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​ [ONE]

ZYA

The silence
that engulfed us as we moved from the gate was absolute.

I kept
expecting one of the prisoners to say something, but they didn't.
They completely, blindly, followed as Lena leaned heavily against
my chair as we moved further away from the very place we'd always
called home. The only place any of us had ever known. The segments
had been around longer than all of us, and the thought of being
outside the wall terrified me, so I could only imagine it did the
same for everyone else.

Even with
nature having free rein over the space, there were paths, gravel,
some asphalt, left over from days long forgotten by us all. The
bushes and grass grew wild, a seemingly never-ending blanket of
green smothering everything, maybe even suffocating us with their
closeness as they stole the oxygen from our lungs if we didn’t get
moving. I didn’t know how passable any of this would be for us,
especially with two of us in chairs. I could only hope that we made
it, but nothing was guaranteed in this world. It never had
been.

I thought
about being the one to break the ice, but I couldn't think of what
to say. How did I explain to these people that we were on a march
to their deaths? Or one of them, at least. Bea had to have her
reasons for suspecting these four. I guessed I'd find out soon
enough what they were.

For those new
to this, I am Zya Monk. I'm seventeen. It's now the end of March.
The first week of February, our segment was attacked. Bombs fell
that contained a virus that killed anyone over the age of
thirty-five, and gave any other abled person a disability. I was
one of the lucky ones in that I'd been disabled since I was a kid,
so I'd not been affected by the virus.

I was tall,
slimmer than I had been in a while, and had purple hair. Or at
least it had been when the virus struck. With the chaos it brought,
keeping up with my roots wasn’t exactly one of my priorities any
more, what with zero time off and not many credits going spare.
Where it'd been short before, it was now growing out and was longer
than I liked. But I didn't exactly have a lot of
options.

Two days ago,
I was pulled from my home, along with my best friend, Lena. We
were, supposedly, suspected of harbouring a second strain of that
first virus. Lena was eighteen, both of us had been at school when
the bombs fell. So you can probably work out how silly it sounds
that we’d be working on a strain of the virus, right? I'd made a
deal with the devil, also known as Bea, the council head, who had
ordered Lena beaten as a way to make me talk.

I'd known
nothing about a second strain, or even the first, but I'd offered
to come out of the gate with the suspects and 'do the dirty work'
for Bea. At the time, I was grasping at straws, but Bea had readily
agreed to it. And now here I was, Lena leaning against me, battered
and bruised, with three of our friends scattered among the group of
four suspects.

We were, for
the first time in our lives, outside the segment walls. I'd also
made the suggestion that our group head to Central Zone, the hub,
for aid. Someone had sent the bombs, and as of yet, there'd been no
offers of help. So Bea had sent us, the most unlikely group of
people to survive. Maybe that was intentional, she'd get rid of the
threat, and she'd never have to worry about what Lena and I had dug
up about the council.

“You're gonna
have to say something eventually,” Lena whispered, leaning over my
shoulder so hopefully no one else in the group would
hear.

“Where do you
suggest I start?” I hissed back.

“Hey, I'll
support you, Zya, but you got us into this mess. And they deserve
to know what's being asked of them,” she said.

Without giving
me a chance to respond, she gestured for me to turn my chair, and
held up a hand. The group stopped and looked at me. My left arm
curled in my lap, the side paralysed after my stroke. I thought
quickly about what I could say to them. It wasn't just the four
strangers, but Mae, Meena, and Zara who had been pulled, at my
insistence, from their lives as well.

“I know we're
all kinda feeling a little weird at being out of the segment, but I
just want to let everyone know our plans,” I said, my voice
sounding croaky. I probably should've had a sip of water
first.

“You in
charge here?” one of the men said. He was tall, slender, with pale
white skin and shaggy black hair that looked like it’d seen better
days. He also looked like one of the oldest ones there. “Why are
you in charge? I get pulled from my bed and told to report to the
wall, I deserve to know why I'm here. As do the rest of us. You
guys all appeared together, and we've been walking like we have a
purpose, but I think it's high time you clued us in to that
purpose.”

I cleared my
throat nervously. “I'm Zya Monk, and yes, I am in charge. Bea
placed me as head of the group. This is Lena, she's my second.” I
gestured to Lena, her face still heavily bruised, and eyes glaring
daggers at me. “You are?”

“Jansen
Holt,” he said. “I knew your father, David, he was a hell of a man.
I'm sorry he's not with us today.”

The emotions
his words brought hit me like a stab to the heart. I'd not really
had a chance to grieve my parents. But then, the virus had come so
quickly and killed so fast, it wasn’t surprising everyone struggled
to absorb the blows and adjust to this new way of life. The
knowledge Jansen could very well have been planning a second attack
added a bite of anger to that pain. Was he being honest? Did he
care about who had died? Or was it just a front?

“Avery
Jones,” another said, stepping forward.

They were
average height, chubby with pale white skin and long brown hair
that framed their face nicely, taking away from the scowl that
seemed to be permanently on their lips. I took a moment to look at
them and wonder, again, if this person had planned an attack. I
didn't like what this power was doing to me.

“Lena Saint,”
Lena said, moving to shake Avery's hand. “You have to give Zya a
moment, it's not like we had much time to prepare
either.”

Her red hair,
usually her defining feature, was looking a little messy, but she'd
not had a chance to primp it like she usually did. She'd lost
weight too, the rations in effect would have us all slimming down.
I could just about make out the edge of the epilepsy patch on
Lena's back, her umber brown skin offset by the pale pink of the
patch itself.

I took a
moment to glance at the other two prisoners. If what Jansen had
said was true, they had no idea what they were really doing outside
the gate. Zara stood next to a familiar face. Kai Winters was a
medic I’d met before, my hope was given our somewhat friendly past,
she’d be the one to jump on my side, the one to calm the
others.

I steered my
chair, moving my torso to do so, over the asphalt towards where Kai
stood. As I rolled over a clump of weeds, once again I was struck
by how weird it was to be out of the segment into a world that had
been hidden from us all by the walls. There were empty fields to
the left of us with thick long grass that might have held the
answers to all of our questions, but seemed impassable. Like if we
dared encroach upon any of it, nature would soon beat us back.
Tall, thick trees to the right towered over us, their branches
haphazard, the buds of the coming spring just about visible, and
none of it felt familiar, none of it felt safe. Even the paved road
looked like it might cause problems down the line, since none of it
was cared for and rarely used.

Rather than
call attention to my discomfort, I wanted to try and get a read on
all of them. I was working against a clock. I had to find the
traitor, and I had to do it before another attack happened. Though
of course, removing them from the segment had put a pause on that
timer.

“Kai, isn't
it?” I asked softly.

I could hear
Lena still talking with Avery and Jansen. I held out my right arm
since my left was still being useless.

“You
remembered,” she said with a small, soft smile. She was tall, slim,
with pale brown skin and short, brown hair, her wide eyes taking in
the expanse of space, as if just as shocked as the rest of us to be
here. Which was probably true. When I'd last seen her, she’d had a
shaved head. That’d changed, obviously. “Was I pulled because of
medic training?” she asked.

“I honestly
don't know,” I lied. “But yes, it will be a great help to have
medics. I mean, we're all ailing with something these
days.”

“Tell me
about it. You before or after?” the final man said, stepping closer
to join the huddle with Meena, Zara, Kai and I. “Colin Drans, I was
disabled before the virus. I adapted a long time ago. You look like
you've been in that for a while,” he said, nodding to me, as he
tapped out a nervous rhythm on his thigh. “Same to you.” He looked
at Meena. “So do we have anyone who's after?”

I hesitated. I
don't know why, but as I studied him, I felt a ping warning me off
being too open. Even on the streets of the segment, it wasn't the
kind of thing to go up and ask. Maybe Colin was just brasher than I
was used to.

“Before,” I
said, planning to keep it at that.

He nodded. He
was tall, more so than Kai, also thin. His golden brown skin
mirrored my own, and he had thick, black hair tied up, possibly to
keep it away from his face. He looked to Meena, who gave a small
nod with a tight smile.

“Wouldn't it
be better to focus on why we're here?” Meena said, glancing at me,
and sharing an unreadable look with Mae that made me wonder if both
of them were questioning my actions. Probably. They’d not had much
choice either.

I did wonder
if Meena got the same vibes from Colin that I did. I wasn't sure
how I'd be able to ask her, wasn’t sure how to explain any of this
to my friends, to the people I’d chosen, the people who’d also been
forced out of their only home and sent on this mission.

I steered
myself around so that I was back facing the group, I waited for
them to form a circle around me, trying to think of a plausible
lie.

There had to
be something I
could tell them without drawing attention to the truth. Zara and
Mae had, so far, been quiet, though not looking happy about their
situation, but that didn't bother me, it was more how much I gave
away to our prisoners. Right now, they thought they were equals
here. They may've had an issue with the hierarchy and me being
their leader, but they'd not yet drawn attention to that. I thought
back to the meeting with Bea. She'd been clear, and I had to follow
her orders, at least until we got further from the wall.

