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Hayley

For the past seven days, ever
since her escape from the base on Raildown, Hayley Lightson had
been on a mission. She’d always had a plan to escape, ready for the
day they came for her. Her contacts had gotten her as far as the
border to Evendown, and it seemed that her ruse had worked. After
the first summons to the Lights Out event, she’d been careful to
make connections that would keep her safe, should it happen again.
She hadn’t counted on help from the security on base, but it did
mean she’d managed to get away and out of Raildown before they’d
started seriously looking for her.

She’d wanted the army to be
looking at the north border, so arranged to be dropped off there
before she then had a second contact drive her south. Her plan had
always been to cross into Evendown, but she wanted to be sure that
the army wouldn’t be on her trail. She’d been lucky with the
security guards, but if they gave her up, they’d be looking in the
wrong place. Originally, she would’ve been snuck off the base in a
delivery van, but it hadn’t come to that, which was good because
the less people knew, the better.

Hayley had no ID, no credits,
and as far as Evendown were concerned, she had no standing there
either, but she did have a message for the leader of the rebellion.
She just had to survive long enough to deliver it and make contact
with the protesters there in the cityship, and the rest would fall
into place. From what she’d found before leaving Raildown, the two
cityships were vastly different, and they were very much isolated
from the other. The one thing they shared was their pledged
allegiance to the King, same as every other cityship, and Hayley
knew what a farce that was.

The journey to Evendown had
taken her five days, and now she was sleeping in abandoned
buildings, left over from the war, that had never been fixed up. So
long as she stayed under the radar of security and away from the
base, she wasn’t likely to get caught. Getting caught would mean
instant death.

Hayley rolled over, swinging her
legs off the stone ledge she’d been using as a bed. Her contacts
had managed to give her basic supplies, but the majority of them
had been used up during the journey through the forest to the
border. She had a little bit of water left, a few pieces of stale
bread, and a tin of peaches. She was saving the peaches for the
last possible moment, knowing the syrup would keep them as fresh as
tinned peaches could get.

She coughed to clear some of the
gunk that seemed to have settled in her lungs. Her time in the
forest, not eating and drinking enough, as well as being more than
a little stressed, had left her body open to an infection of some
kind. It had started as a cold, but quickly moved to her chest, and
now she was struggling to manage even a few steps away from her
safe haven.

She knew she had no choice. She
would either have to beg or steal some medicine, but given that the
only hospital in Evendown was on the base, she didn’t really have a
lot of options. She could try a medic centre, but they would also
need to scan her chip, and that couldn’t happen. The broken-down
house she was staying in, a shell of what had probably once been
someone’s beautiful home, was damp and mouldy, and that wasn’t
helping her breathing issues at all either. Once the cold set in,
she’d found her energy beginning to really flag. Even moving was
becoming too much for her, so she stayed in the house with the
black mould, making herself sicker, but also possibly saving her
life at the same time.

She reached over for her bag.
Her long, black hair was matted, and her already-rail-thin frame
was even more so now. Her dark brown skin now showed the layer of
dirt from the journey through the forest, she needed to find some
way to get a wash sometime soon. She’d taken a bag of supplies with
her to the Railtown base, and had had more waiting in the burnt out
shell of a car at the north border. She checked her water bottle
and decided that she would have to go looking for a clean source at
some point today. She took a small sip, feeling the warm liquid
soothe her throat.

She took a small bite from one
of the pieces of bread, chewing hard as it was long past its best.
She would have to find a supply of food today too. She hadn’t
thought to pack medical supplies, having always been healthy, but
she needed them now..

Dammit, she thought to
herself, before coughing. Last thing I need is to get sick and
die. Wouldn’t that be ironic, escape the needle, only to die from a
fricking cold?

She coughed again, holding her
chest as she tried to catch her breath. She was going to have to go
out into the surrounding suburbs. There would be less of a military
presence this far from the base, but it was still a risk. One she
would have to take, or face drowning in her own fluids.

She knew she couldn’t leave
anything behind. Not without risking her exposure, or losing her
limited supplies. She walked slowly to the window, the frame
cracked, the glass long since broken, looking out as she panted
heavily with the effort. From that vantage point, she could see
four other buildings that would work as a safe place, should she
need to move elsewhere tonight. First, she would need to gather
everything together. It wouldn’t take long, she didn’t have much.
She coughed again, feeling the phlegm rise in her throat, spitting
it out the window without bothering to look. It was that or risk
throwing up. She’d never done well with bodily fluids.

Hayley got her things together
before heading to the back of the house, where she was able to pee
without worry of being seen, or attracting any of the wildlife this
close to the forest edge. She’d been in Evendown two full days. It
was time to stop lying around, and actually do something. She
needed to get medicine, and she needed to get food supplies,
otherwise she was as good as caught.

She took the back exit, slowly
making her way around the shell of the safe house walls. She
couldn’t see anyone around, but she was also very aware that part
of this area would be covered by cameras. The last thing she wanted
was for somebody on base to wonder why a dishevelled woman was
wandering in an area that had been uninhabited for a good number of
decades.

Although she planned to come
back, she was also aware that doing so might draw too much
attention. She’d been careful to leave nothing behind, even rubbish
that might give anyone the idea someone had been staying there. If
they did go looking, what with the alert she knew must be out, she
didn’t want to make it easy for them to find her.

She walked slowly along the main
road, keeping to the verge as possible. She had no way to check the
time. Her tablet would lead people to her position, and they would
be looking for her. However, from the lack of cars on the road, the
position of the sun and the people on the street, she figured it
had to be around midday. People didn’t turn to greet her, but that
wasn’t uncommon in any cityship. You didn’t make friends with
strangers unless you had to. She’d heard as a kid that the English
had always been that way. The war hadn’t changed that.

She coughed heavily, reaching up
to brush the hair from her face. It probably didn’t help that she
almost certainly looked a sight. She spotted more than one person
glance her way and avoid eye contact. She liked it that way. Less
chance of her being caught.

It was only when she stumbled
and almost fell that someone actually spoke to her. She felt the
arm catch her, help make her more stable. She turned and looked at
the tall, thin man with midnight black skin, his hair blowing
lightly in the wind. “You okay?” he asked, with a small smile.

“Thank you,” she wheezed, trying
to clear her throat again. “I’m fine.”

“If I may be so blunt, you don’t
look like it,” the man said, still smiling. “Can I buy you a coffee
or tea?”

Hayley looked him over. Could
this be a ruse? Why would a complete stranger want to help her?
What was in it for him?

“I’m fine,” she said again. “I
really should get going.” She turned to walk away.

“Come on, at least keep me
company while I drink?” he said, putting his hand on her arm.
“Please?”

Hayley turned to look at him.
She had a choice to make here. She could either throw caution to
the wind, and get something to drink, and maybe even some food, or
she could walk away.

“Why?” she asked.

“I’m lonely,” he said with a
shrug. “My husband’s at work, and I work at the café over there.”
He pointed to a small building with tables and chairs in front. It
didn’t exactly look like a thriving business. “And you look like
you could use a friend.”

Hayley thought for a moment, the
offer a bit too tempting. She needed a proper drink, some food to
fill her aching belly. Maybe this man was genuine, maybe he’d be
able to help her get the medicine she needed? She had to take a
chance at some point, why not now?

“Okay,” she said finally,
nodding her head. “Tea and a sandwich would be great.”

“Wonderful!” he said, slipping
his arm through hers. “My name’s Mani Tucker.” He walked with her
slowly across the empty road. “You take a seat and catch your
breath. I’ll get you that tea and a sandwich.”

“I… I don’t have any credits,”
she confessed as she settled into the chair.

“That’s fine, this one’s on the
house. Always love to celebrate a new friendship,” Mani said, still
smiling brightly.

“Thank you,” Hayley said, her
voice rasping. She thought about telling him her name, but as of
yet she had no idea of what to even call herself, and telling him
her actual name would leave them both open to danger. He
didn’t deserve that. He was just trying to be nice.

“How’d you take your tea?” he
asked, turning to glance at her as he headed inside the café.

“White with no sugar would be
fine,” she said.

“And anything particular
sandwich-wise?”

