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“Part of the reason for the ugliness of adults,  

in a child’s eyes, is that the child is usually 

looking upwards, and few faces are at their  

best when seen from below.”

George Orwell
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CHAPTER 1

The boys are waiting for the beheading. They sit raptly, like 

impatient jackals, waiting for the blade to fall. But if they’d 

bothered to read the book, they’d know it wasn’t coming. 

The book just sort of ends. Like a movie clicked off before 

the last scene. Or like life, really. You almost never see the 

blade coming, the one that gets you. 

Our teacher, Mr. Lawrence, reads the words slowly, 

stroking that awful little patch of beard under his lower lip 

as he paces. The soft drumbeat of his footsteps on the lino-

leum floor – heel-toe, heel-toe – makes it sound like he’s 

trying to come up on the words from behind. “As if that 

blind rage had washed me clean, rid me of hope; for the first time, 

in that night alive with signs and stars, I laid my heart open to the 

benign indifference of the world.” 

The footsteps stop when Mr. Lawrence arrives at Luke 

Bontemp’s desk, and he taps the spine of the book on the 

kid’s head. Luke is texting someone on his phone and trying 

to hide it beneath his jacket. 

“Put it away or I take it away,” Mr. Lawrence says. 
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The phone disappears into Luke’s pocket. 

“What do you think Camus is talking about there?” 

Luke smiles with that smile that has gotten him out of 

everything his entire life. Poor Luke, I think. Beautiful, 

useless, stupid Luke. I heard his great-great-grandfather 

made a fortune selling oil to the Germans and steel to the 

British during World War I and no one in his family has had 

to work since. He won’t have to, either, so what’s the use of 

reading Camus? 

“‘Benign indifference of the world,’” Mr. Lawrence 

repeats. “What is that, you think?” 

Luke sucks air into his lungs. I can almost hear the hamster 

wheel of his brain squeaking away beneath his excellent hair. 

“Benign,” Luke says. “A tumor or whatever can be benign. 

Maybe Camus is, you know, saying the world is a tumor.” 

Twenty-eight of the twenty-nine kids in the class laugh, 

including Luke. I’m the only one who doesn’t. I read this 

book, The Stranger, when I was fourteen. But I read it in 

the original French, and when Mr. Lawrence assigned an 

English translation of it for our World Literature class, I didn’t 

feel like reading it again. It’s about a guy named Meursault 

whose mother dies. Then he kills an Arab man and gets 

sentenced to death, to have his head cut off in public. Then 

it ends. Camus never gives us the actual beheading. 

I turn back to the window, where rain is still patter-

ing, the rhythm of it pulling everyone in the room deeper 

into some kind of sleepy trance. Beyond the window I can 

see the outlines of buildings down Sixty-Third Street, their 
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edges all smeared and formless through the water beading 

against the glass, more like the memory of buildings than 

the real thing. 

Though we’re discussing the last part of The Stranger, 

it’s the opening lines of the book that always stuck with 

me. Aujourd’hui, maman est morte. Ou peut-être hier, je ne sais 

pas. It means: Today, Mother died. Or maybe yesterday, I 

don’t know. 

But I do know. I know exactly when Mother died. It 

was ten years ago today. I was only seven at the time, and 

I was there when it happened. The memory of it comes to 

me now and then in little sketches and vignettes, individual 

moments. I hardly ever play back the whole memory start to 

finish. The psychologist I used to see said that was normal, 

and that it would get easier with time. It didn’t. 

“What’s your take, Gwendolyn?” Mr. Lawrence asks. 

I hear his voice. I even understand the question. But my 

mind is too far away to answer. I’m in the backseat of the 

old Honda, my eyes barely open, my head against the cool 

glass of the window. The rhythm of the car as it bounces 

down the dirt track on the outskirts of Algiers is pulling me 

toward sleep. Then I feel the thrum of the tires over the road 

slow and hear my mother gasp. I open my eyes, look out the 

windshield, and see fire. 

“Gwendolyn Bloom! Paging Gwendolyn Bloom!” 

I snap back to the present and turn to Mr. Lawrence. He 

holds his hands cupped around his mouth like a megaphone. 

“Paging Gwendolyn Bloom!” he says again. 
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“Can you tell us what Camus means by ‘benign indif-

ference of the world’?” 

Though part of my mind is still back in the Honda, I 

begin speaking anyway. It’s a long answer, and a good one, 

I think. But Mr. Lawrence is looking at me with a little 

smirk. It’s only after I’m speaking for about twenty seconds 

that I hear everyone laughing. 

“In English, please,” Mr. Lawrence says, arching an eye-

brow and looking at the rest of the class. 

“I’m sorry,” I say quietly, fidgeting with my uniform 

skirt and tucking a strand of my fire-engine-red hair behind 

my ear. “What?” 

“You were speaking French, Gwendolyn,” Mr. Lawrence 

says. 

“Sorry. I must have been – thinking of something else.” 

“You’re supposed to be thinking about the benign indif-

ference of the world,” he says. 

One of the girls behind me says, “Jesus, what a preten-

tious snob.” 

I turn and see it’s Astrid Foogle. She’s also seventeen, 

but she looks at least twenty-one. Her dad owns an airline. 

“Enough, Astrid,” Mr. Lawrence says. 

But I’m staring at her now, drilling into her with my eyes. 

Astrid Foogle – whose earrings are more valuable than every-

thing in my apartment – is calling me a pretentious snob? 

Astrid continues. “I mean, she drops in here the begin-

ning of the year from wherever and thinks she’s all superior, 

and now, oh, look, she’s talking in French, not like us dumb 
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Americans. Just look how sophisticated she is. Queen of the 

trailer park.” 

Mr. Lawrence cuts her off. “Stop it, Astrid. Now.” 

A few of the kids are nodding in agreement with Astrid; 

a few others are laughing. I can feel myself trembling, and 

my face is turning hot. Every synapse in my brain is trying 

to force the reaction away, but I can’t. Why does anger have 

to look so much like humiliation? 

The guy sitting next to Astrid, Connor Monroe, leans 

back in his seat and grins. “Check it. She’s crying.” 

Which isn’t true, but now that he said it, it’s as good as 

reality in the minds of the other kids. lolololol gwenny bloom 

lost her shit and cried in wrld lit #pretentioussnob #212justice 

The school bell in the hallway rings and, like a Pavlovian 

trigger, sends everyone scrambling for the door. Mr. 

Lawrence holds his book up in the air in a sad little attempt 

to keep order, shouting, “We begin again tomorrow, same 

place.” Then he turns to me. “And you’ll be up first, Bloom. 

You have all night to meditate on the benign indifference 

of the world, so come up with something good. And in 

English, por favor.” 

I nod that I will and gather up my stuff. Outside the 

classroom, Astrid Foogle is at her locker, surrounded, as 

always, by her disciples. She’s doing an imitation of me, a 

monologue in fake French, her shoulders hunched, nose 

squashed with her index finger. 

My eyes down with the proper beta deference, I slide 

by her and her friends on my way to my own locker.  
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But Astrid spots me; I can tell because she and her friends 

go silent and I hear the heels of their shoes – they’re Prada 

pumps, you little sow – accelerate toward me, her friends just 

a pace behind. 

“Hey, Gwenny,” she starts up. “Translation question for 

you. How do you say ‘suicide is never the answer’ in French?” 

I ignore her and keep walking, hoping for a sudden fatal 

stroke – hers or mine, doesn’t matter. The heat radiates off 

my face, anger becoming rage becoming whatever’s stron-

ger than rage. I can only imagine what it looks like. I fold 

my shaking arms over my chest. 

“Seriously,” Astrid continues. “Because someone like 

you has to have thought of suicide from time to time. I 

mean, why wouldn’t you, right? So, s’il vous plaît, how do 

you say it, Gwenny? En français?” 

I spin around, and the words come bursting from my 

mouth. “Va te faire foutre.” 

Astrid stops, and for a half second – no, less than that – 

fear snaps across her face. But then she realizes where she is, 

in her kingdom surrounded by acolytes, and the real Astrid 

returns. She arches her beautifully pruned eyebrows. 

One of her friends, Chelsea Bunchman, smiles. “Astrid, 

she just told you to go fuck yourself.” 

Astrid’s mouth opens into an O and I hear a little gasp 

sneak out. “You little piece of trash,” she says, and takes a 

step closer. 

I see the slap while it’s still in midair. I see it, but even 

so, I don’t do anything to stop it. Instead, I cringe, shrinking 



13

my head down into my neck and my neck down into my 

shoulders. It’s a hard slap – Astrid really means it – and my 

head twists to the side under its force. The nail of one of her 

fingers catches my skin and stings my cheek. 

A crowd is forming. I see the grinning faces of Luke 

Bontemp and Connor Monroe and maybe a dozen other 

students staring wide-eyed, less in shock at what they’ve 

seen than in glee. They’re standing around Astrid and me 

in a semicircle, as if in an arena. This is entertainment, I 

realize, a time-honored kind. I take note that Astrid didn’t 

punch me, didn’t kick me, didn’t pull my hair. She very 

calmly, very deliberately, slapped my face. It was the upper-

case-L Lady slapping the lowercase-m maid. 

Instead of slapping her back – and, who am I kidding, 

Gwendolyn Bloom would never slap back – I close my eyes, 

the humiliation like the winds I remember from the Sahara, 

hot and hard and lasting for days. An adult voice orders 

everyone to move along, and when I open my eyes, there’s 

a middle-aged teacher whose name I don’t know standing 

there with his hands in the pockets of his khakis. His eyes 

travel from Astrid to me and back again. 

“What happened?” he asks Astrid. 

“She told me to – I can’t say the word. It was a curse 

word, f myself.” Her voice is demure and wounded. 

“Is this true?” he says, looking to me. 

I open my mouth, about to rat her out for slapping me. 

“It is,” I say instead. 

*   *   *
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L’Étranger, the title of the book we’re studying in World Lit, 

is usually translated into English as The Stranger. But it could 

also mean The Outsider or The Foreigner. That’s me, all of it 

– stranger, outsider, foreigner. I’m technically an American. 

That’s what my passport says. But I wasn’t born here and, 

until the start of junior year this past September, I had lived 

in the United States for only eighteen months, right after my 

mother was killed. We – my dad and I – came to New York 

so he could take up a post at the United Nations, which isn’t 

too far from my school, Danton Academy. 

There’s no way in hell my dad could have afforded a place 

like Danton on his own. But my father is a diplomat with the 

Department of State, and private school for us diplobrats is 

sometimes one of the benefits. Depending on which country 

you’re in, that private school might be the only good school 

for a thousand miles and you’re sitting in class with the son or 

daughter of the country’s president or king or awful dictator. 

That happened to me once. The asshole son of an asshole 

president sat next to me in my math class. He wore shoes that 

were made specially for him in Vienna and cost five thou-

sand dollars a pair, while kids were starving in the streets just 

beyond the school’s stucco walls. 

Not that it’s so different at Danton. The kids here are 

the children of presidents and kings and dictators, too – just 

of companies instead of countries. Most of my classmates 

have always been rich. Usually, the only poor person they 

ever meet is the foreign kid who delivers their groceries for 

them or brings over the dry cleaning. My dad makes what 
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would be a decent living anywhere else in the world, but to 

the kids at Danton we’re poor as dirt. 

Sitting on the bench outside the assistant director’s 

office, I fuss with my uniform skirt – God, I hate skirts – 

pulling at the hem so that it falls lower on my black tights, 

flattening out the little pleats. The uniforms are an attempt 

to equalize us, I suppose, but there are no restrictions about 

shoes. Thus, wealth and tribal loyalties are displayed with 

the feet: Prada pumps and Gucci loafers for old money versus 

Louboutin flats and Miu Miu sneakers for new money. I’m 

one of the irrelevant two-member Doc Martens tribe. Mine 

are red and beat-up, but the other member, a quiet artist’s 

kid from downtown who’s tolerated by the others insofar as 

he’s a reliable source of Adderall, goes with polished black. 

Not that if I suddenly showed up in Prada it would make 

a difference. I don’t look like Astrid Foogle, or any of them, 

really. I’m too tall, too thick-waisted. Nose too rectangular, 

mouth too wide. Everything some kind of too. My dad and 

my doctor say I’m just fine the way I am – say it’s hormones, 

or muscle from all my years of gymnastics. Everyone’s built 

differently, don’t accept anyone else’s definition of beauty, 

et cetera, ad nauseam. But it’s their job to say things like 

that. So I color my hair at home with the very finest CVS 

store-brand dye, lace up my Doc Martens, and pretend not 

to care. 

When the assistant director finally steps out of her 

office, she’s all patronizing smiles and fake concern. Mrs. 

Wasserman is her name, and she’s forever wearing a cloud 
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of perfume and sugary joy, as if any second she expects 

a cartoon bluebird to fly out of the sky and land on her 

finger. 

“How are we today?” she asks as we go into her office. 

“Amazing,” I say, sinking down into a chair upholstered 

in blood-colored leather. “Just perfect.” 

Mrs. Wasserman steeples her fingers in front of her as a 

signal we’re getting down to business. “I’m told that you’re 

facing some interpersonal challenges with one of your 

classmates.” 

It’s all I can do to not roll my eyes at her euphemistic, 

bullshit tone. The thing is, 95 percent of this school is made 

up of kids who are very rich and very WASPy. The 5 per-

cent who aren’t are either here on scholarship or because 

their parents work at the UN. The others don’t like us Five-

Percenters, as we’re known, but we help people like Mrs. 

Wasserman pretend Danton Academy is something other 

than an elitist bitch factory. 

Mrs. Wasserman consults a file folder. “Do you go by 

Gwen or Gwendolyn, dear?” 

“Gwendolyn,” I say. “Only my dad calls me Gwen.” 

“Gwendolyn it is, then,” Mrs. Wasserman says with 

a cookie-sweet smile. “And is what it says here correct, 

Gwendolyn – you tested out of the AP exams in, my good-

ness, five foreign languages?” 

I shrug. “We move a lot.” 

“I see that. Moscow. Dubai. Still – quite a talent.” She 

runs her finger along a line in the file. “Must be tough, 
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having a stepfather in the State Department. New city every 

couple of years. New country.” 

“You can just say ‘father.’” 

“Sorry?” 

“He’s not my stepfather. He adopted me when he mar-

ried my mom. I was two.” 

“Father, yes. If you like.” Mrs. Wasserman shakes her head 

as she makes a note on the paper in front of her. “Now to why 

you’re here: Danton is a safe space, Gwendolyn, and we have a 

zero-tolerance policy on emotionally abusive behavior.” 

“Right. Just like the handbook says.” 

“That includes cursing at faculty or students, which 

means when you swore at another girl in French, you were 

in violation.” 

“Astrid didn’t understand a word of what I said until 

Chelsea Bunchman translated it.” 

“The point is you said something hurtful, Gwendolyn. 

Whether you said it in French or Swahili it doesn’t matter.” 

“It matters if she didn’t understand it.” 

“That’s just semantics,” she says. “Do you know that 

word, ‘semantics’?” 

“The study of what words mean. Which would seem 

to apply.” 

I see the muscles in her face tighten. She picks up a pen 

and holds it so tightly I think it might break. “I understand 

it’s the anniversary of your mother’s passing. I’m sorry to 

hear about that,” Mrs. Wasserman says gently. I can see the 

idea of it makes her uncomfortable, makes her wonder what 
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to do with me. Punish the girl because of her interpersonal 

challenges on the anniversary of her mother’s passing? 

Mrs. Wasserman coughs into her hand and continues. 

“The normal consequence for swearing at another student 

is a day’s suspension. But under the circumstances, I’m 

willing to forgo that if you issue a written apology to Miss 

Foogle.” 

“You want me to apologize to Astrid?” 

“Yes, dear.” 

It’s an easy out and the obvious choice. I lean back in 

the chair and try to smile. “No thanks,” I say. “I’ll take the 

suspension.” 

It’s still raining, the cold kind that might turn to snow later. 

March is bad this year, no sunshine at all and not even a 

hint of spring. Just skies the color of steel and the stink of 

New York’s own garbage soup running through the gutters. 

Black SUVs are lined up at the curb, Danton Academy’s 

version of school buses. The very richest kids use these – 

private mini limos that pick them up at the end of the day 

so they don’t have to suffer the indignity of walking home 

or taking the subway. 

I’m headed for the station a few blocks away. I don’t have 

an umbrella, so I pull up the hood of my old army jacket. It 

used to be my mom’s from when she was a lieutenant way 

before I was born. When my dad and I were moving a few 

years ago – Dubai to Moscow, maybe, our two most recent 

posts – I found it in a box. My dad got teary when I put it 



19

on, so I started to take it off. Then he said it looked good on 

me, told me I could have it if I wanted. 

My mom. I’d been avoiding the subject all day and 

mostly succeeded until World Lit. Hard not to think about 

it when you spend an hour talking about Algerian justice. 

The rain patters against my face, and it makes me calm. 

A guy with a black-and-green kaffiyeh around his neck 

shelters beneath the awning of his gyro cart on Lexington 

just outside the subway station. I order my food in Arabic – a 

gyro with everything, I tell him, and don’t be cheap with 

the lamb. 

He squints at me with a surprised smile, and I wonder if 

he understood me. My Arabic is rusty as hell, and the formal 

kind no one really speaks except on TV. 

“You Egyptian?” he says as he takes a pair of tongs and 

starts arranging pieces of lamb on a pita. 

“No,” I answer. “I’m – from here.” 

I get variations of that are you x? question a lot, though. 

My eyes are umber brown, while my skin is a pale, translu-

cent sheath pulled over something else – brass under tracing 

paper, a stoned boy on the Moscow subway told me once. 

What x is, though, I have no idea. My mom’s not around 

to ask, and the dad I call dad, because he is my dad legally 

and in every sense but one, says he doesn’t know. My bio 

father’s name isn’t even listed on my original birth certificate 

from Landstuhl, the American military hospital in Germany 

where I was born. 

“Special for Cleopatra,” the man says, tossing on some 



20

onions and smothering the whole mess with the bitter white 

sauce that I love so much I would drink it by the gallon if 

I could. 

On the subway platform, I devour the gyro. I hadn’t 

realized how hungry I was. Maybe getting slapped like a 

peasant does that to you. I’m waiting for the N or Q out to 

Queens. I wish a train would come already. I wish it would 

come so that I could put some physical distance between me 

and this island and the memories Camus dredged up. 

Just then, as if I’d willed it to come, the Q train screeches 

mournfully to a stop in front of me. I shoot the soggy tin-

foil-and-paper wrapping of the gyro into a trash can and 

climb on board. 

Most people hate the subway, but not me. It’s a strange, 

wonderful thing to be alone among the hundred or so other 

people in the car. I pull a book out of my backpack and lean 

against the door as the train shoots through the tunnel under 

the river toward Queens. It’s a novel with a teenage heroine 

set in a dystopian future. Which novel in particular doesn’t 

matter because they’re all the same. Poor teenage heroine, 

having to march off to war when all she really wants to do 

is run away with that beautiful boy and live off wild berries 

and love. Paper worlds where heroes are real. 

But as the train screeches and scrapes along in the dark, 

rocking back and forth as if any moment it might fly off 

the rails, I find myself suddenly unable to follow the story 

or even translate the symbols on the page into words. The 

memories just aren’t going to let me get away this time. 
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They demand to be recognized, insistent as Astrid’s slap. 

Today’s my dad’s birthday. The worst possible day for 

a birthday. Or rather, the worst possible day because it’s 

his birthday. That’s how it happened, ten years ago today. 

Coming back from the birthday dinner his work friends 

were throwing for him at a restaurant in Algiers. 

I have to think about it, right? It makes you sick if you 

press it down inside, right? Okay. No more fighting it off. 

Go back there, I tell myself. Live it again, I tell myself. Be 

brave for once. Ten years ago today. 

My mother gasps as we round a corner; the sound of it 

wakes seven-year-old me from sleep. I look out the wind-

shield and see fire. I make out the faces illuminated in the 

light of a burning police truck. They’re men, a dozen, 

twenty. Mostly bearded, mostly young, their skin orange 

in the glow of the flames. We’ve stumbled across something 

that doesn’t concern us. A beef with the military police 

that’s gone in the mob’s favor. But the men are made curious 

by us newcomers, and they peer into the windows of our 

car, trying to make out the nationalities of the faces inside. 

My mother yells at my dad to back up. He shifts into 

reverse and looks over his shoulder and guns the engine. 

For a second, the Honda shoots backward but then jerks to a 

stop. There are people back there, my dad shouts. Run them 

over, my mom shouts back. 

But he won’t. Or maybe he will, but he doesn’t have 

time. He doesn’t have time because a glass bottle shatters on 

the roof and liquid fire cascades down the window on the 
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driver’s side of the car. A Molotov cocktail is what it’s called, 

a bottle of gasoline with a burning rag jammed in its mouth. 

The poor man’s hand grenade. 

The rule taught to diplomats about what to do if a 

Molotov cocktail breaks over your car is to keep driving, 

as far and as fast as possible, until you’re out of danger. A 

car doesn’t really burn like it does in the movies. It doesn’t 

explode right away. It takes time. And time is what you 

need if you want to stay breathing. 

But the crowd gets closer and something happens, some-

thing that makes the car stall out. My dad tries to restart the 

engine, but it just turns over and over and over, the ignition 

never quite catching. My mother’s door opens, and she yells 

at the man outside who opened it. She doesn’t scream; she 

yells. Yells like starting her car on fire and yanking open 

her door was very rude and, by God, she’d like to speak to 

whoever’s in charge. 

I don’t see what happens next because my dad is reach-

ing over the seat and unbuckling my seat belt. He pulls me 

like a rag doll into the front with him. I remember how 

rough he was being, how much it hurt when he yanked me 

between the front seats. He clutches me to his chest like he’s 

giving me a big hug and leaves through the same door as my 

mom, the door that’s not on fire. 

Blows from clubs and bats rain down on him. I feel the 

force of the blows traveling all the way through his body. 

He’s taking them for me, or most of them. Three or four 

strikes land on my legs, which are sticking out in the open 
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from beneath my dad’s arm. I try to scream in pain but can’t 

because my dad is pressing me into his chest so hard. 

My dad doesn’t stop running until he’s away from the mob, 

and I’m dangling over his shoulder and he’s turning around for 

some reason, turning around and running backward. Then I 

go deaf because the pistol he’s firing is so loud. It’s like the end 

of the world is happening two feet from my head. He fires 

again and again and again and again. My vision narrows to 

almost nothing, then disappears altogether as I black out. 

Fourteen stab wounds to the chest and neck. That’s the 

official cause of my mother’s death. That’s what the report 

from the autopsy says, and that’s what my dad told me when 

I was old enough to ask him about it. I was nine years old, 

or maybe ten, when I asked. But there was more, of course. 

Stuff that happened to her in the time after she was pulled 

from the car but before she was stabbed. Stuff my dad said 

he’d tell me about when I got older. I never did ask him 

about the other stuff, though, and he never brings it up. It’s 

probably easier on him if he doesn’t have to say it, and it’s 

probably easier on me if I never have to hear it. 

We’re in Queens now, and the subway rockets out of 

the tunnel and into open air. It lurches around a corner, the 

wheels screaming like demons, so loud I can barely hear my 

own thoughts. I squeeze the bar above my head tighter so I 

don’t fall over. My body bends with the momentum of the 

train. Then it slows and its wheels shriek on the wet tracks as 

we come up on Queensboro Plaza, all gray industrial build-

ings and new apartment towers and brightly lit shops with 



windows advertising lottery tickets and cigarettes and beer. 

I hoist my backpack on my shoulder as the train stops 

and bolt out onto the platform, leaving the memories to 

slouch and hobble after me. I take the stairs two at a time, 

then three at a time, a race to the bottom. When I reach 

level ground, I needle and veer through the slow and old 

taking their sweet time until I push through the turnstile. 

Guys out on the sidewalk in front of the shops whistle and 

catcall after me. 

I start running and keep running. I bolt across a street 

and a yellow cab swerves and honks. I run until my lungs 

burn and I’m soaked with rain and sweat. I run until the 

blind rage has washed me clean, rid me of hope. And for the 

first time, on this afternoon alive with neon signs and stars, 

I lay my heart open to the benign indifference of the world. 
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ONE

I stand at the edge of the crowded square, watching the 

executioners light the pyres. The two men, dressed for  

work in dark red cloaks and charred leather gloves, circle 

the narrow wooden platforms, their lit torches held high.  

At the top of each pyre, four witches and three wizards 

stand chained to a stake, bundles of wood heaped around 

their feet. They stare into the crowd, determined looks  

on their faces.

I don’t know what they did; they weren’t my captures. 

But I do know there will be no apologies from them. No 

last-minute pleas for mercy, no scaffold-step promises to 

repent. Even as the executioners touch their torches to the 

wood and the first of the flames leaps into the leaden  

sky, they remain silent. They’ll stay that way, stubborn to 

the very end. It wasn’t always like this. But the worse the 
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Reformist rebellions get, the more defiant the Reformists 

themselves become.

It doesn’t matter anyway, what they did. What magic 

they used. Spells, familiars, potions, herbs: it’s all illegal 

now. There was a time when those things were tolerated, 

encouraged even. Magic was seen as helpful – once. Then 

the plague came. Started by magic, spread by magic – we 

were almost destroyed by magic. We warned them to stop, 

but they didn’t stop. Now here we are, standing in a dirty 

square under a dirty sky, forcing them to stop.

To my right, about twenty feet away, is Caleb. He stares 

into the fire, his blue eyes narrowed, forehead slightly 

creased. By his expression he could be sad, he could be 

bored, he could be playing against himself a game of 

noughts and crosses. It’s hard to tell. Even I don’t know 

what he’s thinking, and I’ve known him longer than anyone.

He’ll make his move soon, before the protests begin. I 

can already hear the murmuring, the shuffling feet, the odd 

cry or two from a family member. People raise sticks, hold 

up rocks. They stay their hands out of respect for the men 

and women on the pyre. But once they’re gone, the violence 

will begin. Against the executioners, against the guards who 

line the street, against anyone who supports the justice 

doled out in front of us. People are frightened of magic, yes. 

But the consequences of magic frighten them even more.

Finally, I see it: a gentle tug on a lock of dark blond hair, 

a hand placed slowly in his pocket.
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It’s time.

I’m halfway across the square when the shouting breaks 

out. I feel a shove from behind, then another. I pitch 

forward and slam into the back of the man standing in  

front of me.

‘Watch it, you.’ He whips around, a glare on his face. It 

disappears as soon as he sees me. ‘I’m sorry, miss. I didn’t 

see you, and—’ He stops, peering at me closely. ‘My word, 

you’re just a child. You shouldn’t be here. Go on home. 

There’s nothing here you need to see.’

I nod and back away. He’s right about one thing: there’s 

nothing here I need to see. And somewhere else I need  

to be.

I follow Caleb down a wide cobblestoned street, then 

through The Shambles, a maze of narrow, sludge-filled 

alleyways lined with squat, dark-timbered row houses, their 

pitched roofs casting a near-permanent shadow over the 

street. We wind through them quickly: Cow Lane, Pheasant 

Court, Goose Alley. All the streets in this area have funny 

names like this, originating from when the square at Tyburn 

was used for herding livestock.

Now it’s used for a different kind of slaughter.

The streets are deserted, as they always are on a burning 

day. Those who aren’t watching the burnings are at 

Ravenscourt Palace protesting them or at any one of 

Upminster’s taverns trying to forget them. It’s a risk, 

making an arrest today. We risk the crowds; we risk being 
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seen. If we were arresting an ordinary witch, we probably 

wouldn’t risk it at all.

But this is no ordinary arrest.

Caleb pulls me into an empty doorway. ‘Ready?’

‘Of course.’ I smile.

He grins back. ‘Pointy things at the ready, then.’

I reach under my cloak and pull out my sword.

Caleb nods in approval. ‘The guards are waiting for us 

down on Pheasant, and, just in case, I’ve got Marcus posted 

on Goose and Linus covering Cow.’ A pause. ‘God, these 

street names are stupid.’

I stifle a laugh. ‘I know. But I won’t need their help.  

I’ll be fine.’

‘If you say so.’ Caleb reaches into his pocket and pulls 

out a single crown. He pinches the coin between his  

fingers and holds it in front of my face. ‘Shall we say the 

usual then?’

I scoff. ‘You wish. I’ve got five times the quarry, so that’s 

five times the bounty. Plus, these are necromancers. Which 

means there’s at least one corpse, a bunch of blood, a pile of 

bones…that’s a sovereign at least, you cheapskate.’

Caleb laughs. ‘You drive a hard bargain, Grey. Fine. Let’s 

make it two sovereigns and drinks after. Deal?’

‘Deal.’ I give him my hand, but instead of shaking it, he 

kisses it. My stomach does a funny little tumble, and I can 

feel warmth rush into my cheeks. But he doesn’t seem to 

notice. He just shoves the coin back into his pocket, then 
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pulls a dagger from his belt, and flips it into the air, catching 

it deftly.

‘Good. Now let’s get going. These necromancers aren’t 

going to arrest themselves, you know.’

We edge along the front of the houses, our footsteps 

squelching softly in the mud. Finally, we reach the one  

we’re looking for. It looks like all the others: a dingy  

white plaster thing with a wooden door covered in peeling 

red paint. But unlike all the others, given what’s on the 

other side. The wizards I usually catch are still alive,  

still corporeal. Not so, today. My stomach tightens in the 

familiar way it does before an arrest: part thrill, part nerves, 

part fear.

‘I’ll kick it open, but you go in first,’ Caleb tells me.  

‘Take charge of it. It’s your capture. Sword up and out. 

Don’t lower it, not for a second. And read the arrest  

warrant straightaway.’

‘I know.’ I don’t know why he’s telling me this. ‘Not my 

first time, remember?’

‘I do. But this won’t be like the others. They won’t be like 

the others. Get in and get out. Nothing fancy. And no more 

mistakes, okay? I can’t keep covering for you.’

I think of all the things I’ve done wrong in the past 

month. The witch I chased down the alley who nearly  

got away. The chimney I got stuck in trying to find a  

hidden cache of spellbooks. The cottage I stormed that 

didn’t house wizards brewing potions but a pair of aged 



12

friars brewing ale. They’re just a few mistakes, true. But I 

don’t make mistakes.

At least, I didn’t used to.

‘Okay.’ I raise my sword, my sweaty hands slipping off 

the hilt. I quickly wipe them on my cloak. Caleb draws his 

leg back and slams his foot against the door. It smashes 

open, and I burst into the house.

Inside are the five necromancers I’m looking for, 

huddled around a fire in the centre of the room. There’s a 

large cauldron perched above the flames, a foul-smelling 

pink smoke billowing from the top. Each of them wears a 

long, tattered brown robe, and oversized hoods conceal 

their faces. They stand there, moaning and chanting and 

holding bones – either arm bones or a very small person’s 

leg bones – and shaking them like a bunch of damned 

Mongol shamans. I might laugh if I weren’t so disgusted.

I circle around them, my sword pointed in their 

direction. ‘Hermes Trismegistus. Ostanes the Persian. 

Olympiodorous of Thebes—’

I stop, feeling like an idiot. These necromancers and the 

ridiculous names they give themselves. They’re always 

trying to outdo one another.

‘You five,’ I say instead. ‘By the authority of King 

Malcolm of Anglia, I am commanded to arrest you for the 

crime of witchcraft.’

They continue chanting; they don’t even look up. I 

glance at Caleb. He stands by the door, still flipping  
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his dagger. He almost looks amused.

‘You are hereby ordered to return with us to Fleet prison 

for detention and to await your trial, presided over by the 

Inquisitor, Lord Blackwell, Duke of Norwich. If you are 

found guilty, you will be executed by hanging or by burning, 

as is the king’s pleasure, your land and goods forfeit to the 

crown.’ I pause to catch my breath. ‘So help you God.’

This is usually the part where they protest, where they 

say they’re innocent, where they ask for proof. They always 

say this. I have yet to arrest a witch or wizard and have her 

or him say to me, ‘Why, yes, I have done illegal spellwork 

and read illegal books and purchased illegal herbs and thank 

goodness you’ve come to stop me!’ Instead, it’s always, 

‘Why are you here?’ and ‘You’ve got the wrong person’ and 

‘There must be some mistake!’ But it’s never a mistake. If I 

show up on your doorstep, it’s because you’ve done 

something to draw me there.

Just as these necromancers have.

I keep going. ‘Tuesday, 25th October, 1558: Ostanes the 

Persian purchases wolfsbane, a known poison, at the black 

market in Hatch End. Sunday, 13th November, 1558: 

Hermes Trismegistus etches the Seal of Solomon, a talisman 

used for summoning spirits, on Hadrian’s Wall outside the 

city. Friday, 18th November, 1558: all five subjects seen at 

the All Saints Cemetery in Fortune Green, exhuming the 

corpse of Pseudo-Democritus, né Daniel Smith, another 

known necromancer.’
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Still nothing. They just drone on and on, like a hive of 

old bees. I clear my throat and go on, louder this time.

‘Subjects possess the following texts, each on the list of 

Librorum Prohibitorum, the king’s official list of banned 

books: Albertus Magnus’s Magister Sententiarum. Thomas 

Cranmer’s New Book of Common Spells. Desiderius’s 

Handbook of a Reformist Knight.’

Surely they’ll react to this. Wizards hate nothing more 

than finding out I’ve been inside their home, finding things 

in places they thought no one would ever look. Small 

hollowed-out niches under the floorboards. Beneath the 

chicken coop. Stuffed inside a straw mattress. There’s 

nothing a wizard can hide that I can’t find.

It occurs to me that it’s rather pointless to recite their 

crimes, considering I’ve caught them in the middle of an 

even bigger one. I’m not sure what to do. I don’t have all 

day to stand around listening to these old fools chant, and I 

can’t let them finish their spell. But I can’t exactly jump in 

and lay them out with my sword, either. We’re supposed to 

capture, never kill. Blackwell’s rule. And none of us would 

dare break it. Even still, my fingers tighten around the hilt 

and I’m itching to start swinging, until I see it: a shape 

beginning to form in the pink mist in the cauldron.

It rises into the air, swaying and undulating in a 

nonexistent breeze. Whatever this thing is that they’re in 

the middle of conjuring – my guess is that it’s Pseudo-

Democritus, né Daniel Smith, who I watched them dig  
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up – it’s hideous. Something between a corpse and a ghost, 

translucent yet rotting, mossy skin, disjointed limbs, and 

exposed organs. There’s a strange humming noise coming 

from it, and I realise it’s covered in flies.

‘Elizabeth.’

Caleb’s voice startles me. He’s standing beside me  

now, his dagger held in front of him, staring at the thing in 

front of us.

‘What do you think?’ I whisper. ‘Is it a ghost?’

He shakes his head. ‘I don’t think so. It’s too, I dunno…’

‘Juicy?’

Caleb makes a face. ‘Ugh. You know I’d rather you say 

viscous. But, yes. And a ghost wouldn’t take five men to 

raise, so my guess is ghoul? Maybe a revenant. It’s hard to 

say. He’s not fully formed enough yet for me to tell.’

I nod.

‘We need to stop them before they finish,’ he continues. 

‘You take the two on the left, I’ll take the three on the right.’

‘No way.’ I turn to face him. ‘This is my arrest. I get all 

five. That was the deal. You can have the viscous thing in 

the pot.’

‘No. You can’t take on five by yourself.’

‘Three more sovereigns say I can.’

‘Elizabeth—’

‘Don’t you Elizabeth me—’

‘Elizabeth!’ Caleb grips my shoulders and spins me 

around. The necromancers have stopped chanting, and the 
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room has gone silent. They’re staring right at us. Instead of 

bones, they’re clutching long, curved knives, all of them 

aimed in our direction.

I break free of Caleb’s grasp and step towards them, my 

sword held high.

‘What are you doing here, girl?’ one of them says to me.

‘I’m here to arrest you.’

‘On what charges?’

I tut in irritation. If he thinks I’m going through the 

litany of that arrest again, he’s got another thing coming.

‘That thing.’ I jerk my sword at the twitchy apparition. 

‘That’s the charge.’

‘Thing?’ one of them says, looking affronted. ‘That’s not a 

thing. It’s a ghoul.’

‘Told you,’ Caleb whispers behind me. I ignore him.

‘And it’s the last thing you’ll ever see,’ the necromancer 

adds.

‘You wish,’ I say, reaching for my handcuffs. I look 

down, just for a second, to unhook them from my belt. But 

it’s enough. One of the necromancers sends his knife flying.

‘Watch it!’ Caleb shouts.

But it’s too late. The knife lands with a sickening thump 

in my chest, right above my heart.
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For Mum and Dad





The Witch’s MOMMET is a most cunning
Piece of Sympathetick Magick, by which 
She may both harme and heal. With such
 materialls as her Craft allowes, the Witch
shall make a figure in the shape of Man or
Woman, and thence shall binde it to a livinge
Soul through some vitall Matter; that being,
some Hair, or Skin, or Spittel, or Blood, &c. 
In such wyse, whatsoever the Witch may
 perform upon the MOMMET, this will also
bee performed upon the Soul to which it is
bounde.

Full many a Witch may choose to craft a
MOMMET in her very own Likenesse, and
take such Care of this as to safeguard her own
Life.

The Arcana, ‘On Sympathie’



F O R D H A M ,  E S S E X
20 November 1577

The knocking came harder this time. Ellen could clearly
hear two voices just outside the cottage’s window, and

behind them a low sea-swell of agitated muttering. It
sounded like they had brought the whole village with them.

The house shuddered. She looked at the door, then down
at the cooking pot slung over the fire in front of her, and
then back to the door again. It wouldn’t take much for them
to break it down, but it might buy her a little time while
they tried.

Hastily, Ellen gathered up the last remaining objects
from around the hearth – dried herbs, stones, figures of
straw and bone – and threw them all into the pot, poking
each one under the surface of the broth with a wooden
spoon as she went. Then she heaved the whole concoction
out of the fire and left it steaming on the earthen floor.

‘OPEN THE DOOR, CRONE!’
Again, the frame of the tiny cottage shook. Ellen sighed.
‘Crone?’ she murmured to herself, fishing a bonnet from

the back of a chair, and stuffing her masses of brown curls
underneath. ‘I don’t look that old . . .’

She stood up straight, smoothed out her smock and
roughly tightened the laces in her bodice. Her appearance
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probably wouldn’t count for much once she had opened the
door to her visitors, but she wasn’t going to make their job
easier for them. She glanced at the two beds in the corner
of the room, one so small it could have been a cot, and a
shadow passed over her face.

I hope she remembers what to do.
More pounding. The door seemed to be coming off its

hinges.
I hope she’ll be safe.
Ellen took a deep breath, and went to open it. Pale light

and cold air, rich with the damp smells of late autumn,
flooded the cottage.

The sight that greeted her on the other side gave her a
thrill of surprise more than fear. The man in front of her
had a quite impossibly handsome face. His high cheekbones,
arched eyebrows and pointed beard gave him a slightly
 devilish aspect that Ellen found rather appealing. Those
 features were framed by a vast ruff and tall black hat, its
huge feathers nodding like the plume of some Greek
 warrior. And at the centre of it all were his eyes – the kind
of eyes that seemed to be all pupil, cold and black as forest
pools. He smiled at her.

‘Good day, sirs,’ said Ellen calmly. At the shoulder of the
handsome man stood a taller, thinner companion. In one
hand he was clutching a Bible. In the other a noose. Behind
them both were the dirty, ugly, absurd faces of the villagers,
pressed in a ring around her cottage.

The handsome man cleared his throat and spoke. His
voice sounded like a hammer striking an anvil.
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‘Ellen Greenliefe. By the authority of the Malleus
 Maleficarum, you stand accused of the practice of witchcraft,
denying Almighty God and his son Jesus Christ, of sealing a
covenant with the Devil, and performing diverse crimes of
sorcery and necromancy with which you have cursed and
afflicted the good villagers of Fordham.’

There were subdued noises of agreement from the
 onlookers. Ellen did her best to look underwhelmed, and
smiled back at the man.

‘Forgive me, gentlemen, but I suspect you’ve had a
wasted journey. I am a poor housewife, no more. I spin. I
weave.’ She gestured to a broken spinning wheel that was
leant against the outside wall of the cottage.

The handsome man laughed. ‘Ay, I can believe that. It is
a web of lies and deceit that you have been weaving, and most
subtly too.’

His smugness showed so plainly on his face, Ellen thought
for a moment he might take a bow. A couple of villagers
took heart from his reply and cried their approval.

‘She ain’t never been to church!’
‘She turned all our milk sour!’
Ellen sighed, and replied over the handsome man’s

shoulder. ‘That’s a matter you should discuss with your
cows, Master Garrard, not me.’ There was a titter from one
of the children in the crowd. ‘Come, sirs, it is a long journey
back to London. Stay awhile and have something to eat, and
I’ll see you on your way. I have just made a fresh stew.’

‘She’s lying!’ shouted another of the peasants. ‘It’s
 poison!’
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‘I’ll admit I’m not the most talented cook, but that’s a
little unkind . . . At least come inside and rest your feet.’

The handsome man continued to smile, although one 
of his eyes twitched with impatience. He waited for the
 villagers’ baiting to die down.

‘How very gracious of you,’ he said quietly, his eyes 
now a pair of black storms. ‘We will be coming into your
house, but that is not to say we will be accepting your
 hospitality.’

Ellen’s face hardened. ‘If it’s evidence of witchcraft you
are looking for, I am afraid you will be disappointed.’

‘Yes, of course,’ said the man, drawing close to her. His
eyes roamed greedily over her, as though searching for
something on her person. ‘No doubt the Devil has taught
you most cunning ways of concealing your art.’

Ellen let out a cold laugh. ‘So, if you find what you are
looking for, I am damned. And if you don’t find it, I am
damned for concealing it? How clever! And I thought I was
meant to be the tricksy one.’

The handsome man’s face split into a grin, revealing a
set of perfectly white teeth. He was inches away now. He
smelt of iron and woodsmoke. ‘You may be able to conceal
your apparatus, witch, but you cannot conceal your own
body.’ Suddenly he grabbed her wrist in a gloved hand,
pulled her on to the doorstep, and tore a sleeve from her
arm. Her skin prickled in the cold breeze. The crowd
gasped.

‘Look upon this, gentlefolk!’ crowed the handsome man,
dragging her from the doorway and thrusting her arm up
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into the air. ‘The witch’s poisonous teat, with which she has
been feeding her familiar! Who is to say how many more of
these she has upon her vile body?’

Ellen looked at the two little pink lumps a few inches up
from her wrist. They still hadn’t healed after an accident
with a toasting fork. Searching the faces of the villagers she
found nothing but hatred and ignorance, and she turned
back to the man who held her.

‘This is madness! That’s a burn, you fool, can’t you see?
Show me a wife in this village who doesn’t have any imper-
fections like this!’

‘Still she denies it, when the evidence is clear as day!
Lies, wicked lies!’

The villagers roared. Some began to pelt Ellen and her
house with stones and mud and manure. The handsome man
basked in their wild indignation, and spoke to the man at
his shoulder.

‘Master Caxton, bind her while I search her lodgings.’
Then he turned to address his frenzied audience. ‘There are
yet more unholy discoveries within, too foul for your eyes
to look upon.’

‘The girl!’ a woman screeched. ‘She’s hiding the girl!’
Ellen stared at the handsome man, whose back was to

her now. The noise of the crowd had become overwhelm-
ing, and seemed to suck her underneath it like the waves of
an incoming tide. Even while he faced away, she still heard
his words. They seemed to blossom from inside her own
head.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘The girl.’
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Then, without looking at her, he disappeared into the
darkness of the cottage.

With practised efficiency, the taller man yanked her arms
behind her back and began tying them tightly together at
the wrist. Ellen was thinking too hard to feel the rope bite
into her flesh, to notice the hotness, the stickiness of her
hands and fingers.

The taller man spun her around again, pulled her upright
and attempted to force the noose down over her head. Up
close she saw his features were nothing like his superior’s –
they were blank and sallow, expressing precisely nothing.
Behind him the villagers’ howling faces rippled like a
 mirage, and beyond them she glimpsed the cool, inviting
foliage of the beech woods.

I should have run away with her, she thought. As soon as I
saw them I should have run.

The witchfinder’s extravagant hat bobbed and emerged
into daylight again. His smile still hadn’t faded, although
there was something more predatory about it now as he
marched towards her. His tall, blank companion tightened
the noose a little.

‘Where is she?’ the witchfinder said.
Ellen stared at him. He took another step forward, and

nodded to the man holding the noose. It pressed against her
windpipe.

‘Speak,’ he said.
She cocked her head. Tighter still.
‘Speak.’
She could feel her pulse behind her eyes.
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Chapter One

The decision to run from the shack was the right one and the 

only one avail able to the girl and she took it without a second 

thought.

She packed her bag and sheet- tied the baby to her back 

and she ran toward the gate, the gate that had been busted by 

looters and hung loose and merry in the wind.

The baby cried out with the sudden smack of cold and the 

girl reached around to slap it shut the same way Dad and  

the others always did. Maybe the girl knew it was wrong 

some place inside but she had yet to learn another way.

She ran with her best- boots only- boots stabbing at the 

swamp- slop ground and lifted her legs high so as not to get 

pulled down into the muddy suck. If she could escape from 

the shack and the forest completely she would have a shot at 

the plan she had been working through.

When she was clear of the home track that slit the woods 

clean in half the girl paused for breath and she told the baby 
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whether it was listen ing or not that they were heading down 

to the river town, because that was where she was meant to 

meet the man that had set the plan in motion. The man  

that came to the shack occa sion ally to buy goods had set her 

a task.

It was a plan that was meant for her and her alone; it had 

a name scribbled clean through it like a stick of rock and the 

name was Kel Crow and that was her name.

Kel stood at the edge of the woods where the canopy 

sheltered them a little and she took her rain coat from the bag 

and hooked it over both their heads. She looked at the stream 

below her that used to be a lane and she walked the bank 

above and kicked a clod of wet earth into it and in the end 

she closed her eyes and jumped across the body of water.

The other side of the stream used to be open farm land, or 

so they said. Kel could not remem ber a time before the floods 

and the constant rain that kept on coming whatever the time 

of year. These days the few crops still grown were planted in 

the disused gas drums that drifted above the ground. There 

was nothing left of the farm land but mud- sup plains;  

forever- fields of brown water, stag nant and still.

Kel stood a moment on top of a once- was wall. Her eyes 

walked its thin winding line in the direc tion of the town. The 

early morning sky was much like every other: heavy heaving 

clouds circ ling and spit ting gumball lead that caught on the 

wind and fired furious like bullets. Seaward to the west of the 

town she could see the towers, the barred communit ies 

where the grand folk lived; mini soci et ies where the air was 
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filtered and lumin ous lights splashed into their domed skies 

like newly formed planets. In the minds of the swamp inhab-

it ants the towers were another world entirely. Neither side 

mixed. Neither saw how the other half lived. Some days Kel 

wondered about them, but most days she didn’t have the 

time, the energy. The towers were like moun tains, distant.

When the baby cried out she took one of the biscuits she 

had been hoard ing and stuck it into its mouth, and when  

she thought she might cry too with the effort of exer tion  

and escape combined she stuck a biscuit into her own mouth 

the same.

If she could just get to town before anyone noticed she 

was gone, before Dad had time to realise the gate was still 

bust- broke and that the barbed wire had come down enough 

for the girl and the baby to get gone. If she could just walk 

the wall into town, keep her eyes away from the rising water 

and find the man who’d met her and liked her enough to hire 

her for the job.

Kel Crow was on her way and she felt like shout ing out 

loud for all the hot- head schem ing that was seared through 

it and so she picked up her feet, set a course along the rutted 

wall and started to run.

Kel entered the town as the boy who rang the bell for tips 

hung from his window to chime out twelve o’clock. She had 

been walking for three hours, if it wasn’t for the risk of rot 

getting to her feet she could have gone on as far as forever. 

She untied the baby and put it to the ground in order to 
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return life to her back and she stretched all ways to loosen 

the knots and bent to pick up the kid and she carried it in her 

arms through the plank- board streets whilst she observed 

her surround ings. The rivers and the streams and the memory 

of fields that once worked for some thing back along were 

now linked one way or other with walk ways and reclaimed 

pallets and planks and boats meant for stop ping and idling: 

step ping stones precari ously placed to make some thing of a 

community, no matter how unhinged.

To Kel community meant nothing more than disease and 

feuding and thiev ing and fearing just about. When people 

saw her they looked away because most knew Kel and her 

family. The Crows were drug- runners, pushers, the worst 

kind of swamper. Most had heard of the Crow girl with the 

wild streak running, she had danger in her eyes, same as her 

dad, and it was those eyes Kel fixed on the river bar, the one 

place on that sprawl of water- borne pontoons that passed for 

town where she knew the man was waiting for her.

Kel stood a minute outside the drift ing, bumping clap per-

board hut and she lit herself a cigar ette to steady her nerves 

right for talking and when the baby griped at the smoke she 

blew more until its eyes closed tight.

The bar was a place of open any- old trade. People sat intent 

and pressed into each corner of the small stuffy room, men 

and women and youths like Kel who had grown wise with the 

work of a wretched life. Kel thinned her eyes to adjust to  

the smoky, candle- lit haze and she stood at the bar and asked 

to see the owner and said that he would be expect ing her.
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‘One of em Crow kids, int you?’ said the woman.

Kel shrugged the usual ‘so what’.

‘The girl, only Crow girl I heard of.’ She looked at the 

baby. ‘See you bin busy. I got some goods from you back along 

for me old mother before she passed, came highly recom-

men ded.’

‘Is that so?’

‘I reckon.’

The woman told Kel to help herself to a beer whilst she 

went out back and Kel sat the baby in one of the half- barrel 

chairs and went behind the bar, poured herself a drink and 

then she waited.

She had waited her whole life for an oppor tun ity such as 

this one. Fifteen years longing to escape. She wished it had 

come earlier, two years earlier, two years before the stupid 

me- me-me baby that never gave up on the whining and the 

crying out. She looked down at it and sighed and wondered 

why she had bothered to lug the thing along with her.

It bothered Kel that she might have weak ness crack ing 

within, but if she hadn’t taken the baby its life would have 

become her life, lived all over again. Even a stupid baby didn’t 

deserve that.

‘You dodged a bullet,’ she told it. ‘I might not like you and 

you sure don’t like me but I’m tellin you this is better un that 

cus that int no fun.’

‘What int?’ asked the man.

‘Life,’ said Kel, and she swung around on the stool to face 

the man stand ing behind the bar.
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‘You’re right there.’ He nodded and poured himself a beer 

and stretched close. ‘So, you ready?’

‘Born for it.’ Kel stood tall. It was her way of showing how 

prepared she really was.

The man took a gulp of his pint, his eyes on Kel. She kept 

her eyes on him.

‘So –’ he set the glass down on to the bar – ‘first things 

first, you remem ber the name of the ship you’re meant for?’

Kel nodded. ‘Kevothek.’

‘Remember what it means?’

‘Cornish for “power ful”.’ She kicked at the sawdust on the 

floor and wondered if the man thought her stupid cus she 

wasn’t.

‘And the girl’s name?’

‘Rose. I also know to find her in the captain’s quar ters cus 

the captain sleeps in his office and she’s his daugh ter.’

‘And where’s his office?’

‘Bow room.’

The man smiled. ‘That’s it, he eats sleeps shits counts his 

money in there accordin to my source, calls himself a captain 

but em tower folk don’t know nothin bout hard graft.’

Kel took a gulp of her beer and when she saw the baby 

looking she gave it a little on the tip of her thumb.

‘And I told you it’s a cargo ship?’

‘Course.’

The man set down his beer and came around the bar. 

‘There’s no room for error here, you know that, don’t you? 

We all got somethin ridin on this.’



7

Kel nodded. If he only knew how much she had riding; it 

was the differ ence between life and death. ‘I’ll see you in 

three days at the docks, midnight, and you don’t have to 

worry. I’ll have the girl in tow.’

‘And don’t rough her up, I know what you Crows are like. 

Roughin up int part of the deal.’

‘I int no animal,’ said Kel and when the baby squealed she 

looked away. ‘I bin over this a hundred times, I won’t be seen, 

won’t smack the girl, not even a hair. Three days and we’ll be 

waitin for you at the gates, Falmouth docks.’

‘And you sure you got a boat to get your self down  

there?’

Kel nodded. That was the easy part.

The man smiled. ‘OK then, Kel Crow gets a good job 

done, int that right?’

Kel shrugged a maybe but it was true. Nothing was too 

much for a girl with nothing to lose. Everything about the 

plan had bril liance carved into it and like a fairytale promise 

it was about to come true.

‘I knew you were the one for the job.’ He bent to pour 

them a whisky each; in the swamps a shot was as good as a 

promise and a hand shake combined. ‘Good for the job cus 

you’re as strong as any lad I know but you got the cunnin of 

a girl, int I right?’

Kel nodded and she tried to agree but the whisky had its 

daggers in her throat.

‘Strong as a boy and cunnin as a girl and twice over bein 

you’re a Crow and all.’
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Kel said yes and in her mind she knew she was good for 

the job on both accounts, but she had more driving force 

propelling her than that. The plan would lead to goods for 

keeping to herself, keeping and doing and selling as she 

pleased, and she put her hand to her heart to feel it beat out 

the irreg u lar rhythm as always. She had always thought her 

heart would be the death of her, but now it was her life.

‘You all right?’ asked the man.

‘More un.’ She downed the whisky and the last of her beer 

and she told him she would never be anything other than all 

right again.

‘Perfect,’ he smiled. ‘Perfect cus the Kethovek’s come in 

and it’s about to back- turn.’

Kel nodded and she fingered the last tip of jar whisky and 

rubbed it on the baby’s gums and then she tried her hand at 

smiling and said goodbye.

In three days Kel would have the first part of her plan 

completed. It seemed like forever had been planned and in a 

way it had, and she told the baby as they went to sit at the 

river edge that it had to be on its best beha viour, because this 

was it, this was the plan that would change their lives. If not, 

her heart was due to bust and break soon as, and if it did the 

baby would be good as dead the same.

Kel asked every bit- bob boat that came close enough for 

shout ing to if they might be heading toward Falmouth Bay, 

but she knew she looked like trouble and that was fair enough 

because she just about was. She would have to go at things 

another way.
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She sat back on the pontoon that was like every pontoon 

float ing and settling beside the rivers in that part of Cornwall, 

and she watched the water run wild and rapid toward the sea 

beneath her swinging boots. No matter how much water fell 

from the leaden slate- pit sky it seemed there was always 

room for more in the dirt- crack fissures of the earth.

She wondered if there were other parts of the world worse 

than this sucking circle of land slides and rising tides and forever 

floods, and whether she might see some of that other world 

and not just dream about it. The floods were the worst; they 

washed and rubbed everything russet red with mud. They had 

split what they called civil isa tion in two. A fissure that had  

the swamp people grapple with the wash- away water whilst 

the rich slept high and happy in the clouds; clouds that  

circled the towers and surroun ded them with trenches and 

walls the height of forever. Now Kel was that bit closer she 

could clearly see their beauty, the trees that circled the per  -

imet ers, the ivy that draped from the walls like curtains. She 

wondered what secrets they held.

She sighed and when the wind picked up and made waves 

in the river she unstuck the baby from off the tread- boards 

and stood to keep the wet from catch ing in her boots. She 

waited outside the bar and retied the baby. Then she climbed 

the ladder that clung for all its life was worth to the side of 

the river bed.

She spotted a speed boat that some fool had left ticking 

with the key still dangling and decided to steal it, even though 

she could see from its livery that the speed boat was also a 
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law boat. If she could defeat the swamps and their death- rot 

squalor she could get to the coast line quickly and to the 

ocean that would lead to better things. She climbed aboard 

and strapped the baby in next to her best she could and she 

sat back against the hessian spring chair that had been skinned 

of its leather and with both hands tight to the steer ing wheel 

and her foot jammed to the floor she ran herself head long 

speed ing toward the south coast.

She gripped the wheel of the stolen boat with the whites 

of her knuckles flash ing occa sional red and she thought about 

her plan. She ran the details back and forward until it was set 

down clear as day. It was a good plan and more than that it 

was a doable plan; it had to be, because if it did not work she 

knew she would die.

Death in mind, this was how she nego ti ated the river; 

whoop ing and calling out to whoever- whatever that she was 

ocean bound and when the baby cried she whooped all the 

more to put happy into its ears. When at last the boat collided 

with the harbour wall of the docks she counted out her 

breath ing, told her heart to quit with the run around, that it 

was made for action. Kel Crow, fierce on the outside when 

inside she was break ing bit by bit.

She put her hand to her chest and tallied back from ten. 

The heart was the start of it; born with a defect that made 

her fear for her life each day and then when the baby was 

born every one said it was a done deal, game over. It was then 

that she first thought of escape, a last- ditch attempt at saving 

herself, all because of the stupid baby and her stupid heart 
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that beat wrong and was shaped wrong and had wrong ness 

stretched clean through it.

Kel grabbed her saddle bag, swaddled the baby and jumped 

from the boat. The solid ground felt good beneath her feet 

and she took a moment to glance at her surround ings. Evening 

light fanned dust shadows across the wet alley ways, and 

smoke from the boat’s engine crept up the sides of build ings 

and caught beneath the gutters. Everything in slow motion, 

when all Kel could think of was speed.

She told herself to take a minute, stay hidden in the 

shadows and wait to see if anyone had noticed her or  

the police boat that was still smoking out on the water.

‘OK,’ she said to the baby, ‘let’s go,’ and she tied it to her 

back and coiled her saddle bag around her neck.

Slowly she made her way toward the centre of the docks, 

the row of cargo ships jost ling for space, their rigs and cranes 

so closely packed Kel couldn’t see where one ended and the 

next began.

And all the while the sound of sirens getting nearer.  

They sounded like screams; it made her shudder, she’d  

never heard so many or so close, they rarely strayed far  

from the tower peri met ers. Something was happen ing up 

ahead and instinct was to turn around, but Kel had come  

too far.

She was no longer alone, people stepped from the shadows 

and as they pushed past running in her direc tion she went 

with them. For these swamp people, to reach the ocean was 

to get to a boat and have half a chance of escap ing from 
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whatever this was. Perhaps it was a crime they had or hadn’t 

commit ted, perhaps it was more than that.

Either way, Kel had never seen such mayhem. Something 

must’ve happened in the swamps. Kel had been so focused 

on her escape she hadn’t given it heed, but now think ing 

back to town, the way folk looked at her and the way they 

looked at each other, there’d been some thing boiling beneath 

the surface, heat unnoticed.

There was always some kind of trouble brewing between 

the two sides, but this seemed differ ent, worse, and whatever 

it was had the police armed and ready on the docks and the 

masses fearing and running for their lives. She wondered if the 

rich had prepared for this latest upris ing, or if they even knew 

it was happen ing right beneath their feet. She doubted it.

Kel told the baby not to believe that there was no way out. 

That though they existed at the root of the rot and sat in the 

muck and the stench of the thing, still life went on, there 

were ways to make life go on. Kel didn’t want what the tower 

people had; she wanted only two things, a heart she could 

rely on and freedom from kin.

As it was, the harbour and the docks in general had nothing 

to offer the scream ing masses except the usual rough- neck 

looting trawl ers and the cargo ships that ran guns and stolen 

goods back and forth across the Atlantic. Kel knew about the 

ships because she’d been think ing about them long before 

tonight. She reached into her boot and pulled out her note-

book. The plan was set and firm, and she told the baby what 

it was she was meant to do in order to hear the plan out loud.
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‘Board the ship,’ she whispered. ‘Board the ship that’s 

meant, then when out sailin merry in the ocean proper steal 

a dinghy and kidnap the girl.’ She tilted her head to see if the 

baby was listen ing and it was. ‘Now this is the best bit, swap 

the girl for the bag of goods and head out to Bottom America, 

then sell the drugs for the money that’s gonna pay for the 

oper a tion.’

She returned the note book to her boot and smiled at the 

baby and told it to go back to sleep.

It had been her idea to ride out to South America for a 

long time now. Organs and oper a tions were cheap out there, 

the only place for fixing up for a girl like Kel. She’d had the 

idea in place for forever, had read about the oper a tions on a 

square of news pa per ripped for the loo, and it annoyed her 

now to have to find the ship the man had told her to board 

amongst so much panic. It was just her luck that today her 

running idea had become every one’s idea. She told the baby 

to hold on and she ran with the crowds a little, but Kel knew 

better than to straggle under the harbour lights. She could 

hear warning shots blast the night air, knew well not to ignore 

them. Soon the crowd would be dispersed and all folk gone 

back to idling, plead ing with a god that did not exist. Kel was 

more than cynical; there had been a million scares and threats 

to the tower folk before and she’d concluded that fear for 

fear’s sake was the culprit.

She ran on toward where she thought the ship would  

be, the vessel that would bring her safely to a new life, her 

destiny. The one- two-three fortune story that went: get the 
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girl, swap for drugs, sell the drugs to pay for the oper a tion. 

She went over it again and again like a chant. One- two-three 

and her life would start over again. A new life in a new 

country with a partway new kind of heart, fixed and ready 

for whatever. And it didn’t matter what stage of chaos the 

new country was in because it wasn’t this one and more 

import antly it wasn’t her chaos.

She circled the docks and filtered out through the crowd 

and onward toward where she knew the cargo ships were 

moored. When she reached the clapper board ware houses 

she found a cubby of tarred, useless nets and settled herself 

to watch ing and waiting. How many ships? It was hard to 

tell; she counted eight – nine maybe – each one pushed 

against the next, stacked with steel crates and what names 

she could see she said out loud but it didn’t help. Where was 

her ship, where was the Kevothek?

‘Shit.’ Kel stood up and climbed the dune of nets. 

Somewhere out there was her ship, it had to be; she had not 

planned for anything other than victory. One more scan  

of the horizon, one last- ditch attempt to find some thing of 

meaning …

It was then that she saw it; a flag in tatters, but its name 

was unmis take able.

‘The Kevothek.’

The black of dark and acrid smoke combined shiel ded Kel 

from the clutch of watch ful deck hands and she watched the 

armed guards patrol the ship. She observed where they stood 

and counted out the time between each one’s circuit as she 
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double- tied the baby tight to her back. The third man to 

come round walking the third time had the longest space 

tailing him. He walked too fast and the man behind walked 

too slow and into that time less void Kel ran and jumped  

with the bag and the baby strapped and saddled wrong  

and she hit the deck with a crack.
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Chapter Two

Kel lay on her front and waited for her some thing to start 

hurting. When nothing did she reached around to check the 

baby, clubbed a hand to its mouth and listened for the wet 

slap skid of running foot steps, and when none came she 

pushed herself fully beneath the hot beating purr of stir ring 

engines. She slowed her breath ing down to an easy- draw beat 

and waited for her heart to fall in the same and then she 

furthered back between the huge metal crates that towered 

all around and there she paused for think ing time.

She could hear gunfire, a warning shot, and the screams of 

people running- rabbit at the main harbour side a few hundred 

metres back. She imagined their foot steps slip ping on the 

wet ground, getting closer to the Kethovek, and she prayed 

the ship set sail before they had a chance to get down to this 

end of the harbour. Kel knew the chaos would not end 

tonight; it never did. She untied the baby and lay in the 
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snuggle- warm with it lying near to her and when survival 

instinct returned she sat up.

A bit of fresh salt air was blowing, waking her and Kel was 

happy to sit up and wait. She’d wait for evening shadows to 

pull the cargo contain ers snug around her and when night 

came fully she’d think over the next stage of her plan and she 

would think it over good.

She wasn’t just running for the sake of freedom: she was 

heading toward a future set out in perfect star form a tion and 

she couldn’t wait to get fixed up, have a pin put in her heart 

or whatever it was to bring its size back down to normal. 

Some fool- folk reckoned it was a good thing to have a big 

heart; it wasn’t.

With good thoughts settling she lay back on her burst ing 

saddle bag that housed all and everything she had in the 

world, and she turned it buckle down so there was some 

comfort for her head within the dip of mater ial. She watched 

as a drift of ripped black- sack clouds crept across the thin 

wedge of sky above. Their silent wander ing had Kel float out 

in her own mind and she closed her eyes to enjoy sudden 

solitude, even made some thing of cuddling the baby. Kel 

could hear the curl of ocean as it licked and sucked at the 

ship’s hull and the slow clink of chain as it retreated and 

pulled the anchor free of water. She imagined the lift of each 

of the other vessels’ bulging bellies as the sea caressed them 

with tender hands, the beck on ing mystery of foreign lands 

whet ting their appet ite for the unknown, along with that of 
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every man and runaway and crazy that stood onboard  

their decks.

Kel had no such appet ite. She only wanted what should 

have been hers; health and a simple life just being. Adventure 

was not for her. There were enough wilds in her as it was; 

enough of the unknown to declare herself uncharted, a stand- 

alone live- alone island, a rock, no matter how she crumbled 

inside.

She pulled the baby close.

The last of daylight slid by unnoticed. Bit by bit the sky 

dipped dark and grew void of colour, nothing but the mix- 

black palette of midnight in the middle of nowhere. Kel 

listened out for the constant burp and banter of harbour 

seagulls but there was none. All she heard was the whirr of 

engines punch ing and clock ing up speed. The ship was finally 

moving. She sat up and pulled her denim jacket from the bag 

and wrapped it about her shoulders and she tucked the bed- 

blanket and the rain coat around the baby to keep it from 

rolling and she scanned the sky in the hope of star camaraderie, 

but the black night gave nothing away.

She looked down at the sleep ing kid; it was the worst kind 

of compan ion. ‘You better be on your best beha viour,’ she 

said and she shoved it into hiding and stood to stretch the 

cold deck floor from her bones. She had work to exact, no 

time to lose. Everything was in place.

The first thing on her list was to locate the girl, it wouldn’t 

be hard. There was no other girl on the ship besides herself. 

Rose would be a flower amongst thorns, a sore thumb 
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stick ing out. Kel would sneak around under cover of dark ness 

until she’d pinpointed the girl and sourced a life boat. Then 

Kel and the baby would need some where safer to hide and 

wait, ready for when the time was right for kidnap ping. In 

Kel’s mind it was as pure as quartz; it held all the light she 

needed to see it clearly.

She set off follow ing the maze of storage crates that 

stretched wall- high and were every where about the ship. Kel 

could tell they were heading down the English Channel; the 

thin leaving light on that scoop- curve of horizon port  

side told her so. The faint wash of pink and orange hues 

leaked into the forever ocean like a snaking oil slick, spoil ing 

the black ink with its rainbow spillage.

Kel stepped into her new world with all the command she 

thought was in her posses sion. The ship and its thump- and-

threat din and the firm grip of deck beneath her feet were  

a million miles from home and it was perfect.

She looked around at her surround ings and was careful 

not to step too far from the shadows, told herself that no 

matter what she would keep to the plan. Two nights to make 

sure the ship was away and heading, two nights to keep the 

head down and the eyes watch ing; see the girl, get the girl 

and get gone.

There were plenty of people onboard ship with heeding 

ears, not just every day people but strangers and strag glers 

and plain old crazies, working the ship for cash because they 

were all out of chances on the main land. Men who couldn’t 

get work or a life that fitted right would hit the high seas 
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with a two- bit coin between their teeth and a little hope in 

their hearts. Kel knew about that kind of hope, she had it big 

and balloon ing in her chest just the same.

She leaned to the rail ings and peered down toward the 

waves that lifted the hull and she looked at the dimin ish ing 

lights of Falmouth and raised a hand goodbye, told it to wait 

for her cus in two days she would return, she prom ised  

it this.

Kel said goodbye to the flick er ing candy town for the sake 

of maudlin and moved on from the rail ings so she could see 

some thing more of the ship. If the plan was going to work 

she had to know its gang ways, the secret tunnels and the 

rough- neck workers who inhab ited the oily spent place. She 

would watch their every move and fill the idling gaps between 

with her move ment, keep a hundred steps ahead to keep 

from being discovered. She followed the star board rail ings 

that penned the edge of the ship and was careful not to slip 

on the greasy deck. Tonight she would find the captain’s 

quar ters and see the girl to stamp the last detail of the plan 

into being.

She kept to the thin elev ated shadows and turned her ear 

from the noise of the smash- and-grab waves and the constant 

clank of gearing engines and she made sure to be nothing to 

the men but empty space.

Suddenly she heard a shout some where on the upper 

deck. A fight was break ing out, she knew the sound all too 

well. She climbed the steel ladder that clung to the side of 

the quar ter deck and was careful with the footing, and when 
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she reached the top she hooked her arms between the metal 

bars and wedged herself against the warm purr of a gener ator 

and this was where she saw them prop erly for the first time.

Men and boys were jost ling for space out on the deck. 

They pushed and shoved back against each other until a 

circle was formed around two fight ers and Kel turned and 

wiggled into posi tion so she too could watch the battle, even 

though she knew not to expect to see the girl there. She was 

a prim- posh tower girl; a kid like that wouldn’t under stand 

the primal need to fight.

Kel ducked each time eyes idled her way and she bit down 

on the nerve that wanted to run so she could see the victor 

suck up the win, taste the sugary- sharp bril liance that 

violence brought. Kel knew about blood and bone and the 

beat that exposed both and she wondered why anyone would 

want to fight for anything other than survival. Not that it 

mattered; their stupid ity was her gain. It would give her the 

chance to explore the ship while they watched the blood get 

sluiced from the deck and they fixed their eyes on the next 

two men and turned their minds to the placing of new bets.

Kel took her time to walk the length of the vessel toward 

the captain’s quar ters. She guessed it was at the front tucked 

out of the way.

‘Somewhere quiet,’ she told herself, ‘some where hidden.’

She reached the bow and saw the last remain ing feature 

on the ship: a small hut- like struc ture studded to the deck 

and the sign on the door read ‘Captain’s Mess’ so this was the 

place.
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Kel stood close to the door and held her breath. She hadn’t 

expec ted to find it so easily, she needed time to work out 

what she was doing. She felt for her note book in the back 

pocket of her jeans for reas sur ance.

‘Just a recce,’ she whispered. ‘See the girl to know that she 

exists.’

Kel told herself to think of her as the enemy, or, even easier 

than that, cargo. The girl was just goods after all, a compo-

nent in a long line of work ings that joined together, would fill 

all four corners of her beau ti ful, fault less plan.

She put her nose to the window and squin ted to see if she 

could see light and turned her ear for noise, but nothing. 

Maybe the girl was asleep. She’d heard that tower kids were 

lazy, useless. Kel reached for the handle and found it gone 

but in its place a key. She unlocked the door and went in.

Two rooms, one for sitting and one for lying down. Kel 

knew the girl was not here, of course not, the door had been 

locked from the outside and there was not one sign of 

anybody at all, no sign that any girl had ever been there.

Kel left the cabin the way she found it and decided to head 

below deck; if the girl wasn’t here perhaps a room had been 

made up for her down there. Since the menfolk were above 

deck then not many would be below and Kel acknow ledged 

the situ ation as a chance to plunder food whilst she looked 

for the girl.

She retraced her foot steps and saw that the men had 

settled to other enter tain ments: a wooden chest upturned, a 

pack of cards produced. Men and boys all cut the same took 
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their places around the make shift table, some with money 

some without; they circled the action, roped around three 

times like a noose. Cards were dealt and match sticks counted 

out for that’ll- do chips, and when all heads dipped to the 

silence of the ocean’s push and pull Kel crept fully toward 

deck and she tiptoed from one shadow to the next until she 

found the hole that led down toward the main living quar-

ters and she put her boot to the first rung of the ladder and 

climbed down.

Below deck the drill of engines turning over seeped into 

every corner of the ship. Every vent and pipe, every wooden 

crate rattled with the sound of move ment, a float ing gun- 

laden death ship bound for unfa mil iar things on the forever 

sea. Kel bent to one of the crates and wondered what they 

were carry ing. The sign said Food, Kitchen, but the way the 

contents knocked together sounded all wrong for tins and 

supplies. She stood back. The first time she met the man at 

the river bar he told her not to wonder what the ship was 

carry ing, but when pushed he told her it was guns looted 

from the naval base in Plymouth and at the time Kel had 

thought them stupid: drugs were one thing, but guns were 

another, they were instant, bang- bang, game over. Kel’d bet 

anything that the contents of these crates were weapons.

She hurried through the squash- gut gang ways with the 

fluor es cent lights that flashed on and off and kept her nose in 

the air, but if there was food cooking Kel couldn’t smell it for 

the thick tang retch of oil and diesel that was every where. 
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She went on looking and listened out for anything other than 

grind ing cogs and when she stumbled across the dining mess 

she took a minute to assess her surround ings, the jumble of 

empty cups and plates, and she didn’t worry about what it 

was to be a girl if she was discovered stand ing there because 

she was a big bully- boy type of girl. Kel took to rooting and 

was quick to find bread half ripped and a slab of cheese just 

sitting and she took off her jacket and bundled them into it 

and grabbed a carton of milk from the cooler and she stuffed 

the lot beneath her arm. If there were other things worthy of 

the steal she would have taken them but what was left of a 

meal was bit and spilled and smeared, and Kel was happy 

with her plunder and happier still to be close to eating it.  

She hadn’t eaten much in recent days and she could feel  

the brittle snap of frailty in each and every bone.

She left the room and traced her way back through the 

narrow muddle- maze and up to the deck. Maybe it was  

the spin of giddy- greed hunger that had her mind single- 

tracked but she went at a pace about the ship and she forgot 

to mind herself completely.

As Kel made her way back to her little hideout amongst 

the crates she imagined the food sand wiched and stuffed and 

the milk swilled to dregs and her mouth juiced with hunger.

At times she heard laughter jab the surround ing night air. 

The men’s where abouts confused her, made her jump, the 

milk slipped and wasted. ‘Shit.’

She lay on her chest and wriggled beneath the metal pipes 

that tangled and spir alled across the upper deck.
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She stuck close to the ground and pulled the food close, 

her eyes follow ing the stud- line of rivets that pushed against 

her cheek until she found the ladder. She pressed her ear to 

the stick- grit floor to listen for shouts and the thud- thud of 

catch ing foot steps but there were none.

Kel found the baby and struggled further beneath the hot 

turning machines, she wished she hadn’t dropped the carton 

of milk she had been looking forward to it, now all that was 

left was dry bread and cheese, wet clothes. She rolled the bit 

of food between her fingers and chewed and swal lowed over: 

the cheese tasted of salt and the bread tasted of nothing at 

all. The stodge mopped mois ture from her mouth and it 

fisted and forced its way into her chest with a punch.

Kel could hear the engines step up gear and she knew they 

were running at full speed now, she could feel the vibra tions 

in every bone and her stomach buzzed with loose fitting. For 

all her Cornish blood she hated the sea. To see the ocean was 

one thing, its moated border meant protec tion and secur ity, 

but to be on it was another thing entirely, it meant danger 

and at high speed double danger.

She pushed the remain ing food into the space behind the 

baby and closed her eyes and blocked her ears partway to  

the ratatat but the shake was in her and she could feel the 

rise from her gut to her throat. She slide from her hideout 

and ran to the rail ings with the sick racing from her. In one 

brief moment nothing else mattered but the purge; to have 

her belly sucked clean down deep within the coop of riding  

rib- bone.
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Kel lent into the rail ings and doubled over with the retch 

and she hung in weary desper a tion until serenity returned. 

She breathed the wet sea spray and pulled it into her lungs 

and it was a blast of smelling salts. Her stomach unclenched 

and she spat the bitter from her mouth and wiped with her 

sleeve and she wished again for some thing more than nothing 

to quench her thirst.

The night had come in fast and with it a mist as thick as 

netting cloth and Kel could feel the damp curl her hair and 

take what dry there was from out her clothes. She stared into 

the roiling dark and it tangled her and caught her where she 

stood and there was so much of the spin about her that she 

felt less of herself than what was usual. She looked beyond 

the ocean to where the lights of land had been and lifted the 

collar of her jacket. She pulled up her sleeve and her left 

hand felt for the self–inflic ted scars on her arm and she took 

comfort in them. The ridges lay like tracks and were etched 

deep into the skin and each one told a story of the spirit that 

was in her.

It was a journey that ran up and down her arm like a 

runaway carriage, crash ing and burning and crash ing again. 

Kel’s life was a train wreck, a tangle of metal and detritus  

that indic ated a life lived far from civil isa tion. The lines  

on her arm were mapped for a reason, if only she could read 

them, under stand what they told her in regards to where  

she had been and where she was heading. She looked  

again toward the cloak of mist that had thickened to rain  

and closed her eyes to let the water wash her clean, one 
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moment of calm to wish it beneath her skin and cleanse her 

soul the same.

Kel went to check that the baby was breath ing after so 

much quiet and it was. She fed it with her own milk and 

changed it and returned it to the warm snug hole and she lay 

down beside it and her mind settled on the girl and Kel 

thought about her long into the night.

She wondered about the journey that awaited them, some 

kind of fate tying them together in the secret know ledge that 

they both existed some where on the ship. Where was the 

girl, she had to be some place. Kel had no other plot, no other 

way of think ing.

When sleep finally came it was the kind without dreams. 

The dark night seeped into her pores and settled just  

below the skin. A thin layer of dark matter, of misery and 

despair that tried to take her, turn her. Kel pulled her jacket 

tight to stuff the gaps with body warmth and she blocked out 

the dream less night with optim ism. Without optim ism life 

wasn’t worth much more than stand ing in line and sitting 

out time and lying and waiting to die.

Soon the girl would be swapped for drugs without her kin 

knowing what or when and they’d be back out on the ocean 

soon as. Kel only hoped whatever was happen ing on the 

main land had finished happen ing by the time they got back. 

This was the posit ive drill that bore down in her when she 

lay to sleep and that was how she remained until morning.
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EMERALD
Throwback Thursday

Is that it?

I manage not to say this out loud but McKenzie stands there, 

sucking her teeth, like she’s reading my mind. ‘Before you go, 

Emerald, there is one more thing.’

The way she presses her lips together it’s obvious she’s moved on 

from A level Economics. ‘Yes, Miss.’

‘I was wondering whether anything more might have come back 

to you?’ There’s a dramatic pause here, during which I do a sort 

of squint, as though I don’t know what she’s talking about. ‘From 

the unfortunate incident after Inter- house athletics last week?’ she 

continues.

I’m suddenly too hot. I quickly shake my head. ‘No, Miss.’

‘Even the smallest new detail would help,’ she says, leaning back 

against the desk now, almost sitting. ‘While I can’t bear to think a 

Hollyfield girl deliberately locked another pupil into the changing 

rooms, stealing her clothes while she showered –’ She stops now 

and does a little shudder ‘– why on earth would Ignatia Darcy 

stage something so … embarrassing?’

My eyes aren’t even closed and it’s like I’m back there again, 

peering in the tiny window at poor, frizzy- haired Iggy, shivering 

outside the shower cubicle, soaked to the skull and wearing nothing 
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but a pair of sumo- wrestler style knickers fashioned from a roll of 

blue hand- drying paper.

Iggy is probably the only girl in the Fifth Form that’s even close 

to being overweight. And not like, ‘OMG, my thigh- gap is tiny!’ 

crap. She is almost properly fat. I hate that this is significant, but 

at our school it is. She’s also pretty much friendless. I haven’t even 

told Kitty this but when I took Iggy to her dorm afterwards, she 

told me how she only started comfort eating after her little sister 

died of meningitis three years ago. Died! I had no idea. I was 

gripped as she described the aching loneliness she feels at our 

school. Days went by, she said, without her talking to anyone but 

our teachers. She said her viola keeps all her secrets because she’s 

got no one else to tell. As we sat together on her tiny bed I wanted 

to let her know that I  too feel lonely. Of course I  said nothing, 

but I did hold her clammy hand in mine for a bit, which thinking 

about it, was probably kind of weird.

It’s like McKenzie senses me drifting. She moves closer. ‘You 

chose kindness in coming to me that afternoon, Emerald. I’m well 

aware that others close to you chose to turn a blind eye, at best.’

It wasn’t a question but her badly pencilled brows seem to arc 

in wait. Oh God, someone hand her a shovel. I don’t know where 

to look. Truth is, I had no idea Bryony was behind the whole ‘inci-

dent’ when I reported it. The fact that Bryony knows it was me 

who rescued Iggy and then got McKenzie involved is making my 

life hard enough already.

I scan the room and my eyes land on the large, industrial clock 

above her desk. It’s almost five past four. My phone vibrates inside 

my bag and I’m suddenly desperate to check Instagram to see 

if Rupert has liked my new post. It’s just another photo from 

Glastonbury last weekend but it had forty- two likes by lunch. 
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More buzzing. C’mon, c’mon. I’ve got to get out of here. Besides, 

Mum will be here any minute.

A sharp gust from McKenzie’s nostrils makes my arm hairs 

stand on end. When I look up, her bespectacled eyes squint kindly 

back at me.

‘You were a deserving winner of the Citizenship Award this 

year, Emerald, but remember, courage is a muscle. We strengthen it 

with use.’

That’s easy for her to say.

‘We’ll get to the bottom of all of this soon, I’m sure,’ she says, 

smiling at me now. She leans in closer. I don’t think I’m imagining 

it. Yes, the space between us is definitely getting smaller and there’s 

a significant risk that our Head is about to do something drastic, 

like hug me.

I quickly hoist my bag on to my shoulder. ‘Better go.’

‘Right oh,’ she says, inching back. ‘Well, see you at Speech Day 

tomorrow.’

‘Yes, Miss,’ I cut in. ‘Bye!’

I’m so desperate to get out into the air I tumble straight into a 

vomit of Third Form girls pouring out from their last class of the 

day. I lean against a pillar and search for my phone as they swarm 

around their lockers like flies. I stare at my shoes, unable to shake 

the image of Iggy’s devastated face as I held her heavy hand in mine.

A familiar, high cackle rips through the chatter. I  look up to 

catch Bryony and Kitty squad- strutting across the library lawn. 

The usual hangers- on trail behind, relishing the general radiance 

in their wake. They’re all backlit by the hazy sunshine and it’s as 

though the world has suddenly gone slow mo. I’m not the only one 

to notice. The Third Former beside me digs her friend in the ribs. 

‘Friendship goals!’ she squeals, pointing at them.
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Kitty is out front, expertly distressed topknot and endless 

tanned limbs gliding along in off- duty model mode. Seriously, my 

best friend would make a Kardashian look basic. Bryony is pretty 

too, but she’s short and has to work that bit harder.

‘Votes flying in already,’ Bryony says to Kitty, waving her phone 

in front of her face. ‘Even she’s got to admit this is properly funny.’

Kitty grabs the phone and smiles. The girls behind begin to 

laugh over her shoulder until the smaller of the Spanish twins spots 

me and her face falls. Kitty looks up from the screen and waves, 

shoving the phone into Bryony’s stomach. It’s another few seconds 

before Bryony stops typing and whips her head in my direction. 

I watch her try to slide it back into her blazer pocket as she walks, 

but her hand keeps missing the slot.

‘There you are,’ says Kit, loosening my tie before offering me 

some gum. Bryony is less relaxed. ‘In McFrenzie’s office, again?’

‘Yeah, another sermon on A  level choices. Lucky me,’ I  reply, 

attempting to chew casually.

Bryony eyes me suspiciously.

‘Votes for what?’ I ask and the twins behind bite their cheeks. 

When Kit finally grabs the phone and slides it into my palm the 

most unflattering photo EVER literally leaps up at me. I almost 

drop it. I struggle to focus on the split- screen image of me with the 

taller of the Spanish twins wearing the same yellow Ted Baker 

dress at the Fifth Form Ball. WHO WORE IT BEST? scribbled 

in pink text between our two pictures. But it’s not just the awful 

dress or the fact that my competition looks like a skinnier Selena 

Gomez. Bryony has purposely used a horrible shot of me fixing 

my knickers through my dress. I look like I’m scratching my bum!

Fifty-nine likes!

Twenty- eight minutes ago.



5

5

Bryonibbgal same dress same night. You know the drill.

#tbt #WhoWoreItBest #whowins

What! How could she? I’m shaking my head when the phone 

buzzes in my hand as someone else votes @bryonibbgal with 

loads of Spanish flag emojis. Bryony snatches it back.

‘It was a joke, babe,’ says Kitty, taking my hand.

Am I supposed to laugh?

‘C’mon, Em. It’s funny,’ Kitty adds, giving me a playful dig on 

the arm. I try to smile but really it’s all I can do not to push her 

hand away.

‘No point throwing shade at Kit,’ Bryony jumps in. ‘I posted it. 

And trust me, there were others WAY more unflattering.’

My mouth is open but there’s no sound. Like an airlock at 

the back of my throat with a faint ticking I’m hoping only I can 

hear. Bryony is still eyeballing me. Naked Iggy was another joke 

I didn’t get, apparently. And this is what I get for keeping quiet? 

I can’t believe I just lied to McKenzie to save her ass. I can’t look 

at her. I can’t look at any of them.

As though sensing I’m about to break, Kit slinks her arm in 

mine and drags me down the steps towards the car park.

‘Can someone explain why we’re being dragged back to school 

tomorrow for Speech Day and a bloody tug of war? Such a waste 

of time! Don’t see why summer can’t start after our last exam,’ says 

Kitty to a general buzz of agreement. We’re at the main archway 

when her schoolbag plummets to the ground with a heavy thud. 

She spins around on her heel to me. ‘Um, where’s your mum, Em? 

It’s like …’ She checks her phone. ‘Quarter past four?’

The knot of tension in my gut twists even tighter. Seriously, 

Mum! Not today, please! ‘Um, I might have forgotten to remind 

her it was her turn to pick up,’ I  say, rolling my eyes while 
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swallowing a thousand shards of broken glass. ‘I’m such a ditz 

lately.’

Bryony casts a knowing side- eye at Kitty. What’s she doing in 

the car park anyway? Parents don’t pick up boarders until after 

Speech Day tomorrow. I guess she’s just relishing her power a little 

longer.

Just then, in the distance by the tennis courts, I spot Iggy shuf-

fling along backwards, hauling her wares like a homeless bag lady. 

I  realise I’m staring when she glances at me and smiles. I  look 

away quickly but it’s too late.

Bryony follows my eyes. ‘Oh look, Em, it’s your friend,’ she 

whispers loudly, before making the sound of a reversing truck out of 

the side of her mouth. ‘Wide load! Beep, beep, beeeeep.’

Everybody laughs. I  want to run across the courtyard, seize 

Iggy’s shoulders, look into her eyes and say sorry. I want to shout 

it out. I need everyone in the school to hear it.

I open my mouth wide, but still there is no sound.

Kitty takes out her phone with a huge dramatic sigh. ‘I suppose 

I’ll have to call Mum.’

Nineteen hours later

I reach for the open door of Dad’s car. I think about slam-

ming it, but I don’t. Instead the door clunks shut beside me, 

heavy and final. I slip down the large leather seat and turn 

my face to watch Mum and Dad through the passenger win-

dow. Nick, the counsellor, is standing directly between them, 

framed by the clinic entrance. He’s around the same age as 

Dad, with a look that says he’s pretty pleased with himself. 

Crisp, pink shirt belted into oatmeal chinos; that kind of guy.
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I can tell Nick’s whole preppy- thing is making Dad itch. 

He’s folding and unfolding his arms when suddenly Mum 

takes a step back, leaving Nick closer to Dad and making 

their little triangle more isosceles than equilateral. I guess 

our little family is pretty much this shape too: the shortest 

distance between me and Dad, and Mum increasingly at 

arm’s length from both of us.

I can hardly believe that just twenty- four hours ago my 

beef with Bryony seemed like such a big deal. Before I got 

in from school yesterday afternoon I don’t think I knew 

what a real problem was.

Kitty’s mum eventually pulled up at the archway, drum-

ming her fingers on the steering wheel as we piled in. Can’t 

blame her for being hacked off. Our lift- share arrangement 

hasn’t exactly worked out for her lately.

As we left the Hollyfield gates behind us, I had no idea it 

was to be for the last time this year. It certainly wasn’t how 

I’d pictured my last day of Fifth Form. Usually I would have 

felt way worse about Mum not turning up, but I was so dis-

tracted trying the home number and desperately attempt-

ing to get enough signal on our country lanes to untag 

myself from the hideous photo. When we eventually pulled 

into our drive I wanted to weep with relief at being closer 

to Wi- Fi!

‘See you in the morning,’ I said, clambering out of the 

car, barely looking up.

‘FaceTime later, yeah?’ Kitty hollered as I  opened the 

boot- room door.

I didn’t answer but I  waved them off with my best 

everything- is- fine smile.
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As if I didn’t already know something was up, music 

was playing loudly inside the house. I couldn’t tell where 

it was coming from. I called out for Mum but my shouts 

were dampened by the noise of Kitty’s car pulling away 

on the gravel outside. I traipsed into the hallway, through 

the breakfast room and into the kitchen, praying my rising 

dread was all just madness inside my head.

‘Mum?’ I cried, but there was still no answer. I sprinted 

up the stairs and heard the faint sound of running water, 

which got louder as I reached her bedroom. Yep, her bed-

room, not theirs. Mum and Dad no longer sleep together.

I peered over the far side of her large, unmade bed as 

Fleetwood Mac blared out from a speaker in the corner.

‘Mum?!’ I was still yelling it as I entered her en suite 

bathroom, where a tap gushed violently into the sink. 

I reached to turn it off and my legs buckled under the 

sudden silence. I tried to process the pill packets and 

empty foil trays scattered all over the floor: Diazepam, 

Lorazepam, Xanax, Zolpidem –  all of which had become 

familiar to me from the discarded packets twinkling up 

from the bottom of empty bathroom bins. I tumbled 

down the narrow hallway, swatting my hands against the 

walls on either side for support. Then I fell through her 

dressing- room door.

There she was, on the floor, motionless, just a faint gurg-

ling coming from her open, bluish lips. The smell hit me 

like a spade and I collapsed beside her face, which was lying 

in a perfect pool of vomit. I rummaged for her pulse and 

began trying to resuscitate her, clearing her mouth the way 

we’d been taught to on that grotesque doll in lifesaving class. 
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No matter how bad Mum’s been lately, I never expected to 

have to do that.

One –  elephant –  two –  elephant –  three …

I was beyond twenty before she began to cough. That’s 

when I allowed myself to breathe.

I immediately called Dad. After that I just sat there grip-

ping her hand, regretting every single horrible thing I’d said 

to her over the last week. When I began to free the stray, 

wet hairs that had stuck to her face, she squeezed my hand 

back and my insides caved. I stared at her, curled up, folded 

into herself and looking smaller than a mother should be. 

For a moment I thought about snuggling into her like a lit-

tle girl, but I felt her hands and legs were cold so I grabbed 

an old blanket from the closet and tucked it in all round her, 

neatly pressing in the edges like she was one of Grandma’s 

puff pastry pies. Then I  lay on the carpet and trembled 

alongside her.

The paramedics worked quickly. Dad’s PA, Magda, 

arrived at the same time as the ambulance and Dad wasn’t 

too far behind. Mum spent last night at the University 

Hospital and was delivered straight here to rehab this 

morning.

Nick calls it an intervention.

Dad jumps in to the car beside me. ‘Christ, that man talks,’ 

he says, slinging his seat belt on. He lays his hand on my 

right knee and steadies his breath, but he doesn’t take his 

eyes off Mum. I glare at her through the window and slowly 

raise my fingers to the glass to wave. She does the same and 

our eyes lock.
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The engine roars into life and the car begins to roll away. 

I too try to get my breath to steady but my heart is jump-

ing around inside my ribs. I  try to copy Dad’s calm but 

everything inside me is out of sync. I can’t believe this is 

real. I can’t believe we’re leaving Mum in a place like this. 

I want Dad to speed away so I don’t have to watch, but 

mostly I want to open the car door and pull her back inside.

Dad starts to reverse down the clinic’s long drive. I have 

no choice but to stare as Nick leads Mum back inside the 

large Regency building which, with its wisteria- laden 

verandah, looks very like our own home not far away on 

the other side of Bath. Weirdly this similarity makes leav-

ing more awful. Mum doesn’t turn around, which helps, 

but my guts shoot deep down inside me like a lift suddenly 

summoned to the ground floor. I watch her and Nick get-

ting slowly smaller until the bright July sun hits the wind-

screen and swallows them up whole.

We’re racing through the Somerset countryside towards 

the airport now and it’s like Dad can only drive in fifth 

gear. I sit up and try to peer over the dense hedgerows, but 

they’re too high and we’re going too fast. The throbbing 

inside my head isn’t helped by the overpowering smell of 

new car. I open the window and gulp in some air.

‘Shall we listen to some music?’ he asks. His words sound 

light and new. I try to let them lift me but can only nod as 

Ed Sheeran begins to pour from the speakers around us. On 

the rare occasion that Dad listens to music he rarely strays 

from Thin Lizzy or a bit of old- school U2, so this is strange. 

I’m also totally sick of this song.
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‘Is this the radio?’

He takes off his sunglasses. ‘It’s … a new playlist,’ he says, 

his face softening. I’m not sure my face can hide its surprise. 

‘Y’all right there, Scout?’

Dad’s always called me this.

‘Everything’s going to be OK, love,’ he says now, look-

ing at me with that dad face. Dad’s kind of handsome, or so 

Kitty says, though I hate her mentioning it. ‘You were great 

in there with Nick. And, Em,’ he says, putting his hand back 

on my knee, ‘I want you to know how much I appreciate 

your …’ I watch him feel around his mouth for the right 

word, ‘cooperation … on everything. The past twenty- 

four hours have been horrendous for you, I know that, but 

Mum’s in the best place now.’

I taste the desperate pleas loading themselves on to my 

tongue and consider how they might sound out loud. 

I want to beg him not to pack me off to Grandma’s. I want 

to tell him how much I don’t want to be in Ireland on my 

own for the next eight weeks. I want to beg him not to steal 

my chance of a real summer. But of course I can’t.

‘It was like it wasn’t really her,’ I say after a while.

‘She’s medicated, honey. That’s all.’

‘D’you think it’ll work?’

He exhales slowly and I watch him try to smile. ‘Foxford 

Park is the best treatment centre there is,’ he says, without 

answering my question.

I want to go home. I want to curl into a ball on my 

own bed but I can’t even do that. Dad’s court case starts 

on Monday, miles up the motorway in London, and he’s 

clearly decided I can’t fend for myself at home so my 
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summer exile will start in Portstrand later today. We drive 

under the dark dome of a railway bridge. I want to hide 

here in the darkness, never to reappear.

Dad clears his throat. ‘Look, I know it’s hard, but let’s try 

to be positive.’

‘Uh huh.’

‘Nick said rock bottom is the best opportunity for a last-

ing recovery. And remember, Em, these are Mum’s issues, 

not yours.’

Dad’s mouth seems to have been hijacked. He’s never 

talked about Mum’s issues before so even this tiny chink of 

truth feels awkward but he smiles his toothy grin, which 

makes it hard not to at least attempt a smile back. ‘I’m really 

sorry you’ve had to miss your last day.’

I know it’s not cool to admit it but I actually like Speech 

Day. Plus I  wanted to be part of all of the end- of- term 

goodbyes, but honestly, with everything that’s been going 

on with Bryony lately, it’s strangely OK to be missing out. 

The one upside to the whole awfulness is not having to put 

on my game- face for a day.

I sense Dad turn to face me again. ‘Hey, what is it?’

I want to shout EVERYTHING! But I look at his tired 

eyes and say nothing. I  never do. Acres of golden fields 

whizz by outside my window. ‘I’m fine, Dad.’ I lie.

He takes his foot off the accelerator and looks over. ‘Em?’ 

But he knows me too well.

I open my mouth, genuinely unsure of what’s coming. 

‘Won’t it be weird? Me staying with Grandma, after – ’ I 

don’t finish the sentence; I’m not sure I know how. I’ve 

never talked to him about what happened with Mum and 
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me in Grandma’s house that Christmas. When I try to 

remember, it’s only ever flashes and the pieces don’t join up. 

What I do know is that until then we spent every Christmas 

there with her but we haven’t been back to Dublin since. 

Grandma still phones and stuff, but it’s not the same.

Dad doesn’t say anything and I immediately feel guilty. 

He leans over and turns the music down. ‘You and Grandma 

always got on a bomb.’

‘But it’s been like forever.’

‘Five years isn’t forever,’ he says. I  sit straighter as he 

reaches out to turn the music back up. Our hands brush in 

the no- man’s- land of the enormous dashboard and we both 

pull back. ‘Anyway – ’ he flashes a quick smile –  ‘Grandma’s 

excited to see you.’ He feeds tiny morsels of the steering 

wheel between his fists without looking at me.

I can’t think of anything to say back so I  busy myself 

unplugging my phone from the charging dock. I ran out of 

battery at the hospital last night and spent the whole time 

flicking through crap magazines while trying to sleep on 

Dad’s shoulder. I was way too wired with anxiety and Diet 

Coke to pass out but Dad found a pack of cards in the fam-

ily room and we spent hours playing Old Maid and Gin 

Rummy. It was all quite Victorian.

Just two texts; both from Kitty wondering where I am. 

There are the constant WhatsApps from Bryony about 

Kitty’s party too, but these are to me and eighty- nine of 

our closest friends. It’s so strange to think Mum nearly 

died and nobody even knows. I’m not sure I can face tell-

ing Kitty about this yet, let alone the fact that I’m about 

to drop off the face of the earth for the next eight weeks. 
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Feeling reckless, I decide to text Ru. I’ve spent six months 

fancying the way- out- of- my- league Rupert Heath, and 

after weeks of shameless stalking I managed to get with 

him twice, the last time being at the Fifth Form Ball (the 

annual cross- pollination of what McKenzie calls ‘our nice 

Hollyfield Girls and the fine Cliffborough Boys’ –  ick!).

Thoughts of the ball only lead to a horrible flashback to the 

knicker- picking image. Please God don’t let Ru have seen 

the photo before I untagged myself.

I reread my text and remove two of the kisses.

Ed Sheeran belts out another ballad as we hit the motor-

way and Dad sings along, bopping his head out of time. 

While I definitely can’t pretend this is normal behaviour, 

it’s impossible not to love him for trying. Nothing back 

from Ru. I consider replying to Kitty but how do I even 

begin to explain everything in a text? Can’t call though. 

Not with Dad in the car. With a glance at the clock, Dad 

turns off the music and switches on the news, which is 

all about the migrant crisis. The reporter clears his throat 

and adds that the body of the missing schoolgirl was pulled 

from the Thames Estuary this morning. His reporter voice 

rambles on but all I can think about is what would hap-

pen if I were to be washed up by the sea. My head fizzes 

wondering how they would describe me and I can’t decide 

what would be worse: drowning or the world’s press photo-

graphing me without my editorial control.

Bloody hell, I  performed CPR on my mother last 
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night. Why am I  even thinking about a stupid photo? 

My head hurts. At least I think it’s my head. Wish I had a 

word for this horrible weariness; that feeling like I want 

to slip under but also like I’m too jittery to even close 

my eyes.

Dad screeches into the airport car park. He whips his 

seat belt off and grabs his files from the back seat. ‘Dublin 

here we come!’ he announces, sarcasm only thinly disguised. 

Hopping on a plane is the last thing he needs now.

I lean forward and my damp T- shirt peels off the leather 

seat. ‘Thanks … you know, for coming with me.’

‘After the night we’ve had, love, I’m hardly packing you 

off as an unaccompanied minor.’

‘Dad, I’m sixteen!’

He laughs. ‘It was a joke,’ he says with a wink. ‘Still, it’ll 

be nice to see the mother.’

I quickly dab on some lip gloss and reach for the car 

door once more.
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LIAM
One big, unapologetic anticlimax

‘Oi oi Flynn, turn off that porn!’

I hear Kenny snickering to himself outside but I want to 

finish this line so I ignore him. I reread the lyric I’ve just 

written and it’s woeful. I’m sure there’s a finer word to illus-

trate just how crap, but I can’t think of it now.

‘These babies aren’t going to drink themselves, Liamo,’ 

Kenny roars again, even louder now. God, he’s such a knob. 

I fling the guitar down and go to the window. There he 

is, the sorry- arsed eejit, standing on our rain- slicked drive, 

waving his bag of cans like a raffle winner. I can’t help smil-

ing at him.

‘I need you, man. I’m just about holding it together here,’ 

he says, clutching his chest. We’ve been nursing the tragedy 

of Kenny’s broken heart for weeks now, which isn’t easy for 

Fiona, his new girlfriend. ‘Come on, ya prick. The night’s 

not getting any younger.’

Years of ginger jibes have done little to dent Kenny’s ego. 

I bet there are few lanky- looking redheads in Ireland with 

such a high opinion of themselves. I  stick my head out. 

‘Give us a few minutes,’ I shout.

‘Here wait! I’ve got one for you: Dany Targaryen or Sansa 
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Stark? Is that a high- class problem, or what?’ He bursts into 

a wide grin.

Kenny’s been my best mate since were kids –  three or 

four year olds –  and for as long as I can remember he’s 

been asking me this same question: ‘If you had to choose 

between …’ and here he inserts two choices; it could be 

people, items, or scenarios. Anything, from which death- 

metal band you’d be in, to whether Murph’s ma’s hotter 

than Turbo’s. He’s relentless about it too.

‘G’wan, you have to pick!’ he’ll say. If you don’t do it in time 

he’ll belt you right across the head like you were asking for it. 

There’s no grey with Kenny; he’s a black or white kind of fella.

I shake my head.

‘Do the fine women of Westeros mean nothing to you?’ 

His face is a knot of disbelief.

‘Is Dany the one with the dragons?’ I ask, but he’s tutting 

under his breath now, like I’ve forgotten the rules.

‘Feck’s sake, Flynn!’ He begins his countdown. ‘Five, four, 

three …’

‘All right then, her, the one with the white hair. Jaysus.’

I’ve yet to get to the end of a Game of Thrones episode 

but I’m not going there now. Anyway, Kenny is rubbing his 

hands together gleefully, which would indicate this was the 

right answer.

And so it begins, another night on the piss. Who knew the 

summer would hold such pleasures? To think this was sup-

posed to be the big one! The Leaving Cert exams are finally 

over and we’re finished school forever, with almost seven 

weeks left before the reality of results and real life bitch- slaps 

us into submission. This was to be the summer it all made 
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sense, the milestone, the one to remember, but so far it’s one 

big unapologetic anticlimax. Even if I get the college course 

I supposedly want, it’s all a lie, but we’ve had too much bad 

luck in this house for me to be getting any notions. Just the 

thought of results and I want to take the edge off.

I poke my head around the door of my baby sister’s 

room. Evie was the accident, as they say; arrived when it 

was all kicking off and Dad was in the thick of the layoffs. 

Pregnant at forty- two! Mum was mortified. I overheard her 

telling the neighbour she felt like an irresponsible teenager, 

off buying pregnancy tests.

Evie’s graduated to a real bed but she can’t get the hang 

of it at all. I scoop her bundle into my arms and lay her back 

on the soft mattress. After I tuck the sides in, good and tight, 

I place my cheek on hers to listen to her breathing. Her 

breath is sweet and warm.

‘Goodnight, monkey,’ I whisper. Then I’m off down the 

stairs three at a time. I leap for four on the last rung.

I walk into the kitchen to find Laura pretending to dry 

plates but mostly being a prima donna. ‘Everyone in my 

class is on holidays, Mam. I’m the only one who never has 

a tan.’ Mam is doing her best to ignore her but my sister is 

persistent. ‘They’re all in Marbella or Croatia. Why don’t we 

ever go away any more? It’s not fair!’

‘Shut up, Laura!’ I shout.

Mam drops her scrubbing brush into the sink, making 

the dishwater splash back up. ‘Liam!’ She sighs, but Laura’s 

already left, slamming the kitchen door behind her.

‘What?’

‘Don’t speak to her like that,’ she says, wiping away the 
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stray bubbles that hit her face.

‘She was being a little cow.’

‘Liam!’

‘Well, she was, Mam, and it’s not right.’ I hate myself for 

doing it, but don’t I get up and storm out of the room too?

I find Laura in her usual sulking spot at the bottom of the 

stairs. ‘What’s your problem?’ I ask, my outstretched hand 

shaking. I know I’m angrier than I have any right to be.

‘I was just asking,’ she says, blowing at her fringe. This 

gets my blood up even more.

‘You were just asking why we aren’t going on holiday, 

were you?’

‘No!’

‘What then? What were you asking?’

‘Stop it, Liam!’

‘Look at me, Laura. Don’t make Mam say it. Because that 

really isn’t fair.’

Laura looks at me that way she does, like I’m the meanest 

person on earth, but there’s a glint; a tiny undeniable glint 

in her eye that knows I’m right and that’s enough for me.

‘Have you any money?’ She whispers this bit. ‘I’ve no 

credit on my phone. G’wan, Liam … please?’

She says it like she hasn’t eaten in days. Cashed my first 

paycheck from the Metro Service Station yesterday, so I give 

her a tenner, but I can’t resist a quip. ‘Snapchat’s gonna rob 

you of your ambition.’

‘What do you care anyway?’ she says, stomping up the 

creaking stairs, already forgetting the favour.

I swing around the bannisters and shout up after her, 

‘Whatcha mean, what do I care?’
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‘It’s true,’ she hollers back, with a lash of her ponytail. 

‘You never tell me anything any more. You never let me 

hang out with your friends!’

‘You’re thirteen!’

She storms into her bedroom. ‘God, you SO don’t get it!’ 

she screeches.

Da’s van rattles into the drive. Home late again. He holds 

the phone in one hand, barely raising the other palm off 

the wheel to wave at Kenny, who’s now kicking a ball 

against the wall outside. Da’s never grasped the concept of 

hands- free.

I take him in, in his overalls, coming home for his now 

cold dinner in the beat- up Transit. I can tell he’s not talking 

to a friend. It’s the way his shoulders seem higher up, closer 

to his ears.

As family companies go, Flynn Construction was a hefty 

outfit once. Between Da and Grandda they built half the 

new houses in this town, but in three years it’s all crumbled 

to dust. I remember the days when Da left early for work, 

looking all smart, getting into his blue Beemer, the smell 

of shaving cream and purpose lingering in the hallway. At 

one point they had four or five big jobs on at once. Da’d 

be gone all day; going round the sites checking everything 

was hunky dory.

The worst thing is Da seems to like putting up flat- pack 

furniture for gobshites now. It’s as though he accepts his 

fate; sporting his handyman overalls and sorry little toolbelt 

like it was all a lifelong ambition. The fight’s left him.

He didn’t get out of bed for a week after it happened. 

Evie had just been born so Mam had the two of them at 
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home under her feet. Grandda had been buried less than 

a year at this stage. They had thirty men on the books 

at the height of it. That’s thirty families like us. Only we 

got hit worst because Da, being the principled eejit he 

is, insisted on paying his men what they were owed, des-

pite the fact that Horizon, the developer, pulled the plug, 

leaving him with nothing but a half- built estate and a 

crew of angry workers. Most of the lads he laid off hit 

the pub. There was the night when him and John- Joe put 

a bottle of whiskey on the bar in Moloney’s, after a feast 

of pints, and yer man Moloney, the aul fella, had to call 

Mam to collect him at two in the morning. Everybody 

around here knew about the bankruptcy. People were 

making Mam lasagne and Pyrex dishes full of food were 

flooding into the house as though Grandda had died all 

over again.

Da glances up from his call and catches me looking. He 

squints at me through the windscreen and his eyes shine. 

I smile back at him. I’m his hope, the chance to make it all 

better.

I can’t bear looking at him any longer so I head into the 

kitchen where Mam is laying his plate of chops on the table. 

I’m thinking about apologising to her when Dad comes 

in and strikes me over the back of the head with a tin of 

Swarfega.

‘Howrya?’

‘Yeah, all right.’

‘Are you coming with me in the morning?’

I don’t answer; I’m thinking. Tonight will be a late one 

but I  love mornings on the boat with Da when it’s just 
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the two of us. He’s good on the boat: hardy, dad- like and 

in control again, sailing with his leathery face to the wind, 

chopping up the waves all the way to the island. It’s a chance 

to pretend he’s a king once more; that he’s not really rele-

gated to carrying the weekly shop over to Lord Rosloe. 

Together we are free men, out on a trip, father and son on 

the high seas of North County Dublin.

Mam plants a kiss on Da’s cheek and walks out with an 

armful of neatly folded laundry. Da looks at his plate and 

looks at me. ‘Is it a bit late after twenty-one years to break 

it to your mam that I hate peas?’

We both laugh. I  love seeing him happy. That he can 

walk in here, limping, unshaven, and joke about stuff 

despite all the shite. He’s the get- by type. He’s not one 

for picking at the wound. I’d be right in there scratching 

the scab.

‘Who were you on the phone to outside?’ I ask.

He’s scrubbing his hands in the sink. ‘Rosloe’s new 

gamekeeper.’

‘What happened to Frank?’

Da shakes his head. ‘Didn’t get that out of him,’ he says, 

grabbing a tea towel from Mam’s other pile of ironing and 

wiping filthy brown streaks all over it. It’s just as well she’s 

upstairs. ‘He wants things done proper now.’

‘Called you to say that?’ I  ask, joking, but he looks 

sombre.

‘So that means no more solo jaunts for you. D’you hear 

me?’ he says, picking up his plate and scraping the offend-

ing peas into the bin. I nod guiltily. I took Kenny out for a 

spin in the boat a couple of weeks ago. It was the day we 
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finished our last exam and we went all the way out to the 

lighthouse and burned our school shirts on the rocks while 

all the roseate terns and kittiwakes looked on. Kenny was 

impressed I knew the names of all the birds, but I could 

have been making them up for all he knew.

Mam walks back into the room. ‘Kenny’s outside on 

the wall.’

I nod. ‘Sorry for being a dick earlier, Mam.’

‘Watch your language, Liam.’

‘Sorry.’

‘It’s OK, love.’

‘I will go with you in the morning, Da.’

‘Good lad!’ Da shouts, without looking up from 

his plate.
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EMERALD
The end of all my summers

My eyes flash open. For a moment I can’t remember where 

I am or how I got here. I feel the cold phone screen against 

my face and lift my head to slide it out from under my 

cheek. Pressing the home button for the time, I read 20:07. 

To the left of that it says Vodafone IRL. Ireland!

I’m on the bed in Grandma’s spare room. I  stretch 

out and realise I  feel good, which suddenly feels awful. 

I remember coming up here to unpack shortly after Dad 

and I arrived, but I must have fallen asleep. It’s not even 

a millisecond before all the grim recollections flood my 

heavy head.

Dad’s mobile rings downstairs and I immediately regret 

wasting the last of my time with him up here asleep, but 

I might as well wait for him to finish his call. I reach for 

my phone again:  three more missed calls from Kitty. The 

WhatsApp group for her party has gone mental. The fancy- 

dress theme is now ‘circus’; vintage, apparently, which 

just makes it sound better. I move on to Instagram whilst 

creaming my scaly knees and elbows with some lotion 

I find beside the bed. It’s a serious habit: Instagram that is, 

not my attention to dry skin.
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Kitty has regrammed Bryony’s #whoworeitbest post!

0o_ kittykatz_ o0      @bryonibbgal

bryonibbgal #MAJORsenseofhumourbypass

view all nine comments –  I have to do it

0o_ kittykatz_ o0 

bryonibbgal 

Rupertisnotabear2000   

bryonibbgal 

0o_ kittykatz_ o0 

bryonibbgal 

0o_ kittykatz_ o0     

What?! I let the phone plummet on to my chest and close 

my eyes before they leak. Rupert has seen it. And comment-

ing too. He never comments. Kitty? I expect this of Bryony, 

but Kitty? How can this hurt so much? I try to focus on the 

wallpaper but its furry swirls are making my head ache, so 

I scan the room until my eye lands on the crack in a tiny bar 

of soap sitting on a glass tray by the pea- green sink. I’m try-

ing to distract myself with the whole sink- in- the- bedroom 

business when the stairs begin to creak with Dad’s slow and 

heavy footsteps.

