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This book is dedicated to the whistleblowers who bring


the truth to light and to all those who, trusting in the


proper channels, sought to do the right thing but were


out-manoeuvred and silenced.
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‘The most courageous act is still


to think for yourself. Aloud.’


attributed to Coco Chanel












‘First we make our choices.


Then our choices make us..’


attributed to Anne Frank
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CHAPTER 1


















I stood at the tunnel’s entrance aware I’d made the wrong choice, but turning back was no longer an option. Scruff had explained the rules. The fine for being late was worse than any potential uniform violation. At Apace Senior College, tardiness was considered a major misconduct. 




Katya once told me, ‘You might think you can control your destiny – turn left, turn right – but fate will always interfere.’ We’d been living in a tent hidden in the bush back then and I’d been complaining about almost everything. I thought she was making an excuse but now I understand the truth of it. If there’s a parallel world where another version of me made a different clothing choice on her fifteenth birthday, I wonder if her fate would have been the same. 




The City Warden raised her hand. A real person – no more bots since all the cyberattacks had made AI less reliable than humans. Somehow, it felt worse that the watchers were people making deliberate decisions. 




I rubbed the soft red fabric of my new dress between my fingers and tugged it down. My knees were barely peeking from beneath, but it felt as if I was revealing too much of myself. 




A guard near the concrete wall straightened up, locking eyes on me and my red dress. He wore a green camouflage uniform in a place devoid of greenery. 




Stupid! 




His semi-automatic rifle gleamed in the sun. 




Dangerous! 




Yeah, I thought. Stupid and dangerous. The worst combination, right, Katya? 




‘We know exactly who you are,’ the warden said. 




They let Scruff through into the cool of the tunnel without a second glance. So unfair. For once I matched the name on my wristband – Mariana Lance-Darnell. But that’s just a name. On my fifteenth birthday, I thought I could be whoever I wanted. 




••• 




It was all Nana’s fault. I would never have made that choice if she hadn’t pressed that soft parcel into my hands the day before, as an early birthday present. 




‘You look like you need cheering up. I hope it fits.’ She adjusted the coconut comb, keeping her thick hair in a loose bun. 




I hoped it didn’t fit, because then I wouldn’t have to wear another of her daffy gypsy-scrap dresses. Nana Isla was always stitching something – those garish tivaevae quilts of hers, baby clothes for charity, turning up hems of third-hand trousers for Scruff. Since I’d moved in two months ago, she’d been trying to make alterations to me too. 




Before I had a chance to open the parcel, Scruff burst into the room, all soft curls and sharp elbows and knees, and skidded to a stop. Nana Isla’s eyes softened as they rested on her foster kid in a way they never rested on me. 




‘I thought her birthday was tomorrow. I haven’t got –’ 




‘No worries, tama. Mariana was in a slump, so I got in early.’ 




Nana Isla was right about that. I’d been a glum, sulking hulk all day. I was being made to start at a new school. No choice. Nana Isla and Grandpa could go to prison or lose their house if I didn’t. But what was really bothering me were the inherent dangers of first days. Katya and I had moved around a lot! At least I didn’t have the stress of a fake name this time. They’d accepted me into Apace Senior College, even though they knew my history. 




‘Are you opening it or not, sis?’ Scruff asked. 




I gave him the stink-eye – not your sis! – and pulled the ribbon. A swathe of bright-red silk slipped between the folds of brown paper. It was the exact colour of some roses my father had focused his camera on once: Venetian red. I’d said I liked them, so he’d pressed one in a book and sent it to one of our drop-off points. By the time we picked it up, the petals had dried to a disappointing mauve-brown. I wasn’t expecting a gift from Dad this birthday. And nothing from Katya, obviously. 




The dress style was simple, a structured bodice with a scooped neckline, short sleeves, and a skirt that floated from the V waistline as if it were a separate creature altogether. I ran my fingers over the cool wateriness of the bamboo silk. Recycled silk but the dress was still gorgeous. Too gorgeous. I felt tears forming, but instead, a long sigh came rushing out. 




‘C’mon, Mariana, turning fifteen’s not as bad as all that. Wait until you’re my age, then you’ll have reasons to sigh.’ 




Like having a granddaughter dumped on your doorstep? I thought. 




As if Nana Isla had some mind-reading power, her smile curved downwards and the furrow between her eyebrows deepened like Katya’s had whenever I’d disappointed her. 




‘Try it on!’ Scruff insisted, which offered me the excuse I needed to get out of there. 




I closed the door behind me and dropped the dress on my bed. In the windowless gloom of my tiny room, it appeared brown and wilted. 




I should have been excited to be given such a beautiful dress. I should have been eager to start a new school and new opportunities. I should have been grateful to have a home with Nana Isla, Grandpa, and Scruff, even if the room they’d hastily put together for me was a storage space between the kitchen and the lean-to washhouse. All those shoulds made my jaw clamp and my head ache. 




I stripped down to my underwear and switched on the bare lightbulb. The dress regained its colour. Soft linen offcuts lined the inside – Nana Isla had kept her patchwork on the inside this time, except for one expertly hidden patch near a side seam. I lifted it over my head and let it slide on like a second skin. The bodice encased my torso and made me feel taller and straighter. When I twirled, the hem lifted and brushed against the walls. I stood in front of the mirror above the tub in the washhouse. If I moved my head slightly to the left, then the brown blotches on the mirror didn’t mar my face. The flame red worked some sort of magic, transforming me into someone else – older, smarter, more confident. Someone sassy. Bold. Unafraid of the world. 




I twirled. ‘Hey Katya, I’m fifteen tomorrow and I look fabulous!’ 