“Just anything you can spare,”
she said. “Thank you.”

He nodded, smiled and headed
inside. Hayley watched through the large window as he went past the
counter into the back. When he was gone from her view, she turned
to look at the people walking by. She coughed again, trying to
catch her breath, her face turning red with the exertion.

Mani was back in ten minutes,
carrying a tray with two cups and two plates with food on them. He
sat down opposite her after he’d put the tray in the middle of the
table. He took his time carefully handing her the tea, and then the
fullest plate.

“It’s cheese and ham, freshest
we have,” he said, as he put the other plate in front of him. “I
hope that’s okay?”

“It’s perfect,” Hayley said.
“Extremely kind of you. I… I don’t know what I would’ve done
otherwise.”

“I only did what anyone should.
Sometimes, we need to look beyond ourselves, and reach out to those
who need us more.” He took a sip of his tea and sat back in the
seat. “So, where were you headed?”

“Not really sure,” Hayley said,
before taking a small bite of the sandwich. She tried to hide the
involuntary moan at the taste of proper, fresh, food. It may have
only been seven days, but her stomach welcomed both the food and
the drink.

“I haven’t seen you around
before. Not surprising, this part of the cityship most people come
and go.”

“Yes, I would imagine so,”
Hayley said, lying through her teeth.

“So down on your luck, I’m
guessing?” Mani asked.

Hayley nodded. She chewed as an
excuse not to answer, and hoped that Mani would fill her in on the
area without her having to ask questions that might give her
away.

“That’s what the Down is for, we
get a lot of people here that have lost their credit supply, and
need a safe and warm place to sleep. My husband, he works on the
base, but we’ve never struggled as the others in this area have.
It’s really something that gets me angry. I mean, it’s supposed to
be an equal society yet those down on their luck are left here to
rot.” His face flushed as his temper rose. “The Down, that’s what
they call it, people like you with no credits, and an ID that is
useless. Where have you been staying, dear?”

Hayley thought while she chewed.
There wasn’t an area like this in Raildown. If what Mani was saying
was correct, and there was no reason to doubt him, maybe there
wasn’t the same issue here with the aging up and down. Or maybe
there was, and the people in the ‘Down’ were ripe for the picking.
They had nothing, and who would miss them?

It was only when she realised
Mani was still looking at her that she remembered she hadn’t
answered his question.

“Here and there,” she croaked.
“I’ve been quite lucky in that.”

“Well, you sound sick, so you’ve
not been that lucky. Why don’t I have Jeff look you over, hmm?”

“Oh I don’t wanna put you out,”
Hayley said. “The food, the tea, it’s a lot and I don’t really want
to draw attention to myself.”

“Nonsense, dear. Look at you!
You’re coughing and pale. Nope, Jeff would kill me if I let you go
without making sure you’re okay!”

Hayley thought about protesting
more, but she could already tell from the look on Mani’s face it
wasn’t going to work. Instead, she nodded. “Okay, but only if it
won’t be any trouble.”

“I promise you, it won’t be,”
Mani said. “You sit here, finish your tea and food. We have a place
over the café so you can wait there. Make yourself at home. What’s
your name, dear?”

Hayley hesitated. “Hayley. Just
Hayley,” she said, with a small smile.

“Well, just Hayley, it’s nice to
meet you. You come in when you’re done, okay?”

“Okay, and thank you,” she
said.

She watched as Mani moved back
into the café. Maybe this was her first lot of good luck. Maybe she
would make it past the first week and maybe, a contact like Jeff
would come in handy in the future.

She smiled to herself as she
watched the people walk by, all in their own heads. Maybe this was
the beginning of the change.

And maybe, she’d be there to
light the fuse.
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Lock

Given that there were no windows
in our safe space, I don’t know what time it was when I finally
woke up. Clara was sleeping soundly as I moved into my chair to go
hunt out a bathroom. I was still trying to process everything
that’d happened. Would we make it any further? I wanted to believe
we were safe here, but we still had a long trek ahead of us.

Having been successful in my
search for a bathroom, I took care of my bladder and parked up in
front of the sink to wash my hands and face. The slight tremor in
my hands was still present as I took in my reflection. My dark
sepia skin was paler than usual, the bags under my eyes showed that
even though I’d slept, I was still drained. The memory of last
night came rushing back to me, my mother going off for her final
sleep, and our escape in the back of a funeral car. Was it really
over? Of course not. We still had to make it to the border.

My stump itched, my fingers
rubbing at the skin as I played over the memories of our saviour
coming out of the woods, bringing us to this safe place. I’d never
gotten their name, but I knew they were on the other side of the
false wall. I didn’t know what the next step was. My life before
was done, and now I was running to the next cityship, with the hope
that I could change what the country had become.

My curly black hair sat against
my shoulders. I reached for a brush, one that showed no sign of use
before us. Did they keep the room stocked just in case? How long
would we stay here? Was it possible that we’d have help all the way
to the border crossing? And how come the guards hadn’t come looking
yet? Maybe they didn’t know Clara and I hadn’t gone home. There was
always a chance they weren’t aware.

With my hair done and tied up in
a plait to keep it tidy during our trek, I wheeled back into the
bedroom, watching Clara as she slept. Her long brown hair was
settled around her head on the pillow, her eyes closed, taupe brown
skin showing those same signs of fatigue. I hated not knowing the
time, nor what our plan was, but I wasn’t about to wake her. She
deserved the sleep, the rest. We had a long trip ahead of us, and
who knew how long it would be until we reached the next safe
house.

“Lock?” she asked, stirring
awake.

“It’s okay, we’re safe,” I
whispered, knowing to keep my voice down. We had no way to get out,
should the army come. Our saviour held the only key to open the
partition. I knew they wouldn’t give us up to the guards, but I
would’ve liked to have known how we could communicate with them. I
didn’t like the idea of not being in control of what happened to
us, but they were here to help, that was the point. The underground
railroad’s existence was a secret kept from the majority of
Raildown, but not much surprised me anymore.

“What time is it?” she
whispered, stretching as she sat up. “We should get up and ready,
we need to leave eventually.”

“I can check the tablets, but I
need to disable the location chips. I say I, we, need to do
that first. I know we couldn’t before because the base would’ve
questioned it. But we’re out in the sticks now. It needs to be
done, especially since we need to keep in contact with Gerry about
the video.”

“I can do that, I think,” Clara
said as she sat up, climbing out of the bed carefully and heading
to the bathroom.

I wheeled myself up to the edge
of the partition. I knew they wouldn’t open it unless it was safe
to do so, and I didn’t want to make any signal that we were awake
just in case, but I couldn’t help but lean my ear against it,
hoping to hear sounds of life on the other side.

I could hear humming. In fact,
as I leaned back in my chair, I realised I could hear it without
being so close to the wall. That told me the sound would travel, so
Clara and I had to be as quiet as possible. Otherwise, we were
going to end up getting found out long before we were ready to
leave. I didn’t want to risk our lives, but neither did I want to
risk our saviour either. If they’d not come along when they did,
who knows how far we’d have made it before we either made camp or
got caught.

They’d not said much last night,
there hadn’t been time. At that point, Clara and I were beyond
exhausted, and they had been clear that we’d be safe in this area.
I thought about reaching for my tablet, but I didn’t know enough to
be sure about blocking the location chip. Clara might know more,
but I didn’t. The last thing I wanted was to set off an alert.

I jumped when there was a double
knock to the partition. Wheeling back, I wasn’t sure if I was
supposed to say something or keep quiet. Was it a signal to warn
us, or something innocuous and just them wanting to check in with
us?

“Awake in there?” they called
out.

“Y-yes, we’re up,” I stammered
back, swallowing down the nerves.

Clara was out of the bathroom as
the partition opened a little and we were greeted with the sight of
our saviour. Their pale brown face lit up with a smile, the
thinning brown hair tied up in a bun, and their blue eyes
bright.

“We didn’t get much of a chance
to introduce ourselves last night. Name’s Mary B,” they said,
stepping inside our room. “I normally give people a day to get
their things together before they have to leave, but you two slept
long. It’s just after midday. No news on the link feed of your
escape, so I reckon you have a little time left to get a head
start.”

