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			*

			PROLOGUE

			The Polish girl was a high-value item. They would risk no damage during transit. That was why she woke up in a dog cage. 

			The last she thing remembered she had been in the house. The great house, way up on the hill. Now, she was moving. An engine rumbled beneath her, and now and then, centrifugal force from a sharp turn pushed her aching head against one side of the cage or the other. 

			She pulled the curtain of her own platinum-blonde hair out of her face and tried to look around. 

			The van was windowless, dark. The only weak light seeped in around the joints of what had to be the back doors. 

			Stupidly, she called out to her friends. She called out to the South African girl, who she liked and trusted. But no one answered. She was alone in here. The van shuddered over a bump. 

			How had this happened? 

			For one valuable second, her adrenaline had spiked at the discovery of her incarceration, but whatever she’d been dosed with was stronger than anything her adrenal glands could overpower, and her eyes closed again. Her head sagged. 

			Stay awake!

			She forced herself to look. And she tried to remember. What was the last thing, the last thing that happened before this? 

			It hurt to think. 

			The boy. He had called her. Called her away from the others, to speak with him. 

			And then? 

			Some sort of struggling. Something had been done to her. Had he attacked her? No. It wasn’t him. 

			The memory was so short, so fragmented. He’d called her down there, started to talk – so charming – then someone had done something that overwhelmed her, very, very swiftly, and then the memory went dark. But it wasn’t the boy. 

			On the other hand, had he tried to help?

			No. 

			In another twenty minutes, she was transferred from the van to a deserted airport hangar. She screamed. She shook at her cage, but no one answered. Then she was carried from the hangar to a cargo hold, screaming all the way. The plane took off, and in twenty-one hours she was in North Africa, in a country she could not identify, among people who could not speak her language, or would not if they could. 

			Still in her cage, she was delivered directly to the smiling buyer. The first thing he did was stroke her platinum hair between his fat fingers. 

			Waist-length platinum-blonde hair, unblemished skin. They had risked no damage, and no damage had occurred during transit. 

		

	
		
			*

			BAIT

			The difference was a single keystroke. The legitimate exchange program could be found at www.exchangeprogram.com, and thousands of school-aged children visited it each year without incident. 

			The lure was a misspelling. It included an additional ‘e’ on the word ‘programe.’ Both the English spelling and the American looked close enough for it to be dismissed as a simple typo. Or ignored. It raised no eyebrows. It never flagged up red. Parents dismissed it. Kids never clocked it in the first place. 

			It was that simple. That was how they caught them. 

			Their intended target was sixteen to seventeen year olds, with special preference for those who looked younger than their ages, a package that fetched handsome returns in the great houses of Saudi, the elite clubs of Russia, the fleshpots of Asia – and everywhere in between. They were also the easiest to get. Parents were less hesitant to send teens on a trip abroad. Or perhaps they were just happy to have a break from them. 

			The simple ruse paid off. In the short time it was live, they received ninety-three unique applications.  

			Of those, some lost interest. Some had the interest, but not the money. Others never got around to following through. And finally, there was a vetting process to weed out the most overt physical flaws. The attrition ultimately left thirty-two teenagers of disparate origins, all of whom were old enough to be on the cusp of independence, yet by a twist of genetics for which the organisers filtered, didn’t look it. They packed their bags, bade farewell to their friends, and kissed their parents as they departed their countries, visas in hand and hope in their eyes, trusting implicitly in the organisation with the extra ‘e’. 

			Getting the kids to America was only the first part of the ruse. 

		

	
		
			*

			THE SUN GOES ROUND THE EARTH 

			He’d nearly frozen last night. But they hadn’t caught him. And now he had the gun. 

			His head throbbed as he raised himself from the newspapers in the sharp morning light. It wasn’t just the drink or the aftermath of the dagga. It was the gunshots. A noise like mosquitoes still rang in both ears. And every limb ached. 