Don’t get up yourself, Ana. 




From there, my thoughts tumbled downhill. Even dead, my mother still had that effect. I tugged the dress off, and it crumpled to the floor. 




There was only one page left in my sketchbook. I picked up the stub of a blue pencil. My attempt at a self-portrait was all out of proportion so I shaded her into a world of fog, strange leaves and tangled trees. My feelings soothed into a steady sadness. I closed the sketchbook. No more pages meant no more drawing. I wondered if I could ask Nana for some of her old pattern papers. 




When I emerged into the living area dressed again in shorts and a T-shirt, Nana Isla looked up from her stitching and asked, ‘Didn’t it fit?’ 




‘It fitted fine.’ 




‘It fitted fine …?’ Nana Isla waited for my thanks. 




I hunched my shoulders and tucked my head down. ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’ 




Scruff had been scrubbing potatoes in a bowl at the sink and I took them and started chopping out the rot. 




Scruff grinned as if there wasn’t some sulking ungrateful monster in the room. ‘Hey sis, the first day of school is tomorrow and it’s your birthday.’ 




Not your sis. ‘How freakin’ unfair is that?’ 




A bull snort of air came from Nana Isla’s nostrils. She set down her stitching, scraped her chair back, and marched past me to switch off the lightbulb I’d left on in my room. Who knew lightbulbs gobbled up so much electricity? That’s when Grandpa arrived home from work full of his usual cheery greetings. 




‘So how are my favourite people on this fine day?’ 




‘Hmmph,’ Nana Isla said. 




Grandpa gave me a sideways look. 




Nana Isla grabbed her crocheted shawl. ‘I have to go out for a bit.’ 




If she had waited a moment longer, I might have said meitaki, thank you, but Nana Isla was already bustling off to something more important. 




Grandpa covered my hand with his, his nails rimmed in black ink. White hand on brown hand. Same blood, different skin. ‘She’s grieving too, Onu,’ he said using his nickname for me – little turtle, hiding in her shell. 




‘Funny way of showing it,’ I muttered before I skulked back to the dim light of my cramped room where I kicked the red dress into the corner and curled up on the bed. 
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CHAPTER 2


















On that fateful morning of my fifteenth birthday, I was woken by sunlight sliding through the open door. Although my birthday was a rare blue-sky day it did nothing to improve my mood. 




‘Happy Birthday, Onu,’ said Grandpa. 




I lifted my head from the pillow and pushed the hair from my eyes to see my grandparents smiling at me. 




They wouldn’t smile if they knew the thoughts that live in your head. 




Luckily I’ve learned to keep them all zipped up in there. I sat up and ran my hands through the tangles in my frizzy hair. I didn’t mean for there to be a scowl on my face. 




‘Get dressed. You don’t want to be late,’ snapped Nana as she closed the door, cutting off the slice of light. 




Bloody Nana, I thought. That’s when I made a choice. I shoved aside the cream blouse and plain blue skirt I’d chosen from the market and picked the red dress up from the floor. The creases in the silk fell away as I put the dress on for a second time. I turned on the light and stood in front of the mirror again and there was the girl from the day before, sassy and bold. 




The dress looked fabulous but my hair was its usual restless-sleep frizzy mess. Katya told me that the story of human migration is written in hair DNA and I have about as many different strands of heritage as I do hair! Scruff and I might be related after all, if you go way way, way back. I grabbed a wide-toothed comb and tugged it through the tangles – scowled at its wildness, scraped it back and wrapped the first scrunchie. My hands were quick at braiding the ponytail into a single thick plait before adding another band. I twirled the rope of hair into a bun, tucked in the end and twisted on a second scrunchie. No hairpins. No clips. I’d read the Apace College rulebook. Hair like mine meant trouble if not properly tamed. I’d also read the rules about appropriate clothing. There was no uniform like most corporate schools. Instead, we could choose what to wear, as long as it met Carapace Corporation™ standards: no midriffs, bare shoulders, exposed knees, or visible cleavage. The red dress conformed. The design was modest. I mean, Nana made it! 




I looked into the mirror again. I liked this new person. At a new school, I thought, I could be whoever I wanted. If Carapace could rebrand the whole island, then I could rebrand myself. 




They never managed the whole island! 




Thanks for the birthday greetings, Katya, not! 




Katya was right. There were pockets of resistance and rebellion and places we’d always managed to find refuge; the Wild West, the Stubborn South and the Iwi lands. And sometimes with the Vagabonds hitching a ride in their solar-powered vehicles. 




I was about to head into Te Tahi City so that meant doing things the Carapace way. I snapped on my wristband and gave the red dress another twirl. The skirt lifted like a parachute. Maybe someone would notice. Maybe I’d like that. 




Maybe I shouldn’t … 




Before I could change my mind, Nana Isla called and said that my toast was getting cold. 




When I came out of my room wearing the red dress she sucked her lips in as if she was holding back something she wanted to say. I’d turned off my bedroom light so it wasn’t that. 




Grandpa let a soft whistle out and quickly apologised. ‘Old habits, old fool, but you look just like – ’ He changed course in response to my accusatory glare. ‘We’ll do a proper birthday for you at teatime. I have a few finishing touches to add to your present.’ He pulled a patchwork sun hat over his balding freckled head and headed to work. 




I was relieved that I’d have time to prepare for the correct response of gratitude for whatever doofah gift he was planning. A doofah is a bit of junk Grandpa reckons will ‘do for’ something useful one day. He has a yard and shed full of doofahs. He has me. He has Scruff. A pair of mismatched kids – one dark-skinned, dark-haired and one sandy-speckled. No one would mistake us for siblings. 




