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Why should the world be over-wise,

In counting all our tears and sighs?

Nay, let them only see us, while

We wear the mask.

 

— Paul Laurence Dunbar


1

Jacob

Jacob swore beneath his breath as the hammer, slick with rain, missed its target for the second time and landed on his thumbnail.

‘You alright there, brother?’ a voice shouted up, barely audible above the torrent of drops bouncing off the corrugated plastic roof. ‘Want me to take over?’

Ignoring Scott’s concerns, he brought the hammer down again, at last catching the nail-head square on and driving it through the plywood that had failed yet again to hold the latrine’s roof in place. A strong wind had lifted the old nails out until rainwater, at first only seeping but a heavy downpour later, had begun flowing freely to gather in large pools on the wood-board floor of their improvised toilet block.

‘Can I take a piss without taking a shower yet?’ another voice called up, one less empathetic than the first. ‘How about doing the job properly this time, brother, so we don’t have to keep relying on good weather?’

He slammed the hammer down on the next nail. Again. And again. His vision blurred as rain thrashed into his eyes, dripped off his lashes. He tugged on the hood of his cloak, but all this did was provide a tributary for the drops that had pooled on the fabric, sending rivulets pouring down in front of him. The cloaks were useless in weather like this, their thick, heavy material never intended to be waterproof. He brushed the back of his damp hand across his face as Scott’s somber voice drifted up to him, berating their unhelpful colleague. Shuffling along the roof, he tugged at the cloak as it caught beneath him, almost losing his balance.

‘Jesus. Careful, Jacob.’

The top of the ladder came closer to where his legs dangled over the edge.

‘Yeah, careful, brother,’ Rafe added. ‘At least finish the job before you fall off, so we haven’t gotta do this a fourth time.’

He brought the hammer down hard. It caught the rim of the nail-head, which shot forward and bounced off the end of the plastic roof, heading for the mud patch that relentless rain had churned up below. ‘Shit!’

A groan came from below, plenty loud enough for him to hear.

By the time he got to the bottom of the ladder, Scott was already wrist-deep in mud. ‘Don’t worry. It’s here somewhere. I saw it land.’

‘Great,’ Rafe whined. ‘I’ll leave you guys to it. Looks like you’ll be a while. Don’t worry about me, I’ll piss round the block.’

After he’d gone, Jacob threw the hammer down into the mud and got down on his knees to look for the only nail they had left. He felt his friend’s eyes on him.

‘Ignore him. You know he’s full of crap.’

Jacob raked his fingers through the saturated earth, coming up with nothing but stones and twigs. ‘When did I ever let him get to me?’

‘More than you think,’ came the reply, and despite the thundering rain he could still hear the wry smile in those words but ignored it.

The evening light had faded fast beneath the burdened clouds and it would be almost completely dark before long.

‘We’ll never find it in here. Damn it!’ Jacob punched the mud, sending a small eruption over his jeans to add to the mess of dirt and rainwater already there.

Scott sat back on his heels, shook the muck from his hands. ‘It’s no big deal, brother. You’ve done best part of it. We can finish tomorrow when it’s dryer and can go looking for more nails. We’ll make sure it’s really secure this time.’

‘As opposed to all the other times when I’ve botched it.’

‘No, I didn’t mean—’

‘It’s fine.’ Jacob got to his feet. ‘You’re right. Tomorrow.’

He brushed down his cloak, a wasted gesture as his filthy hands streaked dark trails over the black fabric. He picked up the hammer, releasing it from the mud with a squelch, and threw it down the side of the latrine wall. Not much point putting it away. No one would steal it around here. They’d wanted to be isolated and they certainly were that.

‘Get back inside and dry off,’ Jacob shouted over the noise of the rain as it surged harder, washing the mud from their hands. ‘There’s no more to do here.’

‘You too, brother.’

‘I might just...’ He gestured over Scott’s shoulder.

‘You need to get dry, Jacob. Have something warm to eat, before tonight.’

He hesitated. The unwavering downpour thrummed against his hood and streamed down before his eyes. He would prefer to be alone. Or visiting Michael.

‘You’ll be no use to any of us if you get ill,’ the man before him tried again, and Jacob knew what he really meant. Not that he might come down with something, but that he might falter in other ways.

Sighing, he looked to the floor where his boots were sinking beneath two burgeoning pools. His damp jeans clung to his legs, water had somehow found its way down into his boots soaking his socks, and already he was beginning to feel a few degrees colder than the May evening temperature suggested.

Scott’s tall frame came closer, a physical barrier now to his escape. ‘Besides,’ he shouted, a smile still in place despite the water streaming from the end of his nose, ‘without you we’d have to put Rafe in charge, brother.’

Jacob glared from beneath his sodden hood but couldn’t help returning the humor, if only just to show he was okay. ‘Like hell,’ he said, hooking an arm over Scott’s shoulders and leading him back to the shelter of the factory, all the while ignoring the question that echoed around his head with no certain answer...

 

*

 

I am okay, aren’t I?

Having changed out of his wet clothes and hung them over the bannister in the hallway to dry, Jacob lay on his bed, his body sinking into the crudely cut piece of foam that was his mattress these days. It was a step up at least from the polystyrene ceiling tiles they’d used for beds in the old warehouse, their first home. Here in the factory on the edge of New Rathburn, further away from the center of Brumont and out of range of squatters and scavengers, they were treated to a heck of a lot more materials they could bring back to life, put to use; even if each one was a silent reminder of the thriving industrial community that had once existed there, before Prosperity.

He pulled the blanket over him to stave off the chill that threatened to bite to his core, and closed his eyes. A simple act and one he could do more easily these days. Not so long ago he’d have feared what visions his mind might conjure of its own accord when allowed to roam, but now there was nothing more it could reveal that would hurt him. He already knew the worst.

She made sure of that.

The nightmares were fewer now the truth had come back to him, though which was worse he couldn’t decide even if he was forced to. In ignorance he’d at least been sheltered from the horror of those memories that might now suffocate him at any minute. Except he couldn’t afford to let that happen, not after the promise he’d made Michael. And in light of what he now recalled about his past, that promise was what he’d cling to, a chance to do at least one thing right in his lifetime. Whether through duty, purpose or penance, he’d held his mentor’s pale weak hand as he lay dying and committed to be his replacement. And so live with this role he would until he physically no longer could. His conviction to the Tribe had almost wavered once before, but it never would again. There would be no more deviating from the path Michael had laid out for him. It would be the only way he could live with the now painfully vivid memory of what he’d once done.

