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For Ada


With love and hope seeds


Step over the threshold.


Be brave, hold true
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‘We have this option ahead of us – we have to take the
option to protect the natural world . . . that’s where the future lies.’


David Attenborough (2019 World Economic Forum)
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Ten Years Ago – The Night
of Hurricane Chronos


Nabil had been out foraging on a piece of scrubland in the Western Quarter. The air was thick with heat and dust, but otherwise there had been no warning signs. From a gasp, the storm built quickly. Probably another false alarm, he thought, peering up at the glowering sky, but he couldn’t risk leaving baby Themba all alone in the world. He shoved the herbs and mushrooms he’d collected into his backpack, abandoned his bike, set his face to the howling wind and struggled to make his way across Kairos City.


How Nabil survived that journey through the eye of the storm he would never know. A wall crumbled in front of him; he swerved, yelped in pain as his ankle twisted, but still failed to dodge a shard of glass that sliced into his cheek. The pavement lifted from below and opened up great craters which he had to leap across, stopping only momentarily to catch his breath and wipe the cloying blood now trickling into his mouth. He stood transfixed as the face of the ancient clock on Kairos Central Station was snatched clean away and the orb of time spun through the sky before dropping with a deafening thud in front of him.


Is this the end of time? He struggled for breath as panic and exhaustion took hold. But still he dug deep and did what he had come to do in every waking and sleeping moment in the month since Tia had died . . . so soon after the joyful birth of their baby Themba. He let the memory of the warm glow he had felt that first time he’d held Themba in his arms flood through him. Ever since, lost in space and time, he had searched and searched for signs of Tia’s presence to guide him out of the darkness. Nabil fell to his knees, his hair smeared across his face, cheeks indented from the force of the gale. He tugged with a strength he didn’t know he had and finally pulled the long golden hand of the clock free.


He felt as if the giant hand was anchoring him, lending him a steadying weapon in his struggle to push on through the storm. As he stared at his clasped fist, a shower of powdered masonry crumbled over his skin. Above, a loud crack shattered the air and a gargoyle fell from the old museum, splitting its head open. Its long, grey tongue shot out, mocking him. Vicious omens whispered in his ear. He pushed on, desperate to keep the darkness from his heart, but the uprooting of the great trees of Kairos City, the brutal bowing and breaking of his beloved oaks filled him with the deepest sense of foreboding he had ever felt in his life.


Nabil shunned the desperate cries, the raw stink of fear in the air, as he rose to his feet and forced himself on. His blood pulsed with one aim only: to see his baby son again, to keep the last being in the world he truly loved, safe. Themba, Themba, Themba, he called, begging the wind to carry his voice to his child.


With every step the wind blew stronger and yet Nabil’s mind grew steadily quieter, set as it was on one single course. Time’s hand, clasped in his, had grown unbearably heavy, but still he clung to it until finally, from out of the dust and debris, emerged the outline of his warehouse home.


With the windows blown out, the wind howled through the wide empty frames. Beds were upturned, abandoned blankets lay on the floor. He called out to Tia’s sister, Lottie. Breathless, he paused to listen but not a soul stirred. Nabil ran to the storeroom and collapsed against the heavy metal door, screaming Themba’s name.


Swiftly unbolting the door, Lottie stared in horror at Nabil’s bruised and bloodied face. Afterwards she spoke of how he resembled an ancient warrior, dug up from a battlefield clasping a golden arrow in his hand. Gently she coaxed the clock hand from him and placed his son in his arms. As Themba gurgled and grinned, Nabil raised his head and listened to the piercing cries of another soul.


He kissed Themba’s mop of soft curls, reluctantly handed him back to Lottie and limped on through the debris of the warehouse, following the insistent cries. Pieces of tarpaulin and odd fragments of lives flew past the windows – a red shoe, a bright-green headscarf, a piece of sheet music. Nabil braced himself, clinging to the banister as he climbed up the rusty spiral staircase.


In front of him a ginger kitten mewled loudly, its fur blasted flat against its ribs, spine arched, clawing at a pillow. Had he struggled all the way up here for this? As he bent down and reached out towards the kitten it grew silent, but now a newly energetic cry rose from a red blanket behind the animal. Nabil moved cautiously towards the bundle and the kitten swiped and hissed. Whatever it stood guardian over felt Nabil’s presence because it opened its lungs and the bleating cry grew into a full-throated scream.