“What I'm
about to share with you all goes no further than this group. When
we return to the segment, you'll be debriefed, but you’ll be unable
to share the details of this mission with anyone,” I said, just
letting words pour out. I'd make sense of the lies later. Right
now, I just had to convince them. “As you'll all be aware, there
has been no contact from the central government in regard to the
bombs. No hope of knowing who, or why, or how to reverse the virus
itself, if at all possible. I was hand-picked to lead you all to
the Central Zone and find answers. I know it feels a little off to
have someone so much younger leading the charge, but Bea felt my
skills would be useful. Does anyone have any problems with taking
orders from me or Lena?”

My friends
wouldn't object, but the others might, I thought, studying them in
turn. If they wanted to make waves, things would get sticky
quickly. I was armed, yes, but I had no intention of letting anyone
but Lena know that. As far as I knew, Mae and the sisters didn't
know about the weapon shoved into my backpack. Lena had been clear
she didn't have one, so I had to draw the conclusion that I was the
only one.

“Why were we
picked?” Avery asked. “I mean, no disrespect, but there are actual
guards who could easily make the journey.”

Ah, and there
was the snag in my story. None of us, that I was aware of, had
training for this. I didn’t think anyone would’ve had training for
this, it wasn’t common for people to leave the segment willingly,
and it also wasn’t like there was an army the country could call
on. I couldn't sell it as an important mission and then tell them
we'd just been chosen because we were disposable, thanks to our
lack of skills and the drain we had on resources.

“We needed a
medic, which was Kai,” Lena said, saving me from myself. “You two
worked as security and tech, right?” She gestured to Colin and
Avery, who nodded. “And Jansen, you were probably chosen because
there aren't many people needing education right now. Plus, you
know the history of the path we're taking.”

I wanted to
mouth a thank you to her, but my position in the middle of the
circle would’ve made it obvious. I watched as everyone nodded. I
had to sell our presence.

“Meena and
Zara are also medic trained, or close as damn it. Mae worked with
food and supplies, and Lena and I also worked security,” I said,
babbling through the words, hoping they didn't see the flaws in my
thinking. If they did, they didn't say.

Jansen
switched his backpack from one shoulder to the other. “So, we have
a route to take?” he asked. “I mean, I don't know about any of you,
but I'm not all that sure where we go to reach the central
government. I know it's east of here, but bar just walking in a
straight line, we need to have some kind of plan. Not every part of
the country is covered by the walls. There are a lot of places left
off the map. Do we even have a map?”

I nodded. “I
have a tablet that will guide us,” I said, not really thinking
beyond that. “The council made sure we had enough supplies for a
little while, but we will need to hunt and collect food and water
on the journey.”

My chair, and
Meena’s, were powered by solar panels on the back allowing us both
some independence when needed, even though they could be pushed by
someone else.

Avery nodded.
“Then we should probably keep going, standing two miles from the
wall isn't going to get this mission done. We have med
kits?”

“Yes,” I
said. “We were given some medications to make sure we're all
covered.”

Lena moved to
lean on my chair again, the circle parting as we both moved through
the opening, letting us take the lead. I didn't look back to see if
everyone followed, but from the sound of feet hitting the asphalt
and some quiet chattering, I knew they had.

“You realise
they'll quickly work out what we're here for, right?” Lena
whispered, leaning over my shoulder.

“I realise,”
I said. “I just didn't see how we had any other choice. Do
you?”

“No,” she
said, shaking her head. “You better pull up that map, Zya, we're
gonna want to have somewhere to lay our heads tonight that isn't
all road and vegetation.”

I nodded as
she handed me the tablet. I didn't check the broadcast. Bea had
been clear she would be able to see our progress as long as we kept
the tablet with us. She'd also said if it died, she’d make sure we
posed no threat to the segment, even if that meant sending out
assassins, which implied there were
people out here who could do us harm, to finish
us off.

I stared
ahead, the road seemingly stretching on for miles. I could still
see the edges of the wall in the distance to the right of us. Right
now we were going east, but the map didn't give me many details
about what we might find along the way.

I'd been
hoping Jansen's comment about the country not all being covered by
walls was a good thing. But there was still that fear in the pit of
my stomach. Could we survive this? Did I want to? Not knowing
scared me more than the knowledge that someone here may kill to
finish their plot.

And I had no
ideas as to who it might be.


​ [TWO]

JONAH

I kept watch
while Jackson and Lumi slept. The overhang of what had once been a
road probably kept us safe from too much of the elements. Delia had
woken, transferring with help into her chair, and gone off to find
somewhere to relieve herself. There were so many trees that it was
hard to count them, but I still found myself doing so since there
was little else to do to pass the time. I could imagine this place
had once been highly populated, but now it was left for nature to
reclaim and make her own.

Even with the
relative safety under the overhang, I couldn’t help but wonder what
lay ahead of us. After all, the segments had been around for so
long, I doubted anyone, bar hunters and those who traded, would
ever really see the scope of our country outside the
walls.

Of course, it
occurred to me then that the disabled people before the bombs that
destroyed our lives would have faced this place alone, or even with
other disabled people. The thought of them being shoved out of the
gates and told to thrive or die turned my stomach.

And now we
were all disabled. Now we all had to adapt to that threat hanging
over us. It was one of the reasons Jackson, Lumi, Delia, and I had
made the escape we had. Life in the segment was cruel, and
unsustainable for those with disabilities, and the bombs, the virus
from a few months ago had changed everything.

It was now
past midday, the sun was rising high in the sky and the, hopefully,
last of the March rain, had stopped. I watched my remaining friends
sleep while I tried to work out what our next step should be. Lumi
had been clear, we stayed put until we're sure no one else was
going to join us.

Yet I couldn't
help but feel like the coded message meant something, that staying
where we were made us sitting ducks. Of course, given my gunshot
wound, there wasn't going to be any way we could move out fast. I'd
tried to stand, and had been unable to bear weight on my leg.
Either Jackson would carry me, which wasn't feasible long term, or
we waited it out.

My sandy brown
skin was blood-stained. My long, black hair rested just below my
shoulders, and I thought, for a moment, about running a brush
through it, if for no other reason than to present myself as
somewhat tidier than I felt. I'd wanted to get clean, but even with
the water source close by, I couldn't manage it on my own. I didn't
dare use any of the bottled water, so I would just have to wait
until we moved again. However with my clothes dirty and torn, there
seemed to be little point. I’d packed fresh clothes, but with the
journey ahead of us, I wanted to save them for a more apt time.
Maybe there would, eventually, be a time when our journey came to a
happy end.

The sound of
Delia returning drew my attention, and I turned my head to watch as
she wheeled herself across the crumbling street, her arms obviously
used to the movement. She was tall, slender and had short, spiky
blonde hair that was getting a little long and a little less blonde
in the days since the bombs. Her sandy brown skin shone as if
freshly washed, and I wondered if she'd found somewhere to manage
that. She wore the same clothes, and they carried a little bit of
dirt, but overall, she'd come through this looking better than I
had.

“You feeling
okay, Jonah?” she asked, as she parked up next to me. The
wheelchair gave her some height over me.

“Yeah,” I
said with a nod. “You manage to sleep?”

“Yup,” she
said, reaching around for her backpack. “Though I kinda wish I'd
brought a blanket or something. Not that we had much time to plan
this, but I'm hoping some of the others will bring one. It gets
cold at night.”

“I can't help
you there,” I said with a shrug. “It wasn't like I thought about
packing something.” I paused for a moment. “Do you think others
will come?”

She chewed her
lip as she thought about it. “I think it's certainly a possibility.
I know you and Jackson were pretty isolated, but Lumi and I
weren't, we'd heard from Felix and Iza about the conditions they
were being forced to work in. Nico and Juliet weren't in any better
situations, but they were also cut off from the rest of us. They're
down in the south of the segment, no way they'll get to us by the
week deadline, if they come at all.”

“I thought
Nico and Juliet were in a better position. From what I'd heard,
they were faring better than the rest of us,” I said, scratching my
cheek.

“It's more
that, like us, they didn't get time to adjust to constantly
working. Where Juliet was like me, she didn't have to suddenly live
with a new condition, Nico was like you, she had to suddenly work
with conditions that she'd never had before. Felix and Iza were
luckier because they'd always been disabled, but still they're both
fifteen, they were allowed to leave school and teach, but that
won't last. Felix was called up for assessment shortly after you
were. Without him, Iza can't really survive in a hearing world.
She's quick at adapting, sure, but before the bombs she'd have been
put in F.T, no doubt about it.”

I was quiet
for a moment, glancing over at Jackson and Lumi, both still
sleeping soundly. I wondered if I could bring up my fears with
Delia. I'd not known her much at school, but she’d known Lumi for a
while, or at least I assumed that was the case.