“I don’t know how to thank you,”
I said. “You saved us, and I don’t know if words do that
justice.”

“Never you mind about thanks, I
get what I need done. I should be thanking you two, you’re the ones
trying to enact change. I just gave you a little bump along the
way,” they said, a soft smile on their lips.

They were the same height as
Clara, but looked a lot more put together. I had so many questions,
like how did they manage to live out here and survive? I thought,
had been told, that the forest was off-limits. It might’ve been
something my parents said to keep me in line, but I’d heard similar
stories at school and the like.

“Can I ask how you live out
here?” Clara said, unknowingly matching my own questions.

“Easy as pie, I have my rations,
I make do, work sometimes with the farmers, sometimes in the
factories. Whatever it takes, I get the credits I need. But it also
means I have my ear to the ground for anyone looking to run.”

“And you knew we were coming?” I
asked.

“Gerry passed on that you might
make the leap, he didn’t tell me much though, the rest I worked out
myself.”

“You said there’s more than you,
that this is like an underground railroad?”

“Oh yes,” they said, as they
shifted off their left leg, the limp still present. “Like I said
last night, passed down the generations. I never had kids, but I
have people who’ll take over when I go, be that the final sleep
business or otherwise.”

“So how does it work?” I asked.
“And where do we go next?”

“You stay for a bit, but like I
said before, you two don’t have long before the guards will be
looking for any sign of you. Usually I help people who won’t be
missed, but an event nurse and an organiser? Yeah, they’re gonna be
looking for you soon as they realise you’re missing. My advice is,
you go tonight, travelling in the dark is the best option. But
first we need to get you both ready, which means getting those
location chips turned off.”

I opened my mouth to ask if they
could manage, but then shut it again. They’d just laid out that
they did this all the time, which meant they knew what they were
doing. I’d been wondering how Clara and I would manage, but if Mary
B was willing to do it for us, I wasn’t going to say no.

“Thank you, we need to keep
contact with Gerry. It’s a failsafe we implemented before we left,”
Clara said, as she reached into her bag for her tablet, and got
mine from the bag on the back of my chair. “I was worried we’d both
set off the base alarms, and bring them down here if we did
it.”

“No problem,” Mary B said,
taking them both. “Now, let me get you some food, I’ll work on the
tablets, get them some charge in the sun, and keep the partition
closed. I know it makes it a little stuffy, but I can’t be sure
that the guards won’t be looking for you two.”

I nodded, rolling my wheels back
to give them space to move. They slipped over the bump in the floor
that separated this room from the main cottage, their limp more
pronounced when they walked. It looked to be an old injury, the way
they held themselves as they walked, used to the limitations. It
made me wonder if they acquired it in the line of duty.

“Can I help?” I asked, wheeling
myself close to the edge of the partition.

“No dear, you come in here, and
all it takes is one guard and you’re both caught. I can manage,
promise you that,” they said.

I watched as they placed our
tablets on a table that was visible from a large window, making
sure the solar charging panels were facing the sunlight. It was a
useful thing to have them charge that way, it allowed us the
freedom to stay connected. I looked out to the forest, and saw the
sunlight streaming down through the trees. I’d already made sure my
tablet was fully charged, and I knew Clara had done the same, but
we needed to take what we could get.

Clara put her hand on my
shoulder, and I looked up at her. “You okay?” I asked softly.

“Yeah, glad we had a good sleep,
worried as hell about the next step,” she whispered.

“Mary B said there were other
houses along the path, but I’m not sure how far we have to make it
alone. I understand waiting until dark, easier to move, less chance
of being seen. I just would feel better having a concrete
plan.”

“And we will, Lock, it’s going
to be okay, we’ve made it this far, we’ll make it the rest of the
way and invoke the Act Of Three,” she said, leaning in to kiss my
cheek.

“What’s the Act?” I asked,
looking at her in confusion.

“The Act Of Three,” she
repeated. When I continued to stare blankly at her, she began to
look confused as well. “When you said we needed to unite the
cityships, I thought... isn’t that what you meant?”

I shook my head. “I’ve never
heard of this… Act Of Three? What’s that?”

“I’ve only heard rumours,” she
began slowly. “But apparently it was a clause written into the
peace treaty, that if the people were unhappy with his rule, three
cityships could come together to challenge the King. When you said
your mother said we needed to unite the cityships, I assumed she
was talking about invoking the Act.”

I nodded thoughtfully. “Maybe
she was.” It was certainly something to look into. I reached for
her hand, squeezing it lightly just as Mary B came back with a tray
of food. They refused our offer to carry it, and insisted on doing
it alone. I watched the way their left leg dragged behind them from
time to time. But once they’d deposited the tray on one of the
beds, they turned back to us.

“I’ll get your location chips
disabled, and will knock once it’s dusk. You both need to be moving
towards the border as soon as possible.”

“Is there a map of the
railroad?” I asked, before realising that wasn’t a good question.
An underground railroad that helped people cross the border wasn’t
going to advertise their stops. They would just pass on the details
by word of mouth, and hope people made it that far. Otherwise,
they’d leave themselves open to attack and/or discovery.

“No, there’s not, but you’ll be
heading nortth-east outta here. You’ll want to walk alongside the
river, best way to keep fresh water, and until you reached the five
mile marker, you’ll probably not come across another safe space.
There’s five between here and the border. We send people different
ways, but with the chair, you two are gonna need to go a different
route. I’ll send word to Kile that you’re coming their way, but
it’s how fast you can move that will depend on when you get
there.”

“Thank you, Mary B. Seriously, I
know I keep saying it, but it’s still true,” I said softly.

“You thank me by making it,
Lock. You and Clara are bound for big things, I know that for
sure.” They nodded. “Now eat. I’ll come for you when it’s time to
move.”

Watching as they closed the
partition with the remote, I couldn’t help but feel that sense of
pressure settle in my gut. I was hungry, more than hungry,
ravenous, but I also knew that we had a long way to go, and it had
the effect of making me feel slightly nauseous.

Pushing those thoughts away, I
wheeled myself back towards the bed, Clara walking alongside me. We
ate our sandwiches filled with fresh meat, crackers with soft
cheese, and various other little bits and pieces that would be a
fond memory once we had to break into our own rations.

The silence wasn’t
uncomfortable, it was a warmth that filled me from head to toe.
Clara perched on the edge of the bed, her hazel eyes flicking to
mine, a small smile on her face. I felt like we could do this. I
felt like we would make it, even if it would be hard. I had Clara
by my side, and she had me.

We were in this together.
Hopefully at the end of it we would look back on this moment, and
smile at the memories, remembering how we took that first step
towards the right direction. Whether that be justice for those
who’d died, or a war to end the inequality that our country had
become ingrained with again. I had to believe that this, this risk,
this journey, was going to lead us to somewhere better. If I
didn’t, I’d lose control before we even took another step.

Whatever the outcome, we were on
our way.
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We’d eaten, napped, and even
spent a little time trying to relax while we waited for Mary B to
tell us it was time to leave. Our days and nights were going to be
flipped around, and even though I tried to sleep, I could only
manage small chunks of time.

My thoughts drifted to what we
were leaving behind. My mother was gone, but my sister and her
family were still alive. I’d not been able to let Mariel know I was
leaving, but I’d done that for her safety. Jasmine, my niece, was
only a few weeks old, and she needed both of her parents. I didn’t
want to dwell on the fact that Mariel would be questioned when my
disappearance came to light. That she knew nothing about it would
help her in the long run.

Of course, I hadn’t dealt with
my mother’s death. I’d kept it locked down tight and realised that
I wasn’t sure I would ever be able to open up that box. It was
filled with a myriad of emotions that I just could not feel
while I was running for my life. It would distract me, would put my
focus too much on what I’d lost and not what I was hoping to
gain.

Clara and I had barely exchanged
words since Mary B left us alone. I didn’t know if it was the fear
that our voices could carry, should someone else be in the cottage
for whatever reason, or if Clara was processing her own losses, and
needed the space to do that. I did curl up with her in the one bed
when we napped, feeling her relax against me, and even though I
didn’t sleep a wink, I was glad she managed to.

