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For those who do different


1

Jacob

Jacob was still trembling as he laid out his bed in the dark that night. His fingers fumbled over the woolen blanket, twice dropping it to the cold hard floor. He swore under his breath, though it was not his clumsiness that bothered him. Much more disturbing was the way he was reacting to what had happened earlier that afternoon.

‘Jacob. You okay?’ a voice nearby whispered.

At last he grasped the edges of the blanket, shook it out to cover the improvised mattress beneath. ‘Sure,’ he mumbled, with what he hoped would be just the right amount of conviction to deter further questioning while avoiding suspicion. Suspicion wouldn’t do, not in here. But his nearest sleeping companion took the hint and dutifully rolled over to face the other way.

He eased himself down onto the thin polystyrene tiles of the bed and unlaced his heavy boots. But even concentrating on this simple task was difficult with his mind flitting one way then another so that he began to feel nauseous.

She came out of nowhere. Maybe that’s what had him so riled. He’d tried to shake her off but she’d been like some crazed animal – clawing at his arm, fingernails digging almost through to his skin. Typical Outsider. They know what they want and to hell with everyone else.

He eased each boot off, placed them quietly on the floor beside his bed. It was cold tonight so he’d keep his jeans, t-shirt and sweater on but take off the cloak, the same kind they all wore. Even in a cold bed, the thick material could make him feel unbearably hot so that he’d wake gasping for air, certain he might suffocate. Cut from the reams of fabric he and Michael had found on the giant rollers downstairs, the hooded cloaks allowed them to conceal their faces whenever they needed to, which was anytime they were out in the open.

Today, just like any day when he left the shelter of the warehouse, his hood had covered his head enough so that all he could see were a few yards in front of his feet. He was always grateful for the hood. Not only did it keep him hidden from prying eyes – those eyes in the skies – but somehow it also separated him from that old way of life too; a physical manifestation of the mental divide he’d initiated a long time ago.

But now she’d changed all that.

He ignored his inner voice by looking to his hands and spreading out his fingers, tensing and releasing them in an effort to stop the shaking. As he turned them over he could just see, by a muted beam of moonlight filtering through the threadbare curtains, the very faint but very real outline of her blood. What would it take to be rid of a mark like that?

He’d tried not to look at her as she’d begged, pleaded, for her life; had looked everywhere but at her, concentrating his gaze on his own arms, his own body. He knew after years of living this way that he was to avoid eye contact with them at all costs. That’s how they get you. That’s how they reel you in before doing whatever the hell they like with you, anything that might serve a purpose for them. He’d spent five years avoiding the eyes of Outsiders, saving that intimacy only for those here within the Tribe. And it had worked. Under Michael’s guidance he’d felt better, calmer, more the man he could be instead of the waste of a boy he had been.

So what did this mean now?

She had got him in the end. With her stubborn persistence. She’d moved from clinging to his left arm to grasping both of them in her hands, and as she’d pushed and pulled at him that was when he’d felt the hood begin to give. It had slid backward, slowly exposing his face. In his panic, he’d tried to release his arms but with both of them pinned in her grip and his hood almost off, he’d looked up. Right into her desperate green glare.

She had got him as easily as that.

That’s why he was annoyed. That’s why he still shook even now, hours later. That’s why the slide show in his head kept flipping, image after image, thought after thought, more activity than his mind had dealt with in a long time.

He spat on his hand and tugged the edge of his sweater out far enough to scrub away the stain she’d left. As he dug his polyester-covered fingers into his palm, he felt an overwhelming desire to burrow down through the skin and tear at the flesh beneath. He needed to feel pain for the weakness he’d shown, for how quickly he’d let her destroy five years’ worth of work. He spat on the other hand and did the same there until he could no longer distinguish the trace of her blood from the rawness of his skin.

Lowering his head into his sore hands, he felt for the first time in a long time that restlessness for something far stronger than the harmless home-brewed whiskey they kept for Appreciation Nights. His fingers fluttered to his mouth where he pressed at his lips to try and calm himself.

Lying back on the tiled bed, he pulled the blanket over him, flashes of a past he’d buried long ago threatening the edge of his conscience and making his breath quicken.

From across the room came a long soft snore. That gentle rumble reminded him that for everyone else in this room and the other room across the corridor, life was going on as before; the Tribe was going on as before. Its values, duties and intentions went on unchanged. The Tribe wouldn’t judge, wouldn’t discuss the past or future. No one here was going to challenge him. To do so would be against the doctrine.

No one needed to know about this.

Nothing’s changed, Jacob repeated to himself over and over in his mind, to try and push out the feeling that somehow everything had.

He closed his eyes, and behind his lids he pictured a blank, black screen. Applying his focus on that screen he tried to block out all other thought. With each lapse of concentration that threatened, he brought his attention back to the empty screen and refocused. He did this time and again, knowing eventually he would slide into sleep. It was a method that hadn’t failed him yet.

But in the very instance that his conscience slipped, two wide and pleading pale green eyes bore into his, as clear and real as if she were right there in front of him.

On his bed. In the dark.

 

 

Earlier

 

It had been after lunch when Michael suggested Jacob go out for more food supplies. Mid-afternoon was the best time; after the garbage workers were done but before any fresh food could stale. No one said, but Jacob knew the reason Michael always chose him for this task out of all the brothers in the Tribe was because he was the only one who didn’t mind doing it. When you’d been as low as he’d once been, slept cheek to floor in the kind of places and with the sort of people he once had, sticking your hands in a pile of someone else’s garbage was really no big deal. At least he got something out of it that was useful and didn’t cause him any harm. Usually.

And anyway, besides all that, he valued the time spent away from the other men, alone. There was nothing mentally or emotionally exhausting about Tribe life – its doctrine ensured the opposite. But no matter how restful the group tended to be, he still sometimes craved the sort of solitude that only complete detachment satisfied.

There had been two other individuals and one couple out picking through the freshly dropped waste that afternoon. He recognized the two men as regular visitors (one about his own age, the other older), but as usual no acknowledgements passed between them. Just unspoken acceptance.

He hadn’t seen the couple before, but one glance from beneath the shelter of his hood told him all he needed to know. They were new.