“Lumi seems
to know a lot about life outside the walls,” I said, choosing my
words carefully.

Delia fixed
her hazel eyes on mine. “I realised that just before you two turned
up at our place. I didn't really know Lumi in school. They weren't
in many of my classes, what with the age difference. They're only
sixteen, but after the bombs fell, and they got released and
assigned with me, it made sense to make friends. Not all of us had
people like you did with Jackson.”

“So you don't
know much about their background?” I asked, going for causal, but
the way Delia shifted in her chair told me I'd missed the
mark.

“What do you
want to ask, Jonah? I can see you edging around something,” she
said, her lips a thin line.

I sighed.
“Lumi gave Jackson a knife, they obviously both planned for the
possibility of violence. I get there was no choice, but I don't
like that we didn't know that was the plan,” I said, looking down
at my bare leg, which had started to throb a little.

“Lumi
probably saved our lives,” Delia said sharply. “You think we
could've just asked the guard nicely to step aside? Don't be naïve!
He shot you, Jonah! He'd have killed all of us had Jackson not done
what he did. We're out of the walls now, you can't think we'll get
through this by just asking nicely, can you?”

“No,” I said,
shaking my head. “But it doesn't bother you that Jackson
killed a
man?”

Delia raised
her eyebrows as she stared down at me. “That man shot you, Jonah.
He would've shot me, and Lumi, and Jackson. He worked for the
council, who don't, for the record, give a shit about any of us.
Are you living in some kind of dreamland? He had no choice. And if
I'd had the knife? I'd have done the same thing. Lumi was right to
bring a weapon. You have no idea what's out here. None of us do,
but Lumi was somewhat better prepared, and I'm not going to
complain about that.”

I nodded,
feeling completely put in my place. She had a point, they all had a
point. I just couldn't easily push away the image of the dead eyes.
Of the blood. Maybe it was because I'd been the one shot, but I
felt like there had to have been another way. I couldn't think of
what that way was though, so maybe Lumi, and Delia, and even
Jackson were right. I was being naïve.

That easy life
in the segment was gone, had been gone for months now. We had the
chance to get away and make good lives for ourselves. I didn't know
where or how, but I still wondered about Zya. I wondered about the
coded message, and I wondered what life had in store for us out
here.

When Jackson
woke up two hours later, I was glad to have someone who could maybe
take my weight and help me use the great outdoors as my own
bathroom. He happily helped me across the road, lending me his
stick, as well as his arm, into the bushes so that I could finally
pee.

Lumi was up
and about by the time we crossed back over the broken up road, and
into the makeshift camp. I felt like there was a lot we needed to
talk about. I thought about holding back my thoughts about meeting
up with Zya, but Delia's talk earlier had made me feel that the
best thing to do was lay it all out for everyone. However, I wanted
to wait until I had some contact from Zya before I threw my idea
into the ring.

“You two both
still have broadcast access?” Lumi asked as they started to gather
twigs and sticks, fallen from the many massive trees that had been
free to grow without human intervention. Although the rain earlier
had probably ruined any chance of an actual fire.

“I haven't
checked since this morning, but I did,” I said, as Jackson lowered
me back into my spot, sheltered from the sun by the
overhang.

It had gotten
pretty hot, even though it was almost April, so having one leg
almost completely bare made things a little easier for
me.

“Can you
check again?” Lumi asked. “I checked mine, and access has been cut
off. I'm wondering if the same's been done to you guys now that the
council are probably very aware of our status.”

“I checked,
and I don't,” Delia said as she dug around in her
backpack.

I could see
the edges of her private screen and wondered what there was in
place of the broadcast.

Reaching for
my own tablet, I blinked up the screen, making it public so they
could all see. Along the bottom was the ticker that had been the
mainstay of all broadcast screens. It appeared that my access
hadn't been cut, and it made me a little wary.

“Huh, that's
odd,” Lumi said.

I'd not really
had a chance to notice until then, but Lumi had lost a ton of
weight. They‘d had problems with eating since the virus, and had
gone from being stocky, to too thin for their frame. They were
short, with a bob of red hair and pale brown skin, the tubing of
their saline pack just visible under their clothes. I didn’t know
how many of those they had, but they’d probably have to ration
them. I wondered if they'd be able to keep going if they lost much
more muscle mass.

“I have
access too,” Jackson said, blinking to open up his screen to our
view.

Jackson had
always been thinner than me, and even since the virus, that hadn't
changed. His dark black skin also had streaks of blood, and it was
only then I realised it was probably my blood, which turned my stomach a
little. He’d always been a tall guy, and his short black hair was
wilder than usual, but that couldn’t be helped. We all had to
manage with what we had. Meeting his gaze, his nutmeg eyes still
showed fatigue and pain, and I wondered if he’d gotten any decent
sleep. The pain couldn’t be dealt with, not with our limited
supplies. They'd be needed for actual emergencies.

“Can either
one of you try and message someone inside the wall?” Lumi said,
getting up to come closer to me. “You can reach anyone, just a
simple message will do.”

“Won't that
put them in danger from the council?” I asked, aware that even if
our access hadn't been cut, drawing attention to our alliances
would only put the heat on our friends.

“Yeah,
probably,” Lumi said, with a shrug. “I just wanna see if we can
send and receive messages.”

That was the
perfect opening. I'd already received a message, I'd deleted it
because Jackson had told me too. But I'd also sent a message. I
assumed Zya had gotten it, but I had no way to know. Maybe that was
why I kept quiet on that front.

“It’s
important, Jonah, they wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t,” Jackson said,
reminding me all too much of the way he always seemed to be ahead
of the plan. Lumi had obviously deemed it right that he be briefed,
unlike the rest of us.

“I already
got a message yesterday,” I said. “I deleted it because it was in
code and Jackson felt like it was better to just wipe it from my
device.”

Lumi's hazel
eyes glistened as they looked at me. “So you are still connected
completely then,” they said. “Okay, don't send a message, but if
you get another coded one, let me see it, okay?”

“Sure,” I
said with a nod. “You have any ideas what it meant? Where it was
from?”

Lumi shrugged.
“Nothing concrete. I just think it's weird Jackson and you have
access when you were both the ones on the watch list. I mean, Delia
and I weren't far behind, but you two were active fugitives. Unless
they planned to track you should you log on, but they'd have left
our access alone too if that was the case.”

“You still
think they won't pursue us?” Jackson asked, scratching his neck. “I
mean, we're only two miles out, we could still be a viable catch,
and it would send a good message to anyone else looking to
leave.”

It was a tad
unnerving to hear him so nervous, so unsure of himself. Jackson had
always been someone who acted like every plan of his was perfect. I
don’t mean stuck up, just very clear in his convictions. I wasn’t
sure I liked the way he seemed to defer to Lumi, especially because
the dead eyes of the guard kept playing over in my head.

Lumi sighed.
“No, they won't. They might have if they knew others would join us.
I don't know for sure if Felix and Iza will, I think they'll try,
but whether they're successful is another matter.”

Everyone was
quiet for a moment. I don't know what they were thinking, but I
pondered whether Lumi could be right. Would the council let us go?
Ignoring that Jackson killed a man, ignoring whatever they thought
we'd done or not done, would they really allow four people to leave
the segment? I mean, hadn't we done their job for them? They no
longer had to spend money, time, and supplies on prosecuting us,
right?

But there
still felt like a missing piece. There were so many questions I
couldn't answer, and I didn't know if they mattered. I felt like
the fact S-W was hit by the same bombs and virus played a part in
the big picture, but did I really want to bring that up with Lumi
and Delia? I didn't have to tell them I'd made contact with Zya,
did I? I mean, Zya could still be in her segment and no help to us
whatsoever, but I felt like there was a piece linking me to
her.

Was I ready to
voice that suspicion? And was I ready to bank our lives on it? Lumi
may know a whole lot about what lay outside the walls, but they
didn't know everything. I knew we couldn't just show up at another
segment and expect any help or support, they'd shunned us since the
bombs fell. Everyone had.

So maybe there
was my answer. When the others came or didn't, when we left here,
we headed for the central government. They had some questions to
answer, and I knew I wasn't the only one who thought so. But for
now, I would keep an eye out for coded messages.

Who knew,
maybe the code was the solution we needed to stay alive.


​ [THREE]

ZYA

We walked for
a good five miles, with a lot of breaks for Zara to catch her
breath, and bring her heart rate down, as well as for everyone else
to adjust to the exertion, before the road started making it harder
to pass. The strange thing was, the walls we'd left were now too
far to see, but there were no other walls either. In school, I
remembered learning there was a five-mile radius around every
segment wall allowing for hunting outside the gates, but if that
was right, we should be able to see the beginnings of the
South-Central segment, and yet it was nowhere in sight.