‘Em?’ He moves slowly into the room. ‘Budge up there,’ 

he says, perching on the edge of the bed. ‘How you doing?’ 

His unshaven face looks crumpled. We’ve been in the coun-

try for all of three hours and he sounds more Dublin than 

he has for years.

‘I’m OK,’ I lie, hiding the phone and sitting up.
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I really don’t want to but looking at his face I suddenly 

hate Mum a little. I hate her for making me yet another 

problem Dad has to fix. I hate her for leaving me here alone 

for the summer. Most of all I hate not being able to talk to 

her. I look at Dad again. He’s waiting for me to say some-

thing but all I can think about is how angry I am with eve-

rybody in the world except him (and possibly Grandma). 

Hot stinging tears build behind my eyes but I  refuse to 

let them out. ‘Couldn’t I stay with you?’ It flies out of my 

mouth. It’s a ridiculous thing to say considering he’s just 

flown all the way here to drop me off.

He looks out into the orange sky, which has come 

alive again after the rain and slowly shakes his head. 

‘Sweetheart, it’s this case. It’s taking all my time. You do 

understand?’

Dad never talks about work but I’ve gathered from the 

scraps of overheard arguments with Mum that one of his 

companies is the throes of some major case.

I nod.

‘I know it’s a blow,’ he says, folding me into his strong 

arms before pulling away and fixing me straight in the eye. 

‘Magda will be at the house with me tomorrow. Email her 

a list of anything else you need and we’ll have it sent over. 

It may be hard to believe now, but you might even like it 

here,’ he says.

There are several things I’d like to say now but I take the 

precaution of keeping my mouth shut.

He kisses me on the forehead. ‘Well, it’s straight back to 

the airport for me. I’ve to catch the last Bristol flight, but 

I’ll call first thing tomorrow. Look at me,’ he says, cupping 
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my chin in his hand. ‘I love you. Everything is going to be 

OK. I promise.’

‘Bye, Daddy.’ I gulp. I can’t get up. I don’t even care that 

I called him Daddy. Right now feels like the end of all my 

summers.

‘Goodbye, Scout,’ he calls out, his voice fading away 

down the stairs.

Eventually the chatter downstairs stops and after his 

final goodbye to Grandma the front door closes. It’s just 

Grandma and me now.

I lie back and watch my chest pound up and down inside 

my T- shirt. My dad has left and my mum has gone. I start 

to doubt whether she’ll ever come back. I try not to think 

about how Mum could want to leave me, or what I could 

have done to stop her.

The whole idea of summer is now just a cruel mirage. 

The school- free weeks that once glistened in the distance 

like unopened treasure are now a deluded fantasy: Kitty’s 

summer party and the endless wild nights we’d spend, rav-

ing by the lake and laughing under the stars. Not to men-

tion my meticulously crafted plans to get Ru to actually fall 

in love with me. All those daydreams feel pitiful now; an 

illusion vanishing before my eyes like a photograph from 

the Polaroid camera I bought in Urban Outfitters, only in 

reverse. I desperately want to shake it back to life but it’s 

fading rapidly to black.

I drag myself up and trudge down the stairs.

‘Emerald,’ Grandma calls from somewhere I  can’t see. 

I catch a glimpse of myself in the hallway mirror: greasy hair 

piled on to my head, bare freckled skin and lip gloss long 



28

28

gone. Without make up I look like I’m twelve. I don’t want 

Grandma or anyone else to see me like this. When I turn 

around she’s appeared in the sitting room doorway. I freeze.

‘There you are,’ she says brightly, but her soft eyes don’t 

look right. Her delicate face is full of stuff needing to be 

said but her lips let none of it out.

‘Thought I’d get some air.’

‘Oh,’ she says, her mouth falling. ‘I was thinking we’d 

have some tea.’

I’m about to change my mind when I feel her arms clasp 

tightly around me like one of those metal bulldog clips. It’s 

the hug I was waiting for; the one I skirted around when 

we walked in the door from the airport. I wasn’t able for it 

then. I wonder, am I now?

I’m the taller one, which I don’t think either of us is pre-

pared for. I don’t know when this happened. It’s been too 

long. How did I not realise how much I missed her?

‘When you get back then, eh?’ she says, taking both my 

hands in hers. I nod enthusiastically. Then, spotting an old 

coat to hide myself in, I grab it from the stand and make for 

the door with a new urgency.

‘’Twas your grandad’s; the overcoat. I keep it there for the 

burglars,’ she calls after me. I look back to find her staring 

at the carpet.

‘Right.’ It’s all I can manage. ‘I won’t be long.’

As I  step out on to the drive the drizzle dabbles my 

scorched cheeks. I  suck the cool air deep into my lungs. 

I cross the road and head towards the beach, which magnet-

ises me as though I never left. I scan the length of the dark 

shore that stretches for miles ahead before looking back at 
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the houses peppered in patchwork pockets on either side 

of the SPAR newsagent. Square white homes, all with long 

gardens to the front and further up, a row of golden- bricked 

terraces built closer to the road. One now appears to be a 

Chinese restaurant.

Grandma’s is one of only two properly old, Georgian- 

style houses that flank the run- down looking hotel 

beyond. You can’t actually see her house from here, just 

the entrance gate. It’s set well back from the road and the 

tall trees at the bottom of the drive do a good job screen-

ing even its beautiful garden from view. The heavy iron 

railings and long, dark drive make it seem a bit creepy 

from here.

Suddenly I’m dialling Kitty, desperate to rage. I  take 

cover under a little ice- cream kiosk as it rings.

‘Pick up, pick up!’ I swish around underneath the red- 

and- white- striped roof, peering inside at the old- fashioned 

looking ice cream machine and the buckets and spades that 

hang from the ceiling.

‘Boo! You know what to do.’

It’s a new greeting; they change each week. Even when 

they’re utter rubbish, Kitty still sounds effortless, every time. 

I think it’s timing, or some confidence thing I totally suck 

at. I consider what to say to her. Of course I want to go 

off about her regramming Bryony’s post but then I might 

not even get to Mum, or the fact that I’m stranded in this 

miserable place for the next eight weeks.

Suddenly I’m hanging up and walking down towards the 

sand. What am I  doing? I  need to rehearse this call. For 

once in my life I’d like to say what it is I actually feel.
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I’m unable not to stare at the extraordinary view of the 

sea. The beach goes on forever and tiny stick figures dot 

the sand in the distance. There is a boat with a tall sail too. 

Everything looks so still. I stare out across the water and 

see an island I never noticed before silhouetted against 

the lilac and pink horizon. I stand in the delicate trickle 

of rain and take it in. I think about posting a picture. 

I’m composing the caption in my head when something 

stops me. I want to feel this instead. It’s literally pulling 

me closer.

I’ve got to touch the water.
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   Seed’s Salon            

  Mum is dead. 

 I fi nd her propped up in her chair, hands resting gently 

against her lap. No rings, free from bling, just the way the 

little boy in me remem bers. Her open eyes are like two sparkly 

saucers staring at the tele vi sion; some chis elled- toothed guy 

is trying to punt an all- singing, all- dancing mop. £11.99 all in. 

Bargain. 

 I cuff her face four, maybe fi ve, times, until my slaps morph 

into strokes. Long, soft ones. Her skin feels like December. I 

think about mouth- to-mouth, but there’s no point. I stand 

tall and stare at her, my dead mother, as if she’s an art exhibit. 

 Dead still.  

 Still beau ti ful. 

 I tighten my eyes, try to cry, then lean in, scroll her lids 

shut, kiss her wintery fore head and whisper, ‘Goodbye, Mum.’ 
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 I’ve had that dream so many times, and it always ends the 

same way: me pecking her and whis per ing vari ations of 

 goodbye . However, what made last night’s dream differ ent was 

 where  she died: it’s rare she pops her clogs in the living room. 

Usually happens in her bedroom, in her own bed, surroun ded 

by her own stuff. Because the bedroom is where Mum will go 

to live when she deteri or ates. And she  will  deteri or ate, because 

that’s what happens with  MS  – it creeps up and bites suffer-

ers on the arse when they’re least expect ing it. 

  So you’re having zero symp toms?  

  Life chug ging along as normal, is it?  

  What, you think you’ve defeated me? ME?  

  Well, let’s just do some thing about that.  

  BOOM!  

  Here’s another attack for you.  

  How’s that for a relapse?  

  Now, get your self back to Go.  

  MS  is a slow burner. Waxes, wanes, skips along. Sometimes 

I wish she had the big C instead; at least the big C can be 

found, fought and defeated. Let’s leave it at that. 

 It’s Saturday. Last weekend of freedom before school 

restarts. Zero home work. But chores galore to do, as always. 

 I try as best I can to pamper Mum: 

 ‘Jesus, Bobby, I’m not a horse, be gentle.’ 

 ‘I am being gentle.’ 

 ‘Well, pretend I’m a baby then.’ 

 ‘Way too creepy.’ 
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 ‘I pity the girl who gets you, Bobby Seed.’ 

 ‘Oh, really, is that right?’ 

 ‘Ouch! That’s sore.’ 

 ‘Sorry, brush slipped,’ I say, smack ing her dome with it. 

 Takes me gener a tions to brush it. No joke. You could watch 

 The Sound of Music  during our session. I count the strokes, 

usually well over a hundred, until we’re both satis fi ed. No 

way Mum could do a hundred strokes herself. Ten knack ers 

her. She does try but then looks as if she’s arrived some where 

on the back of a motor bike sans helmet. 

 ‘I’m telling you, Mum, you could defi n itely get a job in a 

farmer’s fi eld.’ 

 ‘Oh, be quiet or I’ll tell you where your real mother lives.’ 

 ‘Just sit still.’ 

 ‘I’m sure it’s Her Majesty’s Prison some thing or other.’ 

 Mum’s hair is like strands of silk. Still dark, still on the long 

side of short. 

 Wet. 

 Brush. 

 Stroke. 

 Sometimes she’ll lob the odd grenade into the mix by 

request ing a plait. No bother, Mum, do I look like Vidal 

Sassoon? I keep telling her I’m more your pull- back-and- 

pony tail type of hairdresser though. In her youth she had 

hair like a black pearl. Her words not mine. 

 We fi nd the action peace ful and thera peutic; allows for a 

phys ical contact that’s full of quality. Space to relax and 
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refl ect. Actually, balls to that. She needs me, she relies on me 

and, well … she’s my mother, isn’t she? I know I’m  supposed  

to love her, but it takes no effort. I love her from sole to 

summit. Life’s not all dark ness and think ing ill of the ill. We 

do laugh, honestly. 

 ‘Do your hairdresser, Bobby,’ she asks. 

 Shirt tucked tight. Hair back and parted. Mannerisms exag-

ger ated. Voice effem in ate. I assume my posi tion behind her. 

 ‘ OMG ! Your hair is total gorge, Anne.’ 

 ‘Think so?’ 

 ‘Know how many of my custom ers would kill for locks 

like that?’ 

 ‘Many?’ 

 ‘Too bloody many.’ 

 Wet. 

 Brush. 

 Stroke. 

 ‘Going out tonight?’ I ask. 

 ‘Few drinks with the girls just.’ 

 ‘Up to Memory Lane?’ 

 ‘Where else?’ 

 ‘I snogged the barman up there once. Like a washing 

machine on full spin so he was. Thought I was going to pass 

out with dizzi ness.’ 

 ‘Is he not married?’ 

 ‘Erm … he said nothing to me.’ 

 Wet. 
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 Brush. 

 Stroke. 

 ‘Going on any holi days, Anne?’ 

 ‘Magaluf with the girls just.’ 

 ‘Oh, it’s a pure riot over there.’ 

 ‘You been?’ 

 ‘Two summers in my early twen ties.’ 

 ‘Nice?’ 

 ‘Can’t tell you about it, they’ll lock me up.’ 

 ‘Sounds a hoot.’ 

 ‘Pure  MEN -tal. Oh, don’t get me started.’ 

 Mum’s pretty good right now, but there’ve been loads of 

days when she’s too shattered to laugh, too sore to speak. 

Then my brush ing feels tired and tragic. But even then I 

know I’ll miss these moments in Seed’s Salon. Give me 

misery over nothing any day.  
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   Danny Distant            

 While looking after Mum is phys ic ally drain ing, it’s that little 

brother of mine who takes up tons of my emotional energy. 

Affectionately known as Danny or Dan by those close to 

him, i.e. Mum and me. To the cruel, he is Danny Distant; I’ll 

spare any vile anec dotes. There’s no offi  cial diagnosis for 

what Dan has – Mum didn’t want one. She didn’t want him 

branded like some swine await ing slaughter. Danny is just 

differ ent … idio syn cratic … distant. Not a crime. No need to 

pin a hefty life label on him, is there? 

 Danny compressed: 

 Three- year-old: no issues. Typical toddler. 

 Six- year-old: hadn’t progressed beyond the world of the 

three- year-old. Eyebrows raised. Loads of furtive whis pers. 

 Ten- year-old: hovered in six land … Oh, Christ, that 

poor boy! 
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 And so on. 

 You get the idea. 

 Now four teen, three years my junior, Danny teeters around 

the nine or ten mark. Sometimes older, some times younger. 

Depends on the day. But our Danny is made of great ness. I 

know it. Mum knows it. Think Bel knows it too. 

 I’m not the only nominee for the Social Bravery Award. 

Bel some times helps out, espe cially with Danny; she’s my 

girl friend. Not  girl friend . She’s a friend who happens to 

inhabit a female body. We’re pals. Probably best pals. 

Although I think she’d like to move the goal posts on the 

whole pals act thingy. 

 Evidence?  OK , here’s the evid ence: once upon a Friday 

(last week) we bought some nasty cider from the no  ID  

required shop and bolted back to mine. We were think ing of 

start ing a ritual called Drowning Our Sorrows Friday. This 

was to be our opening night; getting a bit tipsy and giddy 

would help take our minds off stuff. Bel has her own shit to 

contend with: cliché boozed- up father. He’s got her date of 

birth tattooed on his knuckles. I know, enough said. 

 Anyway, cutting a dead long story short, we got cider- 

rattled and Bel tried to plank the lips on me. Then she threw 

out the L-bomb. I preten ded to be drunker than I was, slap-

ping her on the thigh and squeal ing: ‘Shut your trap, Bel. 

You’re totally pissed out your knick ers.’ 

 Conveniently that little episode has been forgot ten, not a 

word spoken about it since. 
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  Oh, what happened yester day? I can’t remem ber a thing.  

  Me neither.  

  I’m never drink ing again.  

  Me neither.  

 To be honest, I’m still spit ting a bit as all that lips and love 

shit could’ve put a massive dent in our palship. And Bel’s the 

only real friend I have. Real gem. 

 It helps that Danny trusts her and has no prob lems allow-

ing Bel to enter his world. It’s a beau ti ful thing seeing both of 

them in action. 

 ‘If anyone at school calls me Danny Distant again, I’m 

going to dynam ite their balls,’ he says. 

 ‘Do those people love you, Dan?’ Bel says. 

 ‘No. Stupid.’ 

 ‘Do they even know what you’re good at?’ 

 ‘They don’t know shit from shampoo.’ 

 ‘But Bobby and me and your mum love you and we know 

you’re amazing at most things.’ 

 ‘I’m amazing at eating pizza.’ 

 ‘Exactly. I bet none of those guys at school are.’ 

 ‘They’re idiots.’ 

 ‘Agreed.’ 

 ‘Dicks.’ 

 ‘Probably.’ 

 ‘Arsehole punch ers …’ 

 ‘Right,’ Bel says. ‘Get your self off that couch and go get 

groomed online, or whatever boys your age do.’ 
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 She has that ability to drag him back into life. I take 

comfort in seeing her play both mother and big sister. We’re 

both lucky to have her. 

 Anyway, Drowning Our Sorrows Friday is a non- starter 

for a glut of reasons, but mainly because boozing is like garg-

ling on your own vomit: Bel’s battling against becom ing a 

chip off the old block, while I need to be my best Bobby 

Seed, you know, just in case. 

 I guess you could say we’re just your archetypal damaged 

nuclear family. Although my brain tells me we’re about to 

become more nuclear.  



10

   Pins and Needles            

 It kicked off with the occa sional pangs of pins and needles 

in her feet, before moving stead ily to her legs. I was 

twelve. Tingles frequently began creep ing up the right side 

of her body. This went on for months. Mum told no one. 

She only visited the doctor when those black spots started 

to skew her vision. That’s when she felt everything collapsing, 

she said. 

 My memory is differ ent though. I’m four teen. We’re doing 

the big shop in Asda. For some reason Danny isn’t with us, 

can’t remem ber why. Maybe a school thing. 

 Trolley’s bulging at the seams. Mum’s pushing. I’m 

looking for things to have, eat, want. I usually persuaded 

Mum to let me drink a Coke while walking around, putting 

the empty can through the check out at the end. (Shhh, 

didn’t do this ever. I shelved it before we got there. 
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Not exactly aggrav ated robbery, but still. Mum never 

found out.) 

 ‘Can we have Pot Noodles for dinner, Mum?’ 

 ‘No chance. Broccoli and kale tonight.’ 

 ‘Don’t even know what that is,’ I said. 

 ‘It’s brain food.’ 

 ‘Aw, really?’ 

 ‘Yup, and stacks of it is required since yours is so 

weak.’ 

 ‘Why can’t we have what other famil ies have?’ 

 ‘Oh, stop being a teen ager, Bobby, or I’ll abandon you 

in aisle six. Do some thing useful – reach up and get that 

cran berry juice for me.’ 

 I’m on tiptoes, hand in the sky, pure Superman pose, when 

I hear a defl at ing puff of air from behind. Mum’s slouched 

over the trolley. 

 ‘Mum! What happened? … Mum, you  OK ?’ Didn’t know 

whether to drag her off the fruit and veg moun tain or 

leave her be. 

 ‘Help me up, Bobby.’ 

 She’s upright. 

 ‘Just felt really dizzy there for a second.’ 

 ‘Here, drink this.’ I handed her the Coke I was saving. 

‘Drink loads of it. Might help.’ 

 She sipped. I could tell it wasn’t going down well. 

 ‘Better?’ 

 ‘Better,’ she said. 
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 The colour returned to her cheeks, but her expres sion 

screamed defeat. 

 ‘Mum?’ 

 ‘I’m good, Bobby. I’m better.’ 

 ‘Honest?’ 

 ‘Honest,’ she said. I didn’t believe her. ‘Did you get that 

cran berry juice?’ 

 I launched my frame up again and scooped a carton off the 

shelf. Jammed it into the trolley. 

 ‘Mum, can I get a Starbar?’ I imagined munch ing it, feeling 

the chocol ate paint my mouth, knowing full well she’d 

say, ‘No chance.’ Mum thought apples were treats while 

chocol ate bars were the devil’s diet. But I always asked. She 

always refused. Our recur ring joke. 

 ‘You can have what you want, son,’ she said. 

 ‘Mum, seri ously, are you  OK ?’ 

 ‘Just tired, Bobby.’ 

 ‘Anything I can do?’ 

 ‘Maybe push the trolley. I don’t have the energy.’ 

 But the wheels made it easy to push, even with weight in 

it. I didn’t say that. It was clear she couldn’t shove it another 

yard. That trolley could’ve been over fl ow ing with steam and 

she’d have been too weak for it. 

 ‘Course I’ll push,’ I said. 

 ‘Let’s get you a Starbar.’ 

 I no longer wanted one. 

 I wanted my mum. 
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 I wanted her to take the piss out of me, embar rass me, put 

me in my place with the slice of a sentence. But that day I 

under stood, a good two years after those pins and needles 

started nipping away, that I’d be getting a new mum, a totally 

differ ent one. And my heart was broken. Torn to shreds in 

fucking Asda.  
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   Teacher Tries Her Best            

 I can’t get back to sleep after another dead mother dream. I 

wait for the sun to smile. Thinking a thou sand tiny thoughts: 

  Should I have a fi ddle?  

  When recit ing the alpha bet, why do I say L-M-N-O-P really 

quickly?  

  What’s another word for ‘thesaurus’?  

  If I had a sealed envel ope with my death date written inside, 

would I open it?  

  Why us?  

 First week back at school after summer and all I want is to 

rest my head on the desk. Turn my bag into a pillow. This 

double life of domestic god and dili gent school boy sure rips 

strips off your strength. 

 The teacher’s up front rabbit ing on about some thing: 

white noise. Bel’s dood ling and shaking her knee under the 
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desk as if desper ate for a pee. My head’s heavy, a swaying 

tree. 

 I feel a dunt in the ribs. Sore. I guess I’d rather take a rib 

punch than a lip plant though. 

 ‘Hey,’ I whisper. ‘That was painful.’ 

 ‘You were prac tic ally sleep ing on me,’ Bel says. 

 ‘Right,  OK , but no need to –’ 

 ‘Do I look like the Premier fucking Inn?’ 

 ‘I’m a bit tired,’ I say. 

 ‘No wonder, listen ing to this shit.’ Bel nods towards the 

teacher. 

 ‘What’s happen ing?’ 

 ‘Some guff about poetry.’ 

 I perk up because poetry is a kind of secret pleas ure of 

mine. No one knows that I inhale it in the dead of night, that 

it answers many ques tions I have swirl ing in my head. I’ve 

even, you know, tried to, like, dabble myself. 

 ‘Pure nerd fest,’ she says. 

 We snigger. 

 Teacher clocks it and marches up to us. 

 ‘Something to add, Bel?’ teacher says. 

 ‘No, miss. Just chat ting about what you were saying.’ 

 ‘Really?’ 

 ‘Really, miss.’ 

 ‘So what was the last thing I said then?’ 

 ‘Poetry stuff,’ Bel replies. 

 Giggles from the class fi ll the awkward ness. 
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 ‘This is an import ant year, Bel. I suggest you take it 

seri ously.’ 

 ‘Will do, miss. Thanks for the heads- up.’ 

 Teacher dismisses Bel as a no- hoper, then focuses on me. 

Her expres sion relaxes. Soft focus. The face of pity. 

 ‘You  OK , Bobby?’ 

 ‘Just a bit tired, miss,’ I say. 

 ‘It’s to be expec ted,’ she says. 

 Bel’s eyes whack the ceiling. 

 ‘I think the poetry element of the course will be a strong 

point for you this year, Bobby.’ 

 ‘Hope so, miss.’ 

 Teacher gives Bel the sneer- face before turning on her 

high- rise heels.  Clickety- click . 

 ‘Right, every one turn to page sixty- six. “Poppies in 

October.” ’ 

 After the long summer hanging out with Bel, making sure 

Danny didn’t get the shit kicked out of himself for whatever 

reason – staring sternly at someone in his  you fuckin’ want 

some?  manner or letting his tongue run before enga ging his 

brain (‘Look at that woman’s giant arse!’ )  – I thought that 

going back to school would be a breeze compared with the 

daily demands of being me: 

  Can you change these sheets, son?  

  Bobby, is my bath ready?  

  Where’s all the Rice Krispies gone?  

  Have you taken the washing out?  



17

  There’s clothes still on the line.  

  Is Danny eating prop erly?  

  This is cold!  

 This year is a biggie: exam year. Making- informed-

decisions- about-the- future year. Getting- the-fi nger- out-the-

 arse year. Total stress. Naturally, being seven teen, I have no 

clue what to do when school’s over, and I can’t stop the 

constant moth erly jabs on the issue. 

 ‘What do you want to be when you grow up, son?’ 

Mum asks. 

 ‘As in  grown up  like a man?’ 

 ‘Well, the jury’s still out on that one, but let’s imagine 

you’re all grown up, and, yes, we can pretend you’re a 

man too.’ 

 ‘I’m honoured.’ 

 ‘So, what are you think ing then?’ 

 ‘Apart from being a priest?’ 

 ‘Apart from that, Father.’ 

 ‘Think I’d be suited to the astro naut life.’ 

 ‘Well, I’ve always said you’re a bit of a rocket.’ 

 The chats never really develop beyond nonsense. Mum 

knows I’ll be  OK ; she knows I’ll make the right choices. 

She under stands the gulf between teen life and adult hood is 

vast, so why waste those years trying to leap forward? 

 ‘Seriously, Bobby, what  are  you going to do when you 

leave school?’ 

 ‘I’m think ing boxing trainer or lion tamer.’ 
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 ‘Good prac tice with our Danny. Go for it.’ 

 That’s gener ally how we play it. 

 I’ve always thought some thing creat ive is a possib il ity. 

Now, when I say  creat ive , what I mean is writing. Hey, I can 

rattle off a short story or poem like the best seven teen- year-

olds: angsty and lament able. Any loot to be made in that 

game? Probably not. 

 Food. I like to eat. I enjoy watch ing  MasterChef . Being 

chief cook for Mum and Dan,  MasterChef  is essen tial viewing. 

Mum fi nds it hard to swallow at times so soup is a staple on 

the Seed menu. 

 I read books. Librarian/editor? 

 I like clothes. Fashion designer/blogger? 

 I like money. Banker/account ant? 

 I like brush ing hair. Hairdresser/up- stylist? 

 I like school. Teacher/student? 

 I like staring into space. Philosopher/dole sponger? 

 I like not having an illness. Doctor/nurse? 

 Not sure my talents stretch to any occu pa tion. 

 Lunchtime, and Mrs Sneddon, the school coun sel lor, prac-

tic ally drags me into her offi ce for ‘a little chat’. Don’t get 

me wrong, I like Mrs Sneddon – she genu inely cares about 

the students, no bull shit there – but some times she plays the 

role of God’s true disciple, plonked into our school with a 

single remit: heal the infi rm and needy. Ladies and gentle-

men, and those unsure, I give you Bobby Seed! 

 ‘How was your summer, Bobby, love?’ Mrs Sneddon calls 
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us ‘love’ and ‘darling’ and gets away with it, but imagine 

Mr Conroy, Mr McClair or Mr Melrose saying that. I see 

frog march ing, cameras fl ash ing, blankets draped over heads. 

Careers and marriages shattered. Can’t beat a double 

stand ard. 

 ‘Summer was fi ne, miss.’ 

 ‘And your mum, how’s she doing?’ 

 ‘Same, no change really.’ 

 ‘Well, that’s good, at least she isn’t deteri or at ing.’ 

 Mrs Sneddon doesn’t have to listen to the painful howls 

when Mum’s muscles spasm uncon trol lably. Mrs Sneddon 

doesn’t have to witness the look of morti fi c a tion on Mum’s 

face when I’m fumbling around her list less body during ‘bath 

time’. Mrs Sneddon doesn’t have to hear the humi li ation in 

Mum’s voice when I’m reminded that the baby wipes are 

running low. No, Mrs Sneddon, Mum isn’t deteri or at ing, but 

maybe I am. 

 ‘And what about your brother? Is he  OK , love? Is he 

coping?’ 

 ‘Danny’s doing fi ne, he just plods on with life. Being back 

at school is good for him.’ 

 ‘The school he’s at is perfect, I know it well.’ 

 ‘Yeah, he likes it.’ 

 ‘He feels safe there?’ 

 ‘Yeah.’ 

 ‘And you, darling. What about you? How are you doing?’ 

 ‘I’m doing  OK ,’ I say, which is sort of a grand lie. 
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 ‘It’s all a huge pres sure on you, Bobby.’ I stare at my feet. 

‘Don’t think we don’t recog nise this, love.’ 

 ‘It is what it is, miss.’ 

 ‘It’s not easy being a young carer, Bobby.’ 

 Tell me some thing I don’t know. 

 ‘Yeah, well,’ I say. 

 ‘It’s  OK , I under stand.’ Her hand rests on my forearm. I 

nod a type of fake thanks for her  under stand ing . 

 See, child experts will tell you that I’m way too young to 

carry such a burden of respons ib il ity on my tender shoulders. 

Their job is to make assump tions and eval u ations. Really, 

what do they know other than what I’m prepared to tell 

them? I’ll tell you what they know, shall I? Assumptions and 

eval u ations. Teachers  feel my pain . I can tell by the way they 

look at me, giving me a wide berth that no one else seems to 

get. Thinking they know the score. They don’t. Thinking I 

can’t handle it. They’re wrong. Thinking I’m psycho lo gic ally 

damaged by it. I wouldn’t use the word ‘damaged’ to describe 

it. Funny how no one ever uses the word ‘love’ when discuss-

ing my case. I do what I do because she’s my mum; she’s the 

only one I have, so wouldn’t mind holding on to her for a bit 

longer. That pure and that simple. Now, tell me this: do you 

need a PhD and a sack of certi fi c ates to work that out? I 

reckon some common sense and good judge ment. Makes me 

laugh that they all think they know me. I could fi ll a book 

about what they  don’t  know. 

 Thing is, I’m just your average seven teen- year-old: same 
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fears, same desires, same hang- ups, same, same, same. Dull, 

dull, dull.  OK , hands up, there’s the seven teen- year-old in 

me who’s poles apart from every one else as well. Unique. 

The seven teen- year-old who has to brush his mother’s locks 

every day, sort out her medi cine, sponge her clean three times 

a week, ooze posit iv ity when all I want to do is punch the 

shit out of a wall or wail in the shower. 

 Same yet not. 

 ‘I under stand,’ Mrs Sneddon says again. 

 Worst thing anyone can say is that they under stand what 

you’re going through when, clearly, they haven’t a scrap of 

under stand ing. Ever want to rile someone? Tell them you 

under stand their pain: that’ll work a treat. Unless some body 

has walked an inch in my shoes they couldn’t possibly under-

stand what I’m exper i en cing. Yes, they might get the sadness 

or loss part, but it’s the whole gamut of other emotions 

they’re clue less about. Emotions that consume my every 

waking hour. Occasionally I fl ick out of them, refl ect on other 

things, normal things, but it’s too fl eet ing; I’m quickly yanked 

back into its clutches. Fear, obvi ously, is the worst. Fear of 

losing Mum, of me and Danny having to fend for ourselves. I 

fear a life of hover ing above all the action because I’ve had to 

care for every one else. 

 Then there’s the head- numbing isol a tion. I don’t get to 

exper i ence what my peers are doing; I don’t get time to hang 

about the streets or go to the cinema or attend some crap 

nightclub or sit in a mate’s bedroom listen ing to tunes all 
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night. No, I have stuff to do, stuff I can’t share with anyone. 

Sharing isn’t part of my grind.  OK , Bel knows that Mum is 

ill and Danny is, well, Danny, but she doesn’t know the inner 

work ings of my mind, what I want, what I need. Bel doesn’t 

know how tearful and resent ful I often get, or how certain 

thoughts scare me to death. 

 Then there’s the fact that I’m seven teen. Seventeen, for 

God’s sake. My parents should be chas tising me about my 

inter net use. I should be teeter ing on the margins of crimin-

al ity, having furtive meet ings with online strangers; I should 

be full of angst and nervous energy and spend ing insur-

mount able periods in the bath room. But I’m too buggered 

for that. Life equals exhaus tion. So what’s the point in blurt-

ing out all this to Mrs Sneddon? She  under stands , right? 

 ‘I want you to have a look at this, Bobby,’ she says, handing 

me a folded A4 leafl et. 

 ‘What is it?’ 

 ‘You don’t have to read it now. Take it away with you, look 

at it in your own time.’ 

 I open the fl aps. It’s from the Department of Education, 

but has the logo of a group calling them selves Poztive. How 

cool, hip and down- with-it are they? 

 ‘Now, you don’t have to make any quick decisions this 

minute,’ she says. ‘Mull it over fi rst,  OK ?’ 

 I scan. Read bits. Look at some smiling teens. Lots of teeth. 

 ‘Erm …’ 

 ‘Now, I know what you’re think ing …’ 
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 ‘I’m not sure about this, miss.’ 

 ‘Just thought I’d let you see. No one is forcing you, love.’ 

 ‘I’m not really into the whole self- help thing.’ 

 ‘It’s not self- help, Bobby. It’s a type of peer-group meeting.’ 

 ‘It all seems a bit circle time to me.’ 

 ‘That’s not a bad analogy.’ 

 ‘That’s what I was afraid of.’ 

 ‘It’s about shared exper i ences with people your own age. 

You might get some thing from it.’ 

 ‘Yeah, apathy or eczema,’ I say. 

 ‘Some people can be ener gised by these groups,’ she says, 

point ing at the leafl et. I wince. 

 ‘Not for me.’ 

 ‘Well, I’ll just leave it with you for now, love. You make up 

your own mind about it.’ 

 ‘Thanks.’ I stand. ‘Why are you offer ing this to me now?’ 

I ask. 

 ‘Because it’s a new initi at ive,’ she says. ‘Solely targeted at 

young people your age, people who might be facing issues 

outside the realms of being a carer – you know what I mean, 

Bobby?’ 

 Couldn’t possibly have a clue who she’s talking about. 

 ‘Right,’ I say, tucking the leafl et inside my school blazer 

pocket. 

 ‘I applied on your behalf. I hope you don’t mind, sweetie?’ 

 ‘No, I don’t mind, miss.’ 

 The bell rings. 
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 ‘ OK , you best be getting off.’ 

 ‘See you later, miss.’ I pull the door towards me. 

 ‘Bobby?’ 

 ‘Yeah?’ 

 ‘Any thoughts on what you’re think ing of doing?’ 

 ‘I’ve got double biology, miss.’ 

 ‘No, I mean when you’re done with this place.’ 

 ‘Not completely, but it’ll defi n itely be some thing in the 

sewage industry.’ 

 Mrs Sneddon giggles. 

 ‘Go on. Get out of here. Sewage! Would you ever listen to 

your self.’ 

 On the way to biology I feel the leafl et rubbing against 

my nipple. I’m late. I smarten the pace. The leafl et attacks my 

nipple with vigour. I hate being late for class, having to stand 

there while some jumped- up power- hound teacher gives you 

a bollock ing. I enter. 

 ‘Sorry I’m late, miss,’ I say. 

 Mrs Lennox is a teacher to be feared in the school. She’s 

on the total- nuts spec trum. Bel says she’s a people hater and 

would rather live on an island, fawning over plants and frogs. 

 I spy Bel behind Mrs Lennox’s shoulder. She’s wearing an 

 oh- you-are- so-dead  face, revel ling in my tardy trans gres sion. 

 ‘Bobby!’ Mrs Lennox blurts. 

 I’m like, what? Seventy- eight seconds late. What’s the 

stress? 

 ‘I was with Mrs Sneddon, miss. In her offi ce,’ I explain. 
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 ‘That’s no problem, Bobby.’ In a nano second, Mrs Lennox’s 

face changes from rein forced steel to squidgy putty. ‘We’ve 

barely started.’ 

 Honestly? 

 No belittling in front of the class? 

 No insult ing my intel lec tual capa city? 

 Nothing? 

 Suddenly I feel myself wanting to be scolded. I don’t need 

special treat ment. I want to be on par with every other dick-

head and down beat. 

 ‘Right,’ I say, and make my way to a clearly exas per ated 

Bel, who mouths, ‘ You fucker .’ I raise a victory eyebrow. 

 ‘Perk of the job,’ I whisper. I might enjoy fl eet ing moments 

of special treat ment, but I don’t crave the full- time sympathy 

vote. 

 ‘Section six, Bobby. We’re start ing the Krebs cycle.’ 

 I open my book and scratch my chest. 

 Bel slowly leans into me. 

 ‘I hate you, Bobby Seed.’ 

 ‘My nipple is killing me, so a little kind ness, please.’ 

 ‘I hope it falls off.’  
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   Positive Thinking            

  Before you attend your fi rst Poztive meeting we’d love to 

hear a little about YOU.  

    1.   Tell us about your daily routine as a young carer   

   2.   Tell us what your plans and/or ambi tions are   

   3.   Tell us about your hobbies and pastimes   

   4.   Tell us about anything else we might fi nd inter est ing     

   1.  

 I get up around 6.30–7, have a quick shower, get dressed 

then wake my little brother. I make sure he gets washed 

and dressed prop erly and has everything he needs for 

school. 

 Around 7.30 we have break fast. I fi x my brother cereal, 

followed by toast and apple juice. When he’s comfort able in 
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front of the  TV , I go back upstairs to check on Mum. 

 I’ll rouse her, prop the pillows and switch the radio on. 

 BBC  5 Live or 6 Music. 

 Usually she needs the toilet so I help with that. 

 I return down stairs, look in on my brother, and get 

Mum her pills. Some days she’s feeling strong and wants 

to get dressed and come down stairs, other days she’s weak 

and prefers to remain in bed. I take her some jasmine tea. 

She enjoys a boiled egg and toast. Most days she wants 

nothing. 

 I might have to change the sheets, but not every day. Mum 

still tries to do this herself, but it’s best if I take charge as this 

usually exhausts her. 

 I keep an eye on Mum’s mood, making sure she is relaxed 

and happy. 

 I inhale a bowl of cereal and a glass of water. 

 I try clean ing as I go. 

 I sniff through my brother’s school bag, make sure he 

hasn’t forgot ten anything. 

 I walk him to his school, point him in the direc tion of his 

fi rst class. 

 I like school, but it’s hard being away from Mum; I 

tend to worry the whole time I’m there, think ing of her 

safety. 

 The worry of death never leaves you. 

 I try block ing these thoughts out and concen trate on 

school work. By midday I’m shattered. 
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 After school we gener ally head to Lidl or Aldi to buy 

dinner or essen tials. 

 Once home I make my brother change his clothes and do 

whatever home work he has. Always a struggle. 

 I ask Mum about her day, give her any medi cine she needs, 

then I dive into my civvies. 

 I come down stairs and do general clean ing chores, just to 

make sure the house isn’t a kip. 

 I’ll scan the fridge and fi nd a meal to cobble together, 

making sure it’s nutri tious and that Mum can phys ic ally 

eat it. 

 My brother is very fussy – he likes pizza, pasta and 

McDonald’s. Veg is tough. 

 I get my brother to lay the table. 

 Another struggle. 

 And, if Mum’s legs are in good nick, we all sit down 

together. These days she has hers in bed. 

 Once dinner is over, me and Danny do the clean- up. 

 I can’t even tell you the struggle this is. 

 I go see if Mum needs anything and we chat for a while. 

She likes to wag on about my future or tell me how great 

music and stuff was when she was my age. She asks about my 

day, we talk general rubbish and laugh loads. This is our time 

in the day to forget about the obvious. 

 If I can catch some down time (hate that phrase), I might 

read or write some thing. 

 Very relax ing. 
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 Then all I want to do is sleep. 

 I get my brother ready for bed: teeth brushed, face washed, 

computer off. 

 My Lord, the struggle with that! 

 I help Mum to the toilet so she can get cleaned and 

prepared for the night ahead. 

 When I’m sure there is silence, I might need to put a wash 

on or do home work or some thing else. 

 After that I’m beyond being wiped out. 

 I go to bed. 

 Then the day starts again: worry, tired ness … and so on. 

  

 I put the pen down, shake my arm into life again, look at 

ques tions 2, 3 and 4 and think:  Someone give me a gun!   
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   In Arms            

 Mum’s care while I’m at school is far from perfect. Some 

white coat comes to give her a laugh able sponge-down, a bit 

of food (mush) and admin is ter after noon medi cine. Then 

they bolt. No circu lat ing the muscles. No fresh air. Zero craic. 

A twenty- minute in and out job. Gets right on my goat, so 

it does. But it’s the  NHS  and it’s free, so step away from 

the goat. 

 No sooner out the door when Danny’s nipping at my 

ankles. See, I haven’t told him her  MS  is worsen ing, that 

she’s not going to mira cu lously leap out of bed one morning 

and treat us to a swift shop ping spree in town. I didn’t tell 

him because, well, because I prayed for this miracle too. Pure 

denial. But now he wants to know the score. 

 ‘What’s happen ing, Bobby?’ 

 ‘Nothing to worry about, mate.’ 
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 ‘Not telling makes me worry more.’ 

 I wet my lips, straighten my shoulders. 

 ‘Thing is …’ My voice wavers. ‘Mum’s developed a type of 

cold now, Dan,’ I spout. 

 ‘A cold?’ 

 ‘Yeah.’ 

 ‘Like a runny nose and coughs?’ 

 ‘Well, yes, but a bit worse than that.’ 

 ‘Worse how?’ 

 ‘Like a really bad cold that’s hard to shake off.’ 

 ‘So when is she going to get better?’ 

 ‘Soon I hope, but I’ve got a feeling it’ll be a while.’ 

 ‘Next week? Next month?’ 

 ‘Who knows. She’s going to have good days and bad,’ I 

tell him. 

 ‘Like me.’ 

 ‘We need to be very patient with her, Dan. Don’t demand 

too much,  OK ?’ 

 ‘Roger that.’ 

 A cold? How can I shrink Mum’s declin ing state of  MS  

into being a fucking cold? Maybe I’m trying to convince 

myself: head wedged up my arse with denial, ill- prepared for 

what’s glaring. As big brother, I should have all the answers 

for Danny. Still, I need to protect him. But, as Mum taught 

us, truth lessens the weight and opens the doors; lying 

shackles you and darkens everything. I guess even truth 

has to be tempered with compas sion; I mean, who bene fi ts 



32

from Danny knowing what to expect until it’s facing us 

square? 

 ‘When will it be gone, Bobby? When will she not have it?’ 

 ‘She’s going to have it forever, Danny.’ 

 ‘That’s stupid, all colds go away.’ 

 ‘Not this one.’ 

 ‘Will you get it?’ 

 ‘Don’t think so.’ 

 ‘Will I?’ 

 ‘No, and stop think ing like that, Danny.’ 

 ‘I hate it.’ 

 ‘Me too.’ 

 ‘I really hate it, Bobby.’ 

 ‘I know.’ 

 ‘And I fucking hate those walking sticks she uses.’ 

 ‘She needs them, Dan.’ 

 ‘She’s like an old granny.’ 

 ‘Don’t say that. Don’t ever say that. She needs those 

sticks,  OK ?’ 

 ‘I just want her to be like all the other mums. That’s all 

I want.’ 

 ‘Hey, come on, buddy.’ I wrap my arms around him, 

squeeze his head into my chest. Try to control his convul sions. 

 ‘Why can’t she be like all the other mums?’ 

 ‘Don’t cry, mate.’ 

 ‘I just miss my mum, Bobby.’ 

 And he says it over and over again. 
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 ‘She’s still here. She’ll always be with us.’ 

 ‘I want her every day. To go for walks or run around the 

garden or shout at me.’ 

 ‘Me too, Dan.’ I fi nd it hard to say anything else after that. 

 We hold each other until the well runs dry.
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   #1 … incom plete  

  there’s a rousing future  

  in us all  

  except, of course, those who don’t  

  crave its coming  

  

  there’s a rib- tickle  

  in us all  

  except, of course, those who don’t  

  care for the howl  

  

  there’s a vast reser voir  

  in us all  

  except, of course, those who don’t  

  covet its rise  

  

  I wonder what riches await me …     
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I have explained the phenomena of the heavens and of 
our sea by the force of gravity, but I have 

not yet assigned a cause to gravity.
Isaac Newton (1642–1727)

Rise, ye children of golde! The infinite skye awaits!
From The Book of Alchemie, Peter Burgess (1523–1597)
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Closing her fingers carefully around the small box

in her blazer pocket, Livy craned her neck to see

through the jam of bodies all shoving forwards

to climb on to the bus. She panicked as she saw the boy’s

black spiky hair disappear up the stairs to the upper deck.

She had to get on this bus.

The driver looked straight ahead, uncaring. He pressed

the button to close the doors. Livy pushed forwards.

She was on.

The doors closed behind her and the bus lurched. Livy

reached into her rucksack for her travelcard. Once she

had stuck it on the reader, she realized that she wouldn’t

be able to put it away without using both hands. She

clamped it between her teeth because she didn’t want to
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let go of that box in her pocket. This was the present – a

tiny blue glass heart – that she had promised her best

friend Mahalia would be handed to the boy with the

spiky hair – and a promise was a promise however

 difficult it was to keep.

On the upper deck, Livy swung her rucksack down,

dropped her gym bag and sank on to the seat. She took

her travelcard out of her mouth and slipped it into her

blazer pocket. The boy was sitting with his friends at the

back of the bus. She took a deep breath to calm her

nerves – how was she going to do this? She looked out

at the clouds for help. They looked as solid as whole cities

suspended above her but only made her feel more light-

headed. She would focus on letting this be a normal day,

she decided. After all, what could be more normal than

today?

She had got up when the alarm went off, as she had

promised that she would: no stomach ache. She had

managed a whole mouthful of breakfast and gone to

school. OK, school had felt a bit weird after so long, but

everyone was very kind and she had sat next to Megan in

Maths and Ciara in Spanish. That had felt wrong because

she had only ever sat next to Mahalia. But she had got

through it and here she was, going home on the bus and

the boy Mahalia was mad on was sitting somewhere

 behind her. Just like normal.

Her bare knees in her summer skirt rubbed up against
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the seat in front of her. She wished she had worn trousers

but hadn’t been able to find them after so many weeks

off school.

‘Just a normal day,’ she told herself. ‘And tomorrow

will be another normal day. And nothing much will

 happen. It will just be normal. Because normal is good.

We like normal.’

The bus brakes screeched. She glanced over her

 shoulder. In the seats behind, the boys began a round of

knuckle bumping, trading good-humoured insults in

some form of Londonish that Livy couldn’t understand.

Jeering laughter broke out as the boy with black spiky

hair pushed his way out of the group and sauntered up

the aisle towards her.

Livy took a deep breath and took the box out of her

pocket.

‘Excuse me?’ She leant forward.

The boy looked down at her, surprised. There was

some wild whistling from his friends behind and Livy

swallowed, her throat dry. Her mind was a blank: what

was she meant to say? She thrust the tiny box wrapped

in its sparkly paper at the boy’s chest.

‘A friend asked me to give you this,’ she croaked

 awkwardly.

‘Yeah? Who’s your friend?’

‘You spoke to her a few times on the bus,’ Livy

 burbled.
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‘Is she pretty?’

Livy blushed. ‘She’s very pretty. Long brown hair and

really big eyes.’

The bus stopped: Livy only had a few more seconds.

‘Mahalia,’ Livy blurted out. ‘My friend is called

 Mahalia.’

The boy took the package, held it to his ear and shook

it. ‘Nah,’ he said. ‘I don’t know no one called Malia.’

Livy took in his blazer with torn pockets, trousers

slung perilously low and his short, fat tie. His hair looked

as if it had actually been glued into those strange stiff

spikes. He gave her a brief shrug and headed off down

the stairs.

Livy sat back in her seat. The emptiness of the day

without Mahalia presented itself to her. And now this

boy, who had been the focus of Mahalia’s thoughts and

dreams for so long, said that he didn’t remember her.

Couldn’t even get her name right.

‘Excuse me.’ A voice from over her shoulder.

She turned, surprised.

A slightly older boy, with curly brown hair and grey

eyes, was smiling at her from the seat behind. She

 noticed he was wearing a pale grey blazer that did not

belong to any of the local schools. On the pocket was a

discreet crest of an embroidered tower. Temple College,

Livy realized. The one by the river, the oldest school in

London. That was where the rich children went to
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school; rich and clever. So what was he doing on this

bus?

‘Yeah?’ she said, feeling annoyed.

‘Is this yours?’ he said, waving something in her face

– then flipping it open to look at the photograph inside.

‘Livy Burgess.’

‘Where’d you get that?’ Livy blurted out.

Her travelcard holder, covered in the faces of Korean

pop idols that she and Mahalia adored, was in the boy’s

hand.

‘On the floor. You dropped it.’

‘I couldn’t have!’

‘Why not?’ Those large grey eyes sparkled with

 humour and his mouth was turned up in an impish

smile. ‘Don’t things end up on the floor when you drop

them? Or do you have hidden talents?’

She swiped her hand at the card, and it dropped to the

floor. They both looked down.

‘Gravity.’ The boy shrugged. ‘Amazing.’ He scooped up

the travelcard, looking at the pictures on the cover. ‘Are

these boys or girls?’

‘Boys!’ Livy snatched the travelcard out of his hand.

‘Clearly!’

Livy turned back round, having given him what she

hoped was a ‘superior’ look, and took care putting her

travelcard back in her blazer pocket. She pressed her

cheek against the cool window, letting the city flow
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around her: sky like milk and the football stadium a

cheap toy that had fallen out of a giant’s cracker. Mahalia,

she knew, would not have got into such a ridiculous

 conversation. She would have said just the thing to put

the Temple College boy in his place.

She sensed him stand up behind her. ‘My stop,’ he said,

as if she had asked him what he was doing. This was

 awkward: it was her stop too.

She saw him out of the corner of her eye. The neat

blazer on top, football shorts, mud-splashed legs and

filthy football boots below. He waved to her from the top

of the stairs. Annoying! She waited until he had clattered

down the steps and only then grabbed her rucksack and

hooked her finger through the string of her gym bag.

But as Livy stepped down on to the pavement, she

couldn’t resist looking in both directions to see which

way the boy had gone. She saw him move towards the

park, a long, loping stride, his head to one side as if he

were listening out for something. She hung back: she

didn’t want to look as if she were following him,  because

that was her way home too.

‘Livy!’

Her mother, long black hair like trailing seaweed

around her shoulders, was pushing her large old bike

through the pedestrians in a determined fashion. Her

eyes were made up with their sooty black eyeliner and

her lips were dark red. She looked very different from

8



everyone else, as if she were a visitor from another coun-

try where it was normal for the inhabitants to dress in

white fur coats and vintage crepe tea dresses.

‘You didn’t need to meet me off the bus, Mum!’ Livy

said, glancing around to check that no one had seen. ‘I’m

thirteen!’

‘Oh!’ Livy saw her mother’s beautiful eyes flicker as if

she’d been found out. But she quickly came up with her

excuse. ‘I wasn’t really coming to meet you.’ She leant

forward to kiss Livy and take the gym bag out of her

hands. She smelt of roses, but roses wrapped in fur. ‘I

needed to do some shopping!’ She proudly pointed to

her bike basket, which was piled high with packets of

sugar and flour, a box of eggs and several tubs of ready-

made icing.

‘I don’t need a cake, Mum,’ Livy muttered. ‘All I’ve

done is go to school, remember? Like everyone else.’

Her mother didn’t say anything as she started to push

her bike towards the park. But Livy was used to these

pauses where questions hung in the air and instead of

speaking, her mother tried to look for the answer in

Livy’s face.

They walked up the side of the park; grand London

terraces and stately plane trees surrounded the expanse

of tired grass where dogs raced after sticks, barking reck-

lessly. Ahead, Livy could see the boy in the pale grey

blazer. Where was he going?
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Part 1
SOLITUDE
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I don’t know if what I remember is what happened or just 

how I imagine it happened now I’m old enough to tell 

stories. I’ve read about this thing called childhood amnesia. 

It means we can’t remember anything from when we were 

really small because before three years old we haven’t prac-

tised the skill of remembering enough to be able to do it 

very well. That’s the theory, but I’m not convinced. I have 

one memory from that time. It never changes, and if I 

wanted to make up memories, wouldn’t they be good ones? 

Wouldn’t all my childhood stories have happy endings?

I woke up crying. I could hear angry voices downstairs 

and thunder outside. I got up and stumbled on to the 

landing. A white gate was attached to the newel post to 

stop me tumbling down the stairs. I couldn’t figure out 

how to open it, no matter how hard I tried. I wasn’t 
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wearing socks. My feet were cold. I carried a white blan-

ket that dragged across the floor.

Two figures stood by the front door under a sprig of 

mistletoe, their faces in shadow. I whimpered. Nana 

looked up. ‘Back to bed, pet,’ she said. ‘Go on now.’

‘Can’t sleep,’ I said.

Nana nodded. ‘I know. I could never sleep before 

Christmas Day either.’

I shook my head. It was nothing to do with Christmas. 

I just didn’t want to go back to bed. The thunder sounded 

like it might blast through my bedroom window. And why 

was everyone shouting?

I started to cry again. I wanted the person in the green 

coat next to Nana to turn around because although I 

could tell from her long hair and narrow waist she was a 

woman, I couldn’t see her face.

But she wouldn’t look up. She was staring at the door-

mat and holding tight to the handle of a suitcase.

‘I’ll call you in a few days,’ a voice from inside the green 

coat whispered, and I knew then it was my mum.

‘Mummy,’ I said.

She opened the front door with her free hand. When 

Nana tried to stop her stepping into the night, she shrieked 

and pushed my grandmother against the mirror on the 
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wall. ‘Stop trying to ruin my life!’ my mum shouted. The 

wind slammed open the door. Rain came thrashing into 

the hall. The air smelled especially salty.

Finally Mum turned and saw me, but she didn’t smile 

or wave or blow me a kiss. She stared like I was something 

strange and sad that she couldn’t decipher.

Then she sniffed, turned and left, banging the door 

behind her.

And it was quiet again.

No shouting.

And no thunder either.

‘Mummy,’ I whispered.

‘Mummy’s gone, pet,’ Nana said. She climbed the 

stairs, opened the gate at the top and lifted me into her 

arms. She was shaking. Her eyes were wet. ‘It’s you and 

me now. You and me, OK?’

‘Mummy,’ I repeated.

‘Let’s go to bed,’ Nana said. ‘And in the morning we’ll 

see what Santa brought you.’

But I didn’t care about Santa’s presents. All I could 

think about was what had been taken away.
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2

Again and again I’ve asked Nana about the Christmas Eve 

that Mum left. I want to understand why she walked out. 

But when Nana tells me what happened, she makes it all 

Mum’s fault. Mum was the one who ran off to New York to 

be on Broadway, without once thinking about the child she’d 

left behind. And every year when Christmas rolls around, it’s 

the memory of that night – Mum in her green coat and the 

thunder crashing around the house – that consumes me.

‘I’m not waiting a minute longer!’ Nana calls.

‘Another thirty seconds!’ I shout. I pull my purple 

hoodie over my head.

‘I’m counting to ten!’ Nana replies.

I tumble out of my room and down the stairs. Nana is 

brushing her black coat free of Derry’s hairs. I take my 

scarf from the hallstand and wrap it around my neck a 

few times.
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Nana’s been spending the morning peeling parsnips 

and potatoes for dinner. The Brussels sprouts are soak-

ing in broth and the turkey is slow cooking in the oven. 

The whole house smells of orange and cranberry 

stuffing.

Unlike me, Nana still loves Christmas. Every year she 

plays her favourite carols on repeat and turns the volume 

up really loud when In the Bleak Midwinter comes on. 

The sound of her singing fills the whole house and forces 

me to hide out with Derry, our Labrador, in my room. 

Nana isn’t really much of a singer, but she’s very 

enthusiastic.

Nana leaves the clothes brush on the hall table and 

tucks her feet into a pair of navy, low-heeled slip-ons. 

‘Where do you think you’re going in those?’ she says. She 

points at my trainers. I don’t answer because it’s a rhet-

orical question. She uses them when she’s annoyed. ‘We’re 

going to Mass and it’s Christmas.’

‘They’re comfortable. And they’re only a bit scuffed,’ 

I say.

Derry sniffs my feet, giving away the fact that they 

probably smell. I shoo him away with the toe of one 

trainer.

‘I don’t mind what you wear as long as it’s clean and 
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those old things are not clean. Wear some nice shoes please,’ 

she says in her soft Irish voice that’s both gentle and firm.

The only nice shoes I have are heavy and blister my 

heels. I’m about to tell Nana this, when her eyes meet a 

spot on my hoodie.

‘Now come on, Apple, what are you playing at? You don’t 

have a clean top on either?’ she asks. I scratch at the spot 

where I dripped egg yolk this morning. I’d forgotten about it, 

and you’d think by Nana’s tone and big bulging eyes that the 

blotch was poisonous. ‘It’s my favourite top,’ I say. And I 

want to wear it. I want to wear it with my smelly trainers.

‘Get yourself up those stairs immediately and change, 

young lady,’ Nana says. She pinches her mouth into a 

prune. When she does this, there’s no arguing. When she 

does this, I always wish my mum were still here.

In my room, I squeeze into a dress and a pair of too-

tight lace-up shoes. The last time I wore this outfit was six 

months ago to Nana’s friend’s funeral. Since then, Nana 

hasn’t stopped talking about death. She says things like, 

Oh, you’ll miss me when I’m six feet under like poor 

Marjorie or I don’t want everyone wearing black to my 

funeral, Apple. A bit of  pink here and there won’t harm. 

It’s not good for a thirteen-year-old to be around someone 

who thinks she’s going to drop dead any second. I told 
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Nana as much, and she laughed, flipping her head back 

and showing off her black fillings and missing teeth. But I 

didn’t understand what was so funny.

When I get back downstairs, Nana is penning Derry 

into the kitchen. His golden hair is all over her coat again. 

‘Much better,’ Nana says, seeing me. I go to Derry and 

kiss his silky ears. He turns and slobbers all over my 

mouth. Nana grimaces. ‘Oh, Apple, he licks his boy bits 

and then you let him lick your face. It’s disgusting.’

Nana double-locks the front door and hurries ahead of 

me down the path to the car. Seagulls squawk and circle in 

the sky. A fog is climbing up the hill from the beach.

I slip into the back seat, because Nana still won’t let me 

ride with her in the front, and do up my belt. My feet 

already feel cut up from the shoes. I can hardly breathe in 

the dress.

‘Do you think she might come home today?’ I ask.

‘Who?’ Nana says. I don’t reply. She studies me in the 

rear-view mirror. ‘I don’t think so, Apple. Do you?’

I shake my head. I know Mum isn’t going to magically 

show up today or any other day. Just because she left at 

Christmas doesn’t mean that’s when she’ll come back.

And who knows, she might never come back at all.
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After dinner, Dad and Trish arrive from London carrying 

a bag of presents and an M&S trifle. Trish nips my cheek 

between her fingers and Dad kisses the top of my head.

‘Everything well with you?’ he asks.

I nod.

‘School ticking along?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Sorry I missed the end of term concert.’

‘That’s OK,’ I say.

‘You’ll have to play me a tune from it later,’ he says.

‘OK.’

Even though Dad lives less than two hours away, I don’t 

see him much. Not since Trish showed up.

Dad and Trish got married three years ago. It was 

completely out of the blue. One day he made me speak to 

Trish on the phone, and the next they asked me to be their 
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bridesmaid. I said yes, not knowing I was going to be 

forced to wear a bright yellow dress that made me look 

like a stuffed lemon. Trish only spoke to me once the 

whole day, to tell me to ‘cheer up’ because she didn’t want 

me spoiling the photographs. She really shouldn’t have 

said anything because then I went out of my way to ruin 

them. I stuck out my tongue and rolled my eyes back in 

my head and even pretended to be crying. I thought it was 

hilarious until the photos got delivered and Dad went 

ballistic. He said he’d spent over a thousand pounds on 

the photographer and made me write a long, fake letter of 

apology to Trish.

She still hasn’t forgiven me.

Nana tips custard all over the steaming Christmas pudding 

she’s saved for Trish and Dad’s arrival and serves everyone 

a dollop in a reindeer-patterned bowl. ‘We can have the 

trifle for supper,’ she says. ‘So, tell me now, how’s the new 

house?’

‘It’s absolutely marvellous, isn’t it, Chris?’ Trish says. 

She touches Dad’s arm.

‘It’s a lot of work keeping up a garden, but we were sick 

of being stuck in that flat,’ Dad says.

Nana wipes her hands on her apron and sits down. ‘Oh, 
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I wouldn’t give up my garden for anything. We have our 

own little herb patch now, don’t we, Apple?’

I pop a piece of pudding into my mouth. ‘Um-hmm,’ I 

say. It’s still scorching. I have to spit it back into the bowl 

to stop the skin peeling away from my gums.

Trish clears her throat.

Dad frowns. ‘I’ve warned you about your manners,’ he says.

When? Six months ago when you last bothered visiting? 

I want to snap back. But I don’t.

‘It was boiling,’ I say. I put down my spoon. ‘Sorry.’

‘So, Apple, I hear you’re about to take your Grade Four 

in clarinet. That’s brilliant.’ Trish smiles, keeping her thin 

red lips pressed together.

I shrug. ‘Yeah, but I don’t enjoy playing it that much.’

‘But it’s a wonderful accomplishment to be able to play 

an instrument,’ Nana says.

‘I paid three hundred pounds for that clarinet, not to 

mention the cost of the lessons,’ Dad says.

‘Three hundred pounds? That’s more than our new 

coffee table cost,’ Trish announces.

I ignore her. ‘I didn’t say I was giving up. I just don’t 

love playing, that’s all.’ But what I do love about the clari-

net is going to orchestra where I get to see Egan Winters.

Egan Winters can play the flute while kicking a football 
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between his feet. He actually seems more like a drummer 

or a bass guitarist; he wears leather bracelets and ripped 

jeans and is without doubt the best-looking person in our 

whole school. Plus, he’s in the sixth-form, which means he 

isn’t immature like the boys in my class. I know he doesn’t 

see me. I know I’m only ‘that Year Eight girl with the 

 clari   net’ to him, if anything. But I can’t stop my heart 

thumping every time I’m near him.

‘Teenagers are so bad at sticking with things. It’s 

because of all these new phones and apps and things,’ 

Trish says, as though she hasn’t heard me telling everyone 

that I am not giving up the clarinet. She tucks her wispy 

blonde hair behind her ears and daintily wipes her mouth 

with one of Nana’s linen napkins. ‘How much are these 

smarty-pants phones anyway?’ It isn’t a real question; 

she’s just trying to make Dad see how much I’m costing 

them. She’s trying to say, Your kid is far too expensive.

I push away my pudding. I really don’t feel like eating 

anything more. I hate Christmas. And I hate Trish. ‘I don’t 

feel well. Can I be excused?’

Dad sighs. ‘You look fine to me,’ he says. He’s trying to 

act serious, but he’s wearing a gold paper hat from one 

of the crackers and I can’t help smirking. ‘Apollinia, it’s 

important you learn to persevere with things. You can’t be 
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someone who gives up as soon as you get bored or the 

going gets tough. You don’t want to be one of those 

people, do you?’ His voice has gone all tight, and I wonder 

whether he’s thinking about Mum: how she split up with 

him when she found out they were going to have a baby; 

how she ran away when she realised you couldn’t stuff a 

baby into your handbag like a chihuahua.

Dad’s worst nightmare must be that I turn out like my 

mum.

Nana stands up and pours Dad some more red wine. 

‘Why don’t we open our presents now and talk about this 

another time?’ She doesn’t like arguments at Christmas. 

She’s into peace and joy.

Dad is staring at me. He isn’t speaking. He seems 

mesmerised by something in my face.

‘Chris?’ Trish says. She taps him and he flinches.

‘We will continue this discussion,’ he says to me.

‘Presents!’ Nana says, and we follow her to the plastic 

tree in the sitting room where a few small, sad boxes sit 

waiting to be unwrapped.

I get a new pencil case and a book token from Nana, and 

an Argos gift card from Dad and Trish. I don’t know what 

I’m meant to get in Argos, but I say thank you then sit in 
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front of the TV with my legs draped over Derry, waiting 

for Christmas to be over.

EastEnders is on and when Nana notices, she quickly 

changes the channel. ‘Don’t you watch soaps, Bernie?’ 

Trish asks. Nana’s name is Bernadette. Trish is the only 

person I know who calls Nana ‘Bernie’.

Nana points at me. ‘Not appropriate,’ she says.

‘I’m not a baby,’ I say.

‘You’re not an adult either. When you are, watch what 

you like,’ Nana says.

Trish pretends to bite down on the tip of  her thumb. 

‘Oops. Hope I haven’t opened a can of  worms,’ she 

says. If  I had the courage, I’d slap her right across the 

face.

‘Chitty Chitty Bang Bang is on,’ Nana says. She forages 

for the remote control.

Trish helps her search and then draws in her breath 

gently. ‘Oh, I almost forgot. Here’s another gift,’ she says. 

She hands me a package. Dad starts to chew the inside of 

his cheeks.

I peel back the tape. It’s a white T-shirt. ‘Thanks,’ I 

mutter, without taking off all the paper.

‘You didn’t unwrap it properly,’ Nana says.

‘You didn’t read it,’ Trish says.
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I shake open the T-shirt. Written in swirly letters are the 

words Big Sis. I turn to Dad, who is pink around the jaw. 

Nana is staring at Trish with her mouth open.

‘You’re having a baby?’ I say.

‘What lovely news,’ Nana says. She rushes at Dad and 

kisses him like he’s her own son, which is what people 

always assume when they see them together. But he isn’t. 

Dad was simply unlucky enough to be dating my mum 

when she got pregnant, and Nana always felt sorry for him, 

like he wasn’t as much to blame for a baby coming along as 

Mum was. So Mum couldn’t go to university, but Dad took 

a train to Liverpool a month before I was born and spent 

the next three years studying economics and getting drunk. 

Mum was stuck in Brampton-on-Sea and by the time Dad 

came back from university, she was gone. She’d had enough 

of changing nappies and waiting for Dad’s help.

And she’d had enough of  me too, I think.

I fold the T-shirt and tuck it under Derry’s paws.

‘We found out a few weeks ago,’ Trish says. Her face is 

full of pride.

Dad looks a bit sad.

‘You must be delighted,’ Nana says. She is smiling so 

much it must hurt.

‘We’re thrilled,’ Trish says. She kisses Dad hard on the 
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lips right in front of Nana and me. A bit of custard-

flavoured sick rises in my throat.

Nana laughs nervously. ‘I’m going to have to get out my 

knitting patterns,’ she says.

‘Wait until we know what we’re having, Bernie. I hate to 

see a baby in yellow,’ Trish says, even though she made her 

bridesmaids wear yellow all day for her stupid wedding.

I hold Derry’s collar and lead him out of the room. ‘I 

think he needs to pee,’ I say, but no one is listening.

After Derry’s done his business, I let him into the kitchen 

and close the door. I sit on the back steps. The ground is 

icy. The air is thick and hazy with frozen fog.

‘You’ll get piles,’ a stranger’s voice says. I look up but 

it’s too dark to see anything. I stand, afraid of who’s 

watching, and see a boy by my back fence. ‘Haemorrhoids 

are nasty things. Can’t say I even know what they are 

though.’

‘Why are you in my garden?’ I ask.

‘Because I’m talking to you,’ he says. ‘There’s a big gap 

in this fence. Someone should repair it.’

‘I know there is, but until now no one decided to use it 

as a gate.’ I came outside to be alone. I’m not in the mood 

for people. ‘You’re trespassing,’ I tell him.
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‘You’re right. Someone call the police!’ he shouts.

He steps over Nana’s flower beds and stomps up our 

garden. He’s wearing a jumper with a giant frog on it and 

a pair of green wellies that are far too big for him. His 

cheeks and forehead are smeared with what looks like 

black warpaint.

‘Are you going into combat?’ I ask.

‘Sort of. Dad forgot to go shopping. I reckon we’ll be 

having pasta and rice pudding for Christmas dinner. 

Mum’s furious, so I’m hunkering down outside until it 

blows over.’

I noticed a new family move into the house behind ours 

a few weeks ago. It had been empty for so long, I thought 

it would stay that way – become a home for spiders, mice 

and homeless people.

‘I think your house is haunted,’ I tell him. I’m being 

mean, but I’m not really sure why.

‘Yep. It’s totally haunted. I hear ghoulish whispers at 

night. I’m not worried though; it’ll keep the robbers away.’

I gaze at the moon.

‘So why are you out here? Shouldn’t you be working 

your way through a box of After Eights?’ he says.

‘Not that it’s any of your business, but my dad and 

stepmum just told me they’re having a baby, and my nan 
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is trying to make me act like I’m pleased. So if you could 

leave me alone to be depressed, I’d appreciate it.’

‘Ugh. Babies are so boring. I don’t know why everyone 

gets all freaky around them.’

I shrug and look through the kitchen window into the 

sitting room where Trish is laughing and clapping. ‘I’d 

better go inside,’ I say.

‘OK,’ he says. He walks away. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Apple,’ I say hesitantly.

‘Apple? Like Apple Blossom?’

I blink. Normally when I tell kids my name, they make 

a nasty joke about Crab Apples or Bad Apples or go on 

and on about iPads.

Not that Apple is even my real name. My given name 

is Apollinia Apostolopoulou, which hardly anyone is 

able to pronounce. So instead of even trying to get 

people to say it, I tell them my name is Apple. The 

Apostolopoulou bit is still there; I can’t do anything 

about that, and I often wonder why Mum even gave me 

Dad’s surname. She wasn’t going out with him when I 

was born. And I don’t think she loved him. But she went 

ahead and chose a Greek first name too. There must 

have been a reason. When she returns, I’m going to ask 

her all about it.
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I wish she were here now. I wish she’d never left me in 

the first place.

‘My real name is Apollinia,’ I tell him. ‘But people have 

been calling me Apple since I was a baby.’

‘Cool. All right. Well, nice to meet you, Apple. I’m Del.’ 

He hops over Nana’s gnome. Its fishing rod is broken. 

‘Oh, and Happy Christmas.’ He vanishes through the gap 

in the fence.

‘Happy Christmas,’ I say quietly, even though it’s 

anything but happy.

The back door opens. ‘What are you doing out here?’ 

Nana asks.

‘Nothing.’

‘Do you want to catch your death? Come inside.’

‘I don’t mind catching my death,’ I say.

Nana tuts. ‘Don’t talk nonsense.’

I pick at my nails. ‘Nana, did Mum send a message? 

Did she email you?’

‘Wouldn’t I have told you? No, she didn’t. I haven’t 

heard from her in about a year, Apple. You know that.’

‘How hard is it to send a card?’ I say. At least she could 

pretend to remember us. Give us a bit of hope.

‘Stop worrying about that. It’s Christmas. And you’ve 

had some lovely news. A little brother or sister, Apple, like 
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you always wanted. Now let’s go inside and crack open 

that tin of Quality Street.’

‘You bought Quality Street?’

‘Of course I did,’ she says. I think for a minute she 

might hug me, but she doesn’t. She nods briskly and pulls 

me inside.

‘That’s a good girl,’ she says. ‘Now close the door 

behind you. It’s bitter out.’
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THE FIRST CALL

The green phone
on the wall in the hall
hardly ever rang.
Anyone who wanted to speak to Mom called her cell.
Same with Angela.

I listened to the jangle for a few seconds
before picking it up.
‘Hello?’

‘Joe?’ It was Ed.
He hadn’t been in touch for weeks.
I’d started to worry,
wondered if he was ever coming home.
‘Is Angela there?’ he asked.
He was breathing fast
as though someone were chasing him.
In the background
 hard voices,
 a door slamming.

‘Angela’s at soccer practice,’ I said.

‘And Mom?’
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‘No idea.
Hey, Ed,
I found a baseball glove at the park.
Will you be back soon to play?’

Ed sighed heavily. ‘I dunno, Joe.’

‘Oh.’ I picked at some peeling paint on the wall.

Another sigh from my big brother.
‘I got arrested, Joe.
They think I done something real bad.’

I pressed the receiver tight
against my ear.

‘What do they think you done?’

‘They think I hurt someone.
But I didn’t. You hear?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I mean it. You hear me?
Cos people are gonna be telling you
all kinds of lies.
I need you to know the truth.’
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The front door opened and Mom stormed in
carrying a bag of groceries
for my sister to conjure into dinner.

‘The police got Ed!’ I shouted.

 I held out the phone.
 She snatched it from me,
 dropping the bag.

A tangerine rolled across the rug.
I picked it up,
the skin cold and rough.

‘Ed? What’s going on? …
But how can they make that sort of mistake? …
Don’t shout at me, I’m just …
No, I know, but …
I don’t have the money for …
Ed, stay calm …
I’ll call Karen. I said I’ll call Karen …
Stop shouting at me … 
Ed, for Christ’s sake …
I’m just not able to … Ed? Ed?’
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She held the phone away
 from her ear and scowled
 like it had bitten her.
‘The cops are charging him with murder,’ she said.

I was seven.
I didn’t know what that meant.
Did he owe someone money?
We hadn’t any cash to pay the electricity bill.
My sneakers were so small
they made the tips of my toes white.
‘Can I call him back?’ I asked.
The tangerine was still in my hand.
I wanted to throw it in Mom’s face and hurt her.

‘No,’ she said.
‘And don’t expect to speak to him for a long time.’

I didn’t believe her.
I thought Ed would call.
I thought he’d come home.

But he never did.
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SLUM LANDLORD

Aunt Karen told me not to come here.
She said Ed didn’t deserve an entourage
after the pain he’d caused our family.

Even after ten long years
she blames him for everything.
 She points to Ed and says,
 ‘See what he did to us.’

And maybe she’s right.
Everything turned to shit
when Ed got put away;
nothing worked any more.

So maybe this is a stupid idea.

I’m already pining for home, Staten Island,
anything that isn’t Wakeling, Texas,
in the broiling heat.

It’s not as if I want to be here,
checking out some slummy apartment.
But I can’t afford to keep staying at
the Wakeling Motorstop Motel,
not for the whole time I’m in Texas anyway.
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‘Six hundred for the month,’ the landlord croaks,
coughing up something wet and
spitting it into a Kleenex.

Judging by the dishes in the sink,
the apartment hasn’t been lived in for months and
he’d be lucky to get a dime for this hole –
roaches in the closets,
rodents in the kitchen.

‘I need it until mid-August.
I’ll give you four hundred,’ I say.

He snorts. ‘Five hundred. Cash.’
And I can tell by the way he’s
 backing out of the apartment
 that it’s as low as he’ll go.
Well, I guess he’s the one with the keys;
he can afford to play hardball.
‘If I find out you been selling weed,
I’ll send my men round.
You don’t wanna meet my men.’
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But his men don’t bother me.
I got bigger worries
 than getting bashed in with a baseball bat
by his hired goons.

I got Ed to worry about.
 Ed.

So here I am.
 Stuck.

And it’s going to be the worst time of my life.
The worst time of everyone’s lives.

 For those who get to live.
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TEXTS

In the parking lot of my motel
a gang of bikers are slugging booze from paper bags,
hellfire rock music filling up the lot.

As I pass them, my cell phone pings in my  
back pocket.
I don’t bother checking the message.
I know it’s Angela pestering me:
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I have to call my sister.
And I will.
 Later.
Right now, I’m starving.

And I have to get away from this music.
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BOB’S DINER

The diner is all beat up outside,
paint crumbling, half the neon sign unlit,
and inside it’s the same:
broken floor tiles,
posters pale and torn.
A middle- aged waitress in a  
pink bowling shirt smiles.
Her name – Sue – is embroidered into 
her front pocket,
the black thread unravelling itself,
 snaking down the shirt like a
 little vine.

‘You OK, hun?’ she asks,
raising her hand to her mouth,
dragging on a cigarette right there
behind the counter
like it’s totally normal –
 a waitress smoking in a restaurant.
And it might be.  Around here.

I pull out my remaining cash and wave it at her.
‘What would four bucks buy me?’ I say.
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‘I guess you could get a bacon roll
and a coffee.
Would that work, hun?’

‘Great,’ I say, inhaling the  
 tail of her cigarette smoke.

She shouts my order through a swing door,
turns back to slosh coffee into a stained mug
 and pushes it across the counter.

It’s thick and bitter, nothing like you get in  
New York,
but I don’t complain.
 I tear open a Splenda,
  tip it in to disguise the taste.
‘Any jobs going?’ I ask.

 ‘Wait there, hun.’
 Sue vanishes
  through the
 swing doors.

I grab a muffin in plastic wrap from a basket
on the counter, stuff it into my bag before
 a man appears,
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a thick moustache hiding his mouth,
a belly that bulges over his waistband.

He reaches across the counter, shakes my hand.
‘I’m Bob. I believe you’re lookin’ for work.’
His accent is drawn out and totally Texan.

‘Joe Moon,’ I say.

He nods.
‘I need a delivery guy.
Someone with a car, cos the junker  
out back won’t run.
Or someone real fast on a bike.
The fast person would also need a bike.’

‘I fix cars,’ I say quickly.
‘If I get it to go, could I have the job?’

Sue has reappeared, a fresh cigarette limp
 between her twiggy fingers.
She spits bits of tobacco on to the floor.
‘Just so’s you know, hun, my boyfriend Lenny’s
good with motors. Even he couldn’t get that
crap heap to turn over.’
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She uses a sour rag
to wipe coffee stains from the countertop.

‘I could try,’ I say,
not wanting to sound too desperate.

‘OK. You can try,’ Bob says.
He reaches into the basket and
hands me a blueberry muffin.
‘Dessert’s on me, son,’ he says.
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NO SHORE

All last week
Reed tried to cheer me up.
Sitting in his car drinking warm beer,
he tried to make me believe Ed would get off,
that I’d be back in Arlington before
the track and field holiday programme
began.
‘I’ll win bronze for steeple chase,
you’ll get a gold for five thousand metres.
Then we’ll go to the shore
and show off our medals.
We can stay at my cousin’s beach house  
as long as we want.
We’ll get tans,
 smoke dope,
  hit on hot girls.
So many hot girls at the shore.’

‘Sounds good,’ I said,
knowing it was never gonna happen,
knowing I’d miss out on my entire
summer,
including the New York City
track and field programme.
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It was the one thing that had kept me going
in school –
 knowing that at the end of the year,
 no matter how low my grades were,
 I’d have the programme to prove
 I wasn’t some layabout loser.

But instead of running,
I was coming to Texas
to count down the days until
my brother’s execution;
trying to make me feel better about that
was pointless.
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THE SECOND CALL

I liked cheese sandwiches with a truckload of ketchup
and had a plate of them in my lap.
I was watching Spiderman on TV,
 cross- legged on the carpet
 wearing scuffed- up sneakers –
laces undone, feet sticky inside them.

I was eight by then,
a year after that first call which had turned  
 everything

 inside out.

Mom shouted at me, as she always did.
‘Turn the goddamn TV down!’

She had her cell to her ear,
was squinting like she was trying to see
whatever it was she was being told.

And then,
 like a rock into a river,
 she fell
 and began to howl.
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It wasn’t like you see in movies,
someone collapsing but so beautiful
 and
 tragic.
She was a person possessed,
smashing into pieces,
and I was afraid to get too close.
‘No!’ she screamed.

I knew right away the words she was hearing.
Anyone could have guessed.

We were kind of expecting it.

And not expecting it at all.

Aunt Karen had been at some of the short trial,
came home and
told us things weren’t going Ed’s way –
for starters, there was his confession
 the day after he got arrested.
She said that if she’d been on the jury,
she’d have locked him up and  
 thrown away the key herself.

‘He didn’t do it,’ Angela told her.
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‘I don’t know any more,’ Aunt Karen said.
‘He looked pretty guilty to me.’

And the day that second call came,
I was the only other person at home,
alone again with Mom in the house
and
I didn’t know what to do.
I mean,
Mom was always freaking out, but not like that:
 an animal caught in wire.

I went to her,
 tried to get her to stand,
 but
 she wouldn’t.
 She couldn’t.

 Mom stayed
 down for a
 really 
 long
 time.
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AUNT KAREN

Three hours after the bad news
our Aunt Karen came to stay.
‘I’m all you’ve got,’ she told us.

She stared at the ketchup stains on my white T-shirt,
like that was proof our family
couldn’t take care of itself.
I wiped my nose with the back of my hand
and she flinched.

‘We don’t have space,’ Angela explained.

Aunt Karen scratched her nose with her  
thumbnail.
‘I’ll take your room. You can share with Joe  
for a while.
Ed’s old bed is still in there.’

Angela stood up as tall as she could.
‘I need my privacy,’ she said.

‘Yeah, well,’ Mom mumbled, cradling a gin.
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‘But I have exams,’ Angela tried again.

‘I know you do,’ Aunt Karen said.
‘And you’ll pass them. I won’t have you go down
the same road as Ed.’

It didn’t matter how hard we stamped our feet,
Aunt Karen had made up her mind
and Mom was in no state to argue:
Aunt Karen was staying and
we would start going to church,
not just on Sundays but after school too.
TV was
 out
and Bible study was
 in.
Karen knew how to save our souls
from falling into the darkness
that had carried off our brother,
and the first part of her plan was
 to never mention Ed again.
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HOW MOM HANDLED IT

Mom stopped going out.
  She littered the house with empty pill bottles.
  She watched infomercials,  

shopped through the TV,
 said she was waiting until people forgot,
 that she’d get her act together and
 go back to work
 once the worst blew over.

But
 she never returned to work and
 when she finally ventured out,

 she didn’t come back.
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AUTO SHOP

When I told Reed’s uncle at the auto shop last week
that I was headed to Texas for the whole summer,
he didn’t take it well either.
‘I don’t know if I can keep your job open, Joe,’
he said.
‘I got guys queuing up to apprentice here
and you’re taking off?’

I hadn’t explained to anyone apart from Reed
the real reason I’d be gone.
I was ashamed and Reed must have guessed it.
‘Give him a break, Uncle Sammy.
 Joe’s got some girl knocked up
 and needs to get out of Arlington
 before her brothers do him in,’ Reed said.

Sammy rubbed his greasy hands against
his blue overalls and frowned.
 ‘You’re lyin’.’

 ‘He’s lyin’,’ I said.
  ‘But I gotta go.
 I’ll be back though.’
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Sammy sighed. ‘OK. OK.
You’re a hell of a lot better than
Reed at getting dirty under a hood
anyway,
I’ll give you that.’

Reed grunted and reached for a wrench.
‘I prefer to get dirty in other ways.’

Sammy watched me.
‘You’re still standing there, Joe.
What do you want?’

I didn’t like to ask.
It felt like begging.
‘I’m owed two weekends.’

Reed snickered.

Sammy rolled his eyes, reached into
his pocket and pulled out a roll
of twenties.
‘How much?’ he asked.
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TEAM WRONG

Back at the motel, I call Angela.
Her voice is high pitched and
something is buzzing in the background.
‘I can’t hear you, Ange!’ I shout.

The buzzing stops.

‘I’m at the bar making mojitos,’ she says. ‘You OK?’

I want to tell the truth, say,
No, I’m not OK.
It’s hot.
I haven’t any more money for food.
I’m solo doing this,
which isn’t how it should be.
I’m seventeen years old, for Christ’s sake.
Why aren’t you here?
Why isn’t Aunt Karen? Mom?

‘I found an apartment,’ I say,
leaving out the bit about the bugs.
‘Will the cash have cleared in my account yet?’
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She coughs into the phone.
‘Should have,’ she says.
‘But then that’s it.
The boss won’t give me an advance
so it’ll be next month before I’ve got
cash to come down there.’

‘Aunt Karen?’ I ask hopefully.

‘No way. She’s still super pissed.
She picked up more stuff,
said she isn’t moving back in.
I don’t even know how we’ll make the rent
unless she changes her mind.
And how the hell are you gonna eat?’

‘I’m looking for work.’

‘I wish I could get more cash, Joe.’

I half- laugh.
 How exactly?
 Ask strangers for handouts?
We could never get away with that –
begging for loans to be with our brother.
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See, we aren’t the people anyone pities.
No one cares whether or not we get to be with
Ed at the end,
how poor or hungry we are.
The cop’s widow though?
 If she set up a crowd- funding account
 to buy a black dress and matching hat,
 you’d have people donating
 big time.
 The widow of a murdered guy?
 Do you take Mastercard?
But we aren’t her – we’re not the victims here.

Instead we’re on the other side of right –
  players for Team Wrong.

‘Have you seen Ed?’ Angela whispers.

I go to the bathroom,
run cold water into the shower.
‘No,’ I admit.

I haven’t even tried.
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CHICKEN SHIT

Ed wrote to me last month
asking for help.
I’m the one he thought he could rely on.

He probably imagined his baby brother
had grown into a
 man.

But I’m too chicken shit
to even call the prison
and enquire about visits,
let alone
 drag my sorry ass
up to the gates
and try to get in.
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Here
  We Are.

And we are living.

Isn’t that amazing?

How we manage
to be
at all.
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Summer’s breath begins to cool.
The ink of night comes earlier and earlier.
And out of the blue
Mom announces that Tippi and I
will no longer be taught at home.
‘In September
you’ll join a class of juniors
and go to school
like everyone else,’ she says.

I don’t make any
   ripples.

I listen
and nod
and pull at a loose thread in my shirt
until a button

falls away.

But Tippi doesn’t stay silent.

She detonates:
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‘Are you kidding me?
Have you lost your minds?’ she shouts,
then argues with Mom and Dad for hours.

I listen
and nod
and bite at the skin around my fingernails
until they start to

bleed.

Finally Mom rubs her temples, sighs, and gives it to 
us straight.

‘Donations from well- wishers have dried up
and we simply can’t afford to homeschool you.
You know your dad hasn’t found a job yet
and Grammie’s pension
doesn’t even cover the cable bill.’

‘You girls aren’t cheap,’ Dad adds,
as though all the money spent on us
  —the hospital bills and special clothes—
could be saved if we’d both
only
behave a little better.
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You see,
Tippi and I are not what you’d call normal—
not what you see every day
or any day
for that matter.

Anyone with a jot of good manners
calls us ‘conjoined’,
though we’ve been dubbed other things, too:
freaks, fiends,
monsters, mutants,
and even a two- headed demon once,
which made me cry so hard
I had puffy eyes for a week.

But there’s no denying our difference.

We are literally joined
  at the hip—
  united in blood and bone.

And
  this
is why
we never went to school.
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For years we’ve been cooking up chemistry potions
on the kitchen table
and using our yard for P.E.

But now
there’s no getting out of it;
we are going to school.

Not that we’ll be in a state school
like our sister Dragon,
with kids who pull knives on teachers
and drink Tipp-Ex for breakfast.

No, no, no.

The city won’t fund our homeschooling but
they’ll pay
for a place
at a private school
—Hornbeacon High—
and Hornbeacon is willing to have that one place
count for the two of us.

I guess we’re supposed to feel lucky.
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But lucky isn’t really how
I would
ever
describe us.
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Dragon stretches out on the end of the double bed 
I share with Tippi,
her bruised feet pointed while she
paints her toenails a deep metallic blue.
‘I don’t know,
you might like it,’ she tells us.
‘Not everyone in the world is an asshole.’
Tippi takes the polish, starts on my right hand and
blows my fingernails
dry.
‘No, you’re right,
not everyone’s an asshole,’
Tippi says.
‘But around us,
  they all morph into them.’
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Dragon’s real name is Nicola,
but Tippi and I changed it
when she was two,
when she was fierce and fire- breathing,
stomping around the apartment and
chomping on crayons and toy trains.

Now she’s fourteen and a ballet dancer
she doesn’t stomp anywhere—
she floats.

Lucky for her she’s completely normal.

Although

I do wonder if being our sister
  sucks sometimes,

if being our sister
makes her a freak
too.
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Although scientists have come up with ways to
categorise conjoined twins,
each and every pair that ever existed
is unique—
the details of all our bodies remain a secret
unless we want to tell.

And people always want to know.

They want to know exactly what we share
  down there,
so sometimes we tell them.

Not because it’s their business
but to stop them wondering—it’s all the  
wondering

about our bodies that bothers us.

So:
Tippi and I are of the ischiopagus tripus  
variety.

We have
two heads,
two hearts,
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two sets of lungs and kidneys.
We have four arms as well,
and a pair of fully functioning legs
now that the vestigial leg has been
  docked
  like a show dog’s tail.

Our intestines begin
  apart
  then merge.

And below that we are
  one.

It probably sounds like a prison sentence,
but we have it better than others
who live with fused heads or hearts,
or only two arms between them.

It really isn’t so bad.

It’s how it’s always been.
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It’s all we know.

And actually,
  we’re usually
  quite happy
  together.
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‘We’re out of milk,’ Grammie says,
brandishing an empty milk carton and
a mug of steaming coffee.

‘Well, go and get some,’ Tippi says.

Grammie wrinkles her nose and pokes Tippi’s side.
‘You know I have a problem with my hip,’ she says,
and I laugh out loud;
Grammie is the
only person on the planet who ever pulls
The Disability Card
with us.

So Tippi and I trudge to the corner store
two blocks away,
which is how we get everywhere:
trudging
  and lumbering
   along,
my left arm around Tippi’s waist,
  my right slung over a crutch—
  Tippi mirroring me.
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By the time we reach the store we are both
breathing hard
and neither of us wants to carry the milk home.
‘She can run her own errands in future,’  Tippi says,
stopping
for
a moment and
leaning on some rusty iron railings.

A woman pushing a stroller passes by,
her mouth
a gaping cavern.
Tippi smiles and says, ‘Hey there!’
then snickers
when this woman with a perfectly formed body
almost topples over in surprise.
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Her Name Is Marla

Her name is Marla,
and to her I am Toffee,
though my parents named me Allison.

 Actually
it was Mum who made that decision;
Dad didn’t care about a bawling baby
and her name
the day I showed up.

 He had more import ant things on his mind.

And now,
Marla sleeps in a bedroom next to mine
with forget- me-nots
 climb ing the papered walls,
snoring,
 lying on her back, lips
   parted.

Sometimes, at night,
she wakes,
wails,
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flails and begs the air to
 leave her alone, leave her alone.
 I scuttle in,
 stroke her arm with my finger tips.
 I’m here. It’s OK.
 You’re just having a bad dream.

That usually settles her:
she’ll look up
 like I’m the very person she expec ted to see,
 shut her eyes and
 float away again.

The mattress on my bed is so soft I sink.
The cotton sheets are paper thin
 from too much washing.
Nets, not curtains, cover my window:
 street lights blare in.

 This is not my home.
 This is not my room.
 This is not my bed.

 I am not who I say I am.
 Marla isn’t who she thinks she is.
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I am a girl trying to forget.
Marla is a woman trying to remem ber.

Sometimes I am sad.
Sometimes she is angry.

 And yet.

 Here,
 in this house,
   I am so much happier
   than I have ever been.
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At the Bus Station

A bearded man sits
 by me on the bench
 in the bus station.
His nails are broken, dirty.
 His train ers have holes in the toes.
Want a Pringle?
He conjures a red tube from his khaki coat.
 I edge away,
 focus on the back pack by my feet
 stuffed with clothes, bread rolls.
I couldn’t carry much –  
hadn’t much to take anyway.

What the hell happened to your face?
The man squints, crunches on the Pringles,
  slides towards me.
There are crumbs on his coat,
in his beard.
Looks like someone got you good.

I turn away
hoping
 he’ll think I don’t under stand,
 mistake me for a foreigner.
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And I feel it today,
an alien far from home already,
the world all noise and nonsense.

A bus pulls up. I hand the driver my ticket,
 a yellow square to Elsewhere
 paid for with Dad’s contact less card.

   Runaway.
   Liar.
   Thief.

In a seat near the back
I press my fore head against the
cold, sweat ing window.

I am heading west –
 to Kelly-Anne,
 who never wanted to go –
 never wanted to go without me anyway.

The bus revs and judders.

I am leaving.
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The Ruby Ring

Her suit case bulged in the middle
like it had over eaten.
She must have packed the day before – planned it.
Sorry, Allie, I gotta get out.
He’s getting worse.
Kelly-Anne took off the dull ruby ring Dad had 
given her.

Her face was bloated and pale.
No smile in weeks.

Still.

Don’t go.
I yanked at her jacket.

Come with me.
 Her eyes were on the wall clock,
 feet in her boots.
We’ll get some where cheap and
work it out, yeah?
Go and throw some stuff into a bag.
Do it quickly.
Come on. Quick!
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I let go.
Don’t you love him?

He’s a bastard, Allie.
She had a plummy bruise on her arm to prove it.

Don’t you love me?

I can’t stay. And I can’t explain.
She eyed the ring.
Surely you above all people can under stand.

I do but …
My fore head felt hot.
My knees locked.
He isn’t all bad, is he?
He works so hard.
He’s tired.

Allie –

We could make him happier together.
Both of us.
We could try again.



10

I can’t try any more, she snapped.
She twisted my wrist.
She’d never
hurt me before,
yet here she was
stack ing it up.
You don’t need to stay here.
She unin ten tion ally gestured to the mirror –
to herself.
The reflec tion stared back,
broken and
uncon vinced.

What she didn’t realise was that
I didn’t have any choice.
I had to stay.
 He was my dad, not my boyfriend.
 You can’t just walk out on your parents.
Who else did I have apart from him?
Who did he have but me?

I sobbed in the hallway.
Kelly-Anne pulled a scrunched- up tenner from her 
bag,
a pound hidden inside like a present.
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Here, she said,
as though money might make it all right.
I’ll get settled and call you.
Be strong and don’t piss him off.
Tell him you didn’t see me leave.
Make him believe I’ll be back
so he doesn’t look for me.

And that was that.

I watched her from the window,
worry ing about what would happen when  
Dad got home
and discovered his fiancée was gone,
 the engage ment ring left on the hall table,
  the same red ruby that had belonged to my 

mum
 back when he loved her
 best.
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M5

This road must be the longest in the universe.
 Concrete and concrete and concrete.

I fiddle with my phone,
  follow the jagged blue line to Bude.

A few months ago I would have spent the journey
sending Jacq crude emojis
and taking sly photos
of losers on the bus,
 their mouths gaping open in sleep.

 Now I have no one to message
 and nothing to go back to.

 I hope Kelly-Anne still has space for me
 in her life.

Concrete and concrete and concrete.
The longest road in the universe.
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Bude

Buckets and spades
 hang from an awning.
Titan white gulls yap over head.
A gaggle of girls slurp ice cream from waffle cones
despite a slight drizzle.
 One girl pauses
then suddenly skips after the others:
 Wait up!

I lug my bag after me
   down the
     steps of the bus
and on the pave ment,
inhale salty air.

I have an address on a scrap of paper,
a map on my phone.

It is two miles to Kelly-Anne’s place.
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Forever

A man in a chequered foot ball shirt
opens the door. Yeah?
He unashamedly stares at my cheek.

Is Kelly-Anne home?
My shoulders are burning.
I put down my back pack.

Kels? Nah.
I doubt we’ll see her again.
She buggered off, didn’t she?
He lifts junk mail from the mat,
flicks through it,
 steps outside
 and bungs it into a wheelie bin.
She’s in Aberdeen.
Got a job in sales. Owes me rent.
He picks his ear, stares at his finger
like he might discover some thing fascin at ing.
Try her phone. Not that she’ll answer.

I’ll try.
 I don’t tell him
she hasn’t replied to my messages recently either,
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or that it seems point less
if she’s in Aberdeen and
I’ve come to Cornwall.

We are a whole country apart.

You all right?
The man exam ines my back pack.

I better go, I say.

Do you have some where to go?
His expres sion has softened.
A cat is nudging his train ers.

I don’t know.
But not home,
I know that for sure.
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The Mark

I tap
my cheek
with the tips
of my fingers.

It is still hot.
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Shed

The air is bruised by the blast of fireworks
and the dusk smells faintly of gunpowder
though it’s weeks until Guy Fawkes.

Straight ahead
 a grav elly lane separ ates
two rows of gardens,
and despite Google Maps telling me to
 turn right,
I cut through it, back into town,
down towards the sea.

In one garden,
 a green house with mouldy windows.
In another,
 a collec tion of toys piled into a pyramid.
In the next,
 a stack of deck chairs and folding tables.

But near the end of the lane
 is a ramshackle shed,
 its door ajar,
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over shad owed by an aban doned house –
no lights on inside,
ivy like lace across its windows.

I slip through a gap in the fencing,
push open the door to the shed,
 slip inside.

It is strewn with rusting cans of paint,
 a split bag of cement.
Heavy tools hang from hooks;
the one small window looking on to the lane
is curtained over with a torn cardigan.

I can use my jumper as a pillow.
I can lie with my feet against the door.

 There are worse harbours.



19

Nothing

I check my phone
though I haven’t switched off the sound,
would easily have heard a ping,
but still nothing from Kelly-Anne.

And nothing from Dad either.

I try lying down,
imagin ing tomor row’s sun
and plead ing with sleep to swallow me
before the night rushes in with full force
and switches on the fear –
  not of rats or mice
that might, in the night,
nibble away at my burn
like it’s barbe cued meat,
tender and theirs for the taking,
  but of people
and how they could hurt
an already damaged girl
   hunk er ing
   alone
   in the dark.
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I reach for a rusty spanner,
feel its weight in my hand,
then
 swing with all my might
at an invis ible stranger,
at looming danger.

 My face stings.

I drop the spanner and close my eyes.

My phone remains silent.



21

During the Night

 Shuffling, scuffl ing noises outside the shed
  like boots on gravel.
 I sit up, surprised I’ve slept.

The door creaks,
I squeak,
and slink ing into the shed
like silk
 comes a grey cat
 with lumin ous mini- moon eyes.

Pss- pss- pss-pss-pss, I hiss,
tapping my finger tips together,
offer ing an empty hand.

The cat noses the air,
 then turns,
  tail aloft,
  arse exposed,
shun ning my affec tion.
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Popcorn

He sugges ted a
Movie Night,
said we’d watch anything I wanted
 after he’d had a
 quick shower.
He loved
 The Full Monty,
it made him laugh out loud,
so that was what I chose,
 what I wanted for us both,
 had the TV ready and everything.

He also liked salty popcorn,
fresh,
so I made some
in a pan on the hob,
the corn
  pop
   pop
   popping into puffs.

But I popped so much
the oil got too hot,
the kitchen too smoky
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and the alarm was raging,
filling the house with
noise.

Dad ran into the kitchen, hair wet.
Jesus hell! he shouted,
and before I could
explain about his
 popcorn
 surprise
he had me by the wrist
and was twist ing it,
twist ing it,
and hurting me into the garden,
where I was made to
sit
for several
cold hours
and think care fully
about my beha viour.
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Bruised

I cannot get back to sleep,
so pull a banana from my bag
and peel it.

 Brown spots
 dot its length.

 I throw it aside.

 I have never
 been able to eat
 bruised fruit.
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Cover Up

There wasn’t much I couldn’t hide
with sleeves, a pair of tights
and a forged note from home:
Allison can’t do PE today
 because blah blah blah.

The teach ers rolled their eyes
(unsym path etic to period pain)
and let me sit on the side lines.
My class mates tram po lined in their shorts and T-shirts,
 front drop ping,
   somer sault ing,
   soaring
   into the roof of the gym,
howling from the fun of it,
   the freedom,
while I had time to plot
how to stay out of Dad’s way
that day
and give the blue bruises a chance
to fade to yellow.
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Breakfast on the Beach

Waves steam roll the sand  
while toddlers eat fist fuls of it.
I buy a bag of open chips  
with my last bit of cash,
 Dad’s card declined already,
and drown them in vinegar,
finish them off with a pink lolli pop
like I am eight years old.

Then the sky starts to spit,
dotting the sand into dark ness,
and I’ve nowhere to hide but back in the shed.

 So that is where I head.
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The Empty House

The wide windows are shut tight
but much cleaner up close than they seem from the
 end
 of the garden.

With cupped hands against the back door,
I peer into the kitchen:
brown cupboards and a tin drain ing board
make it look like it was built before I was born,
and on the hob, a kettle.
A kettle boiling,
whist ling for someone to
  come quick, come quick,
  and stop the steam from scream ing.

Then I see her,
emer ging from behind the fridge door,
     face fragile and 
     filled with fear
     when she spots me.

We stare.
 And do not move.
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An Invitation

I bomb it
back down the garden
into the shed,
grab my bag
and
 go
go
 go.

I’m scram bling to get away
because I can’t stay.

But.

Toffee?
A voice as quiet as pencil on paper.

The fencing won’t let me through
no matter how hard I push,
   pull,
      and then
the voice again –
louder, possibly Irish.
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Come back for the love of Christ!
Toffee!

The woman holds up one hand
like a child in a classroom.
Toffee? she repeats for the third time,
an invit a tion, prob ably,
to come inside and eat some thing sweet.

Desperation spikes her tone.
And I know that feeling –
plead ing with someone not to flee.

So.
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Overflowing

The kitchen smells of toasted hot cross buns.
There’s an empty plate of burned crumbs
on the counter.

I’d love one smothered in butter.

I can’t turn off the water.
The woman
   points with her whole hand,
knotted fingers curled into her palm.
I can’t turn the tap, she explains.
You’d think they’d make it easier.
We’re not all beef cakes
but I wouldn’t say no to one coming in
on a daily basis to turn those taps.
Jesus, let’s be honest, he could turn more than my taps.
She winks, chuckles,
leads me through the kitchen
 to the hall,
  then a bath room
  where a tub is
about to over flow on to the carpet tiles.
 I pull the plug, turn off the tap.



31

 Water burbles and glugs.
 A light bulb flick ers.

I wanted to wash the nets.
But, you know, I’ll throw them out.
I’d rather throw them than wash them.
Sure, who needs nets?

Not- quite-white net curtains rolled into a ball
 are piled high in the sink.

I gotta go.
I step back,
eyeball the front door.

The woman tilts her head to the side.
Can’t you stay? she asks.
I’ll get Mammy to do another plate.
It’s not like there’ll be much to eat at your place.

Huh? No, I’ve got plans, I try,
but don’t move,
 my body knowing more than my brain:
 I have no money and nowhere to go
 and leaving will mean traipsing in the rain.
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The woman smiles,
showing off a set of tiny yellow snaggle- teeth.
She is examin ing my face.

Does it hurt? she asks.

I touch the burn.
Yes, I admit. A bit.

She doesn’t really look all that sorry but says,
I have oint ment … Let me find it …
and shuffles back to the kitchen,
roots in a cupboard
and hands me a bottle of factor 30 sunscreen.
Is that what you were after? she asks.

I turn the bottle over, smile.
Um. Not exactly the weather for it, is it?

She looks irrit ated all of a sudden
like I am to blame.

My stomach pinches with hunger pangs.
Can I have a hot cross bun? I ask.
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Oh yes,
  it’s just like you to come over when you’re hungry.
She pulls out a chair.
Now sit there.
Go on, sit there.
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“With freedom, books, flowers and the moon, who could not be 

happy?” Oscar Wilde



9

Chapter One

Although it was only Christmas Eve, Rose had already made 

a New Year’s resolution. A resolution she swore she was 

going to live by for the rest of her days … even if it killed 

her. It was to never again let the so-called adults in her life 

make her do something she didn’t want to do. And being 

brought to this crappy interpretive dance class by her dad’s 

girlfriend, Rachel, was only strengthening her resolve.

“Feel the music inside your body,” the instructor, 

Harmony, cried from the front of the studio. “Feel it take you 

over. Feel yourself become the music!”

Rose stared at Harmony. She was all blonde hair and 

white teeth and muscles – like a Barbie doll on steroids. 

DANCE LIKE NOBODY’S WATCHING said the gold lettering on her 

top. Well, she was certainly living the logo, Rose thought, as 

Harmony flailed about to the cheesy theme tune from Titanic. 

She looked like she’d drunk a bottle of Jack Daniels and was 

about to keel over any minute.

“Become the music!” Harmony cried again, flinging her 

arms in the air.
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Rose looked around the studio. Surely the others could see 

what a fruit loop she was. But all the other women had their 

eyes closed and were flailing in unison. It was like being at a 

zombie cheerleader convention and Rose didn’t know whether 

to laugh or cry. What the hell was she doing here? Ah, yes, 

that’s right, she was supposed to be “bonding” with Rachel. 

When her dad had suggested they go out to get to know each 

other better, Rose had assumed they’d go for coffee, but no – 

Rachel had brought her to Deranged Dancers Anonymous.

“Feel your heart opening!” Harmony cried once more. 

“Feel it grow as big as the cosmos!”

Rose glanced at the door. She could slip out now, while 

they all had their eyes shut, and wait for Rachel in the foyer. 

She could tell her she’d been feeling sick. It wouldn’t be a lie. 

She was feeling sick – sick of being in New York – something 

she’d never, ever imagined she’d feel. The whole point of 

this trip was to spend some quality time with her dad, but 

in the week since she’d got here he’d been wrapped up in 

rehearsals for his next movie and she’d been stuck with doe-

eyed Californian beach babe Rachel instead. 

“Close your eyes and let yourself go!” Harmony called. But 

her eyes were open now and she was looking straight at Rose.

Against all of her better judgement, Rose closed her eyes 

and flung her arms in the air. Celine Dion’s warbling reached 

a crescendo.

“Feel your heart going on and on for an eternity,” Harmony 

said breathlessly.
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Rose frowned. What did that even mean? How could your 

heart go on and on for an eternity? She hated all this New 

Age bullshit that women like Rachel lapped up like eager 

puppies. She wanted to storm to the front of the class and put 

on “Welcome to the Jungle” by Guns N’ Roses. That would 

give them all a reality check.

“Feel your heart expand beyond this planet, up past the 

stars and the moon and into infinity.”

At Harmony’s mention of the moon, Rose softened 

slightly. What would the Moonlight Dreamers think if they 

could see her now? She bit down on her bottom lip to stop 

herself from laughing.

Amber looked at her blank computer screen and sighed. 

She walked over to her bedroom window and sighed. She 

stared at her reflection in the mirror on the wall and sighed. 

But it was no good. She still couldn’t think of anything to 

write about. Amber had been suffering from an acute case 

of “blogger’s block” for weeks now. Before, she’d had no 

problem coming up with things to write about – everywhere 

she’d looked she’d seen the seed of an idea. But now her 

brain felt as gloopy as porridge and the world seemed to be 

sucked dry of all new ideas. Then a thought occurred to her. 

Maybe she should write a blog about not being able to write 

a blog. Yes! Finally she had something to write about. She 

hurried back to her laptop and typed the words BLOGGER’S 

BLOCK across the top of the page. Then she sat and stared into 



12

the blankness of the screen until she started seeing dots.

“What am I going to do?” Amber gazed at the black-and-

white print of Oscar Wilde that hung on the wall above 

her bed. “Help me, Oscar. I need some wordspiration!” She 

reached for the well-worn book of Oscar Wilde quotes on her 

desk, flicked to a random page and began to read. 

“Most people are other people. Their thoughts are someone 

else’s opinions, their lives a mimicry, their passions a quotation.”

Amber sighed. Usually she loved the fact that Oscar 

always knew exactly what to say about her situation but 

today it felt uncomfortably close to the truth. Over the past 

couple of months a creeping fog of self-doubt had snuck up 

on Amber, paralyzing her with indecision. It wasn’t just her 

blog she was blocked on, it was her dreams, too. And, as 

the founding member of the Moonlight Dreamers, this was 

hugely worrying. She hadn’t told the others how she’d been 

feeling – she’d been way too embarrassed. So, every time 

they met she’d make up a dream – something she felt she 

ought to want to do – but there was no passion behind it. 

Not like the other Moonlight Dreamers. When Rose talked 

about her cake-making or Maali her photography or Sky her 

poetry they’d glow with excitement. Their dreams lit them 

up from inside. But when Amber talked about building her 

blog or visiting another of Oscar Wilde’s London haunts 

she felt dull inside. As Oscar so rightly said, currently, her 
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passions were nothing more than “a quotation”.

Amber opened her desk drawer and looked at the pencil 

sketch she kept inside. The sketch she didn’t feel able to 

openly display but that she’d looked at every day since her 

dad Gerald had given it to her. It was a sketch of her mum – 

her surrogate mum. Gerald had drawn it in the hospital, just 

before Amber was born. The heavily pregnant woman – her 

mum – was gazing off into the distance, a look of sadness 

etched on her face. But why was she sad? Amber slammed 

the drawer shut. Then she highlighted BLOGGER’S BLOCK – and 

pressed DELETE.

Maali turned on her fairy lights and lit a stick of incense, 

then she sat cross-legged in front of her shrine, shut her eyes 

and took a deep breath. She had some serious praying to do.

“Dear Lakshmi, thank you so much for all that you’ve 

blessed me with,” she began. “I really am truly grateful. I’ve 

been trying so hard to let go of my selfish needs and focus 

on helping other people but I was just wondering…” Maali 

opened her eyes and looked at the Lakshmi statue. She was 

so beautiful, standing there on her lotus flower, so serene. 

Why couldn’t she be like that? Because you’re not a goddess, 

her inner voice chirped. Maali blushed. “I’m sorry, Lakshmi, 

it’s just that I … I really want to meet my soulmate and it’s 

especially hard at this time of year. Everywhere I look all I 

see are couples cuddling in their Christmas jumpers and 

kissing under the mistletoe.”
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This wasn’t strictly true. She’d seen only one couple 

kissing under the mistletoe and that had been in an advert for 

breath-freshening mints, and yesterday she’d seen a couple in 

Christmas jumpers having a huge argument in the middle of 

Brick Lane. Apparently he was a “selfish pig” for not wanting 

to spend Christmas Day with her family. But still…

“I wish there was some way you could give me a sign,” 

Maali continued, looking straight into Lakshmi’s painted 

brown eyes. “Just to let me know that my soulmate’s on 

his way. Or if he’s not; if I’m supposed to be on my own for 

this lifetime and dedicate myself to God.” Maali shuddered 

inwardly at the prospect. “Please, Lakshmi. Please give me 

a sign. Please let me know that my soulmate’s on his way. 

Please let me know who he is.” She took a deep breath to try 

to compose herself. Downstairs she could hear her parents 

and brother chatting with her Auntie Sita and Uncle Dev. 

They came over every Christmas Eve for dinner. “Thank you 

for my family, Lakshmi. Even my brother. Please help him to 

grow out of his annoying ‘I’m bored’ phase soon. And thank 

you for the food we’re about to eat and all of the fun we’re 

about to have. Thank you for this house and our shop and all 

our riches. And please take care of the Moonlight Dreamers 

and shower your blessings upon them.” 

Maali opened her eyes and looked at the photo of her 

friends on the shrine. She’d put it there a week ago, when Rose 

went off to New York and Sky had gone away with her dad, 

to bring them protection. They’d taken the photo at the end 
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of their last meeting. They were all leaning against the wall 

of Amber’s roof garden, trying to look cool and mysterious 

but then, just before the timer on Maali’s camera had gone 

off, a pigeon had dive-bombed the terrace and they’d all 

started laughing. Maali loved the picture. She loved the way 

the candlelight threw shadows on their faces. She loved how 

happy and vibrant they all looked. “Thank you so much for 

the Moonlight Dreamers and for bringing them into my life,” 

she whispered to Lakshmi.

“Maali!”

She jumped at the sound of her mum’s voice from the 

hallway below. “Yes?”

“Could you pop to the store for me, please? We’ve run out 

of ghee.”

“Sure.” Maali stood up. “Thank you, Lakshmi,” she 

whispered to the goddess as she turned off the fairy lights. 

Then she grabbed her coat and headed down from her attic 

room. Her mum was waiting for her at the foot of the stairs, 

holding her purse. She was wearing her favourite emerald-

green sari and her arms were covered with intricate henna 

tattoos. She looked beautiful. Beautiful and stressed. Two 

deep frown lines had formed between her eyebrows. 

“Are you OK?”

Her mum nodded and forced a smile. “Could you get 

some matches, too?” She handed Maali some money.

“Of course.” Maali followed her along the narrow corridor 

that ran the length of their flat. It smelled of cooked tomatoes 
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and coriander and cumin. Maali’s stomach rumbled. As 

they reached the living room door she looked inside. It had 

all gone quiet. Her brother, Namir, was playing Lego on 

the floor but her Auntie Sita and Uncle Dev were sitting in 

silence looking at her dad, who was in his armchair next to 

the family shrine. He was rubbing his eyes.

“Are you OK, Dad?” Maali asked from the doorway.

He looked at her and blinked, like he couldn’t see her for a 

moment. “What? Oh – yes, yes, I’m fine.” He smiled but, like 

her mum’s, his smile seemed forced. 

“He just had a bit of a dizzy spell,” her mum whispered. 

“Off you go.”