Nabil’s hands trembled as he carefully unwrapped a coarse grey blanket to discover a baby girl with jet-black hair, naked except for a daisy chain strung around her body. As she peered at him with her tear-washed eyes, her expression seemed to question him: what will you do with me? Nabil quickly covered her soft skin, noticing that his skin and hers were exactly the same hue. Now only her face was visible staring into his. By her side was a basket containing a nest of edible leaves streaked with berry stains, with a golden locket at its centre.


‘Shh, shh. Did your mama go out foraging and get caught in the storm? Shh,’ Nabil repeated over and over as the kitten wrapped itself around his ankles and began to purr. Nabil cradled the baby closer. He studied her expression, so unlike Themba’s. Questions sparked from her like shooting embers from a fire. Her eyes shone sharp and bright and seemed to ask Can I trust you? Will you keep me safe?


Tia appeared in his mind’s eye, standing behind him and smiling. He could almost feel her breath on his cheek as the darkness in his heart lightened. Was I supposed to find you here, baby? he whispered, cradling her in his arms. A voice floated to him through the specks of ash and dust.


We’ll call her Shifa – the one who heals.
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Chapter One


Shifa sat on her bed brushing her hair over and over, sweeping through the length from the crown over her shoulders, splaying it out across the tiny gap between her bed and Themba’s. One side of her parting was now the tangle-free silken ‘raven river’ as Nabil had named it, and that her twin Themba loved to twist around his fingers to get to sleep. Sometimes she thought her hair belonged more to them than her. Her papa, Nabil, who was always saying ‘never cut your crowning glory’, would not be happy, but she was doing this for him as well as for Themba. In five years’ time it would have grown again if she wanted it to.


Daisy came purring up the bed and claimed Shifa’s smooth mane as her pillow. The old cat had grown so thin that she could feel each one of her ribs underneath the scraggy ginger coat that Shifa now stroked with the back of her hand. Daisy gazed at Shifa with her dull green eyes as if to say, Don’t leave me. Shifa attempted to block the thought that upset her the most about leaving home – unless Daisy was some kind of miracle cat and lived to a ridiculous age, Shifa knew that when she said goodbye to her tomorrow, it would be for ever.


‘Should I cut a strand for you too?’ Shifa sighed as she began smoothing through the other side of her parting.


‘Five years away will feel like for ever for them,’ Aunt Lottie had shouted at Nabil from the warehouse window as they left and Lottie’s words had whirred around Shifa’s mind all night. As usual at bedtime, Themba had reached across the narrow gap between their beds, taken hold of a strand of Shifa’s hair and begun tangling it around his fingers. She’d lain on her side and watched her papa, wracked by tears, wrap himself in his own grandfather ‘Baba Suli’s’ coat. Strange how my great-grandfather can feel so real to me through Papa’s stories, Shifa mused. Nabil was clutching a tiny photomemory in his hands. What had disturbed him so much that he had felt the need to wrap himself in Baba Suli’s coat, which belonged as their guardian and protector at the entrance to their story hive? At the sight of Nabil’s distress Shifa had been about to climb out of bed to comfort him when Nabil, kneeling, had leaned forward, rested his forehead on the floor, rocking back and forth to do what he said he didn’t believe in – pray. Shifa wondered then, Is he praying for himself or us? Shifa shivered and enveloped herself in her blanket. Watching Nabil she had the oddest feeling that it was not only her papa who was praying but Baba Suli too had come to join him . . . kneeling inside his coat.


But this morning all had been restored to its rightful place and her papa had put on a brave face and set out early with Themba, giving her a longed-for birthday treat of a lie-in snuggled up beside Daisy.


‘You’re going to have to let me go, Daisy!’ Shifa sighed when she’d finished brushing her hair. Gently she eased her hair from under her cat’s tummy. Daisy miaowed a complaint and settled again in the indent that had been left by Themba’s head. Shifa gave that side a final brush and smoothed over her daisy-patterned dress. It felt weird trading it for her usual shorts and T-shirt but it was her one dress and if she couldn’t wear it on her birthday when could she? Despite her papa’s odd reaction when Aunt Lottie had given it to her, it was comforting to know that it had once been worn by her mama, who according to Lottie, as a grown woman had been just about Shifa’s size and height. In any case, she might not look too out of place in the palatial agora if what Lottie said was true and this vintage daisy pattern and material called cotton was gold dust to Paragons.