The woman, maybe twenties, thirties, was turning her face away from the mounds of trash, the bottles, pulp and plastic bags containing things she’d probably rather not know. Her fingers sealed her mouth. The man was less fragile, trying to be enthusiastic and doing a great job of pretending to ignore the overwhelming stench of slow decay that first hit when you were uninitiated. What they both were though was desperate. The latest fallout from Prosperity’s resurrected and refurbished spanking new American Dream.

Your choice, folks. Drop in or drop out. What’s it gonna be?

He gave them plenty of room, careful not to tread too close to the areas they were examining with polite discomfort. There was plenty here for everyone.

By now he was no longer shocked by what the Outsiders threw away. Fresh food that hadn’t reached its sell-by date was a common sight, as were dented but unopened tins and cartons of unfinished takeaway meals. Good food thrown to waste. Or at least that’s where the Outsiders thought it was going. So much for the promise to turn the city green. Or maybe the bits that mattered were green, but this far out no longer registered on the radar. Still, one man’s frivolity was another man’s survival, and at least he’d be able to take back another sackful today.

In the early days, one sack would see them the week, but with numbers growing and more staying long term, one would barely stretch three days. Today was his third trip this week. They probably could’ve managed a few days more, but it was better to come when the air was cool like it was today, when the food would keep good for longer.

A faint misty rain freshened the half of Jacob’s face not hidden by his hood. He was always tempted to throw the hood back and raise his face to the sky on days like these, more so than when the sun beat down. But he didn’t, not out here in the daylight, not when at any moment the peace might be interrupted by a familiar repetitive thrumming, like the blades of a helicopter but on a much smaller and somehow more cowardly scale.

There was no set timetable for the comings and goings of the flying plastic boxes that hovered and circled above like giant insects, each with a large wandering glass eye. Rather, days or even weeks might go by without seeing any, and then there might be two or three in one day. Random seemed to be the favored approach. To catch them out perhaps, or just as a reminder that they were tenants of a city owned and controlled by a higher power and there was no such thing as freedom here.

He would never give those jerks at HQ the satisfaction of clocking his face. Instead he savored what he could of the fresh breeze blowing in from the coast far west of the city, and looked forward to getting back to the warehouse where he would walk in the sheltered courtyard free of his hood.

Pushing his hands through the layers of soiled paper and plastic bottles, his calloused fingers searched expertly, knowing without looking what they were landing upon. When they brushed up against something ridged and cylindrical, he pressed both hands in through the grime and pulled up an industrial-sized tin, its label part torn but the picture of mouth-watering, juice-gorged peach slices still intact. Turning the tin upside down, he first checked the expiration date (Nov. 2031), then shook it to check for leaks, before placing it into the hessian sack.

The men in the Tribe had learned by now to appreciate each meal that came their way. Between growing their own vegetables and scavenging, they’d not often gone without a staple diet. Desserts, however, were a thing of the past and no longer missed. But every now and then there was a day like today. A giant-tinned-peaches day. He smiled to himself as his boots sought grip on the shifting waste beneath his feet. The brothers would enjoy dessert at tomorrow’s Appreciation Night.

Though the doctrine stated that Tribe members were not to dwell on the past or discuss the future, Jacob had been anticipating this month’s meeting. He felt sure Michael was about to announce something big, something of importance to all of them. He had hinted at it during last month’s Appreciation but it had been clear he was taking his time to formulate his thoughts. Big decisions were scarce and Michael was prone to ruminating, so whatever he had in mind wouldn’t be revealed in a hurry. Their founder would want to be sure of all his facts first, be certain he was doing the right thing by them all, before seeking their input or cooperation.

Twenty minutes later, Jacob gripped the half-full sack in both hands and swung it over one shoulder. By then the couple had already left. First outings to the dump were usually brief. But the other men remained, still picking up, prodding, throwing back or keeping.

At the site’s perimeter, he unhooked the wire fencing, pulling it back just enough to step over before hooking it in place again behind him. Security never was this area of the city’s biggest concern – thefts from the landfill being more of a help than a crime, he imagined. But that would all change soon enough. The high-rises were expanding ever further out of Brumont, the corporate sector of Brumont City, and it wouldn’t be too much longer until they hit this part of town. Already one entire block of ex-industrial units on the north-west side of New Rathburn had been demolished to make way for gleaming hyper-green apartments and a new school. He’d heard Portside along the east coast was no different; although some areas of the docks were apparently untouchable, since imports were more of a necessity now that exports were not.

Where once there’d been manufacturing in New Rathburn and Portside, a thriving commercial environment supplying a global market with consumer goods and local workers with a living, were now breeding towers of polished steel and glass. Glittering prizes to entice and reward the shiniest brains who were clever enough to earn their way to the top of the corporate ladder, lining the pockets of their benefactors in the process. However much the Tribe disconnected themselves from that old life, there was no mistaking Prosperity’s authority within the boundaries of their jurisdiction, delivered via the wrecking ball that crept ever closer.

Five rich men in a city of millions. Who would’ve thought they would do so much damage?

It had been a long twelve years since Mayor Carson, a short, stout man with perspiration issues, red cheeks and a painted-on smile, had thrown in the towel on a city losing control, handing over the keys and the rights to Brumont City to a bunch of city guys, based solely on their track records for financial prowess and global influence. Handshakes, broad gleaming smiles and booming rhetoric followed, but this amalgamation had just one objective in mind when you cut through the grating platitudes about success, and that was to nurture the financially productive and drive out all the rest.

Jacob walked the old back streets and tilted his face to the falling drizzle for the briefest of moments to clear his head of all that nonsense that wasn’t his concern any more. Even now, after five years, he had to stop himself sometimes from wandering into a train of thought that led him places he didn’t want to go, situations he couldn’t change. Instead he turned his mind to his breath, to the soft and measured motion of air flowing in and out of his body, filling him with what he needed and disposing of the rest.

The gentle spray of rain helped to cleanse him of those past worries, remind him they were no longer relevant. Not even the overgrown and litter-strewn pathway could threaten the peace he had found since he’d cut ties with that old life. He often thought it somehow symbolic that here, where the sun rarely found its way between the clamber of empty factories and deserted office blocks, green grasses and sometimes flowering plants still managed to push their way up through the cracks in the concrete. And how telling it was that they did so now, when there were fewer human feet around to trample them down.

