she’d crossed the
line. It wasn’t the first time, it wouldn’t be the last either, but
damn, she knew how to push my buttons. I chugged down my tea and
decided to do just that. Letting my anger fuel my arms as I pushed
myself into the bedroom and let the door swing shut behind
me.

Sometimes I
really hated the work we did. Lana had never been one hundred
percent on board with the ‘regime’ as people called it. I don’t
know why, when she was so against it, she chose to work for the
people who implemented it. But, I didn’t really understand how
anyone couldn’t see the good it did for the whole country. Nor did
any of them come up with any viable alternatives. It didn’t bother
me normally, because it was part of who Lana was. I couldn’t fault
her for the way she saw the world, but when she pushed and pushed,
and made her error my fault, it rubbed me the wrong way.

I was fully
prepared to call it a day and climb into bed, pull out my tablet
feed, and just chill in bed until Lana came in. I knew her well
enough to know she didn’t back down when she thought she was right.
It was a character flaw, but I wasn’t going to be the one to
apologise. She could rail against the system all she wanted. I’d
done nothing wrong here.

My bag was
still on the back of my chair, so I wheeled myself to my side of
the bed, and transferred over with practised ease. Once I was on
the bed, I leaned over to grab my bag, pushing my chair round so I
could reach it without stretching too much. With my bag beside me
on the bed, I pulled out my tablet and set up the feed on low. I
also had a very old paperback buried at the bottom of my bag. I
kept it there for nights when I couldn’t sleep, or when I was on
duty and needed something to pass the time.

Now seemed
like the perfect time to lose myself in a good book, and it was. A
murder mystery from centuries ago, involving spies, visions of the
future and a good old romance. I settled myself back against the
pillows, opened it to where I left off last, and lost myself in the
words.
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​ I read for a good hour or so before I was disturbed by Lana.
She glared at me as she got ready for bed. I hadn’t eaten lunch
because I’d worked through, and although she’d obviously made
something for dinner, she hadn’t thought to ask if I wanted any.
That just pissed me off more.

“What the
hell, Lana?!” I snapped, as she angrily got into bed next to me.
“Seriously, you’re just gonna come in here all pissed and not
saying anything? How old are you, five?!”

“You told me
to frick off!” she replied, her tone icy.

“Oh wow, so
because I told you to leave me alone because you were doing your
whole ‘poor me, I have to do my fricking job!’ act, I’m suddenly
left out of dinner?” I sat myself up, putting my bag on the floor
with the book and glared at her. “You really don’t get why I’d be
mad about that?”

She matched
my glare with one of her own. “I didn’t ask you to lie, Lock. You
took that all on yourself. Yeah, you do the majority of the events
and yeah, I did know what the job entailed before I signed up for
it. But you know how I feel about things and yet you just think I
should ‘suck it up’?”

“In this
instance? Where I was directly asked a question that if I answered
honestly, you’d probably get written up? Yeah, you do. You didn’t
tell me to lie, no, but then you get all up in my face because I
didn’t lie well enough, so kinda mixed messages here. I get that
you hate it. Heaven knows you say it enough, but seriously, you
think I like having to be present while people die? No, not at all,
but it’s the job I signed up for. Be a fricking adult here,
Lana!”

She sighed,
dropping her eyes. “You’re right, I’m sorry,” she said. “There’s
some pizza left if you want that?” she added, climbing back out of
bed.

I wanted to
snap at her, tell her that I would’ve preferred to have been asked
when she ordered the damn food rather than an afterthought, but my
stomach growled and I knew all it would do was start another
argument. I was tired, we had work tomorrow, and with Mariel due, I
didn’t want to be exhausted.

“That would be
great,” I said instead. I smiled at her and hoped that my thoughts
weren’t apparent on my face.

She smiled
back as she headed out of the bedroom. I could hear her out in the
main living area and before long she was back with the pizza box
and a cup of tea.

“It’s decaf, I
know how you get before bed,” she said, putting the cup down on my
bedside table.

I smiled,
biting my tongue still because the urge to speak and tell her how I
was feeling was so strong. I felt so much like Lana only really
cared about keeping things on an even keel, so that when Chris’
attention was back on other things, she’d ask me to go back to how
things had been. I sometimes wondered if she actually loved me, or
if it was just convenient to have me around.

She went
around to her side of the bed and climbed back in, cuddling up
closer to me. I opened the pizza box and grabbed a slice. It was
still hot, so she must’ve kept it on the warming plate just in case
I wanted some. Maybe she wasn’t completely selfish after
all.

