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Prologue
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April looked blankly at the vibrating alarm. A reminder of the start of another day! Except today was not just another day. It was her sixteenth birthday – a day she dreaded!

Killing the alarm, she turned her attention back to the window she was sitting at in the spacious room of the school dormitory. Having woken up way earlier than the alarm, she had dragged herself out of bed and sat numbly staring at nothing. 

Fortunately, each girl at the Modec Institute of Learning had a separate, all inclusive bedroom for which April was grateful. She was not keen on sharing her anxiety with any of the girls her age. Girls who were very different from her and who made her want to withdraw into herself even more.

Many times she questioned herself as to why she was different but never got an answer. Not from herself or anyone she intently observed, leaving her constantly worrying about it.

Staring intently at the fifty storey office building across from her room, she wondered what it would be like to have the freedom to be on the very top floor; the floor that didn’t have guarded windows.

“I wish I was on that last floor of the building,” April said aloud as if talking to the building. “Then I could throw myself off you,” she declared morbidly.

Any windows above the first twenty floors of a building were not reinforced with strong, shatterproof panes and security beams that discouraged attempts to break through either from inside or outside. Below those floors, though it was impossible to get out through a window. Besides, no one wanted to try getting out the window on the top floors without a parachute as it spelt certain death. 

With a deep moat on the outside of the zone border, it was highly likely that you would drown with the force of the impact of falling out the window. If you survived that, you would surely not survive the unknown woods beyond the zone border.

For many miles, there were just trees or bushes and it looked sinister; it seemed there was no light filtering through the trees. At least that’s how it looked to April. 

“Today, I’d rather be there than here,” she spoke aloud in a dull tone. 

Sighing, she continued to look out the window until the sound of morning activities of the school staff outside the building brought her back to the moment. Heavily, she walked to the bathroom to get ready to start the day.

Her first stop today before classes, though, was the Principal’s office. A foreboding huge office deterred any non-compliance to school or zone rules. As April entered the room, it felt as if her heavy heart fell even further down her chest making it difficult to breathe normally. 

“Ah, April!” the stout, bald-headed principal Gareth greeted unaware of her dilemma. “Punctual as usual!” he smiled distractedly.

“She certainly is,” Melane, the school’s deputy principal agreed in her usual formal manner.

Without waiting for a response from April, the principal continued, leaving April standing where she was.

“Let’s get on with the business of the day,” he said rather softly. “It is your sixteenth birthday today, thus it is time to officially get you married to your chosen spouse.”

April cringed inwardly. This was the procedure for all chosen citizens of Zone 7 in the world order. Since the world fell apart many centuries ago, civilization built a new way of living; within high walled areas. Zone 7 was very big and according to their history lessons, it was the most advanced of all seven zones. 

No one visited from other zones and vice versa although there were members from Zone 7 that worked in other zones. According to the governing body of the zone, they were teaching the other zones to raise their standards, especially in regards to technical aspects.

The governing body or otherwise known as GB, made up of seven highly qualified people and established since the zoned areas came into being, had instituted the rule that no couples were allowed to procreate without permission from the governing body. 

Every child born was planned for by the governing body. They chose the two people who would produce a child in accordance with their DNA, skills, abilities and intelligence levels. It was said the GB wanted to maintain a high level of skilful people among the citizens. Since no one had seen the members of the GB in person or had access to them, rulings were not protested against. As the years passed, rules and regulations were changed to suit the purposes of the GB, in April’s opinion.

Thus on a girl’s sixteenth birthday, she was officially married to the person with whom she will produce children in accordance with the numbers required by the GB. Exceptions existed for people who did not meet the criteria. No one had a say in the matter.

The GB was not concerned about keeping the couple together forever; only in obtaining the purpose of their marriage. Everyone was allowed to be as promiscuous as they pleased and even though they were married to one person, they were not obliged to remain faithful to that person. 

Once the numbers of children were produced, they were free to go back to their previous lifestyle. At birth the child was taken to the institute that will raise them according to the needs of the zone. Several institutes were established for such a purpose. The parents had no part in the child’s life. Not that they were not allowed to engage with their child within GB stipulations. Most parents chose not to. Encouragement was not forthcoming from the GB so parents’ reluctance to engage with their child suited the GB very well.