Finally, after hours that felt
like days, there came the knock at the partition. I transferred
back into my chair, pulling on a dark hoodie that would keep me
warm in the night air, while Clara had changed from her nurse
uniform to jeans, a long-sleeved shirt, and a thick hoodie, same as
me. We’d both packed one change of clothes ready for when we
arrived in Evendown. We might not be very clean by the time we got
there, but that was part of this whole thing.

“It’s just before eight, the
sun’s mostly down but I wanted to give you both some advice before
you head out,” Mary B said, as they handed over our tablets, both
warm to the touch and fully charged. “Location chips are disabled,
you should be able to send that check in message when you need
to.”

“Thank you,” I said softly.

Mary B didn’t look a day over
twenty-five, but they showed their age in other ways, with how they
held themselves and the wisdom they possessed, it told me they had
to be close to their own final sleep. I wasn’t sure how I felt
about that. I wouldn’t be here to see it, wouldn’t sign them in,
but I didn’t like that I couldn’t guarantee that we would save this
person who’d risked their life to save us. It didn’t sit well with
me, but then again, they lived somewhat off the grid, did they even
have a chip and if not, would they even be called to an event? I
could only hope.

“You both need to head
nortth-east, like I said earlier, that’s gonna put you both on
Kile’s path. They’re a little unorthodox. They don’t have a chip,
and they’re not tied to any cityship. Their place is so deep in the
forest, I don’t think even the army knows it exists; if they did,
you’d think they’d have shut it down long ago.”

“Okay,” Clara said with a nod,
reaching into her backpack.

From everything else Mary B had
said, I’d worked out that it wasn’t common for them to deal with
active threats from the army guards. They claimed they’d never been
raided, and they’d said that they usually helped people seeking a
better life outside the cityship. But we weren’t just that, we were
actively going against the King and everything he stood for,
everything the army stood for.

“Is this going to put you at
risk?” I asked.

Mary B sighed. “Lock, to be
honest, it’s always a risk, but not one I mind taking. I
just wanna be sure you both know that. Kile’s the same, all the
people you meet at the safe houses are. We saw a problem and we
started the network. We wanted to make sure the crossing was
possible for anyone looking for a better life.”

I wheeled back, glancing at the
way Clara was half-paying attention, while counting out medical
supplies. She even had a monitoring unit, though I couldn’t think
of why we’d need one. I know she was just trying to make sure we
had everything we might need on this journey, but the way Mary B
had laid it out, we wouldn’t be completely alone out there.

“You have the outdated map, I
see, good to know you have that, since I don’t keep copies. It’s
too suspicious if I was to be searched,” Mary B said, nodding to
the torn paper in Clara’s hand.

“I managed to get it from the
archives, but I don’t think it’s going to be much help. We know
it’s twenty miles to the border, but we don’t know what’s passable,
and what isn’t,” she said, with a half shrug.

“If need be, I can lean on
Clara, find some way to get past obstacles without needing to
change our route. We’ll make it work, no matter what we face.”

Clara smiled as she leaned over
to kiss my temple. “We’ll get through this, and live to tell the
tale.”

I reached out to brush my hand
over hers, feeling her love and support, and hoping my touch showed
she had mine.

“It’s better than what most
people have. Can I see it?” Mary B asked, holding out their
hand.

Clara passed it over, and I
watched as Mary B made a mark on it, before they showed it to
me.

“This is where you need to head.
Now five miles is a lot when you’re going against terrain that
isn’t usually walked a lot on. The houses are small, more one or
two room shacks. Kile will be expecting you, but if you don’t get
there for a few days, they might send word back to me. I know I’ve
said you need to move fast, but you have to be careful too. The
forest is filled with things that most people don’t know
about.”

“Like what?” I asked, eyebrow
raised.

“Venomous snakes, they’ve taken
it over as their own, and you do not wanna get on the wrong side of
them.”

Clara stopped her count and
moved to stand next to me. “Is there any treatment for it?”

“Not here, and not in your
medical pack. There might be in Evendown, I heard they have part of
the forest on their side open to the public. But we’ve never been
able to actually get any here, because of limited supplies. Kile
might have had more luck, but I wouldn’t count on it.”

I let out a slow breath. “Any
other things we should know?”

“Deer will hunt from time to
time, but other than a lot of overgrown pathways and bugs, you’re
mostly okay,” Mary B said with a nod.

“I’ll keep the snakes in mind,”
Clara said as she chewed her bottom lip. “I’ll pack up, I know we
need to get moving.”

“That you do, sun’s mostly down
now, and you want to make good time. I don’t know how well it’ll
go, but try to do at least two miles tonight. If you can do the
full five, that’s great, I just know wheels aren’t all that easy to
move through the forest.”

“Have you never had someone
escape who’s in a chair?” I asked, curiosity getting the better of
me.

“Yes, but not for a very long
time, and they were able to walk some of the harder parts. You have
to remember, Lock, I don’t hear about the end result. I send people
out with everything they need, I pass on their details to the next
in line, but I rarely hear about how it all ended. I’m just one
stop, and I’m right at the start. Only people I see who’ve
completed the journey are those coming from Evendown, and it’s been
decades since that happened. I can’t even remember the last person
I had come the other way.”

It occurred to me that could be
a good thing. If people weren’t trying to cross into Raildown, then
maybe we were going to the right place. Maybe we would find answers
there, and maybe this would be the right choice for us. I didn’t
say as much though, but I did file it away for later.

Mary B helped Clara secure the
main food supplies bag to the underside of my wheelchair. My
backpack with our tablets and other supplies was hung over the
handles, and Clara herself wore another with more supplies. She
checked the weight before pushing me forward with me helping. I
knew there wouldn’t be much chance for me to do any pushing
outside. The terrain wasn’t built for wheelchairs, but I would do
what I could. We’d both need our strength for the journey
ahead.

Once we were outside the
cottage, I took in the sheer darkness of the forest. The sounds of
faraway owls hooting into the night sent chills down my spine. Mary
B accompanied us to the path we’d veered off last night when they
found us. They handed me a small torch.

“You go straight here, and then
left when you hit the river. Good luck to you both. I’m rooting for
you. The King needs to know that his hypocrisy is not the will of
the people.”

I turned my head, looking up at
Mary B, the rustle of leaves as the wind picked up, and blew stray
strands of their hair across their face. I wanted to promise that
we’d be back, that we’d succeed, that their help would be the
reason we made it, but I couldn’t do that.

“There aren’t words for what
you’ve done for us, Mary B,” I said, softly. “We’re more than
grateful. Thank you so much.”

“It’s what I’m here for. Nnow
you girls take care, you’ve got a long journey and it all begins
with this first step.”

Clara nodded, leaning in to hug
Mary B tightly before she took the handles of my chair and started
to push us away from our saviour, and into the dark night. I didn’t
want to think too much about what we were leaving behind. I knew we
had no choice, and that Mary B had been right, we would be on a
radar very soon. It made sense to put as much distance between us
and Raildown as possible.

I guess, like they said, we had
to take that first step. And so we did.
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It didn’t actually take us long
to move away from Mary B’s cottage into the densely packed trees,
foliage and overgrown bushes. The path was worn enough that I could
help wheel while keeping the torch in my lap, guiding the way
slightly. I caught a flash of something and swallowed down my
shriek. “Snake!” I hissed.

Clara stopped my chair with a
sudden halt, watching over my shoulder as we both tried to see
where it’d gone and if there was any risk of us annoying it to the
point where it bit one of us.

“I think it’s gone,” I said,
after a moment, taking the time to slow my breathing.

Clara let out a long sigh. “I
don’t like travelling at night, but I get why we have to. I hate
not being able to really see where we’re going, and even though
this path is well-worn, I doubt it’ll be the same the deeper we
go.”

“We’re going to be fine, we’ll
be careful,” I said, tilting my head back so I could look up at
her. “We knew the risks, and this is the best route to safety.”

“I know,” she said with a small
smile. “Just promise you’ll tell me if you need to rest. We’re not
on a clock. If it takes us five days or five weeks, so be it.”