			The sunlight of a spring morning in Johannesburg warmed the old army coat he wore. There was the sour-sweat stench on it, as usual. But now also the copper of new blood stains. Not his, the girl’s. Some on his chest, some spattered over the brown epaulets. That was a pity. He’d have to scrub it. The coat from the South African Military surplus store had cost a week’s wages. 

			He rubbed at his face and looked about. The plan had seemed perfect. These things always worked better when you had a traitor on the inside; the girl. For three months, she’d been working behind the counter at the jewellery store, and now they trusted her. She told them when the mall guards changed shift, she told them which items cost the most, she told them where the keys were kept. It was all perfect – perfect – like the ancestors were giving them a gift. 

			Pity about her. He’d thought they’d maybe hand her around after the heist, but now she was dead and he was wearing her blood. They were all dead. He was pretty sure of that. Now it was just him and the ancestors, if they were still watching. And the gun. 

			She’d been first to die in the big shoot-out with the police, who got there faster than anyone thought, and she danced backward like a fish when the shots caught her. 

			How had they been so fast? He wondered whether the police too had a traitor on the inside, but only for a moment. A swig from his bottle of Three Ships pushed the question down in a swirl of throat fire. There were other girls, other gangs, other opportunities. And now he had something he’d never had before. 

			Barely breathing, he checked beneath the newspaper. It was still there. No one had stolen it in the night. 

			A quick scan around the loading area behind the stores, squinting against that offensive Johannesburg sunlight. There were men about, here and there. A few day workers in overalls. They loaded and unloaded from trucks in no great hurry. But no one nearby. No one paying any mind to the likes of him; just another homeless drunk emerging into the highveld morning from his cocoon of yesterday’s news. 

			He inspected the gleaming piece, turned it around in his fingerless wool gloves, careful to keep it beneath the rustling paper. Beautiful. Perfect black. Smooth, like an expensive thing. Wonderfully cold. 

			People who knew these kinds of things could say what kind of gun it was. He knew just one thing: he now made the rules. 

			They’d given it to him yesterday, told him it came from a housebreaking. Then they’d smoked dagga together for courage, piled into the bakkie, and made for the mall. That was before the whole thing went to hell – for the others. He was still here. And one gun richer. Maybe the ancestors were smiling after all. 

			These things were a crap shoot anyway. Half the time, men got away with it. Other times, half got shot. So even then, your chance of living was half. Good odds. 

			The distant truck doors slammed shut with a clatter of iron, and one of the workers banged the side panel. The truck went into reverse, beeping. 

			What a fight it had been. They’d had the take in their hands, fistfuls of watches, jewellery, leather, even the money from the till, which their girl had opened for them, pretending to be surprised. 

			Then the loudest explosions he’d ever heard. Even through the wool of the full-mask balaclava, so loud it made your thinking stop. Glass shattering, men falling, shooting both ways, loud, loud, loud. The girl wobbled backward, dropping to the tiles with two holes in her head, and she still looked surprised down on the floor beside him. 

			Had to have been a traitor. No way they could have gotten there so fast otherwise. Maybe she was it, getting paid by both sides. Or maybe it was love. She had a gangsta boyfriend and whispered it to him one night late to make him love her more. Didn’t matter. She was dead now.  

			They’d fought their way out, shooting all the time, down big corridors, past shoppers and trolleys, running the length of an escalator, and pushing people out of the way. Others pulling their families clear before them, while the guards and the police followed them without letting up. They shot backward as the police shot forward, and people screamed and died everywhere, and it was loud, loud, loud. 

			But he was smart. Smarter than the rest. He fingered the gun as he remembered how clever he’d been. 

			The men kept fighting when they got to the great glass exit doors, making it clear who they were, shooting back at the police like that was the only thing to do. They even hit two or three, who crumpled to the tiles in their uniforms. But there was no way they were going to win. 

			He knew that much. So he stopped fighting. Right there at the door. 

			He went sideways along the outer wall, away from the few remaining men of his gang, and then he vaulted a wall. Through the back alleys where the trash was kept, where the heat from the air conditioners emptied hot garlicy smells into small alleys, pulling off his balaclava as he scraped past bins and pipes, and stumbled over trash. 