We stopped as
the road became less of a road, and more of a path through the
forest, filled with twisted branches that looked kinda terrifying,
and tall grass that could’ve hidden any number of dangerous things.
The only thing I recognised were the occasional pieces of litter,
buried alongside the path, slowly being encompassed by the vines,
trees and grass. People obviously walked these roads occasionally,
but I didn’t have the first clue what that meant for us.

Jansen had
kept up with Lena and I, while the others had followed. I wasn't
sure if he just wanted to see where we were going, or if he had
some idea of what lay ahead.

I checked the
time: just past midday. I figured there was no time like now to
break open the first of the food rations. None of us would be able
to eat much, but we had a long journey ahead of us, and for now, no
camp to call our own.

“Why don't we
stop here?” I said to Jansen and Lena. “None of us are used to
travelling a lot of distance, and I'm not seeing how we’ll get
through the next bit without a plan of attack. Plus I think we need
to rest and eat a little, rehydrate and all of that.”

I parked up on
the edge of the road, just before it disappeared into the
undergrowth, giving me a good view of the group. Zara was pushing
Meena's chair and looked close to collapse, her cheeks pale as she
hunched over Meena’s chair as if trying to keep herself
upright.

We all needed
to rest for a bit. Avery was panting a little. I hadn't asked what
their condition was, but when they reached into their pocket for an
inhaler, I took a guess that they had asthma. A quick look to Colin
told me he was close to Avery, as he moved to stand next to his
friend.

“Anyone
needing meds?” Kai asked, stepping into the circle that had formed.
“Is anyone in too much pain to continue, or due for a patch
change?” She looked to me and I realised, stupidly, I'd not checked
just how many medical supplies we had.

“Who's on
patch?” I asked, knowing Lena had one.

Hers was due a
change soon, and I didn't particularly want to have to fight
someone else for it. It might be we had to make some hard choices
about who stayed treated and who didn't. Right then, I didn't want
to act like any of the four were disposable to me, but I could keep
going without them, I couldn't without Lena.

Colin's hand
came up. “I managed to bring three with me, I keep them on me
anyway, so I have enough for three weeks.”

“I'm on
patch,” Lena said. “But I didn't have a supply. I need to change it
tomorrow.”

“Okay,” Kai
said, nodding. “We'll find a system that works. Let's check the
medic kits, see what they've given us. Avery, you're
asthmatic?”

They nodded
and held up their inhaler. “I have one spare, but I'm not used to
lots of walking, I'll ration it as I can.”

“Okay. Anyone
else wanna tell me what they might need?” Kai asked as she swung
her backpack off her shoulders and knelt down to dig through her
supplies. “I obviously didn't plan to end up outside the wall, but
I've taken to carrying some supplies wherever I am. Some of you are
pain warriors, I know I am.” She pulled out a brace, slipping it on
over her left wrist. “Just so everyone knows, arthritis. I can
manage with high levels of pain, as I'm sure the rest of you can as
well.”

Jansen came to
help Kai as everyone's diagnoses were discussed. I was pretty lucky
in that I didn't need daily meds. Sure, I had issues with pain,
but, like Kai, I was mostly able to manage without
medication.

Kai seemed to
be more worried about Zara and Mae, both of whom had conditions
that could normally put them in the hospital. Mae had stomach
issues and had a small feeding tube. It'd been placed long before
the bombs, and as far as I knew, she had no issues with it. Zara,
on the other hand, had POTS, her blood pressure and heart rate
could make it so she passed out and could end up seriously hurting
herself.

“Okay, Zya,
you find a route we can take that gets us to a rest point. Zara
needs to get some downtime. Mae, can you push Meena? Either myself
or Jansen will help if you run into troubles,” Kai said, once she
had a list of everyone's medical issues and medication
needs.

I'd forgotten
in that short moment that I was leading us all. It made more sense
to me to put someone like Kai or Jansen in charge, they had skills
I'd never developed because of my age, but Bea never would’ve gone
for that and besides which, both of them were classed as suspects.
I had to stay at the helm and make sure I didn't let someone else
stage a coup.

“We can do
that,” I said, looking down at the tablet.

Lena was, as
always, right by my side. She'd bent down so that she could rest
for a moment. She may have adapted somewhat to pain levels, but she
still struggled. Added to that, she'd taken a beating not
twenty-four hours ago. Her eyes were still rimmed with bruises, in
varying shades of purple and black. I’d mentioned it to Kai, and
she was happy to watch Lena for any signs of something more serious
going on under the surface.

Of course, I
wondered if she still held bad feelings for the job I’d forced on
her. After all, I’d been the one to volunteer myself, her, and the
others, for this journey. She’d been beaten, I’d made the choice I
had to save her life, but it was possible she didn’t see it like
that. Maybe she was keeping her feelings hidden, or maybe she’d
realised that what lay ahead of us was unprecedented territory, and
we all had to work as a cohesive unit, even if we
weren’t.

It was only as
Kai and Meena started to do a medic kit check that things became
clearer. We had been given supplies, just not enough to keep a
group of nine alive, medicated and happy. We had one epilepsy
patch, though Colin obviously had his own, so that would help.
Maybe I could convince him to allow Lena to have one so that they
were both covered for two weeks. We had to be almost at the central
government by then, right?

We had one
trauma kit, and it was very under-packed. There was one spare
inhaler for Jansen and Avery to share, but we only had one airway
dilator, so if either one of them got into trouble breathing, there
was only one shot of saving them. It made me feel more than a
little panicked. How was I supposed to keep this group alive long
enough to make it to our destination?

There were
also two bottles of grade one pain meds, and one sachet of grade
two, holding six pills in all. Both of which were low level pain
meds. I could see from the look on Kai's face that she wasn’t happy
about this. She'd brought some of her own supplies, bringing us up
to one course of an antibiotic patch and some meds and equipment
that we'd not had before. Other than that, we were woefully
unprepared for any medical emergency.

As Lena made
a fuss about handing out the meagre food supplies, Kai came over to
me, cornering me almost. “Why did they send us out with so little?”
she asked softly, though there was anger in her eyes. “If they'd
given me warning, I'd have packed some more essentials. We have no
formula for Mae, no solution to flush her tube, we have no fluids
if Zara crashes, hell if anyone
crashes. I can't work with nothing, Zya. Why have
they put us in this position? Are they trying to kill us
all?”

“I don't know
why there were so few supplies given. I assume it's because there
isn't an abundance within the segment. Same as with the food, they
couldn't give us enough for the whole trip, they have to think of
the rest of the population,” I said, very aware of how weak of an
argument it sounded.

Kai leaned
back a little. Her eyes narrowed. “When were you told this mission
was happening?” she asked, keeping her voice low, though Lena
seemed to have picked up on it because she started redirecting
attention. It wouldn't hold for long, these were grown-ups, not
kids at school.

“Twenty-four
hours ago,” I said, deciding to go with some honesty. “I wasn't
told many details, just that you four would join us, and we would
all be tasked with getting to the Central Zone, the hub. Kai, I
don't know why we
don't have adequate meds, all I can do is tell you what you've
probably already worked out. We need to make sure everyone stays as
healthy as they can. Lena and Colin need to split the four patches
we do have. That gives us at least two weeks until we'll run into
issues. As far as the inhalers go, Jansen and Avery will have to
take it slow.”

“And Mae?
Someone you were aware was going to be here? How do I find formula for her
feeding tube? How do we flush it, if we can get the tablets for it?
What do I do if it gets infected? We have one course of
antibiotics, that's it. We're basically screwed here, Zya and you
can't sit there and tell me you don't know why!” Kai's voice rose
in volume, and I was very aware of everyone else listening
in.

“I can still
eat,” Mae said softly, before clearing her voice and saying it
again. “I have some stomach function. I just need to be careful. I
can still vent and drain what I need to. This isn't Zya's fault,
Kai.” Her face was pinched, lips pursed, and I couldn’t help but
think maybe there were things she wasn’t saying.

“We can't go
back, Kai. Bea was clear, we do the mission and then return. We go back, and the
segment won't allow us entry... or worse,” I said, trying to keep
my own fear in check.

Kai spun
around and looked at Zara, who was slightly less pale than she had
been earlier. “I'm the medic here, and I'm telling you we
will run into problems.
But if Zya’s right, we have no choice. We can't return, but we do
need to work together as a group. Maybe along the way we'll find
some supplies, maybe we won't. But anyone experiencing dangerous
symptoms has to tell me immediately, understood?”

There were
clear nods from everyone. I looked over at Lena, who had started to
make her way back towards me. I could tell from the way she held
her arm over her stomach that her injuries were hurting her, though
she'd never admit it to Kai or even me. She had to realise that
whether she agreed with my choice back with Bea or not, I'd not
exactly had any better options. We either did this, or died trying.
There was nothing else.