Outside, the air was crisp and cool. Maali instinctively 

looked up at the moon, a thin, silver crescent over the nearby 

mosque. At the last Moonlight Dreamers meeting Amber had 

suggested that, as they wouldn’t be together for a while, if they 

had a problem they should try telling it to the moon instead. 

But for once Maali wasn’t comforted by its silvery light. 

Something was up with her dad. He’d seemed exhausted the 

past couple of weeks. True, the sweet shop had been packed 

in the run-up to Christmas, but he was used to it being busy. 

Maali hoped he wasn’t coming down with something – it was 

a horrible time of year to get ill. 

As she walked past a vintage clothes shop the door opened 

and a woman walked out, bringing with her the burst of a 

song from the shop stereo.

“Ashes to ashes…” the singer crooned.



17

Maali caught her breath. She’d been trying so hard not to 

think of Ash in the weeks since their last encounter. When 

she’d asked Lakshmi for a sign this was definitely not the 

kind she was looking for. Ash couldn’t be her soulmate, 

tragically; he belonged to another, the glamorous Sage – or 

Sage and Onion, as Rose liked to call her. Maali hurried up 

the road. Lakshmi, please help me find out who my real soulmate 

is, she prayed. A group of men and women were weaving their 

way along the pavement towards her, singing a Christmas 

song. The women wobbled on their high heels like they were 

walking on a rocking ship and the men were red-faced and 

swigging from bottles of beer. Maali quickly looked down at 

the pavement. In her experience drunk people were always 

the most likely to be racist. It was as if the hatred they kept 

stored inside of them when they were sober oozed out with 

the stale beer fumes. She moved over to the edge of the 

pavement and quickened her pace. 

“Merry Christmas!” one of the women cried as Maali drew 

level. She looked up nervously. The woman was smiling at 

her. Her red lipstick was smeared around her lips, making 

her look like a clown.

“Merry Christmas,” Maali mumbled.

One of the men staggered over. His tie was half undone 

and a cigarette hung from his mouth. “Merry Christmas!” he 

said to Maali, although his eyes seemed to be having trouble 

focusing on her. The ash from the end of his cigarette fell off, 

landing on Maali’s coat.
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“Thank you. Merry Christmas,” she said, hurrying along. 

It was only when she went to brush the ash off that she 

realized the significance of what had just happened. Twice 

this evening she’d asked Lakshmi for a sign and both times 

she’d been given Ash. 

As the sound from the huge brass gong reverberated around 

the meditation room Sky glanced at her dad. He sat cross-

legged, spine straight, messy blond hair tied back, eyes  

closed. Was he happy? She couldn’t tell. His face was 

completely expressionless. Ever since her mum died, 

Christmas had been one of the hardest times of the year. 

And this year Liam had seemed even sadder – his break-up 

with Savannah was still so fresh. The official reason they’d 

come to Glastonbury on retreat was for a holiday, but Sky 

knew that the real reason was because Liam wanted to 

get away from London and the memories of his break-up 

with Rose’s mum. Ever since they’d moved back into their 

houseboat there’d been an aura of sadness about him. It had 

been his first relationship in five years, and when it ended in 

such spectacular style he’d seen it as a personal failing. Sky 

had appreciated Liam feeling bad about moving them into 

Savannah’s house so soon but she didn’t want him to feel 

guilty. Despite their terrible start she’d ended up becoming 

close friends with Rose and they’d both become Moonlight 

Dreamers, which was without doubt one of the best things 

that had ever happened to Sky. As she thought of Rose she 



smiled. She wondered how she was getting on in New York. 

Even though Rose had been playing it cool, Sky could tell 

she’d been really excited to see her dad. 

The gong rang out again. Sky took a deep, incense-filled 

breath and tried to centre herself into her meditation. But her 

monkey mind, as the Buddhists called it, kept leaping about. 

She wondered how the other Moonlight Dreamers were 

doing. She thought of Amber and Maali at home in London. 

She thought of the moon, shining down on all of them – 

apart from Rose, of course, as it would still be daytime in 

New York. It was comforting to know that, no matter where 

they were, they could always look up at the moon and feel 

connected. Sky couldn’t wait for their next meeting. But then 

a feeling of dread started seeping into her. When they got 

back to London something horrible was going to happen, 

something she’d been trying to block out for weeks. But now, 

in the silence of the meditation room, it echoed through her 

mind like a crashing gong: when she got back to London she 

would have to start going to school.





Now here Milly was, standing in a dark alleyway, her heart 

pounding, hunting demons with four boys who just so happened 

to be the biggest pop stars in the world. 

“We’re not seeing anything, Tom,” Milly said, agreeing with 

the others. Apart from vermin, the alley was empty. Maybe the 

tracker had stopped working. “Unless…” 

As one, JD and Milly looked up. 

Milly just had time to see a cape of black hair and a swirling 

yellow trench coat, as the demon leaped down at them. She 

reached for an arrow from the quiver on her back, but wasn’t 

fast enough. The demon landed, straddling her, knocking the 

arrow out of her hand. Its face, partially obscured by a surgical 

mask, pressed itself into Milly’s. 
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“Don’t let her get away!” 

Neon lights flashed and pachinko machines rang as Slay 

raced past game arcades and dive bars, closing in on their 

prey. They’d left the bright lights and bustle of Shinjuku at 

the last turn and were now weaving their way deeper into 

the dark heart of Tokyo. Milly was loving every second of it. 

The twins, Zek and Niv, were behind her, swords sheathed 

but ready. She heard a thump from above and glanced up to 

see Connor jump across the small gap between the rooftops, 

his sai blades glinting in the moonlight. Up ahead, taking 

the lead, was JD. All of them were dressed in black combats 

and half-masks, disguising their identities. Milly’s mask was 

grey, with the jagged mouth of a shark painted on one side. 

The whole disguise not only hid her identity, but her gender 

too. When she’d agreed to join Slay, the world’s hottest boy 

band, there had been one small problem: she wasn’t a boy. 

The prettiest girl in the world
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However, thanks to clever styling and a tight-fitting sports 

bra, Milly had become Milo – Slay’s shy new pianist. 

As soon as she’d pulled on the heavy black boots, picked 

up the compound bow and slipped a quiver of arrows over 

her back, she’d felt a change. Not just in how she felt but in 

how the others treated her. They were still protective of her, 

but only as much as they would be of any of the other boys. 

They still looked out for Milly, but now they also expected 

her to look out for them. 

“Take the next left.” Tom’s soft voice came over the 

headsets. Tom had been Slay’s pianist, but after a terrible 

incident in Mexico he’d needed to take some time out – from 

performing and hunting. So now, he was back at base, 

guiding them every step of the way. “Left, now.” 

JD skidded mid-run and slammed into a wall on his left, 

bouncing off it and vanishing down the alley. “A little more 

notice next time, Tom,” he panted. 

Milly heard Tom chuckle over the line. “Keeping you on 

your toes, JD.” 

She followed JD around the corner and came face-to-face 

with a three-metre-high brick wall. It was covered in graffiti 

of a panda with flames coming from its eyes.

“Bu—?” she managed to say before JD jumped, zigzagging 

from one corner of the wall to the next, grabbing hold of  

the top and vaulting over. Niv and Zek streaked past her.  

Niv crouched down and boosted his brother up and over, 
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then leaped as Zek grabbed his hand and pulled him up in 

one fluid, practised move. Connor skipped over from the 

rooftops, putting in an unnecessary but undeniably cool flip 

as he too disappeared behind the wall. 

That just left Milly.  

“Come on, Mills, you got this,” Tom said in her earpiece, 

gentle and encouraging. 

This was exactly the kind of thing she’d been training  

for over the last month. Scan the environment, find your 

advantage. She spotted her way over. “The wires!” she said.  

“That’s my girl,” Tom said. “I mean, not my girl. I meant, 

like, the girl.” 

She heard Zek chuckle at Tom over the headsets. “Smooth, 

Wills. Smooth.” 

Milly smiled under her half-mask and rubbed her hands 

against the rough material of her combats. She jumped and 

grabbed the bundle of wires running from satellite dishes 

and air-conditioning units, placing her feet either side, and 

scooted her way up till she was level with the top of wall. She 

placed her weight on her left side and swung, grabbing the 

top of the wall and pulling herself up. Her muscles strained, 

and she knew she’d feel it in the morning, but for now,  

the adrenaline of the chase was blocking out any pain. She 

paused at the top of the wall to take a steadying breath, then 

jumped. As soon as she hit the ground, she dropped into a 

forward roll, protecting her ankles, and she was up again and 
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on her feet. She glanced back at the wall and grinned. She’d 

made it over. And without falling too far behind. JD and the 

others were just up ahead. She put on a burst of speed and 

caught up with them. 

“Wait,” Tom said. 

Milly crashed into Zek’s back, and they all came to a 

sudden halt. 

“You should be right on top of her.” 

“There’s nothing here,” JD said, drawing his sword. 

“Unless she’s transformed into that freaking enormous 

rat,” Zek said, pointing at a beady-eyed creature scuttling 

behind a bin. “In which case, I am very much out of here.” 

“The tracker shows her right there in front of you.” 

Slay had come to Japan nearly a month ago, under the 

pretence of a publicity tour that would help them break into 

the country. But the real reason they’d come had nothing  

to do with sales figures or juicy deals, and everything to do 

with a nasty demon that had been terrorizing Tokyo. Gail, 

the band’s manager – a tall, elegant woman who was just  

as fierce with contracts as she was demon-hunting – had got 

a call from a Japanese friend asking for help. And just like 

always, Slay went wherever they were needed. 

They’d spent their first weeks in Japan researching: 

poring over old books, hacking police records, interviewing 

witnesses, finding out everything they could about the 

demon. How to track it, how to take it down. And while 
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Milly believed Gail and the others when they said this was 

all a part of the job, she also wondered if it hadn’t also been 

about giving Milly time to train. 

And train she had. Every day, for seven hours a day,  

she’d practised fighting, evading, shooting with her bow. 

The rest of the hours had been spent sleeping, eating and 

learning how to play all Slay’s hit songs on the piano. 

Then tonight, in the middle of Connor showing Milly 

how to do a one-handed chin-up, an alarm had gone off. 

One of Niv’s rooftop traps had been triggered – the demon 

had been found.

Gail had winked at Milly, her one good eye flashing as 

brightly as her diamond-encrusted eyepatch, and said it 

– the phrase Milly had been desperate to hear for weeks. 

“Playtime is over, boys. It’s slay time.” 

And now here she was, standing in a dark alleyway, her 

heart pounding, hunting demons with four boys who just so 

happened to be the biggest pop stars in the world. 

“We’re not seeing anything, Tom,” Milly said, agreeing 

with the others. Apart from vermin, the alley was empty. 

Maybe the tracker had stopped working. “Unless…” 

As one, JD and Milly looked up. 

Milly just had time to see a cape of black hair and a 

swirling yellow trench coat as the demon leaped down at 

them. She reached for an arrow from the quiver on her back, 

but wasn’t fast enough. The demon landed on top of Milly, 
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knocking her to the floor and straddling her. Its face, partially 

obscured by a surgical mask, pressed itself into Milly’s. 

“Am I pretty?” A high, scratching voice hissed through 

the mask, making Milly think of nails on bones. 

“I…” What Milly could see of the demon’s face was 

pretty. Beautiful even. She opened her mouth to answer, 

then she saw JD standing over them. His sword flashed, 

slicing across the demon’s back. It screeched and spun to its 

feet, disappearing in a swirl of yellow coat and dark hair, 

flying away as if carried on the wind. 

JD reached out a hand and pulled Milly to her feet, before 

giving her a sturdy push forward. Back into the fight. 

“Milly!” Tom gasped. “Are you okay?” 

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said, willing her legs to keep 

pumping as she ran. 

“Are you sure? You don’t have to—” 

“She’s fine,” JD said. “Stay focused.” 

Milly couldn’t help but smile at JD defending her. She 

knew she’d just nearly messed up, but as JD had told her 

before: we all make mistakes. The important thing was not 

to make the same mistake twice. And there was no way 

Milly was going to. She pulled out an arrow and lay it across 

the string of her bow. That demon wasn’t going to get a 

second chance. 

“There!” Connor pointed overhead. 

A shadow passed over the large Tokyo moon. Milly 
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levelled the bow, drew back the string, took aim and let her 

arrow fly. This demon was known as Kuchisake-onna – the 

slit-mouthed woman. A demon of legend who had been 

summoned by a man stupid enough to think he could control 

her. After dispatching him, the demon had begun stalking 

the backstreets of Tokyo – approaching people in dark alleys, 

her face covered by a surgical mask, to ask them a simple 

question: Am I pretty? If they said no, she would kill them. If 

they said yes, she would lift her mask to reveal her beautiful 

face, which had been sliced from the corners of her mouth  

to her ears, then give her victim the same, gruesome smile. 

The only way to survive unscathed was not to answer. 

The demon woman looked back over her shoulder as she 

flew through the air, black eyes widening as Milly’s arrow 

headed straight for her forehead. With a soft thunk, it 

embedded itself between two delicate eyebrows. 

“Am I pretty?” the demon said, for the last time, before 

falling to the floor with a heavy, wet thud. 

They all raced to the landing spot. Connor hooked up a 

shred of what had been the demon’s bright yellow trench 

coat with the tip of his sai. A white surgical mask rolled out 

onto the floor. Both were covered in thick, black blood. 

“Must have possessed that body for centuries,” Connor 

said, “to disintegrate like that.” 

“Urgh,” Zek said, stepping away from the growing pool 

of black ooze. “My boots.” 
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“At least we won’t have to bag-and-frag the body,” JD said. 

Milly smiled. She’d done it. She’d taken down her first 

black-eyed scumbag. She looked from boy to boy, drinking 

in their approval. Connor gave her a high five that shook  

her bones, Zek winked and gave her a smile and Niv held up 

two thumbs. 

There were no smiles or high fives from JD. Just a cool 

look of admiration. “Good shot,” he said. 

“Did you get her?” Tom’s tense voice came over the 

headsets. Milly could imagine him back at the base, his cup 

of green tea gone cold as he fretted about them all. 

“Milly did!” Connor said. 

“Milly!” Tom said. “Have I told you just how amazing  

you are?”  

Zek rolled his eyes. “Oh, maybe once.” 

“Or twice,” Connor added. 

Niv slashed his thumb through the air, the sign for a 

thousand. 

“Shut up, all of you,” Milly said, but she was glad her 

mask hid her grin. Suddenly she was itching to get back  

to base. To pull her mask and goggles off and see Tom. But 

they had more business tonight. 

“We’d better shift,” JD said. “We have to be on air in 

thirty minutes.” 

Demon-slaying done. Now it was time to step back into 

the spotlight.
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ProloguePrologue

He meets me on the corner of the close, a little out 
of breath.

“Here, Inge,” he says, kissing me on the cheek and 
handing me a small parcel wrapped in brown paper and 
tied up with a pink ribbon. “Happy sixteenth birthday.”

It is not my birthday until tomorrow, but this is not 
a new tradition. I have been meeting Wilf the day before 
my birthday for three years now.

“Thank you,” I say, stretching up to plant a kiss on his 
cheek. 

“Open it,” says Wilf, a shy smile on his thin face, 
his features delicate beneath his thick wavy hair.

I pull at the pink ribbon and the brown paper unfurls 
its stiff limbs, revealing a small red leather-bound volume.
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“Rilke,” I say, smiling up at him. We are both mad 
for the poet, but I’ve always borrowed volumes from the 
school library. “Thank you, kind Wilf.” I know that this 
will have cost him money he does not have.

I open the page and read some lines at random, smiling 
up at him.

When my soul touches yours a great chord sings!
How shall I tune it then to other things?
O! That some spot in darkness could be found
That does not vibrate whene’er your depth sound.
But everything that touches you and me
Welds us as played strings sound one melody.

Wilf puts his hand on my head for a moment and 
looks down at me with his blue-grey eyes, the corners 
crinkling when he smiles. “Sixteen is special,” he says. “It 
calls for a special present.”

I smile back up at him, but inside, my heart contracts 
with pain.

“I wish you could come to the house,” I say. “It seems 
so unfair that I can’t invite you over after all this time.”

Wilf pulls me into an embrace. His hugs tend to stop 
the outside world when I’m inside them.

“I know,” he says. “But what matters is what we have 

6
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between us right here, Inge. That’s what counts.”
I nod, my face muffled by his shoulder, but inside I’m 

still hurting.
I want to take Wilf home. I want to invite him over to 

our house on my birthday and have him sit at the table in 
Mama’s conservatory while she cuts into her home-made 
raspberry torte. I want my parents to smile at him and ask 
him about his life and for there to be an easy atmosphere 
of warmth and love all around us.

I hate that my boyfriend must remain a secret. I want 
to shout our relationship from the rooftops of Munich 
and discuss it with Mama over hot chocolate when we’re 
out shopping.

But I can’t.
I can never do this.
I will never be able to do this.
Wilf has been my secret for three years now.
And that is the way it will have to stay.

7
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CChapter One
Munich, 1956

The letter arrives on the twenty-eighth of May, 
four days before my sixteenth birthday.

It is lying on our doormat among some early cards in 
their garish envelopes of pink and green, but this one is 
a plain cream colour with an unfamiliar name and our 
address typed onto it in neat black letters. On the back of 
the envelope is a box containing the name and address of 
the Red Cross in Bad Arolsen. There is a stamp, so I hold 
the letter up to the light streaming through the glass of 
our porch and stare at it more closely. Strangely it is stuck 
over another which looks far less familiar. I just have time 
to make out the letter P and the image of a strange man in 
a wig, before a hand comes from behind me and whips the 
letter out of my fingers so fast that I am left with a paper cut.
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“I’ll take that, thank you,” says Mama. “It’s not for 
your eyes.”

She looks out of sorts. Usually Mama is up two hours 
earlier than the rest of us and I never see the first post, 
because she sorts and opens it before we even come down 
for breakfast. But today she has overslept.

“Why?” I say. “It’s my birthday soon. It’s probably for 
me.” I say this in the full knowledge that the name on the 
envelope wasn’t mine.

“It’s not your birthday for another four days, Inge,” 
she says.

I watch from the hall as she goes into the study, throws 
the letter into the drawer at the top of her mahogany desk 
and turns the tiny gold key in the lock. Mama and Papa 
each have their own desks. She drops the key down the 
front of her dress.

“There,” she says, patting her bosom. “Not for prying 
eyes.”

There is no point trying to wrestle it off her. My 
mother is a substantial woman, built like the typical 
hausfrau. Even in her flat lace-up shoes she towers a good 
two centimetres over my father and he is not short. Her 
face is large and square and tends to look stern, but when 
she smiles the sternness breaks apart and her eyes fill up 
with mischief. I guess that’s why my father fell for her.

Chapter One
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Papa comes downstairs and kisses me on the cheek as 
he passes. I give him my broadest smile. Papa is my best 
friend. He knows me better than anyone, even Mama.

“I will be making you a birthday torte,” Mama is 
saying. “It contains both coffee and chocolate. Only the 
best for my Inge.” She’s referring to the chronic shortage 
of anything good in the shops. It has been like this since 
the end of the war, almost as long as I can remember. 
“We’ll have it on your birthday at midday.”

That’s typical of Mama. She runs everything to a 
schedule in this house.

We live near the centre of Munich in a building full of 
glass and light and neat angles. I suppose from the outside 
it looks a lot like a plain box, but inside it is sleek and 
modern and there’s plenty of space for three people and 
a cat.

Mama doesn’t like to be caged in, or so she’s always 
telling us. She likes air and space. I’ve noticed that when 
she’s in crowds of people on the tram going through 
central Munich, she sucks her breath in tight and focuses 
her gaze on some point outside the window, as if the 
people packed in around her are invisible, or maybe as if 
she is – I can never tell which.
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Mama chose the house five years ago. Papa just went 
along with it, as he often does. Mama took one look at the 
sparse white walls and smooth wooden floorboards and 
her face broke into that smile.

Papa is just the opposite. He likes to be part of a crowd 
and is often to be found propping up the bar at The 
Jugged Hare in Munich’s old quarter, regaling anybody 
who’ll listen with stories about the war. Life in Munich 
has become more relaxed since the military occupation by 
America and England finally ended last year. Although 
there is still not much in the way of luxury food, Mama 
can buy her beloved strong coffee beans from her favourite 
shop in town. She is very fussy about coffee. It has to be 
expensive, hot, black and strong. Anything else sends her 
into a bad temper.

My mother once told me that before the war she had 
wanted to become a concert pianist. We have a Bechstein 
concert piano in our living room. But then everything 
changed and, like so many German housewives, she found 
herself doing war work and sending parcels out to our 
soldiers and allowing refugees to shelter in the house.

I don’t remember any of this, of course. I wasn’t even 
five years old when the war finished. I know that Papa 
fought as a soldier and had to retrain to be an accountant 
once it was over, but that’s about all I know.
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It is eleven years since the war ended. I reckon that 
most Germans now view Hitler’s rule of our country 
as a disaster, because of the ruined buildings and 
unemployment levels which haunt the cities. But I still 
hear people expressing anti-Semitic views from time to 
time and my father even has a painting of Herr Hitler 
hanging above his writing desk, which sits opposite 
Mama’s. It’s a small portrait of the Führer with his arms 
crossed, unsmiling.

My mother never mentions the painting. She rarely 
disturbs my father in his study, but I notice that once a 
week she flicks a duster over the faded gilt which runs 
around the edge of that portrait. Sometimes I run my 
finger over the ornate lumps and bumps of the frame. But 
Papa frowns when he sees me touching it.

“Leave that alone, Inge,” he says. “Show some respect.”
“Why?” I say. “Why should I respect him?”
Papa removes his glasses and rubs at his eyes.
“I meant, show some respect for my belongings,” he 

says. “Anyway. The war is over now. No need to talk about 
it at home.”

It’s this sort of thing that makes me feel as if there is 
a large barrier between me and my parents, even though 
I’m so close to Papa in other ways. From what I’ve learned 
at school, the war was filthy and bloody and harsh. 
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Although Papa still occasionally seems proud of his role in 
it, Mama’s eyes are full of a sort of remote untouchable 
pain, which I guess confirms the fact that ordinary people 
suffered more than anybody else. The streets of Munich 
are still peppered with bullet holes and lined with the 
jagged ruins of bombed-out buildings. Many men of 
Papa’s age, who otherwise would just resemble workers in 
grey suits, are given away by a telltale limp or a half-closed 
eyelid. But I am lucky. Despite the lingering signs of the 
war, my life, at least, is easy.

Our family routine ticks on.
Papa eats breakfast with me every morning and then 

kisses the top of my head before departing for his office.
Mama takes care of the house and seeks out bargains 

at the market to try and make the evening meals more 
interesting. 

I go to my school and get a thrill in my stomach every 
time I lay eyes upon my sweet, gentle boyfriend, Wilf.

My life would be pretty much perfect if it wasn’t for 
one thing.

I’m afraid to go to sleep at night.

The Stolen Ones.indd   12-13 27/11/2018   15:21:56





5

SCENE 1 – RYAN

‘Katie? What do you think really happened to Janey?’
The fi rst line is a voice-over. Opening shot: Pan from 

endless, star-spattered sky to a linear and deserted stretch of road 
in the middle of the Spanish countryside. You can tell it’s Spain 
because of the arid landscape, chatter of crickets and accompanying 
overture of fl amenco guitars. The vista is barren; almost alien. It’s 
late at night. Slivers of wispy cloud trail over a jaundiced, sickly 
moon. Zoom in on a lonely silver rental car. It’s caked in thick 
orange dust as it pelts along the asphalt.

The headlights, even on high beam, only managed to cast 
a feeble pool of light along the abandoned highway. The road 
was rod straight – to Ryan, this really was the road to nowhere. 
He suddenly felt a long way from home.

RYAN HAYWARD RETURNS FOR A FEATURE-
LENGTH HOLIDAY SPECIAL. Ryan often imagined 
his life as a long-running TV show in which he was the star. 
The high-school series had come to an end with Janey’s death 
and the last year had been his solo spin-off: Ryan: The Drama 
School Years or possibly Ryan: Acting Up. This holiday was 
supposed to be a ‘summer special’ – a ratings-winning reunion 
of the original cast: Ryan: One Year On. It was pretty sick, 
but what had happened to Janey had made quite the series 
fi nale. He knew it was wrong, but thinking of it all as a TV 
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show, with himself and his friends as famous actors, made it 
somehow easier. 

Janey wasn’t dead, she was just some actress whose contract 
was up.

‘What do you mean?’ His companion, Katie, was a 
pretty redhead with alabaster skin, almost luminous in the 
dark.

‘Oh, come off it! You know what I mean.’
‘I don’t understand . . .’ Katie wrinkled her nose. ‘She . . .’ a 

diffi cult pause, ‘killed herself.’
Ryan put his feet on the dashboard. The night was sauna-

dry, like that wave of hot Spanish air that greets you as soon 
as the plane doors open. His bare legs stuck to the leatherette 
seats. He popped a duty-free sweet in his mouth. ‘And you 
believe that?’

Katie grabbed a sweet too. ‘Must we talk about Janey? 
Maybe we could pick a more cheerful subject, like vivisection 
or famine or something?’ she quipped. She focused on the 
road ahead, gripping the wheel a little tighter.

When someone young and beautiful dies, a shroud falls 
over a community. The sun stopped shining on Telscombe 
Cliffs when Janey Bradshaw vanished. It felt as though there 
were a blanket ban on laughter and no one was allowed to say 
her name except in reverence. You certainly weren’t allowed 
to ask questions. Ryan had questions. 

‘Yeah, but don’t you think—’
‘Ryan, knock it off!’ Katie interrupted. Her almond-shaped 

eyes were wide, blue and sweet. She’d grown up this year 
– like all of them. She looked tired and thin, even a little 
gaunt. That was the ‘story arc’ this year – the aftermath. Katie 
Grant was Ryan’s high-school best friend and, quite literally, 
the ‘girl-next-door’. She was the fi rst person he’d told that 
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he was gay. She was pretty, but relatable; she was clever, but 
never aloof; she was deep, but not tortured. Or perhaps he was 
overthinking it slightly. In Ryan’s head, she was second in the 
credits after himself. 

‘Talking about Janey was not the purpose of this holiday,’ 
Katie continued. ‘I think . . . I think we need to jolly well 
move on. It’s been a whole year. A monumentally hard year. 
You’ve been in Manchester. I’ve been up to my eyeballs in 
books. What we need now is R and R. I have had my fi ll 
of teen angst. I was starting to feel like the protagonist in a 
vampire novel.’

Ryan laughed. ‘So not a good look. Maybe you’re right.’ He 
wanted the reunion to be a touching, heartfelt comedy, but 
since they’d left the hypermarket at the airport he’d had an 
odd displaced feeling – a sense of being lost. The bright lights 
of Madrid were far, far behind and Katie seemed to be driving 
them into oblivion. 

He tried to shake it off. Unsolved mysteries had always 
bothered Ryan. That feeling of something you’ve forgotten 
to do – the weird panic in the night that you’ve left the oven 
on, or neglected to pay a bill. That was how he felt constantly 
about their dead friend. Things just didn’t add up. ‘You know, 
I miss her, though.’

‘Oh, God, I do too!’ Katie conceded. She tucked an escaped 
auburn curl behind her ear.

Ryan smiled. ‘Do you remember those plays we used to put 
on?’

‘For your poor mum? Gosh they were terrible!’ The car 
passed through what looked like orange groves. The crickets 
were out in full force – a cacophony. It took Ryan a moment 
to realise the shadowy triangles darting among the trees were 
bats, not birds.
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‘Do you remember how I was always called David? I always 
wanted to be called David. What a lame-arse character name! 
You’d think I’d have been more creative. Something like 
Javier or Storm would have been better.’

Katie laughed, cloudy eyed on memory lane. ‘Janey and I 
were always twins. We were obsessed with Sweet Valley High. 
I was the good girl and she was the evil twin . . . what did we 
call ourselves?’

‘Shana and Lana!’ Ryan cackled. ‘Do you want to know a 
secret? I always longed to be Dana!’

Katie laughed so hard, she almost hit a stray dog in the 
middle of the road. She stood on the brakes and swerved 
around it. ‘Oh, my God! He came out of nowhere!’

Ryan took his feet down and steadied himself on the 
dashboard. 

Katie gave his thigh a pat. ‘I missed you this year, Ry.’
‘I know. That old-school, romantic letter-writing thing 

never really worked, did it? But, after what happened . . . 
some serious drifting was probably inevitable.’

Katie adopted the ropey Californian accent she’d used 
in their old plays. ‘Dana, promise me we’ll never drift apart 
again.’ 

‘I promise, Lana.’ He leaned over and gave her a peck on 
the cheek. He’d missed her too, but things were different now. 
There was a question mark looming large over last summer. 
Loose plot ends that needed tying up. Viewers had been 
waiting on tenterhooks for a whole year. In TV you can’t 
leave loose ends; everything has to be resolved or you end up 
with a mess like Lost. 

What really happened to Janey Bradshaw? Ryan had to confess 
that, although he’d been dying to catch up with the gang, part 
of the reason he’d agreed to the holiday had been to try to 
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clear up the niggles he felt over Janey’s death. He just wanted 
some answers. Ryan didn’t believe for a second that Janey 
Bradshaw had killed herself.
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CHAPTER

1
“WOULD THE defendant please rise.”

This wasn’t an actual question, even though it sounded 

like one. I’d noticed that the first time we’d all been as-

sembled here, in this way. Instead, it was a command, an 

order. The “please” was just for show.

My brother stood up. Beside me, my mom tensed, suck-

ing in a breath. Like the way they tell you to inhale before 

an X-ray so they can see more, get it all. My father stared 

straight forward, as always, his face impossible to read.

The judge was talking again, but I couldn’t seem to listen. 

Instead, I looked over to the tall windows, the trees blowing 

back and forth outside. It was early August; school started 

in three weeks. It felt like I had spent the entire summer 

in this very room, maybe in this same seat, but I knew that 

wasn’t the case. Time just seemed to stop here. But maybe, 

for people like Peyton, that was exactly the point.

It was only when my mother gasped, bending forward 

to grab the bench in front of us, that I realized the sentence 

had been announced. I looked up at my brother. He’d been 

Text (C) Sarah Dessen.  Supplied courtesy of Penguin Books.
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known for his fearlessness all the way back to when we were 

kids playing in the woods behind our house. But the day 

those older boys had challenged him to walk across that 

wide, gaping sinkhole on a skinny branch and he did it, his 

ears had been bright red. He was scared. Then and now.

There was a bang of the gavel, and we were dismissed. 

The attorneys turned to my brother, one leaning in close to 

speak while the other put a hand on his back. People were 

getting up, filing out, and I could feel their eyes on us as I 

swallowed hard and focused on my hands in my lap. Beside 

me, my mother was sobbing.

“Sydney?” Ames said. “You okay?”

I couldn’t answer, so I just nodded.

“Let’s go,” my father said, getting to his feet. He took my 

mom’s arm, then gestured for me to walk ahead of them, up 

to where the lawyers and Peyton were.

“I have to go to the ladies’ room,” I said.

My mom, her eyes red, just looked at me. As if this, after 

all that had happened, was the thing that she simply could 

not bear.

“It’s okay,” Ames said. “I’ll take her.”

My father nodded, clapping him on the shoulder as we 

passed. Out in the courthouse lobby, I could see people push-

ing the doors open, out into the light outside, and I wished 

more than anything that I was among them.

Ames put his arm around me as we walked. “I’ll wait 

for you here,” he said when we reached the ladies’ room. 

“Okay?”

Text (C) Sarah Dessen.  Supplied courtesy of Penguin Books.
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Inside, the light was bright, unforgiving, as I walked to 

the sinks and looked at myself in the mirror there. My face 

was pale, my eyes dark, flat, and empty.

A stall door behind me opened and a girl came out. She 

was about my height, but smaller, slighter. As she stepped up 

beside me, I saw she had blonde hair, plaited in a messy braid 

that hung over one shoulder, a few wisps framing her face, 

and she wore a summer dress, cowboy boots, and a denim 

jacket. I felt her look at me as I washed my hands once, then 

twice, before grabbing a towel and turning to the door.

I pushed it open, and there was Ames, directly across 

the hallway, leaning against the wall with his arms folded 

over his chest. When he saw me, he stood up taller, taking a 

step forward. I hesitated, stopping, and the girl, also leaving, 

bumped into my back.

“Oh! Sorry!” she said.

“No,” I told her, turning around. “It was . . . my fault.”

She looked at me for a second, then past my shoulder, at 

Ames. I watched her green eyes take him in, this stranger, 

for a long moment before turning her attention back to me. I 

had never seen her before. But with a single look at her face, 

I knew exactly what she was thinking.

You okay?

I was used to being invisible. People rarely saw me, and if 

they did, they never looked close. I wasn’t shiny and charm-

ing like my brother, stunning and graceful like my mother, or 

smart and dynamic like my friends. That’s the thing, though. 

You always think you want to be noticed. Until you are.

Text (C) Sarah Dessen.  Supplied courtesy of Penguin Books.
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The girl was still watching me, waiting for an answer to 

the question she hadn’t even said aloud. And maybe I would 

have answered it. But then I felt a hand on my elbow. Ames.

“Sydney? You ready?”

I didn’t reply to this, either. Somehow we were heading 

toward the lobby, where my parents were now standing with 

the lawyers. As we walked, I kept glancing behind me, trying 

to see that girl, but could not in the shifting crowd of people 

pressing into the courtroom. Once we were clear of them, 

though, I looked back one last time and was surprised to find 

her right where I’d left her. Her eyes were still on me, like 

she’d never lost sight of me at all.

Text (C) Sarah Dessen.  Supplied courtesy of Penguin Books.
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On e

There were three of them, three girls.

They were standing side by side.

They were standing to attention.

And then the girl in the pink dress, the one 

who was standing right next to Raymie, let out a 

sob and said, “The more I think about it, the more 

terrified I am. I am too terrified to go on!”

The girl clutched her baton to her chest and 

dropped to her knees.

Raymie stared at her in wonder and admiration.
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She herself often felt too terrified to go on, but 

she had never admitted it out loud.

The girl in the pink dress moaned and toppled 

over sideways.

Her eyes fluttered closed. She was silent. And 

then she opened her eyes very wide and shouted, 

“Archie, I’m sorry! I’m sorry I betrayed you!”

She closed her eyes again. Her mouth fell open.

Raymie had never seen or heard anything 

like it.

“I’m sorry,” Raymie whispered. “I betrayed 

you.”

For some reason, the words seemed worth 

repeating.

“Stop this nonsense immediately,” said Ida 

Nee.

Ida Nee was the baton- twirling instructor. Even 

though she was old – fifty at least – her hair was an 

extremely bright yellow. She wore white boots that 

came all the way up to her knees.

“I’m not kidding,” said Ida Nee.

Raymie believed her.
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Ida Nee didn’t seem like much of a kidder.

The sun was way, way up in the sky, and the 

whole thing was like high noon in a Western. But 

it was not a Western; it was baton- twirling lessons 

at Ida Nee’s house in Ida Nee’s backyard.

It was the summer of 1975.

It was the fifth day of June.

And two days before, on the third day of June, 

Raymie Clarke’s father had run away with a woman 

who was a dental hygienist.

Hey, diddle, diddle, the dish ran away with the spoon.

Those were the words that went through 

Raymie’s head every time she thought about her 

father and the dental hygienist.

But she did not say the words out loud any 

more because Raymie’s mother was very upset, 

and talking about dishes and spoons running away 

together was not appropriate.

It was actually a great tragedy, what had  

happened.

That was what Raymie’s mother said.

“This is a great tragedy,” said Raymie’s mother. 



“Quit reciting nursery rhymes.”

It was a great tragedy because Raymie’s father 

had disgraced himself.

It was also a great tragedy because Raymie was 

now fatherless.

The thought of that – the fact of it – that she, 

Raymie Clarke, was without a father, made a small, 

sharp pain shoot through Raymie’s heart every 

time she considered it.

Sometimes the pain in her heart made her feel 

too terrified to go on. Sometimes it made her want 

to drop to her knees.

But then she would remember that she had a 

plan.
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Two

“Get up,” said Ida Nee to the girl in the pink dress.

“She fainted,” said the other baton- twirling 

student, a girl named Beverly Tapinski, whose 

father was a cop.

Raymie knew the girl’s name and what her 

father did because Beverly had made an announce-

ment at the beginning of the lesson. She had stared 

straight ahead, not looking at anybody in particu-

lar, and said, “My name is Beverly Tapinski and my 

father is a cop, so I don’t think you should mess 

with me.”
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Raymie, for one, had no intention of messing 

with her.

“I’ve seen a lot of people faint,” said Beverly 

now. “That’s what happens when you’re the daugh-

ter of a cop. You see everything. You see it all.”

“Shut up, Tapinski,” said Ida Nee.

The sun was very high in the sky.

It hadn’t moved.

It seemed like someone had stuck it up there 

and then walked away and left it.

“I’m sorry,” whispered Raymie. “I betrayed 

you.”

Beverly Tapinski knelt down and put her hands 

on either side of the fainting girl’s face.

“What do you think you’re doing?” said Ida 

Nee.

The pine trees above them swayed back and 

forth. The lake, Lake Clara – where someone 

named Clara Wingtip had managed to drown her-

self a hundred years ago – gleamed and glittered.

The lake looked hungry.

Maybe it was hoping for another Clara Wingtip.



Raymie felt a wave of despair.

There wasn’t time for people fainting. She had 

to learn how to twirl a baton and she had to learn 

fast, because if she learnt how to twirl a baton, 

she stood a good chance of becoming Little Miss 

Central Florida Tire.

And if she became Little Miss Central Florida 

Tire, her father would see her picture in the paper 

and come home.

That was Raymie’s plan.
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1   THE VIGIL IN THE CHAPEL

Tiuri knelt on the stone floor of the chapel, staring at the 
pale flame of the candle in front of him.

What time was it? He was supposed to be reflecting 
seriously upon the duties he would have to perform once he 
was a knight, but his mind kept wandering. And sometimes 
he found that he wasn’t thinking about anything at all. He 
wondered if his friends felt the same.

He glanced across at Foldo and Arman, at Wilmo and 
Jussipo. Foldo and Wilmo were gazing at their candles, while 
Arman had buried his face in his hands. Jussipo was kneeling 
with a straight back and staring up at the ceiling, but then 
he changed position and looked Tiuri right in the eyes. Tiuri 
turned his head away and fixed his gaze on the candle again.

What was Jussipo thinking about?
Wilmo moved, scraping his shoe on the floor. The others 

all looked in his direction. Wilmo hung his head and looked 
a little embarrassed.

It’s so quiet, thought Tiuri. I’ve never known such quietness 
in my entire life. All I can hear is our breathing, and maybe, if I 
listen carefully, the beating of my own heart…

The five young men were not permitted to say anything to 
one another, not even a word, all night long. They were also 
forbidden to have any contact at all with the outside world. 
They had locked the chapel door behind them and would 
not open it again until the next morning, at seven o’clock, 
when King Dagonaut’s knights would come to fetch them.
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Tomorrow morning! Tiuri could already picture the celebra-
tory procession: the knights on their magnificently caparisoned 
horses, with their colourful shields and fluttering banners. 
He imagined himself among them, riding a fine steed, clad 
in shining armour, with a helmet and a waving plume. But 
then he shook his head to rid himself of that vision. He knew 
he should not be thinking about the external trappings of 
knighthood, but instead vowing to be chivalrous and honest, 
brave and true.

The candlelight made his eyes hurt. He looked at the altar, 
where the five swords lay waiting. The shields hung above the 
altar, gleaming in the flickering light of the candles.

Tomorrow there will be two knights bearing the same coat 
of arms, thought Tiuri. Father and myself. His father’s name 
was also Tiuri and he was known as Tiuri the Valiant. Was 
he lying awake now, thinking about his son? Tiuri hoped he 
would become as worthy a knight as his father.

Then another thought occurred to him. What if someone 
were to knock at the door? He and his companions would not 
be permitted to open it. Tiuri remembered something that 
Sir Fantumar, whose squire he had been, had once told him. 
During his own vigil in the chapel, there had been a loud 
knocking at the door. Fantumar had been there with three other 
young men, and none of them had opened up. And it was just 
as well, because they later discovered that it had been one of 
the king’s servants, who had wanted to put them to the test.

Tiuri looked again at his friends. They were still kneeling 
in the same position. He knew it must be after midnight. 
His candle had almost burnt down; it was the shortest of 
the five. Perhaps it was because he was sitting by a window. 
The chapel was a draughty place and he could feel a chilly 
gust of air. When my candle goes out, he thought, I won’t light 
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another one. The others wouldn’t be able to see him in the 
dark, which was an appealing thought, and he wasn’t worried 
that he might fall asleep.

Had Wilmo dozed off? No, he just shifted position, so he 
must be awake.

I’m not spending my vigil as I should, thought Tiuri. He 
clasped his hands together and rested his eyes on his sword, 
which he would be allowed to use only for a just cause. He 
repeated to himself the words that he would have to speak 
to King Dagonaut the following day: “I swear as a knight to 
serve you loyally, as I will all of your subjects and those who 
call upon my aid. I promise to…”

Then he heard a knock at the door. It was quiet, but there 
could be no doubt. The five young men held their breath, but 
stayed exactly where they were.

Then there was another knock.
They looked at one another, but no one said a word or 

moved a muscle.
The handle turned and rattled, but of course the door 

was locked. Then they heard the sound of footsteps slowly 
moving away.

All five of them sighed at the same time.
Good, thought Tiuri. That’s it over with. It was strange, but 

he felt as though, all throughout his vigil, he had been waiting 
for such an interruption. His heart was pounding so loudly 
that he was sure the others must be able to hear it. Come on, 
Tiuri, calm down, he said to himself. It was just a stranger who 
didn’t know about our vigil, or someone who wanted to disturb 
us, or to put us to the test.

But still, Tiuri waited anxiously for another sound. His 
candle flared brightly and then went out, with a quiet hiss, 
and he was surrounded by darkness.
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He had no idea how much more time had passed when he 
heard a quiet noise above his head. It sounded like someone 
scratching at the window!

And then he heard a voice, as soft as a breath. “In the name 
of God, open the door!”

2   A STRANGER’S REQUEST

Tiuri straightened his back and looked at the window. He 
could see nothing, not even a shadow, so he might almost 
have imagined it. If only that were true! He couldn’t do as the 
voice had asked, no matter how urgent it had sounded. Tiuri 
hid his face in his hands and tried to banish every thought 
from his mind.

But again he heard the voice, very clearly, even though it was 
no more than a whisper. “In the name of God, open the door!”

It sounded even more urgent than before.
Tiuri looked at his friends. They didn’t appear to have 

heard anything. But he had definitely heard the voice! “In 
the name of God, open the door!”

What should he do? He wasn’t allowed to open the door… 
but what if it was someone who was in need of help, a fugitive 
in search of sanctuary?

He listened. All was silent again. But the voice was still 
echoing in his ears; he would never be able to forget it. Oh, 
why did this have to happen now of all times? Why did he 
have to be the one who heard the plea? He was not allowed 
to respond, but he knew that he would be unable to rest until 
he had done so.

Then Tiuri made a decision. Quietly, he stood up, stiff 
from kneeling on the cold floor for so long. Feeling his way 
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along the wall, he tiptoed towards the door. He glanced at 
his friends and thought at first that they had not noticed 
anything, but then he saw Arman looking in his direction. 
He knew his friend would never betray him.

It seemed to take forever to reach the door of the chapel. 
Tiuri looked back one more time, at his friends, at the altar 
and the shields above it, at the light of the four candles, and 
at the dark shadows throughout the chapel, between the 
columns and around the vaulted ceiling. Then he headed to 
the door and put his hand on the key.

If I open this door, he thought, I’ll have broken the rules. And 
then the king will not knight me tomorrow.

Tiuri turned the key, opened the door a crack and peered 
out into the night.

A man stood outside the door, dressed in a monk’s habit, 
with the hood pulled down over his eyes. Tiuri could not see 
his face, as it was too dark. He opened the door a little wider 
and waited in silence for the man to speak.

“Thank you!” whispered the stranger.
Tiuri did not reply.
The stranger waited for a moment and then said, still in 

a whisper, “I need your help. It’s a matter of life and death! 
Will you help me? Please.” When Tiuri did not reply, he said, 
“My God, why won’t you say something?”

“How can you expect me to help you?” whispered Tiuri. 
“Why have you come here? Don’t you know that I am to be 
knighted tomorrow and that I may speak to no one?”

“I know that,” answered the stranger. “That is why I came 
to this place.”

“Well, you should have gone somewhere else,” Tiuri 
said. “Now I’ve broken the rules and so I can’t be knighted 
tomorrow.”
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“You will be knighted and you will have earned your 
knighthood,” said the stranger. “A knight must help when 
his assistance is requested, must he not? Come outside, and I 
shall explain what I need you to do. Hurry, hurry, for there’s 
little time!”

What do I have to lose now? thought Tiuri. I’ve already 
spoken and I’ve opened the door, so why not leave the chapel too?

The stranger took him by the hand and led him around 
the outside of the chapel. His hand felt bony and wrinkled. 
It was the hand of an old man. His voice sounded old as well, 
thought Tiuri. Who could he be?

The stranger stopped beside a small, dark alcove. “Let’s 
hide here,” he whispered, “and we must speak quietly, so that 
no one can hear us.” Then he released Tiuri’s hand and asked, 
“What is your name?”

“Tiuri,” he answered.
“Ah, Tiuri. I know I shall be able to count on you.”
“What do you want of me?” asked Tiuri.
The stranger leant close and whispered in his ear, “I have 

a letter here, with a message of vital importance. One might 
even say that the fate of an entire kingdom depends on it. It 
is a letter for King Unauwen.”

King Unauwen! Tiuri had heard that name many times 
before. He reigned over the land to the west of the mountains, 
and was renowned as a noble and just ruler.

“This letter must be taken across the Great Mountains 
to the king in the City of Unauwen,” said the stranger. “As 
quickly as possible.”

“You don’t expect me…” Tiuri began.
“No,” said the stranger, interrupting him. “The man who 

shall deliver the letter is the Black Knight with the White 
Shield. At this moment, he is in the forest, at the Yikarvara 
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Inn. What I need you to do is to take this letter to him. I 
cannot do so myself, as I am old and there are enemies all 
around, who are pursuing me and who know my face.”

“Why do you not ask someone else?” said Tiuri. “The city 
is full of knights right now, and there must be plenty of men 
you can trust.”

“I cannot ask any of those knights,” responded the stran-
ger. “They would attract too much attention. Did I not tell 
you that there are enemies everywhere? Spies are lying in 
wait throughout the city, just looking for an opportunity to 
steal this letter. A famous knight is no good to me. I need 
someone who is unknown and who will go unnoticed. But 
at the same time I must be able to trust him with this letter. 
In other words, I am looking for someone who is a knight 
and yet not a knight! You are the one I need. You have been 
found worthy of being knighted tomorrow, but you are still 
young and have no reputation for your valiant deeds. And 
yet I know I can trust you.”

Tiuri could find no argument to counter his words. He 
tried again to make out the stranger’s features, but it was 
still too dark. “So this letter is of great importance?” he said.

“Of more importance than you could ever imagine!” 
whispered the stranger. “Come, you must hesitate no longer,” 
he continued, his voice trembling. “We’re wasting too much 
time! Near this place, behind the chapel, there is a horse in 
a meadow. If you take it, you can be at the inn within three 
hours – sooner if you ride quickly. It is about quarter past 
one now. You can be back by seven, when King Dagonaut’s 
men will come to fetch you. Please, do as I ask!”

Tiuri knew he could not refuse. The rules that a future 
knight had to follow were important, but this appeal for his 
assistance seemed to matter even more.



26

“I will do it,” he said. “Give me the letter and tell me how 
to find the inn.”

“My thanks!” sighed the stranger. He quickly continued, 
in a whisper, “The place where he is to be found is called the 
Yikarvara Inn. Do you know King Dagonaut’s hunting lodge? 
Behind it, there is a track that heads north-west. Ride along it 
until you reach a clearing in the forest. Two paths run on from 
there. Take the left-hand path and it will lead you to the inn. As 
for the letter, you must promise me on your honour as a knight 
that you will guard it as you would your own life and give it to 
no one other than the Black Knight with the White Shield.”

“I am not yet a knight,” said Tiuri, “but if I were, I would 
promise it on my honour as a knight.”

“Good. If someone tries to steal the letter, you must destroy 
it, but only if it is absolutely necessary. Understood?”

“Understood,” said Tiuri.
“And mark this well: when you find the Black Knight with 

the White Shield, you must ask him: Why is your shield white? 
And he will respond: Because white contains every colour. 
Then he will ask you: Where do you come from? You must 
answer: I come from afar. Only after that exchange should 
you hand over the letter.”

“Like a password,” said Tiuri.
“Exactly. A password. Do you understand exactly what 

you need to do?”
“Yes,” said Tiuri. “Please give me the letter.”
“One last thing,” said the stranger. “Be careful. You must 

make sure that you are not followed. Here is the letter; guard 
it well.”

Tiuri took the letter. It was small and flat and he could 
feel, in the darkness, that there were seals on it. He slipped 
it under his shirt, close to his chest.



27

“You won’t lose it if you keep it there, will you?” asked 
the stranger.

“No,” Tiuri replied. “That’s the safest place.”
The stranger grasped his hands and shook them firmly. 

“Then go,” he said. “And God bless you!” He let go of Tiuri’s 
hands, turned around and slipped back into the darkness.

Tiuri waited for a moment and then walked, quickly 
and quietly, in the opposite direction. He looked over at the 
dimly lit windows of the chapel, where his friends were still 
keeping their vigil before the altar. “Come on,” he whispered 
to himself, “You have to hurry.”

And he went in search of the meadow where the stranger 
had told him he would find a horse waiting.





Sometimes Violet liked silence, but not now. 

Blindness made silence scary. She pushed her hands 

under her thighs and swung her legs, trying to 

remember a happy song.

Suddenly she heard faint footsteps enter the 

shop at speed, growing louder as they paced 

towards her. She looked blindly in the direction of 

the sound. 

“I need to speak to your dad,” a voice whispered 

in her right ear.

“Who’s there?” she gasped.

Then heavier footsteps entered the shop. “I’ve 

caught you now, you mangy orphan,” a different 

voice panted. 

l
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He waited. Hidden by dusk and the garden  bushes against 

the bark of an oak tree. Watching. The spot gave him full 

view of the house and gravel driveway. 

Worrying about being seen felt weird.

Perfect had been alive with the news of Doctor Eugene 

Brown’s arrival for weeks. The doctor would help. Boy 

knew it, more than he’d ever known anything. He just 

had to get to the man before he changed.  

As night closed in, George and Edward Archer strode 

by and mounted the stone steps to the house. The place 

lit up and Boy watched them move around inside. 

Suddenly light darted across the grass by his feet and 

Boy pulled back further into the shadows. A silver car 

ChapTer 1

boY
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crunched along the driveway towards him and stopped. 

His heartbeat quickened. The engine purred to silence. 

The large door of the house opened and the Archer 

twins stood silhouetted in the light from the hallway. As 

Boy watched, statue still, a shiver danced down his spine.

A man got out of the driver’s seat; a woman from the 

passenger’s side. 

He hadn’t imagined the doctor would have company. 

The woman looked nervous, staring across the roof of the 

car at the man. He smiled awkwardly at her then walked 

towards the twins, greeting them with a handshake.  

The woman followed and the four of them disappeared 

inside. 

Boy ventured a little out of the shadows, stopping 

short as the doctor called, “Violet. Come in from the car, 

pet, it’s chilly out there.”

The back door of the car opened a little, then quickly 

slammed shut as a breeze rustled the leaves above him. 

Boy held his breath and pulled back into hiding.  

The car door swung open again, and this time a small, 

frightened girl dashed out across the gravel towards the 

house.

Boy couldn’t help laughing. She sped up, jumped the 

steps and rushed in through the front door, banging it shut 

behind her and plunging the yard back into darkness. 

The car door hung open and Boy pushed it shut as he 
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edged closer to the kitchen window. He just caught sight 

of the girl sliding into the room. 

He sat down by the steps to wait. 

Night rolled on. The Watchers would be patrolling 

soon and he couldn’t be caught outside the walls again. 

He’d come back in the morning, early, and speak to the 

doctor then. 

He took one last look in the window. The girl sat 

between her mam and dad – a proper family. Something 

inside him stung as he thumbed the rub-worn note in  

his pocket.
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Violet woke with a start as the car crunched to a stop over 

squashed gravel. It was dark. She pulled herself up from 

the warm leather seat and peered out the side window. 

The house was big, much bigger than their old one and 

looked like something from a magazine. The lights were 

on inside. 

She gasped and ducked back down. 

Two dark figures, one tall, one small, stood shadowed 

in the light from the open doorway. Violet’s father looked 

at her mother then unbuckled his seat belt and stepped 

out of the car.

“Ah, Mr and Mr Archer,” her father said, approaching 

the men, “we didn’t expect a welcoming committee.”

a silenT proTesT

ChapTer 2
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“Well of course, Dr Brown, we wanted to see you 

settled,” the taller one said, extending his hand. 

“We’ve been preparing all day. The house is spick and 

span and we’ve the kettle on the boil,” the smaller man 

said, stepping in front of the larger one to grab her father’s 

hand. “Leave your stuff in the car and come in for a brew. 

I’m sure you must all be exhausted.”

“Of course, how kind,” her mother said, reaching the 

front door to greet both men, “we’d love a cuppa.”

The four entered the house leaving Violet to fume in 

her seat, seemingly forgotten. 

“Violet. Come in from the car, pet, it’s chilly out 

there,” her father called from across the driveway.

He hadn’t forgotten her after all. That still didn’t mean 

he cared about her though. He only cared about this job. 

When he was offered it, her mother had said “it’s a job 

amongst jobs”. It was probably like winning an Oscar for 

opticians. Her dad’s exact words had been “I’d be stupid, 

utterly stupid to turn it down”.

Her dad was an optha…an opthalo…an opthalmologist, 

which meant he was an eye surgeon and cut up eyes  

all day. Violet thought that was disgusting, so whenever 

anybody asked, she said he was an optician. His work 

meant so much to him. Other people’s parents always 

seemed to talk about how much they hated their jobs, but 

not her dad. Violet was proud of him but that didn’t mean 
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she was happy to pack up all her stuff and leave her 

friends just because of his new job. She thought he was 

selfish and had told him as much through her tears the 

night he’d announced they were moving.  

She pushed open the heavy car door and poked her 

head out to look left and right. 

The driveway was dark and surrounded by large trees. 

Huge twisted branches played on the wind, sweeping 

shadows across the gravel. Violet shivered as the leaves 

began to whisper. She jumped back and slammed the 

door, locking herself safely inside the car. 

Her mam always said she had an overactive 

imagination. Violet wished she knew how to make it 

underactive as she looked out on the dark yard and 

imagined all the monsters that might lurk in the 

surrounding trees. 

She’d have to make a run for it. She took a deep 

breath. On the count of three. “One, two, threeeee…”

She flung open the car door, jumped out and ran for 

the house. Without looking left or right, she bounded up 

the steps and leaped over the threshold. 

Just as she slammed the front door, she thought she 

heard laughter echo through the trees. She slid down the 

wall onto the hall floor, trying to catch her breath. Surely 

it wasn’t laughter? Then the car door banged and she froze. 

Was there someone outside? Her heartbeat quickened.
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“Violet, is that you, pet?” her mother called from a 

room down the hallway. “Come in and say hello to our 

guests.” 

Violet shook the dark thoughts from her mind, putting 

all sounds down to the wind. There goes your imagination 

again, she scolded herself, getting up from the floor. 

She pulled off her shoes and threw them down by the 

door. The hall was covered in shiny, cream tiles perfect 

for socks. She took a run and slid the whole way into the 

room straight ahead, coming to a stop against the kitchen 

table. 

Four pairs of eyes stared at her, two in embarrassment, 

two in shock. 

“Violet!” her father snapped. “We have guests.”

Violet didn’t respond. 

She’d decided the night before that she wasn’t going 

to talk to her dad for as long as it took him to change his 

mind and move them all back home again. She hated not 

talking to him because she loved him more than a billion 

pounds. But she didn’t want the same things as her dad. 

Her mam didn’t really either. Rose Brown was an 

accountant in a successful firm and had lots of friends in 

their old town – but she’d told Violet that sometimes you 

had to do what was right, even though it was hard and you 

might not want to do it, and that this move was right for 

their family.
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Violet had thought about not talking to her mam either 

but as an only child that would mean she’d have no one to 

talk to at all, at least until she made some friends.

Quickly her dad covered the silence, introducing her 

to the strange men who sat round the kitchen table.

“Violet, this is Mr George Archer.” 

“Just George is fine,” the tall man said, standing up to 

shake her hand.  

She tried not to laugh. George Archer was so tall he 

couldn’t stand straight in the low-ceilinged room. His 

head bent to one side almost touching his shoulder. 

Everything about him was long, from his snake-like arms 

and wormy fingers to his pencil-thin nose that almost 

divided his face in two. His head was completely bald and 

creamy white like a freshly laid egg. Clearly uncomfortable, 

he quickly sat back down.

“And I’m Edward. Pleased to meet you, Violet,” the 

smaller of the Archers said, as he stood to shake her  

hand too. 

Again she had to stop herself laughing. Violet wasn’t 

even the tallest in her class, but she was the same height 

as Mr Edward Archer. What he lacked in height he made 

up for in width. He was square, like a loaf of bread. His 

head was attached straight to his shoulders as if he had 

forgotten to grow a neck and his eyes stuck out a little as 

though they were trying to escape from his face. 
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The two brothers wore the same brown suits and shiny 

brown shoes. Edward Archer had a funny bowler hat just 

like the one on her dad’s favourite painting of a man  

with no face. Mr George Archer had the same hat but his 

rested on the table beside him – he probably wasn’t 

wearing it because it would fall off every time he stood up 

indoors. 

Both of them had weird reddish eyes hidden behind 

rectangular gold-framed glasses. They looked a little scary 

until George took his specs off.

“Oh, it’s just the glasses. I thought there was something 

wrong with your eyes!” Violet smiled at the taller twin. 

“Why are the lenses red?” 

George Archer pushed his glasses back onto his nose. 

“They’re rose-tinted.” He scowled. “We—”

“Well, Violet dear –” Edward Archer quickly 

interrupted his brother – “it’s a funny story really, one we 

hope your father will help us solve. You see this little 

town of ours is perfect except for one curious fact: every 

single inhabitant here wears glasses. After only a short 

time in Perfect, Violet, you and your family will find that 

your eyesight starts to get dusty, then the edges of your 

vision will blur. Eventually you will all go completely 

blind. We’ve had numerous scientists come to investigate 

our situation. They say it’s because we’re so close to  

the sun.”
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“Mam!” Violet quivered, trying not to cry. “I don’t 

want to go blind. I like being able to see. I knew we 

shouldn’t have moved here.”

“Oh no, I didn’t mean to frighten you, Violet dear,” 

Edward Archer said, kindly. “I assure you the effects are 

only temporary.  They wear off as soon as you leave this 

town of ours – although I’m quite sure you won’t ever 

want to leave Perfect, nobody ever does.” The stout man 

smiled. “In fact, we have found a clever way around our 

little problem. These glasses work a treat. You’ll find 

everybody here is wearing them; they’re quite in vogue as 

they say.” He adjusted his own pair a little, resettling them 

on his nose.

“You’ll have to visit our spectacle shop, dear, so we can 

fit you with a pair,” George Archer smiled.

Violet grabbed her mother’s pinstriped skirt.

“I don’t want to wear glasses, Mam, there’s nothing 

wrong with my eyes.”

“That’s why your father’s here, dear.” Edward smiled. 

“Hopefully soon nobody will need to wear them.”

The Archers were her dad’s new bosses. “Eugene was 

headhunted” her mam had said proudly to friends one 

evening. Violet didn’t think that sounded like a good thing 

and tried hard not to imagine her dad without a head. He’d 

won an award for his research and had been on the cover 

of Eye Spy magazine. Her mam said the whole world was 



19

talking about it, or at least the part of the world that loved 

eyes too. She said the Archers had read the article in Eye 

Spy and searched him out for the job. 

“It’s only for a short time, Violet,” her mother shushed, 

looking anxiously at her husband. “Your father will fix  

the problem.”

“Don’t worry, Violet,” her dad said, reaching to rub  

her head.

She moved round her mother’s back, away from his 

arms.

“She’s tired,” he sighed, his cheeks a little red. “It’s 

been a long day, I think it’s probably time for bed.”

“Oh no, not yet,” Edward Archer said quickly. “You 

must try our tea. It’s a Perfect tradition.”

“Oh yes.” George Archer smiled, grabbing a teapot and 

cups from the worktop. “It’s our custom, I assure you.”

A small package sat on the table. Edward opened it, 

scooped out two large spoons of tea leaves and tipped 

them into the pot. The package was navy with “Archers’ 

Tea” printed in ornate gold letters under a brownish 

picture of the twins in their bowler hats and white aprons.

“It’s you,” Violet said, looking at Edward.

“Eagle-eyed I see.” The smaller twin smiled, pouring 

boiling water into the pot. “Yes it’s our tea. We own the 

factory that produces it; it’s a big employer in the town. 

Something we’re very proud of.”
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“I don’t like tea,” Violet said, looking at her mother.

“You’ll like this one,” George Archer replied sharply. 

“This tea is a speciality here. It’s harvested daily and 

delivered fresh to every doorstep in Perfect each morning. 

It’s made from the Chameleon plant, which is unique to 

our town. It’s very good for your health and has the most 

unusual properties. You’ll see what I mean. Most people 

here drink at least a cup a day. It’s a tea-mad town.” 

Edward smiled.

Violet didn’t like tea and she wasn’t sure about the 

Archers; there was something odd about them.

Eugene and Rose looked at each other as they sat down 

at the table; Violet sat between them. George Archer 

stared at her from his place opposite, as his brother 

poured the tea.

“Now imagine the nicest taste you can think of then 

take a sip,” Edward said, raising his mug.

Violet did as she was told. She imagined her father’s 

favourite drink, which was hers too – ice-cream sundae. 

Big chunks of cold vanilla ice cream dunked in fizzy 

orange. She pictured clouds of froth bubbling over the 

rim of a glass and could almost taste the burst of flavour. 

Her mouth watered as she raised the mug of tea. A waft 

of vanilla tingled her nose. She took a sip, careful not to 

burn her lips. The tea fizzed as she tasted orange and 

vanilla heaven. This couldn’t be tea. She opened her eyes 
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to check no one had swapped the cups, but sure enough,  

a dull milky brown liquid smiled back at her. She glanced 

either side at her mam and dad; their eyes were still shut 

and silly smiles played on their lips.

“I think I’ll have another cup,” her father said, a little 

later.

“We thought you might,” the Archers replied in unison.

The Browns finished one pot and then had another as 

Edward told them all about their new home. 

Edward was the chatty one and Violet warmed to him 

a little more than George, who just seemed to snarl and 

stare. Though, truth be told, she wasn’t sure she liked 

either of them very much at all. Violet heard her mother 

say the same thing to her dad as they waved goodbye to 

the Archers from the steps of their new home a little later.

“They give me the creeps, Eugene,” Rose whispered 

through a staged smile.

That night, Violet climbed beneath her new sheets in 

her new room. The town sounded nice enough from what 

Edward had said and the tea did weigh heavily in its 

favour. There were some strange things about the place 

though. Edward had told them about a curfew. He said it 

was so everyone got a good night’s sleep in Perfect. 

“Sufficient sleep makes for a happy and healthy town.” 

She definitely didn’t like the idea of a curfew or going 

blind. And anyway, how could she ever live in a place 
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called Perfect? She’d have to be neat and tidy; she’d 

definitely have to brush her hair and probably even clean 

her shoes. It just wouldn’t work.

Violet made up her mind: she didn’t and wouldn’t like 

Perfect. Then she turned over and slipped into a perfect 

night’s sleep, oblivious to the troubles the morning  

would bring.
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For my Dilly

Heroes come in all shapes and sizes.
Mine is dinky and blonde and would eat 

chocolate for breakfast if I let her.

I love you, my little Hercules.



Also by Maz Evans

Who Let the Gods Out?



1. Mortal Peril

The scream tore through the dawn like a razor
blade through toilet paper. Elliot Hooper was
the first to respond – if you can call burbling

‘whargihghplfm?’ a response.
Before he entirely knew where he was – or

even who he was – another scream shattered the
February morning.

Elliot sat up in bed and scratched his head. He
caught his reflection in the bedroom mirror. His
blond mop of hair was wayward at the best of
times, but at this hour, the twelve-year-old sleepy-
head thought he resembled a slightly used toilet
brush. His fuzzy brain told him that it was early,
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although he had only just put Mum back to bed
for the umpteenth time. It had been another bad
night. Nowadays, they nearly always were.

A third scream forced him into reluctant
action. 

It definitely wasn’t Mum, he knew her screams
too well. Were they under attack from Thanatos,
Daemon of Death? No – Elliot had squashed him
in the Underworld. With a sigh, Elliot realized
that this was the third big problem in his life . . .

He rolled out of bed in his school uniform –
why change into pyjamas if he was only going to
wear the same clothes the next day? – and stum-
bled towards the bathroom.

He reached it just as his immortal Greek
housemates – Zeus, Athene, Aphrodite, Hermes
and Hephaestus – were hurtling (flying in Hermes’s
case) up the stairs. They were greeted by another
soul-splitting shriek.

Elliot pressed his ear to the bathroom door.
‘What in the name of thirty thermal thunder-

bolts . . . ?’ roared Zeus.
‘It’s nothing, it’ll just be—’ Elliot began, but

was slammed against the wall by the two
Goddesses, who formed a protective barrier
around him in their full battle-armour and fluffy
slippers.
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‘Don’t worry – we’re here,’ said Athene,
Goddess of Wisdom.

‘Are you OK, Elly?’ panted Aphrodite, Goddess
of Love, drawing her crossbow.

‘I’m fine,’ said Elliot, crushed behind Athene’s
enormous silver shield. 

If Elliot wasn’t panicking, it was because living
with a family of ancient immortals had made him
no stranger to drama. From the moment Virgo, a
Constellation from the Zodiac Council, had crashed
into his cowshed three months ago, Elliot had:

� accidentally freed Thanatos, Daemon 
of Death

� borrowed Queen Elizabeth II’s 
Imperial Crown

� nearly been expelled from Brysmore
Grammar School

� learnt how to swear in Latin, Ancient
Greek and Satyr.

‘Open up!’ boomed Zeus, hammering at the
bathroom door. ‘I command you!’

He was answered by another brain-melting yelp.
Zeus signalled to Hephaestus, God of the

Forge.
‘All o’ you – stand back!’ yelled the blacksmith,

heaving his gigantic bronze axe with surprising
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strength from a hunchback the height of a nine-
year-old. ‘We’re coming in!’

‘Wait! Let’s just try the—’ cried Elliot as the
bronze axe smashed the wood to matchsticks.
‘Handle,’ he said, pushing open the remains of the
unlocked door.

The Gods bundled into the bathroom with a
ferocious cry, weapons aloft . . .

But all they found was Virgo, rocking on the
floor with a towel over her head.

‘Babe? What gives?’ asked Hermes, after an
admiring glance at his reflection.

‘’Ere we go again,’ grumbled Hephaestus.
‘Whatever’s the matter, dear girl?’ said Zeus,

sheathing a thunderbolt. ‘I haven’t heard a furore
like that since I dumped Henrietta the Harpy on
Valentine’s Day.’

‘It’s . . . it’s hideous,’ snuffled Virgo.
‘Is it a curse?’ asked Athene.
‘Is it a plague?’ asked Aphrodite.
‘Is it that fringe?’ asked Hermes. ‘Babe, I

warned you. Totes off-trend . . .’
‘No . . . It’s . . . it’s . . . it’s . . .’ Virgo slowly lifted

the towel from her head.
The Gods gasped.
Elliot just stared. 
‘I don’t get it,’ he said, disappointed that Virgo
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hadn’t grown a second head or an elephant’s nose.
‘What’s wrong?’

‘WHAT’S WRONG?!’ Virgo shrieked, pulling
her hair. ‘LOOK AT IT!’

Elliot did. Still nothing. 
‘Boys . . .’ muttered Athene as Aphrodite

hugged Virgo.
Elliot shrugged at Hermes.
‘E, mate!’ the Messenger God whispered. ‘Her

hair. It’s, like, totes brown.’
‘Isn’t it always?’ Elliot asked.
‘Mate . . .’ laughed Hermes with a head-shake.
‘My beautiful silver hair!’ Virgo cried. ‘IT’S

GONE!’
‘Oh, yeah!’ said Elliot slowly. Now he thought

about it, she did look a bit different.
‘Did you dye it?’ said Aphrodite, running her

fingers through Virgo’s long tresses.
‘Babe – never dye your own hair,’ said Hermes.

‘I tried it once – ended up with a head like a cress
plant.’

‘I haven’t touched it!’ squealed Virgo. ‘Why
would I? It was perfect! I just woke up like this!
What’s happening to me?’

Elliot caught Aphrodite and Athene exchanging
knowing glances.

‘It’s just your body adapting to being a mortal,’
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said Athene. ‘It actually quite suits you . . .’
‘SUITS ME?!’ squealed Virgo at a pitch that

could start a football match. ‘Have you forgotten
about today? My trial?’

‘Fat chance, with you banging on about it,’
mumbled Elliot, pushing past the crowd to reach
his toothbrush. He was never a morning person,
and five hours sleep certainly wasn’t enough for
immortal dramas.

‘You have got to stop getting in such a state,’
said Athene, giving Virgo’s shoulders a reassuring
squeeze. ‘If there is any justice, today is the day
you’ll get your immortality back.’

‘Listen to Boffin Butt – that kardia’s yours,’
chirped Aphrodite, helping herself to a spray of
perfume. ‘Besides, it’s only a trial. The Zodiac
Council like to waggle their clipboards around to
feel important. Look at Christmas Day . . .’

‘We do not mention Christmas Day!’ snapped
Zeus.

‘Exhacshly,’ spat Elliot through a mouthful of
foam. ‘Sho schill out. Itsch not vat wig a weal.’

‘Not that big a deal?’ breathed Virgo menacingly.
Everyone instinctively stepped back.
‘Uh-oh,’ whispered Hermes. ‘She’s gonna blow.’
‘NOT THAT BIG A DEAL!’ screamed Virgo.

‘For weeks I’ve had to endure mortality! I’ve
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suffered hunger, tiredness, every tedious mortal
emotion and some toxic reaction in my trousers
whenever I eat beans! It’s degrading, it’s unjust and
it’s TOTALLY PANTS!’

Elliot spat his toothpaste down the plughole.
‘So I shouldn’t mention that zit on your chin?’

‘What?! Arrrrrrrrghghgh,’ screamed Virgo as
she wrestled free from Athene and attacked Elliot
with the nearest available weapon, which
happened to be a giant pink loofah.

The Gods scrambled to protect Elliot again.
Aphrodite held the flailing girl back so Hermes
could disarm her. Athene and Zeus grabbed
Elliot’s arms to drag him to safety as Virgo
screamed a curse that could boil an egg.

‘ . . . and then you can bake it in a pie and
CHOKE ON IT!’ she screeched.

‘Elly, have you watered the plants?’ peeped an
agitated voice behind them.

Elliot turned to see his mum, Josie, standing in
the broken doorway, confused and upset. These
days, she always was. He tried not to think of his
bright, funny Mum who used to cartwheel home
from school. She had changed so much in the past
year. Everything had.

‘Elly?’ she asked again. ‘You must water the
plants. You know what Grandad’s like about his
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tomatoes. Have you done it?’
‘Yes, Mum,’ said Elliot, who had given up on

difficult truths in favour of easy lies. Although he
wasn’t sure if Mum really understood either
anymore.

The last few weeks had seen a lot of changes in
Josie and none of them good. Despite Elliot’s best
efforts to care for her, she wasn’t getting any
better. She barely remembered anything that had
just happened, her moods were getting really
unpredictable and she often struggled to find the
right words to express herself.

Elliot ignored the dark voice inside his head.
She’s getting worse. Fast, it said.
‘Good boy,’ said Josie. ‘Grandad will be . . . What

happened here?’
‘Nothing to worry about, Josie – just children

being children,’ said Athene kindly, turning the
frail frame of Josie Hooper discreetly from the
broken door. ‘Why don’t I poach you an egg for
breakfast?’ 

Josie wriggled free from Athene and held
Elliot’s hand. ‘Elly will do it, thank you,’ she said
warily.

Elliot sighed. The Gods tried to help with
Josie’s care, but increasingly she’d only allow Elliot
to put her back to bed, bathe her or make her
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food. It was tiring, but Elliot didn’t mind.
Yes, you do, his dark voice insisted.
‘Well let’s go downstairs and lay the table,’ said

Athene, shrugging an apology at Elliot.
‘OK,’ said Josie cautiously. ‘Have you watered

the plants?’
Elliot watched Athene gently guide Josie

downstairs. Would today be a good day he
wondered? A day when Mum remembered people
and places, and stayed happy and calm? Or a bad
one, when she became very confused, or angry, or
obsessed over a tiny detail, or couldn’t recall a
conversation from five minutes ago? Elliot hoped
for a good day. They hadn’t had one for a while.
Nor a good night. 

Aphrodite smiled and pinched his cheek in a
way that would really annoy him if she were
anyone but a beautiful love Goddess. Elliot
surveyed the carnage around him.

‘Sorry, mate,’ said Hermes. ‘We’re all just a bit
stir-crazy. Y’know, being, like, totes grounded
since Christmas Day . . .’

‘We DO NOT mention Christmas Day!’ Zeus
roared.

‘Fine,’ said Elliot. ‘I’d better get started on
breakfast . . .’

‘Breakfast!’ said Virgo, instantly brightening and
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bounding downstairs. ‘Excellent. I’m famished.
Then I’m going to get my immortality back,
reunite all my socks with their partners and finally
understand long-division!’ She leapt from the
bottom step. ‘It’s going to be a super-optimal day!’

Elliot rolled his eyes and headed slowly after
her. Girls were so incredibly weird.
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THE FIRST SLICE

They had to have an ambulance outside the church in case 

someone fainted. Men with green armbands directed the 

traffic. Someone had written ‘FULL’ in red on a sign and hung 

it on the entrance to the car park. Neighbours opened their 

gates. 

Inside, big strips of paper had been taped to the backs 

of the first four rows of seats on which another sign said, 

‘Reserved for 3R’ because only the people in his class were 

allowed to sit there.

Everyone looked dazed. It was the Day of Prayer for Oscar 

Dunleavy, who was missing, presumed dead – and no one 

ever gets used to something like that. 

Father Frank was at the absolute centre of everything. He  

said that Oscar’s classmates were going to need space and 

protection and respect on account of the ‘unnatural, wretched, 

disbelieving things’ you feel when a person in your class looks 

like they are never going to be seen again.
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We were also going to need blankets because the heating in 

the church had broken down just when the February weather 

had taken another turn for the worse. 

I heard Father Frank talking to the parents about how we 

were ‘in for a very difficult time’ – facing Oscar’s empty desk, 

and passing his still-padlocked, graffitied locker that nobody 

had had the heart to wrench open. Father Frank was in his 

element, focusing on something more important than his 

usual duties, which normally involved going round the school 

telling people to pick up their rubbish or to spit out their 

chewing gum. 

Now he was soothing people who were sad and traumatised, 

and talking a language of grief and comfort that it turns out 

he is fluent in. 

He explained that even when it looked as if everyone was 

fine, we were going to encounter bewildering moments when 

the loss of Oscar would be like an assault on our impressionable 

young minds, not only during these empty sad weeks, but for 

many years to come. 

Everybody filed in. Pale faces. Blotchy red noses. The whole 

class melded into one single silent smudge, a blue blur of 

uniforms shimmering like a giant ghost. 

Every time I looked at the crowd, I saw something I  

didn’t want to see: a grown man’s face quivering, a woman 

rustling in her bag for a tissue, tears dropping off the end 

of someone’s chin. There were low murmured hellos and 

unnatural-sounding coughs. 
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And then there was Oscar’s dad, pushing Stevie’s wheelchair, 

the two of them looking like the broken links of a chain. For 

a second, the squeal of someone’s baby drifted above us – an 

accidental happy little noise ringing out, clear and pure in the 

middle of the despair. There were flowers, tons and tons of 

flowers, all blue and yellow.

‘Cornflower. Buttercup,’ said Father Frank somewhere in 

the middle of his endless speech. 

‘Cornflower for the blue of his blue eyes. Buttercup for his 

bright soul.’ Seriously, that’s actually what he said. 

There was something in the air that smelled of herbs and 

musk. Dust seemed to rise from corners of the church like an 

unearthly kind of mist. And for the duration of this unwanted 

ceremony, everyone in my class seemed to be trying their best 

not to look into each other’s eyes. 

I was on the verge of assuming that Father Frank’s speech 

really was going to go on for ever, but then his voice got 

deeper and slower and more solemn, signalling the end of 

something and the beginning of something else. 

‘Ahem,’ he said, ‘now we’re going to ask Oscar’s best friend 

to come forward, please, for her reading. She was the person 

closest to Oscar. She is going to say a few words in memory 

of her friend – on behalf of all of us who knew him and loved 

him so well.’

I could feel myself heating up with that embarrassment 
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you get when you’re not prepared for something important. 

Nobody had said anything to me about a reading. I wasn’t 

in the mood to stand up in front of anyone or say anything. 

But I took a couple of deep breaths and I told myself that I 

had to keep it together for Oscar. I felt sure that the words I 

was supposed to read would be up there on the stand beside 

Father Frank, waiting for me. Someone was meant to have 

cleared this with me in advance, and there must have been a 

mix-up because nobody had, but I guessed that was probably 

understandable under the distressing circumstances. 

Nobody was hovering nearby, waiting to give me 

instructions and all I could see was the tops of everyone’s 

heads. I got to my feet as the silence bulged inside the church 

and people shifted around on the benches. The crowd seemed 

to quiver in front of me. 

And then she stood up. Golden-haired and glittery, rising 

like an angel from her seat and walking so gracefully to the 

top of the church that it looked as if she was floating. At the 

sight of her, I was thick-footed – stuck to the floor. The angel 

girl proceeded to the microphone. 

‘Who is that?’ I asked my mum, who did not know. 

‘Who,’ I leaned over to Andy Fewer who was sitting in the 

row in front of me, ‘is that?’ And as the girl began to speak I 

realised that I’d seen the outline of her before and I did know 

who she was. 

‘Death is nothing at all . . . ’ 

Her voice was like melted chocolate and it drifted among 
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us, as if music had begun to play. 

‘ . . . one brief moment and everything will be as it was before.’ 

Andy turned to me with a mystified look. 

‘That’s Paloma,’ he said as if I’d asked him what planet we 

were on. ‘Paloma Killealy.’ 

‘Of course,’ I thought. ‘Of course it’s her.’ 

When she’d finished the reading, she said there was this 

song that was Oscar’s favourite, like, ever, and how whenever 

she heard it, she’d always think of him. 

‘This is for you, Osc,’ she said, and she started to sing some 

song that I did not recognise. 

Osc? Since when was that his name? Nobody ever called 

him that.

When something bad happens to someone young, and when 

people get together in a church to say prayers for that person, 

there is a weird vibration, sort of like a buzz or a whistle. 

Everything shudders, like I reckon it would at the beginning of 

an earthquake, as if even the ground is shocked and horrified 

by the wrongness of it all. 

‘There should have been so much time ahead of him,’ was the 

kind of obvious, useless thing that everyone kept repeating, 

not that anything anyone said was going to make a single 

bit of difference – at least not now. It was too late, they said. 

Because Oscar had made his decision, and we were going to 

have to suffer for the rest of our lives because of it. He was 
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gone. And by now, everyone more or less took it for granted 

that he wasn’t coming back. 

February had been Oscar’s favourite time of the year. 

I’d told him he must be the only person in the universe 

with a pet month, but he was quite stubborn about it.  

He explained that when you stop being a kid, Christmas is 

nothing but a terrible disappointment. And January has never 

been anything but a dark and boring month full of homework 

and dull dinners. But then, right at that moment when the 

world seems to be at its bleakest, February creeps up on you 

like a best friend you haven’t seen in a while, tapping you on 

the shoulder. 

Plus, this particular February had been holding up a new 

sign, allowing us to make plans to do things that none of us 

had ever done before – exciting stuff – different stuff – teenage 

stuff. We weren’t little kids anymore and this February had 

been full of a hundred different kinds of new chances. 

Now, any of the chances Oscar might ever have had, had 

dropped radically. To nil.

Outside, on the steps of the church it was formal and hushed, 

but there was a low murmur that felt as if it was growing, 

like some distant, gigantic monster was moving closer by the 

second.



7

A group of parents clustered round Father Frank, and the 

sun shone like a cruel joke, making everything seem more 

beautiful than it deserved to be. Andy was there, and so was 

Greg, and Father Frank was asking, ‘Deary deary me, boys, 

why? Why would someone with so much going for him have 

. . . have . . . ended it all in the way he appears to have done?’

‘Oh Father, you see, it could be for any number of reasons,’ 

Andy said, serious and fluent, as if he was an expert on the 

subject. ‘Personally, I think that it’s pretty much a miracle that 

any of us survives.’

‘What do you mean?’ said the priest. 

‘I mean,’ continued Andy, ‘there’s this one moment as 

you’re growing up when the world suddenly feels more or 

less pointless – when the terribleness of reality lands on you, 

like something falling from the sky.’

‘Something falling? Like what?’ asked Father Frank, trying 

his best.

‘Something big, like a piano, say, or a fridge. And when that 

happens, there’s no going back to the time when it hadn’t 

landed on you.’ 

‘But what about the pleasure and the joy and the purpose, 

like sport, music, girls and the like?’ Father Frank was nearly 

pleading now.

‘Fiction,’ sighed Andy. ‘Mirages in the desert of life, to make 

people feel like it might be worth it.’ 

‘Oh,’ said Father Frank. ‘Oh I see, and do all you youngsters 

get this feeling?’
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‘Yes, I think so,’ said Andy, not even asking anyone else for 

their opinion, ‘but most of us learn to live with it.’

‘Well that’s a relief, I suppose.’

It took me ages to find Stevie, who was sitting close to the 

church entrance in his wheelchair. His dad was nearby, fully 

occupied with the sober, repetitive job of shaking hundreds 

of hands. 

‘Oh Stevie,’ I said and I leaned over to hug him and I closed 

my eyes and the tears that I’d been trying to keep inside came 

tumbling out. 

‘It’s OK, Meg,’ he whispered, even though obviously it 

wasn’t. But I felt something a little like relief when I got a 

chance to look at his face properly. ‘When did you get back?’ 

he asked, and I told him we’d been back since the night before. 

That we’d come as quickly as we could, as soon as we’d heard 

the news. It occurred to me that part of the reason everything 

felt so wobbly was because I must still be jet-lagged. I couldn’t 

see straight. 

But surrounded by this fog of grief mumbles, there was 

a gladness in Stevie, a light in his eyes that lifted my heart 

slightly, and made me feel that maybe there was some reason 

to be cheerful, or hopeful, or even faintly optimistic. 

‘What happened, Stevie? What on earth happened? And 

why is everyone acting like this? This mass? A mass? I mean, 

you’re not supposed to do that unless it’s completely clear 
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that the person you’re having it for is definitely dead. Not 

unless there’s proof. I mean, there’s no reason for us to believe 

he’s dead. Is there?’ 

Stevie looked up at me and swivelled a little closer. 

‘Exactly!’ he whispered. ‘That’s what I’ve been trying to 

tell everyone! Thank goodness you’re home Meg because 

seriously, you’re the first person, the first person I’ve talked 

to – apart from myself – who doesn’t believe it. I knew I’d be 

able to count on you and I’m so completely glad you’ve come 

back, because basically I felt on my own here, kinda thought I 

was going mad to be honest. Everyone’s going round saying 

he committed suicide. I mean seriously, right? That doesn’t 

make any sense – it really doesn’t.’ 

‘Stevie, you’ve got to tell me everything you know. Every 

single thing that happened before he disappeared.’

‘I’ll do my best, Meg,’ Stevie said. ‘I’ve been going over 

everything again and again in my head. There’s no time to 

talk now though,’ and Stevie frowned and looked around, and 

he sounded much older and wiser than a kid his age usually 

sounds. ‘Let’s meet at the pier later on. I’ll see you there. Leave 

it till about midnight, OK?’

‘How are you going to get there on your own at that time 

of night, Stevie?’

‘No problemo,’ he said, in a definitely non-grieving tone, 

which kept giving me hope. ‘A lot has happened since you’ve 

been gone. I’m practically self-sufficient!’ He grinned so widely  

that he started to attract some unwanted attention, so he 
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changed his expression to something more grave, and, 

speaking with the furtive confidence of a spy, he told me to 

mingle, to say nothing and to meet him later as instructed.

The crowd milled. Arms were put around people and there 

was a lot more crying. Off in the distance every so often I 

glimpsed the golden hair of Paloma Killealy, and everywhere 

within the murmuring crowd I seemed to hear her name 

spoken softly from person to person as if it were a poem. 

Paloma Killealy. Paloma Killealy. Paloma, Paloma Killealy.
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To Mum and Dad,
For keeping my feet on the ground, 

and my head in the clouds.
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Lunar Inc. Base, Civilian Sector
Day-Cycle 02 

The Moon has quakes. They were everyday. Part of the
routine. Most Lunar Inc. personnel didn’t flinch at 
the sound of the alarm any more. But then, most

 personnel hadn’t been through what Aggie had.
She clung to the edge of her bed as the quake took hold,

and listened to the rhythm of her belongings smashing to
the floor. Her blinds clattered against the walls, slivers of
pale lunar sunlight escaped into the darkness.

She concentrated on pushing her breath into slow ins
and outs. But the quake had shaken her memories loose.
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They rose up around her in the darkness of her pod like
ghosts.

Aggie would relive Adrianne tonight, or not sleep at
all.The reactor room started to materialize around her. The
phantom smell of smoke and burning metal stung her nose
– she pushed it away. Too painful. Too real.

Her heart beat in time with the drone of the alarm. Not
the alarm in her pod, but an alarm from a different place,
in a different time . . .

The great lumite reactor pulsed – its spinning saltwater jets
cooling the violet crystal at its core. Her father was at his desk, his
hands a blur as he worked the shaking control panel. Something
was wrong. There was too much dust, too much heat—

In her pod, the screen beside her bed flicked on, casting
grey light into the room. ‘No, no, no,’ Aggie moaned.

When he saw her, his eyes grew as wild as his red hair. His
grip tight and feverish on her arms as he threw her into the clear
plastic booth and pulled the hatch. ‘Daddy?’ He was getting in
with her, wasn’t he? He wasn’t going back to the reactor, was he?

Outside, in the corridor, the other Lunar Inc. personnel
whooped and hollered as they made their way to their
shifts, the quake providing nothing more than entertain-
ment for their commute. But Adrianne refused to let Aggie
go. Not yet. Not until the part that hurt the most . . .

Her breath fogged the wet glass inside the booth; the hot, thick
air sticking like glue in her lungs; the rush of water, the shudder of
the reactor room rattling her bones away from her skin—

‘Hey Agatha.’ A strangely detached voice shook from the
ceiling, but to Aggie it was distant, underwater, far away—

– 2 –



There was a click, then a popping noise that sucked up all the
sound. Suddenly, she was flying . . . She squeezed her eyes shut
as a blinding light washed into her small, dark space.

‘Hey Agatha,’ the voice echoed again, ‘your heart rate is
currently out of the healthy spectrum.’This time, Aggie clung
to the sound, using it to pull her foggy brain back to reality.

‘No!’
Aggie opened her eyes. She was standing in the centre

of her room, covered in sweat, panting. She took a deep,
shuddering breath and fell back onto the damp sheets.

It’s not happening again. You’re safe. You’re safe.
Above her head, the small red light of the Eye camera

danced in the rumbling darkness.
‘Hey Agatha,’ the voice rang out once more, ‘we’re

experiencing a routine moonquake in this sector.’
It was Celeste, the base’s computer system, speaking

from the swirling Ether panel beside her bed. The billion
electrified atoms that made up the computer’s shifting 3D
interface swirled back at her creepily. It always looked to
Aggie as if someone had trapped a black hole in a tiny
 picture frame – a really annoying black hole.

Celeste was the AI system that ran the entire Lunar Base,
from operating the giant, gravity-producing domes that
kept their feet on the ground, right down to assessing
whether you’d had the right amount of vegetables in your
lunch. Celeste’s eerie, spinning Ethers and black and red
Eye cameras were everywhere on the base. Wherever you
looked, Celeste was there looking back. The AI was
designed to be a happy, positive and supportive influence
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on the personnel; Aggie just found her a bit creepy.
‘For your information, Agatha, the time is currently

6.15 a.m., Lunar East. Your shift begins in fifteen minutes.’
‘Thanks,’ Aggie muttered, as the mattress went from a

shake to a dull simmer and finally became still. The quake
was over, but despite her best efforts, Aggie’s heart con -
tinued to flap pathetically inside her like a frightened bird.

‘How about we try some calming breathing exercises?’
‘I know how to breathe, Celeste,’ she said to the ceiling.
Aggie leant up on her elbows and surveyed the damage

to her room; pillows and blankets lay in jumbled heaps
around her bed, the old paper books and rocks she’d smug-
gled up to the Moon from Earth had sprung from her
shelves and lay in heaps on the white plastic floor. To her
left, a bottle of something that was probably noxious had
spilt and was slowly oozing into a puddle under her bed.
She silently hoped it wasn’t one of the botched toilet water
samples she’d hidden under there a few weeks ago. Though
it smelt as if it might be.

Aggie sighed. To be honest, her room didn’t look that
much different from the way it usually did.

She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and pulled herself
up.

At the first sign of movement the blinds on her round
pod window began to lift, allowing crisp, cold sunlight to
flood into the room. Aggie lifted her arm to her eyes. 

‘No, Celeste! Earth’s sake, I’m awake!’ she grumbled.
The surface was at the start of its day-cycle – days and

nights lasted two Earth weeks on the Moon. The light was
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faded after the wane, but still stronger than the soft,
 atmosphere-filtered sun on Earth, and it was just too much
at this time in the morning. 

Outside, the lunar surface lay like a great tan and grey
desert, broken up by a cluster of squat buildings that made
up the Lunar Base’s Civilian Sector. Not a great view, but
if she pressed her cheek right against the glass, Aggie could
just make out the glittering cathedral of the Whole Earth
Complex, its great rainbow-coloured windows pointing
towards the patch of space where the whole distant Earth
hung like a marble.

Aggie’s pod was part of the messy sprawl of science
blocks and dorms which housed all the civilian personnel:
surface analysts, astro-geologists, lunar chemists, security
guards, management and lifestyle staff, medics, mining
operatives, tech engineers, mechanical engineers, admin
personnel and all the others Aggie couldn’t remember.

Beyond the Lunar Base and spreading out to the
 horizon were the vast white mining domes and low red
buildings of the Prison Sector, where prisoners mined and
processed the lumite crystal that powered the Earth. No
one from Civilian ever went there, unless you were a guard,
or a mine op, or an engineer, or just mental.

‘OK, Agatha,’ said Celeste, ‘please run your diagnostics.
I’ve noticed that your sleeping patterns are currently out
of the healthy spectrum. My psychological analysis systems
would suggest this is the result of the upcoming tenth
anniversary of the Adrianne—’

‘Not now, Celeste.’
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Much of this book is fiction, but much of the information in it is not. 

Endgame is real. And Endgame is coming. 



Everything, all the time, every word, name, number, place, distance, 

color, time, every letter on every page, everything, always. So says, and 

so has been said, and so will be said again. Everything. 
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IX

Endgame has begun. Our future is unwritten. Our future is your future. 

What will be will be.

We each believe some version of how we got here. God made us. Aliens 

beamed us. Lightning split us, or portals delivered us. In the end, the 

how doesn’t matter. We have this planet, this world, this Earth. We 

came here, we have been here, and we are here now. You, me, us, the 

whole of humanity. Whatever you believe happened in the beginning 

is not important. The end, however. The end is.

This is Endgame. 

We are 12 in number. Young in body, but of ancient people. Our lines 

were chosen thousands of years ago. We have been preparing every 

day since. Once the game begins, we must deliberate and decipher, 

move and murder. Some of us are less ready than others, and the 

lessers will be the first to die. Endgame is simple this way. What is not 

simple is that when one of us dies, it will mean the deaths of countless 

others. The Event, and what comes after, will see to that. You are the 

unwitting billions. You are the innocent bystanders. You are the lucky 

losers and the unlucky winners. You are the audience at a play that 

will determine your fate. 

We are the Players. Your Players. We have to Play. We must be older 

than 13 and younger than 20. It is the rule, and it has always been 

this way. We are not supernatural. None of us can fly, or turn lead 

to gold, or heal ourselves. When death comes, it comes. We are 

mortal. Human. We are the inheritors of the Earth. The Great Puzzle 

of Salvation is ours to solve, and one of us must do it, or we will all 

be lost. Together we are everything: strong, kind, ruthless, loyal, 

smart, stupid, ugly, lustful, mean, fickle, beautiful, calculating, lazy, 

exuberant, weak.

We are good and evil. 

Like you.

Like all.

But we are not together. We are not friends. We do not call one 

another, and we do not text one another. We do not chat on the 
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internet or meet for coffee. We are separated and scattered, spread 

around the world. We have been raised and trained since birth to be 

wary and wise, cunning and deceptive, ruthless and merciless. We will 

stop at nothing to find the keys to the Great Puzzle. We cannot fail. 

Failure is death. Failure is the End of All, the End of Everything. 

Will exuberance beat strength? Stupidity top kindness? Laziness 

thwart beauty? Will the winner be good or evil? There is only one way 

to find out.

Play. 

Survive. 

Solve.

Our future is unwritten. Our future is your future. What will be will be.

So listen. 

Follow. 

Cheer. 

Hope. 

Pray.

Pray hard if that is what you believe.

We are the Players. Your Players. We Play for you.

Come Play with us. 

People of Earth.

Endgame has begun.
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marcus loxias megalos 
Hafız Alipaşa Sk, Aziz Mahmut Hüdayi Mh, Istanbul, Turkey 

Marcus Loxias Megalos is bored. He cannot remember a time before 

the boredom. School is boring. Girls are boring. Football is boring. 

Especially when his team, his favorite team, Fenerbahçe, is losing, as 

they are now, to Manisaspor. 

Marcus sneers at the TV in his small, undecorated room. He is 

slouched in a plush black leather chair that sticks to his skin whenever 

he sits up. It is night, but Marcus keeps the lights in his room off. The 

window is open. Heat passes through it like an oppressive ghost as 

the sounds of the Bosporus—the long, low calls of ships, the bells of 

buoys—groan and tinkle over Istanbul.

Marcus wears baggy black gym shorts and is shirtless. His 24 ribs 

show through his tanned skin. His arms are sinewy and hard. His 

breathing is easy. His stomach is taut and his hair is close-cropped and 

black and his eyes are green. A bead of sweat rolls down the tip of his 

nose. All of Istanbul simmers on this night, and Marcus is no different. 

A book lies open in his lap, ancient and leather-bound. The words on 

its pages are Greek. Marcus has handwritten something in English 

on a scrap of paper that lies across the open page: From broad Crete I 

declare that I am come by lineage, the son of a wealthy man. He has read 

the old book over and over. It’s a tale of war, exploration, betrayal, love, 

and death. It always makes him smile. 

What Marcus wouldn’t give to take a journey of his own, to escape the 

oppressive heat of this dull city. He imagines an endless sea spread out 

before him, the wind cool against his skin, adventures and enemies 

arrayed on the horizon.
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Marcus sighs and touches the scrap of paper. In his other hand he 

holds a 9,000-year-old knife, made of a single piece of bronze forged 

in the fires of Knossos. He brings the blade across his body and lets 

its edge rest against his right forearm. He pushes it into the skin, but 

not all the way. He knows the limits of this blade. He has trained with 

it since he could hold it. He has slept with it under his pillow since he 

was six. He has killed chickens, rats, dogs, cats, pigs, horses, hawks, 

and lambs with it. He has killed 11 people with it. 

He is 16, in his prime for Playing. If he turns 20, he will be ineligible. He 

wants to Play. He would rather die than be ineligible.

The odds are almost nil that he will get his chance, though, and he 

knows it. Unlike Odysseus, war will never find Marcus. There will be no 

grand journey.

His line has been waiting for 9,000 years. Since the day the knife was 

forged. For all Marcus knows, his line will wait for another 9,000 

years, long after Marcus is gone and the pages of his book have 

disintegrated. 

So Marcus is bored. 

The crowd on the TV cheers, and Marcus looks up from the knife. The 

Fenerbahçe goalie has cleared a rainbow up the right sideline, the 

ball finding the head of a burly midfielder. The ball bounces forward, 

over a line of defenders, near the last two men before the Manisaspor 

keeper. The players rush for the ball, and the forward comes away with 

it, 20 meters from the goal, free and clear of the defender. The keeper 

gets ready.

Marcus leans forward. Match time is 83:34. Fenerbahçe has yet to score, 

and doing so in such a dramatic way would save some face. The old 

book slides to the floor. The scrap of paper drifts free of the page and 

slips through the air like a falling leaf. The crowd begins to rise. The sky 

suddenly brightens, as if the gods, the Gods of the Sky themselves, are 

coming down to offer help. The keeper backpedals. The forward collects 

himself and takes the shot, and the ball blasts off.

As it punches the back of the net, the stadium lights up and the crowd 



3

screams, first in exaltation for the goal, but immediately afterward in 

terror and confusion—deep, true, and profound terror and confusion. 

A massive fireball, a giant burning meteor, explodes above the crowd 

and tears across the field, obliterating the Fenerbahçe defense and 

blasting a hole through the end of the stadium grandstand.

Marcus’s eyes widen. He is looking at total carnage. It is butchery on 

the scale of those American disaster movies. Half the stadium, tens of 

thousands of people dead, burning, lit up, on fire.  

It is the most beautiful thing Marcus has ever seen. 

He breathes hard. Sweat pours off his brow. People outside are yelling, 

screaming. A woman wails from the café below. Sirens ring out across 

the ancient city on the Bosporus, between the Marmara and the Black. 

On TV, the stadium is awash in flames. Players, police, spectators, 

coaches run around, burning like crazed matchsticks. The 

commentators cry for help, for God, because they don’t understand. 

Those not dead or on their way to being dead trample one another 

as they try to escape. There’s another explosion and the screen goes 

black.

Marcus’s heart wants out of his chest. Marcus’s brain is as hot as the 

football pitch. Marcus’s stomach is full of rocks and acid. His palms 

feel hot and sticky. He looks down and sees that he has dug the ancient 

blade into his forearm, and a rivulet of blood is trickling off his hand, 

onto the chair, onto his book. The book is ruined, but it doesn’t matter; 

he won’t need it anymore. Because now, Marcus will have his Odyssey. 

Marcus looks back to the darkened TV. He knows there’s something 

waiting for him there amidst the wreckage. He must find it.

A single piece.

For himself, for his line. 

He smiles. Marcus has trained all of his life for this moment. When 

he wasn’t training, he was dreaming of the Calling. All the visions 

of destruction that his teenage mind concocted could not touch 

what Marcus has witnessed tonight.  A meteor destroying a football 

stadium and killing 38,676 people. The legends said it would be a 
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grand announcement. For once, the legends have become a beautiful 

reality.  

Marcus has wanted, waited, and prepared for Endgame his entire life. 

He is no longer bored, and he won’t be again until he either wins or 

dies.

This is it. 

He knows it. 

This is it.
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chiyoko takeda
22B Hateshinai Tōri, Naha, Okinawa, Japan

Three chimes of a small pewter bell awake Chiyoko Takeda. Her head 

lolls to the side. The time on her digital clock: 5:24. She makes a note 

of it. These are heavy numbers now. Significant. She imagines it is the 

same for those who ascribe meaning to numbers like 11:03 or 9:11 or 

7:07. For the rest of her life she will see these numbers, 5:24, and for the 

rest of her life they will carry weight, meaning, significance.

Chiyoko turns from the clock on her side table and stares into the 

darkness. She lies naked on top of the sheets. She licks her full lips. She 

scrutinizes the shadows on her ceiling as if some message will appear 

there. 

The bell should not have rung. Not for her. 

All her life she has been told of Endgame and her peculiar and 

fantastical ancestry. Before the bell rang, she was 17 years old, a  

homeschooled outcast, a master sailor and navigator, an able 

gardener, a limber climber. Skilled at symbols, languages, and words. 

An interpreter of signs. An assassin able to wield the wakizashi, the 

hojo, and the shuriken. Now that the bell has rung, she feels 100. She 

feels 1,000. She feels 10,000, and getting older by the second. The heavy 

burden of the centuries presses down upon her.

Chiyoko closes her eyes. Darkness returns. She wants to be 

somewhere else. A cave. Underwater. In the oldest forest on Earth. But 

she is here, and she must get used to it. Darkness will be everywhere 

soon, and everyone will know it. She must master it. Befriend it. Love 

it. She has prepared for 17 years and she’s ready, even if she never 

wanted it or expected it. The darkness. It will be like a loving silence, 
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which for Chiyoko is easy. The silence is part of who she is. 

For she can hear, but she has never spoken. 

She looks out her open window, breathes. It rained during the night, 

and she can feel the humidity in her nose and throat and chest. The air 

smells good.

There is a gentle rapping on the sliding door leading to her room. 

Chiyoko sits in her Western-style bed, her slight back facing the door. 

She stamps her foot twice. Twice means Come in.

The sound of wood sliding across wood. The quiet of the screen 

stopping. The faint shuffle of feet. 

“I rang the bell,” her uncle says, his head bowed low to the ground, 

according the young Player the highest level of respect, as is the 

custom, the rule. “I had to,” he says. “They’re coming. All of them.”

Chiyoko nods. 

He keeps his gaze lowered. “I am sorry,” he says. “It is time.”

Chiyoko stamps five arrhythmic times with her foot. Okay. Glass of 

water.

“Yes, of course.” Her uncle backs out of the doorway and quietly moves 

away.

Chiyoko stands, smells the air again, and moves to the window. The 

faint glow from the city’s lights blankets her pale skin. She looks out 

over Naha. There is the park. The hospital. The harbor. There is the sea, 

black, broad, and calm. There is the soft breeze. The palm trees below 

her window whisper. The low gray clouds begin to light up, as if a 

spaceship is coming to visit. Old people must be awake, Chiyoko thinks. 

Old people get up early. They are having tea and rice and radish pickles. 

Eggs and fish and warm milk. Some will remember the war. The fire 

from the sky that destroyed and decimated everything. And allowed 

for a rebirth. What is about to happen will remind them of those 

days. But a rebirth? Their survival and their future depend entirely on 

Chiyoko. 

A dog begins to bark frantically. 

Birds trill. 
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A car alarm goes off.

The sky gets very bright, and the clouds break downward as a massive 

fireball bursts over the edge of town. It screams, burns, and crashes 

into the marina. A great explosion and a billow of scalding steam 

illuminate the early morning. Rain made of dust and rock and plastic 

and metal hurls upward over Naha. Trees die. Fish die. Children, 

dreams, and fortunes die. The lucky ones are snuffed out in their 

slumber. The unlucky are burned or maimed.

Initially it will be mistaken for an earthquake.

But they will see.

It is just the beginning.

The debris falls all over town. Chiyoko senses her piece coming for 

her. She takes a large step away from her window, and a bright ember 

shaped like a mackerel falls onto her floor, burning a hole in the 

tatami mat.

Her uncle knocks on the door again. Chiyoko stomps her foot twice. 

Come in. The door is still open. Her uncle keeps his gaze lowered as he 

stops at her side and hands her first a simple blue silk kimono, which 

she steps into, and, after she’s in the kimono, a glass of very cold water.

She pours the water over the ember. It sizzles, spurts, and steams, the 

water immediately boiling. What is left is a shiny, black, jagged rock.

She looks at her uncle. He looks back at her, sadness in his eyes. It 

is the sadness of many centuries, of lifetimes coming to an end. She 

gives him a slight bow of thanks. He tries to smile. He used to be like 

her, waiting for Endgame to begin, but it passed him over, like it did 

countless others, for thousands and thousands of years.

Not so for Chiyoko.

“I am sorry,” he says. “For you, for all of us. What will be will be.”
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sarah alopay
Bryan High School, Omaha, Nebraska, United States

The principal stands, smiling, and looks out over the crowd. “And so 

it is with great honor that I present your class valedictorian, Sarah 

Alopay!”

The crowd cheers, applauds, whistles.

Sarah stands. She’s wearing a red cap and gown with the 

valedictorian’s blue sash across her chest. She smiles. She’s been 

smiling all day. Her face hurts, she’s been smiling so much. She’s happy. 

She’ll be 18 in less than a month. She’s going to spend her summer at 

an archeological dig in Bolivia with her boyfriend, Christopher, and in 

the fall it’s off to college at Princeton. As soon as she turns 20, she can 

start the rest of her life. 

In 742.43625 days she’ll be free. 

No longer eligible.

She’s in the 2nd row, behind a group of administrators, PTA board 

members, and football coaches. She’s a few seats from the aisle. Next 

to her is Reena Smithson, her best friend since 3rd grade, and four 

rows behind her is Christopher. She steals a look at him. Blond hair, 

five-o’clock shadow, green eyes. An even temper and a huge heart. The 

best-looking boy in her school, her town, maybe the state, and, as far 

as she’s concerned, the world. 

“Go get ’em, tiger,” Christopher says, grinning.

Sarah and Christopher have been together since the 7th grade. 

Inseparable. Christopher’s family is one of the wealthiest in Omaha. So 

wealthy, in fact, that his mom and dad couldn’t be bothered to fly back 

from business in Europe to attend their own son’s graduation. When 
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Christopher crosses the stage, it will be Sarah’s family cheering the 

loudest. Christopher could’ve gone to private school, or the boarding 

school where his father went, but he refused, not wanting to be apart 

from Sarah. It is one of the many reasons she loves him and believes 

they will be together for their entire lives. She wants it, and she knows 

he does as well. And in 742.43539 days it will be possible. 

Sarah gets into the aisle. She has on the pink Ray-Ban Wayfarers her 

dad gave her for Christmas, a pair of glasses that obscures her brown, 

wide-set eyes. Her long auburn hair is pulled into a tight ponytail. Her 

smooth, bronze skin is luminous. Under her gown she is dressed like 

all the others.

Yet how many others in her graduating class will bear the weight of 

an artifact onto the stage with them? Sarah wears it around her neck, 

just as Tate had worn it when he was eligible, as it has been, passed 

from Player to Player, for 300 generations. Hanging from the chain is a 

polished black stone that has seen 6,000 years of love, sorrow, beauty, 

light, sadness, and death. Sarah has been wearing the necklace since 

the moment Tate got hurt and her line’s council decided she should be 

the Player. She was 14. She hasn’t taken the amulet off since, and she’s 

so used to it that she hardly feels it.

As she makes the trip to the stage, a chant begins in the back of the 

assembly. “Sar-ah! Sar-ah! Sar-ah!” She smiles, turns, and looks at 

all her friends; her classmates; Christopher; her older brother, Tate; 

and her parents. Her mom has her arm around her dad, and they 

look proud, happy. Sarah makes an I’m nervous face, and her dad 

smiles and gives her a thumbs-up. She steps onto the stage, and Mrs. 

Shoemaker, the principal, hands Sarah her diploma. “I’ll miss you, 

Sarah.”

“I’m not leaving forever, Mrs. Shoe! You’ll see me again.”

Mrs. Shoemaker knows better. Sarah Alopay has never gotten a grade 

lower than an A. She was All-State in soccer and track, and got a 

perfect score on her SATs. She’s funny, kind, generous, and helpful, and 

clearly meant for bigger things. “Give ’em hell, Alopay,” she says.
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“I always do,” says Sarah.  

She steps to the mic, looks west over her class, her school. Behind the 

last line of 319 students is a stand of tall green-leafed oaks. The sun 

is shining and it’s hot, but she doesn’t care. None of them do. They’re 

finishing one part of their lives, and another is about to begin. They’re 

all excited. They’re imagining the future, and the dreams they have and 

hope to realize. Sarah has worked hard on her speech. She’s to be the 

voice of her classmates and wants to give them something that will 

inspire them, something that will drive them forward as they embark on 

this new chapter. It’s a lot of pressure, but Sarah is used to that.

Sarah leans forward and clears her throat. “Congratulations and 

welcome to the best day of our lives, or at least the best day so far!”

The kids go crazy, and a few prematurely toss their caps into the air. 

Some laugh. More cheer, “Sar-ah! Sar-ah! Sar-ah!”

“While I was thinking about my speech,” Sarah says, her heart 

pounding, “I decided to try to answer a question. Immediately I 

thought, ‘What question is most often asked of me?’ and though it’s a 

little embarrassing, it was easy to answer. People are always asking me 

if I have a secret!”

Laughter. Because it’s true. If there was ever a perfect student at the 

school, it was Sarah. And at least once a week, someone asked what 

her secret was. 

“After thinking long and hard, I realized it was a very simple answer. 

My secret is that I have no secrets.”

Of course, that is a lie. Sarah has deep secrets. Profound secrets. 

Secrets that have been kept among her people for thousands and 

thousands of years. And though she’s done all the things she’s popular 

for, earned every A and trophy and award, she’s done so much more. 

Things they can’t even imagine. Like make fire with ice. Hunt and kill a 

wolf with her bare hands. Walk on hot coals. She has stayed awake for 

a week straight; she has shot deer from a mile away; she speaks nine 

languages, has five passports. While they think of her as Sarah Alopay, 

homecoming queen and all-American girl, the reality is that she is as 
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highly trained and as deadly as any soldier on Earth. 

“I am as you see me. I am happy and able because I allow myself to be 

happy. I learned young that being active breeds more activity. That the 

gift of studying is knowledge. That seeing grants sight. That if you don’t 

feed anger, you won’t be angry. Sadness and frustration, even tragedy, 

are inevitable, but that doesn’t mean that happiness isn’t there for us, 

for all of us. My secret is that I choose to be the person that I want to 

be. That I don’t believe in destiny or predetermination, but in choice, 

and that each of us chooses to be the person we are. Whatever you 

want to be you can be; whatever you want to do you can do; wherever 

you want to go you can go. The world, and the life ahead, is ours for 

the taking. The future is unwritten, and you can make it whatever you 

want it to be.”

The kids are quiet now. Everyone is quiet.

“I’m looking west. Behind you, above the bleachers, is a bunch of oaks. 

Behind the trees are the plains, the land of my ancestors, but really the 

ancestral land of all humans. Past the plains are the mountains, from 

where the water flows. Over the mountains is the sea, the source of 

life. Above is the sky. Below is the earth. All around is life, and life is—”

Sarah is interrupted by a sonic boom overhead. Everyone cranes 

their necks. A bright streak breaks over the oaks, scarring the blue 

sky. It doesn’t appear to be moving, just getting bigger. For a moment 

everyone stares in awe. A few people gasp. One person very clearly 

says, “What is that?” 

Everyone stares until a solitary scream comes from the back row, 

and it hits the whole assembly at once. It’s like someone has flipped a 

switch for panic. The sounds of chairs tipping over, people screaming, 

total confusion. Sarah gasps. Instinctively, she reaches through her 

gown and grabs the stone around her neck.

It’s heavier than it has ever been. The asteroid or meteor or comet or 

whatever it is, is changing it. She’s frozen. Staring as the streak moves 

toward her. The stone on the chain changes again, feeling suddenly 

light. Sarah realizes that it’s lifting into the air under her robe. It works 
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itself free of her clothing, pulls in the direction of the thing that is 

coming for them.