			When he came out the other side, he stopped running. Just stopped. It was quiet on that side. Peaceful. 

			Far away, sirens were coming. More police. 

			The whole world would be looking for a tsotsi. No one was looking for a man who wasn’t running, a regular gent, not a gangsta. So that was who he became. He didn’t even leave. Just put the gun in his jacket, gathered some newspaper from the garbage, and lay himself down on the stone paving beside the gravel of the loading area. He covered himself with newspapers like he was sleeping, then let the hours go by. He spent the night on the stone, like any vagrant. 

			All night he’d dreamed of the next thing, now within his grasp. A car. A beautiful car. 

			And the dead girl. Her face kept coming into his dreams. But also, a beautiful car. With a gun, you could have any car you wanted. 

			But he was clever. The ancestors had made him clever – or God – and that was why he was still alive. So be clever again. Keep it simple. 

			Don’t go for the expensive one, the BMW, the Mercedes, the car with the rich man in it or the woman wearing expensive clothes. Those people can make thunder rain down on you. They can chase you and crush you from all sides. They have so many things: money, power, security, police, judges. Even if you kill them, the family keeps coming. 

			No. Find someone small. The smart wolf goes for the undefended lamb. 

			He took another swig of the fiery Three Ships. Stretched his lips while the whiskey burned his throat. Enjoyed the warming sunlight. 

			Around the corner, a small red Hyundai rolled slowly into view, pulling carefully into the loading area, almost like it was looking for something. It stopped. Right there in the middle, not even in a parking spot, and not near any of the loading bays. 

			The driver got out. Young woman, white and thin. That yellow hair they had. 

			The passenger door opened a moment later. An even younger woman got out that side – yellow hair too – switched places with the other. The older one was smiling and talking, but the younger one looked nervous as she took over the driver’s seat. She looked young for it, but it was clear what this was. 

			Driving lesson. 

			He fingered the gun. Then he scanned the parking lot. Lot of distance between them and the nearest men. Long way for anyone to come running, if they tried to help. 

			And if they did, so what? He had something he’d never had before. A gift from the ancestors. Or from God.

			It didn’t matter. 

			He was God now.   

			*

			“Get your tits in order. Stall this thing one more time, lunch is on you.” 

			The younger girl smeared her face with both hands. 

			“This is too hard.” 

			“Twaddle. You wanna be able to drive by the time you get to the States?”

			“No?”

			“Yes, you do! Come on, brain in gear. Car too. Put us back in first.”

			Kendall Mayor took a deep breath and blew it out, then ran through the mental dance one more time, speaking her thought process out loud. “Mirror, mirror, blind spot.” What her older sister kept referring to as ‘mechanical sympathy’ was proving illusory. “You do it by feel, and that means there’s no other way but practice.”

			The little Hyundai waited on her next attempt. 

			“Focus. Clutch in. Get us started again. Build the revs higher this time. You’re too shy on the power.” 

			Kendall thumbed away a bead of hairline sweat. She performed one final mirror check, ran her tongue nervously over her braces, then turned the ignition key. The clatter from the tiny engine sent a pigeon fluttering. The only other movement was three men in sweat-stained overalls, unloading boxes from a truck in the distant loading dock, stopping to pass a Coke bottle around and fanning themselves. Heat rose in quavering lines from the white tarmac behind the mall.   

			Kendall stared hard at the needle. She traced its arc as it rose past three thousand rpm, then four. The old hatchback shuddered and whined as it crested five thousand.  

			“That’s more than enough. And nice concentration-face. You look like a constipated pug. You know there was an armed robbery here yesterday?”

			“Seriously?”

			“Keep the revs! Yip. Jewellery store. Big shoot-out. Okay, hold that, okay? Now start to think about your other leg.” 

			Kendall bit her lip, transferred the full focus of her mind from the needle to the action of her left foot. 