She stood up and stretched out her long, lean arms, climbing on her bed attempting to catch a glimpse of more than a fragment of herself at a time in the tiny misted mirror. She sighed, remembering how her papa’s scowl had dampened her joy after unwrapping the dress. ‘What’s the point of that? Where’s she going to wear it at Freedom Fields?’ he said. Shifa didn’t see the harm in pretending to be a Paragon for a day, especially on her birthday. At least Aunt Lottie understood how much she had longed to own something beautiful just for the sake of it.


But she had to grudgingly admit that her papa was right. She knew that even in the city they couldn’t afford to eat out, or visit the galleries, cinemas and theatres, let alone shop in the grand agora marketplace. The thought always lit flames of outrage in her gut and she’d be flooded with all the clamouring ‘how come’ questions that she’d ever asked. She got that after Hurricane Chronos the ARK Government had set out a new way, but how could it be right to divide people into ‘Paragons’, ‘Freedoms’ and ‘Outlanders’? To Shifa, even the names seemed like someone’s cruel joke.


Maybe this is my protest dress, my ‘cotton’ armour that my mama Tia once wore, to make me my most wild and rebellious!


Shifa grabbed her ARK ID and a seed-packet envelope off her bedside table and shoved them into one of the deep pockets of her dress, loving that she could stick her hands down inside them and feel properly comfortable.


Fired up now, she bent down and tied the laces on her once-white canvas pumps – her best ever clothes-bank find, but now slightly greying and worn.


She twirled around. ‘What do you think, Daisy? Will I pass for a Paragon?’ Daisy opened a sleepy eye and closed it again. ‘Don’t you judge me now!’ Shifa sighed. ‘It’s my birthday and I’ll do what I want to!’


Shifa left Daisy sleeping, wandered into the communal room and knelt at the upturned crate that her papa had cobbled into a table. Her great-grandpapa Baba Suli’s coat was back in its rightful place, guarding the secret doorway to their story hive, as if announcing that normality was restored. As if . . .


Shifa picked up the Freedom Fields brochure, its cover adorned with yellow sunflowers and smiling faces.


Freedom Fields Family


‘Stronger Together’


Education, Healthcare, Work Experience, Training


Food, Fresh (air), Fair (treatment), Freedom and Fun


A Family for Life


Saliva filled Shifa’s mouth and her stomach groaned as she turned to the well-thumbed ‘Catering and Hospitality’ page. The image showed bronzed, healthy young recruits sitting around a table laden with glistening strawberries, apples, eggs, cereals and bread. At least from tomorrow, they wouldn’t have to wait in line for hours at the food bank each week only to receive the same bland goods: a scoop of vitamin powders, rice, pasta, corn, flour – and whatever Paragon surplus ‘treats’ past their sell-by date were on offer.


Shifa scanned the room, taking in the rickety furniture and the stacks of bike parts, wheels and other random finds waiting to be traded. The metal water buckets for washing, filled yesterday from the compound tap, were lined up on the cracked floor and already running low. Anyone walking in here would wonder what there was to miss in their cramped home. But then, ‘just anyone’ would not know about the story hive and the secret treasure that lay behind all their recycled finds.


Shifa’s stomach rumbled again. She skirted around the buckets to the sink, held a cup under the tap and just about managed to quarter-fill it with a trickle of drinking water.


She reached into the back of the cupboard to find half a cob of stale bread and an unlabelled jar of something green and pickled. Shifa took a spoonful of dry vitamin powder and mixed it to a watery paste. It was supposed to dissolve but never did. As usual it coated her tongue and stuck to her back teeth. Disgusting. She chewed the dried-up bread and pickles as speedily as she could. Better not to taste for too long, just get it down. As she swallowed, she caught a flash of a blue-black uniform through the frosted glass of their window and instinctively crouched low following the silhouette of the pointy-capped beak of an ARK Enforcement officer, or ‘Crow’, as named by Lottie and Themba long ago. A small card dropped on to the mat, followed by a larger envelope. The shadowy figure moved on. The large envelope fell on its back with the Freedom Fields sunflower seal face upwards. Shifa turned it over.