This is what it looks like.

This is what it feels like.

Endgame. 

The sounds of terror fall away from her ears, replaced by stunned 

silence.

Though she has trained for it for almost her entire life, she never 

thought it would happen.

She was hoping it wouldn’t. 742.42898 days. She was supposed to be 

free.

The stone pulls at her neck.

“SARAH!” Someone yanks her arm hard. The fireball is riveting, 

terrible, and suddenly audible. She can literally hear it moving through 

the air, burning, raging. 

“Come on! NOW!” It’s Christopher. Kind, brave, strong Christopher. 

His face is red with alarm and heat, his eyes watering, spit flying from 

his lips. She can see her parents and her brother at the bottom of the 

steps.

They have seconds.

Maybe less.

The morning sky darkens, turns black, and the fireball is upon them. 

The heat is overwhelming. The sound is paralyzing.

They are going to die. 

At the last moment Christopher vaults off the stage, pulling Sarah with 

him. The air fills with the smells of burning hair, wood, plastic. The 

necklace pulls so hard in the direction of the meteor that the chain 

digs into the skin of Sarah’s neck. 

They shut their eyes and crumple onto the grass. Sarah feels the stone 

pull free. It sails into the air, seeking out the meteor, and at the last 

minute the huge fireball changes direction, stopping a thousand feet 

short and skipping over them like a flat rock on a smooth lake. It 

happens so quickly that no one can see it, but somehow, some way, for 
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some reason, the ancient little stone has spared them. 

The meteor flies over the cement grandstand and impacts a quarter 

mile to the east. The school building is there. The parking lot. Some 

basketball courts. The tennis courts.

Not anymore.

The meteor destroys them all.

Boom. 

They’re gone. 

Those comforting and familiar places where Sarah has spent her life—

her normal life, anyway—are gone in an instant. Everything wiped 

away. A new chapter has begun, just not the one Sarah hoped for.

A shock wave rushes out and over the field, carrying dust and 

darkness. It hits them hard, flattens them, knocks them down, blows 

out their eardrums.

The air is hot and choked with particles, gray and brown and black. 

It’s hard to see. Christopher is still with Sarah. Holding her. Shielding 

her. He pulls her close as they’re pelted with stones and dirt, fist-sized 

chunks of god-knows-what. There are others around them, some hurt. 

They cough. They can’t stop crying. They can’t stop shaking. It’s hard to 

breathe. Another shock wave passes through and pushes them farther 

into the ground. Sarah gets the wind knocked from her. Spears of 

fleeting light illuminate the dust. The ground shakes as things begin to 

fall around them. Hunks of cement and steel, twisted cars, furniture. 

They can do nothing but wait, praying that nothing lands on top of 

them. Christopher is holding her so hard it hurts. She is digging her 

nails into his back.

They have no idea how much time has elapsed when the air begins to 

clear and smaller sounds begin to return. People are wailing in pain. 

Names are being called. One of them is hers.

Her father.

“Sarah. SARAH!”

“Here!” she yells. Her voice sounds muffled and distant, even to herself. 

Her ears are still ringing. “I’m here!” 
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Her father emerges from the dust cloud. His face is covered in blood 

and ash. Against the filth on his face, she can see the whites of his eyes, 

brilliant and clear. He knows what she knows. 

Endgame. 

“Sarah!” Her dad stumbles toward them and falls to his knees, wrapping 

both of them in his arms. They cry. Their bodies heave. People scream 

in every direction. Sarah opens her eyes for a second and sees Reena 

in front of her, dazed, in shock. Her best friend’s left arm is gone above 

the elbow; all that remains is blood and shredded skin and jagged bone. 

The graduation gown has been torn from her body, but somehow her 

cap has stayed on. She’s covered in soot. Sarah calls, “Reena! Reena!” but 

Reena doesn’t hear. She disappears back into the dust, and Sarah knows 

that she’ll never see Reena again.

“Where’s Mom?” she whispers, her lips on her dad’s ear.

“I was with her. I don’t know.”

“The stone, it . . . it . . .”

“I know.”

“Sarah?” her mom calls out.

“Here!” the three say together.

Sarah’s mom crawls toward them. All the hair on the right side of her 

head is gone. Her face is burned but not too badly. When she sees 

them she looks so happy. Her look is different from the one she gave 

Sarah when she walked onto the stage.

I was giving a speech, Sarah thinks. I was giving a speech at graduation. 

People were happy. So happy.

“Olowa,” Simon says quietly, reaching for his wife. “Tate?”

Olowa shakes her head. “I don’t know.” 

An explosion in the distance.

The air starts to clear, the carnage becoming more evident. There are 

bodies everywhere. The Alopays and Christopher are the lucky ones. 

Sarah sees a head. A leg. A torso. A cap falls to the ground near them.

“Sarah, it’s on. It’s on for real.”

It’s Tate, walking toward them, his arms extended. One hand is in a 
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fist; the other holds a grapefruit-sized hunk of gold-and-green rock 

streaked with black veins of metal.

He is amazingly clean, as if the whole thing passed him over. He 

smiles. His mouth is full of blood. Tate was a Player once, but no 

longer. Now he looks almost excited for his sister, in spite of all that’s 

happened around them. All the death, all the destruction, all that they 

know is coming.

“I found them!” Tate is 10 feet away now. Another small explosion 

from somewhere. He opens his fist and puts the small piece of stone 

that was around her neck into the bigger multicolored rock. “It fits 

perfectly.”

“Nukumi,” Simon says reverently.

“Nukumi,” Sarah says, much less reverently.

“What?” Christopher asks.

Sarah says, “Nothing—”

But she is cut short as an explosion sends shards of metal flying 

through the air. A six-foot-long piece of steel embeds itself into the 

middle of Tate’s chest. He is dead. Gone. Killed in an instant. He falls 

backward, Sarah’s stone pendant and the piece of green-veined rock 

still in his hand. Her mother screams; her father yells, “No!”

Sarah cannot speak. Christopher stares in shock. Blood oozes out of 

Tate’s chest. His eyes are open and staring, lifeless, to the sky. His feet 

twitch, the last bits of life leaving him. But the stone and the pendant, 

they are safe. 

This is not accidental. 

The stones have meaning.

Carry a message. 

This is Endgame.
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jago tlaloc
Tlaloc Residence, 12 Santa Elisa, Juliaca, Puno, Peru

Jago Tlaloc’s sneakers crunch across broken glass. It is night and the 

streetlights are out. Sirens wail in the distance, but otherwise Juliaca 

is quiet. It was chaos before, when Jago first headed for the crater in 

the city center to claim what had been sent for him. In the madness, 

survivors poured into the streets, shattering shop windows, taking 

whatever they wanted.

The looting will not sit well with Jago’s father, who runs protection for 

many of the local businesses. But Jago does not blame his people. Let 

them enjoy some comforts now, while there is still time. Jago has a 

treasure of his own: the stone, still warm, wrapped in his satchel and 

tossed over his shoulder.

A hot wind rushes through the buildings, carrying ash and the smell 

of fire. They call Juliaca the Windy City of Peru for good reason. Unlike 

many of his people, Jago has traveled well beyond the city limits. He 

has killed at least twice on every continent, and still he finds it strange 

to visit a place where the wind is missing. 

Jago is the Player of the 21st line. Born to Guitarrero and Hayu 

Marca just over 19 years ago. Once Players themselves, several 

years apart, his parents now run this part of the city. From the 

legitimate businesses to the illicit materials that flow through the 

neighborhood’s back alleys, his parents take a cut of everything. They 

are also philanthropists, in a way, turning around their often ill-gotten 

money to open schools and maintain hospitals. The law does not 

touch them, refuses to come near them; the Tlaloc family is too much 

of a resource. In just a few more months, Jago would have become 
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ineligible and joined his parents in the family business. Yet all empires 

must crumble.

A trio of shadows peels from the mouth of a nearby alley. The figures 

block the sidewalk in front of Jago, looking wolfish and dangerous. 

“What you got there, my friend?” hisses one of the shadows, nodding 

at Jago’s satchel.

In response, Jago flashes his teeth, which are perfectly straight and 

white. His maxillary lateral incisors are each capped with gold, and 

each inset with a small diamond. These gems glint in the moonlight.

The three scavengers shrink back. “Sorry, Feo,” says the leader, “we 

didn’t recognize you.”

They should be scared, but not of Jago or the power of his family, 

though Jago is strong and merciless, and his family more so. They 

should be scared of what is to come. They don’t know it, but Jago is 

the only hope these people have. Once, the power of his family was 

enough to keep this neighborhood and its people alive and happy. 

Now that responsibility falls to Jago.

He passes by the thugs without a word. He is lost in thoughts of the 11 

other Players, scattered around the world, each with a meteor of their 

own. He wonders what they will be like, what lines they come from. 

For the lines do not know the other lines. They cannot know. Not until 

the Calling.

And the Calling is coming.

Will some be stronger than him? Smarter? Will one even be uglier?

Perhaps, but it is no matter.

Because Jago knows that he can, and will, kill them all.
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Not the first not the last. 
vii
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baitsakhan
Gobi Desert, 222 km South of Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia

Baitsakhan wants it, and he’s going to get it. 

He rides hard south into the Gobi Desert with his twin cousins, Bat 

and Bold, both 12.5, and his brother, Jalair, 24.55.

Baitsakhan has been 13 for 7.23456 days and is just eligible for 

Endgame. 

He is happy about this. 

Very happy.

The meteor fell in the middle of the night two days ago in the vast 

central nothingness of the Mongolian steppe. A small group of old 

yak herders saw it, and they called it in to Baitsakhan’s grandfather 

Suhkbataar, who told them to leave it alone or they would be sorry. 

The herders listened. Everyone in the steppe knows to listen to 

Suhkbataar in strange matters like these. 

Because of this, Baitsakhan knows that the space rock will be there, 

waiting, alone. But when they are about a half mile from the impact 

zone they see a small group of people, and a worn Toyota Hilux, sitting 

in the distance.

Baitsakhan reins his horse and slows it to a walk. The other riders pull 

alongside him. Jalair draws a brass telescope from a saddlebag and 

looks across the plain. He makes a low sound.

“Who are they?” Baitsakhan asks.

“Don’t know. One wears an ushanka. Another has a rifle. The truck has 

three external gas cans. One of the men is leaning on a long pry bar. 

Two are bending to the ground. The one with the rifle is going toward 

the Hilux.”
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Bat rests a longbow across his lap. Bold absently checks his 

smartphone. No signal, of course, not this far out. He opens Temple 

Run and starts a new game.

“Do they have the rock?” Baitsakhan asks.

“Hard to tell . . . wait. Yes. Two are carrying something small but heavy. 

It’s wrapped in hide.”

“Have they seen us?” Bat asks.

“Not yet,” Jalair says.

“Let’s introduce ourselves,” Baitsakhan says. 

Baitsakhan kicks his horse and it launches into a canter. The others 

follow. Each of the horses is light brown with a braided mane and 

black tail. Dust rises behind the beasts. The group around the 

meteorite notices them, but they don’t show any alarm.

When they draw very near, Baitsakhan reins his horse and, before it 

stops, jumps from the saddle. “Hello, friends!” he calls. “What have you 

found?”

“Why should we tell you?” the man with the pry bar says cockily. He 

has a low, raspy voice and a thick, excessively groomed mustache. Next 

to him is the man in the Russian hat. Between them on the ground is 

the hide-wrapped bundle.

“Because I asked,” Baitsakhan answers politely.

Bat gets off his horse and begins to casually check his animal’s shoes 

and hooves for rocks. Bold, still in the saddle, gets his phone out and 

restarts Temple Run.

A short grizzled man with horribly pockmarked skin steps forward. 

“Forgive him. He’s like that with everyone,” he says. 

“Shut up, Terbish,” Pry Bar says.

“We think we found a shooting star,” Terbish says, ignoring Pry Bar.

Baitsakhan leans toward the bundle. “Can we see it?”

“Yeah, not every day you get to see a meteorite,” Jalair says from atop 

his horse.

“What’s going on?” someone calls. It’s the man returning from the 

Hilux. He’s tall and casually holds a .30-06 at his side. 
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“These kids want to see the rock,” Terbish says, studying Baitsakhan. 

“And I don’t see why not.”

“Cool!” Baitsakhan exclaims. “Jalair, check out this crater!”

“I see it.” 

Baitsakhan doesn’t know, but this meteorite is the smallest of the 12. 

Less than 0.2112 meters. The smallest rock for the youngest Player.

Terbish smiles. “I found one of these when I was about your age,” he 

says to Baitsakhan. “Near the Chinese border. The Soviets took it, of 

course. They took everything in those days.”

“So they say.” Baitsakhan sticks his hands in his jean pockets. Jalair 

dismounts, his feet crunching on the gravel. 

Terbish turns toward the bundle. “Altan, unwrap the thing.”

The man in the ushanka bends and peels back the pony hide. 

Baitsakhan peers into it. The thing is a hunk of black metal the size 

of a small shoe box, pockmarked with glowing lattices of gold and 

verdigris ingots, like extraterrestrial stained glass. Baitsakhan removes 

his hands from his pockets and drops to a knee. Terbish stands over 

him. Pry Bar sighs. Rifleman takes a few steps forward. Bat’s horse 

whinnies as Bat adjusts the girth.

“It is beautiful, isn’t it?” Terbish says.

“Looks valuable,” Baitsakhan says innocently.

Jalair points. “Is that gold?”

“I knew we shouldn’t have shown it to them,” Pry Bar says.

“They’re boys,” Terbish says. “This is like a dream come true. They can 

tell their friends at school about it.”

Baitsakhan stands. “We don’t go to school.”

“No?” Terbish wonders. “What do you do then?”

“Train,” Jalair says.

“For what?” Pry Bar asks. 

Baitsakhan takes a pack of gum out of his vest and pops a piece in his 

mouth. “Do you mind if we check something, Terbish?”

Terbish frowns. “What?”

“Go ahead, Jalair,” Baitsakhan says.
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But Jalair has already started. He quickly bends over the meteorite. 

He has a small black stone in his hand. It has a series of perfectly cut 

T-shaped holes in it. He runs his hand over the rock, underneath it. His 

eyes widen. “Yes, this is it,” he says.

Bold turns off his smartphone, puts it in a cargo pocket on his pant 

leg, spits.

“Bubble gum?” Baitsakhan holds the pack of gum out for Terbish.

Rifleman frowns and moves the gun across his body, holding it with 

two hands.

Terbish shakes his head. “No thanks. We’re going to be going now.” 

Baitsakhan pockets the gum. “Okay.”

Jalair stands as Altan starts to rewrap the boulder.

“Don’t bother,” Jalair orders.

Pry Bar huffs. “You little shits seriously aren’t trying to say you’re 

taking this thing, are you?”

Baitsakhan blows a pink bubble. It bursts across his face and he 

gobbles it back into his mouth. “That’s exactly what we’re saying.” 

Terbish draws a skinning knife from his belt and takes a step 

backward. “I’m sorry, kid, but I don’t think so. We found it first.”

“Some yak herders found it first.”

“I don’t see any yak herders around here,” Pry Bar says.

“We told them to leave. And they know to listen. The rock belongs to 

us.” 

“He’s being modest,” Jalair adds. “It actually belongs to him.”

“You?” Terbish asks doubtfully.

“Yes.” 

“Ha!” Pry Bar says, holding the rod like a quarterstaff. “I’ve never heard 

anything so ridicu—”

Jalair cuts Pry Bar short by grabbing the rod, twisting it free, and 

slamming the pointed end into Pry Bar’s sternum, knocking the wind 

out of him. Rifleman shoulders the .30-06, but before he can fire, an 

arrow strikes him cleanly through the neck.

They’d forgotten about Bat behind his horse.
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Altan, the man in the hat, gets his hands around the bundle, but Bold 

throws a black metal dart at him, about eight inches long and a half 

inch in diameter. It strikes Altan through the hat’s earflap and drives 

a few inches into his head. He collapses and begins to foam at the 

mouth. His arms and legs dance. His eyes roll.

Terbish is full of terror and disbelief. He turns and sprints for the 

truck.

Baitsakhan blows a short whistle through his teeth. His horse trots 

next to him; he jumps on, kicks it in its side. It catches Terbish in 

seconds. Baitsakhan pulls hard, and the horse rears and comes down 

on Terbish’s shoulders and neck. The man is crushed into the earth as 

the horse turns a tight circle first one way then the next, prancing over 

Terbish’s body, crushing his bones, taking his fading life.

When Baitsakhan returns to the crater, Pry Bar is sitting on the 

ground, his legs in front of him, his nose bloody, his hands tied behind 

him. The rod is under his elbows, and Jalair is pulling up on it.

Baitsakhan jumps from his horse.

The man spits. “What did we ever do to—”

Baitsakhan puts his fingers to his lips. “Shh.” He holds out his other 

hand, and Bat appears as if from nowhere and places a long and 

gleaming blade in it. “Don’t talk.”

“What are you doing?” the man pleads. 

“Playing,” Baitsakhan says. 

“What? Why?” Pry Bar asks.

Baitsakhan puts the knife against the man’s neck and slowly slices the 

man’s throat open. 

“This is Endgame,” Baitsakhan says. “There is no why.” 
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sarah alopay
Alopay Residence, 55 Jefferson Street, Omaha, Nebraska, United States

Sarah doesn’t want her brother to be dead or her best friend to be 

armless in the ICU or her school to be gone. She doesn’t want most of 

her classmates to have been obliterated. She doesn’t want any part of 

it. She doesn’t want to be the Player.

Too bad for her. 

She sits at the linoleum-topped table, her fingers laced. Simon and 

Olowa stand behind her. Christopher returned to the crash site to help 

pull survivors out of the wreckage and do whatever else he can. He’s 

kind that way. Kind and brave and strong. 

Christopher does not know what Sarah is or what she’s going to have 

to do. He does not know that the meteor fell from the sky in order to 

deliver her a message. In a way, all those deaths were caused by Sarah’s 

presence. And there will be more death if Sarah doesn’t Play. Everyone 

within hundreds, thousands of miles will die if she doesn’t win. 

The Alopays are still in shock. They look like actors from a war movie. 

Sarah hasn’t spoken. Simon has been crying quietly. Olowa has been 

steeling herself against what has passed and what is yet to come.

The multicolored meteorite rests on an ancient ceramic platter on 

the table. Olowa has told them that it’s called pallasite—a kind of 

nickel-iron rock laced with a colorful substance called olivine. In spite 

of its small size, it weighs 9.91 kg. Cut into the pallasite is a perfect 

triangular hole.

The stone that flew from Sarah’s neck and saved them rests on the 

table. It is jet-black, darker than the insides of Sarah’s eyes. 

Next to the stone is a rough-edged sheet of yellow paper, and a glass 
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beaker of clear liquid.

Sarah picks up the stone. They have talked about this moment for 

years. Though Sarah never believed it would come, and doesn’t think 

her parents did either, now it’s here. They have to follow each step, in 

proper order. When they were young, before they were eligible, she 

and Tate would playact and pretend they were doing it. They were 

children. Like fools, they thought Endgame would be cool.

It isn’t.

Sarah turns the stone in her hand. It is a tetrahedron. Its four 

triangular sides are exactly the same dimensions as the hole in the 

chunk of meteorite. The small pyramidal rock is familiar yet foreign. 

There is no record of its exact age, but the Alopays know that it is at 

least 30,000 years old. It comes from an era in human history when 

humans were not believed to have possessed the tools capable of 

crafting a thing so fine. It comes from a time when humans were not 

believed to have even been aware of the perfect proportions of golden 

triangles. But here it is. Passed down again and again and again. An 

artifact of history before history. A history that is not thought to have 

existed. 

“Here goes,” Sarah says. 

This is it.

The future is unwritten. 

What will be will be. 

She holds the stone over the meteorite; it jumps from her hand and 

snaps into place, melding with the pallasite. The hairline gap between 

the objects disappears. For a moment nothing happens. A rock is a 

rock is a rock is a rock. But as they watch, the stone she wore around 

her neck turns to dust, as do 3.126 inches of the meteorite around it. 

The dust mixes, mingles, dances, settles after 11 seconds.

She learned the process when she was five years old. Each step must 

be done in the proper order. 

She pours the dust onto the parchment. 

“Ahama muhu lopeke tepe,” her father chants through silent tears. He 
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would rather be grieving for his lost son, but knows there is no time 

for that. 

She spreads the dust. 

“Ahama muhu gobekli mu,” her mother chants more resolutely.

She pours the liquid on it.

“Ahaman jeje. Ahaman kerma,” her parents chant together.

The dust steams; the air fills with an acrid smell; the edges of the paper 

curl, turning the flat sheet into a bowl.

“Ahaman jeje. Ahaman kerma,” her parents chant together.

She picks it up, mixes it.

The liquid evaporates and the dust turns red.

And it appears.

The message. 

The Calling. 

 

Sarah stares at the markings. Even though she was not supposed to be 

the Player, she has always had an affinity for codes and languages. She 

has been studying them in all their forms since she was four years old.

They start shifting into place. 

She sees the numbers that are telling her where and how she will start 

to win.

Sarah thinks about her brother, how Tate couldn’t accept that he 

had been disqualified from Endgame for losing an eye. How he’d 

been drifting through his years of ineligibility, how he’d grieved at his 

inability to continue and the passing of the responsibility to Sarah. 

How excited he’d looked that afternoon when he’d recovered the 

meteorite for her. How she can’t actually believe that she’s going to be 

the one Playing Endgame, and not him. How she is going to have to 
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Play alone, without Tate’s support. 

She thinks about Reena and her missing arm, the confusion on her 

face. She thinks about Christopher pulling bodies from under rubble. 

She thinks about her speech. I choose to be the person that I want to be. 

Those words seem so hollow now that Sarah has no choice.

She will make sure that her family and friends did not die in vain.



32

All 12 Players of all 12 lines receive the message.

All 12 Players of all 12 lines will attend the Calling.

The 12 Players of the 12 lines are:

Marcus Loxias Megalos,
viii

 Minoan,
ix

16.24 years

Chiyoko Takeda,
x
 Mu,

xi
 17.89 years

Sarah Alopay,
xii

 Cahokian,
xiii

17.98 years

Alice Ulapala,
xiv

 Koori,
xv

 18.34 years

 Aisling Kopp,
xvi

 La Tène,
xvii

 19.94 years

 Baitsakhan,
xviii

 Donghu,
xix

 13.02 years

 Jago Tlaloc,
xx

 Olmec,
xxi

 19.14 years

 An Liu,
xxii

 Shang,
xxiii

 17.46 years

 Shari Chopra,
xxiv

 Harrapan,
xxv

 17.82 years

 Kala Mozami,
xxvi

 Sumerian,
xxvii

 16.50 years

 Maccabee Adlai,
xxviii

 Nabataean,
xxix

 16.42 years

 Hilal ibn Isa al-Salt,
xxx

 Aksumite,
xxxi

 18.69 years
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maccabee adlai
Aeroflot Flight 3501, Seat 4B

Maccabee Adlai, the Player of the 8th line, settles into the 1st-class 

cabin on Aeroflot 3501 from Warsaw to Moscow, which will take 93 

minutes. In Moscow he will make a connection for a flight to Beijing, 

which lasts 433 minutes. He is 16 years old but has the build of a 

decathlete 10 years his senior. He is six feet five inches tall, and he 

weighs 240 pounds. He has the facial stubble as well, one of those kids 

who never really looked like a kid. Even when he was seven, he was 

much taller and stronger than his peers.

He likes being taller and stronger than his peers. 

It gives him advantages. 

He removes the jacket of a three-button custom silk suit. He settles 

into his aisle seat. His French-cuffed shirt is powder blue and white 

gingham. His rose-patterned tie is held in place with a silver clip. His 

cuff links are made of fossilized mammoth ivory. They are shaped like 

Tibetan skull beads and have ruby chips for eyes. On his left pinkie is 

a large brass ring inset with a drab tan stone carved in the shape of a 

flower.

Maccabee smells like lavender and honey. His black hair is wavy and 

full and slicked back. His forehead is broad and his skull is apparent, 

as if his skin is almost too thin. His temples are a little sunken and his 

cheekbones high. His eyes are blue. His nose is narrow but large with a 

hook in the bridge. 

It has been broken five times.

He likes fighting. So what? When you’re Maccabee’s size, fights have 

a tendency to find you. People want to see how they measure up. In 

Depart: Warsaw
Arrive: Moscow
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Maccabee’s case, they always come up short.

His only bag—a leather monogrammed shoulder satchel—is in the 

overhead compartment. He expects other Players to be burdened with 

packs and suitcases and all kinds of expectations. Maccabee doesn’t 

like to be burdened. He prefers to be nimble, fast, to be able to move 

and strike at will. Plus, the world has not ended yet. Until it does, 

money will suffice.

Lots of money.

He fastens his seat belt and turns on a smartphone and listens to a 

recorded message. He has listened to the message dozens of times:

NASA/ESA/ROSCOSMOS Joint Press Release, 15 June:

At 22:03 GMT on 11 June a large and previously undetected Near Earth 

Asteroid (NEA), since designated CK46B, passed within 500,000 miles of 

Earth. Accompanying this parent NEA were several hundred children of 

varying magnitudes. At least 100 of these objects are confirmed to have 

been drawn into Earth’s gravitational field. Like most “shooting stars,” 

the majority of these burned up in the atmosphere, leaving nothing but 

visual evidence of their descent and demise. However, as worldwide press 

coverage has well documented, at least 12 bolides did survive the rigors 

of atmospheric entry. 

While the sudden appearance of an NEA as large as CK46B is disturbing, 

it is the purpose of this release to assuage fears of a larger impact in 

the future. Impacts like these—especially like those that occurred in 

Warsaw, Poland; Jodhpur, India; Addis Ababa, Ethiopia; and Forest Hills, 

Queens, New York, USA—are exceedingly rare. Through joint efforts of 

our agencies, plus those of the ISA, JAXA, UKSA, and AEB, you can be 

assured that other NEAs and Near Earth Objects (NEOs) are identified 

and tracked on a regular basis and that at this time it is our consensus 

opinion that our planet is in no danger whatsoever of being struck by 

anything larger than the meteorites mentioned above.

Finally, it is also our opinion that the shower propagated by CK46B 

is complete and that no additional meteors can be expected. CK46B 
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has been charted and it is not due to reappear in our vicinity for 

another 403.56 years. For now, the possible danger posed by this NEA is 

considered past. Any further information—

“Excuse me,” a man says in Polish as he knocks into Maccabee, 

yanking the cord of his headphones from his ears.

“I should say so,” Maccabee says in perfect English with equal parts 

confidence and annoyance. 

“You speak the English?” the man asks, also in English, dropping 

heavily into his window seat. He is 40 or so, sweating, overweight. 

“Yes,” Maccabee says. He glances across the aisle. A very pretty woman 

in a form-fitting dark suit rolls her green bespectacled eyes. Maccabee 

returns the gesture. 

“Then I will speak the English too,” the man announces. “I will 

practice. Yes? Onto you?”

“Practice with me,” Maccabee corrects, winding the cord of his 

headphones around his hand.

“Yes. With you.” The man manages to shove his valise under the seat 

in front of him. He struggles to find his seat belt, pulling hard at the 

buckled end, which does not move. 

“You have to let out the buckle. Like this.” Maccabee unfastens his seat 

belt and shows the man how it works.

“Ah, how silly of me,” the man says in Polish.

“They should do away with them, in my opinion,” Maccabee says, still 

speaking English and clicking his back together. “If the plane crashes, 

this is not going to help anyone.”

“I agree,” the pretty woman says in English, her eyes remaining on the 

magazine she’s browsing. 

The man leans past Maccabee, eyes the woman. “Aha. There hello.” He’s 

back to English.

Maccabee leans forward to intercept the man’s prying eyes. “It’s ‘Hello, 

there.’ And she wasn’t talking to you.”

The man recoils. “Gentle, young one. She is the pretty woman. She 
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knows it. I just let her know I know it too. What is wrong by that?”

“It’s rude.”

The man waves his hand dismissively. “Ah! Rude! A good English word! 

I like. It is meaning ‘not nice,’ no? What is it . . . ‘unpolite’?”

“Impolite,” the woman answers. “It’s okay. I’ve had worse.”

“There. See? You have the nice suit, but me, I have the . . . the . . . 

experience.” This last word is in Polish.

“Experience,” Maccabee translates.

The man jabs a finger into Maccabee’s shoulder. “Yes, experience.”

Maccabee looks at the man’s finger, still pushed into his shoulder. 

Maccabee is being underestimated, which is the way he likes it. “Don’t 

do that,” Maccabee says calmly.

The man jabs him again. “What, this?” 

As Maccabee prepares to respond, a flight attendant appears and asks 

in Polish, “Is there anything wrong?”

“Ah, another one,” the man says, his eyes just as greedy for the 

attendant. She is also pretty. “Yes, there is something wrong, as a 

matter of fact.” The man animatedly drops his tray table in front of him 

and taps it. “I haven’t got my drink yet.”

The attendant joins her hands in front of her. “What would you like, 

Mr. Duda?”

The woman across the aisle chuckles at the appropriateness of his 

name—which usually means “booby”—but Duda doesn’t hear.

“Two champagnes and two Stolichnayas. All in sealed bottles. Two 

glasses. No ice.”

The attendant doesn’t even bristle. She works for Aeroflot and has 

seen her share of drunks. She nods at Maccabee. “And for you, Mr. 

Adlai?”

“Orange juice, please. In a glass with ice.”

“Adlai, hm? You a Jew?” Duda asks in Polish.

“In a manner of speaking, yes,” Maccabee says, turning in his seat. 

“Figures. Explains all the finery.” Duda’s eyes dart up and down 

Maccabee’s shirt. “Also explains the scent you exude.” Duda is staying 
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with Polish, probably for the same reason Maccabee chooses English. 

The attendant returns and bends over, holding a tray, and gravity and 

pressure part the divide of her collared shirt. 

Maccabee takes his orange juice as Duda winks, grabs his drinks, and 

whispers, “Bend over a little more next time and I’ll give you a nice 

tip.”

The attendant smiles and straightens. “We don’t accept tips, Mr. 

Duda.” 

“Pity,” Duda says, as he cracks the two Stolichnayas and pours one into 

each glass. 

She turns and walks away. 

Duda leans forward and reaches over Maccabee. “How about you?” he 

asks the woman across from them. “Would you accept a tip from me 

in exchange of services?”

“That’s enough,” Maccabee says, as his heart starts to beat faster, 

moving from a resting rate of 41 to a heightened rate of 77. “If you 

speak again, you’ll regret it.”

Duda downs one of the vodkas and says quietly so only they can hear, 

“Oh, little boy. I see you dressed like a man, but you don’t fool me.”

Maccabee takes a deep breath and slows his heart rate, as he has been 

trained to do. Killing, if it becomes necessary, is best done in a calm 

manner, and with smooth, easy movements. He did it for the first time 

at age 10, and has done it 44 more times in the years since. 

The man leans into his seat, drinks the other vodka and both 

champagnes. He rolls toward the window and closes his eyes.

The plane taxis, takes off, reaches cruising altitude. The pretty woman 

minds her business. And for a while Maccabee does too.

After about an hour, though, he leans across the aisle and says in 

English, “I’m sorry about all that, Miss . . .”

She smiles. “Miss Pawlek.” He can tell that she thinks he is at least 22 

or 23. Most people do, especially young women.

“Miss Pawlek.”

“Why should you be sorry? You behaved perfectly.”
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“I wanted to punch him.”

“We’re on a plane. You can’t.”

They start to talk. Maccabee quickly realizes that she is tired of talking 

about the meteorite that has scarred Warsaw, or the 11 others that 

have rattled the world. It’s all anyone has been able to talk or think 

about for a week, so he lets it lie.

Instead, Maccabee practices a subtle form of interrogation on her. He 

has been trained to use techniques that reveal sensitive information 

from people without their knowing. She is from Goleniów, a medieval 

capital near the German border. She works for an internet investing 

firm. She is meeting a client in Moscow. Her mother is dead. Her 

brother is an accountant in Krakow. She likes Italian opera and 

watches the Tour de France every year on TV. She has been to L’Alpe 

d’Huez. She has been in love once, when she was 19, and hopes, she 

says with a smile, to fall in love again. 

Maccabee doesn’t say anything truthful about himself, except that 

he is on a business trip that will take him all the way to Beijing. Miss 

Pawlek has never been there. One day she would like to go.

They order a round of drinks, Maccabee opting for a ginger ale. As they 

toast, they don’t realize that Duda is awake and watching them.

“Moving in on my action, eh?” he announces without lifting his head 

from his pillow. Duda points at Miss Pawlek, amused. “You should 

leave this boy alone. Women like you need a real man.”

“You’re a pig,” she replies with a sneer.

“That’s not what you’re going to be saying later,” Duda says, smiling. 

The plane jerks. It is flying at 31,565 feet. The wind is coming from the 

north-northwest at 221 mph. The fasten seat belt light comes on. It’s 

rough enough that 167 of the 176 passengers grip their armrests, 140 

of them look at the person next to them for reassurance. Eighteen 

start praying silently. The meteorite has put the idea of horrific, 

sudden death at the front of everyone’s mind. 

Maccabee doesn’t mind the turbulence. To quote one of his favorite 

books: Fear is the mind-killer. He has practiced besting fear over and 
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over and over again. He has practiced being cold and calculated and 

efficient. And while Duda is essentially harmless, it never hurts to 

continue to practice.

He leans close to Duda, pushing a small button on the palm side of his 

pinkie ring, revealing a short silver needle in the center of the stone 

flower.

“If you speak to me again, or to anyone on this flight—” 

The plane jumps again. The wind speed has increased to 231 mph. 

More passengers whimper in fear; more begin to pray. 

“Don’t threaten me, you little—” Duda says, but Maccabee, with his 

heart rate back at 41, and quickly enough so that no one sees, strikes 

the exposed flesh of Duda’s neck with the needle. 

“What did you . . .” Duda says.

“You should have listened,” Maccabee says quietly, coldly, with a smile. 

Duda knows what’s happened but is unsure if it’s sleep or death that’s 

coming for him.

Duda cannot speak to ask.

Duda can no longer move. 

Duda’s eyes fill with confusion and terror. 

The plane slides hard from side to side. The wind is gusting faster. 

People are not quiet about their praying now. They are calling out to 

God. Maccabee lets his heart rate rise.

A baby in coach class starts crying. 

As Duda’s eyes roll into his head, Maccabee props a pillow against 

the window and pushes Duda into it. He runs his fingers over Duda’s 

eyelids. He puts the man’s hands in his lap, one over the other.

Maccabee settles back into his seat. He has met so many strange 

people in his life. He wonders who he will meet when he arrives in 

China. 

Six minutes later the turbulence ends. Miss Pawlek looks over at him, 

smiles. Her brow glistens with a nervous sweat; her cheeks are flushed. 

Maccabee likes the way she looks in that moment: the relief mixed 

with something else.
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Miss Pawlek inclines her head at Duda. “What happened to our 

friend?” 

“Closed his eyes and went to sleep,” Maccabee answers. “Some people 

can sleep through anything.”

She nods. The green of her irises is captivating. “That was pretty rough 

turbulence, wasn’t it?”

Maccabee turns his head from her, looks at the back of the seat in 

front of him. “Yes it was. But it’s over now.”



41

52.294888, 20.950928
xxxii

  7,459 dead; $1.342B damages

26.297592, 73.019128
xxxiii

  15,321 dead; $2.12B damages

40.714411, -73.864689
xxxiv

  4,416 dead; $748.884M damages

9.022736, 38.746799
xxxv

   18,888 dead; $1.33B damages

-15.49918, -70.135223
xxxvi

  10,589 dead; $1.45B damages

40.987608, 29.036951
xxxvii

  39,728 dead; $999.24M damages

-34.602976, 135.42778
xxxviii

   14 dead; $124.39M damages

34.239666, 108.941631
xxxix

  3,598 dead; $348.39M damages

24.175582, 55.737065
xl

  432 dead; $228.33M damages

41.265679, -96.431637
xli

  408 dead; $89.23M damages

26.226295, 127.674179
xlii

  1,473 dead; $584.03M damages

46.008409, 107.836304
xliii

  0 dead; $0 damages



42

sarah alopay
Gretchen’s Goods Café and Bakery, Frontier Airlines Lobby, Eppley Airfield, 
Omaha, Nebraska, United States

Sarah sits with Christopher at a small plastic table, an untouched 

blueberry muffin between them. They hold hands, touch knees, and 

try to act like this isn’t the strangest day of their young lives. Sarah’s 

parents are 30 feet away at another table, watching their daughter 

warily. They’re worried what she might say to Christopher, and what 

the boy—a boy they’ve always treated like a son—will do. Their actual 

son, Sarah’s brother, Tate, is in a funeral home, awaiting cremation. 

Everyone keeps saying there will be time to grieve for Tate later, but 

that may not be true. 

In 57 minutes Sarah is getting on a plane that will take her from 

Omaha to Denver, from Denver to San Francisco, from San Francisco 

to Seoul, from Seoul to Beijing.

She does not have a return ticket. 

“So you have to leave to play this game?” Christopher asks for what 

feels to Sarah like the 17th time.

Sarah is patient. It isn’t easy to understand her secret life. For a long 

time, she dreamed of telling Christopher about Endgame; she just 

never thought she would actually have to. But now she feels relieved to 

finally be honest with him. For this reason it doesn’t matter if he keeps 

asking the same questions over and over. These are her last moments 

with him, and she’ll treasure them even if he’s being obstinate.

“Yes,” Sarah replies. “Endgame. The world is not supposed to know 

about it, or about people like me.”

“The Players.”

“Yes, the Players. The councils. The secret lines of humanity . . .” 

She trails off.
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“Why can’t the world know?”

“Because no one would be able to live a normal life if they knew 

Endgame was hanging over them,” Sarah says, feeling a pang of 

sadness for her own “normal life” that went up in smoke just days 

ago.

“You have a normal life,” Christopher insists. 

“No, I don’t.”

“Oh, right,” Christopher says, rolling his eyes. “You’ve killed wolves 

and survived on your own in Alaska and are trained in all kinds of 

karate and crap. Because you’re a Player. How did you ever manage to 

squeeze in soccer practice?”

“It was a pretty packed schedule,” Sarah answers wryly. “Especially for 

the last three years, you know, because Tate was supposed to be the 

Player, not me.”

“But he lost his eye.”

“Exactly.”

“How did he lose it, by the way? None of you ever told me that,” 

Christopher says.

“It was a pain trial. Withstand the stings of a thousand bees. 

Unfortunately, one got him right in the pupil, and he had a bad 

reaction, and he lost the eye. The council declared him ineligible and 

said that I was in. Yeah, that definitely made my schedule a bit crazy.”

Christopher stares at her like she’s lost it. “You know, I’d think this was 

a sick joke if your parents weren’t here. If that meteor hadn’t hit and 

Tate hadn’t . . . Sorry, it’s just a lot to take in.”

“I know.”

“You’re basically in a death cult.”

Sarah purses her lips, her patience slipping. She expected Christopher 

to be supportive; at least that’s how it went when she imagined this 

conversation. “It’s not a death cult. It’s not something I chose to do. 

And I never wanted to lie to you, Christopher.”

“Whatever,” Christopher says, his eyes lighting up as if he’s just come 

to a decision. “How do I sign up?”
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“For what?”

“Endgame. I want to be on your team.”

Sarah smiles. It’s a sweet thought. Sweet and impossible. “It’s not like 

that. There aren’t teams. The others—all eleven of them—won’t be 

bringing teammates to the Calling.”

“The others. Players, like you?”

“Yeah,” Sarah says. “Descendants of the world’s first civilizations, none 

of which exist anymore. Each of us represents a line of the world’s 

population, and we play for the survival of that line.”

“What’s your line called?”

“Cahokian.”

“So, like, Native American. I think there’s a little Algonquian on my 

dad’s side. Does that mean I’m part of your line?”

“It should,” Sarah answers. “Most people in North America have some 

Cahokian blood, even if they don’t realize it.”

Christopher thumbs his chin. Sarah knows all of Christopher’s tics, so 

she knows that this means he’s about to make an argument, he’s just not 

quite sure how to phrase it. There are 52 minutes left before her flight 

leaves. She waits patiently, although she’s starting to worry that this is 

how they’ll spend their last hour together. She was hoping to give her 

parents the slip, find a secluded gate, and make out one last time.

“Okay,” says Christopher, clearing his throat. “So you’ve got twelve 

ancient tribes abiding by these weird rules and waiting for some sign. 

And that’s how you’ve chosen to interpret the meteor that, admittedly, 

is a pretty fucked-up and crazy coincidence. But what if that’s what 

this is? Just a coincidence and you’re like a hot, brainwashed, alleged 

killing machine only because of some dumb prophecy that doesn’t 

really exist.”

Christopher catches his breath. Sarah stares at him, smiling sadly.

“It’s for real, Christopher.”

“How do you know? I mean, is there some kind of commissioner who 

runs this game? Like the NFL?”

“Them.”
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Christopher dips his chin. “Them?”

“They have lots of names,” Sarah says, not meaning to sound so 

cryptic. She’s having trouble putting the next part into reasonable-

sounding words. 

“Give me one,” Christopher says.

“Cahokians call them the Sky People.”

“The Sky People?”

“Yes.” Sarah holds up a hand before he can interrupt. “Listen—you 

know how every culture around the world believes that their god or 

gods or higher power or source of enlightenment, whatever you want 

to call it, comes from above?”

Christopher shrugs. “I guess. I don’t know.”

“They’re right. God, or the gods, or the higher power, whatever and 

whoever it is, did come from above. They descended from the sky amid 

smoke and fire and created us and gave us rules to live by and left. All 

of the world’s gods and myths are just variations of the same legends, 

variations of the same story, the same history.”

Christopher shakes his head. “This is crazy. Like, Jesus-riding-a-

dinosaur crazy.”

“No, it isn’t. It makes sense if you think about it.”

“How?”

“It all happened so long ago that every culture adapted the story to fit 

their experience. But the core of it—that life came from above, that 

humanity was created by gods—that’s true.” 

Christopher stares at her. 

“Sky People. You mean like . . .” He shakes his head. “This is insane. 

What you’re saying can’t be real. It’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard! 

And you’re crazy if you go.” 

“I’m sorry, Christopher. If I were in your shoes I’d probably react 

the same way. Actually, probably way worse. You know me as Sarah 

Alopay, your girlfriend, but I’m also someone else, and even though 

Tate was supposed to be playing, I always have been someone else as 

well. I was raised, as were 300 generations of my people, to be a Player. 
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Everything that just happened—the meteor, the piece that we found, 

my necklace becoming part of it, the message and the code—it was all 

exactly as foretold in our legends.”

Sarah studies him, waiting for a reaction. Christopher’s face has gone 

completely serious; he’s no longer trying to talk her out of Endgame, as 

if that tactic ever had a chance. 

“Why now?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why did it have to start now?”

“I’ll probably be asking myself that question until I die, Christopher. I 

don’t know the answer. I know what the legend says, but I don’t know 

Their real reasons.”

“What does the legend say?”

“It says Endgame will begin if the human race has shown that it 

doesn’t deserve to be human. That it has wasted the enlightenment 

They gave to us. The legend also says that if we take Earth for granted, 

if we become too populous and strain this blessed planet, then 

Endgame will begin. It will begin in order to bring an end to what we 

are and restore order to Earth. Whatever the reason, what will be will 

be.”

“Fucking Christ.”

“Yeah.”

“How do you win?” he asks in a low voice.

“No one knows. That’s what I’m going to find out.”

“In China.”

“Yeah.” 

“And it’s going to be dangerous?”

“Yes.”

“You talked about choice in your speech—choose not to do it.”

Sarah shakes her head. “No. It’s what my parents were born to do, 

what my brother was born to do, what I was born to do. It is the 

responsibility of my people, and it has been since we appeared on this 

planet, and my choice is to do it.”
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Christopher has no words. He doesn’t want her to leave. Doesn’t want 

her to be in danger. Sarah is his girlfriend. His best friend. His partner 

in crime, the last person he thinks of before he falls asleep and the 

first person he thinks of when he wakes. She’s the girl of his dreams, 

only she’s real. The thought of someone trying to hurt her, it ties his 

stomach in knots. The idea that he’ll be thousands of miles away when 

it happens makes it even worse. 

“The stakes are dire, Christopher. You probably won’t ever see me 

again. Mom and Dad, Omaha, Tate—I’m looking back on all of it 

already. I love you, I love you with everything in me, but we may never 

see each other again.” 

“What the hell does that mean?” 

“I may not come back.”

“Why?”

“If I don’t win, I’ll die.”

“Die?”

“I will fight to stay alive, I promise I will. But yes. It could happen. 

Easily. Don’t forget that I’m a backup. Tate was supposed to be here, 

not me. The other Players, they’ve probably been training since before 

they could walk.” 

They stare at each other. The sounds of the airport—the 

announcements of gate changes, the whispering wheels of rolling 

luggage, the squeaks of sneakers on polished granite floors—swirl 

around them. 

“I’m not gonna let you die,” Christopher says. “And if you have to win 

to stay alive, then I am coming with you. I don’t give a shit about the 

rules.”

Her heart drops to the floor. She knew saying good-bye wasn’t going to 

be easy, but she didn’t expect this. And in a way it makes her love him 

more. Kind, generous, strong, beautiful Christopher. 

She shakes her head. “The Players have to go to the Calling alone, 

Christopher.”

“Too bad for the others, then. Because I’m coming with you.” 
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“Listen,” she says, changing her tone. “You need to stop thinking of me 

as your girlfriend. Even if you could come, I wouldn’t let you. I don’t 

need your protection. And, honestly, you aren’t up for it.”

So much for finding a quiet gate where they can make out. Sarah knew 

it could come to this, that she might have to be harsh with him. She 

sees that her words hurt him, that his pride is wounded. She’s sorry 

about that, but what she said is the truth. 

Christopher shakes his head, persisting. “I don’t care. I’m coming.”

Sarah sighs. “I’m gonna stand up in a minute. If you try to follow me, 

they’ll stop you.” Sarah tilts her head toward her parents.

“They can’t stop me.”

“You have no idea what they can do. The three of us, we could kill 

everyone in this terminal quickly and easily and escape, no problem.”

Christopher snorts in disbelief. “Christ, Sarah. You wouldn’t do that.”

“Understand me, Christopher,” Sarah says, leaning forward and 

gritting her teeth. “I will do whatever it takes to win. If I want you, my 

parents, everyone we know to survive, I have to do whatever it takes.”

Christopher is silent. He glances at the Alopays, who are staring back 

at him. Simon is giving him a hard, cold look. It’s unlike anything he’s 

ever seen before. Christopher thought he knew these people. He was 

closer to them than his own family, and now . . . 

Sarah sees Christopher’s face change, notices the fear blossoming 

there, and worries that she’s pushed too hard. She softens her tone. 

“If you want to help me, stay here and help the people who need it. 

Help my parents deal with Tate’s death, and maybe mine. If I win, I’ll 

come back and find you, and we can live the rest of our lives together. 

I promise.”

Christopher looks deep into Sarah’s eyes. His voice shakes. “I love 

you, Sarah Alopay.” She tries to smile but fails. “I love you,” he repeats 

earnestly. “And I swear that I’ll never, ever stop loving you.”

They stand at the same time and wrap their arms around each other. 

They kiss, and though they have shared many, many kisses, none 

of them has meant as much, or felt as strong. Like all such kisses it 
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doesn’t last long enough.

They pull apart. Sarah knows that this is probably the last time she 

will ever see him, speak to him, touch him. 

“I love you too, Christopher Vanderkamp. I love you too.” 
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an liu
Liu Residence, Unregistered Belowground Property, Tongyuanzhen, Gaoling 
County, Xi’an, China

An Liu has a disadvantage, and he is ashamed. 

Blinkblink.

A tic.

BlinkSHIVER.

SHIVERSHIVER.

But An Liu has advantages too:

1. The Players are coming to Xi’an, China.

2. An Liu lives in Xi’an, China.

BlinkSHIVER.

SHIVERblink.

3. Therefore, he has initial home-court advantage.

4. An is a world-class hacker.

5. An is an expert bomb maker.

BlinkSHIVERblinkblink.

Blinkblink.

BlinkblinkSHIVER.

6. An knows how to find people.

After decoding the message, An continuously hacked passenger 

manifests at airports close to the other impact zones, filtering results 

for age, ticket-purchase date, date of visa issuance, and blink-blink-

blink assuming there would be a more-or-less even distribution of 

gender, sex.

SEXSHIVERSEX.

He figures that shiver-blink the Players near the Mongolian and 

Australian impact zones, on account of their remoteness, will be 

tricky, so he abandons them. The Mongolian will be coming overland 
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blink anyway, and the Aussie will also probably start his or her journey 

blink by jeep or possibly chartered aircraft. Instant dead ends.

He also discounts Addis Ababa, Istanbul, Warsaw, and Forest Hills, 

New York, on account of these being shiver-shiver-SHIVER rather 

populous. He concentrates on Juliaca, Omaha, Naha, and Al Ain. These 

smaller markets make the hacking and filtering easier.

Initial results provide 451 candidates. These are cross-referenced with 

train and/or plane ticket purchases for transport within China. An 

blink is blink not blink hopeful.

Blinkblinkblinkblinkblinkblinkblinkblinkblinkblinkblinkblinkblink-

blinkblink.

Had it been necessary for him to travel to reach the Calling, he would 

have taken the obvious precaution of using aliases, forged visas, and at 

least two passports, but he knows that not all people are as paranoid 

as he is. Even Players.

And lo. Shiver. He gets a hit: Sarah Alopay.

SHIVERblinkblink.

Blinkblink.

Blink.
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jago tlaloc, sarah alopay
Train T41, Car 8, Passing through Shijiazhuang, China

Jago Tlaloc is on an overnight train from Beijing to Xi’an. It has taken 

him nearly three days to get this far. Juliaca to Lima. Lima to Miami. 

Miami to Chicago. Chicago to Beijing. 24,122 km. 13,024.838 nautical 

miles. 79,140,413.56 feet. 

And now the train for 11.187 hours. 

Longer if it gets delayed. 

Endgame doesn’t wait, so he is hoping for no delays. 

Jago has a private sleeping cabin, but the mattress is hard and he’s 

restless. He sits up and crosses his legs, counts his breaths. He stares 

out the window and thinks of the most beautiful things he has ever 

seen: a girl falling asleep in the sand as the sun set over a beach in 

Colombia, streams of moonlight reflecting off the rippling waters 

of the Amazon, the lines of the Nazca giant on the day he became a 

Player. His mind won’t calm, though. His breath is not full. Positive 

visualizations disintegrate under the weight. 

He cannot stop thinking about the horror visited on his hometown. 

The hellfire and the smell of burning plastic and flesh, and the sounds 

of crying men, burned women, and dying children. The helplessness 

of the firemen, the army, the politicians. The helplessness of everyone 

and everything in the face of the violence. 

The day after Jago claimed his piece of the meteorite, the sun rose on 

a huddled mass of people lined up outside his parents’ villa. Some 

of them had lost everything and hoped his family would be able to 

restore them. As Jago packed, his parents did what they could. On 

television, astrophysicists made hollow promises about how an event 

Depart: Beijing
Arrive: Xi’an
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like this would never happen again. 

They’re wrong. 

More are coming. 

Bigger, more devastating. 

More will suffer. 

More will burn. 

More will die. 

The people called the meteor that fell on Juliaca el puño del diablo. The 

Devil’s Fist. Eleven other fists punched into the earth, killing many, 

many more. 

The meteors fell and now the world is different. 

Vulnerable. 

Terrified. 

Jago knows he should be above such feelings. He has trained to be 

above such feelings, yet he cannot sleep, cannot relax, cannot calm 

himself. He swings his legs over the bed and places his bare feet on the 

thin, cool carpet. He cracks his neck and closes his eyes. 

The meteorites were just a preamble. 

Todo, todo el tiempo, he thinks. Todo. 

He stands. His knees creak. He has to get out of his compartment, 

move, try to clear his mind. He grabs a pair of green cargo pants 

and pulls them on. His legs are thin, strong. They’ve done more than 

100,000 squats. He sits in the chair and puts on wool socks, leather 

moccasins. His feet have kicked a heavy bag over 250,000 times. He 

straps a small tactical knife to his forearm and slips into a long-sleeved 

plaid shirt. He has done over 15,000 one-handed pull-ups. He grabs 

his iPod and sticks in a pair of black earbuds. He turns on music. The 

music is hard, heavy, and loud. Metal. His music and his weapons. 

Heavy heavy metal. 

He steps to the door of his compartment. Before exiting he looks in the 

full-length mirror. He is tall, thin, and taut, as if made of high-tension 

wire. His hair is jet-black, short, and messed. His skin is the color of 

caramel, the color of his people, undiluted for 8,000 years. His eyes are 
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black. His face is pockmarked from a skin infection he had when he 

was seven, and he has a long, jagged scar that runs from the corner of 

his left eye, down his cheek, over his jaw, and onto his neck. He got the 

scar when he was 12, in a knife fight.  It was with another kid a little 

older than him. Jago got the scar, but he took the kid’s life. Jago is ugly 

and menacing. He knows that people fear him because of the way he 

looks, which generally amuses him. They should fear him for what he 

knows. What he can do. What he has done. 

He opens the door, steps into the hall, walks. The music blares in his 

ears, hard, heavy, and loud, drowning out the steely screech of the 

wheels on the rails. 

He steps into the dining car. Five people are seated at three tables: two 

Chinese businessmen sitting alone, one asleep in his booth, his head 

on the table, the other drinking tea and staring at his laptop; a Chinese 

couple speaking quietly and intensely; a girl with long, auburn hair 

woven into a braid, her back to him. 

Jago buys a bag of peanuts and a Coke and walks toward an empty 

table across from the girl with the auburn hair. She is not Chinese. She 

is reading the latest edition of China Daily. The page is covered in color 

photos of devastation from the crater in Xi’an. The crater where the 

Small Wild Goose Pagoda had stood. He sits down. She’s five feet away 

from him, engrossed in the paper; she does not look up.

He removes the peanuts from their shells, pops them into his mouth, 

sips the Coke. He stares at her. She’s pretty, looks like an American 

tourist, a medium-sized backpack next to her. He has seen countless 

girls like her stop in Juliaca on their way to Lake Titicaca. 

“It’s not polite to stare,” she says, looking at the paper.

“I didn’t think you’d noticed,” he replies in accented English.

“I did.” She still hasn’t looked at him.

“Can I join you? I haven’t spoken to many people the past few days, 

and this country can be bien loco, you know?”

“Tell me about it,” she says, looking up, her eyes drilling into him. She’s 

easily the most beautiful American, and maybe woman, he’s ever seen. 
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“Come on over.”

He half rises and sidles into the booth opposite her. “Peanut?”

“No thanks.”

“Smart.”

“Hm?”

“Not to accept food from a stranger.”

“Were you going to poison me?”

“Maybe.” 

She smiles and seems to reconsider, like he’s challenged her to a dare. 

“What the hell, I’ll take my chances.”

Her smile crushes him. He is usually the one who has to charm a 

woman, which he has done dozens of times, but this one is charming 

him. He holds out the bag and she takes a handful of the peanuts, 

spreads them on the table in front of her.

“How long you been here?” she asks.

“On the train?”

“No. In China.”

“Little over three weeks,” he says, lying.

“Yeah? Me too. About three weeks.” His training has taught him how to 

tell if someone is lying, and she is. Interesting. He wonders if she could 

be one of them.

“Where you from?” he asks.

“America.”

“No kidding. Where in America?”

“Omaha.” She’s not lying this time. “You?”

“Peru, near Lake Titicaca.” So he won’t lie either.

She raises her eyebrows and smirks. “I never thought that was a real 

place until these. . . .” She points at the paper.

“The meteors.”

“Yeah.” She nods. “It’s a funny name. Lake Titty Caca.” She pronounces 

the words individually, like all amused English speakers do. “You 

couldn’t come up with anything better than that?”

“Depending on who you ask, it either means Stone of the Puma or 
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Crag of Lead, and it’s considered by many to be a mystical, powerful 

place. Americans seem to think UFOs visit it and aliens created it.”

“Imagine that,” she says, smiling. “Omaha’s not mystical at all. Most 

people think it’s kind of boring, actually. We got good steak, though. 

And Warren Buffet.”

Jago chuckles. He assumes that’s a joke. He doesn’t know who Warren 

Buffet is, but he has a fat, dumb American name.

“It’s weird, isn’t it?” She cracks another peanut.

“What?”

“I’m from Omaha, you’re from near Lake Titicaca, and we’re on a train 

to Xi’an. The meteors hit in each place.”

“Yes, that is weird.” 

“What’s your name?”

“Feo.” He pops a peanut in his mouth.

“Nice to meet you, Feo. I’m Sarah.” She pops a peanut in her mouth. 

“Tell me—you going to Xi’an to see the crater?”

“Me? No. Just touring. I can’t imagine the Chinese government is going 

to be letting anyone get too close to it anyway.”

“Can I ask you another question, Feo?”

“Sure.”

“You like to play games?”

She’s outed herself. He’s not sure this is wise. His response will go a 

long way to determine whether or not he will be outed too.

“Not really,” he answers quickly. “I like puzzles, though.”

She leans back. Her tone changes, the flirtatious lilt melting away. 

“Not me. I like knowing things for sure one way or the other. I hate 

uncertainty. I tend to eliminate it as quickly as I can, get it out of my 

life.” 

“Probably a good policy, if you can actually do it.”

She smiles, and though he should be tense and ready to kill her, her 

smile disarms him. “So—Feo. That mean something?” 

“It means ‘ugly.’”

“Your parents name you that?”
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“My real name is Jago; everyone just calls me Feo.”

“You’re not, though, even though you’re trying to be.”

“Thank you,” he replies, unable to stop himself from smiling, the 

diamonds in his teeth flashing. He decides to throw her a crumb. If she 

takes it, they will both know. He’s not sure that it’s a smart play, but 

he knows one must take risks to win Endgame. Enemies are a given. 

Friends are not. Why not take advantage of an early chance encounter 

and find out which this beautiful American will be? 

“So, Sarah from Omaha who is here on vacation, while you’re in Xi’an 

do you want to visit the Big Wild Goose Pagoda with me?”

Before she can answer, a white flash comes from outside. The train 

lurches and brakes. The lights flicker and go out. A loud sound like 

a vibrating string comes from the other side of the dining car. Jago’s 

eyes are momentarily drawn to the faint blip-blip of a red light from 

under a table. He looks back to the window when the light outside 

intensifies. He and Sarah both stand and move toward it. In the 

distance, a bright streak runs across the sky, going east to west. It 

looks like a shooting star, but it’s too low, and its trajectory is as 

straight as a razor’s edge. Jago and Sarah both stare, transfixed, 

as the streak speeds against the darkness of the Chinese night. At 

the last minute, before it passes from view, the streak suddenly 

changes direction and moves in an 88-degree angle north to south, 

disappearing over the horizon. They pull back from the window and 

the lights come back and the train starts to accelerate. The other 

people in the dining car are talking urgently, but none seem to have 

noticed the thing outside.

Jago stands. “Come with me.”

“Where?”

“Come with me if you want to live.”

“What are you talking about?”

He holds out his hand. “Now.”

She stands and follows him but makes a point of not taking his hand. 

As they walk he says, “If I told you I’m the Player of the 21st line, would 
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that mean anything to you?”

“I would tell you I’m the Player of the 233rd.” 

“Truce, at least for now?”

“Yes, for now.”

They reach the table where Jago saw the blinking red light. The 

Chinese couple is sitting at it. They stop talking and look at the two 

foreigners quizzically. Jago and Sarah ignore the couple, and Jago 

kneels and Sarah bends to look over his shoulder. Bolted to the wall 

under the table is a black metal box with a small, faintly blinking red 

LED in the middle. Above the LED is the character 驚. In the corner 

of the black box is a digital display. It reads AA:AA:AQ. A second later 

AA:AA:AP. Another second, AA:AA:AO.

“Is that what I think it is?” Sarah asks, taking a step back.

“I’m not willing to wait around to find out,” Jago says.

“Me neither.”

“Let’s get your bag.”

They head back to the table and Jago grabs the backpack. They move 

to the rear of the car and open the door, step into the space between 

cars.

If the letters are seconds, they have 11 left.

Sarah pulls the emergency brake. 

It doesn’t work.

The moving landscape is there. Waiting for them.

“Go,” Jago says, stepping aside.

Eight seconds.

She doesn’t hesitate, jumps.

Seven seconds. 

He hugs the backpack, hoping it will soften his landing, jumps.

It hurts when he lands, but he’s been trained to ignore pain. He rolls 

down a gravel embankment and into the dirt, takes a mouthful of 

grass, scratches his face and hands. He can’t be sure, but he thinks he’s 

dislocated his right shoulder.

Three seconds.
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He stops rolling.

Two seconds.

She’s a few yards away, already standing, as if she somehow landed 

unhurt. “You all right?” she asks.

One second.

The train is past them.

“Yes,” he says, wondering if she can tell he’s lying.  

Zero seconds.

She crouches next to him, waiting for the train to explode. 

Nothing happens.

The stars are out. 

They stare.

Wait. 

Jago looks in the sky above the train and sees Leo and Cancer above 

the western horizon.

“Maybe we overreacted—” Sarah starts to say, just as the dining car 

lights up and the windows blow out. The entire car is lifted 50 feet 

or more into the air amidst a cloud of orange fire. The force ripples 

through the train. The aft cars crumple, momentum piling them into 

a screeching and jumbled pile. The forward cars are obscured by the 

blast and the darkness, but Jago can make out the lights of the engine 

as it’s twisted off the rails. The sound of grating metal tears through 

the night, and another, smaller, explosion goes off toward the front of 

the train. There is a brief moment of silence, just before the screaming 

starts.

“Mierda,” Jago says breathlessly.

“I guess we’re going to have to get used to things like that, aren’t we?”

“Yes.” Jago winces.

“What is it?”

“My shoulder.”

“Let me see.”

Jago turns to Sarah. His right arm is hanging low in his shirt.

“Can you move your fingers?”
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He can.

“Your wrist?”

He can.

“Good.”

She gingerly takes his arm with both hands and lifts it a little. The 

pain shoots over his shoulder and down his back, but he doesn’t say 

anything. He has been through far worse.

“Dislocated. I don’t think it’s too bad,” she says.

“You don’t think, or you don’t know?”

“I don’t think. I’ve only set one of these before. For my brother,” she 

says quietly. 

“Can you put it back?”

“Of course, Feo. I’m a Player,” she says, trying not to sound like she’s 

convincing herself. “I can do all sorts of wonderful things.” She lifts it 

again. “It’s gonna hurt, though.”

“I don’t care.”

Sarah pulls, twists, and pushes the arm, and it pops into place. Jago 

breathes deeply through his teeth, testing out his arm. It works.

“Thank you, Sarah.”

The screaming is louder.

“You’d have done the same for me.”

Jago smiles. For some reason, he thinks of the people who came to see 

his parents after the meteor struck Juliaca. There are some debts that 

must be honored.

“No, I wouldn’t have,” he says. “But I will now.”

Sarah stands, looks toward the wreckage. “We need to get out of here. 

Before the government gets here, before they start asking questions.”

“You think it was meant for one of us?” Jago asks.

“It had to be. This is Endgame,” she says, reaching out her hand, 

offering it. “My name is Sarah Alopay. I’m the Cahokian.”

He takes her hand, and it lights him up, feels as if it belongs in his, as 

if it’s something he’s been waiting for. It also scares him, because he 

knows these feelings can be dangerous, can make him vulnerable, 
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especially with someone who has the skills he suspects she has. For 

now, though, he’ll allow himself to feel it, to love it. 

“I’m Jago Tlaloc. The Olmec.”

“Nice to meet you, Jago Tlaloc. Thank you for saving my life. I owe you 

one.”

Jago looks up to the cloudless sky, remembering the streak of light that 

passed overhead, that short-circuited the train’s power long enough 

for him to see the blinking light of the detonator. He’ll take credit for 

saving Sarah, sure. It’s good to have another Player in his debt. But he 

knows the truth: that streak across the sky was a warning. A warning 

from Them, making sure that they would live until at least the Calling.

“Don’t mention it,” he says.
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Song

Go, and catch a falling star,
Get with child a mandrake root,
Tell me, where all past years are,
Or who cleft the Devil’s foot,
Teach me to hear mermaids singing,
Or to keep off envy’s stinging,

And find
What wind

Serves to advance an honest mind.

If thou be’est born to strange sights,
Things invisible to see,
Ride ten thousand days and nights,
Till age snow white hairs on thee,
Thou, when thou return’st, wilt tell me
All strange wonders that befell thee,

And swear
Nowhere

Lives a woman true, and fair.

If thou find’st one, let me know,
Such a pilgrimage were sweet,
Yet do not, I would not go,
Though at next door we might meet,
Though she were true when you met her,
And last, till you write your letter,

Yet she
Will be

False, ere I come, to two, or three.

—John Donne, 1572-1631



Chapter
One

In Which We Learn of the Village of Wall, and of the
Curious Thing That Occurs There Every Nine Years

There was once a young man who wished to gain his Heart’s Desire.
And while that is, as beginnings go, not entirely novel (for every tale about every young man

there ever was or will be could start in a similar manner) there was much about this young man and
what happened to him that was unusual, although even he never knew the whole of it.

The tale started, as many tales have started, in Wall.
The town of Wall stands today as it has stood for six
hundred years, on a high jut of granite amidst a small forest woodland. The houses of Wall are

square and old, built of grey stone, with dark slate roofs and high chimneys; taking advantage of
every inch of space on the rock, the houses lean into each other, are built one upon the next, with
here and there a bush or tree growing out of the side of a building.

There is one road from Wall, a winding track rising sharply up from the forest, where it is lined
with rocks and small stones. Followed far enough south, out of the forest, the track becomes a real
road, paved with asphalt; followed further the road gets larger, is packed at all hours with cars and
trucks rushing from city to city. Eventually the road takes you to London, but London is a whole
night’s drive from Wall.

The inhabitants of Wall are a taciturn breed, falling into two distinct types: the native Wall-
folk, as grey and tall and stocky as the granite outcrop their town was built upon; and the others,
who have made Wall their home over the years, and their descendants.

Below Wall on the west is the forest; to the south is a treacherously placid lake served by the
streams that drop from the hills behind Wall to the north. There are fields upon the hills, on which
sheep graze. To the east is more woodland.

Immediately to the east of Wall is a high grey rock wall, from which the town takes its name.
This wall is old, built of rough, square lumps of hewn granite, and it comes from the woods and
goes back to the woods once more.

There is only one break in the wall; an opening about six feet in width, a little to the north of
the village.

Through the gap in the wall can be seen a large green meadow; beyond the meadow, a stream;
and beyond the stream there are trees. From time to time shapes and figures can be seen, amongst
the trees, in the distance. Huge shapes and odd shapes and small, glimmering things which flash
and glitter and are gone. Although it is perfectly good meadow-land, none of the villagers has ever
grazed animals on the meadow on the other side of the wall. Nor have they used it for growing
crops.

Instead, for hundreds, perhaps for thousands of years, they have posted guards on each side of
the opening on the wall, and done their best to put it out of their minds.



Even today, two townsmen stand on either side of the opening, night and day, taking eight-hour
shifts. They carry hefty wooden cudgels. They flank the opening on the town side.

Their main function is to prevent the town’s children from going through the opening, into the
meadow and beyond. Occasionally they are called upon to discourage a solitary rambler, or one of
the few visitors to the town, from going through the gateway.

The children they discourage simply with displays of the cudgel. Where ramblers and visitors are
concerned, they are more inventive, only using physical force as a last resort if tales of new-
planted grass, or a dangerous bull on the loose, are not sufficient.

Very rarely someone comes to Wall knowing what they are looking for, and these people they
will sometimes allow through. There is a look in the eyes, and once seen it cannot be mistaken.

There have been no cases of smuggling across the wall in all the Twentieth Century, that the
townsfolk know of, and they pride themselves on this.

The guard is relaxed once every nine years, on May Day, when a fair comes to the meadow.

The events that follow transpired many years ago. Queen Victoria was on the throne of
England, but she was not yet the black-clad widow of Windsor: she had apples in her cheeks and a
spring in her step, and Lord Melbourne often had cause to upbraid, gently, the young queen for her
flightmess. She was, as yet, unmarried, although she was very much in love.

Mr. Charles Dickens was serializing his novel Oliver Twist; Mr. Draper had just taken the first
photograph of the moon, freezing her pale face on cold paper; Mr. Morse had recently announced a
way of transmitting messages down metal wires.

Had you mentioned magic or Faerie to any of them, they would have smiled at you disdainfully,
except, perhaps for Mr. Dickens, at the time a young man, and beardless. He would have looked at
you wistfully.

People were coming to the British Isles that spring. They came in ones, and they came in twos,
and they landed at Dover or in London or in Liverpool: men and women with skins as pale as paper,
skins as dark as volcanic rock, skins the color of cinnamon, speaking in a multitude of tongues.
They arrived all through April, and they traveled by steam train, by horse, by caravan or cart, and
many of them walked.

At that time Dunstan Thorn was eighteen, and he was not a romantic.
He had nut-brown hair, and nut-brown eyes, and nut-brown freckles. He was middling tall, and

slow of speech. He had an easy smile, which illuminated his face from within, and he dreamed,
when he daydreamed in his father’s meadow, of leaving the village of Wall and all its
unpredictable charm, and going to London, or Edinburgh, or Dublin, or some great town where
nothing was dependent on which way the wind was blowing. He worked on his father’s farm and
owned nothing save a small cottage in a far field given to him by his parents.

Visitors were coming to Wall that April for the fair, and Dunstan resented them. Mr. Bromios’s
inn, the Seventh Magpie, normally a warren of empty rooms, had filled a week earlier, and now the
strangers had begun to take rooms in the farms and private houses, paying for their lodgings with
strange coins, with herbs and spices, and even with gemstones. As the day of the fair approached
the atmosphere of anticipation mounted. People were waking earlier, counting days, counting
minutes. The guards on the gate, at the sides of the wall, were restive and nervous. Figures and
shadows moved in the trees at the edge of the meadow.

In the Seventh Magpie, Bridget Comfrey, who was widely regarded as the most beautiful pot-girl
in living memory, was provoking friction between Tommy Forester, with whom she had been seen
to step out over the previous year, and a huge man with dark eyes and a small, cluttering monkey.



The man spoke little English, but he smiled expressively whenever Bridget came by.
In the pub’s taproom the regulars sat in awkward proximity to the visitors, speaking so: “It’s

only every nine years.”
“They say in the old days it was every year, at midsummer.”
“Ask Mister Bromios. He’ll know.” Mr. Bromios was tall, and his skin was olive; his black hair

was curled tightly on his head; his eyes were green. As the girls of the village became women they
took notice of Mr. Bromios, but he did not return their notice. It was said he had come to the
village quite some time ago, a visitor. But he had stayed in the village; and his wine was good, so
the locals agreed.

A loud argument broke out in the public lounge between Tommy Forester and the dark-eyed
man, whose name appeared to be Alum Bey.

“Stop them! In the name of Heaven! Stop them!” shouted Bridget. “They’re going out the back
to fight over me!” And she tossed her head, prettily, so that the light of the oil lamps caught her
perfect golden curls.

Nobody moved to stop the men, although a number of people, villagers and newcomers alike,
went outside to spectate.

Tommy Forester removed his shirt and raised his fists in front of him. The stranger laughed, and
spat onto the grass, and then he seized Tommy’s right hand and sent him flying onto the ground,
chin-first. Tommy clambered to his feet and ran at the stranger. He landed a glancing blow on the
man’s cheek, before finding himself facedown in the dirt, his face being slammed into the mud,
with the wind knocked out of him. Alum Bey sat on top of him and chuckled, and said something in
Arabic.

That quickly, and that easily, the fight was over.
Alum Bey climbed off Tommy Forester and he strutted over to Bridget Comfrey, bowed low to

her, and grinned with gleaming teeth.
Bridget ignored him, and ran to Tommy. “Why, whatever has he done to you, my sweet?” she

asked, and mopped the mud from his face with her apron and called him all manner of
endearments.

Alum Bey went, with the spectators, back into the public rooms of the inn, and he graciously
bought Tommy Forester a bottle of Mr. Bromios’s Chablis when Tommy returned. Neither of them
was quite certain who had won, who had lost.

Dunstan Thorn was not in the Seventh Magpie that evening: he was a practical lad, who had, for
the last six months, been courting Daisy Hempstock, a young woman of similar practicality. They
would walk, on fair evenings, around the village, and discuss the theory of crop rotation, and the
weather, and other such sensible matters; and on these walks, upon which they were invariably
accompanied by Daisy’s mother and younger sister walking a healthy six paces behind, they would,
from time to time, stare at each other lovingly.

At the door to the Hempstocks’ Dunstan would pause, and bow, and take his farewell.
And Daisy Hempstock would walk into her house, and remove her bonnet, and say, “I do so wish

Mister Thorn would make up his mind to propose. I am sure Papa would not be averse to it.”
“Indeed, I am sure that he would not,” said Daisy’s mama on this evening, as she said on every

such evening, and she removed her own bonnet and her gloves and led her daughters to the
drawing room, in which a very tall gentleman with a very long black beard was sitting, sorting
through his pack. Daisy, and her mama, and her sister, bobbed curtseys to the gentleman (who
spoke little English, and had arrived a few days before). The temporary lodger, in his turn, stood
and bowed to them, then returned to his pack of wooden oddments, sorting, arranging and



polishing.

It was chilly that April, with the awkward changeability of English spring.
The visitors came up the narrow road through the forest from the south; they filled the spare-

rooms, they bunked out in cow byres and barns. Some of them raised colored tents, some of them
arrived in their own caravans drawn by huge grey horses or by small, shaggy ponies.

In the forest there was a carpet of bluebells. On the morning of April the 29th Dunstan Thorn
drew guard duty on the gap in the wall, with Tommy Forester. They stood on each side of the gap
in the wall, and they waited.

Dunstan had done guard duty many times before, but hitherto his task had consisted of simply
standing, and, on occasion, shooing away children.

Today he felt important: he held a wooden cudgel, and as each stranger to the village came up
to the break in the wall, Dunstan or Tommy would say “Tomorrow, tomorrow. No one’s coming
through today, good sirs.”

And the strangers would retreat a little way, and stare through the break in the wall at the
unassuming meadow beyond it, at the unexceptional trees that dotted the meadow, at the rather
dull forest behind it. Some of them attempted to strike up conversations with Dunstan or Tommy,
but the young men, proud of their status as guards, declined to converse, contenting themselves by
raising their heads, tightening their lips, and generally looking important.

At lunchtime, Daisy Hempstock brought by a small pot of shepherd’s pie for them both, and
Bridget Comfrey brought them each a mug of spiced ale.

And, at twilight, another two able-bodied young men of the village arrived to relieve them,
carrying a lantern each, and Tommy and Dunstan walked down to the inn where Mr. Bromios gave
each of them a mug of his best ale—and his best ale was very fine indeed—as their reward for doing
guard duty. There was a buzz of excitement in the inn, now crowded beyond believing. It was filled
with visitors to the village from every nation in the world, or so it seemed to Dunstan who had no
sense of distance beyond the woods that surrounded the village of Wall, so he regarded the tall
gentleman in the black top hat at the table beside him, all the way up from London, with as much
awe as he regarded the taller ebony-colored gentleman in the white one-piece robe with whom he
was dining. Dunstan knew that it was rude to stare, and that, as a villager of Wall, he had every
right to feel superior to all of the “furriners.” But he could smell unfamilar spices on the air, and
hear men and women speaking to each other in a hundred tongues, and he gawked and gazed
unashamedly.

The man in the black silk top hat noticed that Dunstan was staring at him, and motioned the lad
over to him. “D’you like treacle pudden’?” he asked abruptly, by way of introduction. “Mutanabbi
was called away, and there’s more pudden’ here than a man can manage on his own.”

Dunstan nodded. The treacle pudding was steaming invitingly on its plate.
“Well then,” said his new friend, “help yourself.” He passed Dunstan a clean china bowl and a

spoon. Dunstan needed no further encouragement, and he began to demolish the pudding.
“Now, young ‘un,” said the tall gentleman in the black silk top hat to Dunstan, once their bowls

and the pudding-plate were quite empty, “it’d seem the inn has no more rooms; also that every
room in the village has already been let.” “Is that so?” said Dunstan, unsurprised. “That it is,” said
the gentleman in the top hat. “And what I was wondering was, would you know of a house that
might have a room?”

Dunstan shrugged. “All the rooms have gone by now,” he said. “I remember that when I was a
boy of nine, my mother and my father sent me to sleep out in the rafters of the cow byre for a



week, and let my room to a lady from the Orient, and her family and servants. She left me a kite,
as a thank you, and I flew it from the meadow until one day it snapped its string and flew away
into the sky.”

“Where do you live now?” asked the gentleman in the top hat.
“I have a cottage on the edge of my father’s land,” Dunstan replied. “It was our shepherd’s

cottage, until he died, two years ago last lammas-tide, and my parents gave it to me.”
“Take me to it,” said the gentleman in the hat, and it did not occur to Dunstan to refuse him.
The spring moon was high and bright, and the night was clear. They walked down from the

village to the forest beneath it, and they walked the whole way past the Thorn family farm (where
the gentleman in the top hat was startled by a cow, sleeping in the meadow, which snorted as it
dreamed) until they reached Dunstan’s cottage.

It had one room and a fireplace. The stranger nodded. “I like this well enough,” he said.
“Come, Dunstan Thorn, I’ll rent it from you for the next three days.”

“What’ll you give me for it?”
“A golden sovereign, a silver sixpence, a copper penny, and a fresh shiny farthing,” said the

man.
Now a golden sovereign for two nights was more than a fair rent, in the days when a farm-

worker might hope to make fifteen pounds in a good year. Still, Dunstan hesitated. “If you’re here
for the market,” he told the tall man, “then it’s miracles and wonders you’ll be trading.”

The tall man nodded. “So, it would be miracles and wonders that you would be after, is it?” He
looked around Dun-stan’s one-room cottage again. It began to rain then, a gentle pattering on the
thatch above them.

“Oh, very well,” said the tall gentleman, a trifle testily, “a miracle, a wonder. Tomorrow, you
shall attain your Heart’s Desire. Now, here is your money,” and he took it from Dun-stan’s ear,
with one easy gesture. Dunstan touched it to the iron nail on the cottage door, checking for faerie
gold, then he bowed low to the gentleman, and walked off into the rain. He tied the money up in
his handkerchief.

Dunstan walked to the cow byre in the pelting rain. He climbed into the hayloft and was soon
asleep.

He was aware, in the night, of thunder and of lightning, although he did not wake; and then in
the small hours of the morning he was woken by someone treading, awkwardly, on his feet.

“Sorry,” said a voice. “That is to say, ‘scuse me.” “Who’s that? Who’s there?” said Dunstan.
“Just me,” said the voice. “I’m here for the market. I was sleeping in a hollow tree for the night,
but the lightnin’ toppled it, cracked it like an egg it did and smashed it like a twig, and the rain got
down my neck, and it threatened to get into my baggage, and there’s things in there must be kept
dry as dust, and I’d kept it safe as houses on all my travelings here, though it was wet as ...”

“Water?” suggested Dunstan.
“Ever-so,” continued the voice in the darkness. “So I was wonderin’,” it continued, “if you’d

mind me stayin’ here under your roof as I’m not very big, and I’d not disturb you or nothing.”
“Just don’t tread on me,” sighed Dunstan. It was then that a flash of lightning illuminated the

byre, and in the light, Dunstan saw something small and hairy in the corner, wearing a large floppy
hat. And then, darkness.

“I hope I’m not disturbin’ you,” said the voice, which certainly sounded rather hairy, now
Dunstan thought about it. “You aren’t,” said Dunstan, who was very tired. “That’s good,” said the
hairy voice, “because I wouldn’t want to disturb you.”

“Please,” begged Dunstan, “let me sleep. Please.”



There was a snuffling noise, which was replaced by a gentle snoring.
Dunstan rolled over in the hay. The person, whoever, whatever it was, farted, scratched itself,

and began to snore once more.
Dunstan listened to the rain on the byre roof, and thought about Daisy Hempstock, and in his

thoughts they were walking together, and six steps behind them walked a tall man with a top hat
and a small, furry creature whose face Dunstan could not see. They were off to see his Heart’s
Desire...

There was bright sunlight on his face, and the cow byre was empty. He washed his face, and
walked up to the farmhouse.

He put on his very best jacket, and his very best shirt, and his very best britches. He scraped
the mud from his boots with his pocketknife. Then he walked into the farm kitchen, and kissed his
mother on the cheek, and helped himself to a cottage loaf and a large pat of fresh-churned butter.

And then, with his money tied up in his fine Sunday cambric handkerchief, he walked up to the
village of Wall and bade good morning to the guards on the gate.

Through the gap in the wall he could see colored tents being raised, stalls being erected,
colored flags, and people walking back and forth.

“We’re not to let anyone through until midday,” said the guard.
Dunstan shrugged, and went to the pub, where he pondered what he would buy with his savings

(the shiny half-crown he had saved, and the lucky sixpence, with a hole drilled through it, on a
leather thong around his neck) and with the additional pocket handkerchief filled with coins. He
had, for the moment, quite forgotten there had been anything else promised the night before. At
the stroke of midday Dunstan strode up to the wall and, nervously, as if he were breaking the
greatest of taboos, he walked through beside, as he realized, the gentleman in the black silk top
hat, who nodded to him.

“Ah. My landlord. And how are you today, sir?”
“Very well,” said Dunstan.
“Walk with me,” said the tall man. “Let us walk together.”
They walked across the meadow, toward the tents.
“Have you been here before?” asked the tall man.
“I went to the last market, nine years ago. I was only a boy,” admitted Dunstan.
“Well,” said his tenant, “remember to be polite, and take no gifts. Remember that you’re a

guest. And now, I shall give you the last part of the rent that I owe you. For I swore an oath. And
my gifts last a long time. You and your firstborn child and his or her firstborn child... It’s a gift that
will last as long as I live.”

“And what would that be, sir?”
“Your Heart’s Desire, remember,” said the gentleman in the top hat. “Your Heart’s Desire.”
Dunstan bowed, and they walked on toward the fair.
“Eyes, eyes! New eyes for old!” shouted a tiny woman in front of a table covered with bottles

and jars filled with eyes of every kind and color.
“Instruments of music from a hundred lands!” “Penny whistles! Tuppenny hums! Threepenny

choral anthems!”
“Try your luck! Step right up! Answer a simple riddle and win a wind-flower!”
“Everlasting lavender! Bluebell cloth!” “Bottled dreams, a shilling a bottle!” “Coats of night!

Coats of twilight! Coats of dusk!” “Swords of fortune! Wands of power! Rings of eternity! Cards of
grace! Roll-up, roll-up, step this way!” “Salves and ointments, philtres and nostrums!” Dunstan



paused in front of a stall covered with tiny crystal ornaments; he examined the miniature animals,
pondering getting one for Daisy Hempstock. He picked up a crystal cat, no bigger than his thumb.
Sagely it blinked at him, and he dropped it, shocked; it righted itself in midair and, like a real cat,
fell on its four paws. Then it stalked over to the corner of the stall and began to wash itself.

Dunstan walked on, through the thronged market. It was bustling with people; all the strangers
who had come to Wall in the previous weeks were there, and many of the inhabitants of the town
of Wall as well. Mr. Bromios had set up a wine-tent and was selling wines and pasties to the village
folk, who were often tempted by the foods being sold by the folk from Beyond the Wall but had
been told by their grandparents, who had got it from their grandparents, that it was deeply,
utterly wrong to eat fairy food, to eat fairy fruit, to drink fairy water and sip fairy wine.

For every nine years, the folk from Beyond the Wall and over the hill set up their stalls, and for
a day and a night the meadow played host to the Faerie Market; and there was, for one day and
one night in nine years, commerce between the nations.

There were wonders for sale, and marvels, and miracles; there were things undreamed-of and
objects unimagined (what need, Dunstan wondered, could someone have of the storm-filled
eggshells?). He jingled his money in his pocket handkerchief, and looked for something small and
inexpensive with which to amuse Daisy.

He heard a gentle chiming in the air, above the hubbub of the market; and this he walked
toward.

He passed a stall in which five huge men were dancing to the music of a lugubrious hurdy-gurdy
being played by a mournful-looking black bear; he passed a stall where a balding man in a brightly
colored kimono was smashing china plates and tossing them into a burning bowl from which colored
smoke was pouring, all the while calling out to the passersby.

The chinkling chiming grew louder.
Reaching the stall from which the sound was emanating, he saw that it was deserted. It was

festooned with flowers: bluebells and foxgloves and harebells and daffodils, but also with violets
and lilies, with tiny crimson dog-roses, pale snowdrops, blue forget-me-nots and a profusion of
other flowers Dunstan could not name. Each flower was made of glass or crystal, spun or carved,
he could not tell: they counterfeited life perfectly. And they chimed and jingled like distant glass
bells.

“Hello?” called Dunstan.
“Good morrow to you, on this Market Day,” said the stall holder, clambering down from the

painted caravan parked behind the stall, and she smiled widely at him with white teeth in a dusky
face. She was one of the folk from Beyond the Wall, he could tell at once from her eyes, and her
ears which were visible beneath her curly black hair. Her eyes were a deep violet, while her ears
were the ears of a cat, perhaps, gently curved, and dusted with a fine, dark fur. She was quite
beautiful.

Dunstan picked up a flower from the stall. “It’s very lovely,” he said. It was a violet, and it
chinkled and sang as he held it, making a noise similar to that produced by wetting a finger and
rubbing it, gently, around a wineglass. “How much is it?”

She shrugged, and a delightful shrug it was.
“The cost is never discussed at the outset,” she told him. “It might be a great deal more than

you are prepared to pay; and then you would leave, and we would both be the poorer for it. Let us
discuss the merchandise in a more general way.”

Dunstan paused. It was then that the gentleman with the black silk top hat passed by the stall.
“There,” murmured Dunston’s lodger. “My debt to you is settled, and my rent is paid in full.”



Dunstan shook his head, as if to clear it of a dream, and turned back to the young lady. “So
where do these flowers come from?” he asked.

She smiled knowingly.”On the side of Mount Calamon a grove of glass flowers grows. The
journey there is perilous, and the journey back is more so.”

“And of what purpose are they?” asked Dunstan.
“The use and function of these flowers is chiefly decorative and recreational; they bring

pleasure; they can be given to a loved one as a token of admiration and affection, and the sound
they make is pleasing to the ear. Also, they catch the light most delightfully.” She held a bluebell
up to the light; and Dunstan could not but observe that the color of sunlight glittering through the
purple crystal was inferior in both hue and shade to that of her eyes.

“I see,” said Dunstan.
“They are also used in certain spells and cantrips. If sir is a magician... ?”
Dunstan shook his head. There was, he noticed, something remarkable about the young lady.
“Ah. Even so, they are delightful things,” she said, and smiled again.
The remarkable thing was a thin silver chain that ran from the young lady’s wrist, down to her

ankle and into the painted caravan behind her.
Dunstan remarked upon it.
“The chain? It binds me to the stall. I am the personal slave of the witch-woman who owns the

stall. She caught me many years ago—as I played by the waterfalls in my father’s lands, high in the
mountains—luring me on and on in the form of a pretty frog always but a moment out of my reach,
until I had left my father’s lands, unwittingly, whereupon she resumed her true shape and popped
me into a sack.”

“And you are her slave forever?”
“Not forever,” and at that the faerie girl smiled. “I gain my freedom on the day the moon loses

her daughter, if that occurs in a week when two Mondays come together. I await it with patience.
And in the meantime I do as I am bid, and also I dream. Will you buy a flower from me now, young
master?”

“My name is Dunstan.”
“And an honest name it is, too,” she said with a teasing grin. “Where are your pincers, Master

Dunstan? Will you catch the devil by the nose?”
“And what is your name?” asked Dunstan, blushing a deep red.
“I no longer have a name. I am a slave, and the name I had was taken from me. I answer to

‘hey, you!’ or to ‘girl!’ or to ‘foolish slattern!’ or to many another imprecation.”
Dunstan noticed how the silken fabric of her robe pressed itself against her body; he was aware

of elegant curves, and of her violet eyes upon him, and he swallowed.
Dunstan put his hand in his pocket and pulled out his kerchief. He could no longer look at the

woman. He tumbled out his money onto the counter. “Take enough for this,” he said, picking a
pure white snowdrop from the table.

“We do not take money at this stall.” She pushed the coins back toward him.
“No? What will you take?” For by now he was quite agitated, and his only mission was to obtain

a flower for... for Daisy, Daisy Hempstock ... to obtain his flower and to depart, for, truth to tell,
the young lady was making him exceedingly uncomfortable.

“I could take the color of your hair,” she said, “or all of your memories before you were three
years of age. I could take the hearing from your left ear—not all of it, just enough that you’d not
enjoy music or appreciate the running of a river or the soughing of the wind.”

Dunstan shook his head.



“Or a kiss from you. One kiss, here on my cheek.”
“That I’ll pay with goodwill!” said Dunstan, and with that he leaned across the stall, amid the

twinkling jingling of the crystal flowers, and planted a chaste kiss on her soft cheek. He smelled
the scent of her then, intoxicating, magical; it filled the front of his head and his chest and his
mind.

“There, now,” she said, and she passed him his snowdrop. He took it with hands that suddenly
seemed to him to be huge and clumsy and not at all small and in every way perfect like the hands
of the faerie girl. “And I’ll see you back here tonight, Dunstan Thorn, when the moon goes down.
Come here and hoot like a little owl. Can you do that?”

He nodded, and stumbled away from her; he did not need to ask how she knew his surname; she
had taken it from him along with certain other things, such as his heart, when he had kissed her.

The snowdrop chimed in his hand.

Why, Dunstan Thorn,” said Daisy Hemp-stock, when he encountered her by Mr. Bromios’s tent,
sitting with her family and Dunstan’s parents, eating great brown sausages and drinking porter,
“whatever is the matter?”

“I brought you a gift,” Dunstan muttered, and thrust the chiming snowdrop toward her; it
glinted in the afternoon sunlight. She took it from him, puzzled, with fingers still shiny with
sausage grease. Impulsively, Dunstan leaned forward and, in front of her mother and father and
sister, in front of Bridget Comfrey and Mr. Bromios and all, he kissed her on her fair cheek.

The outcry was predictable; but Mr. Hempstock, who had not lived on the border of Faerie and
the Lands Beyond for fifty-seven years for nothing, exclaimed, “Hush, now! Look at his eyes. Can’t
you see the poor boy’s dazed in his wits, dazed and confused? He’s bespelled, I’ll wager you. Hoy!
Tommy Forester! Come here; take young Dunstan Thorn back to the village and keep an eye on
him; let him sleep if he wishes, or talk if it’s talk he needs...”

Tommy walked Dunstan out of the market and back to the village of Wall.
“There, now, Daisy,” said her mother, stroking her hair, “he’s just a little elf-touched, that’s

all. No need to take on so.” And she pulled a lace kerchief from her capacious bosom, and dabbed
at her daughter’s cheeks, which had suddenly become covered with tears.

Daisy looked up at her, and seized the handkerchief, and blew her nose upon it, and sniffled
into it. And Mrs. Hemp-stock observed, with a certain perplexity, that Daisy appeared to be smiling
through her tears.

“But Mother, Dunstan kissed me” said Daisy Hempstock, and she fixed the crystal snowdrop at
the front of her bonnet, where it chimed and glistened.

After some time spent searching for it, Mr. Hempstock and Dunstan’s father found the stall
where the crystal flowers were being sold; but the stall was being run by an elderly woman,
accompanied by an exotic and very beautiful bird, which was chained to its perch by a thin silver
chain. There was no reasoning with the old woman, for when they tried to question her about what
had happened to Dunstan, all her talk was of one of the prizes of her collection, given away by a
good-for-nothing, and that was what came of ingratitude, and of these sad modern times, and of
today’s servants.

In the empty village (for who’d be in the village during the Faerie Market?), Dunstan was taken
into the Seventh Magpie, and given a wooden settle on which to sit. He rested his forehead on his
hand, and stared off into no-one-knows-where and, from time to time, sighed huge sighs, like the



wind.
Tommy Forester tried to talk to him, saying “Now then, old fellow, buck up, that’s the ticket,

let’s see a smile, eh? How’s about something to eat then? Or something to drink? No? My word, you
do look queer, Dunstan, old fellow...” but gaining no response of any kind, Tommy began to pine
after the market himself, where even now (he rubbed his tender jaw) the lovely Bridget was
undoubtedly being escorted by some huge and imposing gentleman with exotic clothes and a little
monkey that chattered. And, having assured himself that his friend would be safe in the empty inn,
Tommy walked back through the village to the gap in the wall.

As Tommy reentered the market, he observed that the place was a hubbub: a wild place of
puppet shows, of jugglers and dancing animals, of horses for auction and all kinds of things for sale
or barter.

Later, at twilight, a different kind of people came out. There was a crier, who cried news as a
modern newspaper prints headlines—”The Master of Stormhold Suffers a Mysterious Malady!”,
“The Hill of Fire Has Moved to the Fastness of Dene!”, “The Squire of Garamond’s Only Heir is
Transformed into a Grunting Pig-wiggin!”—and would for a coin expand further on these stories.

The sun set, and a huge spring moon appeared, high already in the heavens. A chill breeze
blew. Now the traders retreated into their tents, and the visitors to the market found themselves
whispered at, invited to partake of numerous wonders, each available for a price.

And as the moon came low on the horizon Dunstan Thorn walked quietly down the cobbled
streets of the village of Wall. He passed many a merry-maker—visitor or foreigner—although few
enough of them observed him as he walked.

He slipped through the gap in the wall—thick it was, the wall—and Dunstan found himself
wondering, as his father had before him, what would happen were he to walk along the top of it.

Through the gap and into the meadow, and that night, for the first time in his life, Dunstan
entertained thoughts of continuing on through the meadow, of crossing the stream and vanishing
into the trees on its far side. He entertained these thoughts awkwardly, as a man entertains
unexpected guests. Then, as he reached his objective, he pushed these thoughts away, as a man
apologizes to his guests, and leaves them, muttering something about a prior engagement.

The moon was setting.
Dunstan raised his hands to his mouth and hooted. There was no response; the sky above was a

deep color—blue perhaps, or purple, not black—sprinkled with more stars than the mind could hold.
He hooted once more.
“That,” she said severely in his ear, “is nothing like a little owl. A snowy owl it could be, a barn

owl, even. If my ears were stopped up with twigs perhaps I’d imagine it an eagle-owl. But it’s not a
little owl.”

Dunstan shrugged, and grinned, a little foolishly. The faerie woman sat down beside him. She
intoxicated him: he was breathing her, sensing her through the pores of his skin. She leaned close
to him.

“Do you think you are under a spell, pretty Dunstan?”
“I do not know.”
She laughed, and the sound was a clear rill bubbling over rocks and stones.
“You are under no spell, pretty boy, pretty boy.” She lay back in the grass and stared up at the

sky. “Your stars,” she asked. “What are they like?” Dunstan lay beside her in the cool grass, and
stared up at the night sky. There was certainly something odd about the stars: perhaps there was
more color in them, for they glittered like tiny gems; perhaps there was something about the
number of tiny stars, the constellations; something was strange and wonderful about the stars. But



then...
They lay back to back, staring up at the sky.
“What do you want from life?” asked the faerie lass.
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “You, I think.”
“I want my freedom,” she said.
Dunstan reached down to the silver chain that ran from her wrist to her ankle, and off away in

the grass. He tugged on it. It was stronger than it looked.
“It was fashioned of cat’s breath and fish-scales and moonlight mixed in with the silver,” she

told him. “Unbreakable until the terms of the spell are concluded.”
“Oh.” He moved back onto the grass.
“I should not mind it, for it is a long, long chain; but the knowledge of it irks me, and I miss my

father’s land. And the witch-woman is not the best of mistresses...”
And she was quiet. Dunstan leaned over toward her, reached a hand up to her face, felt

something wet and hot splash against his hand.
“Why, you are crying.”
She said nothing. Dunstan pulled her toward him, wiping ineffectually at her face with his big

hand; and then he leaned into her sobbing face and, tentatively, uncertain of whether or not he
was doing the correct thing given the circumstances, he kissed her, full upon her burning lips.

There was a moment of hesitation, and then her mouth opened against his, and her tongue slid
into his mouth, and he was, under the strange stars, utterly, irrevocably, lost.

He had kissed before, with the girls of the village, but he had gone no further.
His hand felt her small breasts through the silk of her dress, touched the hard nubs of her

nipples. She clung to him, hard, as if she were drowning, fumbling with his shirt, with his britches.
She was so small; he was scared he would hurt her and break her. He did not. She wriggled and

writhed beneath him, gasping and kicking, and guiding him with her hand.
She placed a hundred burning kisses on his face and chest, and then she was above him,

straddling him, gasping and laughing, sweating and slippery as a minnow, and he was arching and
pushing and exulting, his head full of her and only her, and had he known her name he would have
called it out aloud.

At the end, he would have pulled out, but she held him inside her, wrapped her legs around
him, pushed against him so hard that he felt that the two of them occupied the same place in the
universe. As if, for one powerful, engulfing moment, they were the same person, giving and
receiving, as the stars faded into the predawn sky.

They lay together, side by side.
The faerie woman adjusted her silk robe and was once more decorously covered. Dunstan pulled

his britches back up, with regret. He squeezed her small hand in his.
The sweat dried on his skin, and he felt chilled and lonely.
He could see her now, as the sky lightened into a dawn grey. Around them animals were

stirring: horses stamped, birds began, waking, to sing the dawn in, and here and there across the
market meadow, those in the tents were beginning to rise and move. “Now, get along with you,”
she said softly, and looked at him, half regretfully, with eyes as violet as the cirrus clouds, high in
the dawn sky. And she kissed him, gently, on the mouth, with lips that tasted of crushed
blackberries, then she stood up and walked back into the gypsy caravan behind the stall.

Dazed and alone, Dunstan walked through the market, feeling a great deal older than his
eighteen years.

He returned to the cow byre, took off his boots, and slept until he woke, when the sun was high



in the sky.
On the following day the market finished, although Dunstan did not return to it, and the

foreigners left the village and life in Wall returned to normal, which was perhaps slightly less
normal than life in most villages (particularly when the wind was in the wrong direction) but was,
all things considered, normal enough.

Two weeks after the market, Tommy Forester proposed marriage to Bridget Comfrey, and she
accepted. And the week after that, Mrs. Hempstock came to visit Mrs. Thorn of a morning. They
took tea in the parlor.

“It is a blessing about the Forester boy,” said Mrs. Hemp-stock.
“That it is,” said Mrs. Thorn. “Have another scone, my dear. I expect your Daisy shall be a

bridesmaid.”
“I trust she shall,” said Mrs. Hempstock, “if she. should live so long.”
Mrs. Thorn looked up, alarmed. “Why, she is not ill, Mrs. Hempstock? Say it is not so.”
“She does not eat, Mrs. Thorn. She wastes away. She drinks a little water from time to time.”
“Oh, my!”
Mrs. Hempstock went on,”Last night I finally discovered the cause. It is your Dunstan.”
“Dunstan? He has not...” Mrs. Thorn raised one hand to her mouth.
“Oh, no,” said Mrs. Hempstock, hastily shaking her head and pursing her lips, “nothing like that.

He has ignored her. She has not seen him for days and days. She has taken it into her head that he
no longer cares for her, and all she does is hold the snowdrop he gave her, and she sobs.”

Mrs. Thorn measured out more tea from the jar into the pot, added hot water.”Truth to tell,”
she admitted, “we’re a little concerned about Dunstan, Thorney and me. He’s been mooning.
That’s the only word for it. His work isn’t getting done. Thorney was saying that he needs some
settling down, that boy. If he’d but settle down, why Thorney was saying he’d settle all the
Westward Meadows on the lad.”

Mrs. Hempstock nodded slowly. “Hempstock would certainly not be averse to seeing our Daisy
happy. Certain he’d settle a flock of our sheep on the girl.” The Hempstocks’ sheep were
notoriously the finest for miles around: shaggy-coated and intelligent (for sheep), with curling
horns and sharp hooves. Mrs. Hempstock and Mrs. Thorn sipped their tea. And so it was settled.

Dunstan Thorn was married in June to Daisy Hempstock. And if the groom seemed a little
distracted, well, the bride was as glowing and lovely as ever any bride has been.

Behind them, their fathers discussed the plans for the farmhouse they would build for the
newlyweds in the western meadow. Their mothers agreed how lovely Daisy looked, and what a pity
it was that Dunstan had stopped Daisy from wearing the snowdrop he had bought for her at the
market at the end of April, in her wedding dress.

And it is there we will leave them, in a falling flurry of rose petals, scarlet and yellow and pink
and white.

Or almost.
They lived in Dunstan’s cottage, while their little farmhouse was erected, and they were

certainly happy enough; and the day-to-day business of raising sheep, and herding sheep, and
shearing them, and nursing them, slowly took the faraway look from Dunstan’s eyes.

First autumn came, then winter. It was at the end of February, in lambing season, when the
world was cold, and a bitter wind howled down the moors and through the leafless forest, when icy
rains fell from the leaden skies in continual drizzling showers, at six in the evening, after the sun
had set and the sky was dark, that a wicker basket was pushed through the space in the wall. The



guards, on each side of the gap, at first did not notice the basket. They were facing the wrong
way, after all, and it was dark and wet, and they were busy stamping the ground and staring
gloomily and longingly at the lights of the village.

And then a high, keening wail began.
It was then that they looked down, and saw the basket at their feet. There was a bundle in the

basket: a bundle of oiled silk and woolen blankets, from the top of which protruded a red, bawling
face, with screwed-up little eyes, a mouth, open and vocal, and hungry.

And there was, attached to the baby’s blanket with a silver pin, a scrap of parchment, upon
which was written in an elegant, if slightly archaic, handwriting the following words:

Tristran Thorn
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Prologue

He saw her at last—she was up on the grassy dune above 

the harbor, a pale shape cut out of the darkness.

How long had it been since X had seen her? He had no way of 

knowing. He’d been in his cell in the Lowlands, deep in the earth, 

where there was no clock, no sun, no future, only the dead and 

damned.

She hadn’t noticed him yet. She was searching for him, her eyes 

everywhere. He stood on the dock below her. It creaked and floated 

up and down, like the water beneath it was breathing.

“Here!” he called.

She turned toward him. She beamed.

“I know that face,” she said.

X spread his fingers, and a soft corridor of light appeared—a 

trail for her to follow to the water. She started down the hill too 

quickly. She stumbled, fell on her knees, pushed herself up without 

bothering to brush off the sand.
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“Hi, I’m Zoe and I’m a runway model,” she said.

He smiled. He hadn’t in a long time.

“I love your voice,” he said, “even if your meaning eludes me on 

occasion.”

“My meaning eludes everybody on occasion,” she said.

He tried not to rush at her when she reached the dock. He was 

afraid he’d alarm her. She ran at him anyway. She kissed his cheeks, 

his chin, his forehead. He did the same to her, and they laughed at 

how frantic they were: they couldn’t find each other’s lips.

“How much time have we got?” she said.

“A few hours, at most,” he said. “Then I must return to the Low-

lands with the soul they sent me to capture.”

Zoe slid her hands under his shirt. Something like silver spread 

through his chest.

“We need a boat,” she said. “I’m having a sudden urge to lie in a 

boat with you.”

“I would lie in a boat with you until the sun dried up all the sea,” 

he said. “When I was young—”

She breathed into his neck.

“Less talking and more boat-getting,” she said.

X scanned the harbor. There was a cluster of fishing boats. 

Otherwise the water lay empty. He peered at the end of the dock, 

where it seemed to narrow to a point in the dark, and saw an orange 

rowboat tied to an iron cleat.

Zoe stepped into it first, spreading her arms for balance as it 

rolled beneath her. A seat—a wide wooden plank—bisected the boat.

“We can’t lie down in here,” she said. “There’s not enough room.”

X shattered the plank with his fist, then tossed the scraps onto 

the dock.
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“That’ll work,” said Zoe.

X laid his coat on the floorboards, and went to untie the boat. The 

knot was complicated, so he just yanked the cleat off the dock. Again, 

the sound of splintering wood ricocheted through the harbor.

“Man, they are never gonna give you a job here,” said Zoe. She 

frowned. “I’ve got to stop with the jokes. I just can’t believe you’re 

here—and by the time I do believe it, you’ll be gone.”

Whoever owned the boat had taken the oars. X crouched next 

to Zoe, and pushed the craft away from the dock with a superhuman 

shove. They flew backward so fast that the boat nearly left the water. 

Waves rose on either side, and spilled in around their feet.

X had a plan he longed to tell Zoe about, but he was impatient 

to feel her hands again.

“I beseech you,” he said, “do not darken the moments we can be 

together by dwelling on the moments we cannot.”

Zoe pulled him down by the front of his shirt.

“I like it when you beseech me,” she said. “Beseech me some 

more.”
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ONE

Sometimes Zoe felt as if she were being hollowed out 

bit by bit. She had lost so many people in the last six months, and 

every one of them had carried part of her away. Eventually, she’d 

be like one of those chocolate Easter bunnies that the stores were 

suddenly selling again—you could poke her with your finger and 

her heart would cave in.

It was a Saturday morning in Montana. Early March. Zoe was 

driving her decrepit old Taurus to a memorial service for Bert and 

Betty Wallace. The farmlands were drab, gray brown, just starting 

to recover from winter. Zoe was thinking about the Wallaces, but 

also about her father and X. She’d had to say good-bye to them all 

in one way or another. She prayed that her father would never come 

back—and that somehow X would. She hadn’t seen either of them 

since a terrible day in the snowy woods.

Her friends Val and Dallas were in the car, too. Val looked beau-

tiful, though she hated church clothes: half her head was shaved, 
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the other half a futuristic silvery blue. Dallas was dressed like a jock 

at an awards dinner (navy blazer with gold buttons, khaki pants, tie 

decorated with baseballs), and there was a round Band-Aid on the 

cleft of his chin, where he’d cut himself shaving. Zoe used to go out 

with Dallas. Kind of, sort of, a little. She thought he looked ador-

able. Val, she knew, had no patience for him. Val was convinced that 

Dallas still had a thing for Zoe—he insisted he was going to ask out 

a girl named Mingyu, but kept putting it off—plus, Zoe had told Val 

that Dallas used to flex his pecs when they made out.

Zoe had agreed to give Bert and Betty’s eulogy even though she 

dreaded public speaking. The Wallaces had been like grandparents 

to Zoe and her little brother, Jonah. She’d written out every word 

of her speech on orange index cards, which sat in a stack on the 

dashboard. She needed the cards because once she stepped up to 

the lectern, she expected to go into a terrified fugue state where 

anything, including ancient Egyptian, might come out of her mouth.

She turned onto Twin Bridges Road. The stack of index cards 

collapsed, and slid across the dashboard in a smooth orange stripe. 

Val gathered them up.

“You okay?” she said.

“No,” said Zoe. “I’m kind of underwater.”

“Do you want me to make fun of Dallas?” said Val. “Would that 

help? I’m willing to do that for you.”

“No, but thank you,” said Zoe. “You’re sweet.”

“Wait, whoa, how is that sweet?” said Dallas.

He leaned forward between the seats. Val pushed his fuzzy, 

buzz-cut head away, saying, “Back in your cage.”

Zoe drove across Flathead Valley. In the distance, the mountains 

still shone with snow.
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“Do you want me to talk about nature?” said Val. It was a joke: 

Val liked being indoors. “Look at all the nature!”

“You’re not helping, dawg,” said Dallas. “I’m going to rap for you, 

Zoe. Val, give me a beat.”

“On what planet do you think I would give you a beat?” said Val. 

She looked at Zoe. “Don’t you dare give him a beat.”

Dallas rapped anyway: “My lyrics devastate / Check this flow 

I create . . .”

“Really?” said Val. “This is happening?”

Zoe smiled, but just couldn’t swim up to the surface—it was like 

her legs were tangled in seaweed. She glanced at the cards in Val’s 

hand. She had rewritten the first sentence of the Wallaces’ eulogy 

11 times, crumpling so many index cards in the process that the 

wastebasket by her desk looked like it was full of orange flowers.

Betty had taught Zoe how to use an ax—and Jonah how to knit. 

Bert, even when he’d gotten senile, used to cut pictures of cute ani-

mals out of the newspaper and mail them to the Bissells. Jonah 

taped them all over his walls. And then, two months ago, a man 

named Stan Manggold had burst into the Wallaces’ home looking 

for money, and beaten them to death with a fireplace poker.

One of the things that Zoe found hardest was that she couldn’t 

tell Val and Dallas the whole story—the before and the after. How 

could she? It sounded implausible even to her. So just when she 

needed to talk most—to vent and grieve—her life had become about 

managing secrets.

Should she tell them that the nightmare had started with her 

father? That he had been such a failure as a businessman that he’d 

sunk to committing crimes with a childhood friend—and that the 

childhood friend was a sociopath named Stan Manggold? Should 
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she tell them that her father had suggested they rob the Wallaces? 

That he got scared and had second thoughts? That, when Stan black-

mailed him, he was such a coward that he faked his own death in 

a cave, abandoned his family and ran?

Zoe tried not to let the memories in. But as she pulled up to a 

stop sign, the Taurus bounced hard in a rut and in that instant, in 

that tiny moment of fear, her defenses went down and everything 

came rushing back, like birds to a bare tree.

Stan had gone through with the robbery alone, and murdered 

Bert and Betty while he was at it. Weeks later, during a blizzard, 

he returned to their house, convinced they had money stashed 

somewhere. Zoe and Jonah were there, waiting out the storm. It 

made Zoe sick just to remember Stan’s face: the pockmarked skin, 

the pink slash of a mouth, the creepy white eyebrow that wriggled 

like a caterpillar.

Zoe checked for traffic before turning left. There was a fluores-

cent green SUV coming. It slowed to let her pull out. Dallas was still 

freestyling—his rap seemed to be exclusively about how good his 

rap was—but he paused long enough to say, “Look out for the deer.”

There were two of them up ahead in the wet field, a doe and her 

fawn. They were just nosing around in the dead grass. They weren’t 

going anywhere.

“I see them,” said Zoe.

Dallas started rapping again.

“My rhymes are unstoppable / Like a photo that’s uncroppable.”

Val, miserable, banged her forehead against the dashboard.

Zoe remembered seeing X for the first time. He had come to take 

Stan’s soul to the Lowlands. X was just a blur, a streak of light shoot-

ing across the frozen lake near the Wallaces’ house. Zoe begged X 
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to let Stan go. She told him that it was wrong to kill somebody—

that it wasn’t his job. She hadn’t known then that it actually was.

Zoe checked the rearview mirror. The SUV was too close. It was 

a new model, its front end designed to look like a sports car. Even if 

it hadn’t been a pukey green, it would have looked ridiculous. Its 

license plate was RELOADN.

Great, thought Zoe, a hunter.

She slowed, and waved the driver around, but the guy just flicked 

his high beams so she’d hurry up.

“Seriously?” she said.

She glanced at the deer. They had started toward the road, but 

she’d be gone by the time they made it there.