As I chewed,
I watched her fiddle with the link feed. “Time for the news, I
wanna see if they have more about how the rations cut will affect
us,” she said, glancing at me.

It was the
local news for ours and the four surrounding cityships. The
national news was rare these days, but they did sometimes roll it
out at special occasions, like the winter celebration and the
coronation anniversary.

“You know we
won’t be so badly affected, not here on the base,” I said, pausing
mid-chew.

“Still, I want
to know what the situation is like out there,” she said, with a
smile. “You know I like to keep informed in this stuff.”

“I do, but I
just don’t want you to start stockpiling like you did last time.
You know that shit’s illegal, and given our housing and job, it
wouldn’t look good for us to have to explain it.”

“I solemnly
swear to not stockpile,” she said, with a sly smirk.

“Good,” I
said, finishing off the slice of pizza and grabbing another. I
found my mood mellowing as we lay there watching the end of a drama
show and waiting for the news to start. It felt like that was how
the evening should’ve gone from the start.

As I finished
off the pizza, Lana sent a few messages to friends off the base
through the link feed. I could read what she was putting, but the
majority of it didn’t make sense to me. While we had a few friends
in common, she’d grown up in a different part of the cityship. I’d
been more concerned with getting through school, while coming to
terms with my new disability. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to know
her friends, but I also didn’t see the need for me to be all in her
business about it.

She put the
tablet away as the news finished up with whatever human interest
story had been playing. The segment was now all about the rationing
and the spike in population.

The story was
mostly recycled stuff that we’d seen a few hundred times before.
There had, about twenty years back, been more cases of people
having a second child. They’d relaxed the rules (which I knew
because I was a
second child) and as a result the population had grown a little
more than expected. With those children now grown up and in the
workforce, they were close to having their own families and while
the rules regarding children were a lot stricter, there were still
more adults than planned.

So for the
next six months, we would be on a stricter rationing program, ten
percent less for every household. It would be reviewed regularly to
make sure that no one was malnourished. The hope was that as more
of those second children grew up and left the education system,
they’d start to go into food production. That would lead to a
surplus of resources, but until then, we had to make sure what we
had lasted us. I got the impression that it was going to be longer
than six months, but like I said to Lana earlier, we weren’t going
to starve.

I finished
off the pizza as the round-up of LO events came on the news. They
always broadcasted details of upcoming events so that no one could
claim they weren’t informed. That way, everyone within the five
cityships knew when and where they needed to be, should they be on
the list. People were also notified by mail and message, just to be
sure that no one slipped through the cracks. Lana didn't like to
watch these, it was all wrapped up in her hatred of the LO rules.
I’d once made the mistake of asking her if she felt the same about
the conception rules. She went on a two hour lecture about how we
could grow what we needed, and if we were going to keep 'killing'
people once they reached sixty, then we would eventually go
extinct. It was weird how we were so close in thinking in some ways
and in others, we couldn't be further away!

With the news
finished, Lana shut off the link feed, putting it on mute, so that
any calls from the office would light up the screen. She cuddled
down next to me. I'd put the pizza box on the floor, and had
grabbed my book again to read some more.

"You wanna
put that down and get some sleep?" she asked, leaning over to kiss
my cheek.

"We're not on
till midday, we can stay up a little longer," I replied, glancing
at her before I turned the page.

"Lock Adford,
sometimes I despair of you!" she said, taking the book from me
carefully, and kissing me before I could protest. I guess she had
plans about how late we would stay up, and they didn't involve
reading! Who was I to argue with that?

The mainframe
alarm pulled us both from our sleep only thirty minutes after we
managed to get any. It was just after one and I was not
happy.

"Ugh, tell me
it doesn't need both of us," I groaned as Lana got up to silence
it.

"Let me
check," she said, yawning as she pulled up the feed link and read
the notification. "Nope, just me."

"Thank God!"
I mumbled as I rolled over to go back to sleep. I could hear her
grabbing her stuff, and almost told her to keep it down, before I
felt her lean over to kiss my cheek. I kept my eyes closed and
reached up to pat her face. She'd wake me if she needed my
help.

I settled
into that space between fully awake and properly asleep, until she
came back around six. She felt cold against my warm skin as she
curled up next to me, kissing my cheek softly. I don’t think she
realised I was aware of it because she didn’t say anything, just
settled down to sleep. I thought about asking her what the issue
was, and why it’d taken so long, but now that I could feel her next
to me, I managed to drift off to sleep too.