Nabil Aziz


URGENT


Private and Confidential


Handle with care


She picked up the official-looking envelope addressed to Nabil and laid it against the bottle vase on the crate table, eyeing it suspiciously. She didn’t see how it could be ‘Private and Confidential’ if it was about them going to Freedom Fields, but still . . .


The postcard was addressed to her and Themba.




Happy 11th birthday Themba and Shifa Aziz. Congratulations! You’re trained and ready to become Freedom Fields Recruits. Take this to your food bank where you will receive your birthday celebration Paragon donation hamper.





The stirrings of excitement fluttered in her. This would mean extra food for their farewell party in the warehouse tonight! Maybe there would be enough to share with Lottie and her forager friends – in Shifa’s dreams, a whole cake with icing.


Shifa shoved the birthday postcard in her pocket along with her ID and seed packet, unbolted the door and let herself out. So annoying, she thought, as her papa’s rhymes, invented to keep Themba on track, sprang into her mind too, uninvited, whenever she went out.




Step over the threshold.


Be bold,


Be brave,


Hold true,


To all that I have taught you.





Daisy came padding through from the bedroom and curled herself around Shifa’s ankles. ‘How come you always know when I’m leaving? Sorry, Daisy. I have to go.’ Shifa sighed, carrying Daisy to her frayed chair cushion, where she would sit and wait for her till she returned. It broke Shifa’s heart to think of how long Daisy would wait here, crying for her after they had left for the farm. Daisy set up her usual high-pitched protest that tore into Shifa and finally brought tears to her eyes. She wiped them away with the hem of her dress and opened the door.


Behind her the enormous mismatching hands of the old station clock collided into twelve o’clock.
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Chapter Two


Shifa clung to the grey-shadow walls of their block, moving swiftly towards the compound gates, past the park with the broken swings, but as she rounded the corner she stopped in her tracks. There, towering over her on the huge wall that surrounded the compound, was an enormous painting of a cherry tree exploding into pink blossom, with the word ‘Graffitree’ emblazoned along the length of its trunk.


Shifa had heard about an underground movement of artists breaking ARK law by painting trees, flowers, plants and bees on walls all over the city, but she’d yet to see them for herself. She gasped at the beauty of the giant painting. If she closed her eyes and opened them just a little she could imagine that she was standing in front of a real tree. What would it smell like? Sweet? Aunt Lottie thought the Graffitree artists were likely to be ‘Outlanders’, or ‘Foragers’ as she preferred to call herself and her ever-growing band of friends. Lottie said only people with free thought could think up such a beautiful protest against the Freedom Fields Family. If I was a Forager and could paint like my brother, I would fill this city with Graffitrees, Shifa thought.


There had been an assembly at school when they had been warned that painting on property without permission was not art but an act of vandalism, a scourge on the city. The Parliament had made a new ARK ‘Crimes Against Buildings’ law that they were all warned would be severely enforced. But how can painting a beautiful blossom tree in a city that’s lost its trees be a crime? Shifa’s musing was answered by the familiar buzz of a drone creeping up on her, forcing her to move on.


She thought she understood why the artists took the risk of breaking ARK law. These trees took up space and could be enjoyed by everyone. Except for the private parks and gardens of the Paragons where her papa worked, it was ARK policy that all other land in Kairos City be turned into housing compounds or Freedom Fields allotments to grow food. The message was clear – land was too precious to waste on anything that could not be eaten and food production was firmly under the control of Freedom Fields. But Shifa longed to see the great trees of Kairos-City past that Nabil told stories about – the oaks, chestnuts and weeping willows. The blossom tree was a reminder of how beautiful the city must once have been. How could a reminder of nature’s beauty be seen as dangerous?


A sharp-jawed Crow, face hidden under the brim of her black cap, stun gun in holster, leaned against the security gates. Shifa felt in her pocket for her ARK ID, ready for the questions that her dress would prompt, but as she drew parallel, the Crow glanced at her and away as she began talking into an earpiece about ‘departures’ and ‘extra guards’. The Crow shot Shifa’s ID a cursory glance and ushered her past.


Making her way along the cracked pavement, Shifa kept her head bowed to avoid being scanned by a new opticare surveillance port positioned on the opposite side of the street. She preferred them to the bulging eyes of drones – at least opticares were stationary so that she could memorise the location of new installations. A rat scuttled across her path and froze, and Shifa froze with it. For a second, she saw her own reflection in its eye. To think that people were so desperate that they were hunting rats for meat, pigeons, beetles and cockroaches too.