How do you tell your friends that you’ve fallen for a bounty hunter 

from the underworld? How do you tell them that you jeopardized 

your life for him, and that you would do it again right now, right this 

very second? Val and Dallas wouldn’t even know what the Lowlands 

were. She’d have to call the place hell. How do you say a sentence 

like that out loud? Would it help if she told them that X was an inno-

cent, that he was born in the Lowlands? That he was a prisoner 

himself—and for no reason? The lords sent X to collect evil souls from 

the world from time to time, but that just reminded him of the life he 

could never have. The minute he returned with a soul, the lords 

threw him back into his cell, like it was a mouth they were feeding.

X had forged a family in the Lowlands. One of the lords who 

ruled the place, Regent, protected him as much as he could. And 

there was a badass British woman named Ripper who’d trained X 

to be a bounty hunter. She had worn the same golden ball gown 

since 1832, when she was damned to the Lowlands for beating a 

clumsy servant to death with a teakettle. Zoe had met Ripper and 
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loved her, despite the thing with the teakettle. Ripper was on the 

run from the Lowlands now. She was up in the real world some-

where, searching for her children’s graves, which she had never seen.

So, yes, there were people who cared about X even in that hole 

in the earth. But the unfairness of him spending his life in a cell 

when he’d never done anything wrong, when he’d never even 

lived—it hollowed Zoe out.

She couldn’t tell Val and Dallas any of this. How could she? They 

were right there, but they were a thousand miles away.

Zoe gripped the steering wheel harder, and sank into her 

thoughts. She was only dimly aware of Dallas rapping, of Val riffling 

the orange index cards impatiently, of the SUV surging behind her, 

of the farmlands flowing past.

“Deer,” Dallas said again.

Zoe nodded, and sped up. The driver in the SUV closed the gap 

between them, then flicked his high beams again.

People: the worst.

Zoe remembered X carrying her and Jonah home through the 

woods after she convinced him to let Stan go. She remembered how 

dazed and feverish he got because he hadn’t done what the lords 

told him to do. X spent days recovering at the Bissells’ house, sleep-

ing in Jonah’s bed, which was shaped like a ladybug, and bathing in 

the freezing river. But then Stan murdered someone else. X, bat-

tered by guilt, left Zoe to hunt him down again and bring him to the 

Lowlands. Zoe remembered the way X kissed her good-bye—he’d 

lifted her off the slushy driveway because she only had socks on.

Once X was back in the underworld, he had demanded his free-

dom. The lords made him a cruel offer: he could be free forever if 

he returned to the world and brought them one more soul.
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But the soul was Zoe’s father.

X had searched for him, and found him in the woods in Can-

ada. He brought Zoe there so she could confront her father about 

what he’d done to her family.

In the end, X couldn’t bring himself to take the man’s life. The 

lords of the Lowlands were enraged. They lashed out at Zoe’s fam-

ily to remind X that he’d failed again and that he was theirs forever. 

An unhinged lord named Dervish led the attack, destroying the Bis-

sells’ house and nearly killing Jonah. So X dove back into the 

earth. He had sacrificed himself because he refused to do anything 

that hurt Zoe. But his leaving—what could have hurt her more?

Hundreds of times a day, Zoe would think of him and, just for 

an instant, it was like he stood in front of her: gorgeous, pale, afraid 

of nothing, wanting only her. A half second later she’d remember 

that he was gone. The heat and the hope would vanish and it was 

like she’d been punched in the gut. But this was the thing: That 

instant before the pain leveled her? The moment before the remem-

bering? It was worth it.

“DEER!” said Dallas. “Zoe, what the hell?”

The doe and the fawn had jumped the ditch that ran along the 

side of the road. They were racing to cross in front of the car.

A spike of dread hit Zoe’s blood.

She stepped on the gas, but the pathetic, piece-of-shit car had 

zero pickup. Val clenched for a crash.

The SUV was practically on top of them.

RELOADN—what did he care if Zoe hit the deer? He’d have the 

doe strapped to his roof within minutes. He didn’t see deer, he saw 

venison.

You weren’t supposed to swerve to avoid a deer. It was better to  
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run into them than to cause an accident. Zoe knew it. Everybody 

in Montana did. The guy who’d taught Driver’s Ed—sad-faced and 

chubby and always wearing the same chocolate-brown sweater, 

which was unraveling at the wrist—started every class by saying, “I 

want to go to your weddings, not your funerals.”

Zoe had maybe a second and a half to decide what to do.

She had seen what deer looked like when they died. She’d heard 

the deceptively soft thump they made when the bumper hit them. 

She’d seen how they went rigid in a split second, how they flew 

through the air, stiff as stuffed animals.

She knew she should hit the doe and the fawn, but—maybe it 

was because she’d been thinking about X—all she saw when she 

looked at them was innocent creatures.

The fawn struggled to keep up with its mother. Its rickety legs 

were a blur, its frail back speckled white, as if with snowflakes. She 

could see its big, wet eyes.

Dammit.

Zoe stomped on the brake.

The car stopped so suddenly it seemed to jump. They shot for-

ward in their seats.

The deer darted safely across the road.

Val screamed involuntarily when the SUV struck them from 

behind.

Zoe tried to pull off the road, but the vehicles’ bumpers 

had twisted together. The driver jabbed his horn three times—long, 

longer, longest—then burst out of the SUV.

He stalked up to Zoe’s window, and banged on it hard.
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“Roll this down!” he said. “Right this goddamn second!”

He looked about 50—doughy and pale, with blue eyes set too 

close together. He wore a baseball cap with a sexist silhouette of a 

woman and the words “Booty Hunter.”

Zoe made sure Val and Dallas weren’t hurt, then looked at the 

clock on the dash. They had ten minutes to get to the church.

She fished for her insurance card in the glove compartment. 

When she found it, she breathed out, and rolled down the window.

“My name is Zoe Bissell,” she said. “I’m sorry about your car.”

“It’s not a car,” he said. “It’s a friggin’ truck.”

He was seething. His pupils were so dilated that Zoe suspected 

he was high on something.

“I’m sorry about your truck,” she said carefully.

“I don’t give a shit about your I’m sorry,” he said.

From the passenger seat, Val spoke under her breath.

“I don’t like this guy—and his hat is pissing me off,” she said. “I’m 

getting out.”

“Stay,” said Dallas.

“Did you just tell me to stay?” said Val.

“You’re gonna make it worse,” said Dallas. “I’ll handle this.”

“No, I will handle it,” said Zoe. “Both of you stay.”

She went to open her door, but the man stood too close. He was 

trapping her in. He seemed to be deciding if he was going to let her 

out. Finally, he backed up.

Not much damage had been done to Zoe’s Taurus—it was hard 

to make the Struggle Buggy look any worse—but the SUV’s sporty 

front end was decimated. The headlights were smashed, the grille 

was sagging. The hood had popped open and been folded in half.
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“You see what you damn did?” the man said. “That is a brand-

new, thirty-eight-thousand-dollar vehicle right there, fresh off the 

motherfrickin’ lot—and that color green costs extra!”

“I didn’t want to kill the deer,” said Zoe.

“Oh, the deer!” said the man. “The precious friggin’ deer! Who 

gives a rat’s ass if they live or die. There’s about a billion of them, 

you dumb bitch!”

At the word “bitch,” Zoe’s friends got out of the car.

Dallas, whose first instinct was always to calm people down, 

offered the man his hand.

“What’s your name?” he said.

The man looked at him like he was nuts.

“My name is go to hell, you little prick,” he said.

“Okay, stop,” said Zoe. “You’re going to have to turn down your 

crazy. It’s just a car.”

“IT’S A FRIGGIN’ TRUCK!”

He screamed it so loud that a bolt of pain seemed to go through 

his head. He doubled over, and covered his face with his hands. 

When he straightened up again, Zoe blanched: the guy had burst a 

blood vessel in his left eye. A red cloud crept across the white of the 

eye toward the iris.

“Come on, what’s your name?” said Dallas. “I’m Dallas.”

“It’s Ronny, for god’s sake,” said the man.

“Hey, Ronny,” said Dallas. “This doesn’t need to be a thing.”

“It’s already a damn thing!” said Ronny. “It became a damn thing 

when she made me crash the thirty-eight-thousand-dollar vehicle 

my mother just gave me for my birthday!”

He was getting more angry, not less. Zoe didn’t like how close 

he was. He had morning breath.
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“Could you take a step back, please?” she said.

He ignored her.

“She asked you to step back,” said Val.

Ronny looked Val up and down. He made a show, as men often 

did, of being appalled by her half-shaved head and the sci-fi color of 

her hair.

“What are you, her girlfriend?” he said.

“No,” said Val, “I’m into fat, middle-aged guys.”

“Val!” said Zoe.

Ronny snorted.

“You couldn’t even handle what I got,” he told Val.

“I’m calling the police,” said Val.

“Yeah?” said Ronny. “They’re gonna be too late.”

He charged to the back of his SUV, and returned with a rifle.

“Whoa, Ronny,” said Dallas. “Whoa.”

Ronny hit Dallas in the stomach with the butt of the gun.

“STOP! CALLING ME! RONNY!”

Dallas fell to all fours, gasping. The tie with the baseballs dan-

gled down toward the road. Zoe went to him.

“I’m okay,” said Dallas, when he could speak again. “I’m okay.”

Ronny beat Zoe’s hood with the rifle.

“How do you like it?” he screamed. Zoe couldn’t tell if he was 

talking to her or the car. “This feel good? Does it?”

Dallas tried to stand—he wanted to stop Ronny.

“No,” Zoe said. “Let him do it. I don’t care.”

She looked around for help, but they were in the middle of 

nowhere: fields, trees, sky. No cars for miles.

Then something caught her eye across the farmland: a bluish 

glow in the woods.
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The rifle went off. Ronny was shooting out her headlights. The 

cracks echoed across the valley.

“How’s that feel?” he said. “How about this?”

Val filmed Ronny on her phone as he bashed the car: evidence.

Zoe turned back to the trees. The light was morphing. It had 

been diffuse, like a mist on the ground, but now it gathered itself 

into a ball.

She went to the side of the road. A blurry figure hurtled toward 

them.

It had to be X.

How had he gotten out of the Lowlands? How had he known to 

come? Zoe squinted into the distance. He was still out of focus, still 

a smudge.

“There’s stuff I didn’t tell you guys about X,” she told Val and 

Dallas.

“This is a good topic for later,” said Val.

“Yeah, why are you bringing this up now?” said Dallas.

He leaned against the SUV. His shirt was untucked, and he was 

gripping his stomach.

“Because things are gonna get weird,” said Zoe.

Everyone followed her gaze across the field.

The figure was nearly on them. Ronny lowered his rifle, 

dumbfounded.

“You are so screwed,” Zoe told him.

The figure slowed as it approached the road.

Zoe felt her heart shrink and nearly vanish when she saw that 

it wasn’t X.
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TWO

Ripper gave Zoe a slight nod, then advanced on Ronny. 

She looked furious. Her ragged ball gown rustled as she walked.

Ronny shrank backward.

“Who are you?” he said.

Ripper didn’t answer. She just kept coming.

Ronny lifted the rifle, fumbled with the bolt, and finally man-

aged to pull it back. He pointed the gun at Ripper’s face.

Ripper didn’t even break stride.

“I dislike weapons,” she said. “Things were about to go badly for 

you—and now they will go very much worse.”

She made a come here gesture with her fingers. The rifle flew 

from Ronny’s hands and into her own.

Zoe could hear Dallas and Val whispering variations on WTF. 

She turned to see their expressions. Val had stopped filming. She 

and Dallas were frozen in surprise, like figures in a museum 

diorama: Americans, early 21st century, freaking out.
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“Hey, that’s my gun!” said Ronny. “I’m a hunter!”

Ripper regarded him coldly.

“A hunter? Are you indeed?” she said. “So am I.”

She reared back and kicked him across the mouth. Ronny col-

lapsed to the ground, blood spilling down his chin.

Ripper pushed the rifle into the pavement muzzle-first. The 

asphalt tightened around it, seized it like it was the Sword in 

the Stone.

Ripper went to stand over Ronny.

“Listen to me, you idiotic mushroom,” she said. “I was two thou-

sand miles from here and weeping over my son Alfie’s grave when a 

trilling in my brain informed me that Zoe was in peril. In all your 

world, she is the only one I care for—and I care for her deeply.”

“Zoe, you know this person?” said Dallas.

Ripper made a lifting motion with her hand. Ronny’s body rose 

off the ground. Then Ripper pushed her palm forward through the 

air, and he sailed headlong into the ditch.

Zoe went to Ripper and hugged her.

“I thought you were X,” she said. “When I saw the light—I 

thought it was X.”

“I’m sorry, dear girl,” said Ripper. “But I hate to waste an 

entrance.”

“We could have handled this guy,” said Zoe.

“No doubt,” said Ripper. “I had a second purpose in coming 

here—I am in need of your counsel. But first, introduce me to your 

friends?”

What followed was a surreal, slow-motion moment—two worlds 

bleeding into each other.
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“This is Ripper,” said Zoe. “And this is Val and Dallas. They’re 

my people.”

“Hello, Zoe’s people,” said Ripper.

She looked Dallas over approvingly, and shook his hand longer 

than necessary.

“How old are you, if I may inquire?” she asked him.

Dallas coughed nervously.

“Seventeen?” he said.

“Pity,” said Ripper. She touched the Band-Aid on his chin with 

her forefinger. “I myself am nearly two hundred.”

Dallas nodded.

“You look good,” he said.

Ripper laughed, and proceeded to Val.

“This hair of yours,” she said. “I suspect you don’t care to hear 

anyone’s opinion—but may I tell you my opinion?”

“Um, sure?” said Val.

“It is sublime,” said Ripper. “You must not alter it until you’ve 

infuriated as many imbeciles as you can.”

“Yeah, that’s my plan,” said Val.

Zoe felt a flood of fondness for both of them. Val was devoted to 

her girlfriend, Gloria, but not above being flattered by someone as 

gorgeous as Ripper.

“Okay, now can I ask you a question?” said Val. “Actually, two 

questions?”

“You may,” said Ripper.

“What the hell is going on?” said Val. “Who even are you?”

“I am an associate of X’s,” she said. “Zoe will tell you the tale 

later. I promise it will not bore you.”
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She turned to Zoe.

“What shall we do with Mr. Mushroom?” she said.

“I don’t know,” said Zoe. “I hit the brake to avoid a deer, and he 

crashed into me—and then he just went nuts.”

“Yes, well, lunatics are full of surprises,” said Ripper. “I don’t 

mean to disparage lunatics, by the way. I am a lunatic myself.”

She shoved Zoe’s and Ronny’s vehicles apart, without any show 

of effort. Then she walked to the ditch.

“Mr. Mushroom,” she said.

Ronny looked petrified.

“Yes, ma’am?” he said.

His shirt was twisted halfway up his torso. His gut hung over 

his belt.

“Are you quite finished making difficulties?” said Ripper.

“Uh-huh,” said Ronny, nodding frantically. “Yes, ma’am, I am.”

“Then get on your feet,” said Ripper.

Ronny climbed awkwardly out of the ditch. His right eyeball was 

now thoroughly soaked with blood.

“If ever you mention me—or any of the inexplicable things you 

witnessed here—to a single person,” Ripper told him, “I will find 

you, relieve you of your internal organs one by one, and wave them 

in front of your face as you die. I believe I could draw the process 

out for hours. Do you understand?”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Ronny.

“Very good,” said Ripper. She pointed at the Booty Hunter cap. 

“Give me your hat.”

Ronny handed it to her reluctantly, and she put it on.

“Now go away,” she said. “And have that eye of yours inspected 

by a surgeon. It is repulsive.”
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Ronny fled to his truck, and drove off with the ruined hood 

bouncing.

They all stood silently until he was out of sight.

Zoe looked at her phone—she had to be at the memorial service 

in five minutes. But she wasn’t ready to say good-bye to Ripper.

“Come with me,” Ripper said suddenly.

“To where?” said Zoe. “What do you mean?”

She heard a siren in the distance. The police.

“You recall the reason I ran from the Lowlands?” said Ripper.

“You want to see where your children are buried,” said Zoe.

“Just so,” said Ripper. “I have found Alfie’s grave, and at last said 

a proper farewell, yet I cannot find Belinda. And you see the state 

of my dress and boots—I can hardly make inquiries. But you could.”

“I could,” Zoe said tentatively. “I’m good at inquiries.”

“Zoe,” said Val, “whatever this is—no.”

“I’m with Val,” said Dallas. He glanced at Ripper. “Please don’t 

levitate me.”

Ripper held Zoe’s eyes, waiting.

“I have to give Bert and Betty’s eulogy,” said Zoe. “In five 

minutes.”

“Afterward?” said Ripper. “I will come to you wherever you are.” 

She paused. “I know I must seem very fierce to you, Zoe. Yet if you 

had seen me at the stone marker bearing Alfie’s name—truly, the 

grass will grow taller where I sat weeping. And Belinda died in such 

a piteous way. Abandoned. Unloved. I myself was already in the 

Lowlands. Even if I could discover where they laid her body down, 

I could not face the place alone. So I ask you for one night.” She was 

all but begging. “Will you come?”

Zoe gazed at Ripper. It’d be dangerous to be with her when she 
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was on the run from the lords, and Zoe had had enough danger. She 

had to say no. Even though Ripper had once risked herself for Zoe’s 

family—even though Ripper loved X as if she were his own mother—

she had to say no.

The siren was louder. Zoe saw a squad car shoot out of the 

woods.

“Ripper, I—” she began.

“Before you answer,” said Ripper, “let me add an inducement. 

Every night, the lords send bounty hunters after me. It goes with-

out saying that I defeat them all. Last night, thinking of you, I told 

one of them: ‘You may inform the lords that if they want me, there 

is only one hunter I will ever surrender to.’ ”

Ripper waited to see if Zoe understood, before continuing.

“I beg you to come—not just to help me find my Belinda, but so 

that you might be there when the lords finally send X for my head.”
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THREE

Zoe and her friends crept into First Presbyterian look-

ing disheveled and dazed. The congregation was already singing 

“Abide with Me.” Val and Dallas ducked into a pew near the back, 

but Zoe had to walk to the front. The hymn ended when she was 

halfway there, and suddenly the only sound in the church was her 

black flats going squinch-squinch on the floor. Everyone turned. 

Zoe gave an embarrassed wave. No one seemed to think it was 

funny.

Her mother had saved her a seat by the aisle, where she was sit-

ting with Jonah and her hippy-dippy, chain saw–artist friend, Rufus. 

Zoe expected her mother to whisper Where were you? or at least 

give her a disappointed look. Instead, she gripped Zoe’s hand 

warmly. She must have known she was scared to death. Zoe’s heart, 

which had only just stopped racing from the confrontation with 

Ronny, now raced at the thought of giving Bert and Betty’s eulogy 

in front of 200 people.
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After Stan Manggold had killed the Wallaces, he’d dumped 

them in the lake by their house. Divers had recovered their bodies 

a few days ago. Zoe had wanted to be there when Bert and Betty 

were found. Someone who loved them should have been there. She’d 

actually snuck out to her car the morning of the dive, knowing her 

mother wouldn’t approve. Unfortunately, Jonah figured out what 

she was up to, and hid in the backseat so he could go, too. A mile 

from the house, he scared the crap out of Zoe by springing up in the 

rearview mirror and shouting, “It’s me!”

She couldn’t let the little bug watch bodies get pulled out of a 

lake—he’d be so freaked out that he would be sleeping in her bed 

for a month. When he wouldn’t stop saying “I loved Bert and Betty 

also! I loved them also!” Zoe made an illegal U-turn, and drove to 

Krispy Kreme, where they ate donuts and cried without talking.

Zoe’s mother nudged her. The minister was leading a prayer 

now, and they were supposed to be standing. Zoe looked up at the 

altar. Her mom had chosen the flowers, which were perfect: lilies, 

roses, gladiolus. And Rufus had made a wooden box to hold the 

Wallaces’ ashes. It was walnut and carved with a pair of doves in 

flight, like souls. Zoe liked to tease Rufus (for saying “epic” and “rad” 

all the time, for having the world’s least secret crush on her mom), 

but he was an extremely good guy and more talented than Zoe had 

thought: the box was lovely, and there was no way he’d made it with 

a chain saw. Still, it was hard for Zoe to look at. She couldn’t believe 

that everything that was left of Bert and Betty could fit inside it. 

Two whole lives, one little box.

The prayer ended. Zoe checked the bulletin to see when the 

eulogy was supposed to be. It was right now.

The minister was nodding at her.
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Zoe realized something.

She’d left her index cards in the car.

She felt her face get hot, her throat close. The minister raised his 

eyebrows.

Her mother signaled for him to wait, then leaned toward Zoe 

and whispered the kindest thing anybody had ever said: “Do you 

want me to do it instead?”

Every part of Zoe wanted to say yes.

“No,” she said. “I have to try. But it’s gonna be messy.”

“Messy is okay,” her mom said. “They knew how much you 

loved them.”

The minister looked annoyed. His eyebrows crept higher.

Zoe leaned past her mother to Jonah. He was wearing khaki 

pants, a red tie that he had insisted on tying himself—there was no 

describing the knot he’d finally come up with—and a blue blazer, 

the arms of which were so long that you could just barely see the 

tips of his fingers.

“Do you want to come up with me, bug?” she whispered.

“Yes, actually!” he said. “I think people will like my tie.”

“Go, go, go,” said their mom, and they climbed the steps to the 

altar holding hands.

The minister, seeing Jonah, said, “It seems we have a surprise 

guest”—which Jonah loved.

Zoe stood at the bare lectern, her pulse rushing, her mind blank 

as a swept room. She didn’t know how to start. A dozen feelings were 

colliding inside her. She missed Bert and Betty almost too much to 

talk about them, which reminded her how much she missed X—and 

she just couldn’t open that door. There was an ocean behind it.

Jonah let go of her hand, took a Sharpie out of his coat pocket, 
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and started drawing on his palm. Maybe it was a bad idea to bring 

him up here. Had he taken his ADHD med this morning? Zoe looked 

at the congregation. They were restless. How long had she just been 

standing there?

Jonah tugged at her sleeve. She glanced down, annoyed.

He’d drawn a little red heart on his hand. He’d even colored it 

in. It was squiggly and wobbly—but it was for her.

It helped.

She leaned toward the microphone.

“I forgot the notes for my speech,” she said. “I think that’s god’s 

way of telling me that my speech wasn’t very good.”

There was a soft ripple of laughter, even from the minister, which 

calmed Zoe more. She looked out at her mom and Rufus. They 

immediately raised their palms—they had hearts on them, too. 

They must have planned this out.

“I could never say everything I want to about Bert and Betty 

anyway,” Zoe said. “They were so sweet and so funny.” Bits of the 

eulogy she’d written started floating back to her. “You know how 

you’ll be sitting there thinking of calling someone to see if they 

want to go hiking—and all of a sudden they call you to see if 

you  want to go hiking? That was Bert and Betty. We were con-

nected somehow.” She paused. “They taught Jonah and me so much 

about the woods and the mountains. They also secretly gave us 

ice cream for years, because our mom’s a vegan and won’t let it in 

the house. Sorry, Mom—Jonah and I have actually had a ton of ice 

cream.”

Jonah stood on his tippy-toes so he could reach the microphone, 

and said, “Salty caramel, please!”
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Their mother made a pretend-angry face.

Zoe couldn’t remember the middle of the eulogy, so she skipped 

to the end. She’d worked so hard on it that she’d memorized it.

“The Wallaces loved us so much that it made me feel safe—like 

wherever I went, they were walking in front of me with shields,” 

she said. “The way they got killed . . . I really wish that I had been 

walking in front of them.” She stopped a moment. “When some-

thing horrible and unexpected happens, like Bert and Betty dying, 

I try to remember all the amazing and unexpected things that have 

also happened. Getting to know the Wallaces was one of them. It’s 

hard to breathe now that they’re gone. But some people change you 

so much that they make any amount of pain worth it.”

Zoe didn’t know if she was supposed to say “thank you” or just 

walk back to her seat. She stood awkwardly for a second, then said, 

“Okay, that’s all. Sorry I freaked out at the beginning.”

Jonah clapped for her, then leaned up to the microphone and 

said, “I tied my own tie.”

When they stepped down from the altar, Zoe saw that her mom 

and Rufus had their palm-hearts in the air.

Zoe was so relieved to be done with the speech that she felt 

like she was floating. The day was nowhere near over—Ripper was 

out there somewhere, waiting; Val and Dallas were in the back of 

the church, ready to barrage her with questions. But Zoe kept a 

box in the back of her brain for things she didn’t want to think 

about. It was labeled Do Not Open. She pushed all her worries 

into it now. For the rest of the service, she laid her head on her 

mom’s shoulder, replayed memories of the Wallaces, and stared at 

a spot to the left of the altar where the sun, streaming through 
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the stained-glass windows, threw patches of blue, yellow, and green 

against the floor.

There was something Zoe hadn’t been able to say in her eulogy 

because it was too weird, but it comforted her now: she knew that 

Stan Manggold was being punished for killing the Wallaces, because 

X had eventually tracked him down and taken him to the Low-

lands. The fact that he was suffering was not the thing that com-

forted her, though. What comforted her was this: if there was a 

hell for Stan, there had to be a heaven for Bert and Betty.

The plan was to spread the Wallaces’ ashes after the ser-

vice. While the crowd drifted out and the organist played a few last 

chords, Zoe told her mom she needed a minute to say good-bye to 

Dallas and Val.

Zoe could almost always expect a woot! or a boom! from Dallas, 

but this time he said only, “You did good.” Val, looking agitated and 

angry, gestured for Zoe to follow her, and walked out of the church 

without a word.

The minister stood outside amid the parishioners. Val waited on 

the sidewalk where they wouldn’t be overheard.

“Ripper?” she said. “You know somebody named Ripper?”

“Yes,” said Zoe quietly.

“You are not going anywhere with her,” said Val.

“I am,” said Zoe.

“She’s psychotic,” said Val.

“Only a little,” said Zoe.

“This isn’t funny,” said Val. “Have you been lying to us this whole 

time—about X? About everything?”
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Zoe was ashamed. She spoke even more softly.

“Not about everything,” she said. “Okay, yeah, about everything.”

Val turned away, too pissed off to speak.

“Why didn’t you tell us the truth, dude?” said Dallas.

“I should have,” said Zoe. “But the story is so crazy. And I guess—

I’m just realizing this now—I guess I was afraid that once you knew 

who X really was, you’d tell me to stay away from him, and I 

knew that I couldn’t.”

Val turned back suddenly.

“I want to know everything about him,” she said. “Right now. 

You know I love you, but I swear to god, one more lie and I’m 

done.”

“X is . . . ,” said Zoe. “Okay, here we go. X is a prisoner in a place 

called the Lowlands. They let him leave to collect souls who’ve been 

damned, but then they make him come back. Jonah and I met him 

during the blizzard when he came to get Stan Manggold. How was 

I going to explain that to you? You’d have looked at me like you’re 

looking at me right now.”

“The Lowlands? What is that?” said Val. “Are you talking 

about hell?”

“Yes, but—” said Zoe.

“ ‘Yes, but’?” said Val. “He’s from hell? How is that not a deal 

breaker?”

“I’m with Val, dawg,” said Dallas. “You dumped me because I like 

sports.”

“X was born there, okay?” said Zoe. “He doesn’t know who his 

parents are—they’re somewhere else in the Lowlands, which are 

gigantic, I guess. He grew up in a prison cell. I’m the first person his 
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own age he’s ever talked to, probably. I know I’m the first person who 

ever held him or kissed him . . .”

“You can skip some of this,” said Dallas, reddening.

“Sorry,” said Zoe. “X has been told he’s a piece of shit his whole 

life, but somehow he’s the kindest person. The most loyal person.” 

She paused. “And he loves me so much he can barely look at me.”

Val and Dallas were silent.

“I need him back,” said Zoe. “I miss his hands. I miss his coat. 

How weird is that? I miss his coat!”

“That’s the only thing you’ve said that actually isn’t weird,” said 

Val. “I’ve had sex with all of Gloria’s coats.”

Dallas was in misery. He pretended to choke himself with 

his tie.

Val glared at him.

“What is wrong with you, Hetero Norm?”

“First of all,” said Dallas, “why does no one want to have sex with 

my coat—it’s full of luxurious down. Also, I’m sorry but I don’t want 

to hear about this hot-ass dude. Could you guys try to be sensitive 

since I’m the ex-boyfriend?”

“ ‘Ex-boyfriend’?” said Val. “Zoe hooked up with you in 

the  handicapped bathroom at Walmart—and now you’re her 

‘ex-boyfriend’?”

“It was Target,” said Dallas. “And that shit was hot. Back me 

up, Zo.”

“It was,” she said, mostly just to be nice. “You’re sure it wasn’t 

Walmart?”

Val yanked the conversation back on track.

“I’m sorry Bert and Betty died,” she told Zoe. “I’m sorry your dad 

died. Obviously. Watching you suffer made me suffer. You know 
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that. But I don’t . . . I mean, I don’t know what the hell is going on 

with you anymore.”

Zoe glanced at the church. Her mother, Jonah, and Rufus had 

just come out. They were thanking the minister. Jonah was hold-

ing their mother’s hand and swinging her arm around like it was 

a jump rope.

She knew that Val and Dallas were overwhelmed by everything 

she’d told them. She knew she shouldn’t say another word. But Val 

had reminded Zoe of one last secret she’d been keeping.

“My father is still alive,” she said. “My mom knows. Jonah doesn’t. 

When I get back, I’ll explain all that, too.”

The Wallaces had asked that their ashes be scattered 

on a stretch of river they loved off Tally Lake Road. Bert and Betty 

used to take folding chairs and read there—even in winter some-

times. It pained Zoe to remember how cute Bert and Betty looked 

all bundled up in their coats and scarves, how they passed a plaid 

thermos of coffee back and forth, how they had to keep taking 

off their gloves to turn the pages.

Zoe knew that Ripper, wherever she was, was waiting impa-

tiently to find her daughter’s last resting place. As she drove, she 

kept thinking she saw Ripper’s gold dress between the trees. But 

Zoe didn’t want to rush this. For the time being, she kept Ripper in 

the Do Not Open box in her brain. She smiled, imagining Ripper 

cursing indignantly and trying to climb out.

They had taken two cars. Zoe and Jonah were in one, their mom 

and Rufus in the other. Jonah had insisted that Rufus come with 

them, even though he hadn’t known the Wallaces well. Rufus 

seemed to feel self-conscious about intruding on a family moment, 
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but the Bissells had been staying with him ever since their house 

was destroyed, and what Jonah said, in his own strange way, was 

true: “You’re part of our us now.”

Jonah also insisted they bring Spock and Uhura with them to 

the river, because the Labs had belonged to Bert and Betty. Uhura 

had gotten pneumonia. Zoe was sure it was from when Stan Mang-

gold tried to drown her in the lake during the blizzard. The dog had 

lost a startling amount of weight. Just picking her up was heart-

breaking: it felt like holding a skeleton. The vet couldn’t promise 

that Uhura would recover, but no one told Jonah that. He watched 

the dog obsessively, like he was her secret service agent.

Zoe’s mother parked near the river. Zoe pulled up on the other 

side of a copse of trees, so her mom wouldn’t see what Ronny the 

Unhinged Hunter had done to her car. A light rain polka-dotted 

the windshield.

“Do we have to get out right away?” said Jonah. “Or can we sit?”

Uhura was curled on his lap in the backseat.

“We can sit if you want to,” said Zoe.

“I want to,” said Jonah. “Uhura’s sleeping. She still sounds rat-

tly. Do you think she’ll always sound rattly?”

“I don’t know, bug,” said Zoe. “But I know she loves you—and I 

know you love her.”

“Duh,” said Jonah. “I totally love her.”

Zoe watched through the windshield as her mom spread a blan-

ket by the river, and Rufus carried out flowers from the altar and 

the urn he’d carved with doves.

“Are you feeling sad about Bert and Betty?” said Zoe.

When Jonah didn’t answer, she looked at him in the rearview 

mirror. He was making his scrunched-up “thinking” face.
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“I’m sad-mad,” he said. “I’ve never been here without them 

before. Remember their thermos? Are you sad-mad?”

“I am, yeah,” said Zoe. “I didn’t know it was called that.”

“It is called that, I didn’t make it up,” said Jonah. “You know 

what sucks?”

“What sucks, bug?” said Zoe.

“When you go to a place and all you see is the people who aren’t 

there,” he said. “Don’t tell Mom, but I’m a little glad we don’t live 

on the mountain anymore.”

“Why?” said Zoe.

“Because now it’s just the place where Dad isn’t,” said Jonah. 

“Also, it’s the place where Bert and Betty don’t come over any-

more—and the place where X doesn’t play in the snow with me. 

You know?”

“I do,” said Zoe.

She reached back and mussed his hair. Jonah grinned. He 

snapped his teeth at her hand, like an alligator.

“I liked your speech thing at church,” he said. “You guys think I 

don’t pay attention to stuff, but mostly I do.”

“I know you do,” said Zoe.

“I liked the part about X,” said Jonah.

“What part about X?” said Zoe. “There wasn’t a part about X.”

“Yeah, there was,” said Jonah. “You said, ‘Some people change 

you so much that they make any amount of pain worth it.’ See? I 

was listening.”

“That was about Bert and Betty,” said Zoe.

“No, it wasn’t, duh,” said Jonah. “I’m not seven.”

“Okay, maybe it was about all of them,” said Zoe. “I liked when 

you said, ‘I tied my own tie.’ ”
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“How else were they gonna know?” said Jonah.

Uhura finally stirred, and they left the car and walked down the 

slope to the river. Zoe was touched by how carefully Jonah carried 

Uhura, how he took only the tiniest, most cautious steps. Spock 

walked alongside him. He kept his worried eyes trained on Uhura, 

and made a wincing sound, like he was asking, Is she okay? Is 

she okay?

They all sat on the blanket, and Zoe’s mom opened the wooden 

urn. Bert and Betty’s remains were in his-and-her plastic bags. 

Zoe had known there would be bits of bone mixed in with the 

ashes, but seeing them was harder than she’d expected. She felt 

one of those elevator-drops in her stomach. Jonah seemed not to 

realize that it was bone, and Zoe was grateful for that.

Her mother asked if anyone wanted to say a few words before 

they scattered the ashes.

Jonah raised his hand, like he was in school.

“I want to say the words ‘sad’ and ‘mad,’ ” he said.

“Me, too,” said Zoe.

“Good,” said their mother. “It’s important to acknowledge both 

those things. They’re both a hundred percent okay.”

She looked to Rufus, who scratched his overgrown red beard 

thoughtfully.

“Do you want to say anything?” she said. “You can.”

“No, I’m good,” he said. “I like what the river is saying. I like what 

the wind is saying.” When Zoe smirked—she couldn’t help it—Rufus 

smiled unabashedly, and said, “You think I’m a goofball.”

“I think you’re awesome,” said Zoe. “And a gigantic goofball.”

Zoe was glad Rufus was there. Her mother refused to admit that 

he had a debilitating crush on her, and wouldn’t tell Zoe whether 



3 7

she had feelings for him, too. Still, Rufus was an addition to 

her  family, which felt good and healing—they’d gotten too used 

to subtraction.

The rain picked up. Zoe could feel it land softly in her hair. Her 

mom read a Buddhist poem about how the end isn’t really the end 

(“I don’t get it,” said Jonah), and put the first handful of the Wal-

laces’ remains into the water. She had Jonah drop rose and gladio-

lus petals along with it, so they’d know where the ashes were as the 

current carried them away. The petals were a nice touch, Zoe 

thought. Her mom had a way with nice touches. Watching the flow-

ers made Zoe feel peaceful for the first time since she’d woken up. 

They were like a fleet of red and blue ships.

Afterward, Jonah carried Uhura to the car, whispering to her as 

he walked. Rufus tried to distract Spock, to get him to play, but 

Spock wouldn’t leave Uhura’s side.

Zoe and her mom washed the ash off their hands in the river, 

which was so cold that it stung.

“I told Val and Dallas everything,” said Zoe.

“Wow,” said her mother. “That was maybe a decision you and 

I could have talked about beforehand. It has repercussions for all 

of us.”

“I know, I’m sorry, but it kind of had to happen right then,” said 

Zoe. “Because of . . . stuff.”

“Okay, I trust you, Zo,” said her mom. “How’d they take it?”

“They were shocked,” said Zoe. “Obviously. Val was pissed. 

They’re still trying to understand it. I mean, I’m still trying to under-

stand it. Are you ever going to tell Rufus?”

“I’m not sure,” said her mother. “It’s a lot to put on the 

poor guy.”
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“Yeah, but if you don’t say something, the wind or the river might 

tell him,” said Zoe.

Her mom smiled.

“Be nice,” she said. “My number one concern is that Jonah never 

finds out that your dad just took off on us. I hate that you know it.”

“It’s okay.”

“It’s not. You deserved someone better than him.”

Zoe saw how tired her mother was. How depleted.

“We got someone better than him, Mom,” Zoe said. “We got you.”

Her mother surprised her by tearing up. Zoe thought of Ripper, 

and how badly Ripper wanted to say good-bye to Belinda, how 

ashamed she was for leaving her children motherless when she 

murdered her servant with the teakettle and was damned.

“Sorry,” said Zoe’s mom, wiping her eyes with her fingertips. 

“Emotional day. All I ever wanted to do was protect you guys from—

from everything. I wanted to raise you like little lambs.”

Zoe hugged her hard.

“You did good,” she said. “Baaaa.”
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I normally dedicate my books to Katherine,  

Jake, and Julia. Not this time.

For Julia, Jake, and Katherine. 

Because Julia is tired of  always being named  

last just because she’s the youngest.
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My eyes opened.

I was on my back.

A mist pressed close, all around me, so close that 

it was more like a blanket than a fog. The mist was the 

color of  yellowed teeth and it moved without a breath 

of  breeze, moved as if  it had a will.

The mist swirled slowly, sensuously, and it touched 

me. I don’t mean that it was merely near to me and 

therefore inevitably touched me; I mean that it touched 

me. It felt my face like a blind person might. It crept 

up the sleeves of  my sweater and down the neckline. 

It found its insinuating way under rough denim and 

seeped, almost like a liquid, along bare skin. Fingerless, 

it touched me. Eyeless, it gazed at me. It heard the 

beating of  my heart and swept in and out of  my mouth 

with each quick and shallow breath.
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The mist spoke to me, wordless, soundless, and yet 

so that I understood, and it said, Shiver.

I shivered, and goosebumps rose on the insides 

of  my arms and on my belly, and the mist laughed as 

silently as it had commanded me.

I called out, “Mom?”

But the mist would have none of  that. It took my 

word, stopped it, flattened it, made a mockery of  it, and 

echoed it back to me.

I felt something prickling and tickling the side of  my 

face and turned my head to see that I was lying in grass 

of  such a color that it could never have known spring. It 

was the gray-green of  bread mold, the color of  decayed 

life. I could see only the nearest stalks, those pressed 

closest to my face. How had I come to be here? And 

where was here?

I searched my memory. But it was a box of  old 

photos printed on age-curled paper. Here a face. There 

a place. Not quite real, too faded, too fractured, too 

far away to be real. Pictures, snatches of  conversation, 
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distorted sounds, and sensory echoes—the soft scraping 

sound of  paper pages turned by an unknown hand, 

liquid poured from a bottle, the strike of  a match, the 

smell of  sulfur, the—

I had the thought then that I was dead.

It was not a certainty to me but an uneasy possibility, 

a doubt, a guess whose truth I was not willing to test.

Why were my memories so far out of  reach? I had 

a life, didn’t I? I was a person. I was a girl. I had a name. 

Of  course I had a name.

Mara.

Yet even that seemed unsteady to me—a fact, 

perhaps, but a shaky fact. The word Mara did not carry 

with it some flood of  emotion. It was a flat thing without 

depth or shape, just a word.

Mara.

Was that me? Let it be me. Let it be me because I 

needed a name, I needed something definite to hold on to.

I raised a hand to my face. I watched the fingers 

appear, swirling through that unnatural mist. I touched 
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my face and felt tears. I touched my face and felt. Both 

finger and cheek felt and therefore I lived. I lived.

Then, as if  discouraged by my discovery, the mist 

began to clear. It withdrew from me, sliding away from 

my flesh like a wave retreating into the sea.

I wanted to stand up. I did not want to lie there any 

longer in the dead gray grass. I wanted to stand and see, 

and then run, run far from this unsettling nightmare. 

Running would awaken me, and all of  it, all my memory, 

all that I was would come flooding back. It must.

I was shaking so badly that the simple act of  standing 

erect became a challenge. My limbs did not want to 

cooperate with each other, and I made a mess of  it, 

rising first onto hands and knees and then stumbling, 

nearly falling, before finally rising to my full unimposing 

height.

I was in an open place. It was dark, darker than 

it had been in the mist, and no starlight, still less 

moonlight, shone down from above. But it was not 

complete darkness. Patterns of  gray on black, and black 
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on blacker still, emerged as I looked around me.

There was a building. Had it been there the last time 

I looked? No light escaped that building. Nothing about 

that building called to me to approach except for the 

fact that it was the only object in sight.

I moved one foot, and another. That fact, the fact 

that I could put one foot in front of  another, let me 

take a deeper breath, a less agitated breath. To move 

was to live, wasn’t it? To move was to choose a path, 

and that meant I still had some volition, some control.  

I felt and I moved. Hadn’t there been some lesson in 

class about the definition of  life and hadn’t it been  

that . . . sensation, movement, something else . . .

Had there been a class? A school?

Of  course, no doubt. So why couldn’t I see it in my 

mind? Why, when I asked myself  that question, was the 

only image like a stock photo, filled with unfamiliar, 

too-bright, too-pretty faces?

Was I dead?

Never mind, Mara, I told myself, trying to accept 
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that name as the truth. Never mind, Mara, you can feel 

and you can move. You can choose. Mara.

I could go in a different direction. I could choose 

not to walk to that building, that outline of  black against 

black, that shadow within shadow. My feet made sounds 

like sandpaper as they brushed the brittle grass.

The structure was taller than a house, narrow and 

long. There was a suggestion of  high windows ending 

in pointed arches. And a suggestion, too, of  a strong, 

heavily timbered door, and above that door, atop the 

building, a sort of  tower.

A steeple.

It was a church. That knowledge should have 

reassured me, but instead it drove a spike of  cold terror 

into my belly, for I knew one thing: this church was no 

place of  comfort and peace. There was a sullen, silent 

hostility to this structure. It was not calling me into 

God’s presence; it was warning me to go away.

Yet at the same time I could now feel the door 

drawing me to it. It had a strange gravity, a force 
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perhaps unknown to science that pulled me toward it 

not by magnetism but by acting on my fear, turning my 

fear into a vortex. I had to know what was inside that 

church. I had to know, though I feared the knowing.

You fear me, come to me, the church seemed to whisper 

to my heart. Your terror demands an answer. Come.

Come.

And flee.

I reached the door. There was a brass doorknob, 

strangely shaped, as though it was a carved figure. A 

head, perhaps. I touched it and my curious fingers 

could make nothing of  the curves and ridges, though I 

thought I might almost make out the outlines of  a face.

I turned the knob and it moved easily. I pushed open 

the door. An answer was close now, I felt, some piece of  

knowledge that I both dreaded and desired.

I stepped across the threshold and glanced up, 

sensing something overhead, and where I thought 

I would see rafters, there was the sickly mist again, a 

shapeless carrion feeder greedily awaiting my death.
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I moved down the aisle, like a bride slow-walking 

between rows of  family and admirers. There was no altar 

or cross or other symbol. There was only an oblong box 

set upon a low stone so that the top of  the box would be 

just lower than my breast if  I were to stand close.

It was a coffin.

Something told me it was not empty.

I was sure that I would see a familiar face in that 

coffin. I was sure I would see myself. But why would I 

be lying in a church that was no church?

Cold fingers of  horror squeezed my heart, wrung 

the blood from it, and left me gasping for air. Each 

inhalation was a sniffle, each exhalation a shudder. My 

fingernails pressed into my palms, and the pain of  it was 

proof  that I was alive, or something like alive, and yet I 

knew, I knew what I would see in that coffin.

I took another step.

Another.

And I looked down to see a face.

I stared in confusion. This was not me. Could not 
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be me. I could not bring the image of  my own face to 

mind, yet I knew this was not me.

Maybe she had been fifteen years old, maybe a year 

older; it is not easy to judge the age of  a dead face. My 

age, perhaps?

That she was dead was not in doubt.

“Her name was Samantha Early.”

A voice!

I spun around, raising my hands—already formed 

into aching fists. Adrenaline chased away the lethargy of  

dread as instinct took over.

He was a boy or young man. He stood a dozen 

feet away and did not move toward me or flinch at my 

upraised fists.

He was tall and thin. His face was pale as a ghost, 

pale almost to translucence, and made all the whiter by 

the long black hair that framed it.

He wore a black coat that fell to mid-calf  over an 

iron-gray buttoned shirt. His pants were black, and his 

shoes seemed to be tall boots of  black leather, though 
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they were dusty. The buttons of  his coat were silver but 

not brightly polished. Each was a tiny skull, no bigger 

than a hazelnut.

On his right hand was a silver ring in a shape I 

could only vaguely make out. It looked like a warrior, a 

woman, gripping a sword.

The other ring, the one on his left hand, was a face 

contorted in unimaginable terror. A young face, and in 

between nervous glances it seemed to change, as though 

the face was animated, alive.

I had as well the impression of  tattoos at wrist and 

neck, from the few visible patches of  skin.

His eyes were the only color in that monochromatic 

picture. They were blue. They were a blue I had never 

seen before in any human eye. His eyes were the 

turquoise of  the Mediterranean, like something from a 

travel poster of  a Greek island.

I wanted to ask him where I was, but that would 

have made me seem vulnerable. It would have invited 

him to take some advantage of  me. Better to be tough, 
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if  tough was something I could pull off. So instead I 

asked the question that was inevitable.

“Who are you?”

He looked at me and I had to force myself  not to 

turn away. He looked at me and I felt quite exposed 

suddenly, as if  his eyes were seeing the things I showed 

no one. I fought an urge to squirm, but still my shoulders 

hunched forward, and my eyes lowered, and my lips 

pressed tightly and my lungs labored to take in breath 

so that my nostrils flared.

All of  it was beyond my ability to control.

“Her name was Samantha Early. It is a terribly apt 

name. Dead too early is young Samantha Early.”

Was I supposed to laugh? Was that some effort at a 

joke? But nothing about him suggested humor.

“Tell me who you are,” I said. My voice sounded 

pitifully thin. If  there was any threat in that voice, then 

it was a laughable one.

“That’s not the question you want answered first,” 

he said.
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He had a strange voice. It was as if  his mouth was 

pressed close against my ear so that I could hear every 

shade of  every word, the inhalation and exhalation, the 

play of  tongue against teeth, teeth against lips, lips softly 

percussing the b and p sounds.

I recoiled a bit from that voice, not from fear  

but from a sense that its intimacy was somehow 

inappropriate.

“Are you reading my mind?” I asked.

There was the slightest narrowing of  his eyes, and 

if  not a smile, there was a softening of  the stern lines 

of  his mouth.

He did not answer. Instead he said, “Samantha 

Early. Aged sixteen. Dead by her own hand.”

With that he laid his pale fingers softly, reverently on 

her cheek and then rolled her head to the side so that I 

could see.

“Oh, God!” I cried. It was a hole, just large enough 

that a little finger could have been stuck into it. The  

hole was in her temple, and it was the color of  ancient 
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rust. Around the hole, an elongated oval of  scorched 

skin and crisped hair.

It was the most terrible thing I had ever seen in  

my life.

I looked then at her face. She was not pretty; her 

chin was too big, too meaty. Her nose was perhaps too 

forceful, and there were dark circles under her eyes. I 

felt, seeing this face, that she had endured pain. It was a 

sad face, though how can a face in death ever be happy?

I was so intent on her face that I failed at first to 

notice that the light all around me had changed.

I looked up and saw that the church was gone. The 

coffin, that terrible object, that reproach against life 

itself, grew transparent.

And then, the pale flesh of  the dead girl began to 

regain some aspects of  life. It grew pink. And I was 

certain I detected the movement of  her eyes beneath 

their lids.

I cried out, “She’s alive!”

And just then, as though my exclamation was a 
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signal, she sat up. She sat up and now, dreamlike, the 

coffin was no longer there. Feeling wildly unstable, I put 

my hand out as though to steady myself, but there was 

nothing within my reach but the shoulder of  the boy in 

black.

My fingers closed around his bicep, which flexed at 

my touch. It was reassuring in its solidity. He was real, 

not some figment.

He shook his head and did not meet my eyes. “I am 

not to be touched.”

It wasn’t anger but a soft-spoken warning. It was 

said with what might have been regret but with absolute 

conviction.

I pulled my hand away and mumbled an apology, but 

I was less concerned about him than I was consumed 

with the horror of  looking directly into the dead girl’s 

eyes. She had risen to her feet. She stood. The hole still 

a testament to brutality, bloody, only now, now, oh . . . 

oh . . . It was bleeding. Wet and viscous, the blood drained 

from the hole in her head as the blood seemed to drain 
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from my own limbs. Little globules of  something more 

solid slid down the trail of  blood, bits of  her brain 

forced outward as the bullet had forced its way inward.

Her eyes were brown and empty, her face blank, her 

blond hair fidgeted in a slight breeze, and the blood ran 

down her cheek and down her neck and pooled at the 

hollow of  her throat.

I wanted to say that we needed to call 911. I wanted 

to say that we must help. But the boy in black stood 

perfectly still, looking at me and not at the girl, the girl 

dead or living or whatever unholy cross between the 

two that defined Samantha Early.

Dead too early.

“The question you want answered,” the boy in  

black said as though no time had passed, “is whether you 

are dead.”

I licked my lips nervously. My throat burned as 

though I’d been days without a drink of  water. “Yes,” 

I said to him.

“You live,” he said. “She does not.”
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“We have to help her.”

“She is past help,” the boy in black said.

“She’s standing, she’s . . . Can you hear me?” I 

addressed this to Samantha, knowing how foolish  

it was, knowing that my words would fall into the 

inconceivably vast chasm that separates the living and 

the dead.

No flicker of  recognition in those brown eyes, no 

sudden cock of  the head. I was inaudible and invisible 

to her.

Then she began to move, to walk. But backward. 

Away from us but backward, not awkward but with 

normal grace. As though she had always walked 

backward. Backward across what was now a suburban 

street. A car came around the corner, not fast, the driver 

seeming to check for addresses as he drove. If  he saw 
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Samantha, he gave no sign of  it. I was sure, too, that he 

did not see me or the boy in black.

The car moved forward normally. Across the street 

a dog raced along its enclosure, moving forward as 

well, seeing the car but not us. Only Samantha was in 

rewind, only she moved backward to the sidewalk, to 

the flagstone-paved path, to a front door that opened 

for her. Now it was opened by her but all in reverse. It 

was a disturbing effect, part of  what I was now sure had 

to be a strangely elaborate dream. Dreams could play 

with cause and effect. Dreams could show you bullet 

wounds and staring girls and people walking backward. 

Dreams could move you from black-hearted un-church 

to sunlit suburbia without effort.

“A dream,” I whispered. I looked again at the boy. 

He had heard me, I was sure of  that, but his expression 

was grim, focused on Samantha.

The door of  the house closed and should have 

blocked her from our view, but we were now inside 

that house, though we had passed through no door. We 
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were in a hallway, at the foot of  steps leading upward.

There were framed photos on the wall beside the 

steps: a family, parents, a little boy and Samantha. And 

other pictures that must have been grandparents and 

aunts and cousins. I saw them all as, without thinking 

about it, I began to ascend those steps. Even as 

Samantha walked backward up them.

She disappeared around the corner at the top, but 

the boy in black and I arrived at her room before she 

did. By what means we came there, I could not say, 

except that that’s how dreams are.

I felt sick in my stomach, the nausea of  dread, 

because now I was sure that I knew what terrible event 

I would soon witness.

And oh, God in heaven, if  there is one, oh, God, it 

was happening, happening before my eyes. Samantha 

sat on the edge of  her bed. The gun was in her lap. 

Tears flowed, sobs wracked her, her shoulders heaved 

as if  something inside her was trying to escape, as if   

life itself  wanted to force her to her feet, force her to 
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leave this place, this room, that gun.

“No,” I said.

She was no longer moving backward.

“No,” I said again.

She raised the gun to her mouth. Put the barrel 

in her mouth. Grimaced at the taste of  steel and oil. 

But she couldn’t turn her wrist far enough to reach the 

trigger and yet keep the barrel resolutely pointed toward 

the roof  of  her mouth.

She pulled it out.

She sobbed again and spoke a small whimper, 

a sound so terrible, so hopeless, and then she placed 

the barrel against the side of  her head, which now no 

longer showed the wound, the wound that was coming 

if  she didn’t—

BANG!

The noise was so much louder than in movies. I felt 

as if  I’d been struck physically. I felt that sound in my 

bones and my teeth, in my heart.

Samantha’s head jerked.
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Her hand fell away, limp and blood-spattered.

Blood sprayed from the hole for a moment, then 

slowed to an insidious, vile pulsation.

She remained seated for a terribly long time as the 

gun fell and the blood poured and then, at last, she fell 

onto her side, smeared red over the pastel floral print 

of  her comforter, and rolled to the floor, a heap on the 

carpet.

The gunshot rang in my ears. On and on.

“I don’t like this dream,” I said, gritting my teeth, 

shaking my head, fighting the panic that rose in me.

The boy in black said nothing. He just looked, and 

when I turned to him for explanation, I saw a grim mien, 

anger, disgust. Simmering rage. His pale lips trembled. 

A muscle in his jaw twitched.

He crossed abruptly—his first sudden  

movement—to the desk in the corner of  the room. 

There was a laptop computer open to Facebook. There 

were school books, a notebook, a Disney World cup 

holding pencils, a dozen colorful erasers in various 



22

MICHAEL GRANT

shapes, a tube of  acne medicine, a Valentine’s card 

curled with age, a photograph of  Samantha and two 

other girls at a beach, laughing.

There was a piece of  paper, held down at the four 

corners by tiny glass figures of  fancifully colored ponies. 

The paper had been torn from the notebook.

The boy in black looked down at the paper and said 

nothing. He looked at it for far longer than it could have 

taken to read the few words written there in blue ink. I 

knew, for I, too, read the words.

I love you all. I am so sorry. But I can’t anymore.

—Sam

I found that I could not look up from the words. I 

felt that if  I looked away, I must look at the dead girl, 

and I didn’t want to see her. She had still lived when she 

had written these words.

Then I realized that he was looking at me.

“Why is this happening?” I asked him.
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He touched the note reverently with one finger.

“Why am I here?” I asked with sudden vehemence.

“The same reason we are all here,” the boy said.  

“To learn.”

But I had lost patience with cryptic answers. “Hey. 

Enough. If  this is a dream, then I don’t have to put up 

with you!”

“Mara,” he said, though I had never told him my 

name. “This is not a dream.”

“Then what is it, huh?” My voice was ragged. I was 

sick through and through, sick with what I had just 

witnessed, sick with what I feared about myself. “What 

is it and what are you?”

“I am . . .” he began, then hesitated, considered, and 

again showed that slight lessening in the grim lines of  

his face. “I am the messenger.”

“Messenger? What’s your message, showing me this 

poor dead girl? I never wanted to see that. I don’t want 

it in my head. Is that your message? Showing me this?”

“My message?” He seemed almost surprised by the 
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question. “My message? My message is that a price must 

be paid. A price paid with terror.”

I reached to grab him angrily, but he moved easily 

out of  range. I had wanted to grab him by the throat, 

though I had instead reached for his arm. It was not 

that I blamed him for what I was now enduring, it was 

rather that I simply needed to hurt someone, something, 

because of  what I had seen, and what I had felt since 

waking to find myself  in the mist. It was like an acid 

inside of  me, churning and burning me from the inside.

I wanted to kick something, to shout, to throw 

things, to scream and then to cry.

To save that poor girl.

To wipe the memory from my mind.

“You’re the messenger?” I asked in a shrill, nasty, 

mocking voice. “And your message is to be afraid?”

He was unmoved by my emotion . . . No, that’s not 

quite right. It was more accurate to say that he was not 

taken aback. He was not unmoved, he was . . . pleased. 

Reassured?
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“Yes, Mara,” he said with a sense of  finality,  

as though now we could begin to understand each  

other, though I yet understood nothing. “I am the 

messenger. The Messenger of  Fear.”

It would be a long time before I came to know him 

by any other name.

Calmer now, having released some of  my boiling 

anger and worry, I turned my unwilling eyes back to 

Samantha Early. Her life’s blood was running out, 

soaking into the carpet.

“Why did she do it?” I asked.

“We will see,” Messenger said.
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TO THE CHILDREN OF BODING,

WHO TAUGHT ME TO SEE THE INVISIBLE



DARKNESS SETTLES ON ROOFS AND WALLS,

BUT THE SEA, THE SEA IN THE DARKNESS CALLS.

— HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW





18 DAYS



JIN LING

There are three rules of survival in the Walled City: Run fast. 
Trust no one. Always carry your knife.

Right now, my life depends completely on the first.
Run, run, run.
My lungs burn, bite for air. Water stings my eyes. Crum-

pled wrappers,  half-  finished cigarettes. A dead  animal—  too 
far gone to tell what it used to be. Carpets of glass, bottles 
smashed by drunk men. All of these fly by in fragments.

These streets are a maze. They twist into  themselves— 
 narrow, filled with glowing signs and graffitied walls. Men 
leer from doorways; their cigarettes glow like monsters’ eyes 
in the dark.

Kuen and his followers chase me like a pack: frantic, fast, 
together. If they’d broken apart and tried to close me in, maybe 
they’d have a chance. But I’m faster than all of them because 
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I’m smaller. I can slip into cracks most of them don’t even see. 
It’s because I’m a girl. But they don’t know this. No one here 
does. To be a girl in this  city—  without a roof or  family—  is a 
sentence. An automatic ticket to one of the many brothels that 
line the streets.

The boys behind me don’t yell. We all know better than 
that. Yelling attracts attention. Attention means the Brother-
hood. The only sounds of our chase are gritted footsteps and 
hard breaths.

I know every corner I dash past. This is my territory, the 
west section of the Walled City. I know exactly which alley-
way I need to disappear into. It’s coming soon, just a few 
strides away. I tear by Mrs. Pak’s restaurant, with its warm, 
homey scents of chicken, garlic, and noodles. Then there’s Mr. 
Wong’s chair, where people go to get their teeth pulled. Next 
is Mr. Lam’s secondhand trader’s shop, its entrance guarded 
with thick metal bars. Mr. Lam himself squats on the steps. 
Feet flat. His throat grumbles as I run past. He adds another 
loogie to his tin can collection.

A  sharp-  eyed boy slouches on the opposite stoop, picking 
at a Styrofoam bowl of seafood noodles. My stomach growls, 
and I think about how easy it would be to snatch it. Keep 
running.

I can’t afford to stop. Not even for food.
I’m so distracted by the noodles that I nearly miss the 

alleyway. The turn is so sharp my ankles almost snap. But 
I’m still running, body turned sideways in the narrow gap 
between these two monstrous buildings. Cinder block walls 
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press against my chest and scrape my back. If I breathe too 
fast, I won’t be able to wedge through.

I push farther in, ignoring how the rough, damp wall 
claws skin off my elbows. Roaches and rats scurry in and out 
of the empty spaces by my  body—  long past the fear of getting 
crushed by my feet. Dark, heavy footsteps echo off the walls, 
throb through my ears. Kuen and his pack of street boys have 
passed me by. For now.

I look down at the boots in my hand. Sturdy leather, tough 
soles. They were a good find. Worth the panicked minutes I 
just spent running for them. Not even Mr.  Chow—  the cob-
bler on the city’s west edge, always bent over his bench of nails 
and  leather—  makes such sturdy footwear. I wonder where 
Kuen got them. These boots have to be from City Beyond. 
Most nice things are.

Angry shouts edge into my hiding place, piling together in 
a mess of curses. I flinch and the trash beneath my feet shud-
ders. Maybe Kuen’s boys have found me after all.

A girl trips and falls, spills into the foot of my alleyway. 
She’s breathing hard. Blood streaks down her arms, her legs, 
summoned by the glass and gravel in her skin. All her ribs 
stick out from the slippery silk of her dress. It’s blue and shiny 
and thin. Not the kind of thing you wear in this city.

All breath leaves my body.
Is it her?
She looks up and I see a face covered in makeup. Only 

her eyes are raw, real. They’re full of fire, as if she’s ready to 
fight.
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Whoever this girl is, she isn’t Mei Yee. She isn’t the sister 
I’ve been searching for all this time.

I shrink farther into the gloom. But it’s too late. The  doll- 
 girl sees me. Her lips pull back, as if she wants to talk. Or bite 
me. I can’t tell which.

I never find out.
The men are on her. They swoop down like vultures, claw-

ing at her dress as they try to pull her up. The flames behind 
the girl’s eyes grow wild. She twists around, fingers hooked so 
her nails catch her nearest attacker’s face.

The man flinches back. Four bright streaks rake down his 
cheek. He howls unspeakable things. Grabs at the nest of fall-
ing braids in her hair.

She doesn’t scream. Her body keeps twisting, hitting, 
 thrashing—  desperate movements. There are four men with 
their hands on her, but the fight isn’t an easy one. They’re so 
busy trying to hold her down that none of them notice me, 
deep in the alley’s dark. Watching.

Each of them grabs a limb, holds her tight. She bucks, her 
back arching as she spits at their faces. One of the men strikes 
her over the head and she falls into an eerie,  not-  right stillness.

When she’s not moving, it’s easier to look at her captors. 
The Brotherhood’s mark is on all four of them. Black shirts. 
Guns. Dragon jewelry and tattoos. One even has the red beast 
inked on the side of his face. It crawls all the way up his jaw, 
into his hairline.

“Stupid whore!” the man with the nail marks growls at 
her battered, unconscious form.
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“Let’s get her back,” the one with the face tattoo says. 
“Longwai’s waiting.”

It’s only after they take her away, black hair sweeping the 
ground under her limp body, that I realize I’d been holding 
my breath. My hands tremble, still wrapped around the boots.

That girl. The fire in her eyes. She could’ve been me. My 
sister. Any one of us.
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For Emily



Part One

The Thing



3

Chapter 1

The cigar ette between my fingers is thin, insub stan tial. 

Like me.

I’m hunched up on a square of frozen grass outside 

Dewhurst House, waiting. Felicity is always late, which is a 

joke seeing as I’d catch hell if it were me.

Her car finally rattles round the corner. I take a final 

drag, watch the lit end flare to my finger tips, then drop it 

next to the others as Felicity reaches my side.

She pretends not to notice, instead saying, ‘What  

are you doing out here? You’ll freeze!’ in a fake jolly  

voice.

We go inside, Felicity’s hand on my shoulder blade like 

I’m about to do a runner. Wouldn’t be the first time. Or 

she might be doing a bone check. We exchange a quick 

look and I duck my head down.



4

‘Do you want a coffee? You look cold. Black if you 

must!’

Felicity’s rapid sentences are already giving me a head-

ache. Bet she hates our sessions about as much as I do. 

Which is quite a lot, when it comes down to it. Still, she’s 

lasted longer than most of my key workers – two years and 

count ing – and she’s all right really. Better than some.

‘So …’ Felicity leans forward with a Concerned Look on 

her face. ‘How are things?’

‘All right.’

‘And how are you getting on at the Yewlings?’

‘Fine.’ I try not to let the sarcasm into my voice but here 

it comes – drip, drip, like it’s trying to form a stalac tite. An 

image of my teeny flat in the Yewlings, Tower Block of 

Dreams, flashes into my head. I attempt a tight smile, the 

skin forming hard bunches on my cheeks. ‘Really well 

actu ally.’

Felicity’s not buying it.

‘OK, shall we get it over with?’ she says, and waves her 

hand at the scales.

I stand on them back wards, making my face into a mask 

like we’re in a play, and listen to Felicity’s pen scratch 

numbers down.

‘What have you been up to?’ she says.

I crane my head round, trying to spot the figure she’s 
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written, but she’s already shifted the book. I slink back to 

my seat and pick at a loose thread where the chair fabric is 

ripped and leaking bits of foam. I must have sat here a 

million times.

‘College?’

I look up at Felicity’s expect ant face. I’ve been doing 

this a lot recently, tuning out.

‘Sorry, what was that?’ I say.

Felicity holds in a sigh. Barely. ‘I was asking if you’ve 

been attend ing college?’

My silence says it all. I do mean to go, but half the time 

I end up circ ling town or staring out of the window until 

it’s way past the point where showing up might actu ally 

make a differ ence.

I pull my hoodie down lower and curl my knees up to 

my chest. I can feel my stomach all wrong where I’ve 

pressed my thighs against it. I give the thread another tug 

and it comes away in my hand.

I take a deep breath. I’ve put this off for weeks, but  

I’m going to go crazy for real if I don’t ask. ‘There’s some-

thing …’

‘Mmm?’ Felicity says.

I start to wind the thread on my finger, count how many 

times it goes round. ‘It’s nothing really. I just don’t feel … 

right. Like, more than normal, I mean. I’m tired all the 
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time. And there’s some thing else.’ I take another big breath 

then speak in a rush. ‘My stomach … it’s kind of swollen.  

I was think ing, could it be … Have I done some thing 

perman ent, with Nia?’

‘Hedda, we’ve talked about this. You need to stop refer-

ring to your eating disorder by that name,’ Felicity says. 

Which is spec tac u larly missing the point in my opinion.

‘Right, yeah, sorry. But about what I was saying. Could 

it be … cancer?’

‘I don’t think … Well, we could certainly arrange for a 

check- up.’ Felicity gives me a closer look, frowns, then 

glances again at her book of doom. ‘Is there anything that’s 

concern ing you at the moment? College, home, friends?’ 

I’m already shaking my head when she adds, ‘Boyfriends?’ 

Though she’s more or less smiling at this last one.

I don’t smile. Instead, I feel my face go hot. Silence 

stretches as wide as an ocean.

When I look up, Felicity has this expres sion on her face 

like she’s just seen Elvis. Slowly, she leans forward, and in 

a gentle voice I’ve never heard her use before she says, 

‘Have you done a preg nancy test?’
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Chapter 2

What. The. F? WTFWTFWTF. No, no, no, no. This can’t 

be right.

I look at the instruc tions again. The stick I can’t hold 

steady. I’m wedged inside the shop ping centre toilets, in 

the furthest cubicle from the door. I stare at the Boots bag 

at my feet until it blurs. The seat is begin ning to hurt my 

back side, but I can’t move.

There is a cross in the window. I check the instruc tions 

one more time. A cross means I’m … but I can’t be,  

can I?

I think there’s a chance I might have left my body 

because my head is expand ing and my ears are making the 

noise that happens before you faint and little black dots 

are track ing from left to right across my eyes. I lean forward 

and watch them and think, Left to right. It’s always left to 
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right. You’d think they might go up or diag on ally or some-

thing from time to time.

It takes a while for them to clear, but when they do the 

little blue cross is still there. Then I pull up my clothes, 

turn round and vomit. A section of my brain makes an 

auto matic calcu la tion: volume of food in versus volume 

out. Converted into calor ies, minus resting meta bolic rate. 

Target weight, weight at clinic, actual weight. All the 

numbers march ing in a comfort ing row, orderly.

I shove the test into the sanit ary bin and slam it shut. 

This is a mistake. It has to be. I don’t even have periods 

most of the time, thanks to Nia.

Except this time, it isn’t down to her at all.

I get out of the shop ping centre and pace through town, 

past crappy pound shops and boarded- up windows and 

jarring spaces where build ings have been knocked down 

but not yet rebuilt, turning my head at the sickly grease 

smell of Maccie D’s. Sharp wind burns my face. I spot 

myself, a long smear like a ghost in a shop window, and 

pull my hat down lower to cover my ears.

I keep going, until I get to the decay ing build ings that 

count as this town’s library and duck in. The smell here 

isn’t much better: stained carpets that need to be torn out, 

damp and mildew round the metal windows. But there’s 

also that good book smell and I try to focus on that. I 
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burrow between shelves, head turned to one side, eyes 

glan cing off the spines, then head for the trolley where  

the returned books sit waiting to go back on the shelves.  

I grab one and check it out, face down without prop erly 

looking at it. I’ll see what I’ve got when I get back to  

the flat.

On the way out, I see a woman with a stack of books 

balanced in heavy arms staring at me. I catch a famil iar 

mixture of disgust and envy battling it out in her eyes. I 

stare back. I know what you’re think ing. One of the books 

tumbles from her arms and crashes to the floor.

I walk fast through an under pass full of graf fiti and oily 

puddles, up a maze of side streets, tatty terraced houses 

with weeds poking through the front gardens, then on, out 

of town, along a cycle path. My arms swing in time to my 

feet. In my head, I count the steps.

The flat’s a couple of miles back at an angle from 

Dewhurst; it’s like two neigh bour ing spokes of a bike 

wheel, with the town centre in the middle and the adoles-

cent unit stick ing out on one spoke, the Yewlings on 

another. If you add in the detour to Boots, I’ll have walked 

five miles today, but Nia’s voice still needles under the 

thud of my foot steps.

Fat cow. You should do six tomor row, she says, and I know 

I will.
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I skirt a group of boys kicking a ball over the cracked 

concrete waste land at the bottom of the tower block and 

have to use both hands to get the heavy door to the flats 

open. No need for my key; the lock is knackered and so  

is the inter com. The door bangs shut, the sound echoing 

up the dark stair well, which smells like wee as usual. The 

lift doors have a scrawled out of order sign taped to them, 

but I’d always take the stairs anyway.

Eight flights, eight steps per flight, which makes sixty- 

four. If it was six hundred and four it still wouldn’t be 

enough. Halfway up, a couple of girls sit over a plastic 

bottle of super mar ket cider and I flatten myself against the 

wall to go past them, head down, then run up the rest of 

the stairs. They’re silent as I go by, but I hear laughter float 

up behind me.

I’m dizzy again when I get to my door and I fumble the 

key in the lock, which means I get a big waft of stale smoke 

and cooking from next door and I swear I didn’t even mean 

to be sick that time. I glance into the toilet, see it’s mainly 

water, stained pink. I run back to slam and lock the front 

door, take off my ruck sack. My shoes. Hop on the scales. 

Then off. Then back on again. And once more. Repeat the 

number in my head while I wait for the kettle to boil.

I am not preg nant. I can’t be. It must be a false posit ive 

or some thing. You can get those with lots of things, right?
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I drink hot tea, black with half a sugar, and take the box 

back out of the Boots bag. There’s two tests left. I guess 

there’s only one thing for it. I rip off the pack aging, wee on 

one and then the other and shove them on the side of the 

sink before washing my hands, scrub bing knuckles that 

stand out.

I have a scared little impulse to call Mum, but instead I 

turn away from the tests and go into the kitchen/living 

room/whatever space, sit at the tiny table and folding 

chair. I don’t speak to Mum much these days. She wrote 

me off a while ago, to be honest, and I can’t blame her.

My phone goes with a text from Laurel. Now I’m not 

sure which I’d least like to look at – the message or  

the tests.

It has to be three minutes by now. I go back to the bath-

room and stare at the two unmis tak able crosses. My brain 

begins doing calcu la tions from when it happened: the day 

they buried Molly. If this is real, that would mean I’m far 

along. Very far. I can’t breathe prop erly, think ing about 

what this means.

There’s a Thing inside you. A para site, Nia says.

Then I pass out, feeling the crack of my skull against the 

sink as I go down.
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               CHAPTER ONE            

  We did this school trip to a castle once, where they got us 

dress ing up as either knights, prin cesses or servants. No 

prizes for guess ing which one I got. Right now, I feel like 

I’m still wearing that servant costume. Dad senses it too; 

he keeps putting down his pint to pull at his shirt collar. 

We’re on one of our three- times-a- year meals out, on 

account of Jack turning twelve, but the place is packed with 

people who look like being here’s as normal as going up 

the chippie. 

 ‘So,’ Dad says, ‘twelve eh? That means next year 

you’re going to be …’ he does a drum roll with his two 

fore f ingers on the table, then says in a voice of fake doom, 

‘a Teenager.’ 

 Dad did this routine with Jamie, then me, when we both 

turned thir teen. Mum smiles around the table, while Jamie 

leans over to ruf f le Jack’s hair. Jack ducks, and when he 

comes up runs his f ingers over the gelled bit he’s got going 

on at the top. The rest of it’s shaved; it’s what all the lads are 

wearing and Lorraine next door’s pretty good with the 

clip pers, so we treated Jack this morning. I catch Mum 

giving me a don’t- take-the- mick look and a faint wink. 



4

 ‘Yep, it’ll be all slam ming doors and “I never asked to be 

born” and  girls ,’ Dad goes on, trying to make Jack go red. 

He made pretty much the same speech to me, substi tut ing 

the ‘girls’ for ‘boys’, back before every one cottoned on that 

there wasn’t exactly going to be boys on the cards for me. 

As if sensing my thoughts, Dad says, ‘You’ll be giving your 

sister a run for her money before long, I’ll bet.’ 

 Everyone groans, and I say, ‘ Urgh , Daaaad,’ in a way that 

lets him know I’m partly exas per ated, but mainly  OK  with 

how he’s not fussed who I like. Then he seems to have the 

same thought, because he says in an even louder voice, ‘Or 

you might decide you like boys, son, and that’s f ine with 

your mother and me, isn’t it, Marian?’ 

 Mum nods, but I spot her glan cing around as Dad downs 

the rest of his pint. She’s always the one who’s more worried 

about what people will think. I follow Mum’s gaze and 

meet the eyes of a woman at a table across from us, with 

perfect make up and smart- casual clothes you can tell cost 

a bomb. She snif fs and looks away. 

 I can’t help the faint f lush that works its way over my 

cheeks. Dad’s trying to get the atten tion of a waiter, but it 

seems my six- foot thir teen- stone father has somehow 

become invis ible. I stare around the restaur ant. It’s the third 

nicest one in our little market town; we wouldn’t go for 

Molray’s which has two Michelin stars and is def in itely 

too pricey, even if it wasn’t for Jamie getting the sack from 

there, or the local gast ropub, but none of us wanted to 

go up The Olde Inne, where Jamie’s got his latest job as 

a sous- chef. So we’ve ended up here, where the f loors 

are wood and there’s hunting prints and a massive stone 
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f ire place with a real f ire blazing away, though spring is 

def in itely here and it’s pretty nice out. I guess it’s a tradi tion 

of sorts, even if none of us are totally ourselves in a place 

like this. 

 There’s a gust of laughter from the next table down. 

They came in after us; two boys and two girls about my age, 

all slouched walks and those accents all the kids have at the 

local posh school. No parents in sight. When one of them, 

a girl with super shiny dark hair, swears, Mum frowns in 

their direc tion. 

 ‘I’m full,’ I announce to no one in partic u lar, mainly 

to distract Mum. Jamie doesn’t bother to ask before he 

spears the last of my veg with his fork. I had the veggie 

option – I’m not massively down with eating animals – and 

I prob ably could’ve managed that last piece of purple broc-

coli, but it’s worth it because Mum pulls her atten tion back 

to the table and says for the hundredth time, ‘How about 

you, Jack? You want anything else? You can have a dessert if 

you want.’ 

 The word ‘dessert’ instead of ‘afters’ sounds wrong, espe-

cially the way Mum says it, and Jack gives her a bemused 

look. ‘Nah, you’re all right, thanks.’ 

 ‘Go on, it’s your birth day.’ 

 Dad has f inally got the waiter’s atten tion. He clears our 

plates, ignor ing our thank yous as he piles them up. Maybe 

you’re not supposed to say thanks, just pretend the waiter 

doesn’t exist, like that twitchy- nosed woman sitting there 

like some thing got rammed up her behind. I realise, looking 

around, how upright every one else is. My family all tend to 

lean down to meet our food, but it isn’t the way other 
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people sit in here. I feel my own spine lengthen, then I 

purposely slouch back down. 

 ‘ Who cares, Joni? ’ That’s what Kelly would say. I’ll go over 

to hers later, tell her all about this, and even though her 

family could af ford to eat at Molray’s any time they wanted, 

she’ll have a laugh with me and tell me I’m being ridicu-

lous. She’d prob ably have a point. 

 The waiter brings back some menus. 

 ‘Can we have some more water, please?’ Dad says. 

 ‘Still or spark ling?’ the waiter says. 

 ‘Just tap again, son,’ Dad says. 

 I catch a smirk on the waiter’s face when he turns 

away. Fish and chips at home followed by one of Mum’s 

cakes sounds just right round about now, espe cially as 

the group next to us are still laugh ing like only they exist. 

When one of them drops another f- bomb, Mum turns 

round and says, ‘Do you mind not swear ing? My son here’s 

only twelve.’ 

 They apolo gise, but when she turns back, the dark- haired 

girl and the two boys pull faces and whisper together. 

There’s another girl with them, her hair arranged on top of 

her head in that expens ively messy way you see on the posh 

girls round here. She’s not smiling. 

 Mum’s persuaded Jack to have the biggest pudding 

on the menu, some sort of sundae which comes with 

spark lers, although the rest of us all pretend we’re too full. 

You’re not allowed to bring your own cake in here but 

we’ll all sing ‘Happy Birthday’ anyway, stuf f what anyone 

else thinks. 

 We wait for the sundae to arrive, chat ting about nothing 
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stuf f like what’s been on telly. Mum doesn’t watch much, 

but she loves  Call the Midwife , even though she’s guar an teed 

to bawl at pretty much every episode. Jamie’s quiet compared 

to usual; he’d normally be joking around with Dad, but I 

can see he’s not happy about having to yell over the top of 

the brayers, who’ve got even louder, if that’s possible. They 

have wine and everything on their table, even though they 

only look my age. Maybe the manage ment turns a blind eye 

for people like them. But where it makes me a wee bit irrit-

ated and a lot uncomfy, like I’ve done some thing wrong 

except I don’t know what it is, the expres sion on Jamie’s 

face is pure lava. It’s one I’ve seen too many times the last 

few months, since whatever it was that got him the chop 

from his last job. His rants at the tea table are getting way 

too regular, and with a sinking feeling I can see he’s winding 

up to start one now. 

 He leans forward. ‘So Dealo reckons this thing with 

the estate’s going to go through. We could all be out on our 

ears by –’ 

 ‘Jamie.’ Dad doesn’t use that voice often and it stops 

Jamie in his tracks, but only for a second. 

 ‘But how is it f–’ 

 ‘Jamie.’ This time there’s a real warning in Dad’s voice. 

‘Not tonight.’ 

  Fair . We can see the shape of the word Jamie was about 

to say. Things being fair, or not fair, is becom ing a right 

theme with him. Far as I’m concerned, I’m with Mum and 

Dad: don’t borrow trouble, and concen trate on what you 

do have is their motto. What’s the point in spend ing all that 

energy hating random people because they’ve got more 
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than you? Even if there’s a few at the next table I could 

work myself up to dislik ing. 

 But Jack’s birth day is def in itely not the time for one of 

Jamie’s lectures. He knows it too and shuts his mouth as the 

waiter shows back up and plonks down a new jug of water. 

 Maybe to dif fuse the tension, or because he’s seen it on 

telly or some thing, Jack picks up a spoon and taps at the 

side of his Coke. ‘I’d like to make a speech,’ he announces. 

 We look at him, amused, and I smile as he gives a cough, 

goes red, then says, ‘Just to say thanks very much for my 

birth day and for the PlayStation,’ – me and Jamie managed 

to f ind an old  PS 2 and some vintage games on eBay – ‘and 

for my tea.’ He gives us a Jack- special – this inno cently 

cheeky grin that always makes you want to hug him, even 

when he’s done some thing annoy ing like scof f ing the last 

of the biscuits and not telling anyone. 

 Then I notice the restaur ant has gone quiet. The lads on 

the next table are snig ger ing, both the girls trying to shush 

them, although the dark- haired one is laugh ing as she does. 

 Before I have the chance to get irrit ated, I spot the spark-

lers approach ing. I nudge Jamie and we start to sing ‘Happy 

Birthday’. Jack’s eyes get wide, and Mum and Dad exchange 

smiles as they begin to sing too and suddenly everything is 

perfect, because we’re a unit, us Coopers, never mind about 

Jamie being weird these days. He’s got over himself anyway 

and is singing loudest of all, and Jack’s face is all happy and 

pink. He’s already reach ing for his spoon. 

 Then one of the boys at the next table, the arrog antly 

good- looking one, shoves back his chair without looking, 

because he’s busy still braying, just as the waiter goes past. 
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 The waiter trips, does a comedy run for a couple of paces 

before f inally losing his balance and crash ing to the ground, 

propelling the sundae, spark lers and all, up into the air. We 

all watch in horror as it comes down. 

 Right into my lap.  
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   CHAPTER TWO  

 ‘ Aargh! ’ The combin a tion of cold sundae spread ing over my 

legs and hot spark lers in the vicin ity of my boobs is not the 

best feeling in the world. 

 Mum lunges across the table and throws a glass of water 

over me. Two wait resses rush over. One helps the waiter up, 

the other starts saying sorry to me. Mum grabs two napkins, 

hesit ates for a second because they’re these thick cloth ones, 

then chucks them to me. I use them to scoop the worst of 

the ice cream of f and dump it on the table. Dad’s saying, 

‘Are you burnt, Joni?’ 

 Jamie says, ‘Je- sus,’ and Mum says, ‘Watch your mouth.’ 

 Jack’s gone quiet, his round face shocked. 

 The boy who tripped the waiter is saying, ‘So sorry,’ in a 

lazy voice, but behind him the black- haired girl and the 

other boy are killing them selves laugh ing, and not trying to 

hide it. I can’t see the face of the blonde one. 

 I stand, lumps of sundae still drip ping of f my top. 

Arrogant- face boy spots my expres sion and his apolo gies 

turn slightly more sincere. He says to one of the hover ing 

wait resses, ‘I’ll pay,’ without directly looking at her, then 

looks me up and down and says, ‘I’ll get one for all of them.’ 
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And maybe it’s some thing about the way he says ‘them’, but 

even my hackles go up. 

 Jamie shoves his chair back too. ‘No thanks,  mate ,’ he spits 

out and I know his ‘mate’ is stand ing in for a totally dif fer-

ent four- letter word. Jamie’s white with anger. 

 The atmo sphere sharpens. Arrogant- face boy stares at 

Jamie in the worst possible way and I suck in a breath and 

step closer to my big brother, but Dad puts his hand 

on Jamie’s arm and propels him outside to cool down 

before anything else can happen. The waiter is already 

bring ing in another sundae, but even though Jack smiles, I 

can feel the moment’s ruined. Once Jack’s started 

eating, Mum chat ting at him in a too-bright voice, 

I get up. 

 ‘Going to sort this out,’ I say. 

 Mum nods. 

 In the toilet I take of f my shirt and rinse it under the tap. 

There’s a singe mark on the front and I wince; that was my 

favour ite shirt. At least I was wearing a vest top under neath. 

My jeans are spattered with ice cream as well. I bundle the 

shirt into a ball and leave it on the side of the sink while I 

go into one of the cubicles. 

 I’m f inish ing up when I hear the door open and a loud, 

posh voice drawl, ‘Oh, come on, Annabel, it was hilari ous. I 

wish I’d been f ilming.’ 

 If the other person makes a reply, I don’t hear, because 

I’ve already pushed my way out of the cubicle in time to 

see the blonde girl picking up my shirt. Next to her, the 

other girl’s laugh ing. 

 I can’t help chan nel ling Jamie. I glare at them. 
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 The f irst girl looks like she couldn’t care less, but the 

blonde girl’s pale face f lushes, as she holds out my shirt to 

me. I can see she’s about to say sorry, but I take it from her 

before she gets the chance and walk out, conscious my 

greying bra straps are showing under my vest top. 

 Dad’s come back in to sort out the bill. ‘I told Jamie to 

wait outside,’ he says in a low voice to Mum. We get the 

sundae for free and on the walk home, we try and keep 

the mood up for Jack, but Jamie walks a couple of paces 

apart from the rest of us. 

 When we get home he turns on Dad, his jaw jutting. 

‘You should’ve let me lump him. Bunch of –’ he glances at 

Mum, ‘idiots.’ 

 Dad sighs. ‘And what good would that’ve done, son? Eh?’ 

 Jamie mumbles some thing about, ‘Teach him a lesson,’ 

but I can see the anger’s drain ing out of him now. Jack’s 

looking from one face to another and I chew at the side of 

a nail. This isn’t how his birth day was supposed to be. In 

fact, nothing seems like it’s supposed to be these days, and 

it’s all since Jamie landed that swishy job and then got f ired. 

Since then he’s stopped being my usual laid- back big 

brother and turned into some rant- machine. 

 But it’s Jack’s birth day and I can’t stand to see him looking 

so worried. I nudge him on the shoulder. ‘Didn’t you say 

your PlayStation’s got Tetris Worlds on it?’ 

 Jack’s face lights up. 

 ‘Come on. I’ll show you how the master does it,’ I say. 

 The next day, I manage to sleep right through my alarm, so 

by the time Mum comes to invest ig ate why I’m not up yet 
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I’ve got about twenty minutes to get ready and bike it down 

to the library. I take the world’s speedi est shower, cursing 

myself for being such a heavy sleeper. Kelly insists I snore like 

mad, which is clearly a total lie, but all I know is sleep is like 

this great comfort ing blanket to look forward to at the end 

of a long day. And I always seem to have excit ing dreams. 

 Mum’s already on her way out – she’s on a double 

today – and Jamie will have left hours ago; but Jack’s there 

at the table, hunched over a bowl piled with Weetabix. 

He never sleeps in on a Saturday. 

 ‘Morning,’ I say, stretch ing out my Wiltshire accent to 

make it all Farmer Giles- like. 

 He replies through a mouth ful, so it comes out a muf f led 

 muuhh- ihh . I go to the bread bin and it’s empty. So’s the 

milk, apart from a dribble I’d better leave for Dad. 

 Jack gives me a guilty look over his spoon, then treats me 

to a Jack- special, cheeks chubbed up as he grins. How does 

that work every single time? 

 I smile back. ‘I’ll go to the shop on the way home. What 

you up to today? Going round Dylan’s?’ 

 He nods. Jack and Dylan next door have been mates 

about as long as me and Kelly. Dylan’s all right, even if 

Lorraine can be a bit much some times. She knows 

everything about every one and if she doesn’t, she makes it 

her busi ness to f ind out. 

 I check my phone; I am seri ously late. ‘Got to go. Take a 

cup of tea up to Dad before you go out,’ I say. I give him 

a quick kiss on the top of his head, getting a waft of warm 

Weetabix and sleep. It reminds me of when he was a baby. 

He’d sit for hours on my lap in front of the telly. Mum 
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reckons he was born happy. Apparently, I was ‘a tornado’. I 

wonder where that energy all went, because this morning 

I’m hanging. 

 I stop at the back door. ‘Make sure you take your phone 

and tell him when you’re back. And don’t be late for tea.’ 

 Jack waves his milky spoon goodbye and I’m of f out into 

the morning air. 

 The sky is white as I pull out of our little cul- de-sac on 

Jamie’s knackered old bike. I’ve lived here my whole life, 

know every pothole and grass verge. I like being up high 

with the wind pushing across my cheeks as I whizz past tall 

hedges and trees that are just begin ning to show signs of 

spring blossom, reach ing towards each other to form a 

tunnel over the road. 

 I settle into a rhythm, pushing away worries about the 

essay I didn’t quite f inish last night, about money for food, 

and the thing Jamie keeps bring ing up – that our houses are 

all getting sold to some private company. They’re owned 

by a charity now, but from what Mum and Dad say, the 

charity’s ‘gone down hill’ over the last few years, so I f igure 

it might be a good thing for someone else to take over. 

Could mean there’s more cash for stuf f like f ixing the damp, 

or the shower, which comes closer to packing up alto gether 

every year. Maybe we’ll even get proper double- glazed 

windows and central heating, so it’s nice and toasty instead 

of the usual hop- about-freezing- your-butt- of f night mare 

on winter morn ings. Last time I tried saying all that to 

Jamie though, he just laughed like I don’t know anything, 

but I’m with Dad on it: why borrow trouble? Better not to 
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think about it at all, and espe cially not about the home work 

I’ve got piling up at home. An image of my French teacher, 

Miss Armstrong, comes to my mind. She stopped me again 

after lessons the other day, going on about uni open days. 

 ‘I don’t know, Miss,’ I said, when she showed me a pile of 

prospect uses. I didn’t want to ask how Mum would get 

time of f work to drive me, or where we’d get money from 

for petrol or train fares if I went on my own. Or what I’d 

even do at uni anyway. 

 ‘Have a think about it. Perhaps we could chat again next 

week?’ she said. Her hopeful look, and thoughts of the 

prospect uses shoved at the bottom of the recyc ling box go 

on to my mental list of things to stop worry ing about. 

 I stand on the pedals again, pushing, pushing. The future 

is like that great white sky above me – I don’t have a clue 

what I’m supposed to write on it. What I’m allowed to. And 

then for some reason, the restaur ant pops into my head. 

Jack’s face, the shock of that sundae going into my lap. It 

would’ve been funny if it had just been us lot. And that girl 

in the toilet … 

 I’m coming up fast on a sharp bend when a car suddenly 

appears on my side of the road. I slam on the rusty brakes 

and swerve on to a patch of grav elly stones, the bike going 

out from under me. I hit the ground, pain jolting up my leg 

like a f ire work and wind up half in the hedge. 

 I lie still as the car roars of f behind me. Then I untangle 

myself from the bike, wincing at the hot throb bing in my 

shoulder and knee. I bend my leg a couple of times, decide 

it’s prob ably f ine, although I’m going to have one hell of a 

bruise, and take a look at the bike. 
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 It seems  OK  – if there’s a new scratch it’s merged with 

the exist ing ones. The chain’s popped of f, and I kneel on 

my good knee to push it back on, getting my hands covered 

with grease. I wobble the rest of the way to the library. 

 Mrs Hendry’s car is already in the car park when I creak 

in, red in the face and puf f ing hard, leg still on f ire and 

shoulder not much better. Next to her car is Dave’s blue 

transit, one back door open to reveal a stack of boxed dona-

tions. Someone’s scratched a pair of boobs into the dirt 

on the back. A couple of spaces down from it is a really 

posh Audi parked all wonky, paint work gleam ing like the 

shiny new  Huntington Library  sign with that weird little crest 

thing they put up a couple of weeks ago. I liked it better 

when it was just plain old  LIBRARY  in black letters. Above 

it, the clock reads ten past nine. I chain my bike to the 

railing and run up the steps. 

 I bang through the double doors and nearly barrel right 

into Mrs H, who’s stand ing next to the desk. 

 I jump back, still panting. ‘Sorry I’m late. I fell of f 

my bike.’ 

 Mrs H’s irrit ated expres sion changes to one of concern. 

‘Have you hurt your self ?’ 

 ‘Bashed my knee, but it’s  OK , I think.’ 

 ‘Well, good. I’ve been waiting for you to get here.’ Mrs 

H’s face takes on this satis f ied shine. ‘I have some news. 

We’ve got a new helper start ing today. She’s going to be 

with us for the next few months.’ 

 I frown; we can’t af ford to pay anyone else. I’ve been 

doing this library job ever since I got the chop from the 

vets after Jazzy, our cat, got run down and we couldn’t 
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af ford to pay the bill. They f ixed her for free and once the 

Huntingtons gave the library a load of cash, I managed to 

get my Saturday job here, at sub- minimum wage, obvs. But 

still, it’s a job and anyway I like it in the library. 

 ‘She’s volun teer ing. To help with her univer sity applic a-

tion,’ Mrs H says. 

 ‘Oh right. Fair enough.’ I wonder who from school Mrs 

H has got in. No one mentioned it to me. I go over to the 

desk and turn on the second  PC . 

 ‘I want you to help her settle in,’ Mrs H says. She has this 

nervous smile on her face, like the time when the local  MP  

came for a visit and it was in the  Evening Gazette . I follow 

her gaze to where a tall girl is walking towards us holding 

two cups. The adren alin that’s just started settling after my 

bike crash dials straight back up to ten as I take in her 

messy- yet-stylish pony tail, sunglasses pushed up on top of 

her head, her pristine clothes. The look of surprise on her 

face as she clocks me. 

 ‘Ah, here she is!’ Mrs H says in an overly bright voice. 

‘Annabel insisted on making the cof fee.’ She turns to me. 

‘Annabel, this is Joni. Joni …’ There’s the tiniest of pauses, 

as though Mrs H is about to make some import ant 

announce ment. ‘Meet Annabel Huntington.’ 

 I bite back an exclam a tion that was prob ably going to 

end in a swear word. 

 It’s only the girl from the restaur ant.  
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   CHAPTER THREE  

 Annabel Huntington. Blimey. And she’s going to be 

volun teer ing here? What for? Is it to keep an eye on us 

all for her dad? Then I remem ber Mrs H said about her 

 UCAS  or some thing. Surely any uni would let her in if her 

dad had a word in the ear of someone import ant – that’s 

how it works for people like her, isn’t it? Then I f lash back 

to the restaur ant, and her handing me my wrecked shirt, 

and I feel a f lush pushing up my neck. 

 I reckon Annabel’s having similar thoughts, but she 

recov ers fast, puts the cof fees down and holds out a long, 

pale hand, which she’s clearly expect ing me to shake. 

 I give it a stif f up- and-down, wonder ing how hard you’re 

supposed to hold on. Her f ingers are cool, but it seems like 

mine heat up as she says, ‘Lovely to meet you again,’ and 

looks right into my eyes. 

 Something weird happens in the vicin ity of my stomach. 

 ‘Er, yeah, me too. I mean, you too … like wise.’ I look 

down, which is enough to see she has amazing legs, ending 

in what even I can tell are designer sandals. I snap my eyes 

back up to her face, feeling my own go redder, if that’s 

even possible. 
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  Likewise?! For God’s sake, Joni.  

 She smiles. The sort of self- assured smile that makes me 

feel like I’m about twelve again, with a crush on Miss 

Narayan, my old Geography teacher. 

 My face forgets to smile back. 

 I drop her hand suddenly, see her eyes go to my f ingers, 

which are still coated in grease and for bonus points there’s 

a whack ing great grass stain and a smear of mud up my 

jeans leg, so that makes twice I’ve met this girl while covered 

in muck. Brilliant. 

 ‘Uh … I’ll just go and sort myself out,’ I say, and make a 

dash for the toilets. 

 I give my jeans a quick rub down with some toilet roll, 

which gets the worst of the mud of f, but does nothing for 

the grass stain. I wash my hands and tell myself to get a grip. 

So she’s working here, it’s not a massive deal. I bet she lasts 

a couple of weeks, tops, before she gets bored. Can’t imagine 

someone like her stick ing about for too long. I’m still red 

in the face when I come out and see Annabel and Mrs H 

relax ing with their cof fees in the two chairs by the desk. I 

hover, scan ning my brain for some thing to say and ignor ing 

the too-rich smell of the cof fee. Mrs H clearly cracked out 

the posh stuf f you have to make in one of those pots with 

a plunger, but I’ve never liked the smell – it’s too loud 

somehow. 

 I realise Mrs H is waiting for me to reply to some thing 

she’s just said, but I don’t have a clue what it was. Annabel 

arches her perfect eyebrows. 

 Luckily, Dave barrels through the doors at that moment 

with a massive box in his hands and plonks it on the f loor. 
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‘Where do you want all these?’ he asks the room in general. 

I notice he’s avoid ing looking at Annabel, like he’s shy of 

her. Dave lives on our estate and does paint ing, decor at ing 

and various odd jobs. 

 ‘I’ll give you a hand,’ I say and follow him out. Anything 

to get away from the two of them in there. Dave’s admiring 

the Audi, which must belong to Annabel. As I come up 

beside him he gives a low whistle. 

 ‘That’s top of the range, that,’ he says. 

 ‘Yeah?’ I say and I’m surprised to hear a hard Jamie- like 

edge creep ing into my voice. As I heft up the f irst box, I 

realise the prick ling feeling in my stomach has intens i f ied 

into some thing approach ing anger. I’d just got settled in the 

library, liked it, as far as a job goes, and now I’m going to be 

stuck with Annabel Huntington. What am I going to say to 

her? The library, with its thread bare carpets and ancient 

 PC s, isn’t exactly her sort of place, is it? 

 Or maybe it’s way more her sort of place than mine. 

 I remem ber when I f irst used to go in the library. Mrs H 

would give me wary looks from behind her desk, assum ing 

I was with the kids from school who used to hang around. 

They never did anything much, maybe smoked a few fags 

outside, left a couple of crisp packets lying about, but the 

main thing they were guilty of was just being there. It got 

so that people only had to sit in a circle at the edge of the 

car park after school before the woman who lives in the old 

Victorian house at the end of the road was calling up the 

school or the local council to complain. Eventually, every-

one moved on and it was only me left. I’d sit in the corner 

of the library, next to the radi ator doing my home work, or 
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reading. Still took weeks before Mrs H prop erly chatted to 

me and a good while later until she asked me if I was inter-

ested in a job. And someone like Annabel gets that straight 

away, because of who she is, or at least who her dad is. 

Suddenly it strikes me as totally unfair. 

 Just like Jamie always says. 

 The thought makes me plonk the box down extra hard 

when I’ve heaved it inside, like I’m having a go at squash ing 

it f lat. I don’t want to be angry all the time like my brother. 

I give a sigh. Mrs H is watch ing me from behind the 

computer. Annabel seems to have disap peared already. 

 ‘You will be nice, won’t you?’ Mrs H says, her voice 

aiming for jokey but coming out with a warning bite to it. 

 I give her an I-don’t- know-what- you-mean look, eyes 

wide. Then, to wind her up, I say, ‘Where’s Madame got to 

anyway? She hasn’t gone home already, has she?’ 

 I don’t mean my voice to sound so hopeful. 

 ‘Not quite.’ I turn around to see Annabel lugging in 

a gigantic box. We’ve done all right with dona tions 

this month. 

 I stare and then she says, ‘Would you take the other end, 

thank you.’ It doesn’t come out as a ques tion, more of a 

command. I feel like Jazzy when he spots next- door-but- 

one’s huge scraggy ginger cat in our garden. If I had a tail 

it’d be puf fed out like a bog brush right about now, getting 

ready to f ight if I’m cornered. 

 I grab the other end and almost pull the box out of her 

hands, so that she stag gers a step, then lets go as I swing it 

down on top of my own box. We straighten and I catch her 

eye, my eyebrows raised in a ‘yeah?’ expres sion as if she’s 
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about to start on me. Annabel’s face takes on a f lush which 

prob ably mirrors my own; appar ently neither of us wants to 

be the one who looks away f irst. 

 Mrs H’s voice breaks into the stand- of f. ‘That was the last 

one, wasn’t it? Well then, you girls can take these to the 

stor e room to sort through them together, yes?’ She doesn’t 

wait for a response. ‘Wonderful.’ 

 Annabel’s face seems to be saying the same thing that’s 

going through my mind, which is some thing along the 

lines of  oh yeah, wonder ful . 

 Completely, totally,  wonder ful .  
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   CHAPTER FOUR  

 ‘So then she opens up a box and lets out this little shriek, 

seri ously, like a proper girly shriek, and looks at her nail to 

see if she’s chipped her mani cure,’ I say in the pub later on 

that night. The whole gang is here: tall, skinny Pete, looking 

at Kelly with hopeful eyes, me, and Ed and Stacey who’ve 

been a thing for a few months now. Stace is sat on Ed’s lap 

in the corner, while Pete’s kicking my arse in a game of 

pool. Kelly’s leaning against the pool table, a drink in her 

hand. The Crown always lets us in, as long as we stick to soft 

drinks. My knee’s still hurting and my arms feel like I was 

doing press- ups for the last four hours, cour tesy of lugging 

boxes about half the day. And I’m knackered from the ef fort 

of trying to be polite to Annabel and f ind things to say to 

her; one day has already shown me we have liter ally nothing 

in common. 

 I think about Mrs H giving Annabel the ‘grand tour’ of 

the library, and the community hall which is through a 

linking door, and the way Annabel looked at everything 

with this totally inscrut able face so you couldn’t tell what 

she was think ing. I could prob ably join a few of those dots 

up, seeing the place through her eyes; the windows with 
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their f laking paint and the scuf fed- up f loor in the hall, the 

worn patches on the carpet and our motley dona tions 

lining the shelves. 

 Kelly’s got one eyebrow up like she knows I’m enjoy ing 

my rant a teensy bit too much, but I’m on a roll. ‘Honestly, 

she’s so annoy ing. I don’t ’spect she’ll last too long though.’ 

I lean over and crack the pink into the top left- hand 

pocket with a satis fy ing – and to be truth ful, fairly rare 

–  thwack . 

 When I look up, Kelly’s pinch ing her chin between her 

f inger and thumb, her eyes narrow ing in the way they do 

when her brain’s on over drive. There’s a small smile on her 

face, which I pretend not to notice, conscious I may have 

neglected to mention Annabel actu ally looked at her nail 

because she’d broken it down to the quick. I felt pretty bad 

when I saw that as it happens. I even said, ‘That looks nasty – 

do you want me to get you a plaster?’ but she drew herself up 

and said, ‘No, thank you, I can manage,’ like me of fer ing to 

help her was an af front or some thing. The version I told f its 

better anyway. And don’t ask me with whose idea of her. It 

just does. 

 ‘Come on, maybe you should give her a chance,’ Pete says. 

 ‘I would, but she’s –’ I break of f. What is Annabel like? 

She has this thing about her, like some sort of invis ible 

protect ive bubble – you can see it in the way she moves, 

how she looks at things. I don’t know exactly what it 

takes to get that sort of shine, but I’m guess ing it’s easier 

when your family aren’t exactly short of a fortune or 

two. ‘… annoy ing,’ I f inish up, my voice sound ing lame 

even to me. 
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 ‘I can’t believe her dad’s  the  Mr Huntington. They’re 

minted,’ Stace says from Ed’s lap. 

 ‘Do you remem ber that thing in the paper, with the ball?’ 

Pete says. He’s talking about this massive charity ball the 

Huntingtons put on last Christmas at the Town Hall. They 

even got the High Street shut of f. Mum got caught in the 

result ing traf f ic jam. 

 ‘Yep, minted,’ Ed says. 

 ‘So what?’ I take another shot and miss. 

 Pete takes the cue and starts clean ing up the table. 

 ‘Wouldn’t mind her money though,’ Stace says. She’s still 

on Ed’s lap, one leg hooked behind his. ‘They’ve got a 

massive mansion out by the Downs, don’t they?’ 

 I shrug, as if I don’t already know this. 

 ‘If I was rich,’ Stace says on a sigh, ‘I’d do some serious 

shop ping. And get exten sions.’ 

 ‘You don’t need them, you’re gorgeous already,’ Ed says, 

to a general chorus of sick noises. Stace winds one arm 

around his neck. 

 I watch them for a moment, how natural they are. How 

they seem to be really happy together. A tiny part of me wants 

that; to have someone sitting on my lap, my arms around them. 

 I spot Pete giving Kelly a swift look, all open and longing, 

and her pretend ing she hasn’t noticed. Most of the time 

Pete’s crush on her isn’t awkward; she’ll laugh it of f or say, 

‘Stop trying to get into my pants,’ if Pete says some thing 

nice to her, but it’s never in a mean way. 

 He gives his head a little shake and then looks at me. ‘If I 

was rich I’d travel, go to China. See the Great Wall,’ he says. 

‘What about you?’ 
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 I pause, listen ing to the jukebox blaring, and the babble 

of voices. What would I do if I had a shed load of money? Get 

Mum and Dad a house, for starters, so Mum stops worry ing 

about her evil boss and getting shifts, and Dad stops having to 

main line paink illers for his back. But that’s a bit sad, so I take a 

deep breath of beery air through my nose and say, ‘I don’t 

know. Get some driving lessons?’ 

 ‘Boring,’ Stace says. I know she’s just joking, but I feel a 

f licker of annoy ance; Stace’s parents got her driving lessons 

for her seven teenth a couple of months ago. 

 Pete cracks in the last ball and turns to me with a smirk. 

‘I’ll have another Coke, please.’ 

 Loser always gets the winner a drink. I go to the bar and 

wave at Nic. She was a couple of years above me at school 

and has a younger brother who Kelly dated for a bit a while 

ago. Everyone knows every one else, or at least us townies 

do. The posh kids have their own places to hang out, I 

guess. 

 Nic’s got stun ning skin. It has this warm glow about it, 

unlike mine which seems to break out on a monthly basis. 

Bloody periods, excuse the pun. Her skin reminds me of 

Annabel’s; she’s not got a spot in sight either. Then I shake 

my head, annoyed I’m still think ing about her. 

 Kelly appears. She leans over the bar to grab a straw, then 

twirls it between her f ingers before looking up through her 

long fringe at me. ‘So Annabel. I take it she’s a hottie?’ She 

taps the straw against her mouth and grins. 

 ‘I haven’t really thought about it,’ I say, aiming for breezy 

and totally missing, which makes Kelly grin even more and 

say, ‘ Mm- huh ?’ with a waggle of her eyebrows. 
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 ‘ No,  Kelly. There will be no  mm s or  huh s,’ I say in my 

stern est voice. 

 ‘ OK ,  OK . Was just saying.’ Kelly laughs, then turns to Nic 

and says, ‘Can I have half a cider, please?’ 

 Nic rolls her eyes. ‘You’ve turned eight een since last 

week, have you?’ 

 Kelly shrugs. ‘Worth a try. Lemonade then. And one for 

Joni too.’ 

 I open my mouth to protest, but Kelly says, ‘Don’t bother.’ 

 I get this warm rush of af fec tion for her; trust Kelly to 

know I’ll stand my loser’s round, but I’ve only got enough 

cash left for one drink. 

 ‘Thanks,’ I say. 

 While Nic pours our drinks, Kelly stretches her arms up 

to the ceiling, showing of f a dark stomach where her top’s 

ridden up, and yawns. ‘God, I’m knackered. I think I’ve 

been to every shop on the High Street. I’ve prob ably got 

blisters.’ She pulls of f a shoe to look at her heel, then wafts 

her leg in my face. ‘I have as well, look.’ 

 I push it away, laugh ing. ‘You get no sympathy from me.’ 

I think about Kelly’s room – with its heaps of clothes on the 

f loor, piled on her chair and spewing out over the top of 

her tall chest of drawers – and shake my head. 

 Kelly takes a sip of her drink, then says, ‘So … back to 

this Annabel girl.’ 

 ‘Oh my God, stop, for the love of …’ I cast around for 

inspir a tion, ‘shoes.’ I’m grin ning, but for once Kelly has a 

straight face. 

 ‘It’s just, I reckon this is the f irst time I’ve seen you get 

worked up over a girl since you were going out with Lara.’ 
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 I shake my head. ‘I swear, it’s really not like that,’ I say. 

 ‘Oh yeah?’ 

 ‘Seriously yeah. It’s about as far from that as it’s 

possible to be.’ 

 ‘ Uh- huh .’ 

 ‘Way- huh .’ 

 ‘ OK .’ She pauses for a moment. ‘But she is f it though?’ 

 I think about this a bit too long before I say, ‘Not really.’ 

 ‘Ah- ha!’ 

 ‘Shut up, Kells.’ 

 I take a long drink because, to my extreme annoy ance, 

I’m blush ing.  
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Prologue

WORRIED

Poppy had been worried for a long time.
Stretching her neck, she pressed her flushed 

cheek and the side of her nose against the cold glass of 
the train window and tried to focus her eyes on the little 
stones and tracks hurtling past below. 

Breathe, she said to herself, breathe.
That was what she knew to do whenever her heart 

began to play that little game where it thought Poppy 
was galloping up a mountain when she really wasn’t. 

I’m not worried, she told her reflection firmly. Her 
reflection had slate-blue eyes and short, inquisitive hair 
the colour of rust and bricks, just like she did. Although 
she didn’t think her actual arms were as pointy at the 
elbows, or as skinny as the ones she could see in  
the window. Wrestling her jacket out of her backpack, 
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she hauled it on over the top of her bottle-green cardie 
to hide the enormously pointy elbows. The cardie was 
something of her own creation, and it hung over her 
favourite tangerine-coloured corduroy dress like a bit of 
moss on an old tree. The dress had two wonderfully big 
pockets at the front, which were large enough to secrete 
away all manner of useful things, and Poppy liked to 
wear it when she was in a creative mood or travelling 
long distances. 

LookouT 4 Mumbling Marley 

read a wonky line of graffiti on the wall of the carriage. 
She wondered spitefully if whoever had spent half an 
hour gouging it into the plastic was aware that lookout, 
when employed as a verb, was two separate words. 

Stop being so boring, she thought. 
Poppy had only brought one backpack with her to 

Gran’s. After all, she was only staying in Suds for two 
weeks of the summer holidays while Dad was away,  
so she hadn’t packed a whole lot of stuff. She’d had  
that backpack since, well, since a very long time ago. 
She wasn’t the kind of person who needed new things. 
After all, who wanted new things? Everyone except 
Poppy. 

To Poppy, new things meant new smells. New shoes 
meant new blisters. A new backpack meant lodging the 
sharp end of your drawing compass beneath your 
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fingernail as you fumbled around trying to find your 
ruler. She didn’t like “new”. In order for something to 
be new, something else had to be old, and that in turn 
meant that the old thing might very well be forgotten. 

As with most train journeys that are northbound,  
the countryside became wilder and greener. The busy 
patchwork of fields ebbed away into quiet, untamed 
brushstrokes of leaves and wood, peppered with white 
flashes from where the chalk seams that ran through 
this part of the country raised their powdery heads 
above the surface.

She tried to phone Gran as the train pulled out of the 
next station to remind her of when to come and collect 
her. But Gran didn’t answer. Gran hardly ever answered. 
Poppy wasn’t worried though. She said so to herself 
again, I’m not worried. Because amongst all the things 
Gran never did, was forgetting. Gran never forgot.

The train rounded a bend and up ahead Poppy 
watched as the caterpillar-like succession of carriages 
vanished into a tunnel up ahead. Poppy’s carriage soon 
flickered to black. She held her breath and counted 
eight seconds before the train shot out at the other end. 
She and Mum would do that in the car when they went 
through tunnels in London. The longest they’d managed 
was forty-three seconds. 

Poppy’s heart chugged in time to the train’s engine.
Stop it, you stupid thing, she said to the spot on her 

chest where she imagined her heart must be.
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Glancing down the long swaying carriage she noticed, 
perhaps for the first time, a tall woman at the other end 
beside the sliding doors. She was looking straight ahead 
out of the window, her hands clasped around a thin 
silver cane. 

She doesn’t look as if she needs a cane, Poppy thought 
to herself, quietly.

If people did need support getting about, they would 
use a walking frame nowadays, or one of those nippy 
little mobility scooters, or those chairlifts that old 
people sometimes have on the stairs.

The lady was wearing a velvet jacket with an 
assortment of glittering pins. On her head was a silver 
cap, and from it poked a feather so curled that it almost 
vanished against the dark rings of hair spiralling out from 
underneath. The lady was smiling. A smile that said she 
knew Poppy was watching her.

Without looking away from the window, the lady 
removed one of her green gloves and dipped her hand 
into her pocket, just long enough for Poppy to see  
her knobbly fingers. Poppy’s heart gave a thump in her 
chest. The lady’s hands weren’t like her face at all. Her 
face was like glass, but her hands were like speckled 
paper.

Poppy turned away for a moment, but only so far 
that she could still see what was happening. From her 
pocket the lady pulled a small purse that was the same 
colour as her jacket. Opening the purse, she found a 
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compact mirror and adjusted one of her curls a little 
with a hooked finger.

To either side of the train the black trees of the 
woods which surrounded Suds rose above them like 
twisted chimneys. 