His eyes fluttered closed and he smiled, thankful for this other, simpler life he’d been given.

Which was when he failed to see her coming.

His eyes flew open at the sound of footsteps. He ducked his head and returned his gaze to the ground as he walked on, tugging at the hood to ensure it was still in place.

Soles slapped against the sidewalk, drawing nearer, and fast. Small shoes, light feet, not what you’d usually expect around here. He sidestepped to avoid whoever was coming past in such a hurry. He heard panting, knew it wouldn’t be a runner this far out of the city, calculated instead this was something he didn’t want to be involved in. Crime at this time of day in these parts was not unheard of, but bearing witness to it was.

He pulled again at his hood, to signal to whoever was coming that he was seeing nothing. Still the steps drew nearer, as did an audible tremor in the breath of their owner. He picked up the pace, knew by the shape of the sidewalk that he would soon be at the corner and could divert down the next street, making his position even clearer. But whoever it was didn’t take the hint. The footsteps stuttered on the concrete just yards in front of him. He paused as if to turn, perhaps go back the way he’d come, then braced himself, ready to fight for the sack if that’s what this was about. But a hand gripped his arm, and instinctively he peered up just enough to see red on white.

He tried to pull away but she gripped hard, fingers plunging into the fabric of his cloak and squeezing the skin beneath.

‘Please,’ a voice hissed through gritted teeth.

He yanked again at his arm, his eyes drawn to the wet red on white cotton, struggling to keep his head down, face hidden.

She was strong. He couldn’t shake her free but he didn’t want to see her face, couldn’t let her see his. His hood shimmied further down his head with each pull on his arm. He dropped the sack to the floor and tried to peel her fingers away with his free hand but she grabbed for that too. She was right there in front of him, her face so close to his (when had anyone last been this close?) and getting harder to avoid.

‘Please,’ she spat again. Hot breath and flecks of warm saliva hit his chin.

He yanked again, harder, which only made his hood drop further and faster, on a path of its own now, one he was powerless to stop. Fresh air hit the back of his neck and without thinking he looked up. But in the instant his gaze made contact with hers, her iron grip loosened.

Just before she dropped to the ground at his boots, she muttered something unclear but which sounded very much like: ‘Help me.’


2

Sada

Blue. Blue like the ocean. Or green like the tide. No, blue. Deep blue, azure blue, berry blue, admiral blue. Dark, half concealed, afraid, hidden, hooded, hiding, hide and seek.

‘Jessica!’ Sada shot upright gasping for air.

‘It’s alright. Jessica’s fine.’ A woman approached from a long tunnel, her voice growing louder and clearer until it was right beside her ear making her jump. ‘Take it easy now. Everything’s alright.’

Sada didn’t recognize the short stout woman with the huge glasses and bushy red hair who put a hand to her shoulder and firmly pressed her back down to a prone position, but she sensed already that she didn’t like her. Her non-committal, whinnying voice was made all the more annoying by the clattering and fussing she was doing with something Sada was unable to see behind her. Added to that was the confliction of opposing scents clinging to her blue cotton top that were attempting and failing to blend together.

Orchid Blossom and Bleach.

Sunrise Blast and Antiseptic.

She thought of the ladies’ changing rooms at the rec. Was that where she was? Had she left Jess all alone in the pool?

Blue pool... azure...

Something bleeped. She jolted back to consciousness for the second time. The woman lifted Sada’s left hand. Her touch was warm but rough, as though her skin had been buffed with sandpaper. She peered down to see the woman was disconnecting a tube of plastic that ran from somewhere behind her all the way into a piece of tape stuck in the back of her hand. And that’s when it hit.

‘Argh!’ She touched the place on her stomach where the pain radiated from and tried to get up.

‘Yeah, yeah, I know.’ The woman fluttered around, putting her hands to her shoulders again and trying to get her to lie back down. But now she was properly awake, Sada was having none of it, no matter how much pain she was in.

‘Where’s Jess? Where is she?’ she snapped, with a little more aggression than she’d intended.

‘Now why don’t you just settle back down there? Your daughter’s perfectly safe. She’s outside with your husband. And you need to be careful you don’t burst those stitches of yours or we’ll be starting all over again.’

She fought against the nurse’s strong hands. ‘I need to see her. How long has she been here? I need to see her.’

‘I told you, she’s fine. Right now it’s just you we’ve got to take care of.’

Another blast of Exotic Fruit Chlorine hit thanks to Pepper Ann’s close proximity, and she relented. But as Sada lowered herself back down, the searing in her abdomen resonated up through her body and into her chest as if someone had poked her with a cattle prod. She let out a whimpered expletive.

‘Okay, I know, sweetheart,’ the nurse said, softer this time. Less velociraptor, more St Bernard.

She heard the soft squelch and squeak of foam shoes as the nurse maneuvered around the room before reappearing at her side and putting a hand to her arm. ‘I’ll give you just a little more painkiller, but not too much, okay? Some nice-looking fellows outside need you compos mentis so they can have a chat with you.’

‘Don’t want to talk to anyone,’ she mumbled, watching the liquid from the syringe empty into the space where the plastic tube had just been evacuated from the back of her hand. Something was wrong about her hand. It felt bare, lighter than normal. But she was too tired to think about it. Her eyes fluttered closed again. She forced them open, instinct telling her she needed to stay alert.

‘You sure about that?’ the nurse said, pressing her foot to the rubber pedal of a bin and throwing the syringe in. ‘When I say ‘nice-looking’, I mean one is real nice-looking. None of your everyday-kinda-guy nonsense.’

Sada turned her face away from the nurse, the pain, the door beyond which they were waiting for her. Maybe she would close her eyes, pretend to sleep, keep them away a bit longer. But the more she put it off, the more they’d make her wait to see Jess. They weren’t stupid. It wasn’t St Bernard’s decision to keep her daughter away from her, it was those guys. And there’d be zero chance of seeing her until she’d answered all their questions. In the right order. And in the right way.

Her eyes rested on the light coming in through the window. It was still daytime. Did that mean she’d been in here hours or days? It felt like a lifetime. Like she’d overslept and no one had thought to wake her. She stared out at the cloud-covered sky. Judging by the lack of view out the window, they’d put her on one of the higher floors. Not a rooftop in sight. What did they think she would do, escape? Should she be considering it?