She had not believed it the first time her papa had returned home to tell them that Daisy must either stay at home or travel with them. The idea that people were hungy enough to eat cats and stray dogs was too gross. Papa had told them that even before Hurricane Chronos, he had never eaten meat, having come from generations of vegetarians getting their protein from nuts when there had still been enough in the time of the bees. The thought of eating something that had once been a living, breathing animal or insect, made Shifa want to heave.


She was almost at a run now as she set out towards the Warehouse District. Shifa slowed her pace and scanned the familiar building. Lottie had hung up the brightly coloured bunting she and Themba had made last night inside one window, and in another a rainbow-painted sheet screened the inside from the out. Flute trills floated out.


‘Aunt Lottie!’ Shifa called up.


She had been amazed to hear from her papa after their ‘heated discussion’ last night that the invitation was still on for their warehouse party this evening. At the sound of Lottie’s music, an idea floated through Shifa’s mind. What if Lottie’s words struck home and Papa was praying for an answer. What if he’s changed his mind about sending us into service after all? Maybe after the party they could run away together and find a new kind of life somewhere outside Kairos City?


The playing stopped and Lottie’s beaming face appeared at the window. Her bright ribbons were plaited messily through her straggly hair as usual.


‘Thought I heard you, Shifa Aziz! Look at that dress on you! Beau-ti-ful! Want to come up now and I’ll braid your hair for the party?’ asked Lottie. ‘Sorry for the duff atmosphere last night . . . How’s Nabil today?’


‘OK! He’s taken Themba on an outing. Can’t come up, sorry! Won’t be allowed braids for graduation tomorrow,’ said Shifa, swallowing. ‘I’ll see you later, though!’


‘Don’t be late! I want to savour every minute with you and Themba tonight,’ said Lottie, blowing her a kiss. ‘Where are you off to, anyway?’


Shifa cupped her hands against her chest into the shape of a skep-heart, their secret hive code for the Flower Tracks.


Lottie smiled and blew Shifa a kiss. ‘Enjoy! But be careful! Security’s tightening up.’


Shifa raised her eyes to the sky. As if she, who had discovered the Flower Tracks – well technically Daisy had – needed reminding that their garden had to stay secret.


‘Your hair looks so beautiful today! Happy birthday, Queen of Shifa!’ Lottie called after her.


What Shifa loved most about the path between the warehouse and the Orbital Bridge was that the street clearers could never keep pace with the speed at which the weeds and wild flowers grew here between the cracks. There were always traces of green shoots growing in amongst the crumbling buildings. Shifa picked the heads of a small purple lilac flower, placing them carefully in her seed-packet envelope. I’ll give these to Papa, she thought, to plant after we’ve gone to the farm. Maybe by the time we return it will have grown into a small tree!


Shifa’s mind wandered to the day she’d found her first wild flower and begun her seed collection. She still felt the excitement rise in her when she remembered discovering her first poppy in Kairos City, how she’d felt the velvet skin softness of its leaves and been amazed that nature could make something so delicate and beautiful. One of the things that filled her with excitement about being sent off to the farm was the idea of discovering new flowers, collecting seeds and bringing them back for all to enjoy on their Flower Tracks. I don’t care if it’s against the rules, I’m taking my seed packet with me. An ant crawled across her palm and Shifa couldn’t help thinking that if wild flowers were allowed to grow then more insects and birds might return to the city. She longed to hear the hubbub of nature that Nabil had spoken of in the city when he was her age, the trill of bright birdsong instead of the eerily quiet streets that hummed with drones, electric cars and the low buzz of generators.


Shifa stood on the bridge and peered down at the queue already snaking out of the door of the food-bank container. She descended the filthy steps, treading carefully and avoiding the walls that stank of pee, and joined the back of the line.