I nodded. “Except for the food
and drink supplies,” I said. “But sure, so long as you promise me
the same.”

She held the map in her hands
and nodded. “Let’s get closer to freedom,” she said.

I had pulled on some gloves when
I changed. I rarely wore them anymore because I was so used to the
smooth pavement of the base. Now though, they would protect my
hands and stop me from getting cuts, blisters, and anything else as
we moved through the forest. I wheeled alongside Clara, and it took
a few minutes for us to reach a momentum. While the path wasn’t
really a path, more of a dirt track that had once been frequently
used, it was still passable. I wondered if we had it wrong, and
people did use the forest at times. I hoped not, because the
last thing we needed was to come across other people, who might
question what we were doing there.

As we moved along, I found the
silence stifling. It felt too still, too quiet, wrong in a way, and
I wanted to break it, but I couldn’t think of a single thing to
talk about.

“You wonder if Henry made it
back after dropping us off?” Clara said, turning to look at me. “I
can’t be the only one who’s hating the quiet?”

I chuckled. “I was just thinking
that. I wondered if he did, how did you meet him?”

“I’d known him for a while. He
works for his father, who’s in his late fifties, and is getting
close to sixty. Anyway, he never wanted to work in the funeral
business, but his dad got sick and he had to take over. They get a
subsidy from the government for the events and all, but most people
don’t have much to splurge, so they’re only just getting by.”

“So he agreed for our
credits?”

“Yes,” she said, sighing. “But I
know he kinda acted like an arse last night, and he’s not usually
like that. I don’t know if he disagreed with what we were doing, or
hated that I’d put him in that position. And I guess now I’ll never
know.”

“We might return, you don’t know
we’re leaving for good,” I said, my voice small as images of baby
Jasmine flittered through my head.

She looked at me. “Isn’t that a
little naïve? I mean, yeah, in a perfect world we’d come back home
and settle down, but in reality? We’re running for our lives. Even
if this doesn’t end in our deaths, do you really see us coming back
here? Settling back into society and moving past it?”

I flushed red with
embarrassment. “I guess I figured we’d come back when everything
was over. Sorry.”

She stopped, turning so she
could kneel in front of me. It messed up my momentum but stopping
wasn’t hard.

“Lock, I’m sorry, I made that
sound like you didn’t realise what was at stake here. Of course you
do, I just forget sometimes that you’re only nineteen…”

“I’m not a child, Clara!” I
snapped, glaring at her.

“No,” she said, shaking her
head. “You’re not a child, but isn’t it a little naïve to think
that at the end of this, we’ll settle down back where we were?”

“Well why wouldn’t we?” I asked.
“I mean, aren’t we fighting to have the right to live a normal
life?”

She looked at me and shook her
head again. “Look at it this way. If you lived in Raildown, and you
were a parent whose child was sent to fight a war that we started,
that we gunned for, would you look at us favourably?”

I thought about it. “But surely
they’d see it was for the greater good? That their child could come
back and have a normal life?”

“Lock,” she said, her voice sad.
“Not everyone is going to agree that war is the best outcome.
People in the cityship, off the base, they may have known or
guessed that the equal society was a sham, that people who had more
money, more power, more privilege than them were always,
always going to be treated better.”

“We can change that!”

“Yes, we can, but most people
will fight against us. They don’t want war. They don’t want young
people dying in battles against the King. The generation that
remembers the end of the last war, they know the cost that was
dearly paid. That generation’s nearly gone, but now we have the
generation that has grown up after the war, knowing there’s
corruption, but also believing that turning a blind eye doesn’t
hurt them. They believe that if they don’t get involved, they’ll be
okay. It’s a tale told throughout history.”

“Then why are we doing this?” I
asked, struggling to process all she was saying. If she felt it was
pointless, why was she even here?

“We’re doing this because while
there are people who would rather stay silent, we’re not those
people, Lock. We’re doing this because people are dying, dying
before their time. We’re doing this because we’re not the
people on the wrong side of history.”

I nodded slowly. “So what
happens to us after?”

“We find a way to continue our
lives, though you have to prepare for the possibility that it may
not be here in Raildown,” she said, simply.

She stood back up and started to
walk ahead, while I pushed the rims of my chair, and struggled for
a bit before getting up to speed again.

“Do you think we’ll get
anywhere?” I asked after a minute or two had passed.

Clara didn’t answer straight
away. She glanced down at the map, and I wondered if she was biding
her time while she thought up the expected answer.

“I want the honest truth, Clara.
I don’t need to have it sugar-coated.”

“I think,” she said, finally,
glancing at me as she kept walking, and I kept wheeling next to
her. “I think we have a long, hard, battle in front of us. I think
changing people’s minds, showing them that something can be done,
is going to work against us. People get used to living their lives
without issues, and in doing that, they don’t want to call
attention to themselves.”

She looked at me. “However, I do
think we’ll find common goals with the people in Evendown. I think
we’ll find the same kind of resistance protesters that there were
in Raildown, that there are in Cardown, and all the other
cityships. I think some people will be willing to risk a lot to
make changes, and I think they’ll be the ones who help us influence
the rest of their cityship. It’s not going to be easy, no, but
neither one of us thought it would be.”

I smiled, feeling for the first
time since we started this conversation that I was on the same page
as Clara.

“Okay, so we get to Evendown and
we start small. We won’t be able to get to Cardown and other
cityships easily, but if we get enough people on our side, we won’t
have to do it all ourselves.”

“Exactly. Add to that, the proof
we have, we’re going to be the main targets. It would be suicidal
to put the whole cause at risk, just to be the ones who crossed
into the surrounding areas.”

“We just need enough people to
get the ball rolling.”

“And I have every confidence
that we’ll do exactly that,” she said, glancing at me with a
smile.

It was while her eyes were on me
that I caught the movement in the bush. “Stop!” I hissed. I didn’t
want to scare whatever it was, but nor did I want to risk wheeling
into danger.

Clara stopped still. I was about
to tell her I’d heard something when she saw the overgrowth move.
“It might not be anything,” she whispered. “If we move past slowly,
maybe they’ll be more afraid of us…”

Across the dirt ahead of us, two
snakes moved out of the bush and up the dirt path. I stopped still,
stone silent, in the hopes that I wouldn’t draw the snakes’
attention. Clara also froze in panic, her eyes wide, her mouth open
in an unspoken cry. When they’d moved out of view, I looked at
Clara.

“We know they’re venomous, and
it looks like the forest is their home, and they’re willing to
defend it. How bad is their bite?”

“I don’t actually know, I’ve
never treated a bite, never seen someone who’s been bitten. I do
know that it depends basically on the severity of the bite. And
left untreated, it is deadly, although it takes a while. Even if
it’s just a minor nip, it’s the infection that can become
deadly.”

“Well, let’s hope we never need
to find out,” I said, as I started to wheel myself forward
again.

I wasn’t sure how far we’d gone.
We’d been walking since about eight-fifteen, and a glance at the
watch on my bag said it was coming up to nine-thirty. Almost ninety
minutes, surely we had to have reached a mile or two by now? I
figured Clara knew where we were on the map, so I’d leave it to her
to tell me when we could stop. While we only planned to do five
miles a day, there was no downside to getting to Evendown sooner
than planned.

Of course, it could just have
easily taken us this long to walk half a mile. In which case, we
had a long way left to go, and she’d been right about the path not
being an easy push.

We just had to keep moving
forward, no matter what.


​ [5]

Lana

Lana rolled over and switched
off her alarm, glancing at the space next to her. Empty. It was
still strange to wake up and Lock not be there. Of course, that
would change. Lock would realise what she’d given up, and she’d
come back. She had to.

Lana got up and out of bed,
heading for the bathroom. Her long, black hair was a bit of a mess,
but that was what the shower was for. She washed quickly, before
checking herself in the mirror. Her tanned white skin showed signs
of fatigue, and the lines of depression were etched on her face.
She’d even lost a little weight since becoming single, but she had
to move past it. She made her breakfast, toast, as she hadn’t yet
gotten used to surviving on one person’s credits. Nor had she had a
chance to get to the store since the month reset. Her stomach
churned as she thought about the confrontation she’d have to have
with Lock once she got to work.