 

*

 

Downstairs in the canteen, the plastic chairs had been arranged in a circle and most of the twenty-seven men of their Tribe were already seated. The sight of them congregated in the same formation they always had when their founder and mentor was still alive knocked Jacob off balance and he stepped back. His heart thrummed in his chest and legs weakened, but he was still in the shadow of the doorway and no one had seen him yet. He turned, retreated back toward the stairs.

‘Jacob.’

One foot was on the first step when the voice stopped him. He forced himself to turn back.

‘Are you ready?’ Scott’s eyes shone with an enthusiasm he couldn’t reflect, nor even fathom right now.

He hesitated, his mouth dry. ‘I’m not feeling too good, brother. After that soaking. Perhaps it would be best if you start without me.’

‘We can’t do that, Jacob. It’s our first Appreciation Night here. A big occasion.’

That didn’t really help. His head throbbed behind his eyes and without warning he remembered the dream he’d had after drifting off to sleep as he rested.

The weight of the gun. The look in her eyes.

He pinched the bridge of his nose between his fingers. ‘I don’t think I can, Scott. Just... not now. Maybe you—’

‘Of course you can. It’s no different than before.’

‘It’s everything different than before.’ He reached for his hood, before remembering the cloak was still hanging over the bannister drying. ‘Look, it’s Rafe they’ll listen to. He makes himself heard more than I do. I’m sure he’ll be glad to step in.’

He turned to the stairs again, desperate now to get away, wanting to run, wanting to disappear. His first big task and already he was failing, just as he’d failed with the simple job of keeping a roof over the latrine. But Scott’s hand was on his arm, stopping him from leaving yet again.

‘You don’t have to be the loudest in the room, Jacob. Just the one they trust.’

Jacob ran his fingers across his lips, then brushed over the stubble along his chin that never quite grew long enough for him to hide behind.

‘It’s you they look to, brother,’ his friend went on. ‘It’s time to take the Tribe forward. We’ve waited long enough. Don’t you think?’

What he thought was that it would never be long enough, but he knew Scott was right. If Michael were here, he’d be questioning why this had taken so long. They’d been here six months already, Michael gone for three; a regrouping of the men should have happened before now. And he wasn’t the only one who’d lost Michael, was he? They all had.

What’s the matter with you? His father’s voice yelled in his head, as clear as if he were standing right beside him. Jacob grimaced, inhaled sharply, then nodded as he exhaled – to shake away the image, if nothing else. He turned from the stairs. ‘Let’s make a start.’

The men shuffled upright in their seats when the two of them entered the room, but it was Rafe who Jacob avoided looking at as he took the empty seat beside him. Any time that man sighed or met his gaze with sarcasm or misplaced humor, he always felt the collective weight of disappointment from all twenty-seven Tribe members bearing down on him. It wasn’t a look he could bear to see right now if he was going to get through this. He coughed to clear his throat, imagining what Michael would say, what reassurances he might give.

‘Brothers, before we begin, I’d like to thank you for your patience. It’s been a difficult few months for all of us. But it’s time for us to stop mourning now and start rebuilding. As Michael would want us to do.’

‘Here, here.’

He ignored the man next to him, cleared his throat again. ‘I don’t think any of us regret the move out here. You’ve all done a great job making this place livable and I think it’s going to serve us well for many years to come, or at least for as long as we’re able to stay here. As Michael predicted, we’ve got ample space in these rooms, and there’s plenty still left to accommodate a fair number of new members.’ He paused as mumbles of agreement passed through the group. ‘Which brings us to the topic of our first Appreciation Night here – to talk about how we’re going to offer sanctuary when we are so much further out of the city.’

He leaned back into his seat, the placid and considered expressions of his brothers helping to take the edge off his earlier anxieties.

‘In the last six months, we’ve not seen any other soul pass by this way, so it’s unlikely anyone even knows we’re here. Which is great for keeping Prosperity off our backs – still no sign of DroneCams yet – but not so great for helping those who really need us. Please go ahead and join in with your thoughts, brothers, this is a shared conversation.’

‘We have to go back, it’s the only way. Bar sticking up some posters and a neon sign.’

‘Of course, Rafe,’ Scott answered. ‘But the point is, how should we go about it?’

A voice spoke from within the circle. ‘A couple of trips a month? We go in pairs or groups, like we did with the refurbishment of this place.’

‘Makes sense, William,’ Jacob said, agreeing with the oldest member of their tribe now that Michael no longer held that position. ‘We organize ourselves into groups and draw up a schedule. Visiting the city becomes a new duty to add to the roster.’

‘Headhunting. Like a recruitment drive,’ Rafe said, with a smirk. Then added, ‘But one with a time limit. If you’re not back when you say you will be, another group goes out looking for you.’

All heads turned in Rafe’s direction, but it seemed he was serious. His grey eyes, piercing beneath the glow of the solar-powered strip lights, landed on Jacob’s skeptical gaze first. ‘What?’ he said, voice rising, as if he must have missed something.

‘You think it’s gotten worse since we left?’ Jacob asked.

‘I know it has.’

There was an awkward silence, in which everyone wondered if Jacob was going to ask the next obvious questions. How bad? And how the hell do you even know? But he hesitated, unsure if he wanted to delve into that just now and in front of everyone. Besides, Rafe always did like to have one foot in the spotlight; if this was just another display of amateur dramatics, he’d rather give it only as much attention as it deserved. He pulled his gaze away and looked back to the group.

‘Same rules apply then, brothers, when you go back. Wear your cloaks with the hoods covering your face the nearer you get to the back streets of the city. No doubt the DroneCams are still fully operational. We’ve been complacent here, but it’s important to remember that back there, and in small numbers, we’re at greater risk of being picked up for something. You won’t have forgotten Prosperity can be pretty indiscriminate.’ He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and looking to the floor. ‘And they might still be looking to frame one of us for the Outsider’s SID-chip theft.’