After a long wait, she finally reached the front and handed in their birthday postcard. Sweat coated her forehead as a Crow held up his wrist screen and scanned her ARK ID. As he did, Shifa recognised his face. It wasn’t only their green overalls that marked ARK Protection out as different from Crows. The simple sign was written on their faces. To Shifa everyone who had ever given her food from the bank had also offered a smile, as if they really cared. But the smile was now gone and . . . Shifa glanced down at his overall pocket. Since when have ARK Protection started wearing stun guns? ‘Stephan’ according to his name tag called to a worker at the back of the container and a pair of hands appeared holding a small box with Shifa and Themba’s names written on the front. He handed it to her and she flicked open the lid to find a bread roll and one small sponge cake, no bigger than Shifa’s fist. Not even any icing or the faintest flicker of a smile.


‘Thank you, I think are the words you are looking for. Well? What are you waiting for?’ Stephan asked.


Shifa mustered all her courage. ‘Thank you but please can I take something else . . . for my family and . . . it’s for my brother and me . . . we’re twins? Maybe we should have two?’


‘Stephan’ seemed almost at the point of wavering but before he could respond someone grabbed hold of Shifa’s arm, yanking her backwards and pushing ahead of her in the queue.


Why had she even bothered? Was she supposed to feel grateful for this? This is why I shouldn’t get my hopes up, ever! she told herself, feeling a sudden urge to get away. She sprinted back up the steps and over the bridge, not stopping until she reached the underpass. Sweat trickled down her back. She doubled over as she reached the top, clutching the box in her hands.


Just inside the entrance to the underpass a teenage girl clung on to a squealing, open-mouthed baby, skinny as a chick.


Shifa thought of what Principal Daviala had warned about giving to people in need. ‘No one has ever been forced to join our Freedom Fields Family but I’m afraid those who don’t aren’t thinking of the greater good, and brutal though it may sometimes seem, Outlanders must face the consequences of their decision to opt out.’


At least there would be no more school and no more lectures from Principal Daviala when they left Kairos City tomorrow. Shifa placed her birthday box on the ground next to the girl and opened the lid. ‘Would you like this?’ she offered.


The girl’s eyes widened at the sight of the cake. She shifted, eyeing Shifa warily. ‘It’s OK . . . I just want you to have it.’ Still the girl seemed unsure. ‘I’m Shifa, what’s your name?’ she ventured. The girl shook her head, not willing to trust her. Shifa had heard that Foragers were being tricked and bribed into joining the Family.


‘Thank you,’ she whispered before taking a huge bite of the cake, eating at a speed that showed she was afraid someone would swoop in and take it from her. Shifa winced when she noticed the girl’s gums bleeding as she ate. She scanned left and right to check for opticares, then leant in close. ‘If you go to Number One in the Warehouse District, there’s a woman called Lottie – my aunt – she helps people . . . Look for the one with the rainbow sheet and bunting in the window.’


The girl flinched as she snuggled her baby closer in the crook of her arm. Her baby began to cry, a hollow hungry cry, and the girl peered up at Shifa. ‘My name’s Halonah, and this is my Honey,’ she said with a shy smile.


*


Emerging through the underpass, Shifa skirted the high walls of Paragon Park where her papa worked in the stately gardens – not free for Freedoms unless they were workers. Shifa laid her head against the wall and listened to the mechanical hum of beedrones, but also here and there a little sweet birdsong – she sniffed the air at the scent of lilies like the ones she had managed to grow on the Flower Tracks. How come Paragons are allowed to enjoy beautiful flowers and we’re not? The familiar twist of anger reared up in her as she passed the imposing entrance gates and peered through the bars at the mass of colour, and felt a deep ache of injustice at being shut out.
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Chapter Three


Shifa headed across the well-tended Kairos Piazza with its gigantic tree sculpture. When she was younger, she had been impressed by it, but once Papa had shown her photographs of real ancient trees, the sculpture had started to look dead and lifeless. Its Solarmirror leaves reflected the sky and absorbed the sun but never turned golden or floated to the ground.


She leant against one of the trunks to tie her loosening lace. The Graffitree blossom has a thousand times more life in it than this, she thought. In her mind a flurry of pink blossom floated over the agora, settling as a carpet of sweetly scented flowers. A drone buzzed behind her head. She attempted to ignore it as she strode on, Nabil’s rhymes scrolling through her mind: ‘No time for dreaming, unless you want screening. Don’t go into the agora marketplace unless you want a bitter face!’ Honestly! How old did he think she was!


Shifa hurried across the commercial quarter to the agora marketplace where an army of brown-overalled sanitation workers were sweeping the streets; others worked in metal crates, suspended at dizzying heights, cleaning the windows of luxury flats above the agora. What must it be like for them, Shifa wondered, to peer into the lives of Paragons? I wouldn’t mind seeing it for myself!