Lock had to see it from her
point of view, surely? After all, Lock had lost her mother last
night. She may have liked to think she was above all that, that she
was fighting a different fight, but she had to realise she was in
the wrong now.

Lana had been approached by
their direct boss, Maggie, shortly after she started working on the
base. Maggie was clear. The people Lana chose to save would bring
an end to the days of rations, would make sure that people could,
all people could eventually live out their lives without the
sixty year law. That other people had to die early, that was just
the way life worked. No one missed them. They were nothing in the
grand scheme of things.

It was all down to Lock. After
Martha Connors died, she went on her own kind of rampage, digging
around for secrets she had no right to know. And now Lock was
determined to put an end to it. To go against everything Lana
believed in. To go against the fricking King!

Lana warned her. She’d made it
clear that she’d give her time to deal with her mother’s final
sleep, and then she would have to let it go. And Lock would realise
that. She would’ve realised that the moment Mama Adford was
chosen.

It hadn’t been easy for Lana
when that order came down. She had, did, love Jayce. She’d
welcomed Lana into the Adford family with open arms. She was a
proper mother, unlike Lana’s own mother, who’s only thought was how
things would appear to the neighbours.

Lana shook her head as she
gulped down her tea. The flat felt empty, and nothing like the home
it had been before Lock left. Surely though, she would return to
the fold once she realised that Lana was doing a good thing. She
was working for the same thing Lock wanted, equality. She was just
doing it differently.

She put all thoughts of Lock out
of her mind as she got herself ready to go to work. Maggie had left
a message on her tablet, saying that Lock had taken her mother’s
death hard. In the end she’d been sent home with Clara.

Lana felt her anger rise at the
thought of Clara. She’d always seen her as something of a threat.
The way she hung around them both, even though it was obvious to
anyone that Lana and Lock were together and happy. Or rather, they
had been, until Clara weaselled her way into Lock’s embrace. Lock
may have been staying with Clara, but maybe after the hell of
watching her mother go on her final sleep, Lock would realise she
needed Lana.

They had a history, something
that Lock and Clara didn’t have. Clara hadn’t known Mama Adford.
She’d never met her before last night. That had to count for
something, right? Lock was her first love, her only love. She’d
rescued her from the hell that had been her childhood home, a
situation that only came about because people wouldn’t keep their
nose out of Lana’s business. Lock had been different.

It seemed only right and fair
and good that Lana rescue Lock in return. She did need to be
rescued, if not from Clara, then from walking down the path that
would lead to her death. Lana was going to be the one who rescued
her, and then things would go back to how they were, how they
always had been, and how they always would be.

“Hey Chris!” she called out as
she walked into the office. Lock wasn’t there, but given the night
she’d had, she’d probably take her time coming to work.

“Afternoon,” Chris said, coming
into the office from the server room. “You spoken to Lock
today?”

“No, should I have?” Lana asked.
She could see how tense Chris was. He’d always hated that she was
closer to Maggie than he was. Even though Chris was the lead, and
technically her boss, Maggie had always felt Lana had a better grip
on what they were doing.

“She’s not in yet,” he said,
shrugging.

“She watched her mum die last
night, give her some slack,” Lana snapped. For crying out loud,
Chris could miss the damn obvious at times. “She’ll be here.”

“Well while she’s not, I want to
talk to you,” he said, carefully sitting down in a chair. “I can’t
believe you’d be so cruel as to kill Lock’s mother.”

Lana raised an eyebrow. “Well,
yeah, Chris that’s the point of threats, you don’t bluff. I’d have
thought you’d worked that one out after four years here.”

“I can’t believe you’d be so
fricking cold!” He looked at Lana with disgust.

Lana leaned in close. “Listen
sunshine, I wasn’t the one who brought her into this
fricking mess! That was you, or have you forgotten? I’m doing this
to help Lock! If you’d kept your mouth shut, then she’d never have
known. So before you go hanging the blame on me, take a look in the
damn mirror.”

Chris moved back in the chair.
“She was asking questions, and she’s not as ignorant as you think,
Lana. She worked it out. You’re just pissed that she worked out you
were behind it!” he snapped.

“What the hell would you know
about it?” Lana snarled. “Before you sit on your high perch, all
innocence and light, remember that you’re knee-deep in this too.
You’re just too pathetic to do anything about it. You better be
careful, Chris, all it would take is a quiet word to Maggie, and
Marcus would be going for a little nap.”

Chris paled and then stood up,
pushing Lana back forcefully. “You think you’re above me, Lana?
You’re wrong there! And you think Lock will ever forgive you for
what you did? You’ve got a better chance of raising the dead. She’s
gone from you for good. She’ll be with Clara for the rest of her
days, and you’re the reason she left you. So when you stand there
and make threats, remember you lost it all too.”

He stormed off before Lana could
reply. She stood still trying to take everything in. It stung that
Chris was probably right, putting Mama Adford on the list had lost
her Lock for good. She would climb into Clara’s arms rather than
hers, and it sickened her, but she knew she’d done the right
thing.

So what were her choices here?
If Chris was right, then there was no way to save Lock. She knew
too much. It almost seemed to be going too far, but she was
doing the right thing. Lock was a threat, and it was time she
brought Maggie into the fray. She’d kept how much Lock knew from
Maggie, but now she needed to be honest.

She pulled out her tablet,
glancing around to make sure she was alone before typing a simple
text: Lock won’t back down. She knows I’m choosing people, and
she will not let it go. We need to deal with her.

She read it over twice before
she pressed send, making sure that there’d be no trace left on her
tablet, should anyone ever go looking. With that done, she set
about making a cup of tea. If nothing else, she had to act normal
because when Lock came into work, she couldn’t know the extent of
Lana’s knowledge. Maggie would deal with Lock. Lana just had to
make sure she kept her own cover.

Her tablet pinged with a
response. She waited until she was in the quiet of the server room
before opening the text. We need to meet. Will be with you in
ten. She smiled as she put the tablet down, but not before
deleting the message. When Lock got to work, she’d be in for a
surprise.

There was a part of her that
knew what she was doing was wrong, of course there was. She wasn’t
completely without conscience or feelings! But there was a larger
part that knew that she was doing the right thing. In all the time
she’d been with Lock, she’d never been able to get her on the right
side of history, the side that worked within the legal means to
make sure that the children of the future wouldn’t have to live
with an age limit. Lock had always berated her for her outspoken
protests of the regime. She’d always taunted her, saying she worked
for the ‘enemy’ and yet spoke out against them.

Yet all that time, Lana
had been doing something. She’d been working with
like-minded people, and she’d been doing the best thing she could.
Yes, people died before their time, but surely that was a better
way of doing things than outright war? If Lock was left to her own
devices, she would bring the cityship… no, the whole country to its
knees, and more people would die. Innocent, truly innocent,
people.

The people aged up, they’d
contributed nothing to the running of both the cityship and the
post-war country. People like her parents, who she would gladly
sacrifice, sat up on their thrones and made the right noises, but
when push came to shove, they didn’t press forward. Lana wasn’t
like them. She wasn’t going to be passive. She had never
been passive.

Yes, in the beginning mistakes
were made. She was young and hot-headed, and she chose people based
on her own prejudices, but she had learnt from her mistakes. The
people chosen to live another decade were vetted, the people who
went to the final sleep in their place, they would bring nothing
good in their lives, so why should they be allowed to take valuable
rations from those who could and would make real changes, changes
that could eradicate the need for the law in the first place?

She sat down at her desk and
leaned back. She had known, of course, that Lock knew about her
involvement. To begin with, there’d been a part of Lana who didn’t
want to believe it, a part that wanted to be able to save the woman
she loved. Yes, she would report her, she would give Maggie all the
information she needed to bring Lock to silence, but that didn’t
make it easy. It didn’t make it hurt less.

She pushed the thoughts from her
brain as she tried to focus on her work. Maggie would be there
soon, and she’d be able to take the next step. Lock would be in the
office before long, and then she’d be able to rest easy.