			“Gently now, it’s all in the clutch. Ease it out, but don’t dump it. Feel the engine start to bite. What you wanna do is–”

			The sudden rapping on the glass sounded male. Both young women started, neither having seen him approach. Kendall froze in the driver’s seat, her gaze became fixed before her, as if denying the gun in her peripheral vision might make it go away.  

			“Kendall. Baby. Stay calm.” Her older sister’s voice was almost inaudible over the still revving engine. “Switch off, no sudden movements, do what he says.” 

			More rapping, a second time, much harder. Right beside her face. It made her jaw clench tight. 

			No carjacking ever came at a good time. But this was only Kendall’s second driving lesson. 

			Still, the tarmac was wide open ahead of her. The revs were holding steady. Her fingers tensed on the wheel. All she had to do …

			“No, don’t!” 

			A final bashing on the window, this time hard enough to smash the glass. Beside her, Addie’s sharp intake of breath sounded like terror made audible. People died this way every day. 

			For a split second, Kendall saw the flash of an image: two girls, dead and slumped together, bleeding into the cheap fabric of an old hatchback.   

			This would either work or it wouldn’t. 

			She stomped the accelerator flat. 

		

	
		
			*

			THE VALUE OF A THING 

			“Plenty of bites already. Should be a good harvest. We’ll let it run to a thousand. Then we stop taking applications.”

			“Fine.” The Organizer hated it when facilitators used words like ‘harvest’. “Tell me when you’re there. But keep the site up. And give me a two-to-one ratio. Two females to every male. As broad a split of nationalities as possible. Something for everyone. Winnow it down, then we’ll talk timelines.”

			“Done.”

			“Use this line. This line only.”

			“Good.”   

			The Organizer ended the call, then turned and looked at the client list. It was tacked to the wall in a mosaic. No names anywhere. No photos. No identification of any kind appeared on any of the notes. The secrecy served buyer and seller alike. 

			Each little sheet bore a neat digital contact key. Just a string of numbers, printed on plain white paper. But each string of numbers represented an entire channel for movement of the product. These were clients who valued discretion above all things. For all its simplicity, the Organizer saw an entire landscape. A wealth of hungry shoppers in a network that wrapped itself around the globe. The powerful. The mighty. The rich-beyond-imagining. Untouchables in every land. 

			The Organizer ran a finger over the strings of code, one by one, caressing them in their faraway dens. Those tiny strings of numbers were worth hundreds of millions in the aggregate. If properly enticed. 

			The Organizer had something special for them this year. So simple, but so clever. 

			Kids in cages was a stupid marketing move. Every high-end brand knew you had to display the stock in its most flattering setting. Better framing increased the market value. What’s enticing about a kid cowering in a cage, shitting itself? 

			No, that was for amateurs in the trade. The proceeds were chump change, a couple mil at best, even for multiple items. 

			For the real paydays, you needed the stock brimming with life. Vital. Juicy. 

			You needed them playing. You needed them laughing. Get them to flirt with one another, cry, form trusting friendships. You needed them to be tantalisingly naive, seductive in their innocent freedom. That was how you elevated detritus to Prada. 

			After all, what was the value of a child? It was completely subjective. As a lump of meat, not much. But as a specific person, who you’ve studied with interest, whose laugh you’ve lusted over as they gambolled in the wild? That was entirely different.  

			Raise the perceived value and you raise the payday, by orders of magnitude.  

			The art was in facilitating an uninhibited state. That’s what any smart marketer would do. It was a simple matter of reframing. Don’t sell cattle, one cow indistinguishable from the next. Let them choose their own version of an angel. You’re not selling meat; you’re selling a princess. Or a little prince. Tastes varied. 

			The Organizer got the idea by studying how a previous cell had worked. They’d used a house and the goat, but on a smaller scale, without the cameras. The whole principle had been different, and they’d missed a trick. Not this time. This would be special. 

			Sheets and sheets of discreet little numbers stared back at the Organizer. Mountains and mountains of money. 