I was also relieved that breakfast wasn’t one of Nana Isla’s concoctions of sticky grains, coconut milk and bruised fruit. Toast was normal food and even better there was a scraping of feijoa jam. I sat on a stool at the bench that divided the tiny kitchen from the cluttered living area because the dining table was covered in fabric scraps ready for one of Nana Isla’s stitch’n’chat days. 




Stitch and bitch, more like. 




Hey Katya, guess what? If Nana asked me to join in, I’d say yes to prove I’m not like you. 




How nuts am I still trying to get one up on my dead mother? 




I finished eating and carried my plate and glass around the counter. 




Nana Isla looked me up and down. ‘You’re certainly going to make an impression, girl. Make sure it’s a good one!’ 




••• 




Depending on the wind, the river walk between Deans Village and the underpass reeked of decaying sea lettuce from the ever-encroaching estuary or sour silage from the compost plant. On my fifteenth birthday, with no wind, both stenches mingled. 




Scruff and I weren’t the only ones heading into Te Tahi City for school. There were clusters of kids hurrying along the river walk and others on bikes. They were all dressed casually – understated, in muted tones of hillside browns and sky greys. I was acutely aware of how conspicuous the red dress made me. I turned to gaze back at my grandparents’ house, shielding my eyes from the sun reflecting off the sloped tin roofs of the lean-tos. 




Deans Village, built on a silted-over golf course after the cyclone, had been intended as temporary housing for construction workers. But, when the government declared the South Island financially unviable, the old city centre, rebuilt once before on a swamp, was abandoned for good. Carapace built Te Tahi City on drier ground. Deans Village stayed on as a shantytown. Grandpa and Nana Isla have one of the original cabins but it has changed over the years. First a room for Scruff, then one for me. Even their house is patchwork. 




‘Come on, sis,’ Scruff urged. ‘If we’re late our wristbands will expire and we won’t get through.’ 




It was Scruff’s fault we were running late. He had been instructed to walk most of the way with me though I wasn’t sure how such a skinny kid would be any help if someone accosted us. Nobody did. Not in a bad way. We got cheery waves and calls of greetings as everyone stopped us to comment on his hairstyle. His crest of sandy curls refused to stay settled in one direction so Scruff had spiked it with sticky wax. It was home-made stuff from the market and smelled of honey and smoke. If Nana Isla could afford to buy hair gunk for Scruff, then surely I could leave a lightbulb glowing in my dingy room for a few minutes. I needed a book of rules to help me live with my grandmother. 




‘I’ll get you your birthday present after school,’ Scruff said as we stepped onto the gravel track beside the shallow weedy river. 




‘No need,’ I said. ‘I don’t really do birthdays.’ 




‘No one could tell,’ he retorted. 




I ruffled his hair and came away with sticky wax on my fingers. 




‘Oi, Mariana, don’t mess up the locks! I’d just got it all in the right place.’ Scruff raked his fingers back through the thatch. 




‘No one could tell.’ I wiped my fingers clean on Scruff’s collar and he dodged away along the river bank. I smiled despite my mood. 




Even though Scruff was a foster kid, he was more family to my grandparents than I ever was. I barely knew them before. That was Katya’s fault.  It was always too hard to get over the hills, too expensive for the train, and too dangerous. I’d first met Scruff on one of our rare visits when I was about seven and he would have been six. 




That trip sure wasn’t easy or safe so it must have been important. A thunderstorm raged for days as we trudged along mud-slick tracks, crossed swollen creeks, and watched lightning scar the blackened sky. We had to detour around the Cobb Valley nickel mines checkpoint, hike over Tākaka Hill, and then bike to Richmond to catch the train. When we finally dried off at the station, I remember watching an info screen praising Carapace for saving the island with their inland electric railway. The video showed the storm-ravaged coastal road and rows of grounded planes, stranded wing-to-wing, like arrows pointing nowhere. The coastal road had been abandoned to the sea and the airlines shut down, victims of carbon terrorists and turbulent weather. Katya came up behind me, launching into one of her rants that I tried to let wash over me. According to the Gospel of Katya, Carapace is a coloniser, not a saviour. They arrived and took control of everything – land, roads, hospitals, schools, prisons. 




To visit Te Tahi City, you have to sign away your privacy. But if you’re innocent, what do you have to worry about? Katya wasn’t innocent. We needed fake wristbands and fake names to protect us. 




••• 




Scruff and I cut across the dusty market ground and there was the underpass and there was me wearing the red dress and a silicone wristband that felt heavy with all that data. 




‘We know exactly who you are,’ the warden said. She ran her scanner over my wristband again and narrowed her eyes. ‘We’ll be watching you.’ 




The guard by the wall lifted his gun, made it nod a sinister greeting at me, and ushered me through. 
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CHAPTER 3


















Scrawled along the curved concrete walls of the underpass were the names of the missing. Some were faded, while others had been redrawn countless times. I bet some of those missing used the chaos after the cyclone to forge new identities. There’s a thriving black market for wristbands. I’d get a new band and alias every time we moved town, but if I complained, I’d hear how much worse Katya had it growing up; the Global Depression, the changing climate … 




They told us we had time until the tipping point. We didn’t. 




… the cyclone and then Carapace. 




I followed Scruff alongside other school kids and workers with their day passes. Only one person went the opposite way; a sullen girl with black eyeliner and a small receiver clipped over her ear. She scowled and made quick, aggressive hand gestures. She wore the moss-green uniform for Metro College, the charity school on the edge of the swamped old city. That was where I’d expected to go until we got the news I had been accepted into Artisan Grade by Apace Senior College. It surprised everyone. Nana Isla and Grandpa had hugged each other and Scruff had cheered. ‘No Trash School for you!’ 