Lena handed me
a nutrition bar. I thanked her quietly and tore it open. It had
been a long morning, and even though my five had been fed before we
were brought here, I couldn't say the same for the suspects. Yet we
all had to be careful, we would have to hunt, and I didn't know if
anyone had any idea what was out there.

“We should
start moving out soon,” I said, between mouthfuls. “Jansen, what
kind of wildlife are we going to come across?”

He got up off
the asphalt and came over to huddle with me and Lena. He stroked
his neck as if easing out an ache there. “There's been reports of
rabbits, badgers, deer even in the borders. My best guess for a
meal would be to set some traps. I've never done it myself, but
I've read books on it,” he said.

Meena rolled
up to our group. “Our father was a hunter, I grew up wanting to do
the same as him. Zara was more medical, but I can probably work out
what's best to use. We need rope and logs, if for no other reason
than it's bound to get cold tonight. It's almost April, but we're
gonna be out in the elements.”

I could see
the edges of an idea forming in my head. “Okay, Meena, Jansen, you
two are on hunting duty. Use anyone you need to gather supplies.
Lena and I will lead the party, but we're gonna try for another
five miles before we camp. I know it seems like a lot, but we have
to keep moving,” I said with a nod to them.

Lena moved to
position herself behind my chair, I think she liked having it to
lean on, a way to ease her own aches and pains. I could see Avery
and Colin help each other up. Kai was packing away the medical
supplies. Mae was heading to push Meena. Zara looked more like her
old self and tried to lend Kai a hand. We were all coming together
as a group. It'd only been a few hours, and yet things seemed to be
somewhat stable. Bar Kai's outburst, no one else had questioned my
leadership. Maybe we'd get through this.

I held up a
hand for Lena so she knew it was time to get moving, and traced the
map on the projection screen with my finger. I'd made it private,
simply because I didn't want the others to know I still had access
to the broadcast. I didn't think that would be so easily explained
as the medication crisis.

It was only
pure luck that I noticed the message in the bottom corner of the
screen. I ignored it for now, but my heart leapt. Could it be
someone who could help? But then again, who would that be? The only
person who might be able to lend us assistance was Jonah, and last
I heard, he was in deep shit himself. When you threw in the fact I
wasn't sure if Bea could monitor my comms from outside the wall, it
was probably a better idea to leave it until we'd put more distance
between us and the place we'd all called home.

We had no
home. And we never would again.


​ [FOUR]

JONAH

During our
meagre dinner, all of which came from supplies, I laid out my idea
about heading for the hub. I'd expected some push back from the
others, but actually, they all saw it as a good idea.

“Maybe they
can answer some of the questions,” Lumi said, nodding. “I mean,
we've got nothing to lose by asking. It might be enough to get them
involved in how the segment is being run.”

“I don’t
think they'd intervene,” Jackson said before I could even think of
an answer, chewing slowly on the snack pellets. “I mean, they never
have before. They're there to aid with foreign affairs, but they
don't go into segment life.”

“This could
be that though,” I said. “We have no idea where the virus and bombs came from,
or why our
segment was hit when the others weren't. Surely it's better to at
least inform the leaders, and if they tell us they won't do
anything, maybe we can go above their heads.” I resisted the urge
to say we'd not been the only segment hit. I couldn't bring Zya and
S-W into this yet.

“I think
Jonah has a point,” Delia said, finishing off her pellets, her eyes
on me so much that she missed Jackson’s small scowl. “We head south
and see what we can find there. If nothing else, we'd have tried. I
mean, sure, we'll ask the others what they think, but I think this
is a firm plan.”

Lumi nodded
and eventually, reluctantly, Jackson agreed. We had a solid plan,
and while it didn't really get us any closer to answers, it felt
good to know where we were going. Lumi and Jackson offered to keep
watch until six, and then Delia and I would need to take over. Lumi
wanted to check the traps they'd laid for any animals, but with the
fading light, they didn't want to risk being in the woods with no
way to see where they were stepping.

As we settled
down for the night, I found my thoughts drifting back to Zya. I'd
had no response to my first message, and although that should've
been a clear-cut clue that she wasn't going to answer, or was
unable to, I still wanted to try again. It was something I wanted
to discuss with Jackson, but I couldn't bring it up without opening
myself up to a load of questions I didn't want to answer
yet.

I couldn't
pull up a screen without it being obvious, since the last time I'd
done it, I'd left it public. The darkness surrounding us would be
lit up by a projection screen. I might be able to do something with
the retina chip, but even that would cause a flash of light no one
was going to miss.

Instead, I
grabbed my backpack and dug around for something to use as a
pillow. The ground was a mixture of dirt, asphalt and various weeds
and grass that had grown through the man-made structure, long since
forgotten by those who lived here. The tall grass worried me
because it would hide any predators, but right then, with Jackson
and Lumi on watch, we would probably be safe.

I found a
hoodie and pulled that over my head, since Delia had said it got
cold. I folded my hands under my head and closed my eyes, hoping to
get some sleep. I'd have to adjust and get used to this, because I
couldn't see any chance of me sleeping in a real be any time
soon.

I don't know
if it was just the general fatigue, the adrenaline crash, or my
injury, but I did manage to sleep. I woke up a few hours later,
aching in places I hadn't known could hurt so much. Strangely, my
gunshot wound only lightly throbbed, whereas my neck, arms, back
and head were loudly screaming with pain.

I started to
wonder if maybe I was getting an infection, because I
had been shot, but that
shouldn't matter. I had the antibiotic patch from before we left,
that should be covering any kind of bug that might get into the
wound. On top of that, I knew from things Mum had said, that the
wound itself would be burning with pain.

Rubbing my
eyes, I debated whether it was worth trying to get more sleep, or
shifting my position to try and alleviate the pain. I glanced over
at Delia, who'd chosen the same spot as last night to crash out.
She looked to be sleeping peacefully.

Shifting
carefully so as not to jar those painful spots, I sat up and leaned
against the concrete post holding up the road above me. Where were
Jackson and Lumi? They were on watch, but I couldn't see either one
of them near where we slept. I couldn’t see Jackson’s walking stick
either, so he’d obviously gone somewhere. I didn't want to call
out, if a threat had arrived, then shouting would only draw
attention to us being there.

After a few
moments of dead silence, no sounds of them moving around, I decided
to take the risk and load up my screen. I wanted to reach out to
Zya again, and this seemed like the perfect opportunity to do so. I
blinked to pull up my retina screen, flicking it to private. It
made it slightly harder to read, but at least I didn't have to
worry about the light drawing attention to my position.

Lumi had told
us we were safe this far from the wall, but I didn't know exactly
how sure they were about that. The fact that we needed to have a
watch anytime someone slept told me we weren't completely secure
here. That raised the question of what was out there that we might
need protection from?

I pushed that
to the back of my mind. If something was out there, we'd find out
soon enough. I needed to be quick with my message while none of the
others were around to watch or even guess what I was doing. I was
starting to wish again that I had a chance to be alone with Jackson
and actually talk to him.

Zya,

I know it
might seem a pointless risk to reach out to you, but I don't see
any other way. I've not heard from you in a long time, I don't know
if you're even still alive. But I have to hope. I'm outside my
segment, I won't say where in case this gets tracked. But we're
headed to the central government. We want answers and it seems the
best place, the only place to start. It’s not red or yellow, but it’s also not
completely safe either, so let’s call it purple.

Jonah.

I didn't
re-read it, I just blinked for it to send. I looked up and around,
catching no sign of Jackson or Lumi. I closed the screen down with
the knowledge I could always pull it back up, so long as it was
still dark, and so long as I was alone. It gave me some kind of
comfort.

I shuffled to
lay back down on the hard ground. My back spasmed with cramps I
couldn't ease, and my shoulders felt like they were being pulled
apart. I couldn't do anything about the pain. I was not going to be
the first to crumble and take a pain med. There was no way I could
justify it, especially since it wasn't even my gunshot wound. Even
then, we had to make things last, just in case.

Saying that, I
realised there would come a time when we had to use what we had,
how would we decide if all of us were pushing ourselves to breaking
point and desperate not to cave in? I assumed it would be a
situation that made itself obvious, but I didn't actually
know.

I closed my
eyes on that thought, figuring I should try and get some sleep. I'd
checked the time, it was just past four in the morning. I'd be
woken up at six, and we'd all eat together, and then Delia and I
would keep watching while Lumi and Jackson slept.

I knew that
once, or if, the
others arrived and we started moving, keeping watch and shifts
would be easier. It felt like all we were doing now was hanging
around. Couldn't we be doing something other than waiting for
people who might not turn up?

My eyes shot
open when I heard the sound of rustling leaves behind me, the grass
hiding anything from my view. A twig snapped, and I felt the
presence of something close by. I didn't dare call out. If it was
Lumi or Jackson, they'd soon let me know. If it was a threat, I
wasn't sure how I'd deal with it. I was pretty immobile with my
leg. Could I fight something off? Or would I be forced to play dead
and hope the animal or person left us alone?