			All that had to be done was reel in the buyers with delightful vignettes of youngsters at play. Ramp up the piquancy. Make these little darlings so absolutely, well, darling, that they’d be watched with quivering lips and hearts aglow. 

			That would open wallets. 

			And how best to do that? Make sure the kids have fun. Enough fun to let go. Starting with their location. They were going to love the house! 

			*

			The family huddled together like survivors of war.   

			The SABC News jingle faded into a car commercial, and Kendall’s father repeated his ritual complaint, “Don’t know why we bother to pay our TV license!” Their narrow escape hadn’t even made the evening news. 

			Three bullet holes, right through the side of Addie’s old Hyundai. A TV news crew had arrived outside the Mayor house in a suburb of Johannesburg to document the incident. They had nosed around the vehicle, spoken with the police inspector, filmed panning shots of the car from different angles, then posed the sisters embracing like they were glad to be alive, for extra B-roll. A cub reporter took a few quotes on a pad. 

			It hadn’t been spectacular enough, and the reporter had warned them as much. “We covered a housebreaking last week. Three murdered with a panga. It got chucked for an ANC rally in Limpopo, but you never know, sometimes there’s nothing else going.” 

			Politicians were fond of saying that crime in the province of Gauteng had ‘stabilized’. Kendall’s Dad would sneer at the small TV on the old cabinet like it was his personal nemesis, “So it’s the worst it’s ever been, and hurrah, now it’s staying that way? Thank you for that!” 

			All three Mayor women now sat in a huddled pile on a couch-seat, Addie and Kendall curled up half atop their mother. Her father sat alone, staring daggers at the TV like the attack had been its fault, but keeping one stray hand among the women. That hand had been there all evening. All three women held it back.  

			Addie would head back to campus soon. For now, her wounded Hyundai licked its wounds in her parents’ driveway outside. Two shots had shattered the back window and ripped through the rear seat when Kendall pulled away in a cloud of tire smoke. The third and closest shot had drilled a hole in the B-pillar, inches from her head. The forensics inspector had found the slug embedded in the headrest and pulled it out with tweezers. The broken glass was now covered by cellophane from the kitchen drawer.  

			With his free hand, Kendall’s father turned off the TV, then chucked the remote on the coffee table. It landed atop the pile of forms for the trip and the library book on California.

			Kendall’s father turned on the couch and looked at her as though he’d never seen her before. In the soft lamplight, the creases beside his eyes looked deeper than ever. 

			“Why did you do it?” 

			“Daddy … You already asked me that.” 

			“Dear, she’s had that lecture from the police.” 

			With the TV off, the silence in the tiny lounge was unbearable. The kitchen clock ticked. A cricket shrilled somewhere in a darkened corner of the house. A dog gave two half-hearted barks somewhere down the street, and Dobby pawed to be let out. 

			“You could have died, girl. Both of you.” 

			Kendall’s mother tried to stroke his leg, but he stopped her with one hand. His fingers went to his scalp, pulling at hair as though he could tug out the tension. 

			“You know we could have lost you both today. Help me understand. Why that? Why was that your reaction? Why not just get out, let him take it? That was such a risk.” 

			“Dear, she’s had enough for one day.” 

			“Answer the question!” 

			Addie and Kendall’s mother were both rubbing her back through the linen pyjamas. It had been reassuring at first, now it was kind of painful. She pulled her knees up and hugged them. “It was just instinct.”

			“Your instinct could have gotten you both killed. Both my girls.” 

			Kendall heard Addie whisper, “Her instinct was right.” 

			Before that comment started a fight, Kendall said, “I was facing forward like this. So, I had this sense that if I turned and looked at him, I’d have to do what he said. Like, once I did, then I’d be under his control. While I was still looking forward, it was as if I could decide. It was just for a second, but it felt like long. And I thought if I made the decision quick and went with it, just went, I’d get away. I just had to trust myself and go.” 

			“What if you’d stalled? Think what could have happened. You’re too young for all this nonsense anyway. You can’t get a license until you’re seventeen.”

			“That’s only in three months.”