Back out into the glare of the sun, Scruff and I waited on the city side as an electric train slowed into the station. A drone that had followed us through the underpass veered away. As the train coaches whirred by, I breathed in deeply to calm myself. 




Scruff came up beside me. ‘You all right, Mariana?’ 




‘Box o’ birds,’ I said, borrowing one of Grandpa’s sayings. 




‘You’ll fit in fine. Just watch what the other kids do and copy them.’ 




‘So if they all stab their eyes with scissors, I should do the same?’ 




Scruff gave me his best stink-eye but it didn’t have the right amount of stink. I wondered if that was because of their colour – amber and grey, honey and smoke. 




‘You know what I mean, sis. Don’t draw attention to yourself.’ 




Too late. The skirt of my red dress rose with the breeze as a fleet of electric bikes whizzed past. I held it down wishing I’d chosen the blue skirt instead. 




I felt slightly less conspicuous as we approached the Learning Precinct where vibrant bursts of colour – gaming shops, fast-food outlets, and teen clothing stores, all Carapace brands – lined the way. Pixel-pulse billboards lit up nearly every street corner, advertising the latest products with vivid, loud displays. The exception was the Cyclone Memorial Wall, which played silent, shaky, black-and-white footage. 




The estuary stench couldn’t compete with the smell of money. Aromas of vanilla and coffee wafted into the streets, though the vanilla was imitation and the coffee made from roasted barley and synthetic caffeine. At the entrance to Apace Middle School, we were assaulted by the competing scents of body spray, hair products, and pre-adolescent excitement. 




‘Hey, smile, the world’s not all that bad,’ said Scruff. ‘Focus on the positive. Fake it till you make it.’ 




‘What positive?’ I scowled. I wanted to scuttle back to the village, sit on my bed in the cool of my tiny, cramped room with the light off and crawl back inside my turtle shell. 




‘It’s your birthday!’ said Scruff. 




‘Who cares?’ 




I was mainly thinking of Dad. Maybe, in his logical Dad way, he thought I was better off without him. It’s hard to know what goes on inside other people’s heads! Especially from a distance. While Katya was all about making a noise and agitation, Dad was quiet, preferring to work behind a screen, weevilling into computer networks. We never knew where he was. His screen background was always some cloudy blue. I knew he’d been the source of our fake wristbands because my aliases were names of the heroines from the books I told him I was reading: Merel, Ashlee, Avis, Daphne. 




Does he even know where I am now, Katya? 




‘Well, you look epic fabuloso in that red dress!’ Scruff said. 




I affected a half curtsy, half twirl, before heading across the tiles to join the crowd heading into Apace Senior College. When I turned back, intending to give Scruff a fake cheery wave, he was engaged in a hand-slap greeting with a boy in the shadows of the high wall. Then he spun on his heels, heading back where we’d come from. Little shit, I thought. He’s bunking the first day! 




The crowd pressed me on, past a bus stop where a cluster of crisply uniformed kids waited to be taken to their leafy suburban campus. Their fate was to have been born to parents who could afford top-tier Carapace membership and the privilege of attending Starflyer Academy. Money gives you choices. Or maybe they’d won one of the few scholarships on offer. They all wore white shirts and grey shorts or skirts emblazoned with the Carapace logo. No clothing choice for them. 




I joined the line at the security gate below a banner reading, Carapace™ provides all you need for your education AND your future. The rule book was clear: don’t bring anything in – no bags, no books, not even a pen. 




‘DigiAttain is one of their companies so everything’s online,’ Scruff had told me. ‘And don’t even think about smuggling in a phone. They’re banned.’ 




‘Never had one,’ I’d replied. ‘Katya called phones “shackles of the enslaved”.’ 




Scruff had gone silent then. Katya was never an easy topic of conversation even when she was alive. I’d filled the silence with my perpetual question to Katya when I begged for a phone. ‘But what if there’s an emergency?’ 




‘Do you know what’s also banned?’ Scruff said. ‘Asking questions. Don’t ask questions and don’t answer them. Either way, you’ll get in trouble.’ 




That kid knows what’s what. 




He was kidding, Katya. 




Are you sure about that? 




••• 




Even after passing the tests and being accepted into the Artisan Grade of Apace Senior College, a tremor of anxiety ran through me. I liked the word ‘accepted’. It was as if I was normal. As if they hadn’t checked my data. What if they had now and I’d been un-accepted? 




Two school guards pulled a slightly-framed boy aside for a frisk search but I passed through the security gate unmolested unless you count the eyes of a pimply guard that wandered all over my body. 




About 200 of us Year 11s were penned into a courtyard of artificial grass, with a podium and speakers at one end. I moved into the semi-shade created by a wire fence. The other kids wore a variety of styles and colours; most in pastel tones, but there were splashes of vibrant hues: cadmium yellow, cobalt blue, magenta, cinnabar green. Some were clad entirely in black. How could they handle the heat? I guessed, like me, they hadn’t factored in the sun beating down through unclouded skies. I noticed repetitions of the same outfits scattered about, but no one else wore a dress like mine. The crush of students forced me to step out of my patch of shade, making me a little island of red on the fake green grass. I swirled my skirt to create a breeze. 




When the Starflyer bus pulled up outside, the fence vibrated. Further along, a broad-shouldered guy, taller than the rest of us, gripped the mesh and shook it until one of his mates yanked him away. I didn’t see what happened next because an abrupt silence from the crowd made me turn to the front. The school CEO stepped up to a podium. Miss Rivett’s neat suit was so white in the sun’s dazzle that I shielded my eyes. Then I noticed everyone else had their arms straight down by their sides so, remembering Scruff’s advice, I lowered my hand and squinted my eyes. 