She worked quietly, keeping an
ear out for the noise of the door that’d signal Lock’s arrival. It
was only when she’d finished her tea and went to make another that
she realised Lock still wasn’t there. It had now been thirty
minutes, and Maggie hadn’t turned up either.

“Chris?” Lana called out. “Has
Lock phoned in sick?”

She could hear her boss in the
main monitoring room. He didn’t respond to her question, so she
went down there.

“I said, has Lock called in
sick?” she said, letting her frustration show.

“I thought she was already
here,” he said, frowning. “Maybe I should call her. She’s usually
good at getting here.”

“That won’t be necessary,”
Maggie said, stepping into the room.

Lana hadn’t heard the door go,
and from the look on Maggie’s pale brown face, something was very
wrong. Even her usually neat, black hair was tied up in a loose,
rapidly unravelling bun.

“What is it?” Lana asked. Her
heart rate rose, panic gripped her. Had something happened to Lock?
She knew it was the only way, but she wasn’t ready, she didn’t
think she ever would be.

“Lock Adford and Clara Warner
are missing from the base. It seems they’ve absconded. No one has
seen either one of them since they left the event last night,”
Maggie said icily. “If what you’ve told me is true, they’re both
risks to the base, the cityship, and the crown. I want to know how
the hell they both got off base, and where they are now!”

Lana paled. Had Lock played her?
Asking for time when she’d already planned to leave? And if Clara
was with her, then did she know too? Was Lock really lost to
her?
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Lock

With the moon visible overhead,
we walked and wheeled a good distance. Talking had been easier as
we got deeper into the forest. It felt as if a weight was being
lifted with every push forward. We were moving further away from
Raildown, and onto what would hopefully be our future.

“How far have we gone?” I asked,
panting a little. My arms ached and I was more than a little tired.
All those naps had been great, but they hadn’t amounted to
limitless energy.

“About three miles,” Clara said,
glancing at the map. “ We should be reaching Kile soon. You need a
break?”

“Yes!” I groaned. Even with the
gloves, my hands hurt. I knew I’d have blisters and scratches.
While I was used to pushing myself, the sticks, twigs and stones on
the forest floor did not make for an easy time.

Clara sank to the floor, sitting
with her legs crossed as she grabbed a bottle of water. “Take small
sips. We’re gonna need to ration it out,” she said. “Mary B said
there was a river that we should walk alongside, but I’m wondering
if we’ve missed it. They said Kile was only five miles in, and we
should’ve found the water by now.”

I nodded, taking the tiniest sip
of water, just enough for my mouth to feel less parched. If
anything, it seemed to taunt me and make me want to gulp it down. I
passed it back over to Clara.

“Do we have any bread?” I asked.
“Just something to put in my stomach.”

She dug around in the bag and
pulled off a hunk of bread for me to chew on. My hope was that it
would fill me up enough that I could think clearer moving forward.
I watched Clara as I chewed slowly.

“You should eat something,” I
said. “Your body needs fuel, Clara.”

“I will, I just… I don’t want to
risk running out of food before we get to Evendown. Even then, it’s
not like we have ID or credits, we can’t just go to the store. This
food is all we have until we find a safe place, and I’m just aware
that safe place could be weeks off, not days.”

I swallowed the bread. “I
shouldn’t be eating all this,” I stammered, the weight of her words
settling in my stomach. I felt a bit sick actually, but the last
thing I wanted was to throw up, because then I’d have wasted the
food.

“That’s not what I meant, Lock!”
she said as she pushed the bread back towards me. “Eat, bread isn’t
going to stay fresh, we may just have to live with the perishables
first and keep the emergency rations for just that, an
emergency.”

I took a small bite of the
bread. “If that’s the case, then you should have some too,” I said.
“We need food, Clara, starving yourself is not going to help us get
to Evendown.”

She gave me a small smile.
“You’re right,” she said, as she reached into the bag and tore off
a hunk of bread. She took a small bite. “Better?”

“Much,” I said with a smile.

She stayed sitting on the ground
while I sat in my chair. Both of us had avoided the undergrowth on
the side of the path for fear of disturbing something.

When we’d both finished eating,
we started back on the slog of getting further along our journey.
We saw some deer in the torchlight, dashing off after only catching
a glimpse of us, but then this was their world, and humans did not
come here anymore. We’d also seen more snakes. Even though we
didn’t know for sure what type of snake they were, it seemed safer
to just stay back and avoid contact.

As for the path, it still seemed
to be passable, much to both of our surprise. There were a fair few
overgrown parts that made us both wary, because of the
aforementioned snakes, but we’d made it through without disturbing
or uncovering any more wildlife. It did make me wonder if the
forest had been used more recently. It certainly didn’t seem
to be as overgrown as I’d thought it would be.

“Can we stop for a second?” I
said. I didn’t know how long it had been since our last break, but
it felt like a very long time. “What time is it?” I reached round
for my watch. It was just after five.

“We can stop,” Clara said. “In
fact, if you can make it just a little longer, we can camp for the
night. I know Mary B said Kile was along this path, but I’m not
seeing anywhere their cottage could be. I do see a clearing up
ahead on the map. We can use that to camp for the night, well, day.
I’m not too fond of the idea of being asleep during the day when it
looks like people use this path.”

“Give me a moment,” I said,
trying to catch my breath. The thought of getting out of my chair
and lying flat, even on the hard ground, sounded heavenly.

Clara passed me some water and I
sipped at it, gazing up at her. Her face was red and sweaty. She
looked just as tired as I felt, as I handed her the bottle.

“You need to drink something,” I
said.

She took a small sip. “The river
isn’t far from the clearing, I can go and see how clear the water
is. See if we can refill. I can also see if we can spot any sign of
Kile, and if so, which way to go, but we can camp there for the
night.”

“Sounds like a good plan,” I
said, breathing a sigh of relief at hopefully having found water.
“Let’s get to the clearing. I need to pee, and I need to get out of
my chair. My leg is cramping, along with my stump.”

Clara nodded, heaving the bag
back onto her shoulders. She walked a little ahead of me as I
resumed pushing. It was mostly downhill, which helped me keep up
with her. After another few minutes of pushing, Clara looking over
her shoulder to make sure I hadn’t fallen behind, we stopped, just
off the main path, in a grassy clearing under five tall trees. I
wheeled myself to the centre, looking round for any spots that
might hide wildlife we didn’t want to disturb.

“Looks good,” I said. “We can
settle in the middle, so we don’t end up near the bushes and
overgrowth.”

“That’s what I thought,” Clara
said. “You said you needed to pee?”

“Yeah, I can probably manage
though,” I said.

I pushed my chair away from
where we’d sleep, but not too close to the bushes. I kicked up my
footplate so I could stand. Even though I only had the one leg, I
could just about manage to balance myself enough to do what I
needed, though I’d need Clara’s help to get back up again.

“You want to get the water and
check to see how far it might be to Kile’s place?” I said, once I
was back in my chair.

Clara nodded, grabbing two empty
bottles from her bag. “I’ll be right back. If you want to settle
down, that’s okay, you need to stretch yourself out. Just be
careful.”

I thought about it, I really
did. The grass looked so inviting, and almost heavenly, but I
didn’t want to take the risk of being on the ground without Clara
close by. I didn’t know how long it would take her to get to the
stream and back and if I got onto the ground, I wasn’t going to be
getting back up again. “I’ll wait,” I said.

She looked at me. “I’ll be as
quick as I can. Why don’t you get some more bread and some of the
cheese or something? A good meal would be nice.” And with that, she
hurried off with the map and water bottles.

She’d left the bag with the
supplies on the ground next to my chair, and I leaned over and
heaved it onto my lap. It would be nice to have a good meal. It
wasn’t going to be anything like the meals we’d had on the base, or
in Mary B’s cottage, but we were both starting to run on empty.

Even though I took my time,
Clara still wasn’t back by the time I finished eating. I thought
about going looking for her, but figured that leaving the food
unattended was the quickest way for us to draw attention from
anything roaming around and hungry. It made me a little nervous. I
had no way of contacting her. No way to even know where she’d gone,
since she had the map. What would I do if she didn’t come back?