			“Oh, big girl!” 

			“Dear.”

			“Three shots! The guy took three shots, right at you. Point blank.” 

			“Darling, that’s enough.”

			“They could be dead. Both of them.” 

			“You’re going to have them in tears again. Stop it now.” Kendall’s mother scooped her daughters in tighter. 

			The next few silent seconds held like an impasse. Then her father let out a long sigh. Kendall wondered if this was what it felt like when war ended, before the last whisps of cannon smoke blew away. 

			The springs in the old couch creaked as her father rose. He picked up the form that had fallen to the floor, regarding it like a death threat. Dobby whined and pawed again at the door. 

			Kendall was still mulling it over. Why had she done it? For a brief moment, she had held her own life in her hands. Addie’s too. Why had she done that? 

			Yes, instinct. Yes, she’d trusted herself to do it. But there was more. 

			Because it was right. It was the right thing to do. I knew it was. I could tell, so I did it. 

			Kendall held her hand up before her own eyes and discovered that the tremble that had plagued her since the shooting, the reason her Dad and sister and Mom had been holding her hand all evening on the couch, had subsided. 

			She discovered that she was proud of herself. 

			Kendall looked from her father to the form in his hand. In a careful voice, she said, “I still want to go.” 

			He didn’t move, but somehow it looked like he’d been punched. He set the form back on the table, looked at the bundle of women piled together on the couch. 

			“Not on your life.” 

			Then he walked out into the driveway to smoke and look at the stars. 

			*

			There was no way she would sleep tonight. The house was too small. Her entire world was too small, and constricting further with every confiscated freedom. No more driving. No more trip.

			Her Mom had dosed her with cough syrup as the only relaxant they had for a better night’s sleep, and Addie had hugged her for a full minute before departing, following the longest lecture ever on not stopping completely at red lights and letting her parents know immediately when she got there. But still there was no peace in Kendall’s heart. She could hear her parents’ every tense whisper and agitated shift from their bedroom one door down. 

			Addie must have arrived safely at the dorms. Kendall heard her mom’s phone buzz in the darkness and the ugly whispering let up for a moment. 

			Three thoughts ran in a loop through Kendall’s mind. The first was that almighty noise. Shots loud enough to rock the world had echoed off the distant walls of the strip mall, even the hills beyond, and left her ears ringing for hours. 

			The second was the strange notion that her would-be hijacker had no face. She kept revisiting that moment in the car, imaging herself turning her head instead of driving away, but each time she tried to look, his identity remained a blur. It was weirdly frightening. Even in her imagination, she couldn’t quite look at him, not straight on. He remained a faceless menace. 

			And the third, mixed together for no reason at all, and making the whole ordeal of bedtime feel like a cloudy delirium, was a philosophy term she’d gleaned from Addie a couple of weeks ago. It kept popping up, unbidden.   

			‘Copernican Revolution.’  

			The tiny cell of her bedroom became a swirling vortex of uneasy memories: the shattering bangs, the struggle to see the face, the desperation to remember that illusive term, all grinding through her mind in a loop. 

			Copernican Revolution. The term was oddly satisfying. She hoarded the words, savoured them, forgot and then desperately tried to remember them again, whispering their lyricism under her breath as her eyes adjusted to the dark, and the man with the gun evaded her every attempt at a glimpse.  

			The wonky skylight with the bad latch admitted the silver of a clear Johannesburg night. It made her room cold, and sometimes you could smell the bougainvillea on a night breeze, for the latch never properly sealed. It was spring in the southern hemisphere, balmy during the days but freezing at night, though several layers of blankets from the charity store solved the problem. And she slept better in a snuggly chill. 

			Co-pernican Re-vo-lution. 

			Then the thunderous bang. Then two more, in quick succession. 

			No face. No matter how you turn. No matter how you try. Still, he’s right there … 

			Normally at around this time, her Dad would yell, “Lights out, girl!” from down the hallway, and she would respond, “They arrre, Daddd!” 