Miss Rivett’s features were swallowed up by the glare. She tapped the microphone. ‘Welcome to a new day in your lives; to a new day that will set the foundation for your future; a day you will find new opportunities to become contributing citizens to the corporation that made Te Tahi City the number one most livable city in the Pacific Coalition!’ 




Only livable for those who can afford it. 




My lips moved with Katya’s words. I bit them closed. I thought she had made it up when she called it the BOO Deal, but that was its real name: Build, Operate, and Own. Carapace provided the supplies and labour, while the government granted them contracts, tax breaks, and immunity from liability. The lines between the two blurred, and some people got incredibly rich. 




Fat cats and shysters. 




Katya saw it as her destiny to bring them down but it wasn’t her fate. She’d made her choices, and there were consequences. I’d made mine, and she was dead. 




A shift in the CEO’s tone brought me back from that cliff edge. 




‘But we can’t do this alone.’ Miss Rivett took the microphone from its stand and stepped down from the podium into the shade. Her lipsticked smile framed teeth whiter than her suit. ‘Turn to your neighbours, congratulate them for being here, and pledge your support to one another.’ 




No one turned to me, and I kept my eyes down so they wouldn’t see my desperation but my fidgeting probably gave that away. 




‘Stuck-up bitch,’ someone said, and another whispered, ‘That’s Isla Lance’s granddaughter.’ 




I pinned my arms to my sides, worried that sweat was leaving dark patches. Any chance of a wonderful new identity was gone. I felt like such an idiot for thinking a dress could change anything. I was the same misfit I’d always been. 




••• 




At the home schools run by Katya’s friends, I learned that sitting in a corner drawing meant being left alone. The teachers were too focused on the kids rejected by the corporate schools to bother with me. I’d attended a corporate school once, when Katya got a job – under a fake identity – in a town built around an electronics factory. The school had a gym, a library and even an art room. The art teacher liked my drawings and let me 3D-print them, so I had a collection of little creatures with slender necks and goggling eyes on my desk. I started making friends and thought Katya had too. But after she secretly filmed unregistered migrant workers, we had to flee in the middle of the night. 




‘If the factory shuts down because of your video then your friends will all lose their jobs,’ I’d accused her as we were bumped about in a horse-drawn cart along back roads. 




‘We’d never be friends with people who abuse others. Those migrants did the shitty work and so-called expenses ate up all their wages. You saw the footage. They’re slaves.’ 




‘So you only pretended to be their friend?’ 




I remember her turning her head, her eyes ablaze with her triumph. ‘I had to pretend to get their trust to get the footage. No one has been able to get close before.’ 




‘Do you pretend to be my mother too?’ 




‘Don’t be so ridiculous.’ 




••• 




The sun scorched my head and flakes of fake lime-green grass itched my feet between the straps of my sandals. Miss Rivett called the names of the Academic Grade students and they filed through the doors, hands by their sides. Then the kids who’d made Professional Grade lined up, eyes straight ahead. Next would be the Artisans. 




I prayed that the school officials hadn’t changed their minds and relegated me to Service or Manual. The only hope for Service kids was to get a job in fast food or cleaning. Manual, Scruff had told me, was one slippery step above Metro College aka Trash School. 




I glanced at the tall guy who had been shaking the fence. He was pacing like a wild creature in a cage. He stopped and stared back at me, looked me up and down, scowled, and looked away. Prick. 




When I heard ‘Marian Lance’, I looked around to see if there was someone with a name similar to mine. Nobody else moved so I joined the line, eyes forward and hands by my sides. A girl with white-blonde hair in sleek plaits came to stand behind me. I wished I had hair that tame. 




As the final name in the Artisan group was called, a disturbance rippled through the crowd. The tall boy was striding towards the podium. Three smart-suited men stepped in front of the CEO, two had their arms crossed over broad chests and the third produced a stun gun. I could almost smell the ozone as the memory of seeing Katya stunned at a protest rushed back to me. The boy halted, and another kid grabbed his arm, saying something that made him shake down his anger. Katya used to shake down her anger too, but it would always erupt later at something inconsequential. The guard put his stun gun back in its holster. The blonde girl behind me tapped my shoulder. I hurried to catch up with the kids ahead of me, keeping my eyes forward and my hands by my sides. 
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CHAPTER 4


















The Artisan group followed a yellow line through the entrance corridor, making a sharp turn to the left. Orange and red lines led to stairs on the right, while blue and green lines continued along the corridor. 




The sign on the door ahead of us said Artisan: Year 11, but beyond the sign, there was nothing to demonstrate it was an art room. There were tiered rows of desks and, on each desktop, was an embedded DigiAttain screen. Following my classmates, I filed into the row and flipped down the next seat. I stared at the oily grey screen. The girl with the sleek, enviable plaits was sitting on my right, her scalp flamed between her parting. There was an odd smell. Chemical straighteners then. Not so enviable. 




I watched as she swiped her ID wristband across the screen. I did the same. Words appeared in dark blue on the grey background. 









Welcome Marian Lance. Please await further instruction from your Artisan Grade, Civics teacher: Mrs P.R. Williamson. Mrs P.R. Williamson has an 84 per cent ranking for student success.  