Off course this was the route the GB intended to take. Several educational institutes were established in the zone for schooling and higher education. Each institute constituted of the desired numbers of learners. All learners were expected to complete their schooling and proceed to tertiary education. 

Whether you wanted to or not, each person had to study what the GB decided was appropriate. Anyone not making the grade was drilled until they got the concepts exactly as was expected. 

To April this seemed ridiculously unfair but it seemed she was the only one who felt this way. Everyone else seemed happy to comply. But then no one actually spoke aloud their feelings or views on anything. So if there was anyone else who felt the same way she did, she would never know.

Numbly she just stood there waiting to hear the fateful announcement of the details of her husband who could be thirty years her senior, balding with other unwelcome traits for all she knew. At least she was certain that they would not be hideously scarred or the like. 

No one was physically unpleasant to look at in Zone 7. Advanced medical technology ensured this would not happen. Even at a ripe old age, people looked amazing.

Still April did not favour this kind of precedent. Unfortunately, she did not have a voice to complain, refute or challenge this. Realising she must succumb to her fate, albeit reluctantly, she braced herself for the details of her husband.

After what seemed like an eternity, the screen on the wall of the office lit up and the handsome face of a young man appeared. Neither the neat, wavy black hair, nor the strong forehead, dark hooded eyes, haughty cheekbones, regal nose, teasing lips impressed April. She noted none of these amazing looks for the only thing she could remember was the slight scar above the right, bushy eyebrow.

“April, this is Ethan, son of Laura and Arvind. Ethan is 21 years old and an astounding combat warrior in training,” the principle explained with a smile as if it would make everything alright. He continued, his attention turned to Ethan, “Ethan, this is April, daughter of Elizabeth and Jacob. She is 16 and will be studying towards a communications degree.” 

An imperceptible nod was the only indication that he actually did take note of her in the room as his eyes seemed otherwise occupied with something or someone on the other side. 

“Now that the introductions are out of the way, let’s proceed to the most important matter,” the principal spoke matter-of-factly. “Both of you are aware of the rules governing procreation so there is no need for any pomp or celebration. You will both agree to abide by the rules of the GB by signing this document. Ethan a copy is being sent to you via e-comms. Please sign and return immediately so that April can sign it.”

Sixteen year olds were seen as adults and their signatures were therefore binding. Most say that they actually had in this day and age. Everything else was dictated to them. 

Without so much as a flinch, Ethan signed the contract and returned it to the principle. April was then requested to electronically sign the document which she did so unemotionally. 

As soon as she signed the document, the principal declared, “It is done. You may both go back to your normal activities. We will advise when it is time for you two to produce an offspring.”

His voice held a note of dismissal which Ethan took gladly and signed off. Cringing inwardly, April left the office slowly. Instead of returning to her class, however, she walked along the back of the building just to get away from the ridiculousness of the entire situation and to clear her mind.

Dreadful as it was to have had this event overshadowing her entire week, it was far worse to know that the deed was done. A deed she had no say in at all. 

Lost in thought, she did not notice that she had walked far out to an area she had never been to before. An area that was not familiar to her. Looking around, she wondered if she were in danger for being here. 

However, her curiosity got the better of her when she saw a cardboard cut-out fish lying on the ground, the head facing towards a door on the wall further on. Picking it up she examined it and wondered what it could mean. A short distance away, her eyes fell on another one of these cut-outs. 

Apprehensively, she walked towards the cut-out, looking in all directions. Finding this one was exactly the same, her curiosity was piqued. Someone had gone to a lot of trouble to make such distinguished and neatly cut-out fishes. Nothing fancy yet it was compelling.

Without picking this one up, she looked further to see if there were any others. Sure enough, not far off, there was another exact same cut-out. Suddenly, she realised this was a trail of some sort. A trail she was willing to follow even if she was unsure and nervous. For some reason, though, she felt no fear, just a sense of discovery. 
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Stepping out of the elevator, the young man scanned the coffee shop, enclosed at the bottom by the four semi-conical fifteen-storey buildings housing several technical departments, and spotted the person he was seeking. She was sitting with two females and a guy all the same age. 

They were talking and laughing comfortably. The guy was touching her hand in a familiar manner. Why this should bother him, the young man could not understand but it did. He himself had indulged in relationships with other people; so should she.