He couldn’t quite bring himself to say her name out loud, not here in a group she’d never been a part of. Now that she was gone, there was no need to ever speak it out loud again.

The man to his right snorted. ‘Cheers again for that, Jacob.’

He peered over his shoulder, and as he caught sight of the whirl of black Celtic links that stamped the skin of Rafe’s hands and arms like metaphorical sleeves of armor, a memory surfaced. Her throat bruised, tear-filled eyes, voice quivering as she tried to explain. He wore a cloak, Jacob. Like yours. And on his hands— Anger had burned through him then, the very last time he’d seen her, as it still sometimes threatened to burn again.

‘Best leave that there, brother,’ Scott said from somewhere behind him, and Rafe for once dropped his gaze to his lap, perhaps before his own part in that debacle was mentioned. Not that anyone in the group didn’t know by now; as with everything about Rafe, his meltdown had become a public one.

‘So I’d like to suggest,’ Scott went on, as Jacob found himself unable to tear his glare from their undiplomatic brother, ‘that Jacob and I make the first trip back there as soon as possible. See just what we’re dealing with. Then we can arrange a plan based on what we find. Is everyone okay with that?’

Jacob shifted his gaze back to the group in time to acknowledge their agreement. He waited for their vocal companion to protest and was ready to snap him back in line when he did, but on this occasion he kept quiet.

‘In that regard then, I propose we hold another discussion after Scott and I have been to the city. That way, we’ll also know how far Prosperity steamrollers have got in their plight to wipe out every last inch of the old Brumont.’ He relaxed again in the chair, the plastic back of which creaked with age and neglect. ‘Is there anything else you think we should be discussing tonight?’

‘Yes.’

Jacob flipped his bottom lip into his mouth and snagged it with his teeth. He looked again to his right and raised his eyebrows. Rafe cleared his throat and got to his feet.

‘Some of you may remember that in the weeks before we left the warehouse, there were some tensions in the group.’

‘Really, Rafe? Now?’ Scott got in before Jacob could.

Their steel-eyed brother raised his inked hands. ‘No one can deny that things got a little tense for a while. I’m not gonna lie, some of that was my fault—’ Jacob sniffed, folded his arms. ‘Some of it not my fault, but the point is things weren’t as smooth as they should be. So I think with the move and all the changes around here, now might be a good time to re-evaluate the Tribe’s doctrine and its values.’

‘Now is absolutely not the right time—’

‘I understand this may be harder for you, Jacob, than anyone else—’

‘This is not your call to make. The doctrine remains. We have more important matters to deal with.’

Rafe smirked. ‘More important than the outdated and – as we’ve already seen – unsustainable values set up by someone with good intentions but not the best good long-term sense, all things considered.’

Jacob was up out of his chair and eye level with the man before really thinking it through. ‘He’s only been gone five minutes, Rafe.’

‘Three months, Jacob. And weren’t you the first of us to struggle with these values Michael’s doctrine had pretty much forced on us—’

‘That’s enough.’

‘Be honest, brother. We need to talk about this.’

‘But perhaps not now,’ Scott got in again before he could respond, his voice close behind him.

‘If not now, then when?’ Grey eyes glinted with energy. ‘Now’s precisely the best time. We need to move on. Rebuild. You just said so yourself, Jacob. This is our new start.’

‘Re-establish the Tribe’s purpose, not reinvent it.’

The response was a shake of the head, mouth twisting into a humorless smile. ‘So nothing changes.’

‘It doesn’t need to change.’ He glared back, even when that look of disappointment rippled across Rafe’s features.

What kind of useless son of a bitch are you? Oh yeah, that’s right. The useless son of that bitch.

Despite himself, his throat was closing, tensing with his unease. ‘This is Michael’s Tribe,’ he managed to say, low enough that his voice couldn’t defy him, ‘and it will be run Michael’s way. Nothing changes. The doctrine stays.’

He pushed back his chair and was already across the room and pulling open the canteen door before the conversation could continue. The door swung shut behind him, though not quick enough to miss Rafe’s parting words.

‘Aren’t we already different, brother? We wouldn’t even have considered arguing like this before.’

Once out of the factory and back into the rain, he marched across the yard, his boots dragging over the concrete and through puddles ankle deep, breath quickening in time with his pace. When he reached the garage two blocks away, he pulled up the metal shutter just enough to duck beneath, then yanked it down behind him with such force the sound echoed around the empty space and through his aching head. He felt for the small torch he kept on the workbench, eyes stinging as they tried to adjust to the poor light. The battery still worked but barely, emitting just enough yellow light for what he needed it for. Lowering himself to the hard floor, he leaned back against the wall and took from his pocket the creased scrap of paper he’d carried with him everywhere for the past six months. He unfolded it with care, feeling relief once again that it had stayed dry earlier within the depths of his rain-battered jeans. He traced his fingers over the blue ink. He still didn’t know why he’d gone back to retrieve it from the floor where he’d thrown it that night she left. Or why he still kept it now. Not when he knew all of its contents by rote anyway.

Her writing. Her message.

His brother’s name.


2

Alex

What would Sada do, he thought, as he poked his sneakered foot closer to the edge and peered down seventeen stories to the street below.

Make some snarky comment probably.

Grown your wings at last, Lost Boy?

He snorted in response. ‘Not quite,’ he murmured, and retreated back a few yards to his safe place.

The air conditioning vent was where he used to sit while she puffed on a cigarette, pondering the work they were a part of in the offices below, pondering the city and where it was going wrong (where was it going right?), pondering life. Would she have been back here begging for her job like he was about to do? Maybe. She understood as much as anyone how scarce money could be in a city teeming with wealth.

His watch vibrated against his wrist and he glanced at it, his mother’s overzealous smile looking up at him from the one-inch screen. He sent her to voicemail and turned the vibrate off. She’d be wanting to know how he was, what he was doing, whether he was managing… A million questions, but never if he wanted to leave the city to go live with her and his sister; she didn’t ever seem to think of asking that.

He pushed his fingers through his hair before resting his head on his palm. Maybe she didn’t ask because she already knew he wouldn’t go. Despite what happened six months ago, he wasn’t done with this place just yet. Which was why he was sitting here, all alone on the roof of the City Times with a knot in his stomach the size of a watermelon.

Look at me, on top of the world, Ma.