Mrs P.R. Williamson stood at the front casting a steely eye across the classroom. Her chestnut hair was cut into a tidy bob. Her clothes were business-stylish – a crisp turquoise blouse and a narrow grey skirt. Once every desk was occupied and every student logged in she presented a smile and asked each member of Artisan Grade to stand as she called their name, then walk to the front for a photo. As each person stepped up to the green screen Mrs P.R. Williamson said in a honeyed voice, ‘I hope you had an enjoyable summer break,’ or ‘It must have taken a long time to get your braids even,’ or ‘That is an interesting name.’ At one point she said the same thing three times in a row as if she’d lost her place in a script. Then it was my turn. 




I edged out of the row and walked to the front. I had no idea what to do with my hands. I held them behind my back, but that pushed my chest forward, so I dropped them back at my sides. When I looked up, the teacher was beaming at me. 




‘Ooh, I do like your red dress!’ For the first time, her voice sounded genuine. ‘Which label is it?’ 




I was startled. No one else had been asked a question. ‘Umm, it’s not a label,’ I stammered. 




Don’t ask questions and don’t answer them! 




Mrs P.R. Williamson tilted her head to one side, the smile still on her face. ‘So, Marian Lance, what makes you so special that you think you can wear whatever you like?’ 




Shit! I bit my lip to hold the word back. She repeated the question in that loud, slow way people use when they want to insinuate the other person is stupid. I stood mute like I should have done from the start. Scruff and Katya had both warned me. 




‘Did you read the rules? Or, perhaps you cannot read.’ The sweet-coating was gone from her voice as if it had been licked off and only sour remained. 




This was so unfair. I had read the rules. ‘The rule book said there wasn’t a uniform … that we could wear our own clothes as long as –’ 




‘As long as they conform to the standards of Carapace Corporation. Do you see anyone else wearing non-Carapace labels?’ 




I didn’t look up. I wouldn’t have recognised the labels except that they all had a tiny turtle embroidered somewhere, the Carapace symbol. And it was such a dumb rule. 




‘Go immediately to Administration and report for a misconduct deduction.’ Manicured fingers tapped across her tablet and her declaration was accompanied by a disappointed ‘bong’ sound from the speakers. 




Nobody looked at me as I left the room although a girl near the aisle surreptitiously removed a cardigan and tucked it behind her seat. 




I stepped into the corridor where a wall-mounted camera whirred, tracking my movement. The coloured lines worked like a tram map. I followed the yellow line back towards the front entrance. A security guard told me to stop and ran his scanner across my wristband. 




‘Carry on,’ he said, pointing the way. 




I carried on but he followed close behind me, too close. I walked faster but as we rounded a corner he grabbed my shoulder with one hand and reached around to my breast with the other. 




I yanked away, eyes blazing, breath racing, tears welling. 




‘Who are they going to believe?’ he whispered then turned and strode away. 




I bit back the tears, glad I hadn’t responded, wishing I had. 




Hey, Katya. You would have kneed him in the groin, eh? 




And gouged his eyes! 




But who would they have believed? Not Mariana Lance-Darnell. Not the daughter of Katarina (aka Katya) Lance (activist, deceased). Not the daughter of Azul Darnell (cyberterrorist, missing in action). Trouble making, like frizzy hair, runs in the genes. 




I pushed down my anger, and the fear that hid behind it, like I pushed down everything else. 




The rainbow lines led to a reception desk labelled Administration, where a woman with the drooping jaw of a basset hound, bluish-black hair and a collar of oversized fake pearls sat at the wide counter. I wanted to explain the mistake, that the rule book was unclear, but she barely acknowledged my existence, just pointed to the screen where I was to scan my wristband. A disappointed ‘bong’ sounded as funds were deducted from the misconduct account my grandparents had set up, an account I’d promised them I would never touch. 




‘What are you grateful for?’ the woman asked. 




The response flashed up on the screen for me to read. ‘I am grateful for the opportunities given me and for the sacrifices of others on my behalf.’ 




Scruff had recited this slogan as we’d sat on the low front wall one evening with Grandpa. ‘We say it every day at the start and end of class,’ he’d told me. ‘It’s important to be grateful. It’s for your well-being.’ Then Scruff had flung himself off the wall and rolled on the ground in mock pain. ‘Ouch my leg is broken, but don’t worry, I don’t need an ambulance. I’ll just be grateful and it’ll all be okay. I bet one day they’ll feed us dog shit and tell us to be grateful for that.’ 




Grandpa told him although he was probably right he needed to improve his vocabulary. 




‘Faecal matter,’ said Scruff, ducking out of reach. ‘Excrement, crappy doo-doo, dung, number twos.’ 




‘Make sure you know the difference between genuine gratitude for the good things in your life and being told you should be grateful to silence your legitimate complaints!’ Grandpa said. 




‘Poop!’ added Scruff and ran straight into Nana Isla, who was shaking her head in disapproval that she lived with three such easily amused people. Nana Isla was not easily amused 




••• 




The basset-faced woman did not seem like the easily amused type either. She instructed me to wait to one side and placed a card on the counter. I read my new fake name – Marian Lance – and a series of numbers. 




I wasn’t the only student who had breached the rules. Other kids straggled into the admin hub to pay misconduct fines for wearing non-Carapace label items and to surrender them. 




‘But I never saw that rule,’ said one boy reluctant to part with his vintage hoodie. 




‘All new rules are specified in the rule book. The glossary at the back clearly defines what is meant by Carapace standards,’ the woman recited. 




‘There’s a glossary?’ asked the boy, echoing my thoughts. 




The woman beckoned for a security guard to escort the boy away. 




Don’t ask questions. Do read the glossary! 




An office door opened and the slightly built boy I’d seen being pulled aside at the security gates came out, head down. He wore baggy green shorts with more pockets than anyone could need and a black T-shirt. I wondered if that breached the Carapace clothing code until I caught sight of the logo. 