‘Do you remember what happened, honey?’

The nurse was by her side again, in a waft of Detergent Summer Rain. When Sada didn’t reply, she went on: ‘Only these nice boys are asking to talk to you now you’re awake and I’m not sure how long I can put them off. They’re nice and all... But a little pushy.’

Sada sighed. ‘Yeah. I know exactly what they’re like.’

She wriggled up a little in the bed, grimacing as her wound reminded her again why she was here. But pain or no pain, prostrate was not the position from which she wanted to deal with her interrogators. ‘Let’s get this over with.’

With a look of relief, the nurse patted her arm and hurried out. Almost immediately two suited men entered the room in her place. The shorter of the two moved over to the window and peered out to the streets below before taking a seat on the ledge. He offered something of a smile but she ignored it, assuming he was the monkey. She looked to the organ grinder.

‘Ma’am.’ The tall and presumably real nice-looking one stood at the bottom of the bed, finger poised over his digital notepad, preparing to beam back her answers to... What was it now? The Department of Independent Criminal Knowledge Subsection? Or was it the Judiciary Ensuring Residents Keep Safe? Something like that.

‘My name is Officer Paul Giles and this is Officer Hank Thompson. We realize you’ve been through a terrible ordeal and you may not feel like doing this right now. But most criminals are caught within the first forty-eight hours after the crime, and we know you’ll be keen for us to apprehend whoever did this to you. Any longer than forty-eight hours and the chances of finding them are significantly reduced, as is your recall.’

Nice speech, Giles, well prepared, but not strictly true. These boys wouldn’t forget in a hurry that somewhere out there on their city’s shiny visage was a speck of dirt with a – for once – valid reason for removal. But at least she now knew that she hadn’t been here longer than two days.

‘I don’t want to make this any harder than it needs to be, ma’am, so if we get right down to the important stuff. Could you tell me what your attacker looked like?’

Sada opened her mouth to talk but her throat was drier than a bowlful of oats in a sandstorm. Her words flew out as a splutter. Saliva remnants sprayed across the bed sheet, ruining any chance she might (never have wished to) have had with Real Nice-Looking. She could only assume that Velociraptor St Bernard had observed these two gentlemen through antiseptic-fogged lenses. Approaching handsome, maybe, but real nice-looking? Or maybe Sada’s own Prosperity-fogged lenses were filtering out the good bits. She should at least try to play nice.

‘Here, let us get you a drink.’ Officer Giles nodded to his partner who leapt up from the ledge to pour a beaker of water from a jug at her bedside.

She wriggled further upright, thanking monkey Hank as she took the plastic beaker he offered. The room-temperature liquid did little to soothe her throat, but such was her desire to get this over with, she carried on regardless. ‘Male. Caucasian. Not much taller than me, so probably about five nine, six.’ She coughed again to clear her throat, took another sip of warm water. ‘He had on a black... uh... What are they called again?’

‘Cloak.’

‘No, not a cloak. A cagoule. You know, one of those rainproof, thin jackets that were all the rage about ten years back.’

‘Was his face covered?’

‘Not really. He had the hood up but I could see his face. Unshaven. A lot of patchy stubble but not quite a beard. Not old, maybe twenty something. His stubble was dark but his hair light, fair.’

‘You sure it wasn’t a cloak he was wearing?’

She shook her head. ‘No. Not a cloak.’

Giles glanced toward his partner on the ledge and frowned. She noticed he wasn’t tapping any of this into his tablet.

‘You realize, Mrs Anderton, that he extracted your SID chip? And yet you still seem to have your watch. Did he try and take it during the struggle?’

He nodded to a shelf beside her bed where she noticed someone had put her watch in a plastic bag, defunct now without its accompanying chip to pair with.

So that’s what was missing. Guess that made her temporarily unidentifiable.

Free.

And broke!

She looked to her bare left wrist. ‘He tried, but I wouldn’t let him have it.’

‘You fought him?’

She clocked again the look that passed between the two men. ‘You think I should have played nice, Officer, and let him take it? Handed over access to my personal history and entire life including my bank account?’

He studied her without blinking. She glared right back.

‘Yeah, maybe,’ he said. ‘We at least would have been able to track his movements, probably got him a lot quicker.’ His eyes flicked to the window and back again. ‘Look, we’re doing all we can here, but it can still be dangerous for—’

‘For a gal like me?’ she finished, holding the gaze of Officer Dibble, who despite being at least ten years her junior had clearly been an early graduate of Prosperity’s kick-your-wallflower-instincts-into-touch program.

But then she pictured Jess sitting outside and suddenly she ached to see her. Getting pissed like this wasn’t going to help.

She put a hand on the bandage across her abdomen and lowered her eyes. ‘Maybe you’re right. I guess I forget how vulnerable I am, even in a city as progressive as this one. One suggestion though, Officer, for your superiors. They may want to drop a memo to Influencer Wagner and those other Prosperity guys to hurry that chip injection technology along. Implant scars are just such a darn giveaway.’

Organ-grinder Dibble sighed loudly, either at the truth of her statement or her sarcasm, she wasn’t sure which. He walked around the bed, his polished shoes squeaking over the sterile floor tiles with each step, and pulled a chair up beside her. He looked to be considering his options, mind flitting back to those civilian negotiation classes perhaps, before he raised his head again and said, ‘The staff here tell me the man who left you for dead in the hospital car park was wearing a cloak. Is it possible you’ve got your attacker’s description wrong, Mrs Anderton? Perhaps your memory’s not fully recovered?’

Sada stared at the officer, trying to assess whether this was an attempt at entrapment. She’d heard about them doing that. She remembered her attacker clearly enough, what he looked like, what he wore. It was her job to be observant, she’d been trained to do it without a second thought. And she knew she wasn’t making any of that up. But somehow Giles was right. There had been a man in a cloak – how had she forgotten? He had pushed her away.

Officer Giles was glaring back at her, unblinking, still waiting for her response.

‘What did you say?’ was all she could think of to fill the expectant pause and give herself more time.

‘The hospital has footage of your attacker dumping you a hundred yards from the doors here and running away. And I have to say, Mrs Anderton, we’ve looked at it too. He’s clearly wearing a cloak.’