Shifa strained her neck to survey the crystal dome with its circular roof garden, the Solarmirror in the centre so clean and clear it looked like sky. Nabil always hurried them past the agora, telling them it was full of useless expensive things for Paragons that would only make them want, want, want. But now for the first time Shifa really took in the wealth that oozed from every shining facet, and she understood why Papa always marched them on to avoid Shifa’s inquisition, as he called her questioning.


She stopped in front of a Crow and felt for her ARK ID.


‘Shifa Aziz. What’s your business here?’ the Crow barked.


‘Hairtakers.’ Shifa attempted to make her voice matter of fact.


The shorn-haired Crow admired Shifa’s hair, as people often did, following its lush length down her back to her calves; she stood aside to let Shifa pass. ‘You’ll get top price for that in there.’


Inside, the air was perfumed. A screen announced the sickly scent to be ‘Essence of Forest Glade’ and flashed an advert of where to buy it in the agora perfumerie. Bland, calming music streamed waves of electronic boredom. It doesn’t make you feel anything, Shifa thought. Not like Lottie’s music.


The inside of the agora was all lit up: the sun ricocheted off the roof from one gleaming window to the next. The first ‘street’ took Shifa through Orchard Stores, where the shops sold Freedom Fields produce – oranges and grapes. The sight of their plump, dark purple skins made her mouth water. She scanned the display for a glimpse of strawberries as shown in the Freedom Fields brochure, but there were none.


A window screen played an advert: ‘Landowners! Want to grow your own designer fruit? Buy a miracle – Beedrone – 50,000 groits (enquire within for credit options).’


Shifa gasped. Fifty thousand groits. Who would ever be able to afford that? Shifa stared at the screen as the strange mechanical yellow-and-black orbed creature with splaying tentacles flew through a grand garden, collecting nectar and flying on to the next flower. Spooky, Shifa thought, and nothing like the beautiful tiny delicate winged bees that Nabil had described Baba Suli and their ancestors keeping.


‘Why can’t everyone have beedrones then?’ Her own childish voice when the beedrones had first been sold returned to her – and her papa’s reply. ‘Too expensive for everyone to own . . . but maybe one day.’ Her little-girl’s voice rang in her ears so clearly now, always questioning.


‘But Papa, are they more expensive than us pollinating?’ she’d asked.


Shifa winced as she remembered the argument afterwards between Papa and Lottie about Paragons being rich enough to spread their wealth instead of putting children to work so that they could hang on to all their old luxuries now that the bees were gone.


Nothing as beautiful as the skeps we make, Shifa thought as she watched the film of the beedrone returning to its container hive, and she wondered how it was possible that the latest version of the miracle beedrone was still so far out of the reach of everyone but Paragons.


Shifa smiled as she remembered Themba’s little-boy voice when Nabil had first taught them to make a skep hive on the Flower Tracks.


‘What’s the point of making skep hives when there aren’t any bees left?’ Themba asked, as he cut his fingers on the sticks he was attempting to bend into shape.


‘We have to keep the family tradition going, or it’ll die out, won’t it?’ Papa replied.


‘Like the bees died out,’ said Shifa.


‘Yes, but look!’ Papa had peered inside one of their skeps on the Flower Tracks and found a nest with two tiny blue eggs in it, and an urgently singing mother bird. He told them she was called a thrush, and that they should step back so as not to frighten her. ‘Don’t worry, your eggs are safe here. Seems like we’ve attracted another little family to our garden. You see how nature can regenerate? We’ve got to keep our family skep-heart beating.’


A small child grabbed the ends of Shifa’s hair. Shifa moved aside.


‘Sorry about that!’ His mother laughed, unclasping her child’s podgy hands and pointing at the screen. ‘He’s obsessed with flowers and bees,’ she explained. ‘He’d much rather be in our garden than here!’


‘Me too!’ Shifa said, walking on.


Shifa read off a giant scrolling screen and found what she had come for: the Hairtaker, number eleven, Beauty Emporium. Suddenly she felt sick with nerves, her legs shaking. She shivered, unused to the air cooling, and wrapped her hair around her like a shawl to cover her goosebumpy arms. She sniffed the air and inhaled a strange smell wafting from a cafe with a sign boasting ‘Freeze-Dried Rare Coffee’.