You know they changed their logo to a turtle because they wanted everyone to forget their origins? 




Yeah, in oil. But you never forget, Katya. You never forgive. 




A series of disappointed ‘bongs’ sounded as money transferred from each account into Carapace’s coffers. It’s only our first day, I thought. So unfair! I rolled my eyes upwards to stop the tears from prickling and breathed in deeply. On the opposite wall hung a banner, blue lettering on a lemony background. 









He that is good for making excuses is seldom good for anything else. 




Benjamin Franklin. 









A man had followed the boy out of the side room. He picked the card up from the counter and walked over to me. ‘Tough lesson, but our philosophy is that the best lessons are those that hit us hard.’ He gave a smile I couldn’t fathom; it seemed to slip onto his face and hang on his jaw without being connected to any muscles. He glanced at the card in his hand. ‘Marian Lance, I think we need a little chat.’ He nodded towards the office, held the door for me as I walked through, and then closed it behind me. 




‘I am Mr Florentine, your counsellor.’ He gestured to me to sit on a swivel chair. It was slightly too high for my feet to touch the ground. I tucked my hands under my knees but the chair bucked beneath me, so I gripped the seat. 




Mr Florentine tapped on a tablet and stared at his screen. He nodded at what he read before sitting in a low, soft chair and pulling it in close. The knees of his pressed denim jeans were as close as they could get to mine without touching. A stun gun in a holster bulged from his hip and when he leaned his head forward minty toothpaste wafted on his breath. I leaned back as far as the chair would allow, which made it swivel. Mr Florentine reached out a hand and steadied the seat. For a moment his hand was a finger-width from my thigh. I flinched. 




‘How do you feel about your start at our wonderful school?’ he asked. A detached look of concern replaced his smile. 




‘Not good,’ I said, my words coming out in a rush. ‘We were doing introductions and the teacher sent me here because –’ 




‘The teacher?’ he said and lifted an eyebrow. His eye­brows had been threaded into tidy arches. Everything about him was groomed, from his smooth light-brown hair to his manicured nails to his shiny faux-leather shoes. ‘It is common courtesy to use your teacher’s proper name. What is that?’ 




‘Miss ummm … Williams? I think?’ 




‘Mrs P.R. Williamson. Your data indicates you have attended mostly unregistered schools, so we can find some explanation for your lack of attentiveness there. So, are you an attentive pupil or not?’ He stared, waiting for an answer. ‘Well?’ 




‘I … usually, I’m attentive … it’s just, we’d only just started and … I …’ 




Don’t ask questions. Don’t answer them. 




I bit my bottom lip. 




‘Can you read?’ 




The words I swallowed were scratchy in my oesophagus. 




Mr Florentine stood abruptly and opened the door. ‘Read that to me,’ he said, pointing at the banner I’d seen earlier. 




‘He that is good for making excuses is seldom good for anything else,’ I whispered. 




He closed the door and leaned against it with his arms crossed. ‘Your dress is rather lovely. Who made it?’ The casual way he’d asked tricked me into answering when I’d resolved not to. 




‘My nana.’ 




His next question came fast. ‘Does she make clothes for other people too?’ 




I clamped my lips shut. It wasn’t a crime for Nana Isla to sew for others, but without a licence, she couldn’t charge for her work. Mostly she did alterations for people who bought clothes from the market. But sometimes people brought her fabric and she made things from patterns she drew out on old sheets of packing paper. They paid Nana Isla with barter – though she didn’t have a barter licence either. My silence seemed to be enough of an answer for Mr Florentine. He strode over to his desk and typed something onto a tablet. 




‘She only does it to help out,’ I said urgently. 




He turned back to me; his face was impassive, with no concerned smile now. ‘That sounds like another excuse. Do we need to repeat your reading lesson, Marian?’ 




It’s Marian-a. I shook my head. 




‘You may return to class once you have changed into something more suitable.’ He opened the door. A bone-thin woman came in holding a paper bag as Mr Florentine stepped out. 




‘Quickly,’ the woman said, her heels clicking on the vinyl. She tipped out a cobalt-blue dress. 




I lifted the dress over my head and let it float, lifeless to the floor. Nana Isla’s crafty patchwork lining was all on show. 




I was desperate to get home to warn Nana Isla. I imagined the police at the door. It was all my fault. I should have kept my stupid mouth shut and I definitely shouldn’t have worn the red dress. 




The woman stood straight as if she wore a corset beneath her white blouse and black skirt. I struggled into the synthetic blue dress with its turtle logo on the sleeve. It was too tight across the chest and cut in under my arms when I zipped it up. She bent and scooped up my red dress, bundling it into the paper bag. I reached for it but it was snatched away. 




‘It’s my birthday present,’ I said. 




‘It’s our deposit,’ she replied. ‘You will get it back when you return the dress we’ve rented to you. Now return to class.’ 




There was a straggling silent queue waiting at the mis­conduct desk. Bong, bong, bong. What a scam! I reckoned they’d deliberately hidden the new rule. 




‘Remember, no excuses, Marian,’ I heard Mr Florentine say. 




It’s Marian-a with an a on the end. 




Only I never said that, did I? 
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CHAPTER 5


















The blue dress made my skin clammy. I reached the rainbow-lined corridor fighting back tears. ‘It’s not freakin’ fair!’ The stored-up words came out sharp and hard. 




A voice behind me said, low, under his breath, ‘You’re nearly right. It’s not fuckin’ fair!’ 




I spun around. The tall guy I’d seen earlier, the one storing up his anger, was so close I could smell the clove oil that kept his cornrows slick and neat. Under the lighting strips his hair had a tinge of red ochre. Anger was still fizzing around him like a cloud of wasps. 