‘N-no,’ she stuttered, her medicated brain not able to process all her thoughts quickly enough.

‘We can’t see his face all that well on the footage, what with it being covered by his hood, but I’d hazard a guess he’s a little older than you. As for height, I’d have said six three, six four. He’s no shrinking violet. Wouldn’t you say?’

She shook her head. ‘No. That’s not him.’ Damn! Why couldn’t she think quick enough? What had Velociraptor given her?

‘You’re scared, ma’am, I understand that.’ He leaned forward, spoke more gently, either misinterpreting her confusion or intentionally goading her, she couldn’t seem to tell which and that was disconcerting too. Usually she’d have read him easily.

‘We know how this works, Mrs Anderton. But you can rest assured we will get this man and take him off our streets, you don’t need to worry about that. And he can’t do anything with just your SID chip. Our guess is he probably got spooked when he saw all that blood, realized he’d cut deeper than he’d meant to, hence why he brought you here and ran without taking your watch. And don’t worry, we’ve erased the chip. You’ll be getting another real soon, before you even leave the hospital. So you see, you’re perfectly safe. There’s really no reason to go protecting him now, is there?’

Sada had the sudden urge to vomit all over Dibbles’ shiny black patent shoes. From between clenched teeth, she repeated, ‘My attacker was about five nine, twenties maybe thirties, fair-haired, and wearing a thin, hooded raincoat.’

Despite herself, her voice wavered. She put it down to whatever they’d given her. She looked at the beaker she held in her hand, half empty now, and her stomach churned. Her hand shook as she returned it to the bedside table.

‘I saw him. Clearly. You haven’t asked me yet about the knife. It was small, a bit useless. Like a bread knife with a serrated edge. He cut twice. No, three—’ Her head spun and she felt once again the tearing pain rip through her abdomen as it had done then. ‘I’m gonna be sick.’

Thompson was on his feet without being prompted this time. He grabbed the nearest receptacle, a wastepaper basket, and thrust it toward her, for which she thanked him by enthusiastically decorating it with the contents of the water beaker and remnants of redundant digestive juices.

Officer Thompson cranked the tiny window open and loosened his tie as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She placed the bin down beside the bed and lay her head back against the pillow, praying the room would stop spinning any time soon. She could sense Officer Giles’s impatience, but she didn’t apologize. Let the bastard regret not letting her see her daughter first.

‘Look,’ he said, leaning in a little closer to her. ‘What you say here is in confidence, I just want you to know that.’

She turned her head to look at him, noticing how less real nice-looking he was becoming by the second. He was doing his best to appear sympathetic, if only for appearance’s sake, but he was doing a pathetic job. No Oscars for this fly-by-night.

‘It was one of them, ma’am, wasn’t it?’ he whispered.

She looked at him, her expression blank. No use pretending the walls have ears, sunshine. Not when everyone knows those ears belong to the people holding your pay check.

‘It’s okay,’ he went on. ‘You can tell me and Hank here.’

Please god, she thought, the only thing he hasn’t done is wink yet.

‘You know who they are, don’t you, Mrs Anderton?’ He nodded at her as if to reassure her it was okay to comply, perfectly within the law to name the culprits out loud. ‘It was one of those tribe members did this to you. Wasn’t it?’

She glared at him, at his head bobbing up and down. It made her think of the plastic nodding Alsatian her father had put in the back of their car once upon a time. Back when they’d been able to afford a car. When they’d bought it with notes instead of a scan of the watch. And when it wasn’t a crime to drive a second-hand motor over ten years old through the city streets.

But as he continued to nod, she began to shake her head from side to side in tandem.

‘No, Mr Giles,’ she said, her voice firmer now. ‘It absolutely wasn’t a tribe member who attacked me. Not unless they’ve swopped cloaks for cagoules.’

She had tried not to bite but couldn’t help herself. He continued to stare at her, and even when the change in that stare was only slight it didn’t get past her.

Shit.

His lip curled up a little to the side and he leaned in so close he was almost on the bed. She resisted giving him the pleasure of choking on his over-applied and no doubt overpriced aftershave, the kind the store assistant probably told him would have the ladies dropping to the floor at his feet but stopped short of telling him why.

‘You sure about that, Sada?’ His tone was quiet, icy, and he didn’t wait for a reply. ‘You work for the City Times, right? A journalist. Not a bad job for...’ His gaze roamed down to her chest – so obviously braless beneath the thin cotton hospital nightgown, she suddenly realized – before snaking its way back up again. ‘Someone like you.’

Her heart beat faster and she was thankful she wasn’t hooked up to some bleeping monitor that would misinterpret her feelings in the most heinous way imaginable.

‘And now that you’ve split from your husband and subsequently the luxury and comfort of the corporate lifestyle, things can’t be easy for you. You must feel the pressure to keep hold of the job you’ve got, especially with all the new boys coming out of Princeton. Young guys with fresh ideas, energy, their whole careers spread out in front of them with no interruptions, no time-outs or... inconvenient career breaks.’

His smooth, moisturized baby face was dangerously within range of a fist to the jaw, but she knew that would be suicide. There were far too many things at stake for her right now to suddenly become Prosperity enemy number one.

‘Bet you gotta work real hard to keep the pay checks coming in.’ He frowned, his eyebrows meeting as he peered at his electronic tablet as though somehow it held all the answers to this crazy world we live in. He looked back up, meeting her gaze squarely. ‘How old’s that pretty young daughter of yours again?’

Sada had already begun to hawk back her disgust in preparation to launch at him, but Giles here knew when he’d hit the bullseye and now relented. He leaned back in the chair, stabbed once at the tablet with his finger and looked up at her with a smile. ‘Now. Let’s try again, shall we?’

Blue eyes.

‘Was your attacker wearing a cloak, Mrs Anderton?’

She cleared her throat. ‘Yes,’ she whispered, and might have felt better if he’d leered at her, but instead the kindly officer act was back on. He smiled sympathetically and started that nodding thing again. Quick learner, she imagined him thinking.

Deep blue. Ocean blue.

‘And what else?’

‘Dark hair.’

Giles tapped away.

‘Taller than me.’ She cleared her throat again. ‘And his hood fell back. I saw his eyes.’