He took a deep breath. This had been put off for long enough. The refrigerator was almost empty and last time he checked it wasn’t self-replenishing. Now or never, kiddo.

Leaving by the fire exit, he headed down one flight of stairs to the elevator. ‘Get it together, Chump,’ he told himself when the elevator doors drew closed. After all, it was simple really. All he had to do was reassure his sixty-three-year-old philistine of a boss that at no time in the near future was he in any way likely to feel the sudden and overpowering urge to take his own life – again.

 

*

 

Forty minutes later, after the warm handshake, concerned enquiry for his health, and freshly brewed coffee in glass cups, Alex felt it all slide away from him with the ease and grace of a lump of lard off a hot pan.

All the above meant it had started well enough, but they were now at the point in the meeting where things were starting to get a little awkward – when it was clear why Alex was there, but less clear when Don Mitchell would cut to the chase. He’d skirted around the niceties, but now even his pin-striped shirt and comedic polka dot bow tie weren’t enough to lighten the load he was about to bring down on Alex’s head. A load, it seemed, that his aging, myopic mind was struggling to put into words that wouldn’t be misconstrued as further exploitation of his employee’s mental health.

Not that Alex wasn’t already prepared, the signs were everywhere; starting with the tall, skinny lad he passed on the way in who looked more comfortable at Alex’s workstation – sneakers on desk, dictating copy into his watch – than he himself had ever done in the four and a half years he’d worked there.

The only consolation was that this dilemma of Don’s, which was now starting to manifest itself in the damp line sprouting across his forehead, paved the way for Alex to step in and divert the conversation before it had even begun.

‘The good news is, Mr Mitchell, I’ve got a clean bill of health from my doctors.’ He put on his sanest smile to prove it. ‘And I’m ready to come back as soon as you need me.’

Don loosened his tie and undid the top button of his shirt, revealing more glittering lines of sweat clinging to the creases of his neck. ‘The thing is, Alex, you’ve been away a good while. What is it now, nine months—’

‘Six.’

‘Six, right. And things move fast around here. You know that. They always have.’ Alex opened his mouth to speak but Don hadn’t finished. ‘And you can imagine my concern. That it might all get… a bit too much for you.’ His chair creaked as he pulled himself out of it and crossed the room to fill a plastic cup with water from the cooler. He waved an empty one in the air, but Alex shook his head. When he returned to his seat, he leaned forward, folding his hands on the desk.

‘Look. You’ve been through a tough time. A very tough time.’ His boss’s voice was so low and brow flexed to such an alarming extent that Alex knew right there and then it really was all over. ‘The last thing I want is to heap more stress on you, and that’s exactly what I’d be doing. This is a high-pressured job, as both you and Sada knew only too well.’

She didn’t leave because she couldn’t hack it, you idiot.

‘I mean, your personal life is not my business of course, but that doesn’t mean I’m not concerned for your welfare. I wouldn’t want you ending up in the same scenario, not when there are more important things in life. Now’s the time for you to rest, Alex. Take care of yourself. Have fun. Kick back a while.’ He stopped to take a sip of water.

‘I’ve been resting for six months,’ Alex said, though heat flooded to his neck. Despite his boss’ efforts at life therapy (though if he wasn’t suicidal before, he was starting to get there now), he couldn’t help wondering just how much Don really knew about what had gone on that day, just how much of a hand he’d played in it himself.

Like father, like son, they all said and left it at that. How convenient his father’s suicide turned out to be for them. The perfect alibi. A simple case of history repeating itself.

‘Look, if this is about the memory thing, Don, I just want to reassure you that there’s not much I can’t recall any more. In fact, I’d go as far as to say everything has come back to me now. Very clearly.’ Sada smiled in his mind’s eye but Don didn’t even flinch. ‘I can still do my job. I’m a good journalist, you know that.’

‘Sure, sure. No one’s arguing that—’

‘And I can appreciate it now how important it is to do a good job. How important it is to do it right.’ He held Don’s gaze even when he imagined Sada’s smile turn to a scowl. He was begging for a job with a paper whose principles both of them had detested the more Prosperity’s grip had tightened. And he had every reason to detest them now more than ever after what they had done to him, their warning to stay in line. But money was money. He needed to let Don know that he could be trusted with their great institution, that he wouldn’t betray it again, they wouldn’t need to warn him again.

Don glared back.

Don’t blink, kiddo.

Then in a sudden move that made Alex jump, his boss leaned back in his chair and flung open his desk drawer. A pencil leapt for freedom. ‘Tell you what I’ll do,’ he said, taking out a piece of paper that was right there on the top of the pile. ‘There’s a local press not long set up in Hoppstown. They’d snap the hand off a kid like you.’ He put the sheet on the desk between them. ‘I’ll drop them a line, get you in there.’

‘That’s outside the city—’

‘Only by a hundred miles or so. Fifty staff, if that. Up and coming kind of place, focused on the Digi-sphere – apps, live news straight to your watch, all that stuff you kids like. Could be just what you need to get going again. Ease you back in.’

‘That’s not what I’m looking for, Don. I’ve got a lot of experience of this paper, and my home is here—’

‘And maybe if things go well, heck maybe we’ll see you back here some day.’

He shook his head. ‘It’s here or nothing. You know there’s nowhere else in this city any more I can do the job I was trained for.’ That Sada trained me for.

Alex leaned forward, stared right into the dull bloodshot eyes of his boss and, though the heat spread up across his cheeks and he had to force the image of Sada’s disapproval from his mind, he pleaded, ‘Please, Don. I need this job.’

 

*

 

He walked up Main Street with the daytime city noises trying and failing to distract him from the wasted meeting with Mitchell. Not even the whine of electric engines, blare of horns, chatter and shouts, or clacking heels could distract him enough from the disastrous encounter. The only thing that came close to pissing him off more than Don’s false concern was the droning backdrop to this symphony of Brumont City life – the monotone ramblings of Influencer Wagner blaring out from the giant screens hung on every street corner around the city.

The looped podcasts were Prosperity’s way of inspiring citizens as they went about their daily lives, but a decade after their installation, the repetitious platitudes succeeded only in training people’s brains to zone out from the words they’d heard a thousand times before and likely didn’t believe for one minute. A brainwipe as opposed to a brainwash. Even when a new podcast went out every month so their aging governors might appear progressive, the message remained much the same. On this day of all days, Alex caught only the lines ‘this city is controlled by you’ and ‘2031 can be the year you make it big’, and that was more than enough. His empty stomach almost heaved.