Ignoring the irritation he felt, he walked towards the group. “Hello, April!” he greeted nonchalantly.  

April gasped as she turned towards him. “Ethan!” she stated letting out her breath. “I didn’t know the GB had sent for you.”

Noticing the anguish in her voice, he felt rejected but his expression gave nothing away. After all, everyone on this earth had been rejected all their lives. Mostly by their parents who were just names. Never having met his parents as a child, he assumed that everyone was in the same position. Why then did her rejection niggle at him?

Shelving this feeling, he said instead, “They did. I guess we’ll have to check with them what happened to your communication. Since you are busy right now, I think we can talk after you finish work.” He was matter of fact and polite but cool and distant.

“Yes certainly,” April said just as distantly. “These are my friends, Lesley, Portia and Aiden,” she introduced mechanically as she remembered they were seated there with her. Turning to her friends, she simply introduced, “This is Ethan.”

Ethan acknowledged the other three with a curt nod after they greeted him with a wary hello, noticing that Aiden’s hold on April had turned protective. Without another word, he left. Surveying the scene from the glass elevator that would take him to the company’s exit, he felt a stab of something he could not recognise. 

“Wow, he’s a great looking guy,” Lesley commented lightly. “Who is he?”

“My husband,” April supplied dejectedly. 

“Your husband...” Aiden echoed sheepishly quickly removing his hand. 

“Yes! I’m sorry that I did not tell you guys. But that first day when I pitched up at your meeting, it was because I had just gotten married and I was devastated,” April wailed. “I prayed that this marriage would sort of go away but I guess it was not meant to be.”

“It’s okay April, we understand how awful that must be for you, especially now that you know the truth about life. But remember God has a plan for everything and He will make good come out of any situation,” Portia soothed. 

Before April could protest, she plunged on. “Lesley and I were fortunate to not be placed in a marriage of inconvenience because we were not deigned fit to serve the governing body’s purpose like you so we cannot understand what you are going through. Just know that we will always be here for support,” she finished on an encouraging note. 

After more encouragement, they separated as their lunch break came to an end. Returning to her spacious cubicle in the open plan office, she was not able to concentrate on work; her mind wandering back to the day she walked herself into the Christian community. Albeit, a dangerous walk.

Six years had passed since then and with each passing year her marriage had become a dull memory.

Each year had brought her more clarity on Jesus and by reading the Bible she had become a believer and accepted Christ as her saviour. It had been a momentous day when she stood in front of the congregation and declared this. Every opportunity she got from then on, she spent with her friends and mentor, Michael, who taught her much and built up her faith and confidence. All this, though, had to be done in great secrecy and at the peril of her friends and ‘family’ as they had taught her to call them. For the first time she had learnt about family; something that was never shared or practiced in the new world.

Staring at her computer screen, all sounds and activities became obscure as her mind drifted back to the first day she had met her ‘family’. Fraught after her ‘marriage’ she had blindly walked all the way to the abandoned turbine building. An initial method of producing electricity, it became a white elephant when the zone had fully harnessed solar energy. 

With the building right at the edge of the zone’s boundary wall nobody dared to access this area without fear of falling into the moat and face whatever was at the bottom of it. It was considered too risky. Numerous workers lost their lives here when the building had been used all those decades ago. Therefore, there had been no need to position cameras in this area of the zone. 

Fear had given way to wonder when she’d spotted the cut out fishes. Fishes, that led her to a group of people who called themselves believers. Dangerous and unwelcomed as Christians were, April had remained in the meeting. Curiosity had gotten the better of her when she realised these people were brave. Exemption from fear was not an option, though. They all feared getting caught but they lived with hope of a better life. 

That it was very covert had piqued her sense of adventure; something she did not know she possessed. Something that now caused her to feel alive after sixteen years of living. 

Meeting Lesley, Portia and Aiden for the first time had made her wary. Friends were not something she knew how to make and after getting over their mistrust of her, thanks to Michael’s insistence, they become inseparable. 

Remembering the first conversation with all of them, she smiled now but back then it had been difficult to stand in the dully lit room, deep in the abandoned building, for fear of being found.

Everyone that was there stood around talking. Surveying the scene and at a loss what to do, April tried to blend in by standing with a group of youngsters.