He looked up in surprise, as if she herself were the one with her finger on the button that would transfer his commission bonus into his account this month and not his superior officer. After all, the eyes were the next best thing to a thumbprint or strand of DNA, a sure-fire way to identify a person from afar through a roving glass lens. An expectant finger hovered over the tablet.

Azure. Berry. Admiral.

‘Brown,’ she said, and watched him eagerly tap the screen. ‘A real light brown. Hazel, even. Like honey.’


3

Jacob

There had been dreams. Nightmares too. He felt them on the edge of his consciousness, along with the memories of yesterday. But it was easier now in the daylight to push those thoughts aside in the way he’d been trained to do, focusing only on what was right in front of him, what was tangible and immediate.

It was a brighter day than the one before, coloring everything in a more reassuring light, and helping to settle his mind and lift his mood. Outside in the square courtyard, sheltered from prying eyes by layers of overlapping corrugated plastic sheeting, some of the men were already pouring water into the chipped porcelain basins dotted around the perimeter walls.

The basins were a by-product of the old warehouse and while the taps no longer delivered fresh water, the waste pipes emptied easily enough and so were still connected to the city’s drainage system, for now at least. Water was brought daily from the stream for the Tribe members who preferred not to brave the early morning trek across three blocks of industrial wasteland to bathe in the cool Rathburn River, their nearest available water source. And though the Rathburn also served as their laundromat, drinking water came from the three large water butts the men had constructed to catch the rain that ran from the apex roof along a network of plastic guttering, terminating three quarters of the way down the rear of the building. An improvised process of filtration and purification followed for the water to be safe to drink.

With hoods still covering their heads from the journey, the men who’d made the trek to the river before the others had arisen nodded to Jacob as they passed him, and he thanked them for their duties. He breathed in the fresh fall morning air, which brought its own natural tonic, washing away all that didn’t benefit his wellbeing in any way. At a free basin, he rolled up the sleeves of his cloak and dipped his hands into the cold water, cupping them together to splash his face. Closing his eyes, he savored the simple but refreshing sensation of the trickles escaping down his throat and pooling at the neck of the sweater he wore beneath his cloak.

He shook the water from his hands and with the edge of the cloak dabbed at his damp face and neck. The soft material was warm against his skin, in contrast to the coldness of the water. He held it there against his eyes, his cheeks, giving in momentarily to the conflicting sensations that washed over him. Mixed feelings of comfort and suffocation, of safety and terror, memories he couldn’t and wouldn’t remember.

A flash of red on white.

‘You done there, brother?’

The voice, so sudden and so close, startled him. He whipped the cloak from his face.

Rafe stood before him, the long sleeves of his own cloak already turned up to his elbows, his black-inked skin on full display. The series of interlinking chains, an indelible memento from a former life, ran from the back of his hands all the way up his arms to terminate somewhere unknown beneath his clothing.

He pointed toward the sink. ‘The basin,’ he said, unsmiling. ‘You done with it?’

‘Yes, yes of course. Sorry.’

Jacob stepped aside, noting Rafe’s grey eyes peering at him carefully as he approached the white porcelain and plunged his hands in.

‘Michael told me about the important work we have to discuss this evening,’ he said, just as Jacob was about to leave. He hesitated, turned back.

‘He did?’

The black swirls of the tattoos quivered beneath the water.

‘Oh, you didn’t know?’ He rubbed his hands together and the swirls writhed like a bundle of snakes released from a sack.

‘I know he’s been considering something. I suspect he’ll discuss it with us tonight if he’s ready—’

‘Right,’ Rafe interrupted. ‘Ignore me, then. I assumed you had talked it over with him. Pretend I haven’t said anything.’

You haven’t said anything, Jacob thought, and watched as his fellow Tribe member lowered his face to the basin.

Rafe had been with them barely two years but had quickly established himself as one of the more vocal members of the group, not one to hang on the periphery as newer members often did. Jacob knew nothing of his life before the Tribe, though if he were inclined, he could probably make a few guesses. He’d known men like him in the past.

As he emerged from the basin, droplets of water ran down his neck and dripped from his dark beard to the stone floor. 

Jacob waited for him to make eye contact again before he replied. ‘There are no secrets here, brother. All will be discussed in due course, I’m sure.’

Rafe held his gaze as he wiped the water from his face with his hands then shook them, spraying flecks of water over both their cloaks. ‘Of course.’

In a past life, Jacob doubted he would’ve given the man stood before him the time of day. But that life was no more. Here, now, there was only acceptance, of oneself and others. They had a path to follow in the Tribe, duties to carry out, and in return they received pacification, an untroubled existence. There was little room or desire for anything else.

Jacob smiled and dipped his gaze to the floor. ‘See you inside, brother,’ he said, and returned to the warehouse to help the others prepare breakfast.

 

*

 

‘And finally to the last and fairly momentous item on the agenda. Most of you will be aware by now that the need for us to make a decision regarding our tribe is growing ever more urgent.’

Jacob looked around at the other members as Michael spoke. Earlier in the afternoon the tables of the warehouse canteen had been pushed back against the wall so the men could sit in a circle for their meeting. No head table or hierarchy here. All were equal, all important, all relevant. Michael, their elder statesman, remained seated so as to maintain a communal atmosphere and to welcome interaction and discussion. Rafe though, Jacob couldn’t help but observe, had made sure to secure his seat to the right of their founder as he always did.

‘We began as only three.’ Michael looked to Jacob and smiled, though the hint of sadness for the absent third member was not lost on his first recruit. ‘Now we are approaching thirty. And fast.’ He laughed, unable to hide the delight that his venture was proving to be useful to so many. ‘This is wonderful. This is what we are here for. There is clearly a need and we are meeting that need. However, such advances do not come without a little reorganization. Whilst one of our values is to not think too far ahead of ourselves, when it comes to our survival we have to ensure our basic needs are met, and this sometimes means making a decision about what may lie ahead.’

Some of the newer members looked from one to another, but Michael quickly went on.

‘If we continue to grow at the rate we are, and given the number of similar groups forming in other parts of the city I am certain that we will, then we are going to need somewhere larger to accommodate us.’

Michael paused to take a sip of water from the cup at his feet. Rafe, who had nodded along to Michael’s words, took that as an opportunity to speak.