She peered inside the cafe at a small group of teenagers sprawled on comfy sofas. They were wearing the latest SmartTek jackets, network devices in every pocket, drinking coffee and chatting, flicking their hair in drama-sweeps and admiring their shiny new Feetskins with personalised patterns. The fit-like-a-glove Feetskins were one thing she was excited about owning but she had a hunch that Freedom Fields issue would be bland and practical. She looked down at her own greying pumps and in a flash it struck her that the Paragons would take one glance at her feet and know she was a Freedom. As one girl patted her plait, her long nails shimmered. There was no way you could garden or do pollinating work with nails as long as theirs.


Shifa smoothed over her dress. Maybe Lottie was right about the cotton vintage flower pattern being sought after, but for going out at night maybe, not for a day of shopping or hanging out in the agora. I feel more out of place here than anywhere I’ve ever been. What makes fashion? Shifa wondered. Who starts the idea? Despite the trend to design your own Feetskins, all the girls’ clothes, hair and teeth were more or less a uniform. But now she inspected closer there was a difference – as one girl lifted her cup Shifa could clearly see her sunflower tattoo. She must be one of the chosen few scholarship girls that Principal Daviala kept telling Shifa she could aspire to be one day.


Turning right, she walked past the shops, reading the signs on one side of Pamper Street. Shifa paused for a moment to peer through the Nail Palace window, riveted by the flying-saucer-like domes where Paragons chatted as their nails dried. It’s like I’ve landed on another planet. The next shop was Massage Junction, then Aroma Healing, Hairs and Graces, Extensions and finally . . . she checked her reflection in the Hairtaker’s window. A security drone swooped out of nowhere, she turned and it clicked in her face, sending her tumbling backwards into the shop.




[image: image]


Chapter Four


‘Steady!’ Shifa was caught by a woman wearing a sunflower-emblazoned, crisp white coat, titanium blue lipstick and a cone of plaited hair. She had fake-straight sparkly teeth and her blue eyes were so bright she must have been wearing lenses. She smelt of rose perfume. Shifa became painfully aware of the sweat patches under her own arms.


As she propped Shifa back to standing, the woman’s manicured hands were already reaching under Shifa’s head, weighing her hair, feeling its thickness with a tentative touch, as if she coveted it but was also afraid that she would catch something unsavoury from its strands. Who was I kidding thinking I could pass for a Paragon? I might as well be wearing a ‘Freedom’ stamp across my forehead! It hadn’t even occurred to the Hairtaker that she might be coming to buy a length of hair.


‘My name’s Nita,’ she said, in a bored, matter-of-fact tone. ‘I’ll be your hairtaker today. You’ll find instructions and everything you need for your prep through there.’ She pointed to a cubicle door.


A lock clicked behind Shifa. The floor and ceiling of the changing room gleamed white and stank of Chemisan. Shifa scanned around for an opticare but found none.


An automated voice clicked on. ‘Welcome to the Agora Hairtakers. Rest assured this facility is protected by the ARK privacy law, denying access to drones and opticares. Remove all clothing and jewellery. Place your belongings in the laundry hatch provided where they will be steam cleaned and returned to you. Please proceed to the shower area indicated by illuminated arrows.’


Shifa placed her daisy dress in the hatch as instructed. Wrapping her arms and hair protectively around her torso she felt painfully aware of her protruding ribs and hips. She followed an arrow that led to a footbath of purple Chemisan that she had no choice but to walk through.


All this for a haircut? It was humiliating. Does she think she’s going to catch something off me? Shifa’s chest swelled with anger and suddenly she wished she was back at the warehouse sitting at Lottie’s feet as she braided her hair, but there was no going back now.


Shifa stepped into a large shower room. Steam began to pour through holes in the walls. She picked up the bottle of odourless ‘Hair and BodySan,’ coated her skin with it and waited for the water. The shower head began to spurt a constant, powerful hot jet of water as she lathered the liquid into her hair and steam enveloped her. Shifa closed her eyes and felt the muscles in her neck and shoulders relax as the unfamiliar hot water ran over her skin. What would it feel like to shower in this luxury every day? She arched her back and felt the silken sheet smoothness of her wet hair for the last time.
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