			Then he would yell, “You need the bathroom?”, and she would say, “Nooo Daddd. It’s all yours.” 

			Tonight had been different. She’d cuddled up in bed with her parents for a while, and Addie had joined them too, until she had to leave. Eventually her Dad had carried her to bed, like he’d done when she was a little girl, and she would have sworn there was the slightest whimpering in his breath when he stroked her forehead, then walked out. 

			Dobby piled onto her bed a moment later. Turned around several times at the foot of her bed, circling the landing spot like an airplane in holding pattern, before settling down. Later, as the night became colder, he’d scrunch up to her, his snoring in the crook of her leg always reassuring. 

			Now, she heard her father’s bare feet slap gracelessly over the linoleum flooring. The bathroom door opened and closed. Kendall tried hard not to hear more, despite the intimate proportions. 

			The words returned. 

			Her sister had held one balled fist aloft and showed an orbit around it as she spoke. “It’s like, people in past ages thought the sun went round the earth, right? When Copernicus figured out the world is really going round the sun, they had to change the whole way they looked at things.” She swapped her hands. “Ta da! The earth goes round the sun.”

			“We did that in geography.”

			“So that complete shift in thinking, that’s called a Copernican Revolution. A total re-evaluation in how you see reality. You think it’s one way; it’s actually the other. You can use the term for anything, not just planets. Any moment when you realize something is the opposite of what you thought it was or that the whole thing works differently to the way you first believed. They do it in Scooby Doo a lot. The kindly old lady is actually the villain – rawhr!” 

			Kendall had chuckled. “I think I get it.”

			“Yeah? Really? So give me another example.”

			“Okay. So, it’s like, imagine a family buys a kitten. It moves into the house with a big cat that was already living there. The original cat hisses at it all the time.”

			“Where are you going with this, squido?” 

			“Just listen! At first the kitten’s scared. Eventually, it realizes the big cat is actually scared of it.”

			“Exactly. Role reversal.” 

			“Ja exactly. And that’s a ...” 

			“A Copernican Revolution. Don’t say ‘ja’. Say ‘yes’ or ‘yeah’. In your example, it’s like realising that a bully is really a coward. Once you have that epiphany, you see the whole situation differently. Everything changes.”

			Kendall had silently mouthed the word ‘epiphany’. 

			The loo flushed. Her father’s footfalls slapped back to bed. 

			She turned over fiercely, tugged at her bed spread where it was pinned beneath Dobby’s weight, frowned into the claustrophobic dark, and concentrated. She had to keep the ugly gunshots at bay. She had to ignore the face that didn’t want to be seen anyway. Dobby huffed at her. 

			She wondered if Addie would be able to sleep. 

			Addie had a Masters in Philosophy and Politics. She didn’t have long to go on her doctorate. While studying politics struck Kendall as fantastically boring, she did find the idea of philosophy pretty cool. And being called a Doctor of Philosophy – that was outstanding. 

			Addie said, “It’s not like anything from school, where they teach you what to think. It’s more like … how to think.”

			How to think. Awesome. 

			Another feather in Addie’s cap was that she didn’t treat Kendall like a kid. She spoke to her sister as an equal, passed on challenging books, like the edition of Hemmingway now beside her on the floor, marked with a pencil, with the full expectation that Kendall would read it. And Addie asked her opinion on things, then listened when she answered. 

			Okay, she also called her gherkin breath, squid face, homunculus. Always had. But Addie was real. 

			Kendall sat up in bed and rubbed Dobby behind his ears. Sleep was never going to happen. The Jack Russell made a gruff sound deep in the recesses of his impressive nose. He snuggled farther into the covers and returned to his doggie dreams. 

			She leaned over and parted the curtains, quietly – although Dad was back in bed, she still heard their murmuring. 

			In a perfectly black sky, she located the Southern Cross. It was crisp and clear tonight, wheeling above a South African nightscape. She released the curtain and sank back down into bed.

			Her Dad was speaking fast, saying something about the world being more dangerous for girls. Kendall caught the phrase, “Eat her alive.”