The alarm
woke me at ten. Normally I slept through the alarm for an hour, but
when the alarm went off, I found that I wasn’t all that tired
anymore. Considering the broken night, I would’ve thought I’d want
more sleep, but apparently it was enough.

Lana rolled
over away from me and groaned. “It can’t be time to get up,” she
mumbled, arm thrown over her eyes.

“You wanna
stay in bed for another hour?” I asked her as I pulled myself up
into a sitting position. “I promise to wake you.”

“I might do
that, I did do like five hours in the night,” she said. “Just make
sure you wake me at eleven. Otherwise I’ll never get showered and
all that in time for work.”

I leaned over
and kissed her forehead. “I swear, I’ll go and get some breakfast
while you sleep. If I have a shower, I promise to keep it
down.”

She nodded
and rolled over away from me.

I manoeuvred
myself and my chair into the right position so I could transfer
with ease. I was naked from the bottom down, but I figured I could
grab some clothes and get dressed out in the living room. It was
one of the downsides of living where we did. The bathroom was
en-suite and there was no way I was gonna keep Lana awake while I
showered. I grabbed the clothes I needed quietly and quickly, and
with them on my lap, pushed myself into the living room.

Thankfully,
Lana had programmed the curtains so they were still closed and
wouldn’t open for another thirty minutes or so. That meant I could
easily get dressed and more presentable before I had to worry about
anyone walking by.

Before I did
that though, I put a cup out and set the tea kettle on to boil. I
figured I could spend the hour before Lana was awake doing some
admin work or reading. It was pretty unusual for me to be up before
her, and so it was nice to have the living room to
myself.

It didn’t
take me long to get dressed. I wasn’t as short as Lana, and my dark
sepia skin went well with the purple shirt I pulled on. I made a
show of tying back my curly, black hair. It was a bit of a hassle,
but it made life easier at work and the events. My leg and stump
were covered with shorts given the time of year.

Once I was
dressed, I had my tea and breakfast. I wheeled myself over to the
couch, put my leg up and dug around in my bag for my book. I had a
good thirty minutes before I would need to wake Lana and seriously
get ready to go. I glanced at my messages, checking to make sure
Mariel hadn’t gone into labour already, but found nothing
interesting. So I settled down, found the page I was on and got
back into the story.

After all,
thirty minutes wouldn’t do me any harm.
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​ Lana grumpily got up at eleven and then it was a mad rush
because if there’s one thing Lana hates, it’s being late. We
weren’t even that pressed for time, she just has this thing where
if she doesn’t get things done by a certain time, she’s convinced
she’ll be late. She’d much rather be an hour early than even a
second late.

We left the
flat at ten-to-one, with plenty of time to walk the distance to the
security building. She was still a bit groggy from a night of
displaced sleep, but she seemed to have perked up
slightly.

“So what was
the issue?” I asked as I pushed myself while she walked.

“It’s gonna
sound dumb, because why should it take me that long? But it was
simply an update got corrupted. It started a chain event that
knocked the server down.”

“Ugh, that
doesn’t sound good! You get it working?”

“Eventually. I
don’t know if I was just tired, but I missed the issue several
times before I finally worked out where to start. You’re gonna have
to replug in the names for Wednesday though. It all got wiped,” she
said.

“Frick, I
spent the majority of yesterday doing that, and with Mariel due
today, I’m gonna be working my arse off.”

“Sorry, I did
try to save everything the first four times I tried to fix it, but
in the end, I had to do a hard reset. All the data’s gone, you’ll
have to put them back into the system,” she said. “You should
really mention that to Chris, because he’s gonna be the one who
approaches the base for better equipment.”

“You know
they’ll say no to that,” I said, shaking my head. But for once Lana
was right. If we had to do hard resets to keep the system online,
then it was past time for an upgrade. While there was no current
threat to the cityship, no one wanted to risk one emerging out of
the blue, especially if we weren’t able to keep the server online.
That would be a disaster.

“Well maybe if
we ask enough, they’ll get the message,” she said, her mouth a thin
line. Her pale white skin showed signs of fatigue, and her long
black hair was tied back neatly. She wore the same white shirt as
the day before, and had opted for trousers instead of shorts. She
carried more weight than me, and it suited her body type

She’d been
the most vocal supporter of an upgrade since we started working
there two years back. They’d ignored her every time, with the
explanation that money had to be spent elsewhere. They always said
that of course, if there was an active threat, an upgrade would
happen. Or if the software failed completely, whichever happened
first. Though from what Lana was saying, it was already
happening.