I tried to keep my mind focused
on other things, checking my watch, and seeing that it was fast
approaching six am, the sun just starting to be visible through the
trees. I told myself that if Clara wasn’t back by six-fifteen, then
I’d go looking somehow, turning to pull my backpack into reach, so
I could pull out my tablet.

We had already sent the code to
Gerry. He’d not responded, but we hadn’t planned for him to.
Instead, it was done on faith, so long as we sent the code, the
video and all the other evidence we’d collected would stay secure.
I did wonder though, if the base knew we were gone by now. They had
to have gone looking when we didn’t turn up for work, right?

If they did know, then by now,
Lana would’ve told them what I knew. They would’ve made the
connection to Clara being missing, and probably guessed we’d gotten
off the base last night. Would they come looking? Probably, if they
figured we were a threat. And they had to know that, why else would
we run?

My only hope was that Henry kept
quiet. They had no way to know how we’d gotten off base, and
he had too much to lose by spilling the beans on us and where we’d
headed. We’d taken a big risk by letting him see where we were
planning to go, but with my chair, our positions on base, our
involvement in the events, and the lock down in place because of
Hayley’s escape, we’d not really had any other options but to trust
Henry to get us off base. They had no reason to even suspect we’d
left with Henry. Clara and I hadn’t been seen with him, and as far
as Maggie knew, we’d just gone home after the event.

I pulled up the screen to
double check that the location chip was still disabled. It was, it
threw up an error message, so at least I knew we couldn’t be
tracked that way. Then I looked up as I heard footsteps. I could
see Clara, red faced from the exertion, walking back into the
clearing.

“Was it drinkable?” I asked, as
she got closer.

“Yes, clear as anything. I
checked it with a water chip, and it’s fine,” she said. “We can
follow the stream up through the forest tomorrow, but for now, you
need to sleep, and so do I.”

“You look exhausted. If you
wanna have first sleep…”

“I’m fine,” she said. She
grabbed the roll from my lap and sat down on the grass. “You had
less sleep than I did, we’ll just have to rotate who sleeps when. I
figure you get two hours, then I get two hours. I know Mary B said
we were closer to Kile once we hit the river, so we’ll probably see
their cottage later on tonight.”

I knew we needed to have someone
on watch at all times, so sleeping in shifts made sense. Two hours
didn’t sound like a lot, but it would all add up. That said, I
didn’t like the idea of being out in the open, even knowing we were
close to another safe stop. Mary B had been clear, it was safer to
travel at night, and yet I couldn’t help my churning gut at being
open in the daylight. With the possibility of the army catching up
to us... I just had to hope that some sleep would be better than no
sleep. It hadn’t quite been five miles, but I was exhausted, and so
was Clara.

I pushed myself up so that I was
standing, giving my back a good stretch from a night of mostly
sitting down, my arms burning with pain after pushing against a
terrain that I wasn’t used to. I needed to be up and moving. Clara
watched, ready to help if I needed it.

I knelt down, letting my weight
rest on both my stump and my leg and shuffled across the grass
towards the centre of the clearing. When I was finally able to lay
down, I let out a happy groan, yawning loudly.

“Get some sleep, Lock, and I’ll
wake you in two,” Clara said, sitting herself down in my chair.

I smiled at her, as I pulled the
thin blanket over me, not really bothering to try and get
comfortable. It was the forest floor, it wasn’t going to ever
really be comfortable. I closed my eyes, worried for a moment that
I wouldn’t be able to sleep.

I needn’t have bothered. I was
out like a light in seconds.
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It turned out to be a great idea
to sleep only a little at a time. I’d been exhausted, but I hadn’t
really managed to settle down with the day starting anew and with
it, the heat of summer overhead. We went through the shifts,
sticking to Mary B’s plan, even though I didn’t feel comfortable
being out in the open. After four hours of sleep each, we had to go
through the motions of making sure we had something to eat,
something to drink, checking the map, and making sure the clearing
looked like we’d never been there, making sure the leaves were
undisturbed and the grass less bent from where my chair had been.
We were able to set out around two, far from sunset, but there was
no reason to stay.

Clara picked up the supply bag
and swung it onto her shoulder. "How're your hands doing?" she
asked, as she stretched her back and neck. She moved closer to the
riverside so she could refill the water bottles, handing me mine
which I kept in my lap.

"Still sore, but the gloves help
a little," I said with a shrug. I started pushing my chair off the
bank of the stream, and back onto the dirt path. "You ever wonder
why it's so well-worn? The path, I mean. If the government is to be
believed, then this hasn't been used by humans since before the
war."

"I had thought about it, yes.
But from what Mary B said, people cross the border, the whole
underground railroad has been in effect for a while. When we'd
talked about coming this way, I did wonder if we'd even manage it
because with your chair, it sounded impossible. But the paths are
well-worn, and nature hasn't reclaimed the whole of it. It makes me
think the government doesn’t really know too much about the reality
of this place. I doubt they’d even ventured this deep in years, yet
someone’s obviously using it.”

“I remember us going for trips
around Raildown, and always wondering why they never took us
further afield. One of my friends at school, her dad was in the
army, so he moved from cityship to cityship, but she and her
mother, they never went with him. She said, at the time, it was to
make sure she had a stable home."

"My parents weren't born in
Raildown. My grandmother, my mother's mum, she died shortly before
peace was declared, and her husband brought my mother to Raildown
to settle, back before the cityships were so locked down. On my
father's side, they actually came from up north, nearer Scotland,
and my grandmother brought Dad down to Raildown when he was still
young."

"Did your grandmother choose
Raildown in particular or was it just where she ended up with your
dad?” I asked, glancing at Clara.

"The story goes that when they
reached the border and crossed, all the money was gone, and she
figured it was the best place to call home, but it was also around
then that the borders started to get locked down. My grandmother
was a nurse, so she easily got work on the base, and they both
lived there for a while. Dad’s mother died when he was fourteen.
She was fifty-nine, but she had cancer. It was back in the early
days when cancer was still a big killer. My dad met my mum at
school. They got married when they were nineteen, and then had me
when they were in their early twenties."

"They were young," I said, with
a small smile. "Do you plan to have kids? I mean, just as a
conversation," I added quickly.

She chuckled. "I didn't think
you were suggesting we sign up for one right now."

"No, it's not like we're in the
best position!"

"Quite." She laughed some more.
"Seriously though, I don't really know. Yeah, I like the idea of
having a child at some point, but then I think about the world we
live in, how everything is stacked against someone who isn't high
up in the class stakes, and I wonder if it's really the best idea,
y'know?"

I nodded. "Lana and I talked
about it. Or at least Lana talked about it, but I think for her it
was more about fixing us, tying me to her with a child. I do want a
child, but I want to be older. At the same time, I'm very aware
that sixty is the maximum age. I don't want my child to be in her
teens when I go to my final sleep. It was so hard for me and
Mariel. I know most people go through that loss alone. I mean,
second children are so rare because of the laws on population
control. However it meant that we had each other, and losing Dad
when I was nine? That was really fricking hard."

Clara put her hand on my
shoulder, and I realised we'd come to a stop. My cheeks were wet
with tears I hadn't known I was crying.

"Losing your mum, especially the
way you did, with all that surrounded that, having to run and not
being about to say goodbye, I'm sorry we couldn't save her,
Lock."

I tried to protest, because the
only way I was keeping myself off the raw pain of my mother's
death, was by not thinking about it. I hadn't planned for the
conversation to move in this direction, but it had found its way
there organically.

"I can't think about it, Clara,"
I said, my voice shaking with emotions I didn’t dare let surface.
"Not now, not until this is over. If I think about it..."

"Okay, it's okay," she said,
keeping her hand on my shoulder.

I fought to keep it inside, but
the more I fought it, the more impossible it became, as it all
threatened to overwhelm me. I couldn’t grieve now, we didn’t have
time, it wasn’t safe. I closed my eyes for a moment. Images of the
mother from my childhood, and of recent years flooded my brain. Her
smile, her laugh, the way she had held me after my accident, the
way she held Jasmine, and her joy at having seen her granddaughter
born. And yet my brain, my emotions weren’t able to be stopped. The
tears couldn’t be kept locked away, nor could the cry that escaped
my mouth.
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