Cheer up, kiddo, Sada would say, there’s work to be done.

‘Not any more there isn’t,’ he muttered to himself, turning away from the street and into the city’s only available green space; a remarkably poor effort, he always thought, for ‘the greenest capital city in the world’. One of the richest too, soon to be the richest when Prosperity prevailed as they so often did. And who or what would stop them anyway? A conglomeration of five of the most financially successful corporates in Brumont certainly held all the right credentials to hit those big money targets. The city would thrive. Even when half its residents didn’t.

He dropped onto an empty bench beside the manmade stream and wondered what the hell he was gonna do next. Don’s mock sympathy had only stretched out so far before it snapped back, cutting off any hope of him ever returning to a position there. He was such a mug. There’d never been a chance of getting his job back, no matter how much he begged. This was just the ‘thanks and see ya’ meeting. The near-fatal warning wasn’t enough, they had to take away his livelihood too. He had to face it, his five years in national journalism had just come to an abrupt end. And all because of a few lousy under-the-table newsletters.

A cool breeze picked up, blew across the back of his neck. He rubbed the spot warm, imagining again the feel of the rubber noose across his skin even though he’d been unconscious for best part of it. He consoled himself that they hadn’t meant to do anything more than warn him off, though they underestimated how long it would take for Sada to get there and to cut him down once she found him.

But worse than that was the can of worms the whole thing had opened. When he’d finally pried his eyes open two months later, a row of faces had leaned in, all peering at him with pity-drenched eyes and knowing expressions, and just like that he was high-risk, one to keep an eye on. It hadn’t taken him long to figure out that the conversation he’d imagined overhearing between his mother and some stranger while he was unconscious had been real after all.

She’d been upset. He knew that even without looking at her. He could tell by the way the words tumbled out an octave higher than normal, as though she never knew if she’d make it to the end of the sentence. This had been a new thing of hers after his dad died, this need to say things before time ran out.

‘I knew this day would come,’ he heard her say, ‘have been waiting for it, just to get it over with. I’ve tried to prepare myself for how I’d deal with it, rationalize it—’ She broke off here a moment, or he had drifted deeper. Next he heard, ‘At least it was this way and not his father’s. Such a mess that was.’ Comforting tones mumbled too far away for him to place. ‘And of course it was Alex who would have to find him. That’s what I never could forgive, because he should have known it would be him, he should have known it would be his boy first home. If it had been me or even Charlotte, just a kid as she was, I don’t know… I think it might have been better. She’s a strong girl like her mother, but Alex… Alex is his father all over.’ Here was where he’d convinced himself he was dreaming. He was nothing like his father.

It hadn’t registered to his sleep-imposed brain, but to his conscious one it all slipped into place. Despite what he witnessed at age fourteen, despite what the statistics said, papers on genetics and probabilities, he’d never once in all his young life, not before that day or since it, wished to take his own life. And at first, when he woke from the coma, he tried to comfort his mother with this fact, but all she saw was a son in denial and her eyes filled again and again. In the end it was easier to accept their diagnosis and go along with it. If nothing else, his mother could now rest that the inevitable had happened but with a better outcome than expected. Now that they’d cheated another death, perhaps they could all go on again with life.

What really happened that day though didn’t take a genius to work out. There were plenty of warning signs in the weeks leading up to it, and they should have backed off then. Sada agreed to, but like a naïve idiot, he’d been so cocky he wouldn’t get caught, so intrigued by what he was learning from the gangs, about the difference they wanted to make, the possibility of change for all of them, that he ignored the danger and put them both at risk. He hated himself for that. But if nothing else, it was the final push Sada needed to get her and her daughter out of town and out of their reach.

He rested his head in his hands, ignoring the low-pitched thrum passing by several meters above his head.

You got what you wanted, Officers, I’m no longer a person of interest, now move along.

Maybe he was paranoid, but sometimes there seemed to be more DroneCams around than ever, or more with a roving eye on him anyway. Though just what kind of a threat they believed a twenty-four-year-old to be against a multi-billion-dollar government institution was hard to say. His and Sada’s venture had been nothing compared to what he imagined the gangs must be planning. Something a whole lot more disruptive than a couple of hundred anti-Prosperity pamphlets, that’s for sure.

The thrum faded away as a spatter of light rain drifted across his cheek, and as he wiped at it with the back of his hand, a thought occurred to him. Guess you and me got something in common after all, hey Dad? Now they’d both been screwed over by Prosperity. And stared death in the face as a result.

Take it easy there, kiddo. Back up into the daylight.

But would he be like his father now, as his mother expected? Take the easy way out? Let Prosperity push him out of the city altogether? Let them win, again?

He looked right, to where the airborne plastic Big Brother retreated in the direction of the children’s play area.

In his gut and in his heart he knew the answers to his questions. They bubbled there over a constant simmering heat that wouldn’t take much to boil over. But in the end, his gut and heart might not be enough. It might be his bank balance, or his sanity, that has the final say.


3

Jacob

It was hard for Jacob to believe now that he could’ve forgotten something so horrifying. That his mind had chosen to shut the memory out altogether rather than let him attempt to make sense of it. All those nightmares and gruesome visions that had crept in after his first encounter with Sada had all hinted at the past he knew was there somewhere but doubted he’d want to face; the sense of a tragedy that could consume him. Ignorance may not have been bliss exactly, but it turned out to be a hell of a lot better than knowing the truth.

In the end, a name was all it took, scribbled on a piece of paper torn from a dusty notepad, the swipe of the pen strokes like the back of a hand across the cheek, cigarette burn between the shoulder blades, kick to the coccyx with a steel-capped boot, the pain of each he recalled now with precision clarity. It hadn’t even come back to him in instalments, momentary flashes of recognition that would ease him into it. Christ no, it had been all at once and in full technicolor glory. His entire past finally unravelling right there in that dark musty room after midnight on the night she left, the night he almost left with her. By the time he walked from the building, his whole body shaking, there’d been nothing left to remember. The before, the after, the thing itself – it had all been laid out fresh in his mind, as though taunting him. That thing you didn’t want to know? Deal with it now, sucker.