Poppy hadn’t noticed the second tunnel approaching, 
and before she knew it they were plunged into darkness. 
She held her breath again and counted. 

1, 2, 3…
She heard a sharp tap on the carriage floor.
4, 5, 6…
She closed her eyes. 
7, 8, 9…
Daylight flooded back in and Poppy could see the 

rusty eaves of Suds station up ahead. She looked around 
the carriage. The lady was gone.

How could she be? The train had only been in the 
tunnel for nine seconds. Perhaps she’d just moved along 
to the next carriage. But Poppy hadn’t heard the doors 
sliding open.

The voice over the train’s speaker garbled something 
about “Taking all belongings with you” and “This train 
terminates here”.

She heaved her backpack onto her narrow shoulders 
and positioned herself beside the doors. Then she 
noticed the lady’s purse lying forgotten on a seat. It was 
almost the exact same colour as the quiet green fabric  
of the carriage upholstery. Poppy wouldn’t have noticed 
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it if she hadn’t been spinning in circles as she struggled 
to squeeze her arm through the strap of her bulging 
backpack. The doors opened, a sharp gust of autumn 
wind plunged into the carriage, and instead of thinking, 
like she always did, Poppy snatched the purse and 
stuffed it into one of her wonderfully big pockets.
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One

CLOTH

“Take the key from around my wrist,” Gran told 
Poppy when they arrived back at her house. Poppy 

had visited Gran just once before, when she was three 
or four and Mum had driven her up for the day. After 
that, Gran took the train down to visit them a handful 
of times, but otherwise Poppy only really got to talk to 
her on the phone. It didn’t matter though, because 
Gran’s house smelled the same way that she remembered 
Gran did: of dark wood, musk and sugar. “Go to the 
cabinet by the fireside and open it just a little.”

Poppy did as she was told. 
“Now, using only one hand, lift the lid from the jar 

wrapped in cheesecloth.”
Poppy obeyed. Churchill, Gran’s miniature pig, 

sniffed anxiously around the kitchen and then charged 
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through the door towards his basket, where he curled 
up cosily by the hearth. A fat log of wood surrounded  
by bundles of dry twigs blazed silently. Mum always  
said she could never remember Gran’s house without  
a fire chattering away in the lounge room. “Suds was 
always seven degrees colder than anywhere else,”  
she would say. “And if you didn’t like the weather,  
all you had to do was look in a different direction, 
because the temperature in Suds was as changeable as 
the wind.” 

“Find the tweezers in the cabinet and take two lumps 
of sugar.” Grandma squinted across the room over the 
top of her glasses. “Bravo,” she said. “Now hold the sugar 
lumps in your hand as tight as you can without crushing 
them. Lock the cabinet. Bring me back the key.”

Poppy did exactly as Gran instructed.
“Put the sugar lumps in my tea, as carefully as you 

can without making a splash.”
When she had done this, Poppy stirred the tea.
“Scrummy!” Gran whispered, slurping her tea noisily. 

“Ahhhh!” She smacked her lips. 
Poppy was not impressed.
“You’ll soon find that I’m not a proper lady, Poppy,” 

Gran told her, noticing Poppy’s quiet disapproval.  
“I don’t mean I’m not a girl. I’m very definitely a girl.  
I mean I talk with my mouth full. I put my elbows on 
the table. I like interrupting people.” Gran winked at 
her with one little eye.
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Poppy didn’t know what to say, so she changed the 
subject. “Why do you hide the sugar, Gran?”

Gran drank some more tea and arranged herself more 
comfortably. She was wearing a crushed silk robe in a 
colour she called Burnt Brandy, topped with a hat that 
was dappled like a sun-drunk avocado. Poppy’s eyes 
liked the colour. Burnt Brandy was a colour that made 
her think of black coffee, amber and chestnuts. The hat 
was similar to a fez and had a tassel that danced around 
Gran’s blossomy hair. Perched on her nose was a pair of 
brass pince-nez, framing her glistening sea-green eyes. 

Poppy liked 
looking at her 
grandma’s 
armchair. It 
was furrowed 
and patched, 
and dotted with 
hundreds of 
glistening pins. 
Gran always said 
she got all her 
best ideas while 
sitting in that 
chair. She called  
it the Seat of 
Wisdom.
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Gran was a seamstress and could make any wearable 
thing you wanted. Think of a costume now; she could 
make it. A scaled sea monster, the robes of a golden 
sultan, a goblin made of nothing but leaves and wind. 
She worked through the night, her long fingers stitching 
and milling like a spider. Although Gran wasn’t famous, 
her costumes were. You could always tell if she’d made 
something by the tiny initials she’d embroider into the 
lining: T.H. 

“The sugar must be kept locked up,” Gran said 
simply, which was no real answer at all. Then she 
changed the subject with insect-like speed. “I moved to 
Suds forty-six years ago when I was twenty-two. The 
people here aren’t any kinder or meaner than any other 
town. The library doesn’t have better books. The post 
doesn’t come any faster, and the mutton pies are just as 
delicious as the ones two towns over. I didn’t come here 
for any of that. I came to Suds for the cloth.”

Gran took another sip from her cup, and when her 
pursed lips pulled away they created a little ripple in  
her tea.

“There is no better cloth in the whole, wide, 
wonderful world than the cloth they make in Suds.”

Poppy cradled her cocoa and nestled up beside 
Gran’s velvet slippers.

“I’ve seen cloth that changes colour like a cuttlefish, 
and fabric that crumbles like ancient stones but stitches 
like new satin.”
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“Where do they make the cloth?” Poppy asked.
“At the Helligan Mills, just out of town on the river. 

Miss Crink at the fabric shop says that once a week, on 
a Tuesday morning, bolts of the most exquisite cloth 
float down the river in a crate which stops at the brook 
beside her shop. There is never any left over, because 
the perfect amount is always made. Not an inch more  
or less.”

“Who makes it?”
“That”, her grandmother said, “remains a mystery.” 

She thought for a bit. “Your mum wouldn’t like me 
telling you this, but since she isn’t with us any more I 
make those decisions now, so I’m going to tell you.”

Gran cleared her throat and opened a tin of syrupy 
peaches sat beside her.

“Many years ago, before there were street lamps and 
car horns, there opened a famous fabric mill in Suds. 
Merchants came from all over the world to buy their 
fabric. Nothing was impossible, no colour too specific, 
no texture too complex. You could take them a toadstool 
and they’d weave you a red and white spotted fabric 
with an underside of pleated bone muslin that was so 
fine you’d think they’d plucked it from a witch’s supply 
cupboard. They made a voile so light, you could drape it 
on a ghost.”

“How did they make it?” Poppy wondered if perhaps 
Gran was exaggerating a little. 

Gran finished off the last peach and drank the juice 
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from the tin. “Some say they made it with the web of 
the Whistling Spider, others say they used silk threads 
from the Chinese Devil Worm softened in the stomach 
of the Skipping Camel. But I say otherwise.”

The old woman narrowed her briny eyes and leaned 
towards Poppy.

“I say magic,” she said, and picked her teeth with a 
needle.

Poppy’s neck was suddenly aware of the tiny hairs on 
the back of it.

“You can’t expect me to believe that, Gran.”
“Then how else do you explain it?”
Poppy thought for a moment and considered biting 

her nail absent-mindedly.
“Well, no one can ever really prove they’ve seen a 

ghost or what it looks like inside a witch’s supply 
cupboard. So no one could ever prove the materials 
really ever were that special, could they?”

Gran smiled. “You must be careful not to be too 
clever, my little button. Overthinking clogs the brain 
like soggy cereal clogs the sink.”

Poppy narrowed her eyes. Gran held out her cup.
“Make me another tea and fetch me a biscuit, would 

you, pet?”
Poppy put the kettle on the stove.
“Where did we leave off? Oh, that’s right,” Gran 

said, unpicking a few of the scales from a pair of beetle 
wings she was making. “The fabric became even more 
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famous. The town of Suds prospered and grew…until 
something odd began to happen.”

The kettle whistled as it began to boil and Poppy 
poured the hot water over the fragrant tea leaves.

“One by one, like the birds of summer, children 
began to vanish.”

Poppy put the kettle down and brought Grandma 
her tea.

“What do you mean? How did they vanish? When 
did this happen?”

Churchill the pig rested his snout on the edge of his 
basket, as if listening to the story too.

“I mean just what I say: children began to vanish. 
One here, one there. They faded away. I remember I 
was twenty-three when Wilma Norbles disappeared. 
Wilma was a swimming champion. Every day before 
school she would swim up and down the river like a seal, 
until one morning something peculiar began to happen. 
It started with Wilma’s eyes. Very slowly, little by little, 
their colour began to fade. Before she knew it, the colour 
from her hair began to drain away too. The last time 
Wilma climbed into the river, despite being ten years 
old, she was as grey as an old woman. People watching 
from the shore said that she took a deep breath, sunk 
beneath the water and dissolved like a blob of paint. 
Some said she was eaten by the old fish rumoured to 
live in the River Suds. But even I’m not superstitious 
enough to think that’s likely.”
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Poppy nodded politely. She didn’t quite know if she 
believed her wily old gran. She was twelve after all, and 
twelve is the age when one truly starts reasoning what is 
real and what is fabricated. 

“I can see you don’t believe me, but let me tell you 
this: ever since, and ever so slowly, the children of Suds 
have been dwindling away.”

“Where did they go?” Poppy asked. “When was the 
last time it happened?” 

Gran looked at Poppy and answered only one of her 
questions. “No one knows. Sugar, my button. Two lumps.”

Poppy retrieved the sugar, heeding Grandma’s 
instructions. 

“And what’s happened to the Mills now?”
“They’re still there,” said Gran, sipping her tea. 

“Somewhere in the woods outside of town. Riddling 
Woods. Neglected, ruined and overgrown. Whether the 
fabric which floats down the river comes from the Mills 
or not is anybody’s guess. People in the village like to say 
they are haunted.”  

“Haunted?”
“Haunted,” said Gran. “By the ghost of a 

washerwoman who crouches beside the river’s edge, 
washing the stains from a grey cloth.”

“That’s not real,” muttered Poppy, her chest 
swimming with unease.

“It might not be real, but it’s a fact that people have 
seen her,” said Gran wryly. “Now, while your dad is 
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away for the next few weeks and you’re staying with me 
here in Suds, I want you to follow four simple rules. No 
one else seems to bother with them these days, but I’m 
a bit old-fashioned sometimes, Poppy, and I like to stick 
to them.”

Poppy fetched her notepad from her backpack and 
wrote down what Grandma said. With each line she 
wrote, her fingers stiffened and her heart began to dance 
its familiar dance.

RULES:

1    All washing must be done during the day. Bring your  
  clothes in off the washing line (even if they are wet)  
  before six o’clock every night.

2    All sugar cubes are to be kept under lock and key.

3    At night close your window, lock it, draw the curtains.

4    NEVER, DON’T YOU EVER, dust the window sills.
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For Clare and Alex: 

we’ll always have the Ustinov.



Because everybody knows the 

real drama happens backstage…



ACT ONE

Audition
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ACT ONE, SCENE ONE

Fifteen minutes.

That’s only…what, nine hundred seconds – right?

Nine hundred seconds late feels so much better than 

quarter of an hour late. Doesn’t it?

Okay, so no. I’m fifteen minutes late.

And what that makes me is screwed.

My umbrella turns itself inside out thanks to the March 

mini-hurricane blowing round the corner of the building. 

Funnelled between the long, low warehouses of the 

industrial estate, the gusts are even stronger here than they 

were on the main road. At least back there the rain just fell 

downwards; now it’s going every possible kind of sideways…

and I swear some of it’s actually coming back up at me. I ditch 

the umbrella. It’s blatantly not helping.

Unit thirty-two, unit thirty-two…

Come on, come on, come on…

Unit eighty-seven.

And a dead end.



9

ACT  ONE ,  SCENE  ONE

You have got to be kidding me.

I turn around and swim back up the road to the sign that 

lists all the businesses and companies on the estate with 

their unit numbers, looking for anything that even remotely 

resembles Earl’s Theatre Rehearsal Room. Or Theatre. Or 

even Room.

Basically, at this point I’ll take anything that’s legible.

Five minutes later, I shove open a battered metal door  

in a red, two-storey unit – the mythical unit thirty-two, 

which turned out to be on a completely different road and 

in between unit number forty-one and unit number ninety-

three (although perhaps that’s only on Thursdays – maybe 

on Wednesdays and alternate Sundays it’s next to unit 

thirty-three, just for fun). I peel off my soaked coat. Inside 

is…not quite what I was expecting. The front section of the 

unit has been divided off to make an entrance space; there’s 

an empty clothes rack nailed to the side wall, so I hang my 

coat on one of the pegs, where it drips gently. The reception 

area is deserted, and the only furniture is a sagging, slightly 

grubby sofa and a little glass table next to it, piled with 

crumpled back-issues of The Stage and an old dog-eared 

copy of the Spotlight Contacts book.

This is not even close to how I imagined the entrance  

to the rehearsal room of a theatre like the Earl’s would look. 

I think I’d pictured…I don’t know, maybe something a  

little cleaner? A plush velvet sofa, maybe. Gleaming floor-
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to-ceiling windows with natural light streaming in and a 

waxed wooden floor. 

Wrong on all counts.

“Umm…hello?”

My voice bounces off the dingy grey walls, coming 

straight back to me. This is how horror films start, says a small 

voice that belongs to a bit of me I almost certainly don’t 

want to listen to. It really is.

Beyond the sofa is another door – a blue one this time, 

with a small, neatly-printed card taped to it.

INTERVIEWS.
(Knock & enter.)

I wonder whether whoever typed it meant to make it as 

passive-aggressive as they have by adding the full stops. 

Who adds punctuation to a sign like that?

I squeeze as much rainwater out of my hair as I can, and 

I knock. Full stops or not.

The room on the other side is much, much larger – it’s 

actually kind of like my school’s gym hall. It even has the 

same floor tiles, but with dozens of little black-and-yellow 

taped crosses and Ls stuck to them. The main difference, 

though, is the back wall – the whole thing here is taken up 

by a huge pinboard, where hundreds of sketches, colour 

printouts and pages of notes flutter in a draught. And in 
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front of it all, smack in the middle of the hall, is a table 

where three men and one woman are sitting – looking 

incredibly bored and not a little annoyed.

“Uh, hi?” I raise a hand, hoping they didn’t spot the 

water that just dripped off my elbow. “Hope Parker. I’m 

here for the internship interview? I’m really sorry, I got…”

“Drowned?” says one of the line-up, barely glancing up 

from the book he’s reading. He smirks at his own joke, then 

arches an eyebrow at me and drops the paperback – the 

novel about magicians that everyone seems to be reading 

lately, dog-eared and thick with Post-it notes poking out – 

on the floor with a bang. I recognize him almost immediately 

and want to curl myself into a ball in the middle of the floor 

and never speak or move or do anything again. Because it’s 

Rick Hillier. I finally get to meet Rick Hillier, my favourite 

actor, my favourite director, my favourite everything…and 

I’m late and approximately ninety-seven per cent rain. 

Excellent.

“Is it still raining?” The woman – she must be Amy, the 

Earl’s Theatre deputy stage manager who rang me about 

this interview – looks up at the ceiling as though she’s 

worried the water will start pouring through any second. 

I push my hair back behind my ear again. I’ve had 

showers that have left me drier than this. One of my trainers 

sprang a leak outside unit fifteen and I can still feel the 

water swooshing around my toes.
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“A bit.”

“That explains why you’re late, I suppose. We’d almost 

given up on you,” says another of the men. Sitting at the end 

of the table, he’s older than the others – even older than  

my dad, I’d guess – and he’s got a folder open in front of 

him, which he keeps tapping with the end of a pen. I decide 

that it’s probably not the best idea to say that I’m actually 

late because I was practising – rehearsing – for this so hard 

that I completely forgot to check the time. I should have 

checked the time. But if they want to go with the rain story, 

let’s run with that.

“Yes. The rain, and the bus…” I shrug and a drop of 

water very slowly trickles down between my shoulder 

blades.

“Well, now you’re here you’d better sit down.” He points 

to the cushioned chair in front of the table – then looks 

straight over my shoulder. “Or perhaps one of those would 

be more practical…?”

I follow his gaze to the stack of hard plastic chairs beside 

the door. I drip back across the floor to the door, drip a chair 

out of the stack and drip all the way back to the table, sitting 

down across from the four of them. As one, they stare back 

at me. This is brutal.

“Here.” Amy has been rummaging in the rucksack at  

her feet and pulls out a towel, holding it out to me across 

the table.
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I shake my head. “I’m fine, really. Thanks.”

I sneeze.

“On second thoughts…” I take the towel and sit there 

with it in my lap like I’ve somehow forgotten what towels 

are for.

This is going well.

“So. Hope. You’re seventeen, and you’re from Marshfield 

School – is that right?” Folder Man looks down at his papers, 

then carries on without waiting for an answer. “You’ve 

applied for the stage management placement with us, 

haven’t you?”

“Umm…yes?” 

“We’ve got your form, but we’d like you to tell us a little 

about yourself – starting with why you want to work in a 

role like this.”

I practised this. I did. I’ve got a whole spiel about close 

readings of a script and bringing a theatre company together 

as a family, looking after them and making sure they have 

what they need. I can talk about a theatre as a living, 

breathing machine where everyone is a cog and it’s only 

when the cogs are all turning together that the whole thing 

comes to life. I have stuff about finding props, about tech 

week; about schedules and supporting the director and 

problem-solving and everything. I’ve practised it in front of 

my mirror every night this week. I wrote it on cue cards, 

just to be sure.
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The ones I realized on the way over that I’d left under  

my bed. And now I can’t remember any of it.

Superb.

Four pairs of eyes look at me expectantly.

I’ve got nothing. Nothing but wet hair and wet shoes and 

wet jeans.

It’s Amy who takes pity on me. “Wow, Charlie. Big question 

to hit her with when she’s only just sat down!” She looks 

along the table at him. “Maybe we could start with something 

a bit gentler?”

He shrugs, and she takes this as an okay, turning to smile 

at me. “You said on your form that you’ve got some experience 

of backstage work. Talk to us about that a bit, Hope.”

“Umm…” 

I know this is the bit where, according to the form, I’m 

supposed to have the chance to demonstrate a passion for 

practical theatre. 

For two years, I’ve volunteered at the Square Globe 

Community Theatre in my free time as an assistant stage 

manager – aka the dogsbody, errand-runner, gluer-and-

stapler of broken scenery, and the wielder of the safety pin 

and iron-on webbing that sticks anything to anything (trust 

me, I’ve tried). Two years of first-night applause and last-

minute adrenalin rushes, end-of-run parties and those  

in-jokes that are only funny if you were in the room when 

something happened – which I usually was. Two years in 
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which I’ve helped actors learn their lines, hissed their lines 

from the side of the stage when they forgot them, and 

listened to them complaining when lines they had learned 

got cut before they had the chance to forget them. I’ve 

learned how to get mic tape off someone’s neck without 

making them cry, and I have even carried a pantomime cow 

costume to the dry-cleaner’s in an unseasonal heatwave. 

(Tip: it’s not too difficult if you actually wear the back half 

to walk in, but you do get some funny looks.)

And I’ve loved every minute of it.

Being in a theatre – any theatre – is like walking into an 

enormous hug. To me, standing at the back of an auditorium 

and looking at the stage feels like a pair of velvet-covered 

arms are wrapping around me and pulling me close. It’s 

where I’m meant to be. Give me a headset and I’m happy – 

even one of the crappy old ones at the Square Globe which 

were fished out of a skip behind the Earl’s. The first time I 

put one on, I realized it still had the red-and-gold Earl’s logo 

stamped on it, and I promised myself that one day I’d be 

putting a headset on in the Earl’s itself. Preferably one that 

hadn’t come out of a skip.

This is my only chance to talk about all that, really. Not 

just because if I don’t I can forget the placement, but because 

even though my mum loves the theatre, she belongs to 

another part of it. She’s confident and so sure that she 

knows what she’s talking about, and when she’s working 
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she can always say what she means and it makes sense. She 

just does it. She could talk about costumes all day (and 

people literally pay her to do that sometimes) but the stuff 

she cares about is always meant to be seen. It’s the swooshing 

silks and swirling capes, beads and glitter and things shining 

in the light. And that’s the opposite of what I am. The 

opposite of where I think I’m meant to be. And she’ll never 

get that: how can she? People see her work and they know 

it’s hers – she’s famous for it. As for Dad and my sisters, 

well, they’ve had so many years of Mum’s theatre-related 

dramas that the thought of me bringing even more of them 

home wouldn’t go down well. The community theatre 

stuff’s one thing, but as far as they’re concerned, one theatre 

professional in the family’s quite enough. 

Which is why nobody knows I’m here.

This is my dream, that I need to make happen. On my own.

At least, that’s partly why, anyway…

Four pairs of eyes are still looking at me expectantly, and 

everything I have to say – everything I want to say – turns to 

dust in my mouth and my voice evaporates. All the passion, 

all the enthusiasm, all the…whatever else I’m supposed to 

show them I have? Dust, smoke and ashes.

I have, to borrow a phrase from the actors, dried.

Amy rescues me again, clearing her throat and pointedly 

looking at my form on the table in front of her.

“Just one thing before we go any further. Would you be 
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willing to sign an NDA for us?” She pulls a printed sheet of 

paper out of one of her folders, holding it out to me. 

“A non-disclosure agreement?” My fingers close around 

the form. 

“We can see that you’ve got good experience of script 

reading, prop management and rehearsal notes, which is 

great. We’re hoping to bring our intern in on our next…

well, our current production. It’s finishing out its rehearsal-

room time and moving into the theatre for technical 

rehearsals. We’ve got some stage magic designed by Katie 

Khan we’ll need to be on-site to really get working and  

that might be a bit of a challenge…but let’s not get ahead  

of ourselves. I have to say, though, that looking at your 

background, I think this show would be a good fit for you.”

I nod. Enthusiastically. I can’t actually make any sound, 

but nodding I can manage.

Current production.

Amy is still talking.

“…And between protecting the magic and the fact we’re 

expecting it to be a high-profile show, the NDA is standard. 

It’s not just you, I promise,” she adds.

I know this. I know I know it.

I know what they’re rehearsing now, but suddenly my 

mind’s gone blank and all I can do is nod like an idiot. My 

whole brain is blacked-out by panic.

So I nod some more. What have I got to lose?
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“Obviously, we’re aware of your school commitments, 

but if we were to offer you the place, we would like to have 

you with us for the next few weeks. So that’s next week,  

and then into the Easter break for the end of rehearsal, tech, 

and – of course – opening night. Can you confirm you’d be 

available for the whole period? Your school will have to be 

on board, and sign off your absence.”

I keep nodding. This seems to be enough.

“Okay. Great. The internship is focused on the deputy 

stage manager role – from your application I imagine you 

know a lot of this already – and you would be required to 

work across all the different aspects of stage management. 

At the end, we can provide you with a reference should you 

wish to apply for a formal stage qualification.” She pauses, 

checks something written in her notebook. “The pro-rata 

pay isn’t particularly good, I’m afraid – but at least it’s 

something. Nobody goes into theatre to get rich, do they? 

What else? The actors have just about got their lines down 

and are largely off-book, but they’ll need the odd bit of 

prompting. You’ll be supporting Rick here –” she nods at 

Rick, who nods back even though he now looks like he 

actually hates me – “with rehearsal notes and blocking out 

the actors’ movements across the stage ready for when we 

move into the theatre.” She flips through her notebook 

again. “You say you’ve done a little of that?”

It finally hits me.
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Piecekeepers.

That’s the show. The stage adaptation of Piecekeepers – 

the magic book with all the spells trapped in paintings; the 

one Rick was reading. It gets a six-week run at the Earl’s 

before it transfers out to the West End.

And the lead? 

The lead is Tommy Knight.

Actual movie star Tommy Knight.

Oh god.

This show is a huge deal. And they’re saying I might get 

to work on it.

“A bit.” My voice comes out wobblier than I’d like. I 

sound exactly as nervous as I feel, and that’s not good.

“Great. Mostly you’d be shadowing me, especially 

through the technical rehearsals, as well as looking after the 

props. Oh, and we would also need you to work with our 

wardrobe intern…” She glances at my form. “But you don’t 

need me to tell you about wardrobe, do you?”

No. Please no.

I wait for someone to say it. They always do.

“Parker? You don’t mean…not as in Miriam Parker? You 

don’t happen to be related, do you?” 

Hope Parker-as-in-Miriam-Parker. Yes, that Miriam Parker: 

legendary theatrical costume designer Miriam Parker. When 

I get talking to anyone in theatre, it always comes back to 

my mum eventually. 
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Chapter 1

IN ONE PIECE

Her head hurt. There was a sound grating against her mind, a 
music-less rasp like the rustling of paper. Somebody had taken a 
laugh, crumpled it into a great, crackly ball and stuffed her skull 
with it. Seven days, it laughed. Seven days.

‘Stop it,’ she croaked. And it did. The sound faded away, until 
even the words she thought she had heard vanished from her mind 
like breath from glass.

‘Triss?’ There was another voice that sounded much louder and 
closer than her own, a woman’s voice. ‘Oh, Triss, love, love, it’s all 
right, I’m here.’ Something was happening. Two warm hands had 
closed around hers, as if they were a nest for it.

‘Don’t let them laugh at me,’ she whispered. She swallowed, 
and found her throat dry and crackly as bracken.

‘Nobody’s laughing at you, darling,’ the woman said, her voice 
so hushed and gentle it was almost a sigh.

There were concerned mutterings a little further away. Two 
male voices.

‘Is she still delirious? Doctor, I thought you said—’
‘Just an interrupted dream, I think. We’ll see how young 

Theresa is when she has woken up properly.’
Theresa. I’m Theresa. It was true, she knew it, but it just felt 

like a word. She didn’t seem to know what it meant. I’m Triss. 
That seemed a bit more natural, like a book falling open on a 
much-viewed page. She managed to open her eyes a little, wincing 
at the brightness. She was in bed, propped up on a mound of 
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pillows. It felt as if there was a vast expanse of her, weighted down 
with rocks, and it was a surprise to see herself stretched out as a 
normal-sized lump under the counterpane and blankets.

There was a woman seated beside her holding her hand gently. 
The woman’s dark hair was short and arranged close to her head, 
moulded into stiff, gleaming, crinkly waves. A faint flouring of 
face powder dusted over her cheeks, muffling the tired lines at the 
corners of her eyes. The blue glass beads of the woman’s necklace 
caught the light from the window, casting frosty glints on to the 
pale skin of her neck and the underside of her chin.

Every inch of the woman was achingly familiar and yet strange, 
like a map of a half-forgotten home. A word drifted down from 
nowhere, and Triss’s numb mind managed to catch at it.

‘Muh . . .’ she began.
‘That’s right, Mummy’s got you, Triss.’
Mummy. Mother.
‘Muhm . . . muh . . .’ She could only manage a croak. ‘I . . . I 

don’t . .  .’ Triss trailed off helplessly. She didn’t know what she 
didn’t, but she was frightened by how much she didn’t.

‘It’s all right, froglet.’ Her mother gave her hand a little squeeze, 
and smiled softly. ‘You’ve just been ill again, that’s all. You had 
a fever, so of course you feel rotten and a bit muddled. Do you 
remember what happened yesterday?’

‘No.’ Yesterday was a great, dark hole, and Triss felt a throb of 
panic. What could she actually remember?

‘You came home sopping wet. Do you remember that?’ The 
bed creaked as a man came and sat on the other edge of it. He 
had a long, strong sort of face, with creases between his brows as if 
he was concentrating on everything very hard, and his hair was a 
tired blond. His voice was gentle though, and Triss knew that she 
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was getting his special kind look, the one only she ever received. 
Father. ‘We think you must have fallen into the Grimmer.’

The word ‘Grimmer’ made Theresa feel cold and shuddery, as 
if somebody had pressed frogskin against her neck. ‘I . . . I don’t 
remember.’ She wanted to squirm away from the thought.

‘Don’t press her.’ There was another man standing at the foot 
of the bed. He was older, with a combed haze of colourless hair 
curving half an inch over his pink scalp, and grey tufty eyebrows 
that went everywhere. The veins on his hands had the bulgy, 
puddingy look that spoke of advanced years. ‘Children will play 
by water, it’s what they do. Goodness knows I tumbled into 
enough streams when I was young. Now, young lady, you put 
your parents into a fine fright, wandering in last night with a 
towering fever, not knowing who they were. I suppose you know 
them well enough now?’

Triss hesitated and nodded her heavy head. She knew their 
smells now. Pipe ash and face powder.

The doctor nodded sagely and tapped his fingers on the foot 
of the bed. ‘What’s the name of the King?’ he rapped out sharply.

Triss jumped, and was flustered for a moment. Then a 
recollection of childish schoolroom chanting swam obediently 
into her head. One Lord is King, One King is George, One 
George is Fifth . . .

‘George the Fifth,’ she answered.
‘Good. Where are we right now?’
‘The old stone house, at Lower Bentling,’ Triss answered with 

growing confidence. ‘With the kingfisher pond.’ She recognized 
the smell of the place – damp walls, plus the fading scent of three 
generations of old, sick cats. ‘We’re here on holiday. We . . . We 
come here every year.’
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‘How old are you?’
‘Eleven.’
‘And where do you live?’
‘The Beeches, Luther Square, Ellchester.’
‘Good girl. That’s a lot better.’ He gave a wide, warm smile as 

if he was genuinely proud of her. ‘Now, you’ve been very ill, so I 
expect your brain feels as if it’s full of cotton wool at the moment, 
doesn’t it? Well, don’t you panic – over the next couple of days all 
your wits will come home, I dare say, dragging their tails behind 
them. You’re feeling better already, aren’t you?’

Triss slowly nodded. Nobody was laughing in her head now. 
There was still a faint, irregular rustle, but looking across the room 
at the window opposite she could easily see the culprit. A low-
hanging branch was pressed against the pane, weighed down by 
clusters of green apples, leaves scuffling against the glass every time 
the wind stirred it.

The light that entered was shattered, shifting, broken into a 
mosaic by the foliage. The room itself was as green as the leaves. 
Green counterpane on the bed, green walls with little cream-
coloured diamonds on them, fussy green square-cornered cloths 
on the black wood tables. The gas was unlit, the white globes of 
the wall lamps dull and lightless.

And it was only now, when she looked around properly, that 
she realized that there was a fifth person in the room, lurking over 
by the door. It was another girl, younger than Triss, her hair dark 
and crimped so that she almost looked like a miniature version 
of Mother. But there was something quite different in her eyes, 
which were cold and hard like those of a thrush. She gripped the 
door handle as if she wanted to twist it off, and her narrow jaw was 
moving all the while, grinding her teeth.
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Mother glanced over her shoulder to follow Triss’s gaze. 
‘Oh, look, there’s Penny come to see you. Poor Pen – I don’t 

think she’s eaten a thing since you got ill, for fretting about you. 
Come on in, Pen, come and sit next to your sister—’

‘No!’ screamed Penny, so suddenly that everybody jumped. 
‘She’s pretending! Can’t you see? It’s fake! Can’t any of you tell 
the difference?’ Her gaze was fixed on Triss’s face with a look that 
could have splintered stone.

‘Pen.’ There was a warning in their father’s voice. ‘You come 
in right now and—’

‘NO!’ Pen looked mad and desperate, eyes wide as if she might 
bite someone, then tore out through the door. Rapid feet receded, 
echoing as they did so.

‘Don’t follow her,’ Father suggested gently as Mother started 
to stand. ‘That’s “rewarding” her with attention – remember what 
they said?’ 

Mother sighed wearily, but obediently seated herself again. She 
noticed that Triss was sitting with her shoulders hunched to her 
ears, staring towards the open door. ‘Don’t you mind her,’ she said 
gently, squeezing Triss’s hand. ‘You know what she’s like.’

Do I? Do I know what she’s like?
She’s my sister, Penny. Pen. She’s nine. She used to get tonsillitis. 

Her first milk tooth came out when she was biting somebody. She had 
a budgie once and forgot to clean it out and it died.

She lies. She steals. She screams and throws things. And . . .
. . . and she hates me. Really hates me. I can see it in her eyes. And 

I don’t know why.

For a while, Mother stayed by her bedside and got Triss to help cut 
out her dress patterns with the big tortoiseshell-handled scissors 
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from the sewing box that Mother insisted on bringing on holiday. 
The scissors snipped with a slow, throaty crunch, as if relishing 
every inch.

Triss knew that she had always loved pinning pattern to cloth, 
cutting out then watching the fabric pieces slowly become a shape, 
bristling with pins and ribbed by fray-edged seams. The patterns 
came with pictures of pastel-coloured ladies, some in long coats 
and bell-shaped hats, some in turbans and long dresses that fell 
straight like tasselled pipes. They all leaned languorously, as if they 
were about to yawn in the most elegant way possible. She knew 
it was a treat to be allowed to help her mother with the sewing. It 
was the usual drill, she realized, for when she was ill.

Today, however, her hands were stupid and clumsy. The 
big scissors seemed impossibly heavy and her grip on them kept 
slipping, so that they almost seemed to twist rebelliously in her 
hand. After the second time that she had nearly caught her own 
knuckles between the blades, her mother took them back.

‘Still not quite yourself, are you, love? Why don’t you just read 
your comics?’ There were well-thumbed copies of Sunbeam and 
Golden Penny on the bedside table.

But Triss could not concentrate on the pages before her. She 
had been ill before, she knew that. Many, many times. But she was 
sure she had never woken up with this terrible vagueness before.

What’s wrong with my hands? What’s wrong with my mind? 
She wanted to blurt it all out. Mummy, help me, please help me, 
everything’s strange and nothing’s right, and my mind feels as if it’s 
made up of pieces and some of them are missing . . .

But when she thought of trying to describe the strangeness, her 
mind flinched away from the idea. If I tell my parents, she thought 
irrationally, then they’ll get worried, and if they’re worried that means 
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it’s serious. But if I don’t, they’ll keep telling me that everything’s all 
right, and then maybe it will be.

‘Mummy .  .  .’ Triss’s voice came out very small. She stared 
at the pile of fabric pieces now lying on the bed. They looked 
wounded, limp and helpless. ‘I . . . I am all right, aren’t I? It isn’t . . .  
bad that . . . that I can’t remember bits of our holiday, is it?’

Her mother examined her face carefully, and Triss was startled 
by how blue her eyes were, like the glass beads around her neck. 
Clear and fragile too, just like the beads. It was a kind, bright look 
that needed only the slightest change to become a frightened look.

‘Oh, sweetheart, I’m sure it’ll all come back to you. The doctor 
said so, didn’t he?’ Her mother finished pinning a seam, smiled 
and stood. ‘Listen, I have an idea. Why don’t you have a look 
through your diary? Maybe that will help you remember.’ From 
under the bed, Triss’s mother pulled a small, faded red leather 
travelling case with the letters ‘TC’ marked on one corner, and 
placed it on Triss’s lap.

Birthday present. I know I love this case and take it everywhere. 
But I can’t remember how the catch works. A little fiddling, however, 
and it clicked open.

Inside were more things that stung her memories to life, more 
of the pieces of being Triss. Clothes. Gloves. Other gloves in case 
of even colder days. A copy of the poem collection Peacock Pie. A 
compact, like her mother’s but smaller, with a mirror in the lid 
but no face powder. And there, beneath them, a book bound in 
blue leather.

Triss pulled out her diary, opened it and gave a small croak of 
shock. Half the pages in the diary had been filled with her cramped, 
careful scrawl. She knew that. But those pages had been torn out, 
leaving a fringe of frayed paper, still marked by the occasional 
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whorl or squiggle from the lost words. After them, blank pages 
confronted her. Her mother came over, summoned by her cry, 
and simply stared for a few seconds.

‘I don’t believe it,’ Triss’s mother whispered at last. ‘Of all 
the stupid, spiteful pranks .  .  . Oh, that really is the limit.’ She 
marched from the room. ‘Pen? PEN!’ Triss heard her feet rattle up 
the stairs and then the sound of a handle being shaken and a door 
shuddering in its frame.

‘What is it?’ enquired her father’s voice at the top of the stairs.
‘It’s Pen again. This time she has ripped out half of Triss’s 

diary. And her door won’t open – I think she has moved some 
furniture against it.’

‘If she wants to imprison herself, let her,’ came her father’s 
answer. ‘She’ll have to come out and face the music sooner or 
later. And she knows it.’ All of this was said clearly and loudly, 
presumably so that the besieged party could overhear.

Triss’s mother entered the sickroom once more. ‘Oh, froglet, 
I’m so sorry. Well . . . perhaps she has just hidden the pages, and 
we can stick them back in when we find them.’ She sat down on 
the bed next to Triss, sighed and peered into the case. ‘Oh dear – 
we had better make sure that nothing else is missing.’

Other things were missing, as it turned out. Triss’s hairbrush 
was gone, as was a photograph of her riding a donkey on the beach, 
and a handkerchief into which she had proudly stitched her name.

‘I know you had some of them yesterday afternoon, before the 
accident,’ muttered Triss’s mother. ‘You were filling in your diary. 
I helped brush your hair. Oh, Pen! I don’t know why she plagues 
you, love.’

The sight of the ripped diary had filled Triss with the same 
cold, squirming feeling in the pit of her stomach that the mention 
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of the Grimmer had given her. It had frightened her, and she did 
not know why, or want to think about it. But it’s OK, she told 
herself. It’s just Pen being stupid and cruel.

Triss guessed that perhaps she should feel angry about it, but 
in truth there was something comforting and familiar about her 
parents being angry on her behalf. It felt like being coddled inside 
a horse-chestnut shell, protected by its inward downy softness, 
while all the spikes pointed outwards. It was, her recollections 
whispered to her, the natural way of things.

Now, if she let her mouth droop as if she was going to cry, the 
whole household would spin around her to try to make things up 
to her . . . and without even quite intending it, she felt her face 
start to pout sorrowfully.

‘Oh, Triss!’ Her mother hugged her. ‘How about something to 
eat? There’s some mushroom soup, the sort you like, or steak-and-
kidney pie if you can manage a little. Or what about jelly? And 
tinned pears?’ The sick puckering feeling in her stomach intensified 
at the thought, and Triss realized that she was ravenously hungry.

She nodded.
Triss’s mother went upstairs and knocked on Pen’s door in an 

attempt to lure her down for lunch. Even from her sickroom, Triss 
could hear Pen’s shrill, incoherent cries of refusal.

‘. . . not coming out . . . not real . . . you’re all stupid . . .’
Triss’s mother came down with a slight crinkle of exasperation 

on her brow. 
‘Now, that is wilful, even for Pen. I have never known her turn 

down food before.’ She looked at Triss and gave a weary little 
smile. ‘Well, at least you don’t have her stubborn streak.’

It turned out that Triss could more than ‘manage a little’. As 
soon as she saw the first bowl of soup arrive, great crusty rolls on 
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the side of the tray, her hands started to shake. The room around 
her ceased to matter. Once the tray was on her lap, she could 
not control herself but tore open the rolls, scattering crumbs, and 
pushing them into her mouth where the wad of bread rolled drily 
against her tongue and champing teeth. The soup was gone as 
quickly as she could scoop it up, and she barely noticed it scalding 
her mouth. Pie, potatoes and carrots were demolished in a frenzy, 
closely followed by jelly, pears and a thick slice of almond cake. 
Only when she was reaching for the rest of the cake did her mother 
catch her wrist.

‘Triss, Triss! Love, I’m so glad you have your appetite back so 
soon, but you’ll make yourself sick!’

Triss stared back at her with bright, bewildered eyes, and 
gradually the room around her came back into focus. She did not 
feel sick. She felt as if she could have eaten a hippopotamus-sized 
slice of cake. Her crumb-covered hands were still shaking, but she 
made herself wipe them on her napkin and clasped them in her lap 
to stop them snatching at anything more. As she was doing so, her 
father put his head around the door and caught her mother’s eye.

‘Celeste.’ His voice deliberately calm and soft. ‘Can I speak to 
you a moment?’ He flicked a glance towards Triss and gave her a 
small, tender smile.

Mother tucked Triss into bed, took up the tray and left the 
room to follow Father, taking her warmth, reassurance and smell 
of face powder with her. Within seconds of the door closing, Triss 
felt twinges of creeping panic return. Something in her father’s 
tone had stirred her instincts.

Can I speak to you a moment? Outside the room where Triss can’t 
hear you?

Triss swallowed and pulled the covers aside, then slid herself 
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out of bed. Her legs felt stiff but not as weak as she had expected, 
and she crept as quietly as she could to her bedroom door and 
eased it open. From there she could just about make out voices in 
the parlour.

‘.  .  . and the inspector promised to ask some questions in 
the village, in case anybody saw how she came to fall into the 
water.’ Her father had a deep and pleasant voice, with a touch 
of hoarseness that made Triss think of rough animal fur. ‘He 
dropped by just now to speak to me. Apparently a couple of the 
local hands were passing near the village green at sunset last night. 
They didn’t see any sign of Triss near the Grimmer, but they did 
catch sight of two men down at the water’s edge. A short man in a 
bowler, and a taller man in a grey coat. And on the road near the 
green there was a car parked, Celeste.’

‘What kind of a car?’ Her mother spoke with the hushed tone 
of one who already knows the answer.

‘A big black Daimler.’
There was a long pause.
‘It can’t be him.’ Her mother’s voice was high and rapid now, 

as if her cloth scissors had clipped her words until they were short 
and frightened. ‘Perhaps it’s just a coincidence – there’s more than 
one Daimler in the world—’

‘Out here? There are barely two cars in the village. Who could 
afford a Daimler?’

‘You said it was all over!’ There were warning sounds in the 
rising pitch of Mother’s voice, like a the whistle of a kettle coming 
to the boil. ‘You said you were severing all ties with him—’

‘I said that I was finished with him, and he’ll know that by 
now if he’s read this week’s paper. But perhaps he is not finished 
with me.’
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‘The world shall perish not for lack of 
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Nanay Mother

Ama Father

Lolo Grandfather

Gumamela Hibiscus, a kind of flower common in the
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Takipsilim Twilight
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Lihim Secret

Diwata Guardian spirits, usually of nature

Pitaya Dragon fruit

Pahimakas Last farewell
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T
here are some places you would not want to go.

Even if I told you that we have oceans clear and

blue as summer skies, filled with sea turtles and dol-

phins, or forest-covered hills lush with birds that call

through air thick with warmth. Even if you knew how beau-

tiful the quiet is here, clean and fresh as a glass bell ringing.

But nobody comes here because they want to.

My nanay told me this is how they brought her, but says

it is always the same, no matter who you are or where you

come from.

From your house you travel on horse or by foot, then on

a boat. The men who row it cover their noses and mouths

with cloths stuffed with herbs so they don’t have to share

your breath. They will not help you on to the boat although

your head aches and two weeks ago your legs began to hurt,

then to numb. Maybe you stumble towards them, and they

duck. They’d rather you rolled over their backs and into the

sea than touch you. You sit and clutch your bundle of things

from home, what you saved before it was burned. Clothes, a

doll, some books, letters from your mother.

Somehow, it is always dusk when you approach.

The island changes from a dark dot to a green heaven on

the horizon. High on a cross-topped cliff that slopes towards

the sea is a field of white flowers, looping strangely. It is not

until you are closer that you see it forms the shape of an eagle,

and it is not until you are very close that you see it is made

of stones. This is when your heart hardens in your chest, like
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petals turning to pebbles. Nanay says the white eagle’s mean-

ing is known across all the surrounding islands, even all the

places outside our sea. It means: stay away. Do not come here

unless you have no choice.

The day is dropping to dark as you come into the har-

bour. When you step from the boat, the stars are setting out

their little lights. Someone will be there to welcome you. They

understand.

The men who brought you leave straight away, though

they are tired. They have not spoken to you in the days or

hours you spent with them. The splash of oars fades to the

sound of waves lapping the beach. They will burn the boat

when they get back, as they did your house.

You look at the person who greeted you. You are changed

now. Like flowers into stones, day into night. You will always

be heavier, darkened, marked. Touched.

Nanay says that in the places outside, they have many

names for our home. The island of the living dead. The  island

of no return. The island at the end of everything.

You are on Culion, where the oceans are blue and clear as

summer skies. Culion, where sea turtles dig the beaches and

the trees brim with fruit.

Culion, island of lepers. Welcome home.
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His teeth sank into the boy’s neck and he felt a warm spurt 
of blood fill his mouth. A deep calm came over him. The 
chattering in his head fell silent. The fidgeting and twitch-
ing in his arms and legs stopped. The deep itch dulled. He 
felt like he was plugged into the universe, or as if the 
universe was plugged into him. As he drank, he looked up 
at the stars. They seemed to spell out a message for him, if 
only he could read it. He squinted and strained, his brain 
throbbing in his hot head. What were they trying to tell 
him? No good. No good. He closed his eyes and concen-
trated on the blood. It tasted like life, clearing out all the 
poison inside him, cleaning his tubes and guts, lighting up 
a million stars within his brain. He shuddered with pleas-
ure.

The boy was still moving, feebly trying to break away 
from his grip, but St George was holding him tight. When 
he’d drunk his fill, he’d give him to the others. They were 
sitting in a circle around him, waiting. The closest were 
the ones who’d been with him from the start. His lieuten-
ants. And behind them, in circle after circle, the others, 
spreading out, filling the park. Sitting there, quietly wait-
ing, their faces lit by moonlight. And out past them, all 
around, working their way through the city streets . . . his 
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army was hunting. Maybe that’s what the stars were show-
ing him. The sky was a map and each star was one of his 
people. He was at the centre, the brightest star of all. And 
they were all connected, in a circle of light, so that he was 
out there hunting with his people, and they were feeding 
with him now.

They’d only found this one child so far tonight, but 
there would be more. Each night it took longer as they 
emptied the nearby streets, and had to search further and 
wider.

He was always the first to feed. Sometimes only drink-
ing the blood, sometimes tearing off the flesh. The blood 
was the best part. The blood was electricity, driving his 
brain and body, blowing away the darkness and the fog. 
And with the blood came the memories. Flooding into his 
thoughts. His life up there in the stars, and in the jungle, 
travelling across the sea, searching for a new home and 
finding it inside this body.

This body.
This man.
Greg . . . Greg Thorne. Of Greg’s Organic Gaff.
Meat is life.
He was Greg. He had to hold on to the memory. It was 

like waking from a beautiful dream and feeling it slip away 
from you. He’d been a butcher. With a son. A boy. His 
own boy. What was his name . . .?

His boy?
No good. Not coming.
He was Greg, though. He remembered that. He’d 

worked with animals. Cutting them up, chopping through 
the fat and the muscle, the tendons, skinning and debon-
ing. Eviscerating. Yes, he remembered it well. Pictured the 
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carcasses hanging from the hooks in the cold store at the 
back of his shop. Cows, sheep, pigs, chickens, children. 
Animals and children . . . Was that right? Had he always 
butchered children? Or had life been different then? That 
was the problem with the blood. For a few brief moments 
everything would be clear, lit up, written in the stars. He 
could read the messages. And then the clouds would come 
down, the mist and fog and shadows, and he would be so 
bloody hungry and the rage would take him. There could 
never be enough children to feed his hunger.

Already the images were fading. He’d known his name. 
He’d remembered a place. Knives and hooks and skin . . .

Cold. A cold place.
His head ached with the thinking. What was he to do?
He loosened his bite and looked down at the boy in his 

arms. The boy looked back at him. His eyes were sad. 
Blinking. His body trembled. Like a little bird. A chicken 
before you break its neck.

‘Liam?’
Greg smiled at him.
‘We should get home,’ he said. ‘Or we’ll miss the game. 

The Arsenal are playing.’
He closed his eyes. He could hear the cheering. The 

hard, tight thud of boot on ball. The half-time whistle . . .
His team was going to win. It was an away game next. 

They would have to travel. Meet the opposition. He was 
captain. He was general. He was king. He was a saint. St 
George and he would slay the dragon.

First he needed his army. He had to wait. There were 
more of them coming, more of the others, more glinting 
stars, a universe of them, all moving towards him. He 
could hear them out there, calling to him, telling him to 
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wait. From everywhere they came, and when they’d all 
arrived, when he was strong enough, when he was unstop-
pable, he would move on.

Move on to where they were. The enemy. The fast ones. 
The young ones. They had to be herded up like sheep, 
penned in like chickens. And when they were ready they 
would take his sickness from him; the host would move 
on and live inside them.

He felt the boy struggle and he opened his eyes.
Until the time was ready, they were just like this boy. 

Just meat.
He snapped his neck and threw him to the others, who 

leapt up and tore into him.
The boy was nothing, but there were others who were 

dangerous, and those they had to kill. The shining ones. 
The ones who wouldn’t take the sickness, the ones whose 
blood was strong. And, strongest of all, the bright little 
one, the little twinkling star. Twinkle, twinkle . . .

He had the power of light, that one did. He was made 
of light. He had to be destroyed. And all the others like 
him. Not as powerful as him, but dangerous all the same.

The stars had told St George this.
That was their true message.
He knew what he had to do.
To make the ripest children ready to take the host.
To kill the rest.
To kill the bright little star.
He’d seen him that time. At the Arsenal. The stars 

hadn’t given him his orders then, though. He’d let him slip 
away. If only he’d known the small boy was a nasty little 
dragon.

It wouldn’t happen again. He was St George and he 
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would slay the dragon. That’s how it worked, wasn’t it? 
He knew the story. He was a hero, a patron saint. He was 
England. This country was his. His people were marching 
towards him from all corners. He would take his throne.

But first he had to destroy the dragon.
He would butcher him like a piece of meat; a long pig, 

that’s all he was: cutlets, chops, ribs and chitterlings. He 
would make sausages out of him, ha, because in the end he 
was nothing more than a side of beef . . .

No, smaller than that.
He was just a lamb.
A leg of lamb.
Yes.
He would slaughter the lamb.
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Reports of my death have been  

greatly exaggerated.

− Mark Twain

To lose one parent, Mr Worthing,  

may be regarded as a misfortune;  

to lose both looks like carelessness.

 − Oscar Wilde,  

The Importance of Being Earnest
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P R O L O G U E

UNIVERSITY OF ST ANDREWS CAMPUS, SCOTLAND, 2051

“Dad, I’m bored,” Clove whispered into her father’s ear. 

It was nearly dinnertime and Clove was starving, but the 

though she had been in the middle of a Sim with her best 

friend, Meg. Apparently, aged eleven, she wasn’t allowed 

to stay at home on her own, even if she promised not to 

move from the sofa the whole time they were gone. 

“Shh,” her dad, Tom, said. He patted Clove’s arm 

evening interesting. 

her parents at work in the past, it had been a mess of wires, 
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However, a huge amount of progress has been made. In 

evening.” 

“If you would all like to gather round.” Her mum sat 

 chocolate 

listen to her parents talking about work every day – there 

were. At a push, she was more interested in her father’s 

Her dad nudged her arm. “Look, Clove.”

whirring groan that seemed to shake the walls and vibrate 
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saw what they were all staring at. 

to the sound. 

The rose disappeared. 

Clove drew in a sharp breath. Time travel? She hadn’t 

realized that was what her parents were working on. She 

hadn’t even known time travel was possible. 

Her mum was talking again. “It has taken many, many 
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it. Her mum and dad had built an actual time machine. 

meant spending all her free time between now and then 

studying. Then one day, when she’d helped to get the 

travel through time. 



P A R T
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C H A P T E R  1

When we talk about Clove Sutcliffe from an 
academic perspective, it is clear she had a huge part 
to play in the history of the twenty-first and twenty-
second centuries. Scholars often forget, however, 
that she was a complex character in her own right, 
regardless of her historical impact. Her upbringing, 
parentage and childhood were far from typical, and 
this is worthy of study in itself.

File note: Extract from An Unauthorized Biography of Clove 

Sutcliffe

ST ANDREWS, SCOTLAND, 2056

Clove was sulking. She was supposed to be working on 

a programming problem that her dad had set her, but 

had thought she would have a few more years before she 

lost her best friend to a boy

 

Clove’s cousin. 
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Nuts_Meg 18:02:45   DARLINGGGGG I HAVE A COMPLAINT. 
LuckyClover 18:03:14 File it with the appropriate authorities. 
Nuts_Meg 18:03:57  I am worryingly close to it, loser.
Nuts_Meg 18:04:02 Anyway why have you been holding out on me?? 

You have family members who are powerful 
babes! How could you not tell me about Alec?

She should have guessed this would happen. At Clove’s 

would be softer than air. Meg had pushed it away absently 

as she let out a laugh. Clove hadn’t been able to hear her, 

her own. 

everything. 

to her programming. That was unusual, as most of the 

time programming helped her to feel grounded. She had 

were frustrated with her endless energy. 

When she was twelve she had been diagnosed as a 
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her to eat some dinner (or breakfast, if she’d been working 

all night). 

 

to the imminent disaster of Meg’s love life. She replied to Meg 

LuckyClover 18:04:26 being attracted to neither boys nor close blood 
relatives, it never occurred to me that he was a 
babe

LuckyClover 18:04:28 Sorry
Nuts_Meg 18:04:55
LuckyClover 18:05:12 from being your personal dating website?
Nuts_Meg 18:05:33 Yes
LuckyClover 18:05:49 
LuckyClover 18:05:54  oh wait …
LuckyClover 18:05:59 … there weren’t any
Nuts_Meg 18:06:17 girl’s got jokes today I see
LuckyClover 18:06:43 yeah whatever. So did I tell you my dad’s well 

cute, want me to set you up?
Nuts_Meg 18:07:03 sure, he’s a silver fox.
LuckyClover 18:07:09 Ew
LuckyClover 18:07:11 EW
LuckyClover 18:07:21  
LuckyClover 18:07:33 heterosexuality is gross
Nuts_Meg 18:07:51  don’t be heterophobic
LuckyClover 18:08:17 that isn’t a thing
Nuts_Meg 18:08:37  it will be if you keep this up
LuckyClover 18:09:15  you must feel so discriminated against

her, did she really have to fall for her cousin? 
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and interrupted her thoughts.

Clove rolled her eyes at the message. Their AI lived in 

meant Spart tended to think he was human. 

oddly nervous. “Your dad and I want to talk to you about 

something.”

serious. Then she followed her mum downstairs to the 

replied to her goodbye with a snap of herself smiling 

ALEC <3

red. Annoyed, Clove swiped left to delete the message.



17

00 2000 2100 2200

17

00 2000 2100 2200

We think you’re old enough now to understand it.”

For an agonizing heartbeat, nobody spoke. 

born, something happened to my brother … who was 

your natural father. Something happened to him and your 

natural mother.”

Adopted? 

She didn’t feel adopted. Wouldn’t she have guessed?

“Why didn’t you tell me before?” Clove asked. She 

emotions she didn’t know how to put into words.

made us promise to wait until you were old enough to 

understand,” her mum said. “She was worried you might 
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now

hands. 

Her dad shifted in his seat. 

upset. She leant forward to stop it. “Why? Who are they? 

 

“They were what ?” she demanded. “Tell me.”

Clove stared at her parents – her adoptive parents, not 

“I’m getting this all wrong. Clove, I’m sorry,” her dad 

– Tom

Jen
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with plans to release it on the rest of the world if there 

where they were now, though. They’d been missing for 

“Matt Galloway was my brother. He’s your natural 

is … your mother. It was us 

her dad, who was going grey and spent all of his time 

You shut down the 

of it.”

Clove’s throat was as dry as if she’d swallowed a 

dad at all? Her real parents were famous? 
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“What happened? Where did they go? How did you end 

up with me?” she asked. 

the weapon with him when he was arrested, you see, so 

military used it in war. We didn’t want Kate to go. It was 

wouldn’t listen, and even though she hated to leave you, 

she thought it was something she had to do. I agreed to 

look after you until she returned.” Tom stopped, swallowed. 

We know that Kate managed to break your father out of 

prison. How, I have no idea – it should have been impossible. 

after that. Tom didn’t hear anything from either Kate or 

 stayed 

here
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Tom stared at her, but he didn’t look like he was seeing 

them?”

about them, and I’ve got dozens of online alerts set up for 

feel any safer. I’ve learned to live with it, and we’ve been 

“We’re in hiding from the law?” Clove asked.

“I don’t know how I’d have done it without you.” Tom 
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“Galloway,” Clove repeated, trying the name out. “Clove 

Galloway.”

were her parents. Her 

her parents

had to write a paper about them. 

They were her parents. They had saved the world.

important thing she’d learnt that day, she said, “MY 

PARENTS HAVE A WIKIPEDIA PAGE?”

whole glass of water, Clove managed to ask some more 

Matt?”
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on saving Matt. And in some ways it was a relief… I was out 

of it. Free.”

“Kate left you with me and your grandparents,” Tom 

said. Somehow, to Clove, that didn’t seem enough. What 

mum and dad?

to be temporary. And she did leave something for you,” 

never opened them. I promised Kate I wouldn’t. Spart, do 

you know where they are?”

She stood up, kissing Clove’s forehead as she left the 

this wasn’t her real mother. Shouldn’t she have known, 
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somehow? Shouldn’t she be able to feel something like that?

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” Clove asked, while 

Tom sighed. “Kate – your mother, I mean – made me 

promise to wait until you were older, so that you would 

understand it all properly. I was happy to do that. For a 

long time when you were young the situation was still very 

though they had saved the world, Matt’s prison break meant 

to get information about your parents somehow. It was 

imperative that no one knew who I really was, or where Tom 

Galloway had gone. Your grandparents – my mum and dad 

to Kate and Matt in the end … that would have happened 

slightly as he said, “A part of me did wonder if you knew, 

Clove gasped. “I remember that. I always wanted to be 
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Matt. I used to steal your glasses so I looked like him. Meg 

work was at stake too.” 

Clove swallowed. She stared at her knees. She knew 

lap. “Take your time reading through it. You don’t even 

have to look at it now if you don’t want to. It’s a lot to take 

We love you, Clove.” 

pair of hands holding her. Her mother should have been 

someone else.  
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For all the girls who’ve never felt brave enough to be  

the hero in an adventure story 



Life is very much more exciting now than it used to be. You see  

I have something more to expect, to look forward to, to watch. 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper



THE INFINITY

L IFT-OFF FOR 
F IRST MANNED 

I N T E R S T E L L A R  S H I P 
26/06/2048 | CAPE CANAVERAL, FLORIDA, USA

Early yesterday morning, 

NASA successfully launched 

the first ever manned space-

craft destined to travel to a dif-

ferent star system.

The spacecraft, named The 

Infinity, is projected to reach 

the star system Alpha Centauri 

in less than fifty years, where it 

will enter orbit around Planet 

HT 3485 c. This exoplanet has 

a 99.999 per cent probability of 

being habitable, making it the 

highest scored planet outside 

our solar system. 

The Infinity is the result 

of billions of dollars of invest-

ment into solar sail technology. 

Space travel using this method 

of propulsion allows the craft 



to accelerate to the previously 

impossible velocity of 0.09 

light years. 

Current calculations pre-

dict that The Infinity will reach 

Planet HT 3485 c in early 

2092. Once in orbit around the 

planet, The Infinity will begin 

eighteen months of  analysis to 

determine whether the planet’s 

surface can safely support 

human life.

If Planet HT 3485 c is 

deemed unsuitable, The Infinity 

will continue onwards to the 

nearest star system predicted 

to have an above 99.99 per cent 

chance of habitability.

The main mission of The 

Infinity is stated by NASA as 

being to “guarantee the long-

term survival of the human 

race, by founding extra- 

terrestrial communities  outside 

of planet Earth”. 

The crew of The Infinity 

were chosen in a gruelling 

decade-long application process 

which analysed every aspect of 

their personal and genetic his-

tory. This screening process 

was followed by five years of 

intense NASA training. 

The Infinity will officially 

pass out of our solar system at 

22.54 EST tomorrow.

• Check back for live 

 minute-by-minute updates 

on the launch.

• Click here to learn more 

about the crew of The 

Infinity or follow their 

journey via the official 

The Infinity social media 

accounts.

• Don’t forget to register to 

vote in the global referen-

dum to name Planet HT 

3485 c.

• Read about the new com-

mercial stasis service that 

is promising to help civil-

ians live long enough to 

see The Infinity land on 

Planet HT 3485 c.
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DAYS SINCE THE INFINITY  LEFT EARTH:  

 

6817

I’m reading fanfiction in my pyjamas when I hear a nightmarish 

sound: the emergency alarm. Pulling an oxygen mask out of the 

nearest wall panel, I sprint to the helm with my heart in my throat. 

There’s a glowing red message on the screen, which reads: 

ASTEROID COLLISION IMMINENT  

AUTOMATIC TRAJECTORY ADJUSTMENT FAILED 

ENGAGE MANUAL CONTROL

I’m abruptly filled with complete and utter fear. The guidance 

system has crashed. I need to take manual control, otherwise 

we’re going to be hit by an asteroid within the next few minutes. 

For what must be the millionth time, I wish that Dad was 

here to help. I try to calm down, taking slow, steady breaths as I 

tell myself that I’m brave and strong enough to do this – and even 

if that’s not true, I have no choice but to do it anyway. 

There’s no time to panic, no time to do anything except go. 

My attention narrows. This is something I’ve practised: I’ve been 

in simulations using force propulsion to minutely adjust the 

course of the ship since I could count. Dad trained me to operate 
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the emergency program in case there was a problem that he 

couldn’t take control of himself. He joked that if there was ever 

an emergency before 7 a.m., I would have to deal with it because 

he wasn’t giving up his lie-in. 

I do exactly what I’ve practised in the simulations, and use 

the joystick to line up the thrusters with the propulsion metrics 

on the screen.

The Infinity is travelling too fast to slow down much, but a 

minute adjustment of direction is all that’s needed to make sure 

the asteroid misses us, if only by an arm’s length. I check and 

agree to the trajectory angle calculated by the computer and initi-

ate the adjustment.

I watch the screen, waiting. Outside the ship, precious fuel 

is being used to shoot nanoparticles into space. The force of the 

blast into the vacuum of space will turn the ship and change 

the trajectory – or at least, it’s supposed to. I have no idea if it’s 

working. If for some reason the propulsion thrusters don’t work, 

or they respond too slowly, we could fly right into the asteroid. 

I just have to hold on, and hope the ship can move in time. 

Minutes pass. 

Eventually, when I’ve long since started to brace myself for 

bad news or a horrific explosion, the alarm dies down and the 

screen clears. 

COLLISION AVOIDED

I sigh in relief. By the time the asteroid nears The Infinity, our 
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course will have been adjusted just enough that we narrowly pass 

each other. 

I run to the nearest porthole to watch, hopping from foot 

to foot. It’s coming too close – impossibly close. Glimmers of 

metal catch the light in the rough, uneven surface of the rock. 

Its shadow reaches me first, passing over the porthole and cast-

ing me into darkness as the asteroid approaches. For a second,  

I think that the computer must have calculated the angles 

wrong. It looks like the asteroid is flying directly at The Infinity. 

It’s going to crash straight into the fragile hull of my ship, 

crushing everything in its path. It’s going to destroy me. It’s 

going to— 

Every single muscle in my body tenses in panic, a tight knot 

spreading from my neck down my spine as I brace for the impact. 

I watch, wide-eyed, as the asteroid flies past the bulkhead in a 

graceful swoop. 

There is no explosion, no crush of metal as the ship disinte-

grates against the rock. Instead there’s a wonderful silence as the 

side of the asteroid fills the porthole for two heartbeats. There’s 

enough time for me to see craters in the dull brown rock, marks 

left from millions of years of impacts. 

The breath leaves my lungs without me noticing. Then the 

asteroid is gone, disappearing in the wake of the ship, falling off 

into deep space once more. 

I throw my head back and spin in a circle, overwhelmed with 

joy. I did it. I managed to control my worrying long enough to get 

the job done. I knew what to do and I did it! 
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It’s only when the asteroid is a speck in the darkness, hid-

den among the bright stars, that I realize I’ve developed a raging 

headache. 

By the time my headache has gone, it’s midday – and I’m starv-

ing. I sit at the helm in my dressing gown and eat a lukewarm 

rehydrated chicken korma, reading through the ship’s manuals. 

The close call with the asteroid has kick-started my anxiety. I 

worry endlessly about things going wrong. On some days, it’s all 

I can think about. I’ll lie frozen in my bunk, overwhelmed by the 

responsibility resting on my shoulders. I can’t run this ship, not 

without Dad. Not on my own.

I need to be prepared for the next crisis. I have to know the 

ship inside out, from the boilers to the propulsion thrusters to 

the telecommunications and flight mapping. My schoolwork can 

wait – English literature is hardly going to be useful the next time 

there’s a crisis. 

By the time I reach page 97 of 14,875 in the manual, I’m 

 losing focus.

As I scrape the last few grains of rice from my lunch into the 

organic waste disposal, I remember I haven’t checked my mes-

sages yet. 

I can’t believe I’ve forgotten. Reading the new uplink of data 

from Earth is usually the first thing I do. Hearing from NASA is 

always the best part of my day – often it’s the only part of my day.

I scroll through my inbox, skimming past the files of news 

articles until I reach the message from Molly. 
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From: NASA Earth   Sent: 20/06/2065

To: The Infinity   Received: 23/02/2067

Attachments: UC-podcast.zip [8 MB]; Worksheets.txt [20 KB]

Audio transcript: Hi Romy! Hope you’re well, sweetie. Have 

Enjoy!

Molly is my therapist and miscellaneous pillar of support. She 

was assigned to me by NASA after my parents died, to help me 

deal with their deaths – and my unexpected promotion to com-

mander of The Infinity. 

I receive messages from her every day, without fail, to make 

sure I don’t get too lonely. Her first message was two hours long. 

I think I listened to it over a hundred times – maybe more. It was 

my constant soundtrack for months. 

I’ve been alone on this spaceship since my parents died. The 

last time I hugged someone, smelt their shampoo, or even just 



spoke to them face to face, was 25 February 2062. Five years ago. 

Right now I’m officially further away from any other human being 

than anyone else has been since the evolution of the species. 

I’m pretty sure I’ve forgotten what other people feel like. 

When I dream, I dream in screens. A line of text, a voice in my 

ear. Nothing real. 

The things people take for granted, like seeing the sky, walking 

on soil, feeling the wind on your skin – well, I’ve never  experienced 

any of that. I was born on The Infinity. I’ve only ever known its 

clean white walls; its sterilized atmosphere and  artificial gravity; 

its grey floors, curving around the ship’s hull. 

I circle the same small space over and over every day, and 

nothing changes and nothing is different. 

I know I sound ungrateful to be here. But I didn’t choose 

this life. Just because my parents were clever and multitalented 

enough to be picked to run The Infinity doesn’t mean I’m  anything 

 special. I’m nothing like they were. 

I should feel proud that my parents were chosen to run this 

mission. I should be proud to be the first human to land on a 

planet and create a new civilization. I get to carve out a new 

home for humanity among the stars.

But some days it’s hard to remember the exciting parts. I get 

stuck in the memories. It’s hard to focus on the future when the 

past is so distracting. 
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ACT I

Gothammag.com
“Though this be madness, yet there is method in’t”: 
Hamlet at the Hopewell Hotel

So let’s set the scene, shall we? Hamlet. In a hotel. But 
not one of the grand palaces or tourist farms — a much 
rarer breed. A tiny, privately owned hotel. It would 
be fair, and possibly even generous, to call the place 
distressed. The floors squeak, a fine layer of dust covers 
every thing, and most of the furniture in the lobby has an 
astonishing lean to it, so much so that I actually found 
myself cocking my head to the side at points.

But what is equally obvious is the true style under the 
decay. It’s there, like good bone structure. The place is an 
absolute Deco masterpiece: cherry wood, silver lightning-
bolt motifs where you least expect them, poison-purple 
and tiger lily-orange tinted light from the colored lamps. 
You pass from the lobby into a modest dining room, 
now converted into a theater. Like everything else, the 
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chandelier is lopsided, but deliberately so, pulled by a 
wire draped with silver gauze. The walls are bare but 
alive with the shadows of a hundred small, guttering 
candles. The room is in decadent disarray, as if a seedy 
royal wedding has taken place soon before.

Which, of course, it has. Welcome to the world of 
Hamlet.

Full disclosure: I wanted to dismiss this production 
as a gimmick, a cheap bag of tricks. Hamlet in a 
hotel . . . and next, Othello in an office. Macbeth in 
a McDonald’s. I’ve seen shows staged in  every possible 
location, but the fact that this one seemed so tied to the 
establishment — with backstage access to guests — I 
assumed it was a new step downward in the ever-
devolving state of the art.

But this show works. I now think every production of 
Hamlet should be staged in a broken-down hotel. This is 
the play where  people constantly come and go —  royals, 
courtiers, messengers, servants, students, performers —  
and events progress from bad to worse to terminal. All is 
uprooted in Hamlet, no one is sleeping in the right bed, 
and your stay may be much shorter than you expect. So 
a hotel . . . of course! Why not?

This Hamlet is also staged like a kind of carnival — a 
mad, strange circus. It’s an uneven production, overacted 
at points (Stephanie Damler doesn’t quite know where 
to pull back on Ophelia’s insanity, and Jeffery Archson’s 
portrayal of Horatio set my teeth on edge). But there are 
some true laugh-out-loud moments, mostly provided by 
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the inspired clowning of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, 
played by Eric Hall and Spencer Martin, respectively. 
In particular, when Martin careened through the crowd 
on his unicycle at the start of the show and had an 
encounter with a closed door — I actually spit-took 
my drink onto my companion’s shoulder. And I’m not 
normally a spitter.

Like all good things, it will come to an end, so get your 
tickets while you can. (SHOW CLOSES AUGUST 28, 
TICKETS AVAILABLE THROUGH TICKETPRO 
OR FREE TO HOTEL GUESTS.)
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Safety for the Stupid

It was four thirty in the morning, and Scarlett wanted answers.
Unfortunately, four-thirty-in-the-morning questions are 

often of a very different nature than, say, three-twenty-in-
the-afternoon questions. At three twenty in the afternoon, 
the questions you might be asking yourself are, “What’s for 
dinner?” or “I wonder if that button on my cell phone is stuck 
or completely broken and if I keep pressing it will I fix it or 
will it fall off?” You can wave those questions off with a quick 
swing of the hand. They scare easy.

The questions that creep around at four thirty in the morning 
are not the kind that can be easily dismissed. You can beat 
them with a shovel, and they’ll just keep getting back up. 
“What are you going to do with your life?” they demand, 
pulling themselves from the ground with no visible damage. 
“Who are you, really?”

Hamlet was big on questions. “To be, or not to be,” he asked 
peevishly, “that is the question. Whether ’tis nobler in the mind 
to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, or to take 
arms against a sea of troubles, and by opposing end them.”

In other words, why not just give up? What’s the point? 
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Life is rough — is it easier just not to bother? Lie here and do 
nothing? Curl up and die? Scarlett Martin knew the whole 
whiny speech because she had seen the show every single day 
for the last four weeks, plus rehearsals. It’s hard to miss a show 
when it’s in your dining room.

The questions that Scarlett was asking herself at the moment 
weren’t quite that dramatic. They weren’t even that specific. 
What was going through her head was a querulous vibration 
with a questiony flavor . . . a general “What the hell is going on?”

She lay on the twelve-foot-wide main stage platform, her feet 
propped up on a unicycle ramp. A sheer purple curtain dangled 
just inches above her forehead. Higher up, silver banners and 
purple drapes hung from the set walls. Beyond that, tin lanterns 
were suspended from the ceiling. Around her, theatrical lights 
were attached to freestanding poles, and a hundred empty 
chairs pointed in her direction — an audience of no one.

This was the skeleton of the show, stripped bare of flesh and 
life. It had been closed for two days, and for those two nights, 
Scarlett hadn’t really slept. She tossed in bed for a few hours, 
then took the steps down the four flights from her room (the 
elevator was much too loud to use in the middle of the night) 
and paced the set. She would not, would not, would not look 
at the pictures of Eric on her phone. Or the saved messages. 
She would do none of these things, because it was over.

Probably.
Most likely.
Which is why she would not look at . . .
Too late. The phone was in front of her face and she was 

clicking through the photos. She saw her finger doing it. It was 
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like she wasn’t even in control of her hand. It had gone rogue, 
disconnected itself from her brain. The hand wanted to see the 
photos. The hand always wanted to see the photos, clicking 
through them again and again, one hundred and fifty-four in 
all. Some were action shots from the show. Some were pictures 
she snapped in quiet when Eric wasn’t looking. It was a minor 
point of pride for Scarlett that she had gotten very good at 
doing that. If you’re going to be a stalker, she figured, you 
really should be good at it. The shame of failure was too great. 
Ideally, a good stalker could perhaps gain future employment 
as a spy. Fight crime. Go undercover. Save the world. Yes. That’s 
what the world needed, someone good with a camera phone, 
someone prepared to spend five hours online looking at the 
same video clip, someone who really knew how to read into 
a status message. Surely, all very desirable skills should the 
perpetrators of terror ever really get into social networking.

The dining room doors opened and a tall figure appeared 
in the doorway, casting a long shadow as it came farther into 
the room. Scarlett sat up abruptly, startling the person and 
causing him to yelp and almost crash into a chair.

“Sorry,” she said. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”
“God . . . what . . . Scarlett?”
Spencer was always the first awake at the hotel, fully dressed 

in his uniform: white dress shirt, black pants, and black tie. 
Unlike at the Hopewell, staff at the Waldorf-Astoria had to get 
dressed up for work. Also, the Waldorf-Astoria had staff — this 
was another major difference. Spencer worked the breakfast 
shift there and always woke at an unreasonable hour. He lived 
on almost no sleep.
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“Why are you up?” he said, sitting on the edge of the platform.
“Just the heat,” she said. “Our air conditioner broke again.”
The part about the air conditioner in the Orchid Suite was 

true. It used to freeze Scarlett and Lola with its powerful, 
energy-draining, light-dimming gusts, but it had recently given 
up on emitting anything aside from a painfully loud squeal. 
So they poached all night long in the hot, damp air. That had 
nothing to do with why she was awake tonight, though, and 
Spencer seemed to know that. He looked at the phone, still 
grasped in her hand.

“Expecting a call?” he asked, nodding at it.
The whole Eric situation had caused tension between Scarlett 

and Spencer for a little while over the summer, tension that 
had been resolved when Spencer punched Eric in the face 
during a fight practice, coincidentally just minutes after Eric 
sort-of dumped Scarlett and made her cry. The matter had been 
put down by all involved as an unfortunate accident. Spencer 
and Eric performed every night from that point on without 
a problem and everyone acted as if nothing had happened 
between Scarlett and Eric at all. It had all been swept away, 
just like the play. A moment of unreality, long past.

Spencer may have pretended all month long that all was well 
and maintained a never-wavering “I don’t want to know” stance 
on the whole thing . . . but he had surely noticed Scarlett’s 
nervous, careful behavior and inability to speak around Eric. 
Or Eric’s excessively polite, excruciating efforts to make sure 
it was perfectly clear that nothing was happening. Scarlett had 
seen the other cast members jump in to fill the holes in the 
conversation when she and Eric were cornered together. The 



14

Eric situation was a lot of work for everyone. Never mentioned, 
but always there, always generating a crackle of unpredictable 
energy.

“It’s nothing,” she said.
“Yeah,” he mumbled, rubbing his face tiredly. “I hope so. 

Come on. Since you’re up, I need your help.”
Just because she was awake at this hour didn’t necessarily 

mean that Scarlett actually wanted to do anything, but she 
followed him along to the kitchen anyway. She sat on one 
of their large wooden prep tables while he set up the coffee 
station. That was his early morning task, and it only took a few 
minutes. He pulled a few script pages out of his back pocket 
and handed them to her.

“This,” he said, “is killing me. The audition is at one. I have 
no idea what I’m doing. Help me think of something. Read 
the highlighted part.”

“ ‘Man holds two ends of seat belt in his hands,’ ” Scarlett 
read, as Spencer filled an industrial-size coffee urn with water. 
“ ‘He is unable to figure out how they click together. He tries 
several times. He puts up his hand for help from the flight 
attendant.’ Seems pretty easy.”

“Seems easy. Is impossible.”
He turned off the water and hauled the heavy urn up by 

its side handles, taking it out of the kitchen. He returned a 
moment later and sat on the counter. He unbuckled his belt, 
slipped it from around his waist, and held it up for examination.

“This is a seat belt,” he said, “and I am the guy who can’t 
figure this out. What is my problem? Look.” He looped the belt 
around himself and jabbed the end at the buckle. “Seat belts 
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are just insert and click. That’s it. How do you play someone 
who can’t figure that out? Why do they even do safety videos 
on planes?”

“If I flew,” Scarlett said, “maybe I could tell you. What is this 
for, anyway? Air Stupid?”

“I know. This is my problem. I don’t know how to play 
someone who doesn’t know how to fasten a seat belt without 
acting like an idiot. But the airline won’t want the person in 
the video to seem stupid, because I’m supposed to be playing 
their typical customer. So I have to be stupid without looking 
stupid. I can do looking stupid. Looking stupid is easy. But this is 
harder than Shakespeare. People get Oscars for playing the kind 
of guy who can’t fasten the seat belt. It’s a well-known fact.”

“Do they give Oscars to people in airline safety videos?”
“They should,” he said. “God. This is going to be another 

Day of the Sock.”
It had been four weeks since the Day of the Sock, and yet 

there was no sign that Spencer was any closer to getting over it.
A casting director had come to see Hamlet on its first night. 

Spencer had impressed him with his skills — fighting, fake 
falling, backflipping, running into walls on a unicycle. The 
casting director brought him in to audition for a washing 
machine commercial, in which he was asked to play a sock 
stuck in an oversize fake dryer. Spencer spent a good eight hours 
in the fake dryer, getting callback after callback all day long, 
until it was down to just him and one other actor. Apparently, 
eight hours in a fake oversize dryer is not nearly as much fun 
as it sounds. Especially when the other guy gets the part, and 
all you get is a headache that lasts for a day and a half.
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The Day of the Sock had come to symbolize a kind of curse 
Spencer thought had come over his career. It cast a pall over 
his ordinarily high spirits. Since that day, he had been going 
on auditions several times a week, but nothing was panning 
out. Casting directors liked him. They called him back again 
and again. But at the last second, someone else would get the 
part. Again and again and again. It was wearing him down.

“Maybe you’ve never been on a plane before?” Scarlett 
suggested, trying to sound positive.

“I’ve only flown twice, and even I could master the seat belt,” 
he said. “Anyone can work a seat belt. A seat belt practically 
fastens itself.”

He slumped down a bit, resting his elbows on his knees 
and running his hands through his dark hair. Scarlett stared 
at his black tie.

“The tie,” she said suddenly. “What if you got it caught in 
the seat belt? You wouldn’t be able to buckle it then.”

This made Spencer sit up. He looked at his tie, then yanked 
on the knot to loosen it.

“Okay,” he said, pulling the tie so that it hung low. “I just lean 
over a little when I’m trying to put on the seat belt, and . . .”

He made sure to dangle the tip of his tie into the imaginary 
clamp so that it couldn’t catch.

“. . . oh no! I can’t figure out my seat belt!”
He increased his struggle, and began doing a very good 

simulation of choking himself with the belt-clamped tie. He 
somehow managed to make it look like it had tightened around 
his neck, and he gagged and choked and pulled himself all the 
way down to the floor.
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“How’s that?” he asked, opening his eyes in his death pose. 
“It’s just a starting point. Obviously, I have to work that out 
a bit.”

“I like it,” Scarlett said approvingly.
Spencer got up and straightened out his shirt and tie. He 

opened the accordion guard on one of their large and dusty 
kitchen windows and surveyed the day. It was just before 
sunrise, the sky a heavy purple-gray, the air already thick 
and warm. A summer morning in the city, in the pocket of 
time when the heat was between merely uncomfortable and 
completely unbearable. Spencer just stared out at the small, 
paved area that separated their property from the apartment 
building behind them — just a little plot of concrete with a 
table and some chairs that no one ever used. He exhaled long 
and slow.

“What?” Scarlett asked.
Spencer just shook his head and snapped the guard back 

into position.
“Nothing,” he said. “I should get going. Walk out with me?”
Outside, Spencer’s bike was looking a little worse than usual. 

It had been the duct-tape special since he was in high school, 
but now one of the handlebars was bent up and forward, like 
the horn of a bull.

“What happened?” she asked.
“Oh yeah,” he said, unlocking it. “A little present from 

yesterday. I went to pick up some new copies of my headshot, 
and when I came out, this is what it looked like. The whole 
frame is messed up. Someone must have nailed it with a car. 
I’m on a lucky streak these days.”
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He fastened the bike chain around his waist and squatted 
down, balancing the bike in his hands and examining the line 
of vision from seat level. The bike was clearly crooked. He 
rolled it along as they walked down the sidewalk, and it was 
obviously a struggle. It kept pulling in Scarlett’s direction, 
sometimes nudging her, and he would drag it back.

“Can you really ride that?” she asked.
“I don’t have much choice. It’s mostly okay, except that it 

always wants to go left now, so I have to steer right to keep 
it straight.”

“That’s really bad in traffic. There’s about a dozen ways to 
die on that thing.”

Spencer stopped and looked at her like she was a genius.
“A dozen ways to die,” he repeated. “That’s it!”
“What?”
“I’m going to strangle this guy in a few different ways, 

besides the tie. I’ll make everything dangerous. Like when the 
oxygen mask drops down, I’ll strangle him on the cord. I can 
do the same thing with the inflatable life preserver. I’ll make 
him the most inept passenger of all time. You always think of 
something!” He yelled some kind of farewell as he wobbled 
off into traffic at high speed.

It was just dawn now, a violent burst of sun breaking between 
the buildings on the east side. Scarlett pulled her phone from 
the pocket of her pajama shorts. The screen displayed the 
time, signal strength, battery life . . . but otherwise, its face 
was blank and stupid.

She sat on the front step of the hotel and watched Mrs. Foo, 
their dry-cleaner neighbor, open the gate in front of her shop. 
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She waved to Scarlett. Scarlett lifted her arm to wave back. 
The arm felt tired. The first wave of weariness washed over 
her; still . . . there was something about this up-with-the-dawn 
thing. What if . . . she wondered . . . what if she made today 
the first day of a whole new era? She was literally up with the 
dawn. School started in less than a week. The show was over. 
In a few hours, she’d be seeing all of her friends together for 
the first time since the end of school.

This was the day to begin again, to put Eric behind her, 
to think about what came next. Something quivered in her, 
something made of enthusiasm or exhaustion, something that 
told her that this was the plan. This was the way.

She pulled out her phone again. This time, she gave her 
hand permission to pull up the pictures of Eric. There was an 
ERASE ALL button. All she had to do was hit it. That would 
be a good start.

Her finger hovered over the button for a moment, teasing 
it, just coming into enough contact. But she didn’t press down.

No. Even better. She would go through the pictures one 
by one and erase them manually. That was more like a ritual, 
more cleansing. She would wipe out all one hundred and 
fifty-four of them right now, in her sleeping clothes, on her 
stoop, in the early morning sunshine in full view of Mrs. Foo 
and whoever walked by.

Picture one: a very early one of Eric, soon after they met. 
He was buying a sandwich and didn’t even see her take the 
photo. Kind of historical. She would come back to that one.

Picture two: from an early rehearsal. Same thing. She would 
come back to these. Better to start in the middle. Back to the 
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main menu. Scroll, scroll . . .
Picture thirty-nine: Eric in the theater. Very generic. A little 

blurry. Erasable. She took a deep breath, clenched her free hand 
into a fist, and hit the TRASH button. Picture gone.

Or was it? Did the phone save trashed pictures? She had 
no idea. She backed through the menus to check. No, it did 
not. The picture was gone. Only one hundred and fifty-three 
left to go.

Scarlett managed to prune twenty-three of the pictures 
before the second, heavier wave of exhaustion hit. She crept 
back up to her room, her feet heavy. Her sister Lola was already 
awake and in the shower. Scarlett dropped down on her bed 
and listened to the water run in the bathroom next door.

It was six thirty in the morning, and Scarlett felt herself 
falling under. But before she gave up and just let the sleep 
come, she said to herself, out loud, “I am making a new start.”
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Rue Is for Remembrance

After a few hours of fitful midmorning sleep, Scarlett made a 
second attack on the day and headed for the shower. It always 
took a moment for the Hopewell water pipes to figure out 
what temperature you wanted. The default setting was “death 
by ice or fire.” Scarlett didn’t care at the moment. She would 
take what came, and what came was cold. Bitter, impossible 
cold that almost felt good in the heat. She locked her teeth 
together and accepted it, letting it run down her back. As she 
reached for her shampoo, she got dangerously close to singing 
“I’m Gonna Wash That Man Right Outta My Hair,” a song she 
learned when Spencer was doing South Pacific in high school. 
She stopped herself just as she opened her mouth. New start 
or not, there was a line to be drawn, and that line was singing 
musicals to yourself as serious psychological motivation.

Downstairs, the lobby was empty of people. There were a 
few guests still staying at the Hopewell, but the numbers were 
coming down dramatically now that the show was closed and the 
novelty of the theater-hotel was over. The dining room doors were 
open, and her father was up on a ladder on the stage platform, 
unhooking a wire and a silver banner from the tired chandelier.
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“I’m going to meet Dakota,” she called.
“Come here a sec.”
Working on the set, her dad practically looked like a member 

of the theater company. He was in his mid-forties, but didn’t 
look his age at all. He still had the floppy blond hair and 
trashy-hipster thrift store clothes of the art student he had 
once been. The older Spencer got, the more the two just looked 
like brothers, something that Scarlett found fascinating and 
strangely unnerving. Sometimes — okay, most of the time — her 
dad just didn’t seem like someone who should be running a 
business. Nothing against her dad. Not everyone was born 
to run a hotel in New York. The job had been thrust on him. 
He’d fought it for a while when he was just out of college. But 
then he married his true love and had four kids, one of whom 
developed cancer. After that, like it or not, good at it or not 
. . . the hotel became his life’s work.

“You know about the dinner plan for tonight?” he asked, 
releasing the last hold of the fabric and sending it drifting to 
the floor. “Dinner at Lupe’s.”

“Lupe’s?” Scarlett said, pleased to hear the name of her 
favorite Mexican restaurant.

“Lola set it up. You four are going. Your mom and I are having 
a date night. It’s sort of a back-to-school treat, and a welcome 
back for Marlene. So be back around five.”

This last bit of information took some of the shine off of 
things. For ten wonderful days each summer, Marlene, the 
youngest Martin, went away. Her cancer survivor group had 
a camp in the Catskills where they threw one another into 
the lake and ate marshmallows, and peace would reign on the 
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fifth floor of the Hopewell. Scarlett loved her little sister, of 
course, but she was not prepared to lie and say she was fun 
to live with.

Her dad climbed down from the ladder and stared up at 
the chandelier, which was still crooked after being released 
from the wire that had been pulling it deliberately out of joint.

“Has it always been like that?” he asked.
“Kinda. It’s a little worse now.”
He hmmmed, and the matter seemed to pass from his mind.
“Listen,” he said, wiping dust from his hands onto his pants, 

“your mom and I were thinking . . . since Mrs. Amberson has 
moved out, and you have school starting . . . you have enough 
on your plate right now. We don’t expect you to have to take 
care of the Empire Suite or any of the other rooms.”

“I don’t?”
“Well, Lola is around pretty much full-time this year, and 

Spencer’s been doing a lot. And we won’t have as many guests.”
He tried to make that sound like it was a good thing that 

would just save them all a little time.
“And you have your job,” he added. “How has your job been 

going?”
“It’s fine,” she said. “We’ve worked it out. It’s just a few 

afternoons a week, a few hours here and there. It’s not bad.”
“Do you want to do it? I know it’s college money, but that 

shouldn’t be your big concern.”
It was college money. It was a lot of college money. 

Somewhere out there, a bank account with her name on it 
was growing.

“All I’m saying is, you can quit. I want you to quit if it feels 
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like too much. The show is done. You don’t have to —”
“No,” Scarlett said. “I want to do it. I . . . like it.”
A piece of glass fell from the chandelier and landed on 

the silver fabric, like a dirty, loose tooth. It punctuated their 
conversation, bringing the matter to a close.

In Biology I, Scarlett had been taught that carbon was the 
building block of life. They forgot to mention the other element: 
Element M. Money. Money determined everything. You needed 
money for your health — they’d learned that lesson when 
Marlene’s medical bills came in. (Though they were never 
supposed to talk about that. It was a Martin Family Rule.) You 
needed money for school. You needed money to get across 
the city, and to do things on weekends. You needed money to 
go away for the summer, like most of Scarlett’s friends had. 
Summer in the city was hot and terrible, and outside of the city 
there were opportunities. If you had the money. Which most of 
Scarlett’s friends did. Dakota, for example, had been in France 
at a language immersion program. She had arranged this little 
picnic in the park to celebrate the fact that they were all back 
and together. Only Scarlett had been here all along, because 
she was the most stone broke out of the group.

Scarlett knew better than to resent her friends for being 
more well off. But sometimes . . . sometimes it was just a little 
annoying that she had to lead a slightly different life from 
the rest of them. Her dad could pretend all he wanted, but it 
did make a difference that she had a job. And when the time 
came for her to go to college, if they could even afford it, every 
penny in that account would matter. Her friends had more 
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choices about how to spend their time. They could “improve” 
themselves. She just had to take what she was dealt.

By the time she reached Central Park, Scarlett was feeling 
massively sorry for herself. She didn’t exactly see herself as a 
character right out of Dickens — cleaning chimneys, eating 
soup made of fishheads and old shoelaces, getting sold to a local 
blacksmith for a few chickens and a dozen bars of soap — but 
it was still pretty bad. Add to that the fact that Eric was gone, 
and her tragedy was complete.

Her mood was in sharp contrast to the scene that had been 
prepared. She found her friends on a quilt of blankets and beach 
towels. Dakota had a real wicker picnic basket with white-and-
green china plates and silverware strapped to the lid. There 
were cupcakes and tiny sandwiches — all, Scarlett was sure, 
made by Dakota herself. She had probably worked until four 
in the morning and then gotten here early to set up. Because 
that was the kind of person Dakota was. A true friend who 
spent her nights doing things for others, not wandering around 
sets looking at pictures and comparing herself to Hamlet. This 
was a smooth gear change from self-pity to guilt. Scarlett knew 
she should have gone to Dakota’s the night before to help, but 
when you’re obsessed, it takes up all your time.

Dakota had outfitted her tall, beanpoley frame in a little blue 
dress and pulled her dark hair up into two very strange little 
scrunches by her ears. She sometimes dressed a little bit like 
she was four years old, but she pulled it off about 80 percent of 
the time. Chloe and Josh were there as well. Chloe managed to 
be the kind of person you couldn’t resent, even when she wore 
short short-shorts that showed off her tanned and toned tennis 
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legs or flashed lasered teeth or wrinkled her nose job. At heart, 
she was a math genius and a closet nerd. And Josh, Scarlett’s 
closest guy friend, was a goofy redheaded Brooklynite. His 
parents were both writers, and he was insanely well-read. He’d 
been in England all summer, supposedly studying literature. In 
reality, it sounded like he had been drinking beer and chasing 
every English girl who crossed his path. Josh was a little like 
that, but it was okay. The others would be coming soon — Mira, 
probably Hunter, maybe Tabitha. All of them happy, full of 
stories.

Yes, the summer was done, and everything was going back to 
normal. This was the part of normal that she was supposed to 
like, seeing all of her friends. But nothing felt right. She flopped 
down on one of the blankets and tried to make herself look 
carefree, but she landed on a stick and it dug into the meat 
of her thigh, causing her to start in pain. Slings and arrows. 
Always the slings and arrows.

“So,” Dakota said quietly. “The show. Is gone. Today, right? 
Gone?”

Clearly, Dakota was going to waste no time in getting to 
the point. Scarlett shaded her eyes and nodded, still trying to 
look like she didn’t have a care in the world, except for that 
leg wound.

“Good. So Eric’s officially out of your house, and now we 
can get him out of your life and out of your head. Starting 
right now.”

“I already started,” Scarlett said. “I erased some pictures 
of him off my phone this morning. I’m making a new start.”

“No,” Dakota said. “Really.”
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“I’m serious,” Scarlett said, taking a little offense at this. “I’m 
making a new start.”

To be fair, Dakota had every right to doubt her. She had 
been a little on message the past few weeks. She had sent her 
friends accounts of every single exchange (or non-exchange, 
as the case may be) that she’d had with Eric. She’d made them 
examine photos and messages. She had asked for analyses of 
gestures they hadn’t seen and looks she couldn’t re-create. She 
had sent Eric’s every move to the far corners of the Internet 
and the world. And she had made promises more than once 
that she was going to stop.

So that haunted, twitchy look in Dakota’s eye came from 
bitter experience. But today was different.

“Today is different,” she said.
“Look,” Dakota said. “Think about it this way. You made 

out with Eric twice. You made out with Josh more than that.”
At this, Josh looked over lazily, sensing his name was being 

invoked.
“What?” he asked.
“I was just saying that Scarlett made out with you more than 

she made out with this Eric clown,” Dakota said.
“Oh yeah.” Josh nodded and closed his eyes against the sun.
“It wasn’t the same,” Scarlett said. “Everyone makes out 

with Josh.”
This was no insult to Josh, and no secret to anyone. Josh 

was a lovable idiot who was more than happy to let his female 
friends practice their making-out skills on him whenever they 
wanted.

“I haven’t,” Dakota said.
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“Whenever you want,” Josh said, rolling onto his back.
“I’m just trying to put it in some perspective,” Dakota said, 

“because, you know, I hate Eric and I am trying to explain why 
he does not matter in a new way. For example, you spent more 
time making out with Josh than you did Eric.”

“It’s not the same thing,” Scarlett said. “It’s not just how 
much time you put into it.”

“When did you guys make out again?” Chloe asked. “I forget.”
“Last winter break,” Scarlett said. “And it was different.”
“It was three times or something,” Josh said.
“Right,” Dakota went on. “And notice how that didn’t make 

you crazy? That is because Josh is a good guy, and Eric is a 
cheat and a sneak. He is a bad man. Everyone hates him. You 
have to get in line to hate Eric Hall.”

“He’s not a cheat,” Scarlett said.
This conversation was a minefield, and with those words, 

she lifted her foot off a pressure device. Dakota was now set 
on tick-tick-boom.

“Let’s break it down step-by-step,” Dakota said. “Shall we? 
Eric made out with you while he had a girlfriend. A girlfriend 
of two years, down in . . . wherever it is he comes from. South 
Carolina or whatever . . .”

“North Carolina,” Scarlett said, feeling the need for the facts 
to be accurate. “And I didn’t know about her.”

“No. Of course you didn’t. He made sure you didn’t. Because 
he was cheating on her. With you. And do not . . .” Dakota held 
up a finger on this. “. . . do not give me this stuff about how he 
really felt bad about it and how he was going to break up with 
her but he just wanted to wait until he got home. Do not.”
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“Yeah,” Josh said, sounding very bored that this was happening 
again. “Don’t.”

“I’m not even thinking about him,” Scarlett lied. “You don’t 
have to . . .”

“Do you want to know how I know you’re thinking about 
him?” Dakota cut in.

“Nope,” Scarlett replied honestly.
“Because I checked that link to his commercial that you 

sent me. Remember how you said you were the only person 
who ever really watched it and how you were embarrassed 
because the view count was going up really fast? Well, it was 
at 356 two days ago, and now it’s at 512.”

Scarlett felt her stomach lurch. She had made one of the 
most basic of life errors, and she saw it immediately: Never 
give anyone evidence of your crazy.

“I watched it . . . a few times,” Scarlett said, looking down. 
“You don’t know it was me.”

“It’s a pizza commercial. You were the one who said you 
were afraid he’d notice because you were the only person in 
the world who would watch it besides him.”

“Some people really like pizza,” Scarlett countered. “And I’m 
wrong a lot. Can we be done now? There’s a bee on your drink.”

“Can I make a suggestion?” Chloe was chiming in. Scarlett 
loved Chloe dearly, but she was a notoriously flirty and flaky 
dater. She had gone through a total of four “relationships” 
over the summer. As far as she was concerned, the average life 
cycle of a couple was a week. If they were very serious. Taking 
relationship advice from her was like taking flying lessons from 
a kamikaze pilot — someone who thought the only way to 
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land was nose-first into the ground.
“Why don’t you call him?” she asked. “Why don’t you go 

and see him? Sometimes you just need to make out one last 
time to get it out of your system. I’ve done that.”

“Do. Not. Do. That.”
That was Dakota, of course.
“I’m always here,” Josh added.
Scarlett’s problem — the ruling issue of her life right now, 

her secret inner turmoil — had become a conversational Frisbee. 
Something to toss around on a bright summer’s day when 
there was nothing better going on.

“I’m making a new start,” Scarlett said again.
And then, of course, the phone began to ring. She had set it 

on the blanket beside her. Dakota got to it first and snatched 
it away.

“Who is it?” Scarlett said anxiously, her voice betraying her.
“It says ‘AAA,’ ” Dakota replied. “AAA? American Automobile 

Association?”
Sadly, many people made this mistake. They had been getting 

a lot of calls from stranded drivers recently.
“Give it,” Scarlett said, holding her hand out.
The phone rang again.
“Who is AAA?” Dakota asked, holding the phone back a bit.
“Just give it to me for a second . . .”
The phone rang again.
“That is not an answer.”
“It’s my boss,” Scarlett said with a sigh.
“Oh no. No, no, no.” Dakota stuck the phone under her leg. 

“Not her, either.”
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“You don’t understand,” Scarlett said. “You don’t know what 
she’s like. Just let me call her and she’ll calm down. It’s only 
been three days since she moved out of the hotel. She has 
separation anxiety.”

“That doesn’t mean she can call you every ten minutes to 
do something stupid while she’s out getting her butt waxed.”

“Thanks for that mental image,” Scarlett said. “That’s 
something she might do, if her butt was hairy. Which it probably 
isn’t . . . Great. Now I’m imagining it. Remind me to repay you.”

“De rien. God, go away for one summer and I’m replaced 
with an entire cast of freaks. I am never leaving again.”

The phone started ringing again. Each ring pierced Scarlett. 
Mrs. Amberson didn’t have a special ringtone, but Scarlett 
could just tell when she was calling. The calls had a keening, 
urgent quality.

“Please,” Scarlett said. “She won’t stop until I talk to her.”
Ring.
“You can have your phone back if you tell her that you are 

staying here today with us. And we will all take turns patting 
your head and helping you heal your broken heart. That is 
what is going to happen.”

Ring.
“Fine!” Scarlett said, her anxiety peaking.
The phone stopped ringing as soon as it was back in Scarlett’s 

hand. She stared at it for a moment, wondering if she could 
just let it go, ignore the call.

“Don’t,” Dakota said. “Don’t call her back.”
“You don’t understand,” Scarlett said again. “She won’t stop.”
The phone started ringing again, proving her point. Scarlett 
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answered it instantly, preparing herself to tell her boss that 
she was not available, but she had no chance.

“Where are you?” Mrs. Amberson snapped. “I am getting in 
a cab right now and coming to get you.”

“What?”
“I’m aware that it’s your day off, but it’s an emergency. 

Address, O’Hara!”
“I’m in the park,” Scarlett said, moving away and lowering 

her voice. Dakota was squinting suspiciously.
“What’s the closest street?”
“I don’t know,” Scarlett said. “Sixty-seventh or something? 

On the west side?”
“I will be there in five minutes.”
Scarlett snapped the phone closed and faced her friends. 

Dakota was staring intently and seemed to have taken a very 
dim view of the situation.

“She didn’t really give me a choice,” Scarlett explained, 
getting up. “She’s on her way.”

“I didn’t really hear you fighting her off,” Dakota said.
“It’s her boss,” Josh said. “You can’t fight off your boss.”
“Her boss isn’t normal!” Dakota shot back. “People are 

allowed to have days off. School starts in two days. This is all 
the time we get!”

It was useless for Scarlett to try to explain that this was 
her fate. Outrageous fortune. Hamlet had made some good 
points after all.
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For Isabelle
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1

They called it the Hat. It was a long white hood
that masked the whole of Jess’s face and neck,
over which she wore something like ski goggles.

The rest of her body was covered up with a baggy top,
trousers and thick gloves so that no part of her skin was
exposed to the sun.

‘I don’t like it here,’ she said, lifting the goggles to get
at a maddening itch on her nose.

‘No one likes hospitals,’ replied her mother.
‘So, we can go?’
‘You’re in one of those moods, then.’
Jess sighed, releasing a mouthful of sickly air. The

numbers on the lift display began ticking up towards
the  children’s ward. Already, beads of sweat were



 forming on the back of her neck, sticking fabric to skin.
Summer was the absolute worst time of year.

‘It’s only a couple of times a month,’ said her mother.
‘Only?’ said Jess, her voice rising.
‘Must we do this?’
Jess thought they probably must. At least until her

mother understood how much she hated this building
and everything in it.

The doors opened on the second floor to reveal a
woman in a purple dress. She took a step towards them
but stopped short at the sight of the Hat. Her mouth
gaped like a fish but no words came out. 

‘Can we help?’ asked Jess’s mother.
‘Oh  .  .  .’ she said, recovering herself a little. ‘Up or

down?’
‘Going up.’
‘Right. Well. Down for me. Thanks.’ The woman took

a step back, still staring.
‘You can close your mouth now,’ Jess said, as the lift

doors closed.
‘Darling, that was rude,’ her mother scolded.
‘She didn’t hear me.’
‘Shame.’ They both smiled, without looking at one

another. Her mother jabbed the fourth-floor button a
few times and tapped her foot. The lift clunked and
juddered as it started up again.

‘I don’t like him,’ said Jess.
‘He’s perfectly nice.’

2



‘He’s nice to you. He talks to me like I’m an idiot,’
‘He talks to you like you’re a child.’
‘Exactly.’
‘He’s a very good doctor.’
‘How do you know? You don’t have medical training.’

Game, set and match, Jess thought.
‘Put your goggles back on,’ said her mother. ‘There

are windows in the corridor.’
‘But, Mum . . .’ she started.
‘Jessica,’ her mother replied, firmly. Game, set and

match.

3





So this was it: Dusky amber sunset. Humidity tugging on lazy sky. Lone car hauling up the Seven Mile Bridge, toward 

the airport in Miami, toward a flight that wouldn’t be caught. Rogue wave rising in the water east of the Keys, 

churning into a monster that would baffle oceanographers on the evening news. Traffic stopped at the mouth of the 

bridge by construction-suited men staging a temporary roadblock.  

And him: the boy in the stolen fishing boat a hundred yards west of the bridge. His anchor was down. His gaze hung 

on the last car allowed to cross. He had been there for an hour, would wait only moments more to watch—no, to 

oversee the coming tragedy, to make sure that this time everything went right. 

The men posing as construction workers called themselves the Seedbearers. The boy in the boat was a Seedbearer, 

too, the youngest in the family line. The car on the bridge was a champagne-colored 1988 Chrysler K-car with two 

hundred thousand on the odometer and a duct-taped rearview mirror. The driver was an archaeologist, a redhead, a 

mother. The passenger was her daughter, a seventeen-year-old from New Iberia, Louisiana, and the focus of the 

Seedbearers’ plans. Girl and mother would be dead in minutes . . . if the boy didn’t mess anything up. His name was 

Ander. He was sweating. He was in love with the girl in the car. So here, now, in the soft heat of a late Florida spring, 

with blue herons chasing white egrets through a black opal sky, and the stillness of the water all around him, Ander 

had a choice: fulfill his obligations to his family, or— No. The choice was simpler than that: save the world, or save 

the girl. 

The car passed the first mile marker out of seven on the long bridge to the city of Marathon in the central Florida 

Keys. The Seedbearers’ wave was aimed at mile four, just past the midpoint of the bridge. Anything from a slight dip 

in temperature to the velocity of the wind to the texture of the seafloor could alter the wave’s dynamic. The 

Seedbearers had to be ready to adapt. They could do this: craft a wave out of the ocean using antediluvian breath, then 

drop the beast on a precise location, like a needle on a turntable, letting hellish music loose. They could even get away 

with it. No one could prosecute a crime he didn’t know had been committed. 

Wave crafting was an element of the Seedbearers’ cultivated power, the Zephyr. It wasn’t dominance over water, 

rather an ability to manipulate the wind, whose currents were a mighty force upon the ocean. Ander had been raised to 

revere the Zephyr as divinity, though its origins were murky: it had been born in a time and place about which the 

elder Seedbearers no longer spoke. 

For months they had spoken only of their certainty that the right wind under the right water would be powerful 

enough to kill the right girl. 

The speed limit was thirty-five. The Chrysler was going sixty. Ander wiped sweat from his brow. 

Pale blue light shone within the car. Standing in his boat, Ander couldn’t see their faces. He could see just two crowns 

of hair, dark orbs against the headrests. He imagined the girl on her phone, texting a friend about her vacation with her 

mother, making plans to see the neighbor with the splash of freckles across her cheeks, or that boy she spent time 

with, the one Ander could not stand. 



The whole week, he’d watched her reading on the beach. From the same faded paperback, The Old Man and the Sea. 

He’d watched her turn the pages with the slow aggression of the terrifically bored. She was going to be a senior that 

fall. He knew she’d signed up for three honors classes; he’d once stood an aisle over at a grocery store and listened 

through the cereal as she talked about it with her father. He knew how much she dreaded calculus. 

Ander didn’t go to school. He studied the girl. The Seedbearers made him do it, stalk her. By now, he was an  

expert.

She loved pecans and clear nights when she could see the stars. She had horrible posture at the dinner table, but when 

she ran, she seemed to fly. She plucked her eyebrows with bejeweled tweezers, dressed up in her mother’s old 

Cleopatra costume every year for Halloween. She doused all her food with Tabasco, ran a mile in under six minutes, 

played her grandfather’s Gibson guitar with no skill but plenty of soul. She painted polka dots on her fingernails and 

her bedroom walls. She dreamed of leaving the bayou for a big city like Dallas or Memphis, playing songs at open 

mikes in darkened clubs. She loved her mother with a fierce, unbreakable passion that Ander envied and struggled to 

understand. She wore tank tops in winter, sweatshirts to the beach, feared heights yet adored roller coasters, and 

planned on never getting married. She didn’t cry. When she laughed, she closed her eyes. 

He knew everything about her. He would ace any exam on her complexities. He had been watching her since the leap 

day she was born. All of the Seedbearers had. He had been watching her since before he or she could speak. They had 

never spoken. 

She was his life.  

He had to kill her. 

The girl and her mother had their windows rolled down. The Seedbearers wouldn’t like that. He was certain one of his 

uncles had been charged with jamming their windows while mother and daughter played gin rummy at a blue-

awninged café. But Ander had once seen the girl’s mother shove a stick in the voltage regulator of a car with a dead 

battery and start it up again. He’d seen the girl change a tire at the side of the road in hundred-degree weather and 

barely break a sweat. They could do things, these women. More reason to kill her, his uncles would say, shepherding 

him always toward defending his Seedbearer line. But nothing Ander saw in the girl frightened him; everything 

deepened his fascination. 

Tan forearms dangled out both car windows as they passed mile marker two. Like mother, like daughter—wrists 

twisting in time to something on the radio that Ander wished he could hear. 

He wondered how the salt would smell on her skin. The idea of being close enough to breathe her in gripped him in a 

wave of dizzy pleasure that crested into nausea.  

One thing was certain: he would never have her. 

He sank to his knees on the bench. The boat rocked under his weight, shattering the reflection of the rising moon. 

Then it rocked again, harder, signaling a disturbance somewhere in the water. 



The wave was building. 

All he had to do was watch. His family had made that very clear. The wave would strike; the car would flow with it 

over the bridge like a blossom spilling over a fountain’s rim. They would be swept to the depths of the sea. That was 

all.

When his family had schemed in their shabby Key West vacation rental with the “garden view” of a weedy alley, no 

one had spoken of subsequent waves that would wash mother and daughter into nonexistence. No one mentioned how 

slowly a corpse decomposed in cold water. But Ander had been having nightmares all week about the girl’s body’s 

afterlife.

His family said that after the wave it would be over and Ander could begin a normal life. Wasn’t that what he said he 

wanted? 

He simply had to ensure that the car stayed under the sea long enough for the girl to die. If by some chance— here the 

uncles began to bicker— mother and daughter somehow freed themselves and rose to the surface, then Ander would 

have to— 

No, his aunt Chora said loudly enough to silence the roomful of men. She was the closest thing Ander had to a 

mother. He loved her, but he did not like her. It wouldn’t happen, she said. The wave Chora would produce would be 

strong enough. Ander would not have to drown the girl with his hands. The Seedbearers weren’t murderers. They were 

stewards of humanity, preventers of apocalypse. They were generating an act of God. 

But it was murder. At this moment the girl was alive. She had friends and a family who loved her. She had a life 

before her, possibilities fanning out like oak branches into infinite sky. She had a way of making everything around 

her seem spectacular. 

Whether she might someday do what the Seedbearers feared she would do was not something Ander liked thinking 

about. Doubt consumed him. As the wave rolled closer, he considered letting it take him, too. 

If he wanted to die, he would have to get out of the boat. He would have to let go of the handles at the end of the chain 

welded to his anchor. No matter how strong the wave was, Ander’s chain would not break; his anchor would not be 

wrested from the sea floor. They were made of orichalcum, an ancient metal considered mythological by modern 

archeologists.

The anchor on its chain was one of five relics made of the substance that the Seedbearers preserved. The girl’s 

mother—a rare scientist who believed in things she could not prove existed—would have traded her entire career to 

uncover just one. 

Anchor, spear and atlatl, amphora drinking vessel, and the small carved chest that glowed unnatural green—these 

were what remained of his lineage, of the world no one spoke of, of the past the Seedbearers made it their sole mission 

to repress. The girl knew nothing of the Seedbearers. But did she know where she had come from? Could she trace her 



line backward as swiftly as he could trace his, to the world lost in the flood, to the secret to which both he and she 

were inextricably linked? 

It was time. The car approached the marker for mile four. Ander watched the wave emerge against the darkening sky 

until its white crest could no longer be mistaken for cloud. He watched it rise in slow motion, twenty feet, thirty feet, a 

wall of water moving toward them, black as night. 

Its roar almost drowned out the scream that came from the car. The cry didn’t sound like hers, more like her mother’s. 

Ander shuddered. The sound signaled that they had seen the wave at last. Brake lights flashed. Then the engine 

gunned. Too late. 

Aunt Chora was as good as her word; she’d built her wave perfectly. It carried the whiff of citronella—Chora’s touch 

to mask the burnt-metal odor that accompanied Zephyr sorcery. Compact in width, the wave was taller than a three-

story building, with a concentrated vortex in its deep belly and a foaming lip that would dash the bridge in half but 

leave the land on either side intact. It would do its work cleanly and, more importantly, quickly. There would hardly 

be time for the tourists stopped at the mouth of the bridge to pull out their phones and hit record. 

When the wave broke, its barrel stretched across the bridge, then doubled back to crash into the highway divider 

ten feet ahead of the car, precisely as planned. The bridge groaned. The road buckled. The car swirled into the 

whirlpool center. Its undercarriage flooded. It was picked up by the wave, rode the crest, then shot off the bridge on a 

slide made of roiling sea. 

Ander watched the Chrysler somersault into the face of the wave. As it teetered down, he was appalled by a view 

through the windshield. There she was: dirty-blond hair splayed out and up. Soft profile, like a shadow cast by 

candlelight. Arms reaching for her mother, whose head knocked the steering wheel. Her scream cut Ander like glass. 

If this hadn’t happened, everything might have been different. But it did:  

For the first time in his life, she looked at him. 