Of course,
there couldn't be people
out here, right? They couldn't manage to survive
without segment life. That's what we were taught. Yes, there were
those who hunted, but they were hailed as heroes getting us the
much-needed food and supplies that travelled between segments. So
of course, people could be out here from other segments, that was
possible.

But this close
to the wall of one segment infected with the virus? That seemed
doubtful, even with the weeks that'd passed since the day of the
attacks. All the other segments had made it clear to the council
that we were in isolation, so they wouldn't send out hunters to
trade, would they?

North-West had
little choice in the matter, since the majority of our hunters had
died in the attack. I didn't know if the plan was, at a later date,
to restart everything. It all just seemed like we were scrambling
around in the dark to try and rebuild.

I heard a
growl, making my heart thump loudly in my chest. I closed my eyes.
It had to be an animal, they must've smelt the food, or heard the
noise and come to investigate. Where the hell were Lumi and
Jackson? Was I about to become wolf food? Was it even a wolf, or
just one of the dogs that roamed the area? I didn't dare look in
case that made things worse.

Counting in my
head, I tried to work out where the animal was approaching from. I
knew the forest was across from where my feet lay. Yet it sounded
closer than that. Had it come from behind? Was there a chance we
were in their territory? Of course that was highly likely, this
whole area was theirs!

I almost
jumped when I felt hot, stinky breath on my face, the brush of a
wet nose on my cheek. Fuck, I was going to die. Delia would be
eaten where she lay, and Lumi and Jackson were fucking nowhere! And
it was too late to try calling out to them. There was no way in
hell I'd be any kind of threat to this animal. They lived in the
wild, I was a human with only one good leg, and had lived behind
high walls all my life. I'd never even seen a dog properly.

The animal
snorted, sniffing at my neck. My eyes screwed shut. It was only
then that I realised they could probably smell the food. If I let
them eat it, would they fuck off back to wherever? I could wake
Delia, find Lumi and Jackson, and we could relocate. It didn't have
to be far, just away from animal territory. Of course, if I did
that, we'd have no supplies. Fuck, I was a coward. I couldn't even
face down something threatening my life!

Holding my
breath, I waited for death to come. The animal sniffed and then let
out a whine. It didn't sound like it was going to eat me. I opened
my eyes and looked up into cloudy yellow eyes, a black nose with
matted golden fur. The animal whined again and then sank onto the
ground next to me, rubbing their head against my chest.

What the hell
did that mean? Why was it so tame? There'd only been hunters out
here before, and that'd been months ago. But maybe that's why. The
dog... I think it was a dog, there were service animals in the segment, but I'd
never been up close to one before, never had the need. The dog
whined again. I lifted my hand and patted its head. The dog sighed
as it settled down to sleep against me. Any hint of danger had
evaporated.

I wasn't going
to sleep with it next to me, no matter how good the pressure felt
against my aching body. I wasn't going to feed it, either. I
couldn't risk us losing supplies we'd need later on. So I rested my
arm over its chest, rubbing at the fur.

To be
perfectly frank, it didn't smell all that good. The fur wasn't
soft, but rough under my fingertips. I could feel the edge of its
ribcage, so whatever it ate, it didn't do so often. But it seemed
to like me, seemed to want to stay, and from what little I could
recall, maybe having a dog would turn out to be a good thing? Maybe
it would be an asset to us?

I don't know
how long it was until I could hear the sounds of Lumi and Jackson
coming back to camp. The dog's ears picked it up before I did,
growling as it got up, ready to protect me.

“No, no, it's
okay,” I said to the dog, rubbing its head. “They're with
me.”

Jackson saw it
first, though why he'd not heard the growl, I don't know. I could
barely make out their shapes, but I saw the glint of the knife. I
could tell what was coming.

“No!” I
cried. “It's not hurting us, don't kill it!”

Jackson's arm
was slightly raised and as he came closer, Lumi reached out,
putting their hand on his arm. “It's harmless,” they said. “Plus it
seems to have latched on to Jonah. My dad always said they were out
here, happy to help the humans for a stroke and scraps.”

“You sure it
won't attack?” Jackson asked, looking from me to Lumi.

“It's been
curled up with me all this time,” I said. “Where have you both
been?”

Lumi stepped
closer, getting down on their knee and letting the dog sniff at
their hands. “We went to check the traps. We have meat, and with
the rain stopped, we can probably eat some of it for breakfast. It
won't store long out here.”

Jackson had
put away the knife by the time he moved in to check out the dog.
“It just came up to you?” he asked me.

“Scared the
life out of me, but it kept me warm,” I said.

As I spoke,
the dog started to sniff at Lumi's hands, whining and licking. “I
think he wants some food, poor guy probably hasn't been fed much
recently,” Lumi said. “Let me skin the rabbits, and then he can
have some of the meat. He needs a name if you're keeping him,
Jonah,” they added as they lifted the dead rabbits off their
shoulder and moved away from me and the dog to get to
work.

“You're sure
it's a he?” I asked as the dog... he, moved to curl up next to me
again.

“As sure as I
can be in the dark, just choose a name that suits them,” Lumi said
with a soft chuckle.

Jackson moved
to sit next to me, the dog sniffing at his legs and hands before
turning back to me. Maybe the dog knew Jackson had wanted to kill
first and ask questions later. It didn't matter, it felt like he
loved me more, which was a kind of strange thing to think
about.

“Max,” I
said, scratching his head. “I'll call the dog Max.”

“Good
choice,” Lumi said. “Why don't you and Max get some sleep, we're
not wandering any more tonight.”

I nodded as I
shut my eyes, my hand staying in Max's fur. I still wanted to ask
why they'd gone to the forest on watch. Hadn't Lumi said they
needed better light to check the traps? Or was that me remembering
wrong?

It didn't
matter, I didn't ask because I was asleep in seconds.


​ [FIVE]

ZYA

Reaching the
end of our trek for the day, everyone was beyond exhausted. While
the suspects had worked jobs, I didn't think any of them had had to
do this kind of distance. Besides which, there were autobuses in
the segments, which they didn't have out here. I'd not really had
much of a chance to talk with anyone bar Lena, and even then it'd
stayed as checking in with the rest of the group. I just wanted to
get out of my chair, and sleep.

Of course, it
wasn't that simple. Jansen was the first to raise the issue. He
came to me and said it would be prudent that someone stay on watch.
He wasn't all that clear what he thought we'd be watching for, but
when Meena and Lena also made the suggestion, I decided to go with
it.

Which is how
Kai, Avery, and I, ended up on watch while everyone else got to
sleep. We’d chosen a spot with the tall grass ahead of us, but also
gravel and fallen trees that would allow us some space, and maybe
even some safety, though we couldn’t be sure on that
count.

My back ached
from being sat all day. While my chair was basically made for me,
it wasn't the most comfortable after a long day. My left thigh was
cramping up a storm, and I was having to bite my lip to keep myself
quiet. I did not want to ask Kai for a pain med, not this early into the
journey, especially since I'd made it clear I was mostly
med-free.

Everyone else
was huddled together on the ground. Kai and Jansen had made a fire,
that Kai kept going long after everyone else had fallen asleep.
They all slept in their clothes, and we'd found a couple of
blankets in our supplies. Meena had been helped to the ground by
Mae and Colin and the plan was for those three to take over at four
a.m. We'd work out a system so everyone had some watches, and also
got some sleep.

“You hurting,
Zya?” Kai asked as she stoked the flames.

“Yeah, but
it's nothing major,” I said, glancing over at her.

“How far do
you think we have to go?” Kai asked, trying to fan the smoke away
from Avery. who sat to my left on a large boulder. I think they
wanted to be as far from the smoke they could manage while not
being completely isolated.

I sighed as I
tried to get my tired brain to cooperate. “If I remember right from
school, we're about seventy or eighty miles from where we need to
be. I know that's in a straight line, and we won't be doing that
without trying to cross through segments. It's probably closer to a
hundred miles we have to walk.”

“Whoa,” Avery
said, shaking their head. “No way. We'll never, not all of us, make
it a hundred miles with the supplies we have. I don't care how good
a hunter Meena or Jansen think they are!”

“We'll find a
way, Avery,” Kai said, holding up a hand. “I do have a question
though, Zya.”

“Go for it,
it's not like we're getting any sleep,” I said, trying to stifle a
yawn.

“Why did you
choose mostly underage people to help on your 'mission'?” She even
made air quotes about the word.

I swallowed
down the uncomfortable lump in my throat. So far, Kai had been the
only one to really question my leadership abilities. I couldn't
blame her, we were young. Only Zara had sat the Exit Exam, and the rest of us
never would. Kai didn't know just how close we'd all come to being
assessed and thrown out the gates on our own.