But how could he deal with a thing like that?

His mother’s body splayed over the stranger’s, both naked but for the blood that offered some dignity at least. His father trembling on the floor, red flecks on his shirt, his cheeks, and across the hands he stared at as if they’d acted without his knowledge. Spit clung to his father’s chin before drooling to his lap, muttered words seeping through parted lips. For some reason unknown to Jacob then or now, his first instinct on walking in on this scene of horror was to lean in closer to catch what his father was saying. As if maybe what he’d hear would make sense. But all he caught was self-pity, and in that instant his whole mind shifted.

Be a man, his father had told him over and over until the words seared themselves into his brain and he could no longer hear the word ‘man’ without wanting to wince or look away. But staring down on that pathetic figure and what he’d done, Jacob had felt taller then, more certain, more a man than ever. And the bloodied rifle had been right there on the floor at his feet.

If Sada could have known the full extent of how her parting gift would be received, would she still have given it? She knew all about his past before he did. All about his family, his brother.

He hadn’t seen Paul since that day in the courthouse when they’d been pulled their separate ways from the crowded room. He’d not known what his brother was thinking then, at eleven years old; it was impossible to imagine what he thought now. Twenty years, a raging drug habit, and post-traumatic memory loss had driven a wedge so deep between them, it was now a relationship erased beyond hope of return. And yet the address she gave was one right here in the city, right here on his doorstep. How long had he been here? The full twenty years? Had he ever come looking? Had he found him during those years when he was too out of it to notice? But then why would Paul come looking? He surely hated him for what he had done.

‘Brother.’

Jacob snapped his head up.

‘You’re not listening,’ Scott said, beside him.

‘Of course I was. Am.’ He scratched his head, tried to smile. ‘Sorry. My mind wandered.’

They were returning to the city at a fair pace, both more eager to get this over with than either would admit. The first trip was always going to be the hardest. The first time back without Michael.

‘I’m used to your mind and its wanderings by now, brother. Care to share?’

Jacob thrust his hands into the pockets of his cloak and looked to his feet, to the worn black boots moving quick over the concrete. ‘Not just now.’

Not that. Not ever.

They’d been walking for forty minutes already, with their hoods in place for the last twenty. It was dark and silent apart from the thud of their footsteps, but everything was becoming more familiar, empty buildings and back streets they’d known well appearing out of the gloom. Jacob ran a finger across his bottom lip. It didn’t feel right, to be back here, to be revisiting the recent past with what he now knew. Michael hadn’t known him as well as he’d thought.

She has no idea what she’s done.

From his pocket he pulled a pack of cigarettes, took one out and lit it with a match that wavered in his fingers. He thrust the box back in his pocket, avoiding the green glare to his right, which he knew was fixed on him the whole time.

‘This a new habit?’

He exhaled the first glorious lungful. ‘No. An old one.’

To his left would be the offices he’d abandoned with mixed emotions on that last night. He kept his eyes fixed ahead instead, resisting looking up to the window beyond which he had stood once, his cheek inflamed where she’d slapped him. He pressed his palm to his cheek. His skin was cool.

‘Are you okay, Jacob?’

‘Yes,’ he snapped, then glanced at Scott from beneath the black fabric of his cloak. His friend’s features were hidden behind his own hood, but with chin lowered to his chest. It wasn’t hard to figure out his focus would be the floor in front of his boots. ‘I’m just not sure we should go by the warehouse, brother,’ he added, softening his tone. ‘I don’t think I can right now.’

The dipped head came up. ‘Of course. I understand. There’s no need for us to go back there.’

Jacob nodded his gratitude as nicotine flooded his lungs.

‘Can I ask where you got them from? The cigarettes?’

He blew a stream of smoke into the night sky. ‘I’ll give you one guess, no clues.’

‘Right.’

‘And no, I don’t ask where he gets them from.’

‘Probably best.’

They glanced to one another at the same time and laughed, but Jacob’s humor dissolved into a groan. ‘God help us. Will I regret the day I persuaded everyone to let that boy back in the Tribe?’

Even in the darkness, he could make out Scott’s smirk. ‘You did the right thing.’

His lungs stung with the sharpness of the night air as he pulled in a heavy sigh. ‘Let’s just hope he remembers that.’

‘He knows, brother.’

Even at this time of night and in the dark, they could make out the outline of Prosperity’s cranes rising up toward the night sky just several blocks away. In only six months another few units had gone missing from the horizon, workplaces that had served the city residents well enough once, now wiped away for no reason other than they didn’t meet the Prosperity aesthete.

‘Shall we head this way?’ Scott pointed to the right when they reached the crossroads. ‘I think I see signs of rough sleepers. We can do a couple of loops, see how things stand.’

Jacob agreed, glad to be moving in the opposite direction from their old home and those other places near it that now held uncomfortable memories for him. His hideaway overlooking the city where he’d go when he wanted to be alone. The underpass where he met with Sada. The path where he first bumped into her covered in blood. He’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time that day, and at what cost in the end? She had almost lost him his Tribe existence, his freedom, his mind.

‘Over there.’ Scott’s voice was low as he pointed down a narrow alleyway.

He squinted, thinking he could see something partway down, almost hidden by the shadows from the buildings the gap intersected. Despite his unease and desire to be back in the safety of the factory, he followed where his friend led.

As they drew closer, the object materialized into a mound of blankets and clothes, large enough for the person who owned them to still be somewhere beneath. He hesitated. Approaching strangers like this set him on edge. When the Tribe had lived this close to the city, men had usually found their own way to the sanctuary. Scott had been the exception, and Jacob had been out of his comfort zone that day too, nudged as he was by Michael into reaching out to the stranger with the shard of glass pressed to his wrist. He hadn’t thought himself capable of helping back then, but something worked – the man beside him now was a different person to the broken one he’d been that day.

They hadn’t even reached the blanketed mound when the smell hit him. He stopped. It was rancid, raw, a scent he knew only too well. But Scott wasn’t so shy; he’d already approached closer and was peeling back layers one by one.

‘Scott.’

He took no notice. The stench grew stronger the more he unwrapped.

‘There’s someone here,’ he said, and nudged at the mound without response.