She reached
into her bag for her packet of cigarettes as we
approached.

“Hey, you
rushed me out of the flat and it’s almost one and
now you’re going to
smoke?” I said, in protest. I swerved my wheels so that I was
facing her.

“We have five
minutes,” she replied, lighting up before I could say anything
more.

“Fine, but if
Chris marks you late, you only have yourself to blame,” I said,
shaking my head as I pressed my thumb to the door
scanner.

The doors
opened and as the smell of smoke drifted my way, I headed inside
the building. I mumbled to myself about how she was always going on
about not killing people, yet she smoked. It wasn’t that I was
anti-smoking, my father smoked. The smell always reminded me of
cuddles with him and none of those were bad or negative memories.
It was more that Lana was very big on making sure
I stayed as healthy as I
could, but then she was a hypocrite and did the opposite with her
own health.

I knew part
of her refusal and threats at the thought of me smoking were
because I was an amputee. She also said that with rationing the way
it was, she didn’t want me to suffer like she did when packets of
cigarettes didn’t last long enough.

I’d tried
telling her that the chances of me having another accident that
resulted in me losing my left leg were very slim, but she argued
that it wasn’t an accident she was worried about, but more poor
circulation causing issues with the remaining leg. I already
struggled with that anyway as a result of the trauma to my right
leg. I didn’t think it was likely to cause issues, but Lana claimed
differently. The stump itself had poor blood flow, but that was
more to do with what had happened.

When I was
seven, my father had taken me to work with him. He’d worked in a
factory that made clothing and other material goods. He’d been a
skilled worker in the early part of his career, but as he’d gotten
older, he’d struggled with arthritis and therefore needed an easier
job. His job was to supervise the automated machines.

We’d learnt
in school about how people used to man the machines, or supervise
every step, but then with technology becoming more advanced, the
need for the human touch lessened. Before long, the majority of
factories all over the country were manned by one employee for a
long shift. Dad was always proud of his work.

Jacob Adford
did good work. He was the son of a black woman and a white man. I
never met them, they died long before I was born, of cancer. His
skin was more bronzed than white, and he was always proud of where
he’d come from. He’d met my mother when she’d been starting her
career as a librarian at the cityship university. He’d been ten
years her senior, but they’d fallen in love, and nothing her
parents said would stop her from marrying him.

I had many
memories of my father, but the day of my accident, the word that
sticks in my mind is pride. He’d wanted to take me to see all that
he did during the day while I was at school. He was older than all
of my friends’ parents, and I had, at times, been teased about it.
Some older kids had freaked me out by explaining what would happen
when he turned sixty. I’d not known up until that point why the
world was filled with people my age, but not many my father’s age
or older. I’d been teased about his upcoming death the day before.
He and my mother had agreed to keep me off school that day so I
could spend some time coming to terms with the truth about our
world.

He’d carried
me on his shoulders for a bit, even though it caused him pain, and
I remember feeling like the most special girl in the world. He
always felt guilty afterwards, like he should’ve done something to
prevent what happened. I never saw it that way, but my mother
explained to me a few years back that it was part of being a
parent, you protect your kids no matter what.

Anyway, he’d
put me down to have free run of the place while he checked the
computers as one had sounded an alarm. I’d run up and down the rows
of machines, stopping occasionally to watch as a t-shirt was made,
and again when a canvas bag came through the machine. It was the
leggings that caused it all. I don’t know why, but they were the
most beautiful rainbow of colours that I, at age seven, had ever
seen, and I wanted to touch them. Dad had been clear with the
rules, no touching. All it took was one second and the machine
could pull me in before my father could shut it down. I remember
those words playing over and over in my head, so I held back. I
didn’t touch, but I did lean in. I remember stepping up on the edge
of the safety line, my trainers untied and the one on my right leg
slipped into the grip of the machine.

I don’t have
clear memories of what happened next, just being pulled down and
in. I kept my left leg out of the grip, but my right… I tried to
kick my shoe off, but before I could, my foot itself was pulled
into the cogs and then all I remember is the pain and screaming.
Dad was as quick as he could be, he hit the kill switch before he
came to find me. He said later that he’d known from the pitch of my
scream that it was something beyond horrible.