			Somehow, they never conceived that their voices might carry through the house. 

			Her mom’s voice was just above a whisper, but somehow it carried more. “So, we take this away from her. Then what?”

			“Then she stays here. Safe.”

			“Not if this afternoon is anything to go by.”

			Kendall lost the rest. But she caught the word ‘naive’. 

			His pitch rose. “She looks young, she acts young. And now you want to send her to the far side of the world.”

			“She took charge there. No, before you start, I’m not saying it was right, but that wasn’t how a little girl acts. Besides, it’s safer there. It’s worse here.” 

			“Safer? You’re really calling America ‘safer’?”

			There was a second of silence. When her Mom spoke again, she seemed to be agreeing with him. “In some places, their crime is even worse than ours.” 

			“Exactly.” 

			“So, it’s a no, then?” her Mom said. 

			Kendall held her breath. A line came to her from a movie. ‘The walls of your bower closing in about you.’ It was from The Lord of the Rings. The character was Grima Wormtongue, circling the beautiful Eowyn, who was young, pretty, blossoming, yet going to waste, close to tears while the evil man taunted her. ‘The walls of your bower closing in about you.’ The line had always haunted Kendall. Small house. Small life. Small world. Closing in and growing ever smaller. 

			“It’s a no.” 

		

	
		
			*

			THE STARS ALIGN 

			“The hosting is untraceable? You’re sure?” The Organizer drummed anxious fingers on the table. 

			“It bounces around the globe. Continual relocation. Untraceable.” 

			“And that doesn’t create its own problem?”

			“You mean if anyone returns to the site? No. It looks the same every time. Anyone goes back to check, it’ll be there. But the contact mechanism is gone. Shut it down yesterday. It now says submissions are closed for the year. Email contact only from this point.”

			“What if they ask for a meeting?” 

			“Then we give it to them. AI. They speak to an avatar. We’ve done it five times now, it’s utterly convincing. All of the parents who spoke to it subsequently booked their air tickets.” 

			“Good. Good.” The fingers stopped drumming. “Arrival date for the cargo?” 

			“Three months.” 

			“Number of units?” 

			“Forty. Give or take. We’ll winnow down further in the event of deformities, but the stock looks good. Then we have one week to display the items and move them. A week should do for the viewings. After that, we shut it all down.”

			The Organizer switched the phone from one ear to the other. “A week is long. Too long. There’s room for error, the units become ungovernable. Even with the Goat in the house.”

			“What do you propose?”

			The Organizer took a second to think, running an eye over the tacked digital codes on the wall, picturing each as a paying client with pockets as bottomless as their appetites, and trying to find a perfect ratio of risk to reward.

			“Do this. Tell the buyers we’re offering five days. Five days’ viewing, no more. Day six and seven we close shop, clean up, lights out.”

			“Good.”

			“And the house?”

			“All secured. We’ve gone with a hilltop residence. It’s massive. Insular, private, plenty of rooms. Lot of entertainment for the units, but also no street access, no immediate neighbors, very high walls. The containment is perfect, or as perfect as you’re ever going to get. I’ll send you drone shots and interior photos.” 

			“And schematics. Things we can’t see.”

			“Good. On it.” 

			“I want you to electrify the perimeter. Then scour it for surprises: old garage-door remotes, phone left in a box in the attic, WiFi from neighboring buildings, anything like that. Have someone spend a week there and watch for drone activity. No leaks, no surprises. And I have three more tasks for your team this week.” 

			“Shoot.” 

			“One. I want information on all units. Have them submit essays. What they like, what they hate, dreams, favourite celebrities, songs, food, fears, everything. That intel goes directly to the Goat. Use it for the winnowing too. Include a request for identifying marks: scars, burns, deformities, birthmarks.”

			“Why would they give that?”

			“Pose it as a travel safety measure.” 

			“Clever.” 

			“Males are fine – buyers reject the blemished female items, so cull them.”

			“Done. Two?” 

			“Have them specify communications devices in
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