‘Greater than the concern for space is the demolition squad creeping ever closer. Almost all former industrial units in the north zone have now been replaced with high-rises, retail units and estates, schools, colleges. I hear large parts of the east side, along the coast and close to the port, are also being targeted for so-called regeneration. We know they are aware of our presence in these parts and we know how they feel about us. It’s only a matter of time before they force us out too.’

‘Thank you, Rafe,’ Michael interjected. ‘But remember, how they feel about us is irrelevant. What they do is irrelevant. To our tribe, at least. The only thing that matters is what we do for ourselves.’

‘Of course.’ Rafe looked to his hands, like a child who’d been given a simple math equation and responded with an overly complex answer.

‘But you are quite right, brother Rafe,’ Michael went on. ‘Prosperity’s regeneration scheme is a concern for us too. Hence why now is a good time to put some plans into action.’ Michael smiled at his companion, who nodded in return, his authority restored.

Jacob doubted he’d be capable of the same diplomacy his friend and mentor bestowed on the other men, though perhaps only time and practice would tell. But with only twenty years separating himself and Michael, he was glad there was still time enough yet to further his education.

‘What does everyone think about this?’ Michael asked, looking around the room. ‘Are we all in agreement that a move would be the best way forward, first of all?’

Some of the men nodded and muttered their approval.

‘I have a question.’ One of the younger members raised his hand.

‘Sure, go ahead, Calvin. There’s no need to raise your hand, brother. Just go ahead.’

‘If the north and east zones are no-go areas, and they’re already moving in on us, then where can we go? Isn’t the south barren land?’

‘Further out west,’ Rafe chipped in.

‘Why not go out of the city altogether?’ another asked, and all members turned expectantly to Michael for his reply.

He ran a hand across the grey and black hairs coating his chin. ‘I understand what you’re suggesting, Daniel, but we could have a number of problems with that. For one, we are needed as close to the city as possible. If we take ourselves too far away, future members won’t be able to find us; we’ll be of no use to them. They’ll be left to join other groups and we can’t know for sure what those groups’ intentions are, whether they are serving their members in the way we are serving ours.’

Jacob cleared his throat and in a low voice added, ‘And at least here we know we can find what we need if we have to. We can get food and water and for the time being shelter too. We don’t know if there actually even is anything outside the city for us any more. Maybe it’s built-up towns and villages where we wouldn’t be welcomed. Or maybe it’s nothing for miles. What if there’s no shelter? We’ve no transport, we’re all on foot. At least here we can easily scout the area and move on again if need be.’

He looked to Michael who nodded for him to go on.

‘So I agree with Rafe, I think we should look further west. The west at one time had more manufacturing units than any other quarter of New Rathburn.’ He remembered it well, but some of the younger men wouldn’t. ‘It’ll take them some time to get that far out no matter how big their diggers are. And they won’t start until they’ve got something to replace it with. Them corporates are good, but they’re not that good.’

A ripple of laughter passed through the group. Even Rafe smiled.

‘Anyone else?’ Michael asked, but the room settled to quiet. ‘Okay, brothers, how about we begin by checking out what they’ve left behind for us out west and then taking a decision from there?’

The men all nodded and voiced their agreement. Michael smiled and leaned forward in his chair. ‘In that case, I would like to put forward a suggestion. If you are all agreed, I would like to appoint Jacob the duty of locating suitable new premises for us.’

Jacob’s gaze shot to Michael. It wasn’t the only one. Rafe’s smile of a moment ago seemed to have been wiped by the same confusion Jacob felt. Regardless of what Rafe had or hadn’t known about Michael’s intentions this evening, clearly this part of the night’s events was not so expected.

‘But won’t you be doing it, Michael?’

‘Your legs are younger than mine,’ he replied, with a laugh. But it was a joke that passed uneasily over Jacob. ‘You’ll be able to get around the units quicker. Besides, I trust you will make the right choice. And you can take some of the members with you to help you make an assessment.’

Jacob was trying to read between the lines even though he knew he wasn’t supposed to. While he rejected the idea of a higher status, Michael as the founder was the one who brought about the bigger decisions. So why now was he passing this baton to him?

Not only that, but to add to his concern, Michael was now holding his gaze, willing his agreement. The room was silent as the men waited for his response. For them, the business matters were complete and the food and whiskey awaited.

‘Of course, brother,’ he replied, without breaking eye contact. ‘I’d be honored to take on the role, with my brothers’ assistance.’

‘Then that’s settled. And Rafe,’ he turned to his right-hand man, ‘I’d be grateful if you could fulfil some of Jacob’s tasks in his absence. If you agree, that is.’

Having recovered it seemed from this unusual twist in proceedings, Rafe leaned back in his chair. ‘Yes, brother Michael, of course. I’m more than happy to fill Jacob’s place.’

Michael clapped and rubbed his hands. ‘Well then, now the decision has been made, let’s get on with the important bit. I don’t know about you boys, but I’m starving.’

The room filled with movement and chatter as the men rose from their chairs and made for the tables laid out end to end beside the kitchen. As Jacob followed, he noticed only Rafe remained behind in his seat, legs stretched out before him, arms crossed.

At the table, he picked up a plate and thanked Daniel who held out a bowl of rice for him, all the while convincing himself that the smile he’d seen beginning at the edge of Rafe’s lips and ending as a glimmer in that steel grey glare was just another figment of his recently overactive imagination.


4

Sada

Sada grimaced as she pushed her way through the swing doors and into the rumbling hum of the busy office. The familiar waft of perpetually reheated coffee with an underlying hint of printer ink that never faded even though they’d been digital for almost ten years, hit her senses harder than normal. She raised her hand to her lips and nose to stave off a wave of nausea.

She’d be lying if she said the pain in her abdomen was any less than it had been for the last week, and indeed she had lied, to the doctor at the hospital, to her boss on the phone, and to her estranged husband who’d taken this as an opportunity to steal her daughter away for longer than their statutory visiting arrangements stipulated.

She’d managed to convince all but the latter that she was well on her way to recovery and fit for purpose once again. But it was to her unbearable annoyance that Marcus still knew her better than she wished he did. He knew she wouldn’t want Jess to see her in pain and had played on that until she relented and let him take their daughter off her hands for the week. She would not, even under duress of torture, let him know that this time alone by herself was actually what she had needed – to get her head around what had happened, to properly think it through, and to decide what to do about it.