‘What’d they get you for?’ he asked. He moved up to walk a step ahead of me, but he stayed on the red line. ‘Keep moving, head down.’ His hands were deep in his baggy jeans pockets and he stared at the ground. His wide shoulders were hunched and his feet barely lifted from the polished floor as if his body mass required him to keep contact with the Earth. 




‘They didn’t like my dress,’ I muttered. ‘Not this one.’ 




He glanced at me, then reset his jaw and bit his bottom lip. I could tell he was containing so many words and thoughts in his head that it must weigh a tonne. No wonder he needed such a thick neck. 




‘It isn’t a Carapace label. My nana made it. I live with her and Grandpa. I moved here …’ I was talking too much and my voice was shaky. ‘You?’ 




His voice was low but echoed in the empty corridor. ‘For not making eye contact. And then for making eye contact but in a manner intending to intimidate. For being trash from the Renewal Blocks. For being Filiki.’ He finished with a harsh laugh. 




We’d reached the corner of the corridor where the guard had groped me. Filiki stopped walking and looked right at me. I stepped back, suddenly afraid. 




He didn’t appear as angry as before, but there was bitter­ness in his eyes. ‘At least you made Artisan.’ He pointed at the yellow line. 




I’d completely forgotten the lines and was standing between blue and green. I stepped back to yellow. 




‘It’s okay,’ he said. ‘This is a camera blind spot but we –’ 




‘How’d you know I’m in Artisan?’ I asked quickly. 




‘Saw you lining up. You looked good in that red dress.’ 




So I’d misjudged that look earlier. A zag of electricity rippled in my stomach. I’d been noticed in a good way. 




He rolled his eyes. ‘Me, I’m a mongrel. That’s Manual Grade. On account of my test scores which makes no fuckin’ sense because I aced them. But apparently, their computer system doesn’t lie. Good luck, Red Dress!’ He turned the corner, scuffing his feet along the red line and down to the staircase. I wasn’t ready for him to go. 




Shut up, Katya. 




Okay, she hadn’t said anything but I knew what she would say. You’re attracted to him because of some stupid absent-father-complex-psychology-shit. 




She may have been right. I hadn’t been in Dad’s presence since I was six when he moved to Australia without us. For a while, I’d only known him through video calls but then, when Katya took us off-grid, not even that. We had to write old-school letters, pick them up and drop them off with various friends. Sometimes it took months for a reply. Then I’d seen the fuzzy security footage that was meant to be him entering the island on a false passport the day before my mother was murdered. But it could have been any tall, dark-skinned, broad-shouldered man. 




‘If it wasn’t him then why doesn’t he march right in here and tell us that himself?’ said the police officer who’d interviewed me. 




I thought I knew why. The moment he walked in they’d arrest him whether or not he’d done anything wrong. I’d marched beside my mother at enough protests to know all about unlawful arrests, jumped-up charges and falsified information. 




I watched Filiki’s back as he went down the stairs. I wished I’d told him my name. Mariana, with an a on the end. 




••• 




When I slipped back into class, Mrs P. Bitch-face Williamson was explaining what it meant to be an artisan and which jobs with Carapace that could lead to if we applied ourselves and earned good grades. She stopped mid-sentence and waited for me to take my seat. 




The blonde girl to my right whispered behind her hand, ‘Say sorry.’ 




‘I’m sorry,’ I said. 




‘And?’ said Bitch-face. 




I grabbed at those words again. ‘I’m grateful for the opportunities given me and for the sacrifices of others on my behalf.’ 




‘I am sorry and I am grateful,’ she said. ‘We don’t use lazy contractions here at Apace. The words we speak and the tone we use reflect our true character.’ 




A set of words flashed on the big screen. 









Your Civic Responsibility 




Control, Obedience, Gratitude.




Concentration, Optimism, Grit. 




COG COG. The gear wheels for success! 









We chanted and then copied the words onto our desk screens. I finished and kept my head down trying to reassemble Filiki’s face in my mind’s eye. I sketched his jaw and thick neck. His dark eyes. The look of disinterest as he sauntered away along that red line. I looked up to see if there was a clock on the wall. 




‘Eyes down!’ 




Obedience: tick. COG COG. All parts of the machine. No excuses. 




••• 




After our Civics lesson, we stayed in the classroom while the teachers changed over. I’d hoped there’d be a break, maybe find a way to get a warning message to Nana Isla but there was no chance, not without a multitude of rules being broken. 




The other kids performed a sequence of stretches and I copied them until our computer screens buzzed at us to introduce the new teacher. 









Please await further instruction from your Art Instructor: Miss F.D. Zolan. Miss F.D. Zolan has not yet been ranked for student success. 









I sat back in my seat relieved that it was time for art. When Miss F.D. Zolan walked across the front of the room her high heels tapped irregularly on the vinyl as if she had to make an effort to walk straight in them. She looked very young and wore her dark hair in a very short pixie haircut that revealed tiny jewels clipped into the tops of her ears. She clapped her hands twice to signal that we were to sit down and clapped her hands twice again to signal that we were to begin the work that appeared on our screens. She hadn’t said a word. 




Each tablet lit up with an intricate design and the instructions showed us how to colour it by touching the paint-pads. It wasn’t real art but it was easy and relaxing. I love putting colours together and seeing the way they play against each other. I picked colours in shades of pink, orange and purple like Nana Isla’s crocheted shawl. 




I squirmed in my seat. The room was unventilated, and the air was stale with a mix of perfume and sweat. The blue dress was too tight across my chest. My neighbour kept scratching at her scalp and fidgeting. She raised her hand. 
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