His hands slipped from the handles of the orichalcum anchor. His feet lifted off the floor of the fishing boat. By the 

time the car splashed into the water, Ander was swimming toward her open window, fighting the wave, drawing on 

every ounce of ancient strength that flowed through his blood.

It was war, Ander versus the wave. It bashed into him, thrusting him against the shoal bottom of the Gulf, pummelling 

his ribs, turning his body into bruise. He gritted his teeth and swam through pain, through coral reef that slashed his 

skin, through shards of glass and splintered fender, through thick curtains of algae and weeds. His head shot above the 

surface and he gasped for air. He saw the twisted silhouette of the car—then it vanished beneath a world of foam. He 

nearly wept at the thought of not getting there in time. 

Everything quieted. The wave retreated, gathering tons of flotsam, dragging the car up with it. Leaving Ander behind. 

He had one chance. The windows were above the level of the water. As soon as the wave returned, the car would be 



crushed in its trough. Ander could not explain how his body rose from the water, skidded across air. He leapt into the 

wave and reached out. 

Her body was as rigid as a vow. Her dark eyes were open, churning blue. Blood trickled down her neck as she turned 

to him. What did she see? What was he? 

The question and her gaze paralyzed Ander. In that bewildered moment, the wave curled around them, and a  

crucial chance was lost: he would have time to save only one of them. He knew how cruel it was. But, selfishly, he 

could not let her go. 

 Just before the wave exploded over them, Ander grabbed her hand. 

Eureka.
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C H A P T E R  O N E

R HEN

There is blood under my fingernails. I wonder how many of my 
people I’ve killed this time.

I thrust my hands into the barrel beside the stables. The ice- cold 
water bites at my skin, but the blood clings. I shouldn’t bother, 
because it will all be gone in an hour anyway, but I hate this. The 
blood. The not knowing.

Hooves ring against the cobblestones somewhere behind me, fol-
lowed by the jingle of a horse’s bridle.

I don’t need to look. My guard commander always follows at a 
safe distance until the transition is complete.

Guard commander. As if Grey has men left to command.
As if he didn’t earn the title by default.
I swipe the water from my hands and turn. Grey stands a few 

yards back, holding the reins of Ironheart, the fastest horse in the 
stables. The animal is blowing hard, its chest and flanks damp with 
sweat despite the early- morning chill.



2 Brigid Kemmerer

For as long as we’ve been trapped here, Grey’s appearance is 
somehow a continual surprise. He looks as young as the day he 
earned a position in the elite Royal Guard, his dark hair slightly 
unkempt, his face unlined. His uniform still fits him well, every 
buckle and strap perfectly arranged, every weapon shining in the 
near darkness.

He once carried a gleam of eagerness in his eye, a spark for adven-
ture. For challenge.

That gleam has long since gone dark, the only aspect of his 
appearance that is never remade by the curse.

I wonder if my unchanged appearance startles him, too.
“How many?” I say.
“None. All of your people are safe this time.”
This time. I should be relieved. I am not. My people will be at 

risk again soon enough. “And the girl?”
“Gone. As always.”
I look back at the blood staining my hands, and a familiar tight-

ness wraps around my rib cage. I turn back to the barrel and bury 
my hands in the water. It’s so cold it nearly steals my breath.

“I’m covered in blood, Commander.” A lick of anger curls 
through my chest. “I killed something.”

As if sensing danger, his horse stomps and dances at the end of 
the reins. Grey puts out a hand to calm the animal.

Once there would have been a stablehand rushing to take his 
horse, especially upon hearing my tone. Once there was a castle full 
of courtiers and historians and advisers who would have turned over 
a coin for a bit of gossip about Prince Rhen, heir to the throne of 
Emberfall.

Once there was a royal family that would have frowned on my 
antics.



3A Cur se  So  Dark and Lone ly

Now there is me, and there is Grey.
“I left a trail of human blood on the path out of the forest,” he 

says, unaffected by my anger. He’s used to this. “The horse led a good 
chase, until you fell on a herd of deer in the southernmost part of 
your lands. We stayed well away from the villages.”

That explains the condition of the animal. We traveled far 
tonight.

“I’ll take the horse,” I say. “The sun will be up soon.”
Grey hands over the reins. This final hour is always the hardest. 

Full of regret for my failure once again. As always, I just want to get 
this over with.

“Any special requests, my lord?”
In the beginning, I was frivolous enough to say yes. I’d specify 

blondes or brunettes. Big breasts, or long legs, or tiny waists. I’d wine 
them and woo them and when they did not love me, another was 
easily found. The first time, the curse had seemed like a game.

Find me one you like, Grey, I’d said, laughing, as if finding 
women for his prince was a privilege.

Then I changed, and the monster tore through the castle, leav-
ing a bloodbath.

When the season began again, I had no family left. No servants. 
Only six guardsmen, two of whom were badly injured.

By the third season, I had one.
Grey is still waiting for a response. I meet his eyes. “No, Com-

mander. Anyone is fine.” I sigh and begin leading the horse toward 
the stables, but then stop and turn. “Whose blood made the trail?”

Grey raises an arm and draws his sleeve back. A long knife 
wound still bleeds down into his hand, a slow trickle of crimson.

I’d order him to bind it, but the wound will be gone in an hour, 
when the sun is fully up.
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So will the blood on my hands and the sweat on the horse’s 
flanks. The cobblestones will be warm with early-fall sunlight, and 
my breath will no longer fog in the morning air.

The girl will be gone, and the season will begin again.
I’ll be newly eighteen.
For the three hundred twenty- seventh time.



C H A P T E R  T W O

H A R PER

Washington, DC, is so cold it should be illegal.
I pull up the hood of my sweatshirt, but the material is practi-

cally threadbare, and it doesn’t do much good. I hate being out here 
playing lookout, but my brother has the worse end of this job, so I 
try not to complain.

Somewhere down the street, a man shouts and a car horn blares. 
I bite back a shiver and suck more tightly into the shadows. I found 
an old tire iron near the curb earlier, and I twist my fingers against 
the rusted metal, but whoever it was seems far away.

A glance at the timer on Jake’s phone tells me he has another 
thirteen minutes. Thirteen minutes, and he’ll be done, and we can 
go buy a cup of coffee.

We don’t really have money to spend, but Jake always needs 
time to unwind, and he says coffee helps. It ratchets me up so I 
can’t sleep, which means I don’t crash until four in the morning 
and then I miss school. I’ve missed enough days of my senior year 
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that it probably doesn’t matter anymore. I sure don’t have any friends 
who’ll miss me.

So Jake and I will sit in a corner booth of the all- night diner, 
and his hands will tremble on the mug for a few minutes. Then he’ll 
tell me what he had to do. It’s never good.

I had to threaten to break his arm. I twisted it up behind his back. 
I think I almost dislocated it. His kids were there. It was awful.

I had to punch him. Told him I was going to hit him until a tooth 
came loose. He found the money real quick.

This guy was a musician. I threatened to smash a finger.
I don’t want to hear the ways he shakes them down for cash. 

My brother is tall and built like a linebacker, but he’s always been 
gentle and soft- spoken and kind. When Mom first got sick, when 
Dad got involved with Lawrence and his men, Jake would look out 
for me. He’d let me sleep in his room or sneak me out of the house 
for ice cream. That was when Dad was around, when Dad was the 
one getting threatened by Lawrence’s “bill collectors,” the men who’d 
come to our door to reclaim the money Dad had borrowed.

Now Dad’s gone. And Jake’s playing “bill collector” just to keep 
them off our backs.

Guilt twists my insides. If it were just me, I wouldn’t let him 
do it.

But it’s not just me. It’s Mom, too.
Jake thinks he could do more for Lawrence. Buy us more time. 

But that would mean actually doing the things he’s only threaten-
ing to do. It would mean truly hurting people.

It would break him. I can already see how even this is changing 
him. Sometimes I wish he’d drink his coffee in silence.

I told him that once, and he got mad. “You think it’s hard to 
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listen? I have to do it.” His voice was tight and hard and almost broke. 
“You’re lucky, Harper. You’re lucky you just have to hear about it.”

Yeah. I feel super lucky.
But then I felt selfish, because he’s right. I’m not quick, and I’m 

not strong. Playing lookout is the only way he’ll let me help. So now, 
when he needs to talk about these near- atrocities, I keep my mouth 
shut. I can’t fight, but I can listen.

I glance at the phone. Twelve minutes. If his time runs out, it 
means the job went bad, and I’m supposed to run. To get Mom out. 
To hide.

We’ve gotten down to three minutes before. Two minutes. But 
he always appears, breathing hard and sometimes speckled with 
blood.

I’m not worried yet.
Rust flakes under my fingertips as I twist the ice- cold tire iron 

in my hand. Sunrise isn’t far off, but I’ll probably be too frozen by 
then to even notice.

A light feminine laugh carries in the air nearby, and I peek from 
the doorway. Two people stand alone by the corner, just at the edge 
of the circle of light cast by the streetlamp. The girl’s hair shines like 
a shampoo commercial, swinging as she staggers a little. The bars all 
closed at three a.m., but she clearly didn’t stop. Her micro- mini and 
open denim jacket make my sweatshirt feel like a parka.

The man is more suitably dressed, in dark clothes, with a long 
coat. I’m trying to decide if this is a cop busting a hooker or a john 
picking up a date, when the guy turns his head. I duck back into 
the doorway.

Her laughter rings through the street again. Either he’s hilari-
ous or this girl is hammered.
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The laugh cuts short with a gasp. Like someone yanked a plug.
I hold my breath. The silence is sudden and absolute.
I can’t risk looking.
I can’t risk not looking.
Jake would be so pissed. I have one job here. I imagine him 

yelling. Don’t get involved, Harper! You’re already vulnerable!
He’s right, but cerebral palsy doesn’t mean my curiosity is 

broken. I peek out around the edge of the doorway.
The blonde has collapsed in the man’s arms like a marionette, her 

head flopped to the side. His arm is hooked under her knees, and he 
keeps glancing up and down the street.

Jake will lose his mind if I call the cops. It’s not like what he’s 
doing is legal. If the police come around, Jake is at risk. I’m at risk. 
Mom’s at risk.

I keep staring at that waving blond hair, at the limp arm drag-
ging the ground. He could be a trafficker. She could be dead— or 
close. I can’t do nothing.

I slip out of my sneakers so my stupid left foot won’t make a 
dragging noise against the pavement. I can move quickly when I 
want to, but quiet is tough to master. I rush forward and raise the bar.

He turns at the last second, which probably saves his life. The 
bar comes down across his shoulders instead of his head. He grunts 
and stumbles forward. The girl goes sprawling onto the pavement.

I raise the bar to hit him again, but the man retaliates faster than 
I’m ready for. He blocks my swing and drives an elbow into my chest, 
hooking my ankle with his own. I’m falling before I realize it. My 
body slams into the concrete.

He’s suddenly right there, almost on top of me. I start swinging. 
I can’t reach his head, but I catch him across the hip. Then his ribs.
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He seizes my wrist, then smacks my arm down to the pave-
ment. I squeal and twist away from him, but it feels like he’s kneeling 
on my right thigh. His free arm pins my chest. It hurts. A lot.

“Release the weapon.” He’s got an accent, but I can’t place it. 
And now that his face is on top of mine, I realize he’s young, not 
much older than Jake.

I clench my fingers even tighter around the bar. My breath makes 
huge panicked clouds between us. I beat at him with my free hand, 
but I might as well be striking a statue. He tightens his hold on my 
wrist, until I genuinely think the bones are rubbing together.

A whimper escapes my throat, but I grit my teeth and hold on.
“Release it,” he says again, his tone thickening with anger.
“Jake!” I scream, hoping enough time has passed that he might 

be heading back. The pavement stabs daggers of ice into my back. 
Every muscle hurts, but I keep fighting. “Jake! Someone help me!”

I try to claw at his eyes, but the man’s grip tightens in response. 
His gaze meets mine and there’s no hesitation there. My wrist is 
going to break.

A siren kicks up somewhere nearby, but it’ll be too late. I try to 
claw at his face again, but I catch his neck instead. Blood blossoms 
under my nails, and his eyes turn murderous. The sky lightens frac-
tionally behind him, turning pink with streaks of orange.

His free hand lifts and I don’t know if he’s going to hit me or 
strangle me or break my neck. It doesn’t matter. This is it. My last 
sight will be a glorious sunrise.

I’m wrong. His hand never strikes.
Instead, the sky disappears altogether.



C H A P T E R  T H R E E

R HEN

Sunlight gilds the fixtures in my sitting room, throwing shadows 
along the hand- sewn tapestries and the velvet chairs my parents once 
occupied. Sometimes, if I sit here long enough, I can imagine their 
presence. I can hear my father’s brusque voice, full of admonishment 
and lectures. My mother’s quiet disapproval.

I can remember my own arrogance.
I want to walk out of the castle and fling myself off a cliff.
That doesn’t work. I’ve tried. More than once.
I always wake here, in this room, waiting in the sunlight. The 

fire always burns low, just as it is now, the flames crackling in a famil-
iar pattern. The stone floor appears freshly swept, wine and goblets 
sitting ready on a side table. Grey’s weapons hang on the opposite 
chair, waiting for his return.

Everything is always the same.
Except for the dead. They never come back.
The fire pops, a bit of kindling sliding to the base of the fire-

place. Right on schedule. Grey will reappear soon.
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I sigh. Practiced words wait on my tongue, though sometimes 
it takes the girls a while to awaken from the sleeping ether Grey 
gives them. They’re always frightened at first, but I’ve learned how 
to ease their fears, to charm and coax them into trusting me.

Only to destroy that trust when autumn slides into winter. 
When they see me change.

The air flickers, and I straighten. As much as I hate the curse, 
the never- ending repetition of my life here, the girls are the one spot 
of change. Despite myself, I’m curious to see what motionless beauty 
will hang in Grey’s arms today.

But when Grey appears, he’s pinning a girl to the floor.
She’s not a motionless beauty. She’s scrawny and shoeless and 

digging her nails into the side of his neck.
Grey swears and knocks her hand away. Blood appears in lines 

across his throat.
I rise from the chair, nearly losing a moment to the sheer nov-

elty of it all. “Commander! Release her.”
He flings himself back and finds his feet. The girl scrambles away 

from him, clutching a rusted weapon of some sort. Her movement 
is labored and clumsy.

“What is this?” She gets a hand on the wall and staggers to her 
feet. “What did you do?”

Grey grabs his sword from the chair, pulling it free from the 
scabbard with a fierceness I haven’t seen in . . .  in ages. “Have no wor-
ries, my lord. This may be the shortest season yet.”

The girl raises the rusted bar as if that will provide any kind 
of defense against a trained swordsman. Dark curls spill out of 
the hood of her clothing, and her face is tired, drawn, and dusty. 
I wonder if Grey injured her, the way she keeps her weight off her 
left leg.
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“Try it.” She glances between him and me. “I know a good spot 
I haven’t hit with this yet.”

“I will.” Grey lifts his weapon and steps forward. “I know a good 
spot I haven’t hit with this yet.”

“Enough.” I’ve never seen Grey go after one of the girls, but when 
he shows no intention of stopping, I sharpen my tone. “That is an 
order, Commander.”

He stops, but his sword remains in his hand and he doesn’t take 
his eyes off the girl. “Do not think,” he tells her, his voice fierce, “that 
this means I will allow you to attack me again.”

“Don’t worry,” she snaps. “I’m sure I’ll get another chance.”
“She attacked you?” My eyebrows rise. “Grey. She is half your 

size.”
“She makes up for it in temperament. She most assuredly was 

not my first choice.”
“Where am I?” The girl’s eyes keep flicking from me to him to 

the sword in his hand— and then to the doorway behind us. Her 
knuckles are white where they grip the bar. “What did you do?”

I glance at Grey and lower my voice. “Put up your sword. You’re 
frightening her.”

The Royal Guard is trained to obey without hesitation and Grey 
is no exception. He slides his weapon into its sheath, but strings the 
sword belt around his waist.

I cannot remember the last time he was fully armed on the first 
day of the season. Probably not since there were men to command 
and threats to deflect.

But removing the weapon has drained some of the tension from 
the room. I put out a hand and keep my voice gentle, the way I speak 
to skittish horses in the stables. “You are safe here. May I have your 
weapon?”
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Her eyes slide to Grey, to where his hand remains on the hilt of 
his sword. “No way.”

“You fear Grey? Easily solved.” I look at him. “Commander. You 
are ordered to not harm this girl.”

He takes a step back and folds his arms.
The girl watches this exchange and then she draws a long breath 

and takes a tentative step forward, the bar held in front of her.
At least she can be tamed as easily as the others. I extend my 

hand and give her an encouraging look.
She takes another step— but then her expression shifts, her eyes 

darken, and she swings.
Hard steel slams into my waist, just below my rib cage. Silver 

hell, it hurts. I double over and barely have time to react before she’s 
swinging for my head.

Luckily, my training is nearly as thorough as Grey’s. I duck and 
catch the bar before she makes contact.

Now I understand why Grey grabbed his sword.
Her eyes flare, burning with defiance. I jerk her forward, ready to 

wrestle the bar out of her grasp.
Instead, she lets go, forcing me to fall back. She stumbles toward 

the door, limping into the hallway, her breathing ragged.
I let her go. The iron bar drops to the carpet and I press a hand 

to my side.
Grey hasn’t moved. He’s standing there, arms folded. “Do you 

still wish for me to leave her unharmed?”
There was a time when he wouldn’t have dared to question me.
There was a time when I might have cared.
I sigh, then wince as my lungs expand into the already- forming 

bruise on my side. What began as a novelty now simply hurts. If she 
fights to run so fiercely now, there is little hope for later.



14 Brigid Kemmerer

The shadows have shifted a bit, tracing their familiar path. I’ve 
watched it hundreds of times.

When this season ends in failure, I’ll watch it again.
“She is injured,” says Grey. “She cannot get far.”
He is right. I am wasting time.
As if I don’t have time in spades.
“Go,” I say. “Bring her back.”



C H A P T E R  F O U R

H A R PER

I’m running down a long hallway, my breath roaring in my ears. 
This has to be a museum or some kind of historical building. My 
socks fight to grip the velvet carpeting that lines the marble floor. 
Wood paneling covers the walls, with stone masonry climbing to a 
ceiling that arches high above. Heavy wooden doors with wrought- 
iron handles sit at uneven intervals along the hallway, but none are 
open.

I don’t stop to try any. I just run. I need to find another person 
or get out of here.

As I round a curve in the hallway, I’m met by a massive, sweep-
ing, sunlit staircase that descends into a grand entranceway. The 
space is the size of my high school gymnasium, with a dark slate 
floor, massive stained glass windows, and a pair of iron doors. Tap-
estries hang from the walls, threaded with purples and greens and 
reds, shot through with strands of gold and silver that sparkle in the 
light. Tables sit along the side, laid out with cakes and pastries and 
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dozens of champagne glasses. Half a dozen gilded white chairs wait 
in the corner, musical instruments sitting ready.

The place looks prepped for a wedding. Or a party. But definitely 
not a kidnapping.

I’m so confused— but at least I’ve found a door.
A sudden beeping pierces the silence.
Jake’s timer.
I dig the phone out of my pocket, staring at the flashing zeroes. 

My throat closes up. I don’t know if he made it out.
I need to get myself together. I’m standing in the open and tears 

won’t give me anything but a wet face. Once I find somewhere safe, 
I can call 911.

I grip the banister and rush down the steps. My left leg is clumsy 
and about to give way, but I mentally threaten to cut it off if it doesn’t 
get me out of here. It listens.

As I pass the corner, the instruments lift from the chairs in 
unison.

I startle and duck right, ready for one to come flying at me— 
but then, without warning, the instruments begin to play. Sym-
phonic music fills the hall, a rich song filled with flutes and trumpets 
and violins.

This has to be a trick. An optical illusion. Like at a theme park, 
somehow triggered by my motion.

I reach out and grab a flute, expecting it to be fixed in place with 
thin wires or subtle plastic.

But it’s not. My hand closes on the metal like I’m picking it up 
from a shelf. The steel is vibrating as if someone is playing. There’s 
no weight to it— no batteries. No speaker. Nothing.

When I move it close to my ear, the sound is coming from inside 
the tube.
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I take a step back and fling it away from me.
The flute snaps right back into place, levitating above the chair 

as though an invisible musician stood there holding it. The keys 
depress and release.

I swallow hard. This is a dream. I’m drugged. Something.
I’m wasting time. I need to get out of here.
I hurry for the door, prepared for it to be locked— but it’s not. 

I stumble out onto a marble platform, and warm air swirls around 
me. Stone walls stretch to either side, and steps lead down to a cob-
blestone path. Acres of trimmed grass stretch as far as I can see, 
dappled by randomly spaced trees. Flower beds. A massive fountain 
spraying water into the air. In the distance is a dense forest, thick 
with vibrant greenery.

No paved road that I can see.
The door swings closed behind me, clanking into place, chok-

ing the music into silence. There’s no railing here, so I ease down 
the steps and onto the cobblestones. The building towers over me, 
large cream- colored bricks spaced by blocks of marble and stone.

This isn’t a museum. It’s a castle. A big one.
And still, no people. No one anywhere— and I can see for acres. 

The silence is all- consuming. No cars. No buzzing power lines. No 
airplanes.

I jerk the phone out of my pocket and start punching in the 
numbers 911.

The phone beeps at me in protest. No service.
I shake it, like that’s somehow going to help. Everything across 

the top is grayed out.
No cell towers. No Wi- Fi. No Bluetooth.
A whimper escapes my chest.
Those instruments were playing themselves.
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I can’t reason that out. It’s too tangled up with my very real 
worry for my brother.

A new thought hits me, piling more worry on top. If some-
thing happened to Jake, no one is there to help Mom. I imagine 
her lying in bed, coughing wetly from the cancer that crowds her 
lungs. Needing food. Medicine. Needing someone to bring her to 
the bathroom.

Without warning, my eyes blur. I swipe at my cheeks and force 
my legs to run. Sweat collects inside my sweatshirt.

Wait. Sweat. It’s warm.
It was freezing in DC.
All that sweat goes cold.
Panic later. I need to move.
A large outbuilding sits directly behind the castle, just beyond 

a sprawling courtyard lined with more cobblestones. Flowers bloom 
everywhere, spilling down wooden trellises, bursting from massive 
planters, blooming along hedges and in gardens. Still no people.

My muscles are tight and fatigued, and sweat runs a line down 
the side of my face. I pray for this to be some kind of garage, because 
I’m going to need an alternate form of transportation soon. I can’t 
keep running forever. I flatten against the far wall of the castle, 
breathing hard, waiting. Listening.

When I hear nothing, I head for the building across the 
courtyard, my left foot dragging and begging for a break. I stumble 
through the doorway, slipping a little in my damp socks.

Three horses throw up their heads and snort.
Oh wow. Not a garage. A stable.
This is almost better. I don’t know how to hot- wire a car, but 

I do know how to ride.
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Back before our lives fell apart, when Dad had a job and a repu-
tation, I rode horses. It had started as a therapeutic activity after all 
the cerebral palsy– related surgeries— but it turned into a passion. 
A freedom, as equine legs lent me strength and power. I worked at 
the stables in exchange for riding time for years, until we needed to 
move to the city.

Of everything we’ve had to give up, I miss the horses the most.
Thirty stalls flank each side of the aisle, made of richly stained 

boards leading halfway to the ceiling, topped with iron bars. Well- 
kept horses gleam in the sunlight that creeps through the skylights. 
Bridles hang at regular intervals along the wall, their bits and buck-
les sparkling, the leather carrying a rich shine. No wisps of hay lie in 
the aisle, no swarming flies collect on spilled grain. Every inch of 
these stables is perfection.

A buckskin stretches out his nose to blow puffs at my hand. He’s 
tied to a ring inside his stall, and he’s already saddled. He didn’t jump 
when I came sliding into the aisle, and even now regards me calmly. 
He’s big and solid, with a tan- colored coat and a black mane and 
tail. A hammered gold sign on the front of his stall reads Ironwill.

I run a hand down the buckskin’s face. “I’ll just call you Will.”
A small closet beside his stall door houses boots and cloaks— 

and a dagger strung along a belt.
A real weapon. Yes.
I loop it around my waist and cinch it tight. The boots are too 

big, but they lace up my calves almost to my knees, giving my ankles 
some extra support.

I ease into the stall and bolt the door closed behind me. Will 
accepts a bridle readily, despite my shaking hands jerking at his 
mouth when I have to tighten the buckles.
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“Sorry,” I whisper, stroking him on the cheek. “Out of 
practice.”

Then I hear the footstep, the rough rasp of a boot on stone.
I freeze— then duck to the far side of the horse, dragging him 

into a shadowed corner of the stall. His reins have gone slick in my 
palm, but I keep a tight hold so he blocks me here.

Someone clucks to each horse, making his way through the 
stables. A soft word, a pat on the neck. Another pause, then more 
footsteps.

Whoever it is, he’s checking the stalls.
A wooden shelf runs along the side of the stall, probably for hay 

or feed. I fold my body onto it, then shimmy up and get to my hands 
and knees. It’s an awkward position for mounting, but there’s no 
way I can do it from the ground. I have to concentrate to maneuver 
my foot into the stirrup. Sweat courses down my back now, but I 
grab hold of the saddle.

It takes everything I have not to whimper. This is the world’s 
most patient animal, because he stands absolutely still as I haul 
myself onto his back.

But I’m up here. I’m on.
I’m so exhausted I’m ready to cry. No, I am crying. Silent tears 

roll down my cheeks. I have to get out of here. I have to.
Footsteps, then a soft gasp of surprise. The bolt is thrown. I catch 

a glimpse of dark hair and see a flash of steel as the man draws a 
sword. The stall door begins to swing open.

I slam my heels into Will’s flanks, screaming in rage for good 
measure. The horse is terrified— with reason. I’m terrifying myself. 
But he springs forward, slamming the door wide, knocking the 
armed man out of the way.
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“Go!” I cry. “Please, Will! Go!” I dig my heels into his sides.
Will leaps across the aisle, finds purchase, and bolts.
Tears blur my vision, but sight won’t help me stay on. I’ve lost 

both stirrups already, and we’re careening over cobblestones. The 
fingers of my left hand tangle in Will’s mane, and my other hand 
has wrapped around his neck. When we hit the grass, the horse 
is like a pumping oil rig, slamming me up and down with each 
stride.

A sharp whistle cuts the air behind me, three short chirps of 
sound.

Will digs in his hooves, skids to a stop, and whirls. I don’t have 
a chance. I go flying over his shoulder and crash into the turf.

For a moment, I don’t know which way is up. My head spins.
So close. So close.
Those men are coming after me. They’re a blur in the sunlight, 

whether from tears or a head injury. I need to get to my feet. I need 
to run.

I manage to get myself upright, but my legs don’t want to work 
quickly. The blond man is already there, reaching to grab me. The 
dark- haired swordsman is just behind him.

“No!” A small sound squeaks free of my chest. I stagger away 
from him and draw the dagger.

The swordsman begins to pull his weapon.
I backpedal farther, trip over my own feet, and sit down hard in 

the grass.
“Commander. Stop,” the blond man says. He puts his hands up. 

“Be at ease. I will not harm you.”
“You chased me.”
“It’s what we do to horse thieves,” the swordsman says.
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“Grey.” The blond man cuts a sharp look his way, then extends 
a hand to me. “Please. You have nothing to fear.”

He must be kidding.
I didn’t get a good look at him before, but I do now. His profile 

is striking, with high cheekbones and an angular jaw. Rich brown 
eyes. No freckles, but enough time in the sun to stop anyone 
from describing him as pale. He wears a white shirt under a high- 
collared blue jacket accented with leather trim and detailed gold 
stitching. Gold buckles cross his chest and a dagger is belted to his hip.

He’s staring down at me as if he faces half- crazed girls all the 
time.

I keep my dagger brandished in front of me. “Tell me where 
I am.”

“You are on the grounds of Ironrose Castle, in the heart of 
Emberfall.”

I rack my brain, trying to think of any attractions with those 
names that could be reasonably close to DC. This castle is huge. I 
would have heard of it. And Jake’s ticking timer is the one puzzle 
piece that refuses to fit. There is literally nowhere the swordsman 
could have taken me so quickly. I wet my lips. “What’s the closest city?”

“Silvermoon Harbor.” He hesitates, then steps closer. “You’re 
confused. Please— allow me to help you.”

“No.” I thrust the dagger up at him and he stops. “I’m getting 
out of here. I’m going home.”

“You cannot find your way home from here.”
I glare at the armed man behind him. “He got me here. There 

has to be a way back.”
The swordsman’s expression is inscrutable, lacking any of the 

charm of the man in front of me. “There is not.”
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I glare up at him. “There has to be.”
His face does not change. “There. Is. Not.”
“Enough.” The blond man extends a hand again. “We will not 

argue this point in the courtyard. Come. I will show you to a room. 
Are you hungry?”

I can’t decide if they’re crazy— or if I am. I adjust my grip on 
the dagger. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“I understand your reluctance, but I cannot allow you to leave 
the castle grounds. It is unsafe. I have no soldiers to patrol the King’s 
Highway.”

“The King’s Highway,” I repeat numbly. Everything he says 
sounds so logical. Not like he’s trying to cajole me into following 
him. More like he’s surprised I would consider anything else.

I can’t make sense of any of this.
“Please,” he says more gently. “Surely you know we could take 

you by force.”
My heart skips a beat in my chest. I do know that. I don’t know 

what’s worse— being taken by force, or going willingly. “Don’t you 
threaten me.”

“Threaten you?” His eyebrows go up. “You think I intend to 
threaten you by offering safety and comfort and food?”

He sounds offended. I know men who take what they want. 
They don’t act like this.

I don’t know where I am, but my body already hurts. I’m not 
entirely sure I can get off the ground unaided. I definitely can’t run 
again.

He’s right: they could take me by force. I should conserve my 
energy.

I can rest. I can eat. I’ll find a way out.
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I hold my breath and slide the dagger into its sheath. I expect 
the men to protest my keeping the weapon, but they don’t.

Despite my determination, this feels like giving up. I wonder 
what Jake would say.

Oh, Jake. I don’t know if he’s okay. I don’t know what to do.
I can survive this. I have to.
So I grit my teeth, lock down my emotions, and reach up to take 

his hand.
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Based on a true story



Chapter One

SOMEWHERE IN EDINBURGH
8 April 1872

H
e couldn’t breathe.

His lungs were pumping. His lips were open. But
there still wasn’t enough air.

The sack covering his head blocked everything. His
nose. His eyes. His mouth. Fear burnt in his stomach, 
sharp and acidic. 

He wondered where he was being taken. And why.
But most of all he wondered if he was going to survive

the night.
Outside, the horses slowed and the carriage jerked to a

stop. 
‘Move!’
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Boy felt a rough shove in the centre of his back, and he
toppled, gracelessly, from the carriage. The ground hurt.
And he cursed every decision he’d made that night. If he’d
been more careful, less cocky, he would have seen the two
men waiting outside the abandoned boarding house where
he’d been living for the last three months. 

But by the time he had, it had been too late. The hood
had already covered his face, and his arms had been twisted
behind his back. 

‘Get up, you little runt.’
Heavy hands lifted him to his feet. The night breeze

chilled his skin. Somewhere nearby, a door was wrenched
open and instinctively, he turned towards it. Then he was
pushed, almost stumbling, across the threshold. 

Where was he? What did they want with him? Fear
pulsed frantically in his chest.

Abruptly, the sack was torn from his head, and he gulped
in air. Every mouthful tasted of damp and decay and the sea.
He pivoted slowly on his heels, and tried to focus. 

He was in an old warehouse. Judging by the sounds and
smells, it must be close to the Leith docks. At the far end of
the room, a man stood by the only window. A shaft of
moonlight turned him into a dark silhouette.

‘Boy. So glad you could come.’ 
The voice was instantly recognizable. And Boy’s breath

stuttered.
Frank Scatcherd. Leader of the Leith Brotherhood, a

collection of Edinburgh’s worst criminals and thugs. And
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the man who called himself the King.
‘I expect you want to know why you’re here.’ Casually,

Scatcherd pushed away from the window. As he walked, his
steel-capped boots tapped on the bare floorboards. Boy
waited but the King was in no hurry. It was as though he
knew that every second hiked the fear a little higher. ‘Well?
Nothing to say?’

Now Scatcherd was so close that Boy could see the
 pattern of the silk scarf tied around his neck. The King
liked to look good. His hair was slick with barber’s oil, and
a cap tilted jauntily over one ear. It was rumoured that a
razor had been sewn into the peak so he could blind a man
with a single head jab. But no one knew for certain if it 
was true. 

Boy swallowed, throat as dry as dust, but he said noth-
ing. The silence stretched for several heartbeats. Then
Scatcherd slid a knife from his jacket sleeve. 

‘So you’re still not talking.’ Deliberately, he rolled the
blade in his palm. Forwards and back. Forwards and back.
‘What a pity.’

Boy lifted his chin and stared at the moving knife; the
jagged tip was rusty with old blood. And he knew it wasn’t
bravery that kept him silent. Right at this moment, he
wished he could make any sound at all. But he couldn’t. 

‘Well it’s lucky for you, I don’t need your voice.’ The
knife stopped moving. ‘I assume you’ve heard of the
Wormwell auction?’

Cautiously Boy nodded. Everyone in Edinburgh knew

– 3 –



about the auction. Walter Wormwell owned the Royal
Number One Menagerie, the most famous travelling show
in the country. But two weeks ago, he’d been found lying in
his study, as dead and cold as his untouched chicken supper.
According to gossip, he’d left behind a large collection of
zoological animals and an even larger collection of debt.
Tomorrow the entire menagerie was being sold to settle
those bills. 

What Boy didn’t understand was Scatcherd’s interest.
Why would the King bother with a penniless bankrupt like
Wormwell? Or an auction of zoo animals? It made no sense.

‘Two days before he died, Wormwell stole money from
me. A great deal of money. Naturally, I want it back . . . and
you are going to get it for me.’

Boy swallowed, trying to sort through the significance.
A part of him was relieved. He was going to be allowed 
to walk out of here alive. This time, there would be no
 punishment. No pain. 

‘I’ve already had his house searched. Nothing. Not even
a penny under the floorboards. The menagerie is the only
place left. Of course, I’d prefer to go to the auction myself,
but the police are sniffing around. So I’ve decided to send
you . . .’ Scatcherd’s lips twisted into a smile. ‘My pet thief.’

Boy flinched. How could he find a missing fortune 
when the Brotherhood had failed? And what would he be
looking for? Coins? Bank papers? Gold? It had every sign
of being a fool’s errand.

‘My men will get you inside the pavilion.’ Scatcherd
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jerked his head at the two thugs standing on either side of
the doorway. ‘From there, you’re on your own. Keep your
eyes and ears open. Wormwell hid that money and there has
to be a trace somewhere. And remember . . .’ 

Boy waited, heart tripping. Scatcherd raised the knife
and gently trailed it along Boy’s arm. It stopped at his wrist,
just above the ugly tangle of scars. 

‘The last time I asked you for a favour, you let me down.
This is your chance to make it up to me.’ Abruptly,
Scatcherd’s fist twisted, and the blade sliced through skin.
Boy clenched his teeth against the pain. ‘And if you fail, just
imagine what I will do to you.’

Boy hung by his fingertips from the top of the high stone
wall, feeling the strain through every muscle. He closed his
eyes, and let go. His landing was clumsy but silent. 

Finally, he was inside the auction ground. 
On the other side of the wall, he heard Scatcherd’s thugs

muttering to themselves, then their heavy footsteps as they
walked away. They’d done their job. Now it was up to him.

‘. . . And if you fail, just imagine what I will do to you.’
Scatcherd’s words chased through his head like night

shadows. He rubbed his wrist and felt the old scars beneath
his fingers. He didn’t need to imagine what would happen
if he failed. He already knew. 

But there was no need to panic; he was good at this.
Faster, smarter, better than anyone else. And the truth was
that in this crush no one would even notice a pickpocket.
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They were too busy staring at one of the strangest sights
Edinburgh had ever seen.

Two leopards, some tigers, one battered baboon and a
handful of camels trudged around Waverley Pavilion. Then
came a line of antelope, two hyenas (one spotted, one
striped) and a golden lioness whose tail swished as she
walked.

Boy had never seen anything like them before – animals
that weren’t cats, dogs or rats. The only reason he knew
their names was because of the auctioneer. Bartholomew
Trott liked the sound of his own voice. 

‘. . . and finally, one Siberian brown bear sold to the
London Zoological Gardens for forty guineas.’ Mr Trott
brought his hammer down and smiled the smile of a man
making money. ‘London’s got a bargain there. He’s young,
healthy and lively as a trout.’

But the bear was already causing trouble. Jaws wide, he
reared up on huge hind legs and fanned out his claws. Boy
knew it wouldn’t do any good. Escape was impossible. Two
keepers were already pulling on his chains and, defeated,
the animal fell sprawling to the ground.

Boy turned away, trying to ignore the tug of sympathy.
Instead, he examined the pavilion field. Most spectators
stood near the curtained stage where the animals were
being brought up for auction. A little further back were
rows of cages and wagons which housed the rest of the
Wormwell menagerie. They were probably the best place to
start.
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He reached into his pocket and checked for the small
blade he carried to slash open pocket linings and cut purse
strings. It was still there. He was ready. 

An hour later, Boy had found nothing. He’d prised open
crates, crawled under wagons and plunged his hand inside
several straw-stuffed cages. But just as he’d expected, it was
useless. There was no gold. No jewels. No banknotes. 

His only real success was hidden in the lining of his
 jacket – a hoard of stolen pennies, silk handkerchiefs and a
lady’s scarf pin. He’d even managed to sneak a tin whistle
from the pocket of one of Mr Trott’s clerks. 

Boy reached the last of the cages and sidled around a
 corner. The path was blocked by a group of animal keepers
talking to a man in a crumpled suit. Instinct made him pull
back; he was a fraction too late.

‘Oi, what d’you think you’re doing, lad? Come here. I
want a word.’ 

Spinning on his heels, Boy ran, weaving through the
wagons before blending into the crowd again. Only then
did he risk looking over his shoulder. The man with the
crumpled suit was craning across the heads of the spectators.
Boy hunched his shoulders and kept low. His heart
 thudded.

‘Ladies and gentlemen!’ Mr Trott’s bellow couldn’t have
been better timed. Everyone turned towards the stage. Four
men were lowering a cage on to a raised plinth. Behind the
metal bars, a lion glowered sulkily. ‘May I present Hannibal
– the handsomest beast in the jungle!’
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On cue, the lion rose to his feet, opened his jaws and
roared. The crate lurched sideways. Boy winced at the
screams. 

‘No need to be alarmed, ladies. He’s as tame as a spring
lamb and gentle as a kitten. I’d climb in there myself if I
 wasn’t wearing my second-best coat. Now, who’ll start the
bidding?’

‘Two hundred guineas!’ shouted one large gentleman in
the front row. He must be one of the guests who owned a
zoological house or travelling menagerie. Boy had even
heard a rumour that an American showman called Barnum
had sent a buyer from across the ocean. 

‘Two hundred and ten!’ 
‘Two hundred and twenty.’
‘Two thirty!’
‘Very well. Three hundred guineas.’ It was the large man

again, his face half hidden by a grey plume of sideburns. A
line of gold buttons curved across his jacket. ‘And I hope he
can play the piano for that.’ 

The crowd laughed as the hammer came down.
‘Sold to Mr Arthur Albright of the Yorkshire Zoological

Gardens for three hundred guineas.’ Mr Trott nodded to
the winning bidder who smiled through his whiskers as if
he had captured the lion himself. ‘Congratulations, Mr
Albright. He’s a beautiful animal.’ 

Mr Trott shuffled his papers and Boy pushed a little
 closer, a flush of nerves prickling his skin. The final lot had
been reached. His time was running out. 
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Much of this old story has been gathered together 

like the many fragments of a broken vase. The 

pieces do not always fit as best they might, and indeed it’s 

quite possible that several of them do not belong here at all. 

It cannot be denied that the story has many holes and could 

not withstand much scrutiny. Historians will object— as 

they always seem to do— and say there is no real evidence 

that the old man and the girl who are the story’s hero and 

heroine ever really existed. And yet if today you were in 

Ukraine and dared to put your ear into the wind or per-

haps took a trip across the steppe and listened to the deep 

voices of the bison, the whoop of the cranes, or the laughter 

of the Przewalski’s horses, you might learn that about the 

truth, the animals are never wrong; and that even if there 

are some parts of this story that are not exactly true, they 

could �be, and that is more important. The animals would 

surely say that if there is one truth greater than all of the 

others, it is that there are times when history must take 

second place to legend.
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It was during the summer of 1941 that, to a man, 

the management of the State Steppe Nature Reserve of 

the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic ran away. Before 

he drove from the reserve in his shiny black limousine, 

Borys Demyanovich Krajnik, who was the  senior man-

ager,  ordered Maxim Borisovich Melnik— who looked 

after  all the animals on the nature reserve— to run 

away, too.

“The Germans are coming,” he’d told Max. “Their 

armies have attacked and invaded the Soviet Union 

without warning. They’ve already taken the great city 

of Kiev and they will be here soon. Perhaps as early as 

next week.”

Krajnik was emptying his desk and packing his bags 

while he was speaking to Maxim Borisovich Melnik and 

seemed to be preparing to leave.
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“But I thought the Germans were our allies,” said Max, 

for much had changed in Ukraine since 1919.

“They were, that’s true. But now they’re not, see? 

That’s just politics. Doubtless they’re after the oil fields 

of the Crimea. For their war machine. Look, Maxim 

 Bo risovich, all you need to know now is that the Ger-

mans are fascists and when they get here, they will kill 

you. Of course, in time our own Red Army will defeat 

them, but until this happens, you should definitely leave 

the reserve.”

“But where shall I go?” Max asked Krajnik.

“That’s your problem, Comrade. But my advice is to go 

east, towards our own forces. Go east as quickly as you 

can. However, before you can leave, there’s an import ant 

order I’m giving to you. Very important. It comes from 

the central committee.”

Max was astounded that the central committee of the 

Communist Party even knew he still existed, let alone 

that they had given him an important order. He couldn’t 

help smiling at the very idea of this.

“An order for me? What is it, Comrade?”

“The committee orders you to slaughter all of the 

 animals on the reserve.”

“You’re joking, Borys Demyanovich. Or perhaps the 

committee is joking.”

“The central committee doesn’t make jokes, Maxim 

Borisovich.”

The smile disappeared from Max’s old bearded face 

Copyright © [first year of publication] Individual author and/or 
Walker Books Ltd. All rights reserved.



13

as quickly as it had arrived. He rubbed his neck thought-

fully; it always seemed to hurt a little when the subject 

of killing an animal came up.

“Kill all our animals, you say?”

“All of them.”

“What— the zebras? The ostriches? The llamas?”

“Yes, Comrade.”

“Including the Przewalski’s horses?”

“Including the horses.”

“For goodness’ sake, why?”

“To stop them from falling into enemy hands, of 

course. There’s enough meat walking around this re-

serve to feed a small army. Deer, goats, bison, horses, 

chickens— they’re all to be shot. I’d help you myself but, 

er … I’ve some important orders of my own. I’m urgently 

required in Kharkov. So I have to leave today. Now. As 

soon as I’ve finished talking to you.”

“But I couldn’t kill our animals, Comrade,” said Max. 

“Some of them are very rare. So rare, their species might 

even become extinct. Not only that, but some of them are 

my friends.”

“Sentimental nonsense. We’re fighting a war, d’you 

understand? And our people are the ones who are  facing 

extinction. The Germans mean to take our land and des-

troy all of us so that they can live on it. So, if I come back 

and find that you haven’t carried out my orders, I’ll call 

the secret police and have you shot. You’ve got a rifle. 

Now use it.”
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“Very well,” said Max, although obviously he had no 

intention of killing any of the animals; besides, he rather 

doubted that Borys Demyanovich Krajnik was coming 

back any time soon. “I don’t like it, but I’ll do as you say, 

Comrade.”

“I don’t like it any more than you, Maxim Borisovich, 

but this is a patriotic war we’re fighting. We’re fighting 

for our very survival. It’s the Germans or us. From what I 

hear, they’ve already done some terrible things in  Poland. 

So you would do well to be afraid of them.”

And with those words, Krajnik drove away, as quickly 

as he could.

Max went outside the house and walked back to his 

simple cottage on the edge of the steppe.

The reserve of which he now had full charge was a hid-

den, enchanted place that consisted of a zoo logical park 

and an open territory of steppe covering more than three 

hundred square kilometres. A wild, desolate- looking 

 region, it is mostly open grassland and largely treeless 

except for pockets of dense forest growing near rivers 

and lakes. The steppe is famous for being as bare as the 

palm of a man’s hand, where there abides but rain and 

cold in winter and baking sun in summer, but in truth, 

the weather is more unpredictable than that.

Max did not think he would miss Krajnik very 

much. One of the reasons the old man was so fond of 

the  reserve was that people like Krajnik were seldom 

encountered: there were just six small villages in the 
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reserve and the nearest city, Mykolaiv, was more than 

three hours’ drive away. Max thought that was just as 

well, since the whole idea of a nature reserve is to pro-

vide a sanctuary from men, where animals can exist 

without being put to work or hunted for food. In spite 

of what Krajnik had said about the Germans, the old 

man had high hopes of them being a real improvement 

on the Ukrainian Soviet government. And he did not 

think this hope was unreasonable.

For one thing, it was a German, not a Ukrainian or 

a Russian, who had loved animals enough to create the 

sanctuary at Askaniya- Nova. That same German— the 

baron Falz- Fein— had been the only man ever to show 

Max any real kindness. Everything he remembered about 

the Germans at Askaniya- Nova persuaded Max that if 

they did turn up and try to kill the animals, he could 

reason with them. After all, he could speak  German, 

although it had been many years since he’d needed to. 

And so the first thing he did when Krajnik departed from 

Askaniya- Nova was not to shoot any of the animals but 

to return to his cottage and look for the German diction-

ary and grammar book that the baron had given him 

on his birthday more than forty years ago. And since 

he had only one small bookshelf with the Bible, a long 

poem called Eugene Onegin and The Game of Chess by 

Savielly Tartakower, Max quickly found these books and 

started to reacquaint himself with the complexities of the 

 German language.
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It was another two weeks before the German SS 

 arrived in trucks and on motorbikes, and took over the 

main house. They seemed to be in a very good mood 

and behaved with courtesy when Max presented him-

self to some of the guards and asked to see the officer in 

charge. Despite the pirate skull and crossbones on their 

hats and helmets, they weren’t at all frightening to Max. 

They ushered him into the baron’s old study, where he 

snatched off his cap and introduced himself to a  Captain 

Grenzmann. With his German improving all the time, 

Max explained that Askaniya- Nova was a nature re-

serve founded by a German baron, Friedrich Falz- Fein. 

The captain listened patiently and declared that he was 

fascin ated with Maxim Borisovich’s story.

“Was it the baron Falz- Fein who taught you to speak 

German?” he asked Max.

“Yes, sir.”

“I thought so.”

“It was here, as a matter of fact, that he taught me. But 

I haven’t been in this room for twenty years.”

The captain smiled. “I don’t mean to be rude— Max, 

is it?”

Max nodded.

“But you have to admit it’s amusing the way you speak 

German, as if you yourself were an aristocrat. I mean, it’s 

amusing given the way you look. Indeed, if you’ll pardon 

me for saying so, it’s almost as if the swan was inside the 

ugly duckling.”
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“I hadn’t thought of it like that, sir.”

“What happened to him? To the baron and his  family?”

“I think the baron is still living with his family in 

 Germany, sir. But the old baroness was murdered by the 

Red Army. I myself was imprisoned and tortured because 

I had worked for them.”

“And I suppose that’s why you didn’t run away.  Because 

you knew you had nothing to fear from Germans.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And what do you do here on the estate?”

“I’m a sort of zookeeper, sir. Except that there are no 

cages or enclosures— for most of the animals, at any rate. 

One or two we keep in enclosures when we’re trying 

to get them to breed. But most of the animals just roam 

around free, as nature intended.”

Captain Grenzmann stood up and went to a framed 

map of the reserve that was hanging on the study wall.

“Show me.”

Max pointed out the main features of the reserve and 

continued trying to ingratiate himself with the captain, if 

only for the sake of the animals at Askaniya- Nova.

“Well, thank you, Max. You’ve been most helpful. 

Not that it’s any of your business, but we shall be here a 

while, I should think. My men are tired and they badly 

need a rest.”

“Well, sir, you’ve come to the right place, all right. 

This is a great spot to recuperate.”

“I’m glad to hear it, Max. You know, we’ve been on the 
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go since June, without a break. The work has been most 

challenging. But this is the sort of ghetto that is more 

to our taste. Tell me, those three horses in the stables. 

 Han overians, aren’t they?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Fine animals.”

“You know your horses. Petrenko, the local party boss, 

often came here to ride with his daughter, sir. I used to 

groom for him. And to look after the tack for them.”

“Perhaps you might do the same for me?”

“Whenever you like. You like to ride, sir?”

The captain allowed himself a small smile. “You could 

say that. I was on the German equestrian Olympic team, 

in 1936.”

“That’s wonderful, sir. You must be an excellent rider.”

“Yes, I am. But not quite good enough to win anything 

myself. Still, Germany took all six golds, you know. Six 

golds and one silver.”

“I’m not surprised, sir, knowing about Germans and 

horses. No one loved horses as much as the baron. It 

will be quite like old times, sir, having a German gentle-

man like yourself riding again at Askaniya- Nova. A real 

equestrian and lover of horses. That’s grand, sir.”

“I’m glad you think so.”

“You know, it was the baron who first brought the 

Przewalski’s horses here.”

“These Przewalski’s are the prehistoric horses, yes? 

The ones that can be seen painted on the walls of ancient 
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caves by primitive Paleolithic men.”

Max nodded.

“I believe I saw some of these horses at the Berlin Zoo, 

when I was a boy,” said Captain Grenzmann. “As many 

as six.”

Max nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, I remember them. 

We sold Berlin a Przewalski’s stallion and mare. Berlin 

was very successful at breeding them. The last I heard, 

there were four Przewalski’s in Berlin.”

“You seem to know a lot about this, Max.”

The old man shrugged. “I helped with the breed-

ing  programme. First I helped the baron. And then the 

manage ment of the State Steppe Reserve. The horses are 

very rare, you know. Perhaps the rarest horses in the 

world.”

Captain Grenzmann laughed. “Perhaps. But if you’ll 

forgive me for saying so, I think they’re rare for a very 

good reason.”

“It’s true. They’ve been hunted to near extinction. 

Like the great auk. And they’re difficult to catch.”

“That’s not the reason I meant.”

“No, sir?”

“No. I rather imagine they’re almost extinct because 

nature just wants it that way. It’s survival of the fit-

test. You’ve heard of the phrase? What Charles Darwin 

says, about natural selection. In the struggle for life, 

some  species and, for that matter, some races are simply 

 stronger than others. So the strong survive, and the weak 
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“Oh, the Przewalski’s are strong, sir. None stronger. 

And they’re clever, too. Resourceful. Cunning, even.”

“Cunning, you say?”

“Like a fox, sir. Too cunning to be domesticated, sir.  

I suppose that’s why I’m so fond of them.”

“That’s an interesting comparison. But you can’t deny 

that they’re also very ugly. And certainly inferior to 

those beautiful Hanoverian horses.”

Max was about to contradict the captain, but the man 

smiled and raised his hand. “No, Max, please, don’t say 

another thing. I can see we could stay here all day talk-

ing about horses, but I have a great deal of paperwork to 

do. Reports for my masters in Berlin on what my special 

action group has been doing for the last few weeks. So if 

you’ll excuse me. I must get on.”

“Shall I saddle the big stallion for you tomorrow 

 morning, sir? His name is Molnija.”

“Yes. Please do. I’ll look forward to that.”
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Max was not the only person at Askaniya- Nova 

who was fond of the wild Przewalski’s horses. 

A girl had been hiding in the woods at the edge of the 

steppe for some time, and although she had, like many 

girls, loved horses as long as she could remember, for some 

reason that even she could not easily have explained, 

the wild Przewalski’s horses made friends with her. This 

was just as well since she had no human friends. Her 

family were all dead, and the few people who inhabited 

the scattered villages in the region drove her away from 

their doors because they were afraid— afraid that if the 

girl was arrested by the Germans, then they might also 

be arrested. The girl understood this and did not blame 

them for shunning her; she forgave them for it and told 

herself she would probably have done the same, although 

as this story proves, this was clearly not the case.
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The girl’s name was Kalinka. Her father had kept big 

Vladimir cart horses for his business, and she had made 

friends with them. But her relationship with the wild 

horses at Askaniya- Nova— she had no idea they were 

called Przewalski’s horses— was different. She  supposed 

it had something to do with their intelligence and their 

curiosity. These animals were unusually clever and pos-

sessed a childlike playfulness that she had never before 

seen in horses. And perhaps, as outcasts themselves, the 

horses saw something similar in Kalinka; at least that’s 

what she imagined. It’s a strange thing, the human heart, 

right enough, but that’s just as true of horses, and wild 

horses in particular.

Kalinka had awoken early one morning, after spending 

the night wrapped in a ragged blanket under a  cranberry 

bush, to find one of the horses— a mare— standing over 

her. Instinctively she knew that, although the horse was 

wild, it wanted to make friends.

“Hey,” she said. “How are you? Are you after these 

cranberries? Help yourself. I’ve had more than enough 

of them. Too many, probably.”

Kalinka sat up, stroked the horse’s nose, and let the 

animal smell her, recognizing that horses can quickly tell 

almost all they need to know about a person from her 

scent. At the same time, this made her frown, for she 

recognized it had been a while since she’d had a wash.

“Maybe that’s why you’re not afraid,” she said, strok-

ing the mare’s nose. “Because I must smell as much of an 
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outcast as you are. Maybe it’s just soap and civilization 

that makes animals distrust humans.”

She frowned again as her stomach rumbled loudly.

“Sorry about that,” she said. “The cranberries are tasty 

enough, but they don’t make much of a meal when you’re 

as hungry as I am.”

The mare nodded with what looked to Kalinka like 

sympathy.

“You wouldn’t happen to know where I could get 

something to eat, would you?”

The mare nodded again, turned around, and looking 

back at Kalinka as if inviting her to follow, walked on and 

led her about a kilometre or two away to a blue- painted 

cottage beside a small lake. The mare sniffed the air care-

fully as though weighing if it was safe, and then snorted, 

which Kalinka took as the all-clear to approach the place.

The front door was not locked, and quickly Kalinka 

went inside and glanced around the one neat room.

“This is nice,” she said. She especially admired a hand-

somely framed oil painting that was leaning against the 

wooden wall. It showed the veranda of a large white 

house with lovely garden furniture and flower beds and 

a beautiful lady in a long white dress. It reminded Ka-

linka of summers gone and— she hoped— summers yet 

to come.

“I dislike doing this,” she said, taking some bread and 

cheese for herself and an apple for the mare. “But I dis-

like starving even more.”
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When she came out again, they both returned to the 

cover of the woods and ate the food she had stolen from 

the blue cottage. Previously she had stolen only from the 

Germans, which— given that they stole from every one 

else— didn’t seem wrong at all; but it was very dangerous, 

and Kalinka had no doubt of what would have  happened 

to her if ever she’d been caught.

Later on, the mare took Kalinka to some of the other 

wild horses, and she spent the night sleeping between 

the warm bodies of the mare and her stallion as if she’d 

been their own foal.

“That was the best night’s sleep I’ve enjoyed since I 

was at home,” she told the mare and the stallion when 

she awoke. “Thank you. I’m grateful to you. My old coat 

and blanket are getting a bit threadbare, I’m afraid. The 

wind blows straight through the holes.”

The stallion turned and galloped away with what 

seemed like indifference, but the mare stayed. And 

 because Kalinka had nowhere else to go, she decided to 

keep the horses company for another day or so.

Which soon became one week and then two.

The wild horses didn’t mix with the other animals at 

Askaniya- Nova, and a longer acquaintance with them 

 revealed to Kalinka that they were very different from 

the horses she had known before. The first time that one 

of the wild horses chased and fetched a stick like a dog 

was a revelation to her. They loved to play hide- and- seek, 

and they were fond of practical jokes: she lost count of 
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the occasions on which her hat was snatched from her 

head and made off with, or a handkerchief nibbled out of 

her pocket with a stealth that would not have disgraced 

a competent thief. In the few moments Kalinka tried to 

find some privacy in the bush or behind a tree, she often 

found herself disturbed by a horse playing peekaboo. It 

was at times like these Kalinka was convinced that the 

wild horses of Askaniya- Nova were almost capable of 

laughter. Which was more than she could have said of 

herself. She seldom smiled, and she never laughed. After 

what she’d been through, it didn’t seem she had anything 

to laugh about.

Certainly, the horses were extremely vocal. The lead 

stallion made five basic types of sound— the neigh, nicker, 

whinny, snort and squeal— of which there was a wide 

range of subtle variations. After a while, Kalinka calcu-

lated that the horses were capable of making at least six 

different kinds of snort, and it was soon apparent to her 

that the horses could communicate with each other on 

what was a fairly sophisticated level. This enabled the 

small herd to work like a pack of dogs. Scout horses were 

sometimes dispatched by the lead stallion to look for 

 better grass, and the same stallion quickly made the rest 

aware when his nose told him that wolves were close— 

although these knew better than to risk attacking the 

horses. This was hardly surprising, as Kalinka saw how 

the horses could be very aggressive with each other. She 

herself was bitten on a number of occasions— painfully, 
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on the behind, when she bent over. She understood this 

was meant to be a joke, although it was not a joke she 

found very funny— and sometimes she was even kicked. 

Kalinka soon recognized that the wild horses were 

 resourceful to the point of being devious: she saw them 

unlatch gates, steal food, ambush rival zebras and even 

count. The horses were extremely fast. They also pos-

sessed keen senses of smell, hearing and sight— much 

keener than her father’s horses’ and probably as keen as 

those of any wolf.

They were a little peculiar to look at, however. The 

mare who had first befriended Kalinka was no more 

than one and a half metres high at the withers and had 

a thick, short neck and a low- slung belly. The head and 

the curved, almost semicircular neck were darker than 

the horse’s body, and a dorsal stripe ran from the stiff, 

brushlike mane along the broad back to the tail. She pos-

sessed no forelock. Her muzzle was pale and the strong 

legs striped like a zebra’s, but the most striking differ-

ence from the domestic horse that Kalinka noticed was 

the short- haired, almost furry tail, which was more like 

a fox’s brush or a sable’s pelt. Kalinka soon formed the 

opinion that this strangely furry tail helped explain the 

wild horse’s demonstrable cunning.
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This book is dedicated to my parents, John and Barbara.

Dad – this is for your bizarrely unwavering support and 

unflinching faith.

Barbs – this is for that look on your face when I told you the 

good news.

I owe you absolutely everything and, y’know, I suppose affection 

towards the two of  you…
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STEPHANIE

ordon Edgley’s sudden death came as a shock

to everyone – not least himself. One moment

he was in his study, seven words into the

twenty-fifth sentence of  the final chapter of  his new book And

The Darkness Rained Upon Them, and the next he was dead. A tragic

loss, his mind echoed numbly as he slipped away. 

The funeral was attended by family and acquaintances but

not many friends. Gordon hadn’t been a well-liked figure in the

publishing world, for although the books he wrote – tales of

horror and magic and wonder – regularly reared their heads in
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the bestseller lists, he had the disquieting habit of  insulting

people without realising it, then laughing at their shock. It was

at Gordon’s funeral, however, that Stephanie Edgley first caught

sight of  the gentleman in the tan overcoat. 

He was standing under the shade of  a large tree, away from

the crowd, the coat buttoned up all the way despite the warmth

of  the afternoon. A scarf  was wrapped around the lower half  of

his face and even from her position on the far side of  the grave,

Stephanie could make out the wild and frizzy hair that escaped

from the wide brimmed hat he wore low over his gigantic

sunglasses. She watched him, intrigued by his appearance. And

then, like he knew he was being observed, he turned and walked

back through the rows of  headstones, and disappeared from

sight. 

After the service, Stephanie and her parents travelled back

to her dead uncle’s house, over a humpbacked bridge and along

a narrow road that carved its way through thick woodland. The

gates were heavy and grand and stood open, welcoming them

into the estate. The grounds were vast and the old house itself

was ridiculously big. 

There was an extra door in the living room, a door disguised

as a bookcase, and when she was younger Stephanie liked to

think that no one else knew about this door, not even Gordon
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himself. It was a secret passageway, like in the stories she’d read,

and she’d make up adventures about haunted houses and

smuggled treasure. This secret passageway would always be her

escape route, and the imaginary villains in these adventures

would be dumbfounded by her sudden and mysterious

disappearance. But now this door, this secret passageway, stood

open, and there was a steady stream of  people through it, and

she was saddened that this little piece of  magic had been taken

from her.

Tea was served and drinks were poured and little sandwiches

were passed around on silver trays, and Stephanie watched the

mourners casually appraise their surroundings. The major topic

of  hushed conversation was the will. Gordon wasn’t a man who

inspired, or even demonstrated, any great affection, so no one

could predict who would inherit his substantial fortune.

Stephanie could see the greed seep into the watery eyes of  her

father’s other brother, a horrible little man called Fergus, as he

nodded sadly and spoke sombrely and pocketed the silverware

when he thought no one was looking. 

Fergus’s wife was a thoroughly dislikeable, sharp-featured

woman named Beryl. She drifted through the crowd, deep in

unconvincing grief, prying for gossip and digging for scandal.

Her daughters did their best to ignore Stephanie. Carol and
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Crystal were twins, fifteen years old, and as sour and vindictive

as their parents. Whereas Stephanie was dark-haired, tall, slim

and strong, they were bottle-blonde, stumpy and dressed in

clothes that made them bulge in all the wrong places. Apart

from their brown eyes, no one would guess that the twins were

related to her. She liked that. It was the only thing about them

she liked. She left them to their petty glares and snide whispers,

and went for a walk.

The corridors of  her uncle’s house were long and lined with

paintings. The floor beneath Stephanie’s feet was wooden,

polished to a gleam, and the house smelled of  age. Not musty

exactly but... experienced. These walls and these floors had seen

a lot in their time, and Stephanie was nothing but a faint whisper

to them. Here one instant, gone the next. 

Gordon had been a good uncle. Arrogant and irresponsible,

yes, but also childish and enormous fun, with a light in his eyes,

a glint of  mischief. When everyone else was taking him seriously,

Stephanie was privy to the winks and the nods and the half-

smiles that he would shoot her way when they weren’t looking.

Even as a child she felt she understood him better than most.

She liked his intelligence and his wit, and the way he didn’t care

what people thought of  him. He’d been a good uncle to have.

He’d taught her a lot.
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She knew that her mother and Gordon had briefly dated

(“courted”, her mother had called it), but when Gordon had

introduced her to his younger brother, it was love at first sight.

Gordon liked to grumble that he had never got more than a

peck on the cheek, but he had stepped aside graciously, and had

quite happily gone on to have numerous torrid affairs with

numerous beautiful women. He used to say that it had almost

been a fair trade, but that he suspected he had lost out.

Stephanie climbed the staircase, pushed open the door to

Gordon’s study and stepped inside. The walls were filled with

the framed covers from his bestsellers and shared space with all

manner of  awards. One entire wall was made up of  shelves,

jammed with books. There were biographies and historical

novels and science texts and psychology tomes, and there were

battered little paperbacks stuck in between. A lower shelf  had

magazines, literary reviews and quarterlies.

Stephanie passed the shelves which housed the first editions

of  Gordon’s novels and approached the desk. She looked at the

chair where he’d died, trying to imagine him there, how he must

have slumped. And then, a voice so smooth it could have been

made of  velvet:

“At least he died doing what he loved.”

She turned, surprised, to see the man from the funeral in the
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overcoat and hat standing in the doorway. The scarf  was still

wrapped, the sunglasses still on, the fuzzy hair still poking out.

His hands were gloved. 

“Yes,” Stephanie said, because she couldn’t think of

anything else to say. “At least there’s that.” 

“You’re one of  his nieces then?” the man asked. “You’re not

stealing anything, you’re not breaking anything, so I’d guess

you’re Stephanie.” She nodded and took the opportunity to look

at him more closely. She couldn’t see even the tiniest bit of  his

face beneath the scarf  and sunglasses. 

“Were you a friend of  his?” she asked. He was tall, this man,

tall and thin, though his coat made it difficult to judge. 

“I was,” he answered with a move of  his head. This slight

movement made her realise that the rest of  his body was

unnaturally still. “I’ve known him for years, met him outside a

bar in New York when I was over there, back when he had just

published his first novel.” 

Stephanie couldn’t see anything behind the sunglasses – they

were black as pitch. “Are you a writer too?”

“Me? No, I wouldn’t know where to start. But I got to live

out my writer fantasies through Gordon.”

“You had writer fantasies?” 

“Doesn’t everyone?”
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“I don’t know. I don’t think so.” 

“Oh. Then that would make me seem kind of  odd, wouldn’t

it?”

“Well,” Stephanie answered. “It would help.”

“Gordon used to talk about you all the time, boast about his

little niece. He was an individual of  character, your uncle. It

seems that you are too.”

“You say that like you know me.”

“Strong-willed, intelligent, sharp-tongued, doesn’t suffer

fools gladly... remind you of  anyone?”

“Yes. Gordon.”

“Interesting,” said the man. “Because those are the exact

words he used to describe you.” His gloved fingers dipped into

his waistcoat and brought out an ornate pocket watch on a

delicate gold chain. 

“Good luck in whatever you decide to do with your life.” 

“Thank you,” Stephanie said, a little dumbly. “You too.” 

She felt the man smile, though she could see no mouth, and

he turned from the doorway and left her there. Stephanie found

she couldn’t take her eyes off  where he had been. Who was he?

She hadn’t even got his name. 

She crossed over to the door and stepped out, wondering

how he had vanished from sight so quickly. She hurried down
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the stairs and reached the large hall without seeing him. She

opened the front door just as a big black car turned out on to the

road. She watched him drive away, stayed there for a few

moments, then reluctantly rejoined her extended family in the

living room, just in time to see Fergus slip a silver ashtray into his

breast pocket. 



2

THE WILL

ife in the Edgley household was fairly uneventful.

Stephanie’s mother worked in a bank and her

father owned a construction company, and she

had no brothers or sisters, so the routine they had settled into

was one of  amiable convenience. But even so, there was always

the voice in the back of  her mind telling her that there should

be more to her life than this, more to her life than the small

coastal town of  Haggard. She just couldn’t figure out what that

something was. 

Her first year of  secondary school had just come to a close
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and she was looking forward to the summer break. Stephanie

didn’t like school. She found it difficult to get along with her

classmates – not because they weren’t nice people, but simply

because she had nothing in common with them. And she didn’t

like teachers. She didn’t like the way they demanded respect

they hadn’t earned. Stephanie had no problem doing what she

was told, just so long as she was given a good reason why she

should.

She had spent the first few days of  the summer helping out

her father, answering phones and sorting through the files in his

office. Gladys, his secretary of  seven years, had decided she’d

had enough of  the construction business and wanted to try her

hand as a performance artist. Stephanie found it vaguely

discomfiting whenever she passed her on the street, this forty-

three-year-old woman doing a modern dance interpretation of

Faust. Gladys had made herself  a costume to go with the act, a

costume, she said, that symbolised the internal struggle Faust

was going through, and apparently she refused to be seen in

public without it. Stephanie did her best to avoid catching

Gladys’s eye.

If  Stephanie wasn’t helping out in the office, she was either

down at the beach, swimming, or locked in her room listening to

music. She was in her room, trying to find the charger for her
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mobile phone, when her mother knocked on the door and

stepped in. She was still dressed in the sombre clothes she had

worn to the funeral, though Stephanie had tied back her long

dark hair and changed into her usual jeans and trainers within

two minutes of  returning to the house. 

“We got a call from Gordon’s solicitor,” her mother said,

sounding a little surprised. “They want us at the reading of  the

will.” 

“Oh,” Stephanie responded. “What do you think he left

you?”

“Well, we’ll find out tomorrow. You too, because you’re

coming with us.”

“I am?” Stephanie said with a slight frown. 

“Your name’s on the list, that’s all I know. We’re leaving at

ten, OK?”

“I’m supposed to be helping Dad in the morning.”

“He called Gladys, asked her to fill in for a few hours, as a

favour. She said yes, as long as she could wear the peanut suit.”  

They left for the solicitor’s at a quarter past ten the next

morning, fifteen minutes later than planned thanks to

Stephanie’s father’s casual disregard for punctuality. He ambled

through the house, looking like there was something he’d

forgotten and he was just waiting for it to occur to him again. He
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nodded and smiled whenever his wife told him to hurry up, said

“Yes, absolutely,” and just before he was due to join them in the

car, he meandered off  again, looking around with a dazed

expression. 

“He does this on purpose,” Stephanie’s mother said as they

sat in the car, seatbelts on and ready to go. They watched him

appear at the front door, shrug into his jacket, tuck in his shirt,

go to step out, and then pause. 

“He looks like he’s about to sneeze,” Stephanie remarked. 

“No,” her mother responded, “he’s just thinking.” She stuck

her head out of  the window. “Desmond, what’s wrong now?” 

He looked up, puzzled. “I think I’m forgetting something.”

Stephanie leaned forward in the back seat, took a look at

him and spoke to her mother, who nodded and stuck her head

out again. “Where are your shoes, dear?”

He looked down at his socks – one brown, one navy – and

his clouded expression cleared. He gave them the thumbs-up

and disappeared from view. 

“That man,” her mother said, shaking her head. “Did you

know he once lost a shopping centre?”

“He what?”

“I never told you that? It was the first big contract he got.

His company did a wonderful job and he was driving his clients
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to see it, and he forgot where he put it. He drove around for

almost an hour until he saw something he recognised. He may

be a very talented engineer, but I swear, he’s got the attention

span of  a goldfish. So unlike Gordon.”

“They weren’t very alike, were they?”

Her mother smiled. “It wasn’t always that way. They used to

do everything together. The three of  them were inseparable.”

“What, even Fergus?”

“Even Fergus. But when your grandmother died they all

drifted apart. Gordon started mixing with a strange crowd after

that.”

“Strange in what way?” 

“Ah, they probably just appeared strange to us,” her mother

said with a small laugh. “Your dad was getting started in the

construction business and I was in college and we were what you

might call normal. Gordon resisted being normal, and his

friends, they kind of  scared us. We never knew what they were

into, but we knew it wasn’t anything...”

“Normal.”

“Exactly. They scared your dad most of  all though.”

“Why?”

Stephanie’s father walked out of  the house, shoes on, and

closed the front door after him. 
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“I think he was more like Gordon than he liked to let on,”

her mother said quietly, and then her dad got into the car.

“OK,” he said proudly. “I’m ready.” 

They looked at him as he nodded, chuffed with himself. He

strapped on his seatbelt and turned the key. The engine purred

to life. Stephanie waved to Jasper, an eight-year-old boy with

unfortunate ears, as her dad backed out on to the road, put the

car in gear and they were off, narrowly missing their wheelie bin

as they went. 

The drive to the solicitor’s office in the city took a little under

an hour and they arrived twenty minutes late. They were led up

a flight of  creaky stairs to a small office, too warm to be

comfortable, with a large window that offered a wonderful view

of  the brick wall across the street. Fergus and Beryl were there,

and they showed their displeasure at having been kept waiting

by looking at their watches and scowling. Stephanie’s parents

took the remaining chairs and Stephanie stood behind them as

the solicitor peered at them through cracked spectacles. 

“Now can we get started?” Beryl snapped.  

The solicitor, a short man named Mr Fedgewick, with the

girth and appearance of  a sweaty bowling ball, tried smiling.

“We still have one more person to wait on,” he said and Fergus’s

eyes bulged. 
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“Who?” he demanded. “There can’t be anyone else, we are

the only siblings Gordon had. Who is it? It’s not some charity, is

it? I’ve never trusted charities. They always want something

from you.” 

“It’s, it’s not a charity,” Mr Fedgewick said. “He did say,

however, that he might be a little late.” 

“Who said?” Stephanie’s father asked, and the solicitor

looked down at the file open before him. 

“A most unusual name, this,” he said. “It seems we are

waiting on one Mr Skulduggery Pleasant.” 

“Well who on earth is that?” asked Beryl, irritated. “He

sounds like a, he sounds like a... Fergus, what does he sound like?”

“He sounds like a weirdo,” Fergus said, glaring at Fedgewick.

“He’s not a weirdo, is he?”

“I really couldn’t say,” Fedgewick answered, his paltry excuse

for a smile failing miserably under the glares he was getting from

Fergus and Beryl. “But I’m sure he’ll be along soon.”

Fergus frowned, narrowing his beady eyes as much as was

possible. “How are you sure?”

Fedgewick faltered, unable to offer a reason, and then the

door opened and the man in the tan overcoat entered the room.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said, closing the door behind him. “It

was unavoidable I’m afraid.” 
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Everyone in the room stared at him, stared at the scarf  and

the gloves and the sunglasses and the wild fuzzy hair. It was a

glorious day outside, certainly not the kind of  weather to be

wrapped up like this. Stephanie looked closer at the hair. From

this distance, it didn’t even seem real. 

The solicitor cleared his throat. “Um, you are Skulduggery

Pleasant?”

“At your service,” the man said. Stephanie could listen to

that voice all day. Her mother, uncertain as she was, had smiled

her greetings, but her father was looking at him with an

expression of  wariness she had never seen on his face before.

After a moment the expression left him and he nodded politely

and looked back to Mr Fedgewick. Fergus and Beryl were still

staring.

“Do you have something wrong with your face?” Beryl

asked.

Fedgewick cleared his throat again. “OK then, let’s get down

to business, now that we’re all here. Excellent. Good. This, of

course, being the last will and testament of  Gordon Edgley,

revised last almost one year ago. Gordon has been a client of

mine for the past twenty years, and in that time, I got to know

him well, so let me pass on to you, his family and, and friend, my

deepest, deepest—”
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“Yes yes yes,” Fergus interrupted, waving his hand in the air.

“Can we just skip this part? We’re already running behind

schedule. Let’s go to the part where we get stuff. Who gets the

house? And who gets the villa?”

“Who gets the fortune?” Beryl asked, leaning forward in her

seat. 

“The royalties,” Fergus said. “Who gets the royalties from

the books?” 

Stephanie glanced at Skulduggery Pleasant from the corner

of  her eye. He was standing back against the wall, hands in his

pockets, looking at the solicitor. Well, he seemed to be looking at

the solicitor; with those sunglasses he could have been looking

anywhere. She returned her gaze to Fedgewick as he picked up

a page from his desk and read from it.

“‘To my brother Fergus and his beautiful wife Beryl,’” he

read, and Stephanie did her best to hide a grin, ‘“I leave my car,

and my boat, and a gift.’”

Fergus and Beryl blinked. “His car?” Fergus said. “His boat?

Why would he leave me his boat?”

“You hate the water,” Beryl said, anger rising in her voice.

“You get seasick.”

“I do get seasick,” Fergus snapped, “and he knew that!”

“And we already have a car,” Beryl said.
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“And we already have a car!” Fergus repeated. 

Beryl was sitting so far up on her chair that she was almost

on the desk. “This gift,” she said, her voice low and threatening,

“is it the fortune?” 

Mr Fedgewick coughed nervously, and took a small box from

his desk drawer and slid it towards them. They looked at this

box. They looked some more. They both reached for it at the

same time, and Stephanie watched them slap at each other’s

hands until Beryl snatched it off  the desk and tore the lid open. 

“What is it?” Fergus asked in a small voice. “Is it a key to a

safety deposit box? Is it, is it an account number? Is it, what is it?

Wife, what is it?” 

All colour had drained from Beryl’s face and her hands were

shaking. She blinked hard to keep the tears away, then she

turned the box for everyone to see, and everyone saw the

brooch, about the size of  a drinks coaster, nestled in the plush

cushion. Fergus stared at it. 

“It doesn’t even have any jewels on it,” Beryl said, her voice

strangled. Fergus opened his mouth wide like a startled fish and

turned to Fedgewick. 

“What else do we get?” he asked, panicking. 

Mr Fedgewick tried another smile. “Your, uh, your brother’s

love?” 
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Stephanie heard a high-pitched whine, and it took her a

moment to realise it was coming from Beryl. Fedgewick

returned his attention to the will, trying to ignore the horrified

looks he was getting from Fergus and his wife. 

“‘To my good friend and guide Skulduggery Pleasant I

leave the following advice. Your path is your own, and I have

no wish to sway you, but sometimes the greatest enemy we

can face is ourselves, and the greatest battle is against the

darkness within. There is a storm coming, and sometimes the

key to safe harbour is hidden from us, and sometimes it is

right before our eyes.’”

Stephanie joined in with everyone else as they stared at

Mr Pleasant. She had known there was something different

about him, she had known it the first moment she saw him –

there was something exotic, something mysterious, something

dangerous. For his part, his head dipped lower and that was the

only reaction he gave. He offered no explanations as to what

Gordon’s message had meant. 

Fergus patted his wife’s knee. “See, Beryl? A car, a boat, a

brooch, it’s not that bad. He could have given us some stupid

advice.” 

“Oh, shut up, would you?” Beryl snarled and Fergus recoiled

in his chair. 
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Mr Fedgewick read on. “‘To my other brother, Desmond,

the lucky one of  the family, I leave to you your wife. I think you

might like her.’” Stephanie saw her parents clasp each other’s

hands and smile sadly. “‘So now that you’ve successfully stolen

my girlfriend, maybe you’d like to take her to my villa in France,

which I am also leaving to you.’”

“They get the villa?” Beryl cried, jumping to her feet. 

“Beryl,” Fergus said, “please...”

“Do you know how much that villa is worth?” Beryl

continued, looking like she might lunge at Stephanie’s parents.

“We get a brooch – they get a villa? There are only three of

them! We’ve got Carol and Crystal! We have more! We could do

with the extra space! Why do they deserve the villa?” She thrust

the box towards them. “Swap!”

“Mrs Edgley, please retake your seat or we shall be unable to

continue,” Mr Fedgewick said, and eventually, after much bug-

eyed glaring, Beryl sat down. 

“Thank you,” Fedgewick said, looking like he had had quite

enough excitement for one day. He licked his lips, adjusted his

glasses, and peered again at the will. “‘If  there is one regret that

I have had in my life, it is that I have never fathered any children.

There are times when I look at what Fergus and Beryl have

produced and I consider myself  fortunate, but there are also
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times when it breaks my heart. And so, finally, to my niece

Stephanie.’”

Stephanie’s eyes widened. What? She was getting something?

Leaving the villa to her parents wasn’t enough for Gordon? 

Fedgewick continued reading. “‘The world is bigger than

you know and scarier than you might imagine. The only

currency worth anything is being true to yourself, and the only

goal worth seeking is finding out who you truly are.’”

She could feel Fergus and Beryl glaring at her and she did

her best to ignore them.

“‘Make your parents proud, and make them glad to have

you living under their roof, because I leave to you my property

and possessions, my assets and my royalties, to be inherited on

the day you turn eighteen. I’d just like to take this opportunity to

say that, in my own way, I love you all, even those I don’t

particularly like. That’s you, Beryl.’”

Fedgewick took off  his spectacles and looked up.

Stephanie became aware that everyone was staring at

her and she hadn’t a clue what she was supposed to say.

Fergus was again doing his startled fish impression and

Beryl was pointing one long bony finger at her, trying to

speak but failing. Her parents were looking at her in

stunned surprise. Only Skulduggery Pleasant moved, walking
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behind her and gently touching her arm.

“Congratulations,” he said and moved on towards the door.

As soon as it clicked shut behind him, Beryl found her voice.

“HER?” she screamed. “HER?”



3

LITTLE GIRL, ALL ALONE

hat afternoon Stephanie and her mother

took the fifteen-minute drive from Haggard

to Gordon’s estate. Her mum opened the

front door and stepped back.

“Owner of  the house goes first,” she said with a little smile

and a bow, and Stephanie stepped inside. She wasn’t thinking

of  this house as her property – the idea was too big, too silly.

Even if  her parents were, technically, the custodians until she

turned eighteen, how could she own a house? How many other

twelve-year-old kids owned houses? 
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No, it was too silly an idea. Too far-fetched. Too crazy.

Exactly the kind of  thing that Gordon would have thought

made perfect sense. 

The house was big and quiet and empty as they walked

through it. Everything seemed new to her now, and Stephanie

found herself  reacting differently to the furniture and carpets

and paintings. Did she like it? Did she agree with this colour or

that fabric? One thing that had to be said for Gordon, he had a

good eye. Stephanie’s mother said there was very little she would

change if  she had to. Some of  the paintings were a little too

unnerving for her taste maybe, but on the whole the furnishings

were elegant and understated, exuding an air of  distinction that

befitted a house of  this stature. 

They hadn’t decided what they were going to do with the

house. Any decision was left up to Stephanie, but her parents still

had the villa to consider. Owning three houses between them

seemed a bit much. Her father had suggested selling the villa but

her mother hated the thought of  letting go of  a place so idyllic. 

They had also talked about Stephanie’s education, and she

knew that conversation was far from over. The moment they had

left Mr Fedgewick’s office they warned her not to let all this go

to her head. Recent events, they had said, should not mean she

could stop studying, stop planning for college. She needed to be
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independent, they said, she needed to make it on her own. 

Stephanie had let them talk, and nodded occasionally and

muttered an agreement where an agreement was appropriate.

She didn’t bother to explain that she needed college, she needed

to find her own way in the world because she knew that if  she

didn’t, she’d never escape Haggard. She wasn’t about to throw

her future away simply because she had come into some money.

She and her mother spent so long looking around the

ground floor that by the time they got to the bottom of  the stairs,

it was already five o’clock. With their exploring done for the day,

they locked up and walked to the car. The first few drops of  rain

splattered against the windscreen as they got in. Stephanie

clicked her seatbelt closed and her mother turned the key in the

ignition.

The car spluttered a bit, groaned a little and then shut up

altogether. Stephanie’s mother looked at her.

“Uh oh.” They both got out and opened the bonnet.

“Well,” her mother said, looking at the engine, “at least

that’s still there.” 

“Do you know anything about engines?” Stephanie asked.

“That’s why I have a husband, so I don’t have to. Engines

and shelves, that’s why man was invented.” Stephanie made a

mental note to learn about engines before she turned eighteen.
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She wasn’t too fussed about the shelves. 

Her mum dug her mobile phone out of  her bag and called

Stephanie’s dad, but he was busy on site and there was no way

he could get to them before nightfall. They went back inside the

house and her mother called a mechanic, and they spent three

quarters of  an hour waiting for him to arrive. 

The sky was grey and angry and the rain was falling hard by

the time the truck appeared around the corner. It splashed

through puddles on its way up the long drive, and Stephanie’s

mum pulled her jacket over her head and ran out to meet it.

Stephanie could see a great big dog in the cab of  the truck,

looking on as the mechanic got out to examine their car. After a

few minutes, her mother ran back inside, thoroughly drenched. 

“He can’t fix it here,” she said, wringing out her jacket on

the porch, “so he’s going to tow it to the garage. It shouldn’t take

too long to fix.” 

“Will there be room for both of  us in the truck?”

“You can sit on my knee.”

“Mum!”

“Or I can sit on your knee, whatever works.”

“Can I stay here?”

Her mother looked at her. “On your own?”

“Please? You just said it won’t take long, and I’d like to have
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another look around, just on my own.”

“I don’t know, Steph...”

“Please? I’ve stayed on my own before. I won’t break

anything, I swear.”

Her mother laughed. “OK fine. I shouldn’t be any more

than an hour, all right? An hour and a half  at the most.” Her

mother gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Call me if  you need

anything.” 

She ran back outside and jumped in the cab next to the dog,

who proceeded to slobber all over her face. Stephanie watched

their car being towed off  into the distance and then it vanished

from sight. 

She did a little more exploring, now that she was on her

own. She climbed the stairs and went straight to Gordon’s study. 

His publisher, Seamus T. Steepe of  Arc Light Books, had

phoned them earlier that day, passing on his condolences and

enquiring about the state of  Gordon’s last book. Her mother

had told him that they’d find out if  Gordon had completed it,

and if  he had, they’d send it on. Mr Steepe was very keen to get

the book on the shelves, certain that it would crash on to the

bestseller list and stay there for a long time. “Dead writers sell,”

he had said, like he approved of  Gordon’s clever marketing ploy.

Stephanie opened the desk drawer and found the
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manuscript in a neat stack. She pulled it out carefully and laid it

on the desktop, careful not to smudge the paper. The first page

held the title, nothing more, in bold lettering: 

And The Darkness Rained Upon Them. 

The manuscript was thick and heavy, like all of  Gordon’s

books. She’d read most of  them, and the odd splash of

pretension aside, had quite enjoyed his work. His stories tended

to be about people who could do astonishing and wonderful

things, and the strange and terrible events that invariably led up

to their bizarre and horrible deaths. She noticed the way he

would set up a strong and noble hero, and over the course of  the

book systematically subject this hero to brutal punishment in a

bid to strip away all his arrogance and certainty so that by the

end he was humbled and had learned a great lesson. And then

Gordon killed him off, usually in the most undignified way

possible. Stephanie could almost hear Gordon laughing with

mischievous glee as she’d read. 

She lifted the title page and carefully laid it face down on the

desk beside the manuscript. She started reading. She didn’t

mean to spend long at it, but soon she was devouring every

word, oblivious to the creaking old house and the rain outside. 
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Her mobile phone rang, making her jump. She had been

reading for two hours. She pressed the answer button and held

it to her ear.

“Hi, sweetie,” came her mother’s voice, “everything OK?”

“Yes,” Stephanie answered. “Just reading.”

“You’re not reading one of  Gordon’s books, are you? Steph,

he writes about horrible monsters and scary stuff  and bad

people doing worse things. It’ll give you nightmares.”

“No, Mum, I’m... I’m reading the dictionary.”

Even the brief  silence from the other end of  the phone was

sceptical. “The dictionary?” her mother said. “Really?”

“Yeah,” Stephanie said. “Did you know that popple is a

word?”

“You are stranger than your father, you know that?”

“I suspected as much... So is the car fixed yet?”

“No, and that’s why I’m calling. They can’t get it going and

the road up to you is flooded. I’m going to get a taxi up as far as

it’ll go and then I’ll see if  I can find some way around on foot.

It’s going to be another two hours at least.”

Stephanie sensed an opportunity. Ever since she was a

child she had much preferred her own company to the

company of  others, and it occurred to her that she had never

spent a whole night without her parents nearby. A small
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taste of  freedom and it almost tingled on her tongue.

“Mum, it’s fine, you don’t have to. I’m OK here.”

“There’s no way I’m leaving you in a strange house by

yourself.”

“It’s not a strange house; it’s Gordon’s and it’s fine. There’s

no point in you trying to get here tonight – it’s lashing rain.”

“Sweetie, it won’t take me long.”

“It’ll take you ages. Where’s it flooded?”

Her mother paused. “At the bridge.”

“The bridge? And you want to walk from the bridge to

here?”

“If  I speed-walk—”

“Mum, don’t be silly. Get Dad to pick you up.”

“Sweetheart, are you sure?”

“I like it here, really. OK?”

“Well, OK,” her mother said reluctantly. “I’ll be over first

thing in the morning to pick you up, all right? And I saw some

food in the cupboards, so if  you’re hungry you can make

yourself  something.”

“OK. I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

“Call us if  you need anything or if  you just want some

company.”

“I will. Night, Mum.”
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“I love you.”

“I know.”

Stephanie hung up and grinned. She slipped the phone back

into her jacket and put her feet up on the desk, relaxing back

into the chair, and went back to reading. 

When she looked up again she was surprised to find that it

was almost midnight and the rain had stopped. If  she were

home right now, she’d be in bed. She blinked, her eyes sore,

stood up from the desk and went downstairs to the kitchen. For

all his wealth and success and extravagant tastes, she was

thankful that when it came to food, Gordon was a pretty

standard guy. The bread was stale and the fruit was a bit too

ripe, but there were biscuits and there was cereal, and the milk

in the fridge was still good for one more day. Stephanie made

herself  a snack and wandered to the living room, where she

flicked on the TV. She sat on the couch and was just getting

comfy when the house phone rang. 

She looked at it, resting there on the table at her elbow. Who

would be calling? Anyone who knew Gordon had died wouldn’t

be calling because they’d know he had died, and she didn’t really

want to be the one to tell anyone who didn’t know. It could be

her parents, but then why didn’t they just call her mobile?

Figuring that as the new owner of  the house, it was her
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responsibility to answer her own phone, Stephanie picked it up

and held it to her ear. “Hello?” 

Silence. 

“Hello?” Stephanie repeated. 

“Who is this?” came a man’s voice. 

“I’m sorry,” Stephanie said, “who do you want to speak to?”

“Who is this?” responded the voice, more irritably this time. 

“If  you’re looking for Gordon Edgley,” Stephanie said, “I’m

afraid that he’s—”

“I know Edgley’s dead,” snapped the man. “Who are you?

Your name?”

Stephanie hesitated. “Why do you want to know?” she

asked.

“What are you doing in that house? Why are you in his

house?”

“If  you want to call back tomorrow—”

“I don’t want to, all right? Listen to me, girlie, if  you mess

up my master’s plans, he will be very displeased and he is not

a man you want to displease, you got that? Now tell me who

you are!”

Stephanie realised her hands were shaking. She forced

herself  to calm down and quickly found anger replacing her

nervousness. “My name is none of  your business,” she said. “If
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you want to talk to someone, call back tomorrow at a reasonable

hour.”

“You don’t talk to me like that,” the man hissed. 

“Goodnight,” Stephanie said firmly.

“You do not talk to me like—”

But Stephanie was already putting the phone down.

Suddenly the idea of  spending the whole night here wasn’t as

appealing as it had first sounded. She considered calling her

parents, then scolded herself  for being so childish. No need to

worry them, she thought to herself. No need to worry them about

something so—

Someone pounded on the front door. 

“Open up!” came the man’s voice between the pounding.

Stephanie got to her feet, staring through to the hall beyond the

living room. She could see a dark shape behind the frosted glass

around the front door. “Open the damn door!” 

Stephanie backed up to the fireplace, her heart pounding in

her chest. He knew she was in here, there was no use pretending

that she wasn’t, but maybe if  she stayed really quiet he’d give up

and go away. She heard him cursing, and the pounding grew so

heavy that the front door rattled under the blows. 

“Leave me alone!” Stephanie shouted. 

“Open the door!”
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“No!” she shouted back. She liked shouting – it disguised her

fear. “I’m calling the police! I’m calling the police right now!”

The pounding stopped immediately and Stephanie saw the

shape move away from the door. Was that it? Had she scared

him away? She thought of  the back door – was it locked? Of

course it was locked… It had to be locked. But she wasn’t sure,

she wasn’t certain. She grabbed a poker from the fireplace and

was reaching for the phone when she heard a knock on the

window beside her.

She cried out and jumped back. The curtains were open,

and outside the window was pitch-black. She couldn’t see a

thing. 

“Are you alone in there?” came the voice. It was teasing now,

playing with her. 

“Go away,” she said loudly, holding up the poker so he could

see it. She heard the man laugh.

“What are you going to do with that?” he asked. 

“I’ll break your head open with it!” Stephanie screamed at

him, fear and fury bubbling inside her. She heard him laugh

again.

“I just want to come in,” he said. “Open the door for me,

girlie. Let me come in.”

“The police are on their way,” she said.
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“You’re a liar.” 

Still she could see nothing beyond the glass and he could see

everything. She moved to the phone, snatching it from its cradle.

“Don’t do that,” came the voice. 

“I’m calling the police.”

“The road’s closed, girlie. You call them, I’ll break down that

door and kill you hours before they get here.”

Fear became terror and Stephanie froze. She was going to

cry. She could feel it, the tears welling up inside her. She hadn’t

cried in years. “What do you want?” she said to the darkness.

“Why do you want to come in?”

“It’s got nothing to do with me, girlie. I’ve just been sent to

pick something up. Let me in. I’ll look around, get what I came

here for and leave. I won’t harm a pretty little hair on your pretty

little head, I promise. Now you just open that door right this

second.” 

Stephanie gripped the poker in both hands and shook her

head. She was crying now, tears rolling down her cheeks. “No,”

she said.

She screamed as a fist smashed through the window,

showering the carpet with glass. She stumbled back as the man

started climbing in, glaring at her with blazing eyes, unmindful

of  the glass that cut into him. The moment one foot touched the
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floor inside the house Stephanie was bolting out of  the room,

over to the front door, fumbling at the lock. 

Strong hands grabbed her from behind. She screamed again

as she was lifted off  her feet and carried back. She kicked out,

slamming a heel into his shin. The man grunted and let go and

Stephanie twisted, trying to swing the poker into his face but he

caught it and pulled it from her grasp. One hand went to her

throat and Stephanie gagged, unable to breathe as the man

forced her back into the living room. 

He pushed her into an armchair and leaned over her and no

matter how hard she tried she could not break his grip.

“Now then,” the man said, his mouth contorting into a

sneer, “why don’t you just give me the key, little girlie?” 

And that’s when the front door was flung off  its hinges and

Skulduggery Pleasant burst into the house. 

The man cursed and released Stephanie and swung the

poker, but Skulduggery moved straight to him and hit him so

hard Stephanie thought the man’s head might come off. He hit

the ground and tumbled backwards, but rolled to his feet as

Skulduggery moved in again. 

The man launched himself  forward. They both collided and

went backwards over the couch and Skulduggery lost his hat.

Stephanie saw a flash of  white above the scarf. 
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They got to their feet, grappling, and the man swung a

punch that knocked Skulduggery’s sunglasses to the other side of

the room. Skulduggery responded by moving in low, grabbing

the man around the waist and twisting his hip into him. The

man was flipped to the floor, hard. 

He cursed a little more, then remembered Stephanie and

made for her. Stephanie leaped out of  the chair, but before he

could reach her, Skulduggery was there, kicking the man’s legs

out from under him. The man hit a small coffee table with his

chin and howled in pain. 

“You think you can stop me?” he screamed as he tried to stand.

His knees seemed shaky. “Do you know who I am?”

“Haven’t the foggiest,” Skulduggery said.

The man spat blood and grinned defiantly. “Well, I know

about you,” he said. “My master told me all about you, detective,

and you’re going to have to do a lot more than that to stop me.”

Skulduggery shrugged and Stephanie watched in

amazement as a ball of  fire flared up in his hand and he hurled

it and the man was suddenly covered in flame. But instead of

screaming, the man tilted his head back and roared with

laughter. The fire may have engulfed him, but it wasn’t burning

him. 

“More!” he laughed. “Give me more!”
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“If  you insist.”

And then Skulduggery took an old-fashioned revolver from

his jacket and fired, the gun bucking slightly with the recoil. The

bullet hit the man in the shoulder and he screamed, then tried

to run and tripped. He scrambled for the doorway, ducking and

dodging lest he get shot again, the flames obstructing his vision

so much that he hit a wall on his way out. 

And then he was gone.

Stephanie stared at the door, trying to make sense of  the

impossible. 

“Well,” Skulduggery said, “that’s something you don’t see

every day.”

She turned. When his hat came off, his hair had come off

too. In the confusion all she had seen was a chalk-white scalp, so

she turned expecting to see a bald albino maybe. But no. With

his sunglasses gone and his scarf  hanging down, there was no

denying the fact that he had no flesh, he had no skin, he had no

eyes and he had no face. 

All he had was a skull for a head. 
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C HA P TE R  ONE

Of all the places to spend a hot August day in suburban 

  Indiana, Cinema 12 had to be one of the best. Snacks, ice- 

cold air- conditioning, and endless opportunities for screen- 

writing analysis. At least, I thought so when I got the job in 

July.

Instead, Cin 12 gave me spilled nacho cheese, coagulating 

on the floor. Gray- haired men demanding student ticket prices 

but yelling at me when asked for a student ID. People com-

plaining about strong perfume, about back- row make- outs, 

about the movie’s ending, about the ice- cold air- conditioning 

itself.

Every time I tugged on my itchy, ill- fitting tuxedo uni-

form, I chanted: College tuition. Room and board. Meal plan. 

I got to wear my own white collared shirt, at least, but no 

shade f lattered me in the low theater light. I’d gone through 

more blush in half a summer than I usually did in half a year, 

coaxing my skin from “vampire- adjacent” to “peachy.”

“Okay, if you didn’t know what happened in these last five 
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minutes,” Hunter said, his voice low in the darkness, “how 

would you write the ending from here on out? Same way?”

“Hmm.” I shifted my weight, leaning against the broom 

handle. Hunter’s taste skewed toward big explosions or heart-

warming football movies, but he’d taken to asking me about 

screen writing. “I’d end it more quietly. Instead of her running 

after his cab, I’d have him turn around, walk back to her front 

door, and knock. Roll credits.”

“What?!” He glanced up at the smattering of viewers, all 

too enraptured to notice his outburst. “Hancock, you’re kid-

ding me.”

My other coworkers called me Paige, but not Hunter. 

Hunter Chen spoke to all of us like we were his baseball 

teammates.

“You don’t like the sprinting- after- him scene? Those are 

classic.”

“No, I do,” I said, damping down a smile. In fact, on the 

last day of school in June, I had sprinted after Max Watson, 

and I’d kissed him in the empty junior hallway. It was adren-

aline and a lifetime of rom- coms, yes, but also something very 

true. “It shows the pivotal moment of dropping everything to 

chase what matters.”

This summer, my screen- writing- program friends had 

teased me for preferring TV shows to film. When a movie 

closed with an inevitable, iconic kiss— atop a building, at the 

altar— I liked it fine. But I grew up with miserably married 

and then divorced parents, so I’d always known that wasn’t 

really the end of the story. A TV relationship, though, could 
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bear out for years, through the mundanity and will- they- 

make- it lows. It made small moments big.

On- screen, the beautiful lead reached the taxi, her russet 

hair tousled. She was breathless and lovely, no trace of sweat 

even after sprinting. The musical score held its note, violins in 

waiting.

“Oh my God.” Hunter squeezed my arm in mock suspense. 

“Is he going to get out of the cab? He is!”

Of course he was. We’d seen the end a dozen times. They 

kissed as cars around them honked, and I shook my head. “See? 

A quiet realization would be more poetic— something as quo-

tidian as showing back up. Choosing each other when there’s 

no fanfare.”

“Quo- what- ian? Okay, Honor Roll.”

“Commonplace. So everyday.”

He waved me off. “I like the running scene. Cheesy, sure. 

But packs a punch.”

“Oh my God.” I snorted. “It’s, like, the closest you can get 

to an action movie sequence. That’s why you like it.”

“Or maybe,” he said, hands on his chest, “underneath this 

stone- cold exterior, I’m a big softie.”

I rolled my eyes, used to this after a month of coworker-

dom. For a while, I’d wondered if Hunter’s friends ribbed him 

about his good looks, about his training regimen. Maybe he 

made the jokes before anyone else could. Or, I wondered, was 

he possibly a little vain and drawing attention to himself? 

Finally, I realized: it’s definitely both.

We rotated through three stations at Cin 12: box office, 
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concessions, and usher shifts. Our manager, Donna, had taken 

to pairing me with Hunter because he’d worked here long 

enough to help train me. And I, apparently, “kept him in line” 

better than Hunter’s best friend, Lane, whom he’d sweet- talked 

Donna into hiring.

The credits rolled to the beat of “Say Yes,” this summer’s 

“Live in the moment!” anthem. People filed out of the theater, 

and I smiled thinly as they passed. “Have a good one.”

“Take that chance with me,” Hunter added, speaking the 

song lyrics. The girl he directed this toward glanced away, 

bashful and thrilled. He had one of those full, semicircle grins, 

with dimples and a square chin to frame it. “Make a running 

leap and see.”

In June, “Say Yes” had pulsed out of bodega speakers and 

open windows as I walked to classes in New York. I’d bobbed 

my head happily. By mid- July, I was groaning at the intro’s 

percussive handclaps as I swept up crushed M&M’s. Now, 

though, Hunter and I had come back around to “Say Yes.” Was 

it because the song was terrible and we’d succumbed? Was the 

song great and we’d embraced it? I had no idea; it was simply 

part of us now.

“ ‘Say yes, say yes,’ ” Hunter sang in an atrocious falsetto, 

shimmying up the steps. He’d apologized early on for his ter-

rible voice and for the fact that it would not stop him. The 

universe, I’d supposed out loud, would only allow him great-

ness in one type of pitch. He was delighted by my willingness 

to both mock him and laud his baseball prowess, which I’d 

gotten a crash- course on these past few weeks. Hunter used 

to be singularly focused on playing Major League Baseball 
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someday, but the rigor of year- round ball had twinged his 

elbow and his enjoyment. He’d scaled back, healed, and 

landed a full athletic scholarship to Indiana University, on his 

way to PT school or school counseling. But he still hoped to 

play pro ball— following in the footsteps of his hero, and fel-

low Chinese American pitcher, Vance Worley.

I knew at least a thousand percent more baseball trivia 

than I had at the start of summer. And Hunter, I suspected, 

knew a thousand percent more about screenwriting.

“So, what’s the countdown on The Boyfriend? Cutting it 

pretty close to the start of school,” Hunter said. My cowork-

ers called Max “The Boyfriend” with implied air quotes, like 

they didn’t fully believe he was real.

Perfectly real, in fact. Just in Italy for the second half of 

the summer, thriving in his preferred lifestyle of Latin, ancient 

relics, and gelato.

“He’s home Friday morning.” The closer Max’s arrival, the 

joltier my pulse. I imagined the sharp lines on an EKG, its 

alarm beeping with increasing urgency. Even with good antic-

ipation, my body didn’t handle feelings well sometimes.

“Friday morning? Don’t you mean thirty- six hours, twelve 

minutes, and forty- two seconds?” Hunter clutched his hands 

together like a Disney princess daydreaming of her true love. 

“Forty- one. Forty!”

I chucked an empty popcorn tub at him, which he dodged, 

laughing. I didn’t even talk about Max that much! Or maybe 

I did. But who wouldn’t? I’d spent the first half of summer in 

Manhattan. By the time I got home, Max had left for his Ital-

ian study abroad. And since I hadn’t confessed my feelings for 
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him till the last day of school, our relationship had been spent 

almost entirely apart.

I leaned down to an aisle seat, examining what appeared 

to be— yep, lovely— a small glob of white gum, newly stuck to 

the armrest. “Honestly. What compels a person to remove 

something from inside their mouth and press it somewhere 

another human being will sit?”

Hunter smiled, looking past me like a sailor gazing fondly 

at the horizon. “You’ve truly become one of us, Hancock.”

He pretended to be jaded by this job after two years of part- 

timing it. As far as I’d witnessed, though, Cinema 12 was 

Hunter Chen’s personal center stage. He flirted with elderly 

ladies, let his many buddies in with discounts, and wheedled 

every grumpy coworker until they smiled.

“Yeah, it’s a real treat.” I reached for a napkin, wrinkling 

my nose before I even neared the gum.

“So, hey,” he said. “You tell your parents?”

Yesterday afternoon, I’d shocked myself by confessing to 

Hunter that my parents didn’t know I planned to apply to film 

school in New York and LA. We were in the box office dur-

ing a lull and venting about college anyway— Hunter may have 

been committed to IU for baseball, but he still worried about 

injury and balancing his coursework. And the words fell 

out, clumsy and unbidden. I hadn’t even told my best friend 

yet. And I hadn’t told Max.

“I did. Last night.”

I was hoping the screen- writing thrill would dim as sum-

mer wore on. I expected to stay the course: an English degree 

in- state, with screen writing as a quirky side interest. But when 



  7

I helped my friend Maeve begin her writing portfolios for 

applications, I ended up starting my own, almost helplessly. 

Ideas that energized me, new pieces that challenged me.

“And it went well . . . ?” Hunter prodded.

“Okay, I think.”

My dad went on about his pride in my go- get- ’em aspira-

tions, and my mom tempered the conversation with reason— 

ruminating about loans, job prospects, the fact that screen 

writing would likely keep me on either coast beyond college. 

It was like watching a bizarre table-tennis match: My dad 

on the left, rallying about my big dreams with the fervor of 

someone giving a commencement speech. Volley to my mom, 

reminding me that Indiana has great schools, that education 

is what I make of it.

Now I just had to tell Max. We’d talked about college 

abstractly, always assuming we’d both stay in the Midwest. 

Before this summer, I’d figured I’d land at IU like half my 

friends planned to. Then, even if Max went to Notre Dame 

or Purdue, we’d be a two-  or three- hour drive apart— totally 

doable for weekend visits or meeting halfway.

Max would be supportive; I knew that. But as a helpless 

devotee to worst- case- scenario planning, I feared he’d also 

want to break up now, before we could get any more attached.

“Good thing this is our last showing,” Hunter said. “That 

look on your face . . .  man. You need a drink. And not just cof-

fee at Alcott’s.”

I wrinkled my nose at him, and we bagged the remaining 

trash, working silently and fast. Once in the lobby, Hunter 

spun back.
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“Hey, for real, what are you doing tonight? You should come 

out with us.” He threw a glance at Lane, who was finishing 

up ice- bin clean- out behind the concession counter. Hunter 

described their best friendship as “siblinghood” after years 

of  living in the same condo building. “Tell her to come out 

with us.”

“You should!” Lane ran a hand through her red hair— a 

pixie cut with long layers that she wore pushed back. “Bella 

said the more, the merrier.”

I had no idea who Bella was. Maybe someone from Lin-

wood High— Oakhurst’s neighboring town and rival, where 

Hunter and Lane were seniors. But they seemed to know every-

one at my school, too, plus the local private school and a bunch 

of college campuses. Always a party, always open invitation.

“Maybe next time,” I said, moving toward the door. “I have 

curfew. But thanks for the invite.”

“She always says that,” Hunter grumbled to Lane.

“Hey, I go out sometimes.”

“Only when we’re going to Waffle House.” Hunter cupped 

both hands around his mouth. “It’s senior year, Hancock. 

Say yes!”

“Have fun!” I called. “Be safe!”

The first time we met, Hunter rattled off the names of his 

friends at Oakhurst, hoping that I knew them. Aditi Basu? A 

little— I really liked her. Nate Song? I knew of him. Kara 

Cisse? I’ ll save you some trouble, I wanted to say. At that enor-

mous public high school, I socialize with between three and six other 

people. I figured Hunter— star athlete with an endless stream 
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of high- fiving friends stopping by the theater— would be glibly 

nice and not retain my name.

But during the second shift Hunter and I worked together, 

one of my mom’s PTA friends walked up to the snack coun-

ter. I knew, with slow- motion certainty, what was about to 

happen. And sure enough, she very kindly mentioned that she 

thought of Aaron often, and of me, and hoped I was well. I said 

I was; I thanked her. I handed her a box of Sno- Caps.

Hunter didn’t ask what happened because he didn’t have 

to; everyone in the tristate area knew that an Oakhurst stu-

dent named Aaron Rosenthal had drowned in a freak accident 

right before our sophomore year. And plenty of people knew 

he was my boyfriend at the time. He was sweet and smart and 

I liked him as much as you can like anyone you’ve known for 

two months when you’re fifteen. Grieving him was slow, in 

jerky stops and starts, and it had never become easier to feel 

people’s thoughts of him like a projector f lickering images 

across my face.

“You wanna hide in the stockroom?” Hunter had asked. 

“Scarf some Reese’s? I’ll cover for you.”

“I’m good,” I’d assured him. “Although, good guess with 

Reese’s. Peanut butter is at the nexus of all my emotional 

eating.”

“The nexus?” Hunter repeated. “Okay, Hermione Granger.”

I tipped my head. “Did you just mock my nerdiness by . . .  

citing Harry Potter?”

After that, Hunter invited me to every place he and Lane 

were cruising off to after work. But I’d always preferred being 
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poolside at Tessa’s, sneaking out to Kayleigh’s rooftop with a 

laptop, watching a movie under the stars. I visualized myself 

at one of Hunter’s parties: pressed into the corner of a sofa, 

praying for someone to talk to me and also fearing that some-

one would talk to me.

I walked outside into what felt like a screen door of August 

humidity— heat so heavy it seemed nearly visible. The feeble 

AC in my car tried its best, more an exhale than a gust. I was 

finally thinking of the sedan as my car— formerly my dad’s and 

recently bequeathed to me for my seventeenth birthday. It was 

ancient, and not a cool car even when it was new. But I loved 

it— the console stocked with hand sanitizer, wipes for dash-

board dust, a few old CDs for the player. Driving home from 

work was a small pleasure, me and the quiet, tree- lined roads.

When I pulled onto my street, I startled to see my dad’s 

current car in the driveway so late. I used to consider my par-

ents’ marriage a tragedy, with bitterness that lingered even after 

they signed divorce papers. So when they started dating each 

other last year, I could only see a dark comedy. These days, 

though, even I could admit it had romantic dramedy poten-

tial. They were really happy, but obsessed with “maintain-

ing boundaries,” which included my dad staying at his own 

apartment.

I stepped around a hulking armoire in the garage, then a 

rolltop desk and a corner hutch, all furniture models posing in 

wait. After my grandmother died last spring, my mom refur-

bished her old desk for me, in the kicky red lacquer of a mara-

schino cherry. Since then, she’d been transforming flea market 

finds and free roadside furniture in her spare time— channeling 
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grief, I suspected. Our garage looked like a re- creation of 

Beauty and the Beast ’s penultimate scene, servants frozen in 

household form.

When I put my hand on the doorknob, I caught a raised 

voice from inside. My mom— not angry, but stricken. “It’s not 

just the tuition and debt. We wouldn’t be able to afford to see 

our daughter, Dan!”

I settled back on my heels, stunned. I knew my mom wasn’t 

thrilled that Way- Out- of- State was my Plan A, but I genu-

inely hadn’t expected this level of strife.

“We couldn’t f ly out there on a whim,” my dad reasoned. 

“But in an emergency . . .”

I shook my head, sure that my mom’s chin was quivering 

at the mention of an emergency. Rookie move, Dad.

“She’s never even been to LA,” my mom said. “I’ve never 

been to LA.”

I needed to de- escalate, so I stamped my feet, as if just 

arriving home, noisily.

“Heyyy.” I opened the door and pretended to look surprised 

that they were both right there at the kitchen table, papers 

spanning its surface. My dad was pointing at two different 

pages like a cartographer charting a course.

“Hey,” my mom said, straightening. Her eyes flicked to the 

kitchen clock, not nearly as subtly as she probably intended. 

The cinema’s last showing was a little earlier than usual tonight.

I stood there, tuxedo jacket held at my side. “Everything 

okay?”

“ ’Course.” My dad’s voice was clear. Confident. And he 

wasn’t necessarily lying, in his own mind. My dad viewed most 
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problems as challenges, obstacles on the way to greater good. 

But I knew the thin- pressed line of my mom’s lips.

“Is this college stuff?”

My mom started stacking the nearest papers. “Yep. Bor-

ing parent to- do list. Forms due in October.”

I examined her through squinted eyes. My mom was not 

a “yep” person. She said “yes”— maybe a “yeah” here or there 

if she was feeling tense.

Even if I hadn’t overheard them, I’d have smelled the 

money stress like a trail of smoke. When you grow up with 

occasional income dips— a lag in freelance work, layoffs at 

the paper— you sense the tension long before you witness the 

fire. My parents’ work had stabilized, as far as I could tell, in 

the past few years. My mom primarily wrote for and edited a 

parenting magazine, and my dad was at the city paper. But 

most of my life, their bickering had spiked highest around 

finances.