My issue was
there seemed to be friction between us now that hadn’t been there
before. When we’d met in the segment, she and I had felt like
kindred spirits, trapped working in a world that would rather we
didn’t exist. I got that she was trying to get all the information
so she could make more informed choices, but Bea had selected her
as a suspect. Could the kindly medic have played a part in the
bombs? And if so, would I be able to follow through with my task
and end her life?

I was about to
answer when I heard Lena stir. She coughed and then sat up
carefully, trying not to wake anyone near her. Her build had
changed since the bombs, making me think the hormone patch had
played a part in it, or rather, the lack of one. She’d been in the
midst of her transition, and then all hell broke loose, and things
like transitioning and hormone patches were forgotten. I kept
meaning to ask her about it, but as of yet, we'd not really
discussed it.

“Did we wake
you?” I asked softly as she made her way over to us.

“No,” she
said, shaking her head. “Just hard to get used to being on the
rough ground. I'll try again soon, I just have to answer the call
of nature.”

I nodded,
watching her as she pulled up a screen that would act as her torch,
guiding her way through the tall grass and logs that had probably
once been in use by the people who’d called this place home. I
could feel Kai's eyes on me. I guess that was the end of my
distraction then.

“Zya?” Kai
prompted, her tone soft but gruff.

“I didn’t
exactly have a lot of time to hunt around for recruits,” I said, my
tone just as gruff. “Like I said earlier, I got twenty-four hours
notice, but I trust these people with my life. We were all at
school when the bombs dropped, except Zara, but I know her sister
well enough. You have a problem with my choices?” I narrowed my
eyes as I studied her.

It was hard to
see with the smoke from the fire, but she looked almost angry I
hadn’t given her the reason she wanted. Up until then, I’d not
considered Kai as a serious suspect, but now? Now she looked ready
to kill someone, and I didn’t know why.

Lena came back
from the woods, shaking her head as she shut down the light from
her screen. “You wanna switch, Zya?” she asked, seeming to take in
the tense atmosphere between Kai and I.

I shook my
head. “I’m fine, get some sleep, four will be here all too soon,” I
said softly.

Lena made eye
contact with me, but then headed to curl up in the spot she’d
vacated. All three of us stayed quiet while we watched her nestle
down and close her eyes. Avery had been particularly silent, but
then again, they weren’t in close proximity to Kai.

“Partner?”
Avery asked, getting up and shuffling over to where I was
parked.

“No,” I said,
shaking my head. “Just a very good friend. What about you, any
partner?”

Avery shook
their head. “Just friends with Colin, we met in the field, as it
were, though we were at the same school. Segregated, but we’re
kinda the success stories.”

“Oh, I know
that feeling,” I said with a half-chuckle. “I was getting ready for
the E.E when the bombs fell. Mixed school though, we all came from
the same place. I don’t think there were many survivors from the
segregated, were there?”

“No,” they
said, sadly. “But we take our successes when we can. What about
you, Kai?”

“It’s been a
while since I was at school. I mean, I passed the E.E, trained and
all of that, been practising a couple of years, mostly in the medic
points rather than the hospitals. They always felt like the worst
place to end up. There was never any hope in them. That’s how it
felt even before the bombs that levelled the field. I say it like
that, because we’re all the same now. And us three were always the
ones underfoot, and now it’s all equal.”

I swivelled my
chair on the dirt so I could face her. “Are you saying you’re happy
about the attacks?” I asked, eyebrow raised.

It certainly
gave me a different view of Kai, sending her right up to my top
suspect. Could it really be that easy? Could it be as simple as
just looking for someone who seemed happy by what had happened? I
mean, they may not have meant for so many to die... except the
virus was programmed to kill those over a certain age. I didn’t
know much about virus production, but that didn’t seem like
something someone could’ve happened on by mistake. And Kai was
medically trained, she could easily have found contacts.

“I didn’t say
that!” she hissed. “So many people died! I just meant it was nice for
the world, or our segment at least, to be on an even footing with
people who had before looked down on us. You don’t
agree?”

“No,” I said,
giving her a look of disbelief. “Let me tell you something I
learned in the six weeks I was working. Everyone still looks down
on us, only they do it with the view of being ‘one of us’. The
council still wanted what they always wanted: productivity. They
pledged to eradicate Further Training out of one side of their
mouth, and then out of the other, they bring it back, on the quiet.
Just in the West Quad, along with rationing. And people? They
didn’t care about helping now that they were equal, they just
wanted what they could get. So no, Kai, I don’t think we’re
all equal now. I
think we’re just under closer scrutiny and shoved out the gates on
missions with minimal supplies, probably because they don’t think
we’ll survive.”

I realised
just as I said it, the mistake I’d made. I’d let my guard down a
little too much. I wasn’t used to being in charge, but I was, and I
had to make sure I stayed on the ball here, stuck to the plan, and
didn’t go off on tangents that might alert the suspects to my true
goal..

“And again,
you appear to be a strange choice for the council’s bidding,” Kai
said, a smirk on her face.

“Let’s keep
it down,” I hissed. “We should be watching and making sure everyone
stays safe.”

My cheeks
burned, I was a fool to let my mouth run off like that. Kai and
Avery both knew now I wasn’t a fan of the council. Neither one of
them knew the whole truth, but I’d given them a snippet of
it.

Lena was the
first to wake up at four. She stiffly got up, before moving to help
Meena into her chair. She wasn’t supposed to be on watch, but
didn’t wake Mae, so I took that to mean she was putting herself in
Mae’s slot. Jansen took his time, but eventually came over to
relieve Avery who gladly went to sleep near Colin. Kai kept her
position, seemingly waiting for me to move. I held firm.

“You can
sleep, Kai, we’ll be moving off at eight, so I’d grab what you
can,” I said stiffly. I wanted a moment to talk to Lena, I assumed
she’d overheard some of our conversation and that was why she was
getting up, but I didn’t want to say so.

“Are you not
joining us?” Kai asked.

“I need to
pee actually, if that’s okay?” I snapped snidely. It was the first
lie that came to mind, but thinking about it, it made sense to go
when Lena was up and about and could help me.

Kai nodded,
gave a mock salute, and then went to find a spot to lie down. I
looked at Lena whose face was blank. She liked to play things close
to her chest, I’m guessing this was one of them.

“I’ll help
Zya and then come back with some more firewood,” she said, grabbing
my chair.

“Roger, I can
keep the fires burning, maybe grab something to eat?” Jansen
said.

“We’ll eat
with everyone, Meena, stay on it,” Lena said, shooting a look at
Meena. I read it to mean she was supposed to make sure Jansen
didn’t snack us outta supplies.

With that she
started to push me into the small wooded area on the side of the
road. I didn’t need to be told, blinking to pull up a screen that
would brighten our way. I waited until we were a bit of a distance
from the group before I spoke.

“Did you
catch what Kai was saying?” I asked.

Lena nodded as
she moved to help me. I won’t go into the particulars, peeing works
the same for everyone. “She’s a medic, she could have experience
with viruses,” Lena said softly.

“She sounded
almost gleeful that we’re all now ‘equal’,” I said, rolling my
eyes. “I put her right. But I think I showed too much of my hand.
We need to watch her and Avery. They stayed mostly silent, but I
don’t know if that’s just how they are normally, or if they’re
gathering clues and all of that shit.”

“I didn’t get
a read on Colin or Jansen yesterday. Colin seems close with Avery,
and I heard them say they’d been friends at work. Jansen seems like
a pain in the arse, but he knows the history, that much I was able
to pick up. You notice they were all disabled before the
attacks?”

“I don’t know
if that’s really relevant, other than they wouldn’t have been
affected by the virus. That just seems obvious. They didn’t know
they wouldn’t be injured by it. I mean Avery is asthmatic, so is
Jansen, they both could’ve gotten sick with the smoke. I know the
virus itself didn’t generally harm or make us more disabled, but
the rest of it was basically pot luck.”

Lena helped me
back into my chair. “Get some sleep, and I’ll see what I can get
out of Jansen. Meena wants to try setting some traps, which means
we need to camp for a few days. There’s no way we can do that on
the move. I know we have a lot of ground to cover,” she said,
holding up a hand to stop me from interrupting. “But these people
aren’t built for long treks. We have at least two weeks before we
run into medication problems. Let’s not rush this and lose people
along the way. Jansen did mention there might be places to raid for
stores, places left from before the walls.”

I looked at
her sceptically. I didn’t believe that, even if there were such
places, they’d have anything we could use. But I also didn’t know
for sure. She did have a point, burning everyone out was only going
to lead to problems we couldn’t solve. Plus it gave me time to
question who was the traitor.

I just had to
hope Bea saw it the same way, but on that front she’d been silent.
Maybe she hoped we’d go away and take the problem with us. Whatever
the answer, rushing wasn’t going to get us there.

We’d take our
time, and we’d do it right.