Fortunately a man, probably in his middle forties, called everyone to attention. There being no seating for all the people, only a few sat on the seats at the monitoring desks that were now void of any equipment. Around forty people had gathered.

All workers and students were accountable to the governing body so their hours of service or study were stipulated. Some worked in the morning, others in the evening. Working hours were flexible as long as the required tasks and projects were completed in time.

Now the man who called attention was speaking. He started off with, “Dear Lord, thank you for bringing all of us here today and safely to praise and uplift your Name. Amen!” Everyone repeated after him, “Amen!”

Taking note that no one else thought of this as strange, she suppressed any exclamations that might have escaped her mouth. Religious practices were not tolerated in Zones 2 to 7 and, therefore, banned. Only Zone 1 housed Christians. Every person gathered there was looking raptly at him and waiting almost on edge it seemed. This made April even more curious as to the nature of this gathering. Missing school lessons did not even enter her thoughts through this whole strange journey. Tolerance for her absence would be chalked up to her marriage.

The same man began speaking about a person called Jesus and how He had helped lots of people and how He can help everyone today. He called upon those gathered there to be conscious of this and to let others know this albeit discreetly.

Puzzled, April wanted to ask someone what this all meant but then the man asked everyone to stand as he said, “Thank you Lord for this gathering and the learning of your word and deeds. May we take this to others and show them the hope of knowing You. Amen!” Again, everyone repeated, “Amen!”

All in all, the session took about fifteen minutes after which they began to disperse. Anxiety rose in her as she still was not sure what had just transpired. She had never heard of this person Jesus and where were they getting their information as they did not read from any material only referring to other people by the name of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. Although, to April, this Jesus seemed to be really someone to get to know because He sounded like a very understanding and wonderful person.

Deep in thought, she did not realise she was being watched until she heard, “Hey you are not one of us!” powerfully blurted out. This came from a teenage female her age. Built stockier than April, the girl did not seem a threat but her deep blue slanted eyes held a vigilant look. 

Reeling from the unintentional attack, April did not know what to do. Luckily most of the crowd had moved away leaving only a bunch of teens surrounding her. It felt like the other two, a female and a male who joined the first teen were closing in on her; not in a menacing manner though. 

Just as she thought they were going to harm her, the man who had been speaking to the attendees asked firmly, “What have we here?” 

Immediately the teens turned their attention to the man. “We have a stranger, possibly a spy in our midst,” the teen who sort of attacked her stated.

Kindness radiated from the man as he gazed at April. “I’m Michael,” he extended his hand slowly. “What are you called?”

Mesmerised by the infinite understanding in his eyes, she softly answered, “April,” as she placed her hand into his proffered one. 

“How did you come into the meeting,” he asked without accusation.

“I followed some fish cut outs that led straight here,” she informed. “I was walking and didn’t realise where I ended up,” she felt the need to explain. 

“Shouldn’t you be in school?” Michael asked with a smile.

“Yes, but something dreadful happened today and I just needed to be by myself,” she answered in a tone that said she’d rather not talk about it. “I’m not a spy!” she added resolutely giving the teen girl a murderous look. April noticed the girl did not shrink away. Turning back to Michael, she asked, “How come they are not in school?|

“They have a free session at school,” he answered steadily. “I’m sure you are not a spy,” Michael continued with conviction silencing the mumbles of the other teens with a glare. “I have a gut feeling you are not. But it seems that you have a lot of questions to ask,” he stated knowingly.

“How did you know?” April gasped.

“God reveals things to us that we need to act on,” Michael supplied without explanation.

“That’s my biggest question. Who is this God you keep talking and who are Jesus, Matthew, Mark, Luke, John? I also would like to know how there are Christians here in Zone 7, where all religious practices are banned, when they should all be in Zone 1? How do you all communicate without getting caught? How...?” April rattled off but stopped when Michael put up his hand to stop her.

“You have a lot of questions that cannot be answered in one go. They will need to be answered slowly,” he cautioned. “And I think it would be best if Lesley,” he pointed to the teen who had blurted her out, “Portia,” pointing to the other teen girl, “and Aiden,” pointing the boy with them, “were to befriend you then you can learn from them and the other meetings we will be holding. Off course you will need to read the Bible to find most of the answers but they will assist,” he nodded in the other teen’s
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