I was cut out
of the machine and taken to the hospital, though by that time I’d
been sedated with heavy painkillers. They fought to save my right
leg below the knee for a week, but then infection set in, and it
became clear that the only way to save me was to remove it well
above the knee. l I think my parents were more upset about the
whole thing than I was. It wasn’t that I didn’t care, more that I
equated my leg with pain, and who doesn’t want to be out of
pain?

I was in the
hospital for six weeks. By the time I came home, I was more than
adapted to life with one leg. There had been talk of a prosthetic,
but with supplies limited, and me unstable on crutches, I could
never get the hang of them and they tired me out too much. On top
of that, there weren’t many of those in the cityship either. I did
better in the chair than out, so it soon became clear that life for
me would continue as a wheelchair user.

I’d gone back
to school and during my hospital stay, the house we lived in had
been made more accessible to me. There’d not been much that needed
doing because the majority of houses these days are made with the
possibility of wheelchair use in mind. The whole reasoning was that
way, everybody had access to the same kind of housing. It didn’t
matter whether you were born disabled, or whether you became
disabled later in life, you would have access to a house that
suited your needs. My new normal soon became routine, though my
father never really forgave himself for what happened. I never
thought there was any blame to assign, but he had his own burdens
to carry.

I was brought
back to the present when Chris waved his hand in front of my
face.

“You in there,
Lock?” he asked.

I gave myself
a little shake as I realised I’d been sat in the office for a good
few minutes and had completely missed whatever Chris had been
saying.

“Yeah, sorry
about that. I take it you read Lana’s report?” I said, trying to
act as if I’d heard everything he’d said.

“Did you not
hear what I said?” he asked, a smirk on his face. “I just told you
I’d put in a requisition form for updated equipment. Given the
number of issues with the mainframe, and last night’s problems, I
figured I might as well start the uphill battle of getting them to
give us what we need.”

“Good luck
with that!” Lana said, as she came in.

She smiled at
me and the smell of the smoke wafted my way. Considering the trip
down memory lane, it made me smile back.

“Yeah, like I
said, uphill battle. Look, why don’t you and I go ahead and do a
proper full scan check of the mainframe? We need to be sure of any
issues so I can add them to the form. Lock, you can get inputting
all the data we lost so that come Wednesday, we’re not rushing
around like headless chickens.”

“Sure thing,
but remember my sister is due today, so I’ll be heading off?” I
said, reaching into my bag for the leave request form I’d filled
in.

Chris sighed,
and glanced at the clock. “Look, I’m not making any promises, we
need that data in the system. I know this is a major thing for you,
I know it’s gonna be the only time it happens, but I might need you
to hang back for a while. As it stands, I’m not going home to
Marcus until I’ve got the faults catalogued. So work first, and if
I can spare you, I’ll let you go see your sister, okay?”

I nodded. I
could’ve argued with him, but he had a point. Had the mainframe not
crashed and caused all of this, he’d have signed it with no issues.
Chris was a very good boss, he wouldn’t ask me to do something he
wasn’t willing to do himself.

I watched as
they both headed into the mainframe server room, discussing the
faults that they were both aware of, and sighed. It was going to be
a long day putting all those names back in the computer, especially
because it had to be done today. It couldn’t wait because they’d
all be due their twenty-four hour notice messages this
evening.

I figured I
could sit and ponder the unfairness of it all, or I could be what
I’d told Lana to be, a grown up, and do my damn job. I wheeled
myself to my desk, pulling up the Lights Out program. The
population register is on an old, non networked computer. I had to
manually search for the name, something that took a whole lot of
time and swearing because both were super slow and prone to
crashing. I’d heard of the fast tech of the past, and found it hard
to believe that we’d gone so far backwards. This wouldn’t always be
the case, in a decade or so the population register would be all on
the newer network. The same network that was slow and prone to
crashing, hence the need for a serious upgrade. It was just the age
of the attendees that made it necessary to use that one.

It was going
to be a long shift. Fifteen names, and each one had to be checked
carefully to make sure all the details were current, correct and
that they’d received all three forms of notification.

I started
with the first one and go on with my work.
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​ I was buried in the work as I went through the people that
had to be entered into the database. I was lost in the world of
names, details, ages, and dependants as I moved from one person to
the next, and onto the next. I recognised the names from the day
before, even if there were only fourteen of them, they stuck in my
mind. Given that Lana would have to help with the registration, I
assigned half to her ID, and half to mine. That way, the
twenty-four hour notices would go from the right email
addresses.
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