Jacob stepped closer to help, pressing the back of his hand to his nose. ‘Christ. Are you sure about this?’

‘Yes, there’s definitely someone—’ Scott jolted, stumbling over his own feet and onto his backside. Which was when the full force hit Jacob too.

He reeled away, backing down the alley while his legs would still take him. ‘They’re dead,’ he mumbled against his hand, fighting the first wave of nausea.

‘Yeah, I’d say that was likely.’

While Jacob backed off a little more, Scott returned to the mound and pushed back his hood, holding the edge of it across his nose and mouth. ‘Stay over there, Jacob. Don’t come closer,’ came the muffled instruction.

Which meant there was blood. A lot of it. But he knew that already, it was burning his nostrils. Blood and death. It wasn’t the sort of stink easily forgotten. Not even memory loss had been able to keep that knee-jerk reaction away. He felt the symptoms kick in, his heart pound loud and quick, head light as his own blood drained, legs shaking. He lowered himself to the cold damp floor with his shoulder against the wall for support just in case. With the cloak over his mouth, he took deep breaths through the fabric to push away the dizziness before it could fully kick in.

‘It’s a kid,’ Scott said, voice a low rumble. ‘Early twenties at most.’

‘Shit.’ He dropped his chin to his chest, took another long, hot breath through the suffocating material, then pulled the cloak away to ask, ‘What’s happened to him?’

There was a pause, long enough for him to raise his head, repeat the question.

‘It’s not a him.’

Scott was kneeling now, his cloak still over his mouth, a blanket-covered hand looking over the body. ‘But that’s what I’m trying to find out. There’s a hell of a lot of… Well, you know. Can’t see any puncture wounds though. Couldn’t have been a SID-chip theft—’

‘What does she look like?’

Another pause. ‘I can’t really see.’

‘Long hair? Short? Is she tall, thin, what?’

‘I don’t know, Jacob, it’s dark. You want to come take a look?’

He rubbed his hand across his mouth. What was he even thinking? She’s miles from here.

‘Sorry,’ he mumbled.

‘Anyway, she’s still wearing her watch. Last I knew, a Secure ID chip was no good without the watch to link to. But then this kind of stuff changes fast, so who knows.’

The woman’s arm was a black silhouette as Scott held it up to examine her wrist.

‘Screen’s been cracked though, looks like it’s been smashed. Someone didn’t want her located.’ He lowered her arm with care. ‘She must have been shot. I can’t find the wound, at least not without undressing her, and I don’t think I should—’

‘No, you don’t have to do that, Scott.’ They didn’t have to do anything at all. Everything about this was wrong and he itched to get away. ‘Let’s leave her now. There’s nothing we can do.’

‘Someone’s properly done her over. Unless it was self-inflicted, but I can’t see any evidence that she’s done this to herself. There’s no weapon, and someone’s wrapped her like this.’

Scott replaced the blankets and clothing one layer at a time, as though tucking a sleeping child into bed. He hung his head before getting to his feet and turning away. Even through the cloth that covered Scott’s mouth, Jacob could hear him sucking in the night air.

He pulled himself to his feet and edged forward, not looking to the heap on the floor. He touched a hand to his friend’s shoulder. ‘Come on, brother. We shouldn’t be here.’

Once out of the eerie confines of the alley, they could lower the cloaks from their mouths and breathe easy again. But neither spoke as they hurried away, their steps lighter and more considered than earlier. Somehow there was a sense they’d trodden on ground they weren’t meant to, walked into something that wasn’t any of their concern. And Jacob for one couldn’t get away quick enough.

Is this what Michael had intended, that they return to the city like this looking for troubled souls? Or had he simply expected their new dwelling to be a sanctuary that men were somehow attracted to, found in passing, or heard about on the grapevine, to arrive like hermits on a sort of pilgrimage? The latter was certainly more appealing. Weren’t they instead asking for trouble by coming back here like this? They couldn’t be more vulnerable.

‘What if she’d been alive?’ Scott’s voice cut through the air like a drone blade after the silence of the last twenty minutes. ‘What if she’d been alive but hurt?’ He stopped, forcing Jacob to do the same.

‘Then perhaps we wouldn’t be feeling so bad, brother.’

‘So we would’ve helped her?’

‘In what way?’

Green eyes shone even in the darkness. ‘I don’t know. Made sure she was okay. Took her back with us.’

Jacob flinched. ‘Not took her back with us, Scott. Of course not.’

‘Why not?’

‘You know why.’ He carried on walking, but said over his shoulder, ‘We can’t save everyone. We’re a sanctuary for men, remember.’

‘You saved Sada.’

He winced at her name, almost stopped, but caught himself in time. ‘And paid for it too.’

‘So you wish you’d left her?’

He had picked up the pace without realizing it and now Scott’s heavy boots struck the pavement hard to catch up.

‘We’re not having this discussion.’

‘Well maybe we should. Because clearly this city isn’t particular when it comes to who it destroys. Should we be particular about who to help?’

He stopped sudden, agitation prickling too close to the surface. ‘We don’t know what happened to her, Scott, it could be anything. And it’s none of our business. We shouldn’t have even been there.’

Not waiting for a response, he marched on again, blood rushing to his neck and throat. In his pocket, his fingers turned over the pack of cigarettes, but he’d wait until he could stop and light one without being made to have this conversation face to face.

But Scott said no more, and they walked on in blissful silence. Without even discussing it, they were heading away from the city in the direction of the factory, and Jacob was grateful there were no objections to that at least. One dead body was enough for one night. And he should know, he’d had a lifetime of them. But when they were far enough from the city that they could lower their hoods again and the tension had calmed, his companion’s voice returned.

‘She didn’t die in that alleyway, Jacob, I’m sure of it. Someone had covered her with those blankets. She couldn’t have done that herself. She was practically mummified.’

The outline of the factory came into view, its faint glow from the solar-powered lights making everything seem less threatening somehow, as though the distance they’d put between themselves and the city made what they’d seen there less personal, less dangerous.

He glanced at Scott. ‘So what are you saying? Not your average psychopathic axe murderer?’

Blood-splattered palms, drooling mouth. His own hands, the feel of the rifle in them. Anger burning through him.

‘Someone knows she’s there.’