​ [SIX]

JONAH

I woke up
warm. Max was still curled up next to me, as if keeping guard to
make sure no one disturbed my slumber. He whined as he nudged my
hand. “I'm up, I'm up,” I murmured, a little groggy
still.

Max was
positioned so that his front half was over my stomach, acting as
his own little warming pad. I wondered if he'd moved at all, and
whether Lumi had followed through and actually fed him
something.

“Morning,”
Jackson said, sipping some water. “That smell is breakfast, rabbits
are on the fire. Lumi wanted to cook away from here so that the
smoke didn't set off my asthma or wake either of you. Max has
stayed loyal to you all night, even though I think he might be a
tad hungry.”

“Is Delia
awake at all?” I asked, trying to move Max off me so that I could
sit up.

“Oh yeah,
I've been up for a while, sleepyhead,” she called from across the
road.

As I sat up, I
was able to move Max and see past Jackson to where Lumi was
cooking. The smell wafted over, and I had to admit, my stomach
growled with how hungry it made me.

“Have they
given Max anything?” I asked loud enough for Lumi and Delia to
hear, more just wanted someone to answer.

“I'm about
to!” Lumi called over. “Max wouldn't move while you were down for
the count, I cooked his meat first, just waiting for it to cool
now.”

I nodded as I
stroked Max's head. It was weird how quickly I'd bonded with the
dog. I'd never had a pet before, never been able to, and yet it
felt like he'd been there longer than a few hours. He seemed to
connect with me as well. I wasn't sure what it would mean in the
long-term, but I was happy with where things were.

Jackson came
over to help me stand, using his walking stick to steady himself as
he pulled me up, while I stretched and let my body try to find a
comfortable position. Max got back up, staying by my
side.

“You wanna
use the bathroom?” Jackson asked.

I nodded, and
Jackson turned me, letting me keep the majority of my weight on him
and his walking stick, taking me in the direction Max had come from
last night. I assumed it was to save himself from the smoke of the
cooking. I didn't ask. Max followed happily, he didn't seem to mind
going away from the food source.

“Did you
check the broadcast?” Jackson asked softly, after I'd done the
peeing thing. He seemed to want to hang back for a moment, and I
wasn't going to argue with him. Hadn't I wanted this moment
anyway?

“I did in the
night while you and Lumi were off collecting the rabbits,” I said,
mimicking his soft tone. “What's the issue? Why were you both in
the forest?”

“Did you get
another message?” he asked, waving away my question.

“The coded
one? No. I reached out to Zya again. I've not heard back, and I've
not checked this morning, should I?” I asked. “And why were you in
the woods, Jackson?”

“Lumi said it
was the best time to check the traps, less chance of us scaring
away any food,” he said, rolling his eyes a little. “What's the
problem? You were fine. You had Max.”

“But I
didn't know he
was fine until after he'd scared the shit outta me growling in the
bushes!” I snapped. “You and Lumi were the ones who said we needed
a lookout. Fine, I get it, there's dangers here we don't have the
first clue about, but do the damn job you assigned yourself. How
would you like it if Delia and I went off to the woods while you
two slept? You'd be on me in seconds, giving me shit for
it!”

“You were
both fine,” Jackson said, shaking his head. “There's no danger for
miles.”

“Then why are
we keeping watch?” I asked, sneering at him a little. “I mean, if
it's so safe that we can wander off whenever we damn well please,
why bother staying up at night?”

He sighed,
looking down at the dirt. “I don't know,” he said after a moment,
his voice so quiet I almost missed it. “Look, Jonah, we didn't plan
for this, but I have to trust Lumi knows what they're doing. They
say watch, we watch.”

“Lumi's in
charge, huh?” I said, calming down a little.

It was on the
tip of my tongue to voice my suspicions about Lumi, but I didn't
know if I could trust Jackson, or if he'd even listen to me. I'd
told Delia, and she'd not taken to it kindly. I wanted to believe
my friend, who knew me, would do better, but what other choice did
we have? We were all in this together whether we wanted to be or
not.

“We better
get back, let me know if you hear from our friend, or get another
message,” he said softly as he started to help me back to our
makeshift camp.

Breakfast was
served, Max happily eating his portion as the rest of us filled our
stomachs as best we could on the meat while it was available. Lumi
had cooked all but three rabbits. They said we'd have the rest for
lunch after they and Jackson had slept. That way there was no risk
of the food going bad, and it'd give us some sustenance to
digest.

Jackson didn't
say any more before he went to sleep. Lumi had said to wake them at
eleven, and then we'd see about plans for the afternoon. Delia
wanted to learn how to set a few traps of her own, just so we had
more than one hunter.

She and I
huddled around the fire embers. Max had settled down next to me,
and it was nice to be in a different position than before. The
ground was mostly asphalt, but there were pebbles strewn over it.
Sometimes you’d lay in one position, turn in your sleep and end up
with a cluster of sharp pebbles digging into your neck. I was
leaning back against a sturdy tree while Delia poked at the remains
of the fire. The weather wasn't bad for late March, the sun was
out, but there was still a chill in the air.

Silence
settled over the camp. I wasn't going to be much use if I couldn't
stand unaided, but Delia was happy to keep watch from her chair. I
could hear Lumi snore slightly while Jackson slept without making a
sound. It was only when I caught the blink in the corner of my
retina screen that I realised I might have to find somewhere to
hide so I could respond.

At night, no
one would be able to see the outline of a projection screen in
private mode. Now? With the sun out, Delia would catch it quickly.
But then she knew I had access, I could always lie about the
contents or my reasoning for pulling it up.

I rubbed my
eyes before blinking to pull up a smaller private screen. The
message was from Zya and I felt my heart speed up a little. I
couldn't, wouldn't share her position with the others. I trusted Jackson to a
point, but there was no way for me to judge just how Delia and Lumi
would react to knowing there'd been another segment targeted. I
knew I would have to come clean at some point, before we reached
the Central Zone at least, because it would come out
then.

The message
was simple: Meet at CZ. Purple. Being
monitored. Z.

I blinked as I
read it over twice. It was pretty obvious what it meant, Zya was
outside the segment walls, but she had someone watching her. Did
that put us at risk? I couldn't think it would. She'd never have
sent the message if she thought it would leave us open, would
she?

“What are you
doing?” Delia asked, pulling me from my thoughts. “You reading the
broadcast?”

“Yeah,” I
said, blinking quickly to close the message. “I wanted to see if
Felix or Iza had gotten in touch, or if there was anything from
Juliet or Nico. There's nothing.”

“I don't
think Juliet and Nico are gonna make it here,” she said, shaking
her head. “Maybe if we had more time to wait... what's the news
from the segment? Are you able to see anything?”

She flicked
off her brakes and pushed herself so she was sat in sight of the
screen. I made sure to clear any sign of the message from Zya
before switching it to public. I'd landed on the main broadcast
page, the ticker still going along the bottom. I'd not noticed
until I really looked that it was half in code and half in plain
English.

“What's that
about?” Delia asked, spotting the issue straight away.

“I... I don't
know,” I said, shaking my head. “Like I said yesterday, I got a
message that was all coded. I couldn't read it. Jackson said to
delete it and I did. Maybe the council are trying to censor what we
can read?”

“But why,
Jonah? I mean, they know we can't come back. We're not a risk to
them. Our arses were about to be kicked out anyway. That we have
others joining us might be cause for concern, but they don't know
where we plan to go. I mean, you've not sent any messages, have
you?”

“No,” I said,
shaking my head again.

I didn't want
to admit to the messages to Zya. They didn't count, she wasn't part
of N-W, so if her council saw them, they wouldn't have any problem
with us. I mean, she said she was being monitored, but that didn't
impact us, did it?

Delia fixed
her hazel eyes on me. “You'd tell me if you had, wouldn't you,
Jonah?” she asked, her tone a little brittle.

I met her
gaze. “I have not had any comms with anyone in N-W since we left. I
don't know why I still have access, and I don't know why they're
coding the broadcast. If they knew Felix, Iza, Juliet, and Nico
were going to try and join us, there'd be no reason for them to try
and entice us through code...” I stopped as another name hit
me.

How hadn't I
seen this before? Ana knew code, if not her, then Bora. Could they have gotten into
my tablet? Could they be sending a message to us? What would be the
point of it?

“Jonah? You
were saying?” Delia asked, nudging my shoulder. “What is
it?”

I weighed up
my options, I couldn't see any harm in telling Delia my thoughts.
We were all in the same boat, right? “You remember us telling you
about Ana and Bora?” I asked.

We'd gone over
the meeting Jackson and I’d had before we made a rush for the wall.
Simply, Ana was a medic working with a resistance inside the
segment walls, and Bora was her code guy. We'd met them not more
than a week ago, and when we'd gone back to our house, it’d been
swarming with council officials, ready to arrest us for treason.
Jackson and I had run, and eventually found Delia and Lumi and made
the exit the way we did. I filled Delia in on the particulars
without going over old ground too much.
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