Hurrying over the carpet tiles to her cubicle halfway down the room, she quietly rebuffed the nods and concerned enquiries from other desk-bound inmates and threw herself down into her chair, dipping her head to avoid any accidental eye contact. She dropped her bag to the floor, kicked it under the desk, and without raising her head she reached for the first thing in her in-tray.

‘Hey! What the hell are you doing here?’

She jumped and winced, before breathing a sigh of relief. ‘Oh, it’s only you.’

Alex sat on the edge of her desk and smiled a broad grin. ‘Seriously, what in god’s name are you doing back here already?’

Slow and steady, she leaned back in her chair and sighed. ‘Don’t you start. I’ve had enough histrionics from everyone else. You of all people know full well why I’m back here already. Rent to pay. Daughter to feed. Career to cling to with what’s left of my blackened soul.’

The smile faded from his lips and he shook his head. ‘This place is unbelievable.’ He reached for the paperclips on her desk, his head bowed as he clipped them together. ‘No paid sick leave then, huh?’

She stifled a laugh. ‘Paid leave? What the hell is that?’

But Alex didn’t laugh with her. She studied his crestfallen face, so easily embittered for one so young. She tapped him on the knee. ‘Hey, it’s not so bad. I could have stayed at home a little longer, but you know how four walls drive me crazy. Besides, I’m not sure I could go the whole week without seeing your fresh, handsome face, my young apprentice.’

The sly grin returned to his lips and a soft pink flush rose in his cheeks.

‘Sada, I stopped being your apprentice around two years ago now. Don’t you remember?’ he said, his question enunciated as though it were her marbles she’d lost in the knife attack instead of a quarter of her blood supply. ‘But it certainly wasn’t the work you were missing. What trash you got today?’ He peered at the sheet she’d taken from her in-tray. ‘Feature. Ten thousand words. The Rise and Rise of Carter Lyle Associates,’ he read.

She groaned and rolled her eyes. ‘Urgh, no. More corporate bullshit brown-nosing. I should have stayed in bed after all.’

‘Yeah,’ said Alex, getting up from her desk. ‘But like you said, then you wouldn’t have had the pleasure of seeing my pretty face. Here,’ he said, stringing a paperclip chain around her wrist. ‘A little something to make you feel better.’

‘Gee, thanks. Fashionable and practical. I knew I could count on your support during this difficult time.’

He smiled and turned to leave.

‘Oh, wait,’ she called. ‘You free later? Same time, usual place? Marcus has commandeered Jess for a few extra nights.’

He sat back down on the edge of her desk. ‘Well sure, sugar.’

She gripped her abdomen and glowered at him. ‘Please don’t. It’s painful.’ She leaned toward him and whispered, ‘Alex, what do you know about the tribes?’

She pretended she didn’t see him physically flinch.

‘Not enough and too much,’ he replied after a moment, peering at her through narrowed eyes.

‘Great,’ she said, leaning forward to switch on her computer and waving him away. ‘I want to know all of it. Tonight at yours.’

 

*

 

Alex came into the sitting room, bare feet slapping over the stone tiles, and handed Sada a cold bottle of beer. He dropped down into the armchair across from the sofa where she sat and eyed her carefully. Without breaking the gaze, he swigged from his own bottle, once, twice, and then after the third mouthful, put the bottle on the low coffee table between them and leaned forward to try and read her thoughts. At least that’s what it looked like.

Judging by his expression, she could only interpret the results of this intense evaluation as: caution, uncertainty, concern, caution, dread.

‘What?’ she said, when she could stand it no more.

‘Why do you want to know? What’s the sudden interest? This work-related?’

‘Hell, no.’

‘Movement-related?’

‘No, nothing to do with the Movement.’ She paused, considering how best to go about this, how much to tell him. Like her, he was already embroiled in enough off-duty activity to get himself in serious trouble with the paper, the law, his family and those smiley chaps at Prosperity, let alone bringing him in on her own personal issues too.

‘It’s private,’ she said. ‘Look, all I’m asking for is some information. Whatever you’ve got. Nothing more than that.’

He laughed, a gentle rattle of sarcastic amusement that reached his brown eyes so they glimmered, though not necessarily in a happy way. After a groan and a sigh, he rubbed his hand across the back of his neck. A psychologist might suggest that he was already feeling the noose scraping against his youthful skin. Thankfully, she was no psychologist.

‘I won’t get you into trouble, Alex, I swear. You know that.’

‘It’s not me I’m worried about.’ He picked up his beer and took another swig. ‘Alright. I know what you’re like when you’re onto something. What do you want to know? But you’ve got to tell me why you want to know first.’

She kicked off her shoes and curled her legs beneath her, being careful not to overstretch her stomach. She placed a hand over her blouse, felt for the padding of the fresh bandage, beneath which they’d inserted her new Secure ID chip just to the right of the wound. They had asked her if she wanted it implanted somewhere else, now that the chips were smaller than they used to be – just one centimeter in diameter, compared to the one-inch chip they had branded her with ten years ago when the system was first implemented and the city turned fully cashless. But she rebuked the popular choice of upper arm, inner thigh or back of the neck, and had the chip put back in the same place; she already had enough battle scars as it was, without adding another. If it wasn’t mandatory, and if she didn’t need the money for Jess, she might well have refused altogether just to dig her heels in. But a spell in the cells wasn’t ideal when you were trying to be a responsible parent. And besides, she needed to keep on earning money for the plans she’d been making of late.

Sit tight, Blondie, and don’t make a scene. This won’t be forever.

‘Oh my god!’ Alex’s expression shot up another notch more intense than a moment ago. ‘A tribe did this. My god, I should have guessed.’

She tutted and rolled her eyes. ‘No, not that.’

‘They’re dangerous people, Sada. Unpredictable.’

‘It wasn’t them.’

‘Jesus. It really is a wonder you got out of there alive.’

By the look on his face, anyone would think she’d pulled herself from the jaws of an alligator using only a toothbrush for leverage.

‘Barking and totally wrong tree, Alex.’

‘Did you report them? You can’t afford to mess with that lot, Sada. Do you know what you’re getting—’

‘Alex! Will you stop? It wasn’t the tribes. It was
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