They reached the factory door, but both hung back before going in. Away from the light pollution of the city, Scott’s eyes were clear. But flecked in the green was something Jacob hadn’t seen there for a while. Something uncertain. Maybe scared. That such a thing would be real, perhaps.

‘Someone knows she’s dead, Jacob. They took her and hid her where no one would find her. Then they just left her there.’ The corner of his mouth nudged up into the smallest of smiles, but not with its usual ease and a long way from humor. ‘And now we have too.’


4

Alex

Alex pulled back the blinds to peer out at the brick wall opposite. Another little gift from Prosperity. After waking from the coma, gone was his basement apartment, replaced instead with this poky substitute at the butt end of the block. They’d rambled on, something about plumbing issues, health and safety, but he hadn’t paid much attention. No prizes for guessing the real reason, as was clear by their silence on the ancient printing press they couldn’t fail to have noticed in the basement room. Guess it was banished somewhere he’d never find it. Just like he was banished to the crappiest apartment no one else wanted. Good job he didn’t really attempt to hang himself, because this place wasn’t exactly conducive to helping a mentally unstable person feel any more excited about life. Trapped, yes; relieved to be alive, no. It was however, to some degree or another, a roof over his head. Now all he needed to do was keep it there.

It had been three days since his meeting with Don. Three days of being unemployed and unemployable. Journalism was all he’d done since leaving school, and he was beginning to see just how non-transferable most of those skills were. Being able to deliver publication-ready copy within less than fifteen minutes didn’t count for much when pulling pints or sweeping shop aisles. And with the person-to-job ratio in this city wildly imbalanced, his odds of success were poor, as proven by his efforts so far.

He let the blinds drop and turned away from the viewless window. The best thing about the vista of a narrow back alley was the reduced likelihood of a DroneCam passing by on the other side of the glass. Peering around the square box of a living room though, his gaze landed as it always did on the light fitting. Serious? Sada would be raising an eyebrow at him, but he couldn’t help himself. It didn’t hurt to be cautious, not even when cautious meant checking at least once a week. 

The small coffee table bumped and scraped over the thin rough carpet as he dragged it to the middle of the room. Pushing aside that morning’s breakfast bowl and half-empty coffee mug, he stepped up to squint at the plastic covering and the aperture from which the electrical lead descended. Okay, so he didn’t really think they’d get a camera in there, but a listening device, on the other hand… He stretched up to unscrew the fitting, and just as his fingers touched plastic, a pounding on the front door almost sent him to the floor quicker than expected and backside first.

‘Christ!’ He held his balance and jumped down from the table as if they’d caught him meddling already. Giving his galloping heart a second, he considered the options for his cover story. But something or someone banged on the door again, hard enough so that the hinges rattled. He’d just have to wing it.

‘Okay,’ he called, fearing a bill for a broken door on top of all the other shit luck he’d had recently. He touched his finger to the Door Unlock app on his watch, then pulled on the handle and swung the door wide, making a silent prayer that it wasn’t Prosperity but someone who’d heard about his predicament and was here to offer him a job.

It was neither. But he would curse himself later for not pretending he wasn’t at home.

The two men eyeballed each other, both in shock. Alex, because this was an unexpected and unwanted visitor, and the visitor perhaps because Alex hadn’t pretended he wasn’t at home.

‘I’m sorry to land on your doorstep like this but… Can I just talk to you?’ He looked uncomfortable. Like he’d rather be anywhere else but here. The feeling was mutual.

‘Sure.’ Despite the dread rumbling his insides, Alex stepped back and pulled the door wide.

Sada’s estranged husband stepped in, peering all around as if the place might be booby-trapped. Or maybe he was taking notes on the minimalistic style to add a little authenticity to his penthouse suite. But it was only when he perched on the edge of the sofa (in the same spot where Sada had once sat, legs curled beneath her) that Alex noticed how worn he looked, as though he’d not slept the entire six months since she left. Even the way he was dressed was all wrong. Jeans and a sweatshirt. Casual was the word, and Marcus didn’t do casual on a weekday morning. It was always shirt and tie. Prosperity monkey through and through.

‘Sorry about this.’ The coffee cup clanged into the bowl as Alex cleared the table, taking the breakfast things out to the kitchen all of ten feet away.

‘Not at all.’

‘Can I get you anything? Tea, coffee?’ Please say no.

Marcus obliged. ‘No. Thank you. I won’t keep you long.’ He pointed to the armchair, instructing Alex to sit in his own home. ‘You’re looking really well. I was pleased to hear you were on the mend.’

He nodded, certain that Sada wouldn’t have told him the truth. ‘Yes, I’m in a much better place now.’

‘Good. Good.’ Marcus looked to his hands where he held them clasped together in front of him. ‘Look, Alex, you’re not a daft kid. You know why I’m here.’

He resisted the urge to announce that he’d not long ago had a birthday and was now a fully grown man of twenty-four. But indeed, of more concern was why Marcus was actually here. His gaze, open at full throttle, was a dead giveaway – this was an interrogation in penetrating blue technicolor. But Alex had stared down plenty of suits in his time and wouldn’t be intimidated by this one. He waited out the awkward silence until Marcus gave up and asked the burning question.

‘So have you heard from her?’

He shook his head, thinned his lips. ‘No. I haven’t.’

‘But you know where they might be.’

‘I wish I did.’

‘What did she tell you? About leaving?’

That one was harder to answer. Marcus would know how close they were, how Sada had taken him under her wing when he first arrived at the paper, and how she’d become a real mother hen around him after that.

‘Nothing. I would’ve tried to stop her. If I’d known.’

The laugh that followed was so loud and abrupt that Alex flinched. ‘You wouldn’t have been able to stop her. Christ, no one could stop her. The point is whether she said where she might go. Where she might take my daughter.’ The glare was intensified, a cordless, high-speed, heavy-duty hammer drill kind of a glare.

Sada had always said that beneath the sniping and name calling, she knew Marcus would take her back in a heartbeat if she even so much as whistled in his direction. But judging by the look of him now, her actions might just have changed all that. He was furious.

‘Look, I don’t want to cause you any trouble, Alex, that’s not why I’m here. I know how much you mean to her, and I swear I don’t want to cause her any trouble either. Why would
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