“So, honey,” my mom said to me, all false cheer, “I was 

reading online today that there are some very good screen- 

writing master’s programs. Lots of people go that route!”

“Right . . .” But I could also get my screen- writing degree 

in only four years of undergrad. Why would I tack on more 

time and debt?

“You could still get a more versatile English degree in- state, 

like you planned. And if you still want to pursue screen writ-

ing then, you can move on to grad school!”

If. I nodded slowly, not because I agreed but because I heard 

her loud and clear. I’d changed the plan on her last night, and 
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she didn’t like it one bit. Fine— I’d rather know where she 

stood.

“Katie,” my dad said, quiet.

“Well, she could!”

“Or,” my dad said, “she could pursue it now, full on. You 

read what her professors said.”

I f lushed, taken aback. I’d shared copies of two glowing 

recommendations to prove I might have a future in this. 

I hadn’t necessarily expected them to be referenced.

“No, I know,” my mom said. “Just a thought!”

For the first time since I was little, I walked upstairs feel-

ing entirely sure my parents would have a whisper- fight in my 

wake. Because of me.

“Hey,” I said, nudging my sister’s half- open door. Camer-

on’s room was eternally messy, more clothes on her f loor than 

in her closet. She looked up at me from behind her laptop. “You 

happen to overhear anything downstairs?”

“Not really.” Cam believed wholeheartedly in my parents’ 

togetherness because she didn’t remember the pre- divorce years 

as well as I did. Sometimes it felt like the three- year age gap 

between us made for two different childhoods under the same 

roof. “They were just discussing your college stuff from dif-

ferent points of view.”

So, bickering. “Was dance good?”

“Mm- hmm,” she said, eyes already back on her baking 

show, and I shut the door behind me.

I stripped off my work uniform, the smell of stale popcorn 

clinging to every fiber, and I keeled onto my bed, straight as a 
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felled tree. Before this past spring, I would have called my 

grandmother for reassurance— waiting to hear her voice from 

a few miles away in her retirement community.

When I hauled myself up, it was only to read the sole fin-

ished piece in my writing portfolio. To remind myself why all 

this was worth it— why it had to be this way.

Why Screen Writing?

500- word maximum

My grandmother, for all her efficiency and no- nonsense 

worldview, loved watching television. Sometimes I think 

her recollection of The Wizard of Oz airing on TV in 

the 1950s was the first love story I ever heard. For most 

of my childhood, I hopscotched around my parents’ 

disagreements and, eventually, between their houses 

when they split. Through it all, I loved TV; I loved Lucy. 

And I loved sitting beside my grandmother. She taught 

me about Madelyn Pugh, who had GIRL WRITER on 

the back of a director’s chair on set. She was a girl 

and a writer. But she was also a writer of girls— Lucille 

Ball’s character, specifically— and she had lived in 

Indianapolis, like me.

Shortly after I turned fifteen, the boy I’d been dating 

over the summer drowned in a freak accident. I spent 

days— weeks— in my room, curled around my laptop and 

desperate not to be alone in my mind. The television 

shows I watched in those days seeped in— fused with 
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who I am. Eventually, I began to wonder, Why do I like 

this particular show so much? What makes it good? 

Why am I invested? Those questions became Google 

searches and script reading and every podcast that has 

ever featured a writers’ room.

My grandmother died last spring, right after I found 

out I’d gotten into NYU’s summer screen- writing 

program. I had the nerve to go, in part, because I was 

reeling again. Grief- stricken and desperate for 

distraction. Hoping to honor her.

I found more than that. I found my TV- writing spark 

could be easily fanned to fire— by professors, by 

classmates, by critique. By the sketch comedy class 

I hated but grew from, by the late- night debates with my 

bright, weird, interesting classmates.

Screen writing is my path because it’s my passion, 

the creative space I come home to. But it’s also a love 

story. The first act: my childhood with TV as a reprieve 

from hurt. In the second act, I learned to harness my 

pain to create. The story needs a third act, and in it, I 

plan to become one of the people who makes TV— for 

little girls whose parents are splitting up, for teenagers 

shocked by heartache, for anyone who needs to live in 

another world for a while.

I’ve been a grateful inhabitant. I’m ready to be 

a builder.

Things would be so much easier if the essay were an exag-

geration. But I really felt this way— clear- eyed and certain.
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I switched over to my e- mail, hoping for something from 

Max in Sicily, his last excursion before heading across the 

Atlantic. We’d texted and video- chatted all summer, but when 

the other person was asleep and we couldn’t wait, we e- mailed. 

I was glad for the documentation, snippets of who we were, 

how we were. Thirty- five hours, two minutes, and counting.



C HA P TE R  T WO

The next day, I hustled into Alcott’s for my lunch break— a 

daily practice that had been Max’s idea. Why eat my paper 

bag lunch in the dingy cinema break room when my favorite 

place in Oakhurst was one intersection away? This bookstore 

had been my small salvation more times than I could count, 

the  cove I steered toward in any storm. Now I ate my sand-

wiches by a sunny window, book in hand. This week, Ameri-

canah on recommendation from Tessa’s girlfriend, Laurel. I 

nursed a small iced coffee— cheapest thing on the menu— 

and nestled in.

My break was almost over when something swooped into 

my line of vision. Blinking, I set my book down.

A tiny paper airplane hit the wall and dropped back onto 

the table beside me.

Max. The word rushed through me like a whisper, a quiet 

magic that could only ever be his. But he couldn’t be here. Not 

till tomorrow morning— I’d taken the day off work, even. 

I swiveled my head a full one- eighty, searching, but no.
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My heart punched at my rib cage as I reached for the air-

plane, its sharp nose bent from impact. OPEN, it said across 

the flat wing. In his handwriting. On what appeared to be a 

folded- up boarding pass. My fingers trembled, nearly ripping 

the neat angles of paper.

In the dead center, two words: Miss me?

I rocketed up, combing both hands through my hair. 

Why— WHY— had I clipped my bangs back this morning 

instead of doing something with them? In less than zero of my 

daydreams about our reunion was I wearing my work shirt and 

stupid baggy- legged tuxedo pants.

“Max?” I stepped into the nearest aisle, searching, but only 

glossy- magazine- cover faces looked back at me.

“Are you serious?” I said, louder. Because I couldn’t get out 

the full sentiment: You’re home early? You have the patience to 

wait even one more second?

He stepped into view, grinning and different and exactly 

the same. His denim button- up shirt and Converse and Max-

ness. I squealed something unintelligible— “Oh my God!” or 

“You’re here!” or “It’s you!”— and flew at him like a freed bird. 

It was nearly a tackle, sending him off balance.

“Hey, girl,” he said, laughing. I kept my arms around his 

neck, stunned by the realness of him, solid and graspable.

This time last year, I didn’t even know Max Watson. He’d 

started as the dorky cousin of my actual crush, Ryan Chase. 

Max had transferred to Oakhurst from private school, sat 

beside me in English class, and, somewhere along the way, 

became a true, trusted friend. He slid into my life like some 

part of my heart had always been saving a seat for him— this 
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boy who matched wits like fencing, who read me like a favor-

ite book.

Max eased his hold, freeing me to drop down, but I stayed 

pressed against him.

“Sorry,” I said. “You have to live like this now.”

It was some kind of ecstasy, to hear Max’s laugh right next 

to my ear. To feel his chest rise and fall against mine. No 

 ha- ha via text message, no laughter distorted through com-

puter screens. Sometimes I imagined my feelings for him rivaled 

any commercial airplane. They could soar out of Indiana, over 

Ohio and Pennsylvania, cut through Connecticut. They’d pro-

pel themselves across the Atlantic and flamenco through Spain 

and then swim the final sea- length to Italy.

When my feet hit the ground, I took him in, trying to 

believe he wasn’t a mirage. His darkest- brown hair, grown out 

and thick. His usually pale skin, as tan as I’d ever seen it— a 

souvenir from the Italian sun. New glasses I hadn’t seen in 

 person until now, frames that looked nice with the green of 

his eyes.

I could feel the goofiness of my smile, but Max’s smile was 

just content— the feeling of waking up late on a Saturday 

morning.

“You’re here,” I said, only barely convinced. “How are you 

here?”

“One of our excursions in Sicily was canceled, so I caught 

an earlier f light. I got in at four a.m.”

“You could have told me!” I said, stepping back to push his 

shoulder. “I would have tried to switch shifts!”

I didn’t add “I would have looked cute,” even though 
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I thought it. On some level, he was still my friend Max, and 

I didn’t want to admit how much I cared what he thought of 

me. How he thought of me.

“And miss seeing the tuxedo in person?” His eyes f licked 

up and down the work uniform he’d been joking about since 

I got the job. “I don’t think so.”

“Oh my God.” I attempted to cover the awful pants with 

both arms.

“I didn’t think I’d actually make my connection at JFK. 

Figured I’d rather surprise you if I did.” He linked our hands 

together. So many times last year, I’d imagined reaching for 

his hand, and now it was simple— an invisible barrier dropped.

“How am I supposed to go back to work?” I demanded. 

“My break’s almost over. I can’t stay there knowing you’re a 

few miles away!”

“Well, good. But I need a nap, and I want to catch up with 

my mom. But tonight, do you want to— ”

“Yes.”

He glanced down at his sneakers, smile tucked into his 

mouth.

“Oh,” I said. “Wait. Laurel’s bon voyage party is tonight.”

Tessa had plans to send her girlfriend off to college in style, 

with favorite snacks and a nautical theme.

“Oh, right.” Max’s mind was working quickly, his eyes 

ticking around before they landed on mine. “How about a 

quick dinner, then we can head over there? I’ll have to modify 

my excellent first- date plans, but . . .  needs must.”

I would have eaten dinner curbside in the smoldering 
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cinema parking lot, wearing my tuxedo, if he was the one sit-

ting beside me. “Sounds great.”

“Oh, and I’m, uh, not going to mention to anyone else that 

I’m home,” he said, watching for a light of understanding 

in my eyes. No inf lux of text messages from our friends, no 

demands to see him right away. One dinner, just us.

I mimed zipping my lips.

“Good. I’ll text you later?”

“You’ll see me later,” I said, and he squeezed both my hands.

I reentered the theater in a haze, a cartoon with hearts cir-

cling my head. Donna was standing with Hunter, glancing 

between her watch and me. “Cutting it a little close, aren’t we?”

I did not care for Donna, overall.

“I’m here,” I said, fingertips quick on the clock- in screen.

She turned toward her office, perhaps to note that I’d been 

flippant about my near lateness. It didn’t matter. Even the hid-

eous theater carpet— drab maroon with flecks of teal— suddenly 

looked celebratory, like confetti on a velvet backdrop. I turned 

back to Hunter, close to bursting. “Max got home early!”

“Yeah, he stopped by, looking for you. Told him you 

were at Alcott’s.” Hunter crossed his arms, appraising me. 

“Wow. I knew The Boyfriend was a big deal, but you are 

beside yourself.”

“I am, yes.”

“Go ’head,” he said. “Do the little dance that you’re clearly 

bottling up. Let’s get it over with.”

I did a little skip- around thing, with a twirl, then some 

hip movements.
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“Wow,” Hunter said, leaning his cheek against his hand. 

“Cute.”

“Yeah, pretty good, right? I think it’s only missing . . .” I 

turned to him, continuing the whole routine with my tongue 

stuck out at him.

“You could take this on the road! Stage show. The big 

time.”

Lane walked past us, halfway out of her jacket for break. 

“Do I want to know?”

“It’s a good day, Lane!” I said.

 

After work, I raced home for the quickest shower of my life, 

where I frantically scrubbed the smell of butter and salt from 

my skin. I tousled my hair as I blow- dried it, hoping to over-

ride Max’s memory of my clipped- back greasiness. Scrutiniz-

ing the finished product in the mirror, I tried to believe I was 

a cute and together person, capable of minimal awkwardness 

in a date scenario.

Downstairs, my sister hunched over her latest batch of 

sugar cookies, a hobby she’d picked up around the time my 

mom started taking in stray furniture. I’d learned by now not 

to interrupt her while she was piping— a process that required 

a stern, almost glaring concentration.

When she stood back up, surveying her work, I cleared my 

throat and gestured to my outfit. “Yeah?”

Cameron looked over the rims of her trendy glasses, inscru-

table. I’d chosen a striped T- shirt dress, a SoHo clearance- bin 

find. “Let me see the shoes.”
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I lifted one foot. She had no particular love for my Keds, 

but they were me and, in my opinion, immune to criticism.

“Good,” she said simply.

I pointed at the cookies, glossy red apples in neat little 

rows. The pencil shapes were cooling, waiting for goldenrod 

icing— an homage to our school colors. “Back- to- school bake 

sale?”

“Mm- hmm. Practice run.” She tapped one finger against 

her lip. While baking, she kept her hair piled like a haystack 

on top of her head, apron knotted at her waist. We’d always 

looked alike, but lately I saw more flashes of my mom’s fea-

tures on Cameron’s face than on my own. “I added lemon zest 

to the base recipe this time, so we’ll see. Max on his way?”

“Uh- huh.”

“Are you, like . . .  nervous?” Cameron peered at me. I 

hadn’t realized I was rapping my fingers on the island until 

she nodded toward the sound.

“No.” I pulled my hand back.

She gave me a look as if anxious behaviors were a new 

development for me. “Why? It’s just you and Max.”

Before I could reply, my mom came in from the backyard, 

blotting her face with a bandanna. “You look nice, sweetie!”

“Thanks.” Why did I care so much? This boy had seen me 

in ratty, study- marathon clothes, on the school mornings when 

I’d hit snooze too many times.

“She’s f lipping out,” Cameron said, twisting the icing bag 

for better control.

I glared at her. “No, I’m just rushed. We don’t have a lot of 

time before we need to be at Tessa’s.”
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Cameron gave my mom a knowing look. “Translation: 

Max and I don’t have time to talk to you two.”

“That’s not— ” I began, but what was the point? She wasn’t 

wrong. I feared they would pull Max in, ask him about Italy, 

and fawn like this was senior prom instead of a casual first date.

“Oh, honey,” my mom said. “We won’t keep you! And we 

won’t embarrass you.”

“I know,” I lied. At any point, Cameron could tell Max 

how long I’d taken to do my hair. She didn’t need that kind of 

power.

My mom picked up a mixing bowl Cameron had left by 

the sink. “You do realize . . .  we have met Max before? He’s 

been in this home? Repeatedly?”

I did know. Still, I bolted up when Max knocked. I strode 

down the hallway, affecting the posture of a more confident 

girl. I had hated my required improv class at NYU, truly, but 

at least it had some real- life applicability.

I opened the door expecting the Max from earlier today, 

with tired eyes and thick hair rumpled. Instead, he looked 

bright- eyed, his hair neater on the sides.

“When did you get a haircut?” I asked.

“My mom cleaned it up,” he said, sighing. “She said I wasn’t 

presentable.”

“It looks good!”

“Yeah?” His hand went to the back of his neck. “She was 

overenthusiastic, in my opinion.”

“Well, I like it.”

“Good.” He’d stood in this same place at least a dozen 
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times before. Coming over to study. Picking me up for Quiz-

Bowl practice. After my grandmother’s funeral, wearing dress 

pants and a worried frown. And one windy afternoon last 

April, before the first time we’d ever really fought.

I motioned him in, but before we even made it to the 

kitchen, my mom and sister popped into view like two nosy 

little birds on a windowsill. Please, God. Make them not be like 

this.

“Hey, sweetie! Oh, look at you.” My mom gave Max a 

quick hug. “Tell us about Italy. Was it a dream?”

“Absolutely. Like walking around in a movie.” Max ges-

tured at the countertop, full of Cameron’s icing handiwork. 

“Gotta say, they’re even better in person.”

“Why, thank you.” Cameron dipped her head, a little bow. 

So often, my snippy back- and- forth with my sister seemed 

inevitable. I assumed she bickered with everyone in her life. 

But I had noticed, all summer, Cameron commenting on Max’s 

photos on social media: OMG and so jealous!!! and bring some 

of that gelato back to Indiana. The most I’d ever gotten from 

her, on one photo of me that Tessa had taken, was cute. Max, 

in turn, liked every one of her baking posts.

“I know you two have to get going,” my mom said. “But 

come over for dinner soon, okay? You’re welcome anytime.”

“I’ll be here,” Max said. Then, to me, “You ready?”

He smiled over at me as we settled into his car, and I shoved 

away the guilt, the weight of my film school plans hidden in 

my back pocket. He’d asked once, when I first got home from 

the city, if I would apply to NYU. And I wasn’t lying when 
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I  said no. It was too expensive, too far, too improbable a 

career. You’re playing small! Maeve had huffed on one of our last 

nights in the city.

“So,” I said, straining. “Where are we off to, maestro?”

Why did I just call him that? I mean, he was orchestrat-

ing the date, sure. But honestly, self, at least try to act normal.

“Well, the original plan was Arpeggio’s,” Max said, “Then 

the drive- in, to see Ghostbusters. Only movie I could find that’s 

set in New York. But you’ve seen it before anyway, right?”

Arpeggio’s for Italy, Ghostbusters for Manhattan. Both our 

summers in one night— who thinks of that? I looked over at 

Max, at his profile while he watched the road. He glanced over, 

a lopsided smile— puzzled about why I hadn’t responded to his 

simple question. Because sometimes, Max, you are literally a bit 

breathtaking.

“It’s one of my dad’s favorites,” I managed. “He got emo-

tional about the reboot, obviously.”

“Really?”

“Oh yeah. Sitting with his two daughters, watching women 

bust ghosts? Dan Hancock Kryptonite. As soon as the theme 

song played, he was a goner.”

“I guess that doesn’t surprise me. His column’s pretty sen-

timental sometimes.” My dad was one of the few old- school 

newspaper writers hanging on to his weekly column. It made 

him what he called a “Z- list” local celebrity. Since his head-

shot was featured, he was occasionally stopped at brunch by 

readers with a kind word. Or a less than kind word, especially 

as his columns had become more blatantly political.
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“Yeah, he’s such a kidder usually, but when it comes to 

me and Cam . . .” I raised my eyebrows. “He’ll openly cry at 

graduation.”

Max considered this. “Come to think of it, I bet my mom 

will, too. She’s normally good at compartmentalizing. But cer-

emony really gets her.”

He pulled into the parking lot near the Little League fields 

and Riddle Park, the spot where a couple of food trucks often 

congregated, including Oakhurst favorite Pagano’s Italian 

To- Go.

“Perfect,” I decided, though Max looked a bit reluctant.

“Some first date, eh?” he joked. “Cheap food from an idling 

vehicle. You’re welcome.”

“Hey, food trucks serve some of the best cooking in the 

world— Tessa’s always saying that. And I love cheap. I prefer 

cheap.”

He grinned, quick and sly— a sight I’d missed terribly all 

summer. “I’m, uh, not sure how to take that, as the person 

you’ve chosen as your boyfriend.”

We ate Italian subs messily at a picnic bench, napkins like 

drop cloths in front of us. Sharp red wine vinaigrette and salty 

salami. We split a sparkling water, and my heart fluttered each 

time I put my lips to the bottle where his had been.

“So,” I said, during a brief lull. It was a weird spot, being 

old friends in a new context. What did most people reuniting 

in August discuss? “How was your summer?”

Max laughed, immediately in on the joke. “Um, not bad! 

Saw a bit of the world, learned a lot.”



28 

“Sounds lovely.”

“Mm- hmm.” He reached for the bottle. “It was. But I 

started going out with my dream girl, and I didn’t get to see 

her at all.”

I blanched, losing control of this comedy bit. Heat filled 

my cheeks, and I struggled to connect with my brain’s language 

center. “Dream girl”— it should have been cheesy, but he said 

it with a lilt. Not a joke, exactly, but not serious.

“Well, hope you two can pick back up,” I managed.

He nodded solemnly. “I’m working on it. Plying her with 

cheap food.”

“Do you miss Italy yet?”

“I miss Liam and everyone,” he said. Max’s summer 

coinquilino— roommate— was a Welsh rugby player, burly and 

soft- spoken and excellent at Latin. They’d gone from trepi-

dation to good mates in mere days. “And I really miss the 

antiquity.”

He said it so earnestly, like he yearned for columned cathe-

drals and palazzi, for bricks cracked with age. I didn’t say a 

word, but I also couldn’t suppress my oh, Max face— a closed- 

mouth smile that betrayed my adoration for this total nerd. He 

must have noticed because he added, “I’m serious! Most of 

Oakhurst was built in the past fifty, seventy- five years. Rome 

was founded in 753 BC. Before Christ!”

“I know you’re serious.” And now I definitely couldn’t quash 

the smile.

He laughed, too, fidgeting with his watch. I hadn’t even 

realized how much I missed the full effect of him, the 
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physicality. His laced fingers, his habit of jamming rolled 

shirtsleeves farther up his forearms. The way he leaned back 

in a chair when he knew he was right, arms crossed like an 

arrogant young professor.

“What about you?” Max asked. “You miss New York?”

There it was, the perfect segue to college plans, but I 

couldn’t fathom launching into why I’d changed my mind 

about film school. It would ruin our dynamic before we’d even 

reestablished it. “I do. The energy of it, the food, the art.”

My first week in Manhattan had been hard— so hard. The 

search for subway entrances, the beautiful but disorienting Vil-

lage streets, the unmoving summer heat that made the city 

feel like a sewer grate. In my first workshop, my classmates— 

especially some know- it- all named Maeve Zaher— eviscerated 

my spec script, and I barely made it to the bathroom before 

crying. I missed my friends and Max like physical pain. At 

night, struggling to fall asleep, I chocked the week up to an 

expensive lesson: screen writing and big cities weren’t for me.

But I couldn’t go home— not when it cost so much money, 

not when my grandmother had been so proud. So I did a gut 

job on my script, editing it as mercilessly as it had been criti-

cized. Because why not? It didn’t matter. To my surprise, the 

instructor heralded my revision as the strongest in the room 

and, to my greater surprise, Maeve Zaher strode up to me after 

class and asked if I wanted to work together over coffee— 

the first of many. I met people I liked, friends who wanted 

to debate the merits of classic sitcoms, of laugh tracks, of 

voice- overs. And then, New York buzzed electric— late nights 
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spilling into the streets, shared appetizers at the cheapest 

diners we could find. Working on scenes, trying to get lot-

tery Broadway tickets. Walking the same streets as so many 

renowned writers. It felt like being part of something, this 

long history mapped out behind us. Waiting for us to add to 

the story.

“Janie . . . ?” Max said, calling me back to earth.

I laughed at myself. “Sorry! Yes. Hi.”

His eyes narrowed, the briefest study of me. Wondering 

where I’d gone. This week, I promised myself. I’d tell him.

“So, does Ryan know you’re home?” I asked.

“Yeah. He stopped over to say hey, but promised he 

wouldn’t tell anyone. So I’d say there’s a fifty- fifty chance that 

everyone already knows.”

Maybe some people inch closer, but for the next hour, Max 

and I millimetered closer— true last year, emotionally, and true 

physically now. I adjusted my position, getting comfortable, but 

wound up grazing his leg with mine. He leaned in at one point, 

but he was reaching for a napkin.

Last time I kissed Max— the first and only time I’d ever 

kissed him— I flew on pure moxie, unstoppable. Now I’d had 

three months to sit with reality: I’d only ever really kissed one 

other boy, and that was two years ago. Could you forget how? 

Had I ever really known?

We stayed until Tessa texted, wondering if I was on my 

way. As Max and I gathered up our trash, my nerves sang with 

the particular anticipation of a pending surprise. “They’re 

going to flip out when they see you.”
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And when they saw us, together. I bit a groove into my 

lower lip as Max drove and wished for a week of alone time 

with him, figuring out togetherness in the same zip code. Our 

friends had rooted for us all last year, and I loved them for it. 

But I dreaded the attention, the expectation— their eyes like 

spotlights on a relationship I didn’t want to perform. Max 

parked on Tessa’s street, the driveway already full of cars, and 

I wiped my palms on my dress.

“They’re out back,” I told him.

The McMahon house was the kind of fancy that included 

landscape lights on a stone path, which we followed toward the 

pool. Our friends’ laughter f loated above the tall wooden 

fence— Kayleigh telling a work story to guffaws and Whats?! 

Outside the gate, Max turned to me. “Ready?”

It was rhetorical, I knew. Was I ready to make our entrance 

as Max and Paige, Couple? I hadn’t even kissed him yet, and 

this would be our last minute alone for the next few hours. He 

was watching my face closely enough to see my hesitation.

Of all the places I’d imagined kissing Max Watson again, 

“a dimly lit side- yard with our friends nearby” was not in 

the Top 100. I’d envisioned that cinematic passion, frantic 

mouths— the way we’d kissed the first time.

But instead, I looked up at a boy who was being so care-

ful, reading me slowly. His hand on my cheek— the whir of 

my heart, almost pained by anticipation. He leaned down most 

of the way and paused. Giving me a beat— letting me choose, 

and I did.

I’d been worried about remembering how to do this. But 
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that wasn’t relevant, as it turned out. I’d never kissed anyone 

like this, like Max right now— familiar but entirely surpris-

ing. I gripped his shirt to steady myself, relaxing once he got 

an arm around me.

When we pulled away, dazed, I bit both my lips, shy after 

such intensity. Sure, we’d flirted from afar all summer. But I 

had almost a year of friendship muscle memory, and being so 

obviously into Max felt a bit embarrassing, a side of me he 

didn’t know.

“Okay,” I said, smiling. “Ready.”

Max blinked at me, then nodded back up to the car. “Well, 

now I think we should definitely ditch these guys.”

I laughed and opened the gate.

Our friends were bunched around the patio table, hands 

reaching into snack bowls. Laurel with a white captain’s hat 

over her waist- length box braids and Tessa on her lap, wearing 

yellow water wings. Morgan lounged in a purple halter suit 

and green capris, an homage to fellow lily-pale redhead Ariel. 

Kayleigh was luminous in a long seafoam- green wig. Malcolm 

and Josiah were pirates in tricorn hats, and Ryan made a shorter, 

broader Gilligan in a red polo. A few of Laurel’s friends who 

hadn’t left for college yet sat together, in everything from foam 

lobster pincers to some kind of anime costume.

“I’m guessing we missed a theme here,” Max whispered.

Before I could apologize for blanking on that part, Morgan 

spotted us. “Hey, there you are! . . .  Oh my God! Wait! What?”

“I brought a plus- one,” I said. “Hope that’s okay.”

Every head snapped in our direction, where Max stood 
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with a hand in his pocket, casual as could be. Our friends 

became a f lurry of arms and shrieks. Tessa got there first, 

nearly plowing Max over.

Considering that she was my best friend and he was my 

boyfriend, Tessa and Max’s friendship didn’t really have much 

to do with me. They had taken to each other right away dur-

ing a shared lunch period, bonding over snobby music tastes 

and dry humor. While I spent my June scampering between 

purple- flagged buildings in New York, Max and Tessa carried 

on, at record shops and lunches they sent selfies of. I liked the 

idea of them together at home, even when I felt vaguely sick 

with missing them.

“Interesting,” I said as Tessa pulled away from him. She 

had her blond curls in a low ponytail, a style she’d taken up 

this summer. “I recall no such greeting when I got home from 

New York.”

“Well, that wasn’t a surprise!” Tessa huffed. Morgan 

squeezed him with a side hug.

“Pasta did you good, Max- O,” Kayleigh said, sizing him 

up. She’d highlighted her cheeks with a mermaid palette, 

reflecting like a prism on her golden brown skin.

Max pretended to doff his cap, but I could feel him go 

squirmy. Even with all that confidence, he sometimes faltered 

under the attention of my adoring friends.

“Excuse me,” Laurel said, hands on her hips. The pose 

showcased the temporary tattoos Tessa had ordered: glittery 

boats on Laurel’s dark brown arms, sailing toward an anchor 

and a pinup mermaid. “It’s my party and I’m last in line?”
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Max gave her a good solid hug. “Came home early to see 

you off.”

“Yeah,” she said, laughing. “Just me, I bet.”

Max greeted Laurel’s friends and Malcolm, a friend of his 

since elementary school. I knew Malcolm through QuizBowl, 

and was pleased that he’d started hanging out with our friends 

this summer, bringing his boyfriend, Josiah, into the mix, too.

Laurel’s gaze slid from Max down to me, then back. “This 

is wild. Like that very satisfying moment in Concentration.”

We must have looked confused, because she laughed. “You 

know, the card game? Trying to remember where all the cards 

are so you can match them? I finally got the pair together!”

“But no costumes?” Ryan chided. “Boo.”

He swung an arm around Max’s neck anyway, drawing 

him into the fray. After everyone was settled in back around 

the table, Tessa stood up. She cleared her throat and raised her 

glass— a girl Gatsby, presiding over the festivities.

“To Laurel King and her reign at Northwestern, which 

begins tomorrow. You will . . .” She paused, searching Laurel’s 

face for the right word. “Dazzle them.”

The apples of Laurel’s cheeks went rounder because, well, 

Tessa was proclaiming this from firsthand experience. I’d never 

seen Tessa so grandiose, baring her heart. When she looked 

around, she seemed briefly surprised that the rest of us were 

still there. “To Laurel!”

I was close enough to hear Laurel whisper, “Thanks, baby,” 

and I f lushed at the grown- upness of it. Max had called me 

Janie almost as long as he’d known me, a reference to the shyer, 
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eldest Bennet sister. I could never imagine him calling me 

“baby”— it was . . .  sexy, or something, in a way I couldn’t 

imagine Max seeing me.

Shortly after, Ryan cannonballed into the water, and Tessa, 

never to be outsplashed in her own pool, followed behind. 

Everyone else eased in, but Max and I sat near the shallow 

end, our bare feet pale in the water. Last year, he’d nudged 

me back toward swimming, an attempt to help with what had 

become a full- blown drowning phobia after Aaron’s death, 

and it didn’t go well. I’d needed to jump back in on my own. 

But when I did, I wore Max’s belief in me like wings.

He leaned back, one arm stretched behind me, and I moved 

close, my right leg warm against his left.

“Hey.” His eyelids looked heavy, jet lag catching up 

 with him.

“Hi.” I nodded to the other side of the pool. “Happy to be 

back with this bunch?”

“Happy.” The way he looked at me when he said it— with a 

sigh and the slightest smile. Being together was like sharing 

a docking station, finally able to rest and refuel. “But feeling a 

little underdressed. I mean, Kayleigh ordered a wig for this?”

“Oh no. She’s had that for years. Sixth- grade Halloween, 

I think?” Kayleigh had collected illustrations of Black mer-

maids since childhood— something her mom started and her 

aunts continued. They swam in their framed kingdom above 

her desk, near Kayleigh’s rainbow of volleyball ribbons and a 

Polish- style paper chandelier her babcia made. “Mermaids are 

a thing with her.”
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Max smiled, unsurprised to hear it. “My life had so much 

less whimsy before I met you all.”

“You were missing out.”

He looked over and said, seriously, “I really, really was.”

How to explain why I kissed Max Watson, for the third 

time ever, in full view of our closest friends? I don’t know. 

I couldn’t not.

Brake, I warned myself. Slow it down. Hadn’t I seen how 

love could pulverize someone? Didn’t I still have to tell him 

what next year might have in store? Instead, I rested my hand 

on his chest, electricity conducting up my arm.

My heart blew through the red like a girl in a convertible, 

already gone.





EMERY LORD



The fans scream for her, but they don’t really know the girl 

on the magazine covers— the girl with the guitar and the easy 

smile. Her given name is Delilah, and they think she goes by 

Lilah. But anyone who really knows my best friend calls her 

Dee. They think she’s seventeen, and she is. But she never 

acts seventeen. She acts either thirty years old, like a com-

posed professional, in record- label meetings and interviews, 

or twelve years old, with me— giggling like we did back when 

she still had braces, back when our summer plans  were noth-

ing more than sleepovers and swimming at the pool. They 

think she wrote the songs on this album while getting over a 

breakup. But they’re wrong. She’s not over it. Not even close.

On the side of her tour bus, there’s a ten- foot- tall picture 

of Dee surrounded by a field of wildflowers. The shot cap-

tures her hand midstrum against a twelve- string guitar. 

C H A P T E R  O N E

Nashvi l le  to  Charlot te



2

Next to the picture, “Lilah Montgomery” is scrawled in a 

cursive font meant to mimic Dee’s handwriting. Fans wait in 

line for hours to get that same signature on posters and 

T-shirts. The newest album is called Middle of Nowhere, 

 Tennessee, and the title song has been number one for two 

weeks already. It’s an upbeat song— a happy one, but it was 

written more than a year ago.

Middle of nowhere, Tennessee,

Exactly where I want to be.

Our initials carved in the old oak tree,

And every road takes me back home.

Middle of nowhere, Tennessee,

Dancing on the porch, you and me.

This is where I was born to be,

No matter how far I may roam.

The song, like so many others, was written for Jimmy.

I feel out of place  here, in the expansive parking lot 

behind Muddy Water Rec ords, outside Nashville. This is the 

starting point for Dee’s summer tour, and all three passenger 

buses are lined up, waiting to take us on our way. Dee wafts 

within the crowd, making cheerful introductions between 

the families of her band and crew, all  here to say good- bye 

before the buses depart. I’m hanging back, waiting for her, 

when I sense someone in my peripheral vision. Someone who 

is not so subtly staring at my legs. There’s plenty to see, since 

my hemline is pushing the limits of public decency.
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“Hey,” the guy says, eyeing me in an over eager way that 

makes me feel embarrassed for him. “Are you part of the 

backup band?”

“Sure.” This is a lie. I smirk, but it’s forced. I’m not in 

the mood, not after the month I’ve had. Besides, he’s not 

my type. Neatly trimmed hair, tucked- in polo shirt. One 

glance at him and I’m repressing a yawn.

“I’m Mark Tran,” he says. “I’m the assistant lighting direc-

tor for the show.”

“Reagan  O’Neill,” I reply. Then I launch the grenade. 

“I’m seventeen.”

It lands. Boom. My new friend Mark pinkens as he mutters 

something about it being nice to meet me. You can only have 

so many guys hit on you before it gets terribly, almost insult-

ingly boring. My appearance and collection of tiny clothes 

are like flypaper, drawing in good boys and bad boys, boys 

younger than me and men old enough to be my father. Their 

reactions make it easier to tell the difference between the 

harmless guys and the ones who are venomous— the ones who 

will make it sting. But sometimes they fool me.

Dee greets her violinist’s mom with an enveloping hug. 

The woman looks startled, her eyes widening over Dee’s 

shoulder. My best friend is a hugger, with arms like an 

unhinged gate. At the mere thought of embracing strangers, 

I cross my arms, which triggers a splintering pain in my left 

wrist. I’m wearing my leather jacket despite the early June 

humidity, hoping that no one notices how tightly the left 

sleeve fits over my blue cast. The per sis tent ache feels like a 
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reminder that I  can’t keep making bad decisions without 

breaking more pieces of myself.

“Reagan,” Dee calls, waving me over. “You ready?”

I walk toward her, my tall shoes thudding against the 

asphalt. This sound is my touchstone, and it follows me any-

where I go. Unless I’m sneaking out of the  house. In that case, 

I use my bare feet to dodge the creaky stairs. Today I chose my 

heeled motorcycle boots to go with a summer dress made of 

thin floral- print cotton. Contradiction suits me.

Dee signs a few more autographs for the family members 

of her band and crew as we try to move toward our tour bus. 

One girl looks eleven or twelve, and she’s trembling like she’s 

had espresso injected into her veins.

“I think you’re the prettiest person in the  whole entire 

world,” the girl says as Dee signs a photograph of herself, 

“and I listen to your music, like, every single day.”

Though I’ve seen emotional fans with Dee before, my first 

thought is: This is so weird. Dee  doesn’t think it’s weird. With-

out a moment of hesitation or a look of confusion, she squeals 

a thank- you and hugs the girl, who clutches on to her, stunned.

To her fans, Dee is the best friend they’ve never had, and 

I guess that part isn’t so weird. Dee’s the only real friend I’ve 

ever had— the one who comes running even though I’d never 

admit I need someone by my side. She jokes that she keeps 

bail money in her nightstand; I joke that she’d be my one 

phone call. Only I’m not joking. She would be.

Dee hooks her arm through mine as we walk toward her 

family. I already said good- bye to my dad, standing on the 
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porch of our farm house before Dee’s mom picked me up. I 

didn’t want to do the drawn- out, forlorn farewell, because 

neither of us is forlorn. We both know we need a break. He 

needs a break from my causing trouble and bickering with my 

stepmom, and I need a break from . . .  well, from my  whole 

life, really.

I stay back, crossing my arms again, as Dee hugs her 

dad— a long, clinging hug that reminds me that leaving isn’t 

so easy for her. Mrs. Montgomery is hugging Dee’s aunt Peach, 

who is our summer chaperone. After Peach boards the tour 

bus, Mrs. Montgomery waves me over, and I uncross my 

arms. The casted one aches, of course, but I don’t let myself 

linger on that anymore.

“You girls are going to have such a fun summer.” She 

clasps her hands against my shoulders. “I  can’t wait to hear 

about it.”

To her credit, Dee’s mom  doesn’t admonish me to behave 

or warn me not to get Dee in trouble. No, Mrs. Montgomery 

has never been like that, even though I probably deserve it. 

She hugs me as she always does, like I’m her own daughter.

“You call if you need anything, okay?” Dee’s mom whis-

pers as she releases me. This is such a mom thing to say when 

leaving a daughter at summer camp or at college or, I suppose, 

on a concert tour. It’s nice to have someone say it to me.

Beside me, Dee crouches down, pulling both of her little 

brothers into one big hug. She whispers something to both 

of them, and they nod obediently in response. When she 

stands back, her eyes are glistening with tears.
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“None of that,” her mom says. “We’ll see you opening 

night. You won’t even miss us.”

That’s not true. Dee would love to have her family on 

tour, but her parents think it’s important for her brothers 

to stay grounded in reality. They’re in elementary school, 

and they should have summers of cannonballs into the 

pool and makeshift lemonade stands. They should have 

a childhood that’s based on more than their sister’s fame— a 

childhood like Dee’s.

Now Dee’s mom holds her close and says something in 

her ear. Advice, I suppose, or an affirmation of how proud 

she is. Mrs. Montgomery is a songwriter for a big label on 

Music Row, but she’s never been a performer. She filled 

their  house with Emmylou Harris and Johnny Cash, and 

she showed Dee by example that she could make her very 

own music. Dee’s parents never pushed her toward this career, 

but her DNA twists into bars of music instead of double 

helixes.

With one last squeeze, Dee untangles her arms from her 

mom’s neck. She exhales deeply, linking her pinkie with mine. 

“Let’s do it.”

So, with Dee glancing behind us one last time, we step 

into our home for the next three months. My laptop and 

camera bag are already on board, and my one massive suit-

case is packed in the undercarriage of the bus. Dee designed 

the interior of the bus herself. Both sides are lined with long 

leather couches— cushy and deep like the one in her parents’ 

living room. One couch sidles up to a retro dining nook while 
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the other ends near the compact kitchen area, which is com-

plete with a sink and a well- stocked refrigerator.

I plop down on the right- side couch, cozying against the 

throw pillows. Dee had them made with a floral fabric to 

look like the wildflowers on her album cover. There’s a full- 

size bed in the back, where Peach is already lying down, and 

two bunks tucked into the bus’s side wall.

Dee nestles into the couch across from mine, turning so 

she can look out the tall windows at her family. They  can’t 

see her, but she presses her palm against the glass. Her other 

hand rests on the couch, lingering near her two ever- present 

cell phones: one for personal contacts and one for work calls. 

The personal phone holds only a few numbers.

Everyone in the crowd waves as the bus lurches forward. 

Dee waves back even though no one can see her but me. The 

bus driver honks the horn a few times, and just like that, 

 we’re on our way to everywhere. Dee keeps looking out the 

window, watching as the scenes of downtown slide into images 

of our small town on the east side of Nashville. The snap-

shots of home pass us by— the wide trees and fields of crops 

and little  houses, each with its own American flag. Outside, 

the sky is darkening, and so is Dee’s mood. She’s wringing 

her hands absentmindedly, smoothing a fingertip over her 

polished nails.

Real- life Dee  doesn’t have shiny pink nails. She has dirt 

under her fingernails from playing with her little brothers. 

She’s still in full makeup from the press conference earlier, 

and, with false eyelashes too dark for her fair complexion, 
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Dee looks like a higher- contrast version of herself. Her blond 

hair is in loose waves that end exactly at her shoulders, the 

same cut and style as my own. The only difference is that 

Dee’s natural coloring looks like an American landscape—

country- sky- blue eyes and hair the color of Tennessee wheat 

fields, golden strands with darker undertones. My hair is 

nearly black, and I have jealous green eyes. In a fairy tale, 

she’d play the good fairy. I’d be the evil witch’s screwup sec-

ond cousin.

Dee’s working through something in her mind, hugging 

herself as one hand toys with her necklace. The necklace 

is her trademark talisman— a thin chain with a tiny horse-

shoe that rests right on the hollow of her throat. Jimmy gave 

it to her for her fourteenth birthday, and she’s never played a 

show without it. The necklace suits Dee so perfectly— the 

gold color and the simple, delicate charm— that it seems 

intrinsic, as much a part of her as the tiny scar on her chin or 

the freckles across her shoulders.

“Hey,” I say, finally figuring out why she’s so preoccupied. 

“That reporter from earlier . . .  she  doesn’t know anything. I 

think her hair was proof of that.”

Dee tries not to smile, but she  can’t help it. I like to think 

of myself as the dev il on her shoulder, happy to say the things 

that she’s too polite to think. “I don’t want it to be like this, 

you know. Missing him makes me feel weak and pathetic.”

“I know.” When she talks about Jimmy, she almost never 

says his name. She  doesn’t have to. He’s the “him” in every 

sentence that really matters; he’s the “he” in every song.
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She shakes her head. “I brought this on myself by writing 

the songs that I wrote. Of course they  were going to ask. I 

just have to take it.”

Thinking back to this afternoon’s press conference, I bite 

down on the insides of my cheeks— a habit I’ve developed 

since I quit smoking last month. The media session, held in 

the event room of the record label’s building, was mostly 

uneventful, but one reporter got pushy.

“Your first album was all about falling in love,” the 

reporter said. “This album seems to be mostly about heart-

break. Can you speak to that?”

Dee’s smile stayed glued on, but I know sadness swelled 

in her lungs. In interview prep, Dee’s publicist quizzes her 

with painful questions like they’re multiplication flash cards. 

I knew she could handle this question, but she looked so 

diminutive up on the platform, sandwiched between her 

bulky manager and her towering publicist at a long table.

“Eh,” Dee answered smilingly, trying to sound casual. 

“I didn’t want to be seen as a one- trick- pony songwriter, so I 

focused on something other than falling in love— falling out 

of love.”

That’s another thing the fans have wrong about her. They 

think she’s a celebrity, and she is. But she’s also a real girl, 

one who fake- smiles until she can close her bedroom door 

and sob.

“Did you recently end a relationship that caused you heart-

break?” It was the same reporter, butting in without being 

called on. My noncasted hand gripped into a fist. “Perhaps a 
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long- term relationship with a high- school boyfriend, as it’s 

been rumored in the tabloids?”

Behind the microphone, Dee caught her smile right 

before it dropped to the floor. “The only relationship I’m in 

is with my guitar.  We’re still very happy together; thank you 

for asking.”

Laughter spread through the crowd of reporters. Even 

Dee’s sour- faced publicist, Lissa, almost smiled. Dee moved 

on with press- conference pleasantries, but my edges are 

harder than hers and always have been. She forgives, forgets, 

moves on; I smolder quietly like embers, waiting for just 

enough fresh air to rage into a wildfire. Needless to say, that 

reporter better hope she never comes up against me. I grew 

up in a minefield of mean girls, and their snarky shrapnel 

made me bionic. Now I’ve got a stockpile of verbal ammuni-

tion and a grudge against anyone who crosses Dee.

Dee sighs and slides over to my couch, still with the same 

solemn look on her face.

“Reagan, I  can’t tell you how much it helps to have you 

 here.” She’s the only person I know who can say sentimental 

things and still sound completely real. She glances toward the 

back of the bus and says in a quieter voice, “Peach is great, 

but it’s not the same.”

Peach is Mrs. Montgomery’s youn gest sister. When Dee 

was little, she  couldn’t say her aunt’s real name, Clementine. 

She called her Peach instead, and now everyone  else does, 

too. Dee takes after Peach, with her fair skin and naturally 
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blond hair. But Peach is taller, with straightened hair and 

feathery bangs.

I smile at her. “I  wouldn’t have missed it.”

Actually, I almost did miss it. My dad was reluctant to let 

me spend my summer traveling the country on a tour bus 

with only Dee’s twenty- six- year- old aunt as the chaperone. 

He isn’t much for parental mandates, so I assume that my 

stepmother was pulling his puppet strings. Fortunately, they 

both hated Blake, the guy I was dating at the time, and would 

have done anything to put distance between us. They finally 

agreed to the tour when I mentioned college applications. I 

plan to use the tour as a way to add to my photojournalism 

portfolio. By summer’s end, I should have shots from all over 

the country.

For me, this summer is more than a pleasant detour; it’s a 

necessary diversion. For the past year, I’ve been stuck in the 

life of a normal ju nior in high school, passing the time with 

people I don’t especially like at parties that aren’t especially 

fun. So I made my own fun, and it did not go very well. 

Meanwhile, Dee has been performing at award shows, shoot-

ing magazine covers, and completing the Middle of Nowhere 

album.

Peach emerges from the bedroom area in the back of the 

bus. When Dee opened for the band Blue Sky Day last year, 

she needed a guardian to accompany her on tour. Dee’s par-

ents  couldn’t come because of her brothers, so Peach volun-

teered. She wound up dating Dee’s banjo player, Greg, which 
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explains her eagerness to join up on this tour as well. Dee 

requires very little supervision, so Peach spends her time 

hanging out with her boyfriend and fielding phone calls from 

Dee’s management team.

True to form, Peach is holding a magazine. She keeps up 

with all the gossip websites, too, checking for articles about 

Dee. I’m always tempted to read what people say about Dee, 

but my temper  can’t handle it.

“Thought you might want one.” Peach smiles as she hands 

me the open magazine. “It’s not out till next month, but we 

got a few first- run prints for approval.”

“Thanks,” I reply before she retreats to the bedroom. 

I examine the front of the magazine, which happens to be 

a favorite of mine. I never would have thought Dee could 

land the cover of Idiosync; she’s the first country artist ever 

deemed cool enough for it. The magazine’s aesthetic is edgy 

and urban, which is how I’d describe my own sense of style— 

but never Dee’s. In the picture, she’s wearing red ballet flats 

and a tight navy blazer over a white collared shirt and jeans . . .  

while riding a mechanical bull at a Nashville saloon. Instead 

of some trying- to- be- sexy rodeo- girl pose, Dee’s holding on 

with both hands, head tilted back and laughing. She looks 

taller than her petite stature— only one inch taller than 

me— and it makes me wonder if other people in magazines 

are smaller in real life. BUCK THE MAN, the title screams. 

Dixie darling Lilah Montgomery talks prep- school style, small- 

town roots, and bucking off pop music.

Dee grins at me, pointing at the bold- font headline. “Lissa 
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is not happy, so, naturally, I’m thrilled. She’s making them 

change the title of the article.”

Most of Dee’s “look” has been a bickering match with 

her publicist at some point or another. The wardrobe battle 

raged on for months. Dee has a very specific sense of style, 

which is inspired mostly by the old movies she watched 

with her mom when she was little— shrunken blazers; girlie 

skirts or modest, colorful dresses; and delicate ballet flats. 

When Dee was starting out, Lissa fussed that her style was 

“too collegiate for our target demographic.” The record 

label wanted her in cowgirl boots, but Dee refused. After 

her first album, Dee was offered a promotional deal for 

J.Crew’s new teen line. Lissa’s eyes spun like a slot machine 

landing on dollar signs, and she never mentioned Dee’s cloth-

ing choices again.

I skim the article, hoping the interviewer played nice. 

Idiosync mocks clichés, which is why I like it, but if they 

made fun of Dee, I’ll have to cancel my subscription and 

send anonymous hate mail.

Country chanteuse Lilah Montgomery is everything you 

expect and a  whole lot more that you don’t expect. She is a gig-

gly blond gamine, she is affably coy about her personal life, and 

she is unpretentious to the point of eating a messy cheeseburger 

in my presence. In the two hours I spent with Lilah Montgomery 

at Smokin’ Pistols Saloon in Nashville, she proved sweet as 

pecan pie. But this rising star will raise her voice, all right. Just 

ask her if she plans to veer her upbeat country- gone- folksy song-

book toward the pop music scene.
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“Never,” she insists. Her voice carries vehemence, a resound-

ing finality that defies the usual public- relations doublespeak. 

“No, let me rephrase that. I won’t change the way I write music; I 

won’t change my subject matter or add bass beats or refrain from 

using a banjo and harmonica in my backup band. But if people 

who enjoy pop music also enjoy my music, wonderful. I’m thrilled. 

But I won’t compromise who I am as an artist or songwriter.”

Industry critic Jon Wallace calls her a “musician’s musician”—

an artist focused on instrumentation, on perfecting complicated 

harmonies and pioneering her own sound. Lilah cites Patty 

Griffin, Joni Mitchell, and Dolly Parton as her biggest musical 

inspirations, though her music is pointedly more cheerful than 

her inspirations suggest. Where does that extra spark come from? 

Her mother— songwriter Laura Montgomery.

While I read, Dee’s spinning her work phone in the palm 

of her hand without looking at it. Instead, her gaze shifts 

around the tour bus as if she’s tracking the flight pattern of 

an aimless gnat. When Dee’s mind darts around, her eyes 

do, too.

“Hey,” I say. “Relax.”

“Yeah, yeah.” She waves her hand at me. “I’m relaxed.”

This would be a lie no matter when she said it, even in 

her sleep. The first time I saw a diagram of nerve endings in 

my biology book, I thought they looked like tiny, splayed- 

out hands or the bird’s-eye view of a leafless tree. I’m pretty 

sure Dee’s nerve endings look like coiled springs.

“Terry texted me again. He won’t give it up.” Terry, her 

manager, is relentless.
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“Which ‘it’?”

“Performing ‘My Own.’ Not gonna happen.” She taps her 

fingers on her phone, standing her ground.

The song is an upbeat power house, complete with hand 

claps in the chorus.

On my own, you’ll see,

This ain’t no Les Miserables.

I’m wild and free and I’m seventeen,

And I’ll make it my job

To show you how good my life can be;

Ain’t no pain in my alone.

I’m happy to be just little ol’ me,

And I’ll make this world my own.

She thought if she could write a song about being happy 

without Jimmy, maybe it would become a self- fulfilling 

prophecy. That plan didn’t work, but her label loved the song 

enough to put it on the record. Dee cares deeply about hon-

est per for mances, and she  can’t make herself prance around 

stage while singing a lie to her fans. When Dee refused to 

include “My Own” in the tour set list, Terry’s face looked like 

an oven- baked ham— pink and almost steaming.

The sky is nearly dark now, smudges of clouds across an 

inky sky, and the bus window reflects my image back to me— 

the sharp collarbones that have long been my least favorite 

feature, the wavy hair that’s hard to manage without the use 

of my left hand. But, worst of all, behind thick black eyeliner, 
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my eyes look tired. And I am tired— weary, even— but at 

least I’m  here, hiding in Dee’s life until I can handle my own.

As we barrel toward North Carolina, I take in the last 

glimpses of Tennessee that I’ll have till late August. I don’t 

think I’ll miss Nashville, except maybe the country sky 

at night, the way every centimeter is flecked with stars. It’s 

something I could never capture in a photograph, the huge-

ness of the universe and the smallness of everything  else. 

When Dee and I  were little, the world seemed so vast— so 

impossibly, frighteningly vast that we could never make it 

our own.

Does the sky go on forever? Dee asked me the summer we 

met. We  were lying on our backs in the cool grass, facing up. 

She’d gotten a book of constellations for her eighth birthday, 

and we  were using it to search the sky.

Yep, I told her. It’s called infinity.

Infinity, she repeated. There was a pause as I traced Ursa 

Minor with my finger, and I could feel her looking over at 

me. Do you think we could be friends for infinity? she asked.

After a moment, I said, Yeah. I’m pretty sure we could be. 

She linked her pinkie with mine, our secret signal, and the 

planet spun on beneath the starlight. These days, the world 

 doesn’t seem nearly big enough to outrun our problems.

My eyes follow a blinking airplane light, and its steady 

path leaves me thinking about how far  we’ve come. It’s no 

secret that Dee has come a long way from the middle of 

nowhere, Tennessee, but, as the cast on my arm reminds me, 

I have, too. The difference is: I still have a lot farther to go.



I’ve been to Dee’s concerts before, of course, but never like 

this. Nothing is like this. We spent yesterday at the concert 

hall, as Dee and the band did a final dress rehearsal, but now 

this place is a never- ending fun  house of Dee look- alikes. 

Younger girls stand with their moms alongside countless girls 

our age in matching outfits— blazers and  horse shoe neck-

laces and ballet flats. I even spot a decent number of good- 

looking guys. I’ll come back for them when I’m done with 

my phone call.

I’m hunting for a place quiet enough to wish my dad 

a happy birthday because even Dee’s dressing room is too 

noisy. When I mentioned that I was stepping out to call my 

dad, I pretended not to notice Dee’s freshly waxed eyebrows 

lift in surprise. She recovered quickly, though, and gave me 

an encouraging smile.

C H A P T E R  T W O

Charlot te
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Of course Dee  doesn’t expect me to check in with my 

dad. My family life belongs in the lyrics of a bad country song. 

My mom walked out on us when I was eight, and my dad 

took it badly. He moved the two of us from Chicago to his 

hometown of Nashville, presumably to be closer to the Jack 

Daniel Distillery. Even though he quit drinking when I was 

twelve, enough damage had been done. I was mad at my mom 

for abandoning us and mad at him for abandoning me emo-

tionally. Not even Dee’s good influence could keep me from 

trying to hurt my parents the way they hurt me. At least that’s 

what my court- appointed therapist thinks, and I hate to admit 

that she’s probably right. I also hate to admit that she’s court- 

appointed.

My track record started with mouthing off in seventh 

grade and skipping a few study halls in eighth grade. Fresh-

man year of high school, I flirted with se nior boys and made 

out with them in their cars, just to feel that rush of it all. I 

snuck out of the  house to parties, where I smoked, drank bad 

beer, and needed Dee to help me home. After Dee left on 

her first tour, I lost my virginity to a guy I barely knew, which 

was an experience that’s barely worth remembering.

An underage- drinking charge sent me to court last fall. I 

tried to laugh it off when I told Dee, who sighed into the 

phone from what ever city she was in at the time. I hardly 

said a word during the sentencing, but somehow the judge 

dubbed me a charity case. She gave me a community- service 

requirement and mandated therapy to rehab my attitude. I 
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set myself back on the straight and narrow, or I tried, at 

least. But then I met Blake during my community ser vice. 

He made everything worse.

My list of offenses runs long, and I’m not proud of any of 

them— except maybe the time I outran a cop while wearing 

stilettos. But things changed in April, and so did I. I’m trying 

to get my act together, but I  can’t be someone I’m not. I still 

flirt with boys to get what I want, and I still crave the occa-

sional cigarette. I’m just not as bad as I used to be.

I turn another corner, only to find even screechier girls at a 

merchandise counter. This is getting ridiculous, so I stop dead 

when I spot a door that says AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. 

After glancing around for security guards, I decide to autho-

rize myself. I look official enough; I have my most expensive 

camera and my tour pass around my neck. The latter identifies 

me as ALL- TOUR VIP REAGAN  O’NEILL, complete with a grim- 

faced picture. I  wasn’t ready when the guy took the photo, 

the hallmark of someone who is better behind the camera 

than in front of it. Turning the doorknob, I see that it’s the 

back end of an empty conference room. Perfect.

“Hey, Dad,” I say as soon as he answers the phone. “Happy 

Birthday.”

“Thank you, darlin’.” He sounds surprised that I bothered 

to call. “How’s everything goin’ so far?”

“Good.”

“Good,” he says after a moment. “You sound tired. Are 

you tired?”
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“Yeah.  We’ve been up since five o’clock this morning.”

He chuckles. “Well, now, I don’t think you’ve been up 

that early since you  were a baby.”

I want to say that I’m often still up at 5 a.m. without his 

knowing it, but I trap the words inside my mouth. That was 

the old me, and the new me is still learning.

“Is she ner vous?” My dad adores Dee— of course he does. 

Any parent would.

“A little. Mostly excited.”

“Good.  Can’t wait to hear about it.” There’s a pause, and 

he asks, “You stayin’ out of trouble?”

“Yes, Dad.” I can practically hear Brenda feeding him the 

questions. “So far I’m hanging out with Dee or sitting around. 

That’s it.”

“Well,” he says, “thanks for checkin’ in.”

“I’ll call in a few days,” I promise, and then he says a hello 

from Brenda. I swallow hard. “Hi back.”

After I hang up the phone, I’m surprised to find that I actu-

ally miss my dad. I have no siblings and no mom, so he’s my 

only real family.  We’ve had our rough spots, but he’s worked 

hard to change. He’ll show his sobriety chip to anyone, and he 

turns down drink offers with a smile and a “No, thank you— 

five years sober.” He’s always wanted people to know, to keep 

him accountable and understand that they could talk to him if 

they  were having the same kind of struggle.

I sneak back out the door I came in and make a beeline 

for the nearest group of hot guys. They’re standing in line for 

Lilah Montgomery merchandise, although one guy is already 
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wearing Lilah apparel of his own— a homemade T-shirt that 

reads: MARRY ME, LILAH!

Making sure my press pass is front and center, I make my 

way toward him. The shirt will make Dee laugh, maybe even 

ease her nerves. His gaze bounces from my cleavage to my 

face, as if he noticed but won’t let himself look— a decent guy.

“Hey,” I say coolly. “Mind if I get a shot of your T-shirt?”

“Not at all.” He looks pleased. With his arm around one 

of the girls in his group, he puffs out his chest and gives me 

a big grin. He’s a clean- cut blond, medium height, with an 

easy smile. If Dee had a type other than Jimmy, this guy 

would probably be it.

“Thanks.” I rest my camera back around my neck. “She’ll 

like it.”

“You know her?” he asks. All his friends quiet down, 

watching my face. One of the girls glances at my tour pass. 

“Wait. Are you ‘riding top down with Reagan’ Reagan?”

I shrug, nodding.

Dee penned my name into the lyrics of her first single, 

“Open Road Summer.” She wrote it when we  were freshmen, 

daydreaming about our summers once we turned sixteen. No 

offense to her dad’s old convertible and the back roads of our 

hometown, but the reality of our open road summer is better 

than Dee could have imagined. The song means a lot to me, 

even if it’s weird that thousands of people sing my name.

“What’s she like?” another guy asks.

I don’t know how to answer that, so I smirk and tell him, 

“She’s all right. Enjoy the show.”
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They call after me as I walk away, asking if they can meet 

her. I ignore them and flag down a little girl dressed up as 

Dee, complete with a short blond wig and a plastic toy gui-

tar. I’m not much for kids, but this one is cute. The little girl 

poses next to her mom, hand on her hip.

“I’m going to show her these pictures before she goes 

onstage,” I tell the girl after snapping a few shots.

She gasps, wide- eyed. “Will you tell her my name is 

Olivia?”

“Sure.”

Over Olivia’s head, her mother mouths, “Thank you.”

“No problem.” They both squeal as I walk away. If I’m 

being honest with myself, I’d probably wish for a mother like 

that— a mother who could have taken me to concerts, gotten 

excited about the things I was excited about. That would 

have been nice, though I’d settle for any mother who didn’t 

leave.

After a few more pictures of beaming fans, I make my 

way backstage. Everyone rushes around, pushing past one 

another in a frenetic blur. I find the greenroom door, where a 

woman with a panicked expression and a walkie- talkie 

nearly plows me over. Dee’s family is on their way out, 

and her youn gest brother has a poster board tucked under 

his arm.

“Hey, sweetie,” Mrs. Montgomery says, swiping my cheek 

with a lipstick peck as she passes by. “How ya doin’?”

“I’m good. Is she okay so far?”

“She’s great. You gonna stand in the front row with us?”
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“Yeah, but I’ll watch the first few songs from side stage 

for the camera angle,” I say, lifting the camera from my neck. 

“Let me get a picture before you go.”

Her brothers hold up the poster—WE LOVE YOU, SIS in big 

block letters— while her mom and dad wrap their arms 

around each of the boys. They beam as I capture the image, 

but one second later, Mrs. Montgomery dabs her knuckle at 

the corner of her eye, intercepting a tear.

“Sorry,” she says, laughing. “Allergies.”

Dee’s youn gest brother chimes in. “She’s very emotional 

about this concert.”

“You, hush.” Mrs. Montgomery laughs. “He repeats every-

thing he hears, I swear. See you out there, darlin’.”

Inside, Dee’s wrapped in a robe I bought her two Christ-

mases ago, in full makeup, hair done. People buzz all around 

her at a speed that feels like fast- forward, but she sits still in 

a director’s chair, looking at her reflection. Her expression is 

quizzical, as if she’s searching for something in her own eyes 

and  can’t quite find it.

I walk up behind the chair and touch her shoulder. She 

startles, glancing up at me.

“You okay?” I frown at her, unsettled by the expression I 

just saw.

She smiles, but her chest is rising and falling too fast. 

“I feel like I’m floating outside my body, like this isn’t really 

happening.”

Her hand is at her throat, twisting at her necklace. She’s 

not blinking enough, panic prying her eyelids open. Either 
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that or she’s concentrating all her energy on holding up thick 

false lashes. “They’re all  here to see me.”

Most of the time, Dee seems in awe of her own life, as if 

she’s tripped and fallen into it. But it isn’t randomness or 

luck that got her  here, and I wish she knew that.

“Hey,” I say. “You’ve done this a hundred times.”

“Not as the headliner! I’m it!”

I have to stifle at laugh. “Do you think all those people 

 were trying to buy tickets for a Kira King concert, but— 

oops—how did they wind up at this Lilah Montgomery 

concert?”

She rolls her eyes, but the absurdity of my comment 

must have resonated because the creases in her forehead 

relax.

Looking at Dee, I  can’t hear the din of the people bus-

tling around us. The world goes quiet as I watch her face, 

moments from one of her biggest dreams coming true. I lift 

my camera and take a picture before she can swat me away.

“At least take one of both of us,” she says. I hold the cam-

era up with my good arm— a total photographer no- no—and 

grin as it clicks. When we survey the final product, it looks 

like two normal best friends. And we are, I guess, outside of 

my police record and her superstardom.

“Frame- worthy,” Dee decides.

“Hey.” I click back to the picture of the little girl in the 

Dee costume, posing next to her mom. “You have to see this.”

Dee laughs and presses the zoom button. “Oh my gosh. 

So cute.”
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“Her name’s Olivia.”

“Lilah,” a production assistant says. “It’s time. The local 

opener’s on in five.”

Dee nods, glancing at me. “I guess this is it.”

“Guess so,” I say as she stands up, taking another deep 

breath.

She slides off her robe to reveal her first outfit of the 

night— a bright- red dress with cap sleeves. Dee hugs her arms 

around my neck, channeling all her ner vous energy into an 

uncomfortably tight squeeze. Quietly, she says, “Infinity?”

“Infinity,” I agree as she releases her grip on me.

“See you after,” she calls, and then the assistant whisks 

her away. I put my camera back around my neck and glance 

around. Nearby, Peach is talking to one of the venue manag-

ers, explaining something that requires counting on her fin-

gers so he’ll understand. I click a few more pictures of the 

bustle backstage, capturing images of the backup band tun-

ing their guitars and performing their preshow cheer.

I see it all through the lens of my camera— the flurry of 

movement, the venue staff in black T-shirts, giving orders 

into their headsets. As I take it all in, my mind weighs the 

texture, the composition, the possibility of each changing 

scene, and I struggle to hold back, to keep my finger from 

pressing too soon. That’s my biggest flaw as a photographer. 

I’m impatient—trigger- happy. I want the shot now, now, now, 

click, click, click, and if I could just wait a second more, the 

moment would really flourish.

From the wings, I watch as Dee’s band begins the first 
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song. Even though I know the exact moment she’ll enter, it 

still makes my skin prickle. The opening chords break into 

the first verse, and her silhouette rises from a hidden com-

partment in the stage. At the sight of Dee’s outlined form, 

the audience erupts. Screams and whistles lift toward the 

high ceiling, so powerful that the roof could pop off like a 

champagne cork.

Dee struts to center stage, singing into a handheld micro-

phone. Now the crowd starts singing along and clapping. 

Behind Dee, the huge screen bursts into an image of blue 

sky. She throws her  whole body into the music, tossing her 

hair around. Despite the enormous stage, she looks tall, this 

tiny girl who can fill a venue with thousands of people and 

her own music. You’d never know that her nerves are zap-

ping like electrical wiring gone wrong.

Halfway through the concert, I sneak out to the VIP area, 

which is the floor space right in front of the stage. While I 

wait, I snap a few pictures of Dee’s brothers, who are wear-

ing big headphones to protect their ears from the huge amps. 

Mrs. Montgomery catches me lurking and waves me over 

with a wide grin. Dee reenters the stage— this time in a dif-

ferent dress, and the crowd reignites.

“Isn’t this amazing?” Dee’s mom yells to me over the 

cheers.

Dee takes a seat on a stool in the middle of the stage with 

her guitar and starts strumming chords. Her  horse shoe neck-

lace glints in the light of the stage.

“This song is called ‘Old Dreams.’ It’s for my mama, and 
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for all the girls who came  here with their mamas tonight— 

especially Olivia.”

This is what I could have told the guy from earlier, the 

one who asked what she’s like. Amid the jitters of her first 

opening show, Lilah Montgomery remembered the name of 

the little girl who dressed up like her for this show—that is 

what she’s like.

I wish I could see Olivia’s face, wherever she is in the 

crowd. I imagine her shrieks of joy, how she’ll run into school 

to tell her friends. I wonder if her mother feels the same joy, 

watching her daughter. The same joy all over Mrs. Montgom-

ery’s face. I wonder if my mother thinks of me at all, wher-

ever she is.

For the rest of the concert, I’m rapt as though I’ve never 

heard these songs before. The first ending comes quickly, 

and then an encore. When Dee returns to the stage, the 

background screen changes to a field of wildflowers. Guitar 

in hand, Dee sings about where we met all those years ago—

the middle of nowhere, Tennessee.

With a full  house and a full heart, my best friend strikes 

her final pose— arms raised high, head thrown back. She’s 

doing it, like she always said she would.

The memory comes barreling back to me, from three 

years ago. I  wasn’t surprised that the school counselor called 

me down to her office to “check in” only a few days into fresh-

man year. Gossip had been following me around since I was 

in middle school, when a gaggle of mean girls started a rumor 

that I was anorexic. By the time I hit a C-cup in eighth grade, 
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they  were saying that I’d gotten implants, that I was an aspir-

ing porn star, that I was a slut. Any time I missed school for a 

dentist appointment, I returned to rumors that I was cutting 

class to fool around with a se nior. I was the girl who had no 

mom, the girl whose dad was not so anonymously in Alcohol-

ics Anonymous. Even the school counselor believed the 

rumors about me might be true. I could tell she was fishing 

around for information about the gossip du jour— that I’d 

hooked up with a teacher. I was fourteen and had only kissed 

two boys ever. Plus: ew. A teacher?

I sighed, shaking my head at the counselor. “Look, Mia 

Graziani started that rumor to deflect attention from her 

own problems. I don’t want to gossip, but . . .  frankly, I’ve 

seen her throwing up in the bathroom twice this past month, 

so . . .  either pregnancy or bulimia. Poor girl.”

It was a total lie, and I almost felt bad about it. But I 

hated Mia. I hated her for choosing me as the subject of her 

cruelty. I hated her more for bringing out the viciousness in 

me. This  wasn’t who I wanted to be, but how many times 

can a dog get kicked before she bares her teeth in return?

I retreated to the girl’s bathroom as the bell rang. I went 

into the stall where “Reagan  O’Neill is a whore” was written 

on the back of the door. In black Sharpie, I spelled out exactly 

where Mia Graziani could shove it. It  wasn’t long before I 

heard the creak of the door and soft footsteps.

“Reagan . . .” Dee always sounds like her mom when she 

uses her calm voice. “C’mon. Come out.”

I complied by kicking the stall door with all my might. 
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Dee winced at the sound of the metal door slamming against 

the wall and then surveyed my vandalism. She was holding the 

bathroom pass from the class we  were both supposed to be in.

“They’re just jealous.”

“Why would they be jealous?”

“Because you’re beautiful and smart. They know it. You 

make them insecure.”

“Yeah, right.” I scowled, kicking the door again, though 

with less force this time.

Dee caught the door with one hand before it could hit 

the wall.

“They’re mean to you, too, you know,” I said. They called 

Dee “Frizz” behind her back and talked about her songwrit-

ing contract with air quotes, like they didn’t believe it was 

real. But it was still unkind of me— attempting to drag Dee 

along the low road with me. Her cheeks flinched, trying to 

frown, but she  wouldn’t let them. Even then, Dee was strong. 

Not in the loud, brassy, I-am- woman way that some girls are. 

She was strong then the way she’s strong now, in a quiet but 

irrepressible way.

“Yeah, I know,” she said finally. “But my mom says the 

best revenge is living well, and I believe her.”

And now— arms high and pyrotechnic sparks shower-

ing the stage beside her— she’s proving her point. I believe 

her, too.
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   In the Year of Kings 554, the moun tain city state of Duke’s 

Forest was beset by a myster i ous vapour. It started out 

as little more than a few wisps of grey cloud, eman at ing 

baffl   ingly from the earth of the lower town, ruining the 

towns folk’s garden crops. But gradu ally, month by month, it 

grew – vapour became mist, and mist became fog, and the 

fog, even tu ally, became a storm cloud.  

  Inside the cloud, a trav el ler could expect to encounter 

fl ashes of light and rumbling noises, sudden gusts and squalls 

of thin, pois on ous rain that stung bare skin. And some times, 

like the eye of a storm, the cloud appeared to sleep – as still 

and immut able as the moun tain itself.  

  In the fi rst two years, trade was crippled, domestic 

animals sickened, the rose gardens of the upper town were 

ruined – yet the cloud, insa ti able, crept uphill towards the 

castle at the moun tain’s summit. By the start of the third 

year, the moun tain was swal lowed up entirely … and that’s 

when the Pestilence came.   

  At the start of the fourth year, the Duke shut and chained 

the city gates, declar ing a state of quar ant ine. After six 

years, the people of Duke’s Forest, ravaged by disease, cut 

off  from the outside world and shrouded from the sky, had 

sunk into isol a tion and despair.   

  Duke’s Forest: A History    

xiii
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               PROLOGUE 
 A Cryptling            

   Before the storm cloud  

 Lena swept the last of the dust into her sack and stood up 

tall, wiping a grimy hand across her fore head. Her brass 

lantern fl ickered across the crypt’s rough- hewn walls as 

Hunter slunk past, a twitch ing rat hanging from his jaws. 

He dropped it and purred at her, before savaging the poor 

creature’s torso. The largest mouser prowl ing the crypts, 

Hunter was vicious, ginger and appar ently immor tal. For 

the hundredth time, Lena wondered why he’d picked her 

bed in which to sleep, leaving dubious gifts of rodents and 

birds at its foot. 

 Lena tied the dust sack shut and hoisted it over her 

shoulder, casting one last look at the empty, fresh- polished 

sarco phagus where the body would be laid in the morning 

for its last rites, the Descent. Her stomach twisted and she 

swal lowed hard as bile rose in her throat. Earlier in the 

after noon, she’d been allowed to watch while Mortician 

Vigo prepared the body in one of the special rooms beneath 
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the gardens. She had managed – but only by digging her 

nails hard into her palms – to stop herself from faint ing. 

 The dead man’s Ancestors lay all around, stretch ing into 

dark ness. Now, attuned to the scent of the morti cians’ 

special preserving oint ments, Lena picked out sharp herbal 

smells beneath the ever- present musk of her world. The 

tomb itself was relat ively small, and while noble famil ies 

had the luxury of indi vidual sarco phagi, the stone ma son’s 

family – like most others – had cut long body- shaped 

niches into the walls, one over another, or shared two bodies 

to a resting place. Husband with wife. Sister with brother. 

Baby with mother. 

 Each body’s empty eye sockets had been sewn open, 

their eyes replaced with smooth rocks painted as eyes, or 

some times glit ter ing gemstones. Mortician Vigo said that 

the Ancestors were sleep ing, but Lena didn’t think so. They 

were staring at the ceiling, at the fl oors of the living world 

above. Waiting. 

  Waiting for what?  

 A chill ran down her spine. She touched her fore head, 

lips and heart in the old sign of rever ence. When she’d been 

very little, the Ancestors had frightened her – she’d had 

night mares about the staring stone eyes, about the way the 

older corpses’ fl esh and skin were shrunken and leath ery, 

but their hair as thick and lustrous as the day they died. 

How, from certain angles, even the oldest of the Ancestors 

looked like living people lying in the dark. But now she was 

eleven, almost a grown-up, and she wasn’t afraid of anything. 
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 Hunter mewed and Lena nearly jumped out of her skin. 

 I’m not afraid of anything , she reminded herself fi rmly, calming 

her racing heart. 

 ‘All right – let’s go,’ she whispered to the cat, after a deep 

breath. ‘It’s a long walk back.’ 

 She tried not to hurry as she started down the passages 

under the upper town, leading to the network of small 

cellars beneath the castle that the cryptlings called home. 

You weren’t meant to hurry – it wasn’t respect ful, Mortician 

Vigo said. Hunter weaved through her legs, in and out of 

the lantern light, very nearly trip ping her up. 

 For a time, everything was quiet and ordin ary, the only 

sounds the occa sional scuttle of a rat, or the snap of one of 

the mousetraps Lena had set out on her way down – the 

cryptlings and the cats were supposed to keep the vermin 

at bay. But as she drew further through the cobwebbed 

passages, she started to hear some thing strange … a voice. It 

grew louder, gradu ally: a low, rhythmic murmur, drift ing 

from some where up ahead. 

 Lena frowned and stopped. Who else might be down 

here in the dead of night? As far as she knew, the 

stone ma son’s was the only funeral tomor row, and she 

was the only cryptling on duty. No one else was allowed 

down here. 

 Suddenly she was frightened. She fl icked off  her lantern 

and stood in the dark for a few moments. She didn’t like the 

thought of being seen – didn’t like the way people’s eyes 

settled on her, on the black mark on her cheek. She felt 
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Hunter slide past her legs, hurry ing ahead impa tiently, as 

she stood listen ing in the quiet. The voice carried on – 

distant and musical. A sad song, perhaps … or a poem. But 

Lena couldn’t make out the words. She wondered if they 

were in another language. 

 She continued down the famil iar passages in dark ness, 

trail ing her fi ngers along the wall, her foot steps silent in the 

padded canvas slip pers they had to wear in the crypts. The 

voice grew closer, louder as she neared the passages she knew 

were directly beneath the castle itself, where the noble 

Ancestors and their house holds were interred. But she saw 

nothing – and after a time, the voice stopped. 

 Her heart beat faster. Somehow the silence and dark ness 

were more unnerv ing now that she knew someone, some-

where, was sharing them with her. And that’s when she saw 

it: the fl icker of light. She clutched tightly to the iron handle 

of her lantern and to her dust sack, half- convin cing herself 

to run. Cold sweat broke out across the back of her neck. 

 At fi rst, she wondered if it was a trick of her eyes in the 

dark – she’d known it to happen before, green- purple 

shapes bloom ing like strange fl owers, disap pear ing and 

re-form ing at a blink. But this was real, she saw, as it grew 

closer – a clumsy, winding speck of light, fl ut ter ing on and 

off , bright then dim. A … butter fl y? 

 She watched, her heart hammer ing. She’d never felt so 

terribly alert, every sense sharp, nearly painful. 

 The creature was made of metal – fi li gree wings, a 

smooth brass body. It landed on the edge of a sarco phagus 
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nearby, its wings gently rising and falling, rising and falling, 

like the breath of a tiny animal. 

 It was beau ti ful. 

 Lena set down her things and stepped closer. The light 

eman at ing from the creature’s body was fl ick er ing, like a 

sput ter ing candle. She reached out to touch it … but hesi-

t ated, fi ngers outstretched. 

 All the rules Vigo had ever told her ran through her 

mind at once, like a fl ock of startled birds.  Don’t reveal your 

face above ground. Don’t touch anybody, espe cially not anybody who’s 

not a cryptling. Don’t touch the Ancestors, except as your duties 

demand. Don’t touch the grave goods. Don’t touch anything. To 

other people, Lena, you are dirty. Everything you touch is sullied.  

 And yet … she’d never seen anything so beau ti ful. Lena 

stopped think ing. She reached out and cupped the butter fl y 

in her hands. She felt its delic ate legs like feath ers on her 

palms. It was incred ibly light and made a faint whirr ing 

sound like a watch as its wings fl uttered weakly. 

 Suddenly its little light extin guished and the crypt 

was plunged into dark ness. Lena shivered. The creature was 

silent and still, the slight warmth quickly fading from its 

body, as if it had never been. 

  Is it broken?  

 She waited a few moments more, her heart in her mouth. 

Somewhere, she could hear hurried foot steps, a voice 

calling – but if they were search ing for the butter fl y, they 

were moving in the wrong direc tion, some way off  to her 

left. Lena opened her palms and ran her fi ngers along the 
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butter fl y’s body. Its wings were fully outstretched, and she 

liked the feel of the fi li gree patterns against her fi nger tips. 

It was strangely sooth ing. 

 But the butter fl y didn’t belong to her. She should drop it 

here and go home. 

 Even though her mind had decided, her body didn’t 

move. She shouldn’t take it, should she? She couldn’t. If 

anyone found out she had removed anything from the 

crypts, she’d be in trouble. Even if she hadn’t found it on a 

body, it was still grave goods. Who would believe her when 

she said it had been fl ying towards her, as if it had chosen 

her, as if it had  wanted  her to take it? 

 Somehow it didn’t matter: the determ in a tion was already 

harden ing in her heart. She wasn’t allowed to have things 

of her own: even her clothes were shared hand- me-downs, 

her soft shoes worn thin by other cryptlings’ feet. And above 

ground, she knew, the un-Marked chil dren of the upper 

town had rooms fi lled with toys and trinkets – and even 

clothes that only they had worn. Except for the dark birth-

mark on her cheek, she wasn’t any diff er ent from them. So 

why shouldn’t she have the butter fl y? She felt her breath 

quicken. It was only one thing. Such a small thing. She’d 

keep it secret of course. She’d never tell a soul. It would be 

some thing hers and hers alone – her only posses sion. Was 

that so much to ask? 

 Lena slipped the metal creature into the inside pocket of 

her habit, picked up her lantern and sack, and carried on 

through the tunnels.  
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      Sixth year of the storm cloud  

 Lena ran until her lungs felt close to burst ing, her feet 

thump ing, sliding on the steep cobble stone road, down the 

peak of the city towards the walls and the forest beyond. 

 The Justice’s words rang loud in her ears. 

  You have been found guilty of mage craft.  

 The storm cloud was all- encom passing, a thick, pois on ous 

gauze cling ing to her clothes, obscur ing her path. 

  I sentence you to die.  

 Islands of muffl  ed light trembled in the gloom – a lit 

window here, a patch of fading sunlight there. Her feet 

thumped into grey ness, invis ible. 

  The hounds will eat your fl esh . 

 She could hear them – howling, growl ing. Had they 

fi nished off  Vigo? Or had they grown tired of his old 

fl esh, now lusting after hers? He’d bought her time, but it 

was all for nothing. Tears stung her eyes as she pushed 

herself faster. 

   ONE 
 The Hounds  



8

  Your bones will lie bare under the sky, banished from the sacred 

crypts.  

 She could never outrun them. Nobody could. At seven-

teen, she was far from the young est to have fallen under the 

hounds’ vicious teeth; you only had to see the chewed- up 

remains at the foot of the city walls to know that. But there 

was a chance – just a chance. She had to try. 

  Your soul will never join the Ancestors, will never feast on the 

glories of ages past, will never guide the fates.  

 Lena found herself down in the lowest tier of the city. 

The fog was thicker here. She stumbled to a halt, suddenly 

unable to breathe, a crush ing pain in her side. Pulling up the 

neck of her habit to cover her mouth and nose, she felt tears 

welling behind the glass of her shield- eyes. 

  You will be dead, in this world and the next.  

 A howl broke the gloom, then a chorus of howls, swiftly 

followed by fren zied barking; the hounds were gaining. No 

time to cry. She turned and ran, harder than ever, hobnailed 

boots clack ing against the pave ment. 

 Soon the city walls loomed above, a small bone crunch-

ing under her foot. She felt sick, but pressed on round the 

curve of the wall, desper ately scan ning the base where the 

dark stone met the bone- littered ground. The gates had 

been locked for two years, bolted with broad beams of oak, 

ivy grown over the rusted locks – but nearby … Vigo had 

told her … 

 Lena scanned the rotted under growth for the outline of 

the old rose bush – and found it, her heart no more than a 
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hollow, fl ut ter ing thing in the back of her throat. She could 

so easily have missed it alto gether, a tangle of bare thorns 

almost lost among the skeletal remains of its neigh bours. 

Parting the branches with her thick leather gloves, she 

spotted a slight dip in the earth. So small. 

  I used it as a child , he’d said, in the few moments they’d 

had together before the hounds.  I would slip out into the forest 

to play when I was supposed to be at my lessons. It was before 

my … deform ity.  

 She’d shaken her head word lessly, clutch ing at his old 

arth ritic hands, the hands which had fi rst picked her up 

from the steps down to the cryptling cellars as a baby, 

wailing into the dawn. She’d been crying again, then. 

  Lena, I cannot run. But you might just be fast and small enough 

to escape.  

 It was her only chance. 

 Lena threw herself to the ground as the howls behind 

her grew in intens ity – along with the clink and scratch of 

claws on the cobble stones. She pressed herself under the 

bush, the old thorny stems snag ging at her habit and 

shower ing her with rot, and scrabbled into the musty dark-

ness beneath the wall. Curling her fi ngers as best she could 

into the damp soil, Lena pulled herself forward, wrig gling 

until her feet were almost concealed under the rose bush, 

the weight of the great thick wall bearing down over her 

head, dark and cold and ancient. 

 The gap was tight, her lungs constrict ing as she forced 

her shoulders further, her arms outstretched. She thought 
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she could feel a wisp of air from the other side – but it 

was then that a bark came from close quar ters, followed by 

a frenzy of growls, a snap ping of teeth. Something closed 

around the tough leather heel of her boot; a surpris ing 

strength pulled her back wards. Panic fuelled her. She 

gripped on to the wall’s slick under side with clawed hands. 

Her shield- eyes snagged on a root, the leather strap snap-

ping. She let them fall, kicked out hard and redoubled her 

eff orts, squirm ing frantic ally under the wall until she could 

see the light fi lter ing through the other side. She squeezed 

her shoulders forward and, with more diffi   culty, her hips, 

ripping the coarse mater ial of her habit. By this time, she 

had begun to sob – but somehow she forced her way out. 

 Lena staggered to her feet, half- falling into the forest. Her 

heart plummeted as she absorbed the sight confront ing her. 

The forest was a picture of decay, the trees visibly with er ing. 

A grey residue veiled their bark and occa sion ally bumped 

outwards in a strange fungus. The storm cloud was as thick 

as it was within the walls of the city, fl ash ing and rumbling 

between the trees. She thought of her shield- eyes, fallen 

under the wall – but where she had crawled, the hounds 

could surely follow: she couldn’t risk retriev ing them. She 

ran instead, stum bling over roots, slip ping on wet leaves. 

Here and there, a rotted trunk had fallen across the path, or 

a branch half- snapped from a larger tree threatened her head. 

 Gradually, the howls and barks faded alto gether, but it 

was a long time before Lena allowed herself to be certain 

she had not been followed – perhaps the dogs, penned for 
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so long within the city walls, had been spooked by the alien 

scents and noises of the forest. Or perhaps the hound mas ter 

had assumed her dead and called them off , or perhaps he’d 

feared losing them forever among the trees, as so many trav-

el lers had been lost before. In any case, she was pain fully 

grate ful. She slowed down, rubbed her sting ing eyes and 

caught her breath. She rested her hands on her knees for a 

moment, her heart beat slowing – and then she reached for 

the brass butter fl y she kept in the pocket of her robe. It was 

as big as the palm of her hand, warm from her body. Tracing 

the delic ate fi li gree of its wings, she felt her breath ing slow. 

 Whenever she held the butter fl y, she remembered how 

she had felt the night she’d found it – or rather, the night it 

had found her. She had felt wanted. Calm. Secure in the 

know ledge that she was worth some thing, because she had 

some thing of worth. 

 Out of the corner of her eye she saw a shape – a human 

shape, hunched at the foot of a tree. Her stomach convulsed 

and she ducked behind a rotten tangle of under growth, 

press ing her hand against her mouth to stifl e a rising scream. 

But the fi gure didn’t appear to have noticed her. The cloud 

shifted, altern ately reveal ing and conceal ing a long cloak, 

brown boots, large leather gloves. So still, so quiet, his 

hooded head resting on his chest. Sleeping? But she saw no 

move ment, not a twitch, no rise and fall of breath. Slowly, 

Lena real ised the man was dead. 

 She slipped the butter fl y in her pocket, stood up and 

walked towards him, her whole body still trem bling – but 
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gradu ally calming as she approached the corpse. She wasn’t 

afraid of the dead – not unless they … She shook her head, 

not wanting to think about it. No, it was the living who 

frightened her. 

 She crouched, examined a blade dropped near the body, 

glint ing in the faint evening light fi lter ing through cloud and 

trees. It was a short dagger, the hilt twined with a dragon 

motif in silver, its eye picked out with a green gem. Hardly 

think ing, she picked it up, slid it care fully into her belt. As she 

carried on, she real ised the man had been resting on the edge 

of a small clear ing. And she saw another body. A woman, her 

back turned to Lena, marked out by her perfectly preserved, 

long red hair, splayed in the mud. And another – a man curled 

up under his cloak by the blackened remains of a fi re. Without 

meaning to, she glimpsed his face, decayed and ghastly. 

 These bodies had been here for a long time. Had they 

been trying to reach the city? They were strangers, surely. 

What had killed them? 

 She didn’t want to wait to fi nd out. 

 She returned to the narrow path and carried on at a 

stum bling run. 

 After a time, it grew so late that she could barely distin-

guish the trees from the dark nesses in between – but soon 

she began to see other things, shapes in the fog twist ing into 

sugges tions of hands, eyes, mouths. She blinked, rubbing her 

eyes and cursing the loss of her shield- eyes. No one in Duke’s 

Forest would step outside with their eyes unpro tec ted – the 

toxic storm cloud caused visions if they were exposed for too 
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long. Every now and then, larger shapes loomed from between 

the trees, and she could not prevent herself from start ing 

back wards before they dissip ated, even though she knew they 

weren’t real. 

 She imagined the strangers’ bodies in the clear ing 

moving, rising up, follow ing her.  Don’t. Think.  But despite 

her stern thoughts, and the exhaus tion scream ing at her to 

stop, she quickened her pace. 

 Eventually, Lena could continue no longer. Her legs gave 

out, and she felt her fi ngers burrow into the mossy mulch 

of the forest fl oor. The hallu cin a tions were worsen ing. She 

knew she was vulner able out here – to  real  threats – if she 

wasn’t able to run. She remembered Vigo’s tales of the giant 

snakes and wild boar that infes ted the wood, and screwed 

her eyes shut against a wave of terror. She took a deep 

breath. She needed her wits now more than ever. 

 But the forest stretched in all direc tions, and she had 

long lost the road – how would she escape? And even if she 

were to fi nd her way out, what fate could a girl like her 

expect in the wider world? She felt for the birth mark on 

her cheek, several shades darker than the brown of her 

skin. Even the people of Duke’s Forest had regarded 

cryptlings – marked out by their various deform it ies – with 

a mixture of disgust and begrudging respect for their duties. 

Vigo had said the gods were cruel, their follow ers toying 

with danger ous magic. What would they make of her? 

What did they do to Marked people outside of Duke’s 

Forest? 
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 Would  they  try to execute her too? 

 Lena felt a sickly chill spread from her throat to her 

stomach as she considered the most terrible possib il ity of 

all: what if the storm cloud had swal lowed everything, 

leaving the city of Duke’s Forest the lonely centre of the 

universe? What if those people had been trying to reach 

Duke’s Forest to save them selves? 

 No – she could not give up. Lena opened her eyes and 

dragged her exhausted body upright once more, deter -

mined to continue, but now she was surroun ded, not by 

trees, but by a mass of people, each one of them turning 

towards her – each one of them famil iar. These were the 

dead of Duke’s Forest, the dead the Pestilence had taken, 

the dead she had helped to undress, wash and embalm, 

repla cing their eyes with the painted stones and glit ter ing 

gems that now bore into her. 

 She was a convicted mage, and an outcast, and the 

Ancestors were angry. 

 She stumbled back against a tree, touched her fore head, 

lips and chest in a silent prayer, her hand shaking. ‘Please …’ 

she managed, but the Ancestors’ hearts were hollowed out. 

The world turned black. 

 Lena had been sixteen the fi rst time it had happened, a 

year before the Justice had condemned her to die. She’d 

been helping Vigo embalm an old guards man, dead of 

the Pestilence, in one of the special prepar at ory cham bers 

beneath the castle’s gardens. Thick glass bricks had been set 
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in the ceiling, allow ing weak light – and the occa sional 

fl ash of the storm cloud’s blue- green light ning – to fi lter 

down on their delic ate work. 

 She had pulled up the guards man’s left eyelid to sew it in 

place with the curved needle and special white thread. Eyes 

were some thing of a specialty of Lena’s, with her slender, 

accur ate fi ngers – and although she had once hated the feel 

of the cold gems slot ting into empty sockets, in time she 

had come to fi nd it satis fy ing. 

 ‘Have you thought about what you’re going to do?’ 

Master Vigo had said, in the manner of one who had asked 

the ques tion a hundred times. He was in the process of 

remov ing and potting the organs, a special stone ware jar for 

each one. The smell of spoil ing fl esh fi lled the air, but Lena 

had grown used to it long ago. ‘You ought to. You’ve barely 

a year until you come of age.’ He deftly pulled the liver 

through the small incision he had cut in the body’s side and 

slipped it into the waiting vessel, already packed with the 

sharp- smelling preser vat ive oils and herbs. 

 ‘I haven’t thought about it,’ Lena lied, trying to sound 

dismissive. ‘A year is a long time.’ In fact, she’d been think-

ing about it a lot recently. She’d never chosen this life. The 

birth mark on her face had chosen it for her – or rather her 

parents had, whoever they were, when they decided to 

abandon her to the fate of a cryptling rather than raise a 

Marked child. 

 ‘It’s not, and you’re a fool to pretend you can put it off  

for much longer.’ 
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 Lena shrugged as she pulled the fourth stitch neatly through 

the thin skin of the lid. Vigo was a miser able old goat, but 

she’d come to love him, and she knew he was right. As she 

leaned forward to make her fi fth and last stitch, she felt the 

weight of the brass butter fl y in her pocket. Her secret, ever 

since she had found it fl ut ter ing in the cata combs. She knew 

if anyone saw it, she’d be accused of steal ing grave goods, a 

terrible crime for a cryptling – but somehow she couldn’t 

bear to let it go. It was the only thing she had. 

 ‘You’d make a good morti cian,’ said Vigo, limping around 

the body to inspect her work as she tied the thread and 

snipped it with a pair of small, sharp scis sors. ‘You’ve a 

steady hand, Lena – and you’re quiet, respect ful.’ She glanced 

up at him. She could tell his leg was hurting him today – 

the tension around his eyes and mouth showed itself in hard 

lines through his pale, papery skin. He had a wooden peg 

from the knee down to replace the limb they’d had to 

ampu tate, but no matter how hard Lena tried to fi nd him 

the right kind of padding, and the right sort of salve, the 

place where it met the stub was nearly always sore. 

 She smiled at him weakly and shook her head, setting 

down her needle. She couldn’t tell him the truth. She 

couldn’t admit that because every option involved working 

in the crypts for the rest of her life, she didn’t feel like she 

had a choice at all. Subconsciously, she touched the mark 

on her face, a black stain as big as a child’s clenched fi st. 

If it weren’t for the mark, she’d be ordin ary. Imagine. 

Where would she be now?  Maybe with my parents in a 
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mansion in the upper town, eating sweets and laugh ing …  Lena 

pictured strong sunlight spill ing through tall windows, no 

cowl to shadow her face. She tilted her head slightly towards 

the glass roof, imagin ing how the warmth would feel against 

her skin. 

 ‘Lena?’ Master Vigo shot her a concerned glance. ‘Are 

you all right?’ 

 ‘Sorry,’ she said, return ing her atten tion to her task, slot ting 

more of the white thread through her needle. It was stupid to 

fantas ise as she had done when she was younger. Life was 

diffi   cult for every one now: for a year, the city had been under 

quar ant ine. Instead of eating sweets in sunny rooms, half 

the people of the city were dead, rich and poor alike, and 

the other half lived in fear. As the cloud had deepened and 

darkened, strange fl ashes and rumbles disturb ing its noxious 

peace, the Pestilence raged through the popu la tion, spread ing 

its fever of hallu cin a tions and shivers that left each victim 

dead in a matter of hours. The disease had visited three 

times – always in the warmest months, as if it thrived on the 

meagre heat of a moun tain summer. It was September, and 

the latest fl urry of deaths was drawing to an end. 

 ‘Why not be a morti cian?’ Vigo went on, warming to his 

subject as he pulled out the intest ines. ‘People need us more 

than ever. We are busier than we’ve ever been. And the 

Justice knows he won’t fi nd any mages among our number. 

You’ll be safe here.’ 

 ‘The Justice,’ Lena whispered. ‘Yes … I am glad to be safe 

from him.’ Ever since the Duke had fallen ill, the Justice had 
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ruled the city with a cold, hard grip. Like most of his 

citizens, the Justice knew the unnat ural storm and Pestilence 

could have but one cause: magic. Unlike most of his citizens, 

the Justice had dedic ated his atten tion to search ing for the 

mage or mages respons ible. He was obsessed, the other 

cryptlings whispered, order ing his guards to search for evi -

dence of magic, burning the few magical books and toys in 

the city, his vicious hounds chasing suspect after suspect to 

an early, grue some grave at the city walls. Lena could hear 

the dogs some times, howling in the kennels at dawn, and 

the sound chilled her to the core. But the cryptlings, dedi-

c ated to serving the Ancestors, had never suff ered under his 

rule. The Justice  loved  the Ancestors. Since he’d accep ted 

the reins of power, the cere mon ies and rituals dedic ated to 

their honour had grown threefold – old prayers and cere-

mon ies resur rec ted, new ones inven ted. 

 Vigo slid the remains of food from the intest ines on to 

the fl oor, a system of fl owing drains trans port ing the waste 

out of the city. ‘But what do you say, Lena? Would you like 

to be a morti cian?’ 

 Lena wasn’t listen ing. All right, so she was safe down 

here – but it still wasn’t enough, was it? What if she wasn’t 

meant to be here at all? What if this was all some big 

mistake – like her parents had left her little basket on the 

steps just for a moment, and returned to fi nd it gone? Or 

she’d been swapped with another child by acci dent? What 

if there was some other life she should be living, some other 

place where she would belong? She didn’t feel like she 
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belonged here, that was for sure – and yet this was where 

she was trapped. She found her vision blur ring, frus tra tion 

trem bling her fi ngers. 

 ‘Why aren’t you answer ing?’ Vigo snapped. Quickly he 

tried to soften his voice, though he still sounded irrit ated as 

he packed the intest ines into their stone ware grave. ‘If you 

want to try some thing else, you only need say.’ 

 He’d misun der stood her silence completely. Lena felt 

instantly sorry: it wasn’t his fault she felt this way. She gathered 

herself together and spoke at last. ‘I would like to stay with 

you, Vigo, of course I would. I just wish … I just wish there 

were more options to choose from. Before the quar ant ine …’ 

She looked down at the corpse. One eye sewn open, one eye 

shut, his face was frozen in a grot esque wink. 

 Vigo sighed, sealing the intest ine jar with a deft twist of his 

swollen- knuckled hand. ‘Before the quar ant ine, you would 

have had the option to leave Duke’s Forest alto gether, is that 

what you’re saying?’ As he set the jar down and wiped his 

hands, he looked very old and tired, and Lena knew he 

under stood. 

 ‘No, I just …’ She shook her head. ‘This is my home, 

Vigo. But it some times feels like a prison too.’ 

 He sighed. ‘People like us are marked out for the life we 

lead, Lena – marked out by the Ancestors them selves. I 

under stand your frus tra tion. When I was your age, I wanted 

to see the world too – but what was I to do, as a cripple? It 

is cruel, in a way, the fate that we are handed. My parents 

aban doned me after my acci dent. I was a child of six, old 
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enough to remem ber who they were, to remem ber their 

love, our home, my broth ers and sisters, my name.’ Lena said 

a silent prayer of thanks that she had been so young when 

she was aban doned. It was easier not quite knowing what 

you had lost – and although Vigo spoke briskly, in his usual 

matter- of-fact tone, she could hear the pain beneath his 

words. ‘It is cruel,’ he carried on, his voice quick en ing, ‘to 

give it all up. But it is also an honour. Our famil ies abandon 

us, divest us of our names and sever our ties to our own 

blood Ancestors – but it’s only in order that we might serve 

 all  the Ancestors. Think on it.’ 

 Lena thought on it, but found herself wonder ing which 

of the corpses under the moun tain were related to her by 

blood – and whether she’d prepared a body for a grave that 

was an aunt, or a cousin, or a brother, without ever real ising. 

Had Vigo ever prepared one of his parents or siblings, 

recog nising their faces but unable to acknow ledge them for 

who they were? 

 ‘Ordinary people  never  see the Ancestors,’ Vigo con-

tinued, ‘except at funer als. Are we not blessed to be around 

them constantly? The work we do is the most sacred of all 

work. I have been here seventy years, Lena, and I feel my 

life has had purpose, and joy, and sorrow, as much as any 

other life. I had a wife for many years.’ His eyes grew 

suddenly watery and he turned aside. ‘I had a child.’ 

 Despite the sincer ity in his voice, the suppressed tears, 

she wasn’t in the mood to play along. Not today. ‘Seventy 

years in dark ness,’ Lena said, setting down her needle and 
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picking up the green painted eye- stone, not caring if she 

hurt the old man’s feel ings. ‘A wife and child who lived and 

died in dark ness. Sounds bad enough to me.’ 

 ‘It is not as if we never go outside, Lena,’ he snapped. 

 ‘Hidden under a cowl!’ she protested, grasp ing the eye- 

stone tightly, feeling it cold and hard in her palm. ‘We might 

as well be under ground. It’s like  they ’ – she gestured at the 

frosted glass ceiling, at the city above – ‘can’t bear to see us. 

Like we shame them. I don’t feel chosen at all. I don’t feel 

special. I feel the oppos ite of special.’ She turned to the 

opened eye, scooped out the eyeball with a spoon and 

slotted the gem in its place. She sullenly plopped the eyeball 

in a copper dish. 

 Vigo went quiet for a moment, studi ously tending the 

herbal mixture with which he would pack the dead man’s 

cavit ies, the whisper and rattle of the pestle and mortar the 

only sound in the prepar at ory chamber. In the silence, Lena 

grew to regret her words about his wife and son, who 

had died years before she was born, but she wasn’t sure 

how to say sorry. Eventually, Vigo apolo gised instead, his 

voice slightly unsteady. ‘I am sorry you feel this way. If not 

for the quar ant ine, you would have had the oppor tun ity to 

leave forever. But now …’ 

 ‘I never said I wanted to leave forever.’ Lena hung her head, 

feeling shame burn tight and hot in her chest. ‘I don’t. No one 

should have to face such a stark choice – to stay forever or 

leave forever. What kind of a choice is that? I just … I just 

want a  real  choice. I want to feel like I’m in control for once.’ 
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 She picked up her needle again and started to pull back 

the second eyelid to sew it into place. 

 That’s when it happened. 

 That’s when the dead man’s eye turned to her face and 

looked right at her, accus ingly. She felt the swivel of it under 

her touch. 

 She leaped back wards, drop ping her needle and thread 

and knock ing an urn of price less embalm ing oil with her 

elbow. It toppled and shattered. 

 Vigo looked at her as if she’d gone mad. 

 ‘He …’ Even as the words started to leave her lips, she 

swal lowed them. The man’s eye was dead and sight less once 

more. ‘I … I’m not feeling well.’ 

 It was true: she felt sick. She had imagined it. She  must  

have imagined it. Vigo sent her back to her cell and cleaned 

up the mess – despite his infi rm it ies – insist ing that she 

rest. Lying on her bed like a corpse herself, staring at the 

ceiling, she had felt terrible. She played the moment over 

and over in her mind. Even when Hunter had sat on her 

chest, purring like a furnace, she’d felt somehow detached 

from the world, trapped in that moment of horror.  Was  

she going mad? 

 Later, in the refect ory at dinner, she’d asked the other 

cryptlings if they had any stories – Ancestors moving or 

twitch ing as they were prepared … But it was the usual stuff . 

The hunch backed boy who sat oppos ite Lena told her he’d 

prepared a corpse that farted. The deaf girl next to her mimed 

how she’d watched as a dead man’s arm had risen up like a 
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balloon, and every one laughed. Lena nodded, smiling, pretend-

ing her exper i ence had been similar. It was true: the contents 

of bellies could some times fl ood the body with gas, and that 

could make a corpse move. She told herself that was what had 

happened. But deep down she knew it was diff er ent. Who 

had ever heard of gas moving eyes? And besides, the man’s 

eye had fi xed on her like he knew what she was doing – what 

she was  think ing . Gas couldn’t do that. 

 Next thing Lena knew there were foot steps, and she started 

from the forest fl oor, spit ting dead leaves from her open 

mouth, scram bling back towards the protec tion of the tree 

trunk behind her. A shadow began to emerge from the fog. 

Lena tried to raise herself to her feet, tried to run, but she 

could not, her legs cramped with cold. 

 The shadow solid i fi ed into a darker mass, holding a bulb 

of purple light. The fi gure stopped before her, as if Lena 

had been its destin a tion all along. She recoiled. There was 

some thing wrong with the face of this creature – a smooth 

brass surface with glassy black eyes and a gaping mouth. A 

faint  tick- tick- tick  noise appeared to emanate from the face, 

a cog turning some where at its jaw. Lena’s hands scrambled 

at the sides of the tree as she pulled herself upright, shiv er-

ing, and she hurriedly drew the knife from her belt. 

 ‘Get back!’ she managed shakily, swiping the blade 

through the air. 

 The purple light sped towards her, and Lena saw it was 

attached to the end of a long cane, which rapped the back 
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of her hand sharply. Her silver knife went spin ning to the 

ground. She snatched her hand to her chest, her knuckles 

burning. 

 This was no monster, she real ised, raising her eyes. The 

strange face was a mask, and the fi gure was a woman’s – a 

rich woman’s, at that. This she could tell by the velvet dress, 

cinched in at a tiny waist, the golden round talis man 

hanging almost to her stomach, the gold- tipped cane at her 

side and the slim kid- leather boots. Long fair hair had been 

wound into a tight coil at the top of the lady’s head. But she 

wasn’t just a woman. The light on her cane was no ordin ary 

lantern. How could it be? The light glowed not yellow, like 

fi re, but an unnat ural purple. 

  She’s a mage.  Lena’s stomach twisted in terror. 

 She watched as the woman observed her own clothes: the 

faded black habit, the cowl shad ow ing her face. The lady 

reached forward with her cane and pushed back the hood; 

the bright purple light smarted Lena’s eyes. She put the bulb 

of the cane under Lena’s chin, and turned it one way and 

then the other. Lena could feel a strange, mild heat burning 

inside the glass. Her heart hammered in her chest. The mask’s 

gaze seemed to linger on the dark birth mark on her smooth 

cheek – perhaps with disgust, perhaps curi os ity. 

 And then, through the grille over the mouth of the mask, 

a metal lic rasp said, ‘So you’re a cryptling. What are you 

doing here?’ 

 Lena was silent. 

 ‘I said, what are you doing here? What of the quar ant ine?’ 
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said the woman. ‘Speak now and tell me the truth or I shall 

lose my patience.’ She had an author ity to her voice that 

made Lena afraid  not  to answer. 

 She shook her head, trying to steady her senses. ‘I … was 

convicted of mage craft and sentenced to death. I escaped. 

The Justice …’ She trailed off , clench ing her fi sts as grief 

and anger over whelmed her. 

 ‘The Justice? What of the Justice?’ 

 ‘He’s been hunting mages since the quar ant ine. He thinks 

there are mages in the city, causing the storm cloud. And 

he convicted … me. He killed my …’ What had he been 

to her? A parent? A teacher? A grand father? ‘He killed my 

master. For trying to protect me. But before he was 

murdered, Vigo told me a way out.’ 

 ‘I see.’ The masked lady regarded her coolly, off er ing no 

sympathy, no apology. But she lowered her cane, and 

somehow Lena felt she under stood. 

 After a few moments, she found the courage to speak 

again. ‘I … please, I don’t know the way out of the forest. 

Can you help me?’ 

 The lady nodded slowly. ‘I will … but you must do 

some thing for me too.’ 

 Lena waited. What could she possibly do to help this lady? 

 ‘A man has been pursu ing me – you will fi nd him at the 

forest edge. His name is Emris. You are to tell him that I 

helped you. Tell him that I said he is mistaken, that I am 

inno cent.’ She rapped the side of Lena’s head with the cane. 

‘Do you under stand me, girl? Repeat it.’ 
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 Lena stammered and fl ushed with indig na tion. If she 

wasn’t so reliant on this stranger’s help, she’d have told the 

lady where to stick her cane. ‘I … I am to tell the man at 

the forest edge that you helped me, that he is mistaken and 

you are inno cent.’  Innocent of what?  she wondered. 

 ‘Good.’ The woman lowered her cane. ‘Now go. There 

are those in the world that do not come from Duke’s Forest, 

nor believe in its super sti tions.’ Her voice was heavy with a 

cold kind of pity. And as she walked past, she added, ‘Keep 

walking, mage, and follow the foot steps I have left behind. 

You will soon fi nd your way out.’ 

 Lena watched her slender fi gure fade into the shift ing air, 

the unnat ural purple light on her cane gradu ally swal lowed 

by the cloud.  Mage . A shiver ran through her and she 

clenched her fi sts tight to stop her hands trem bling. 

 She took a deep breath, swal lowed, and tried to relax a 

little. When she felt steady enough, she picked up the silver 

dragon- knife from the forest fl oor and slid it into her belt. 

Then she turned her eyes in the direc tion from which the 

masked lady had emerged.  Follow the foot steps . Lena had 

wondered how; in the dark ness, in the fog, she could barely 

see her hand in front of her face. But gradu ally, as she 

watched, the masked lady’s foot steps began to  burn . 

 A twist ing path illu min ated the under belly of the storm 

cloud in purple imprints, winding into the distance. And 

Lena knew she would never have found her way without it. 

The forest’s trick paths looped and disap peared and 

reappeared without rhythm or pattern, and the storm cloud 
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fl ickered blue and green between the trees, casting crazed 

shadows. But the foot steps were steady, trail ing far ahead 

until the thick en ing vapour reduced them to a blur, then a 

faint smudge of light. 

 Lena followed the path.  
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 By the time the masked lady glimpsed the tall wooden gates 

of Duke’s Forest, dawn lit the storm cloud a ghostly white. 

She heaved a sigh of relief. The journey had felt like an 

endless night mare. The hem of her cloak and long trail ing 

dress were smeared and spattered with mud, her left hand 

trem bling as it gripped the pommel of her cane. She had a 

gash on her ankle where she’d slipped against the loose rock 

of the foot hills. 

 At least she’d lost Emris somehow at the forest edge. 

She’d long since felt his pursuit fall behind, his pres ence 

slip ping from her senses. Sadness tugged at her throat. 

Would she ever see him again? Either way, she hoped the 

girl would deliver her message. 

 She stopped a few paces on, her heart sinking as quickly 

as it had risen. An enorm ous wooden gate loomed out of 

the storm cloud, fi fteen feet tall, the mossy stone walls slick 

and sturdy on either side. Ivy twisted its fi ngers over the old 

wood, the leaves sickened and grey, but the stems strong, 

damp and snake- like. The gates had been locked for two 

   TWO 
 Constancy  
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years, but it looked like longer. A worn sign had been nailed 

to the gate post, white paint stark against dark wood. She 

stepped closer to read it through the dense cloud:  UNDER 

QUARANTINE BY ORDER OF THE DUKE . 

 She drew up to the gate, laid her gloved hand against the 

chains threaded again and again through the central beams, 

and wondered what she’d fi nd on the other side. Quarantine. 

She remembered the articles in the papers two years ago, 

the shock on the streets as a whole city shut itself from the 

world. But yester day’s papers were trampled in the gutters, 

and people had soon forgot ten. Who really cared about a 

place like this anyway? A city on a moun tain, in a forest, in 

the middle of nowhere? 

 To her surprise, the metal of the chains felt tingling warm 

to the touch, even through the fi ne silken mater ial of her 

gloves. The chains were thrum ming with magic. 

 She adjus ted the wheel on the side of her mask. Her 

view of the world shifted: the phys ical world faded and 

blurred, the wood of the gates soften ing into a water fall of 

brown. Instead, the spell- scape came into focus, lending a 

diff er ent kind of sharp ness to the masked lady’s surround-

ings. The storm spell fi zzed in the air, encom passing her 

completely. If she glanced over her shoulder, she knew she 

would fi nd the shining, light ning- like paths – the spell’s 

veins and arter ies – which had allowed her to trace her way 

through the forest. If she glanced down at herself, she’d fi nd 

not a mere body but a weave of shining purple magic 

running in tandem with her blood, albeit fl ick er ing and 
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weak after her long journey. But there was some thing else 

here. Another kind of magic. 

 She gazed at the lock and chains, confused. A red glit ter-

ing magic protec ted the metal. She reached out to touch the 

lock with her hands, her magical senses follow ing, examin-

ing the work. It felt like armour – hard and unyield ing. A 

protec tion spell. The faded colour sugges ted the spell was 

old – perhaps it had been cast when the gates were locked – 

but it was clearly the work of an exper i enced mage. The 

spell was simple but bold and unusu ally strong. The colour 

also sugges ted a disciple of Jok – the warrior’s god. Whoever 

it was, they’d wandered a long way from home. 

 She frowned. The girl in the forest had told her the Justice 

was execut ing mages – and besides, Duke’s Forest was 

famously anti- magic. The masked lady knew that better 

than anyone. And yet it seemed a spell had been used to 

prevent the citizens of Duke’s Forest from escap ing. 

  Or, perhaps, anyone else from getting in . 

 Who had cast this spell to keep the chains from rusting, 

to keep the lock jammed tight? And had it been cast from 

the inside or the outside? How did the mage- girl escape? A 

weak ness in the wall some where? 

  You don’t have time for this. Not now. Just focus on getting inside.  

 She drew on her dwind ling reserves to unpick the spell, 

the tremor in her left hand growing more pronounced as 

she laid her cane against the chains and burned the red 

magic to frays. ‘Gods’ balls,’ she cursed, clench ing her fi st 

harder to steady the shaking. The old rusted metal shuddered 
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and glowed purple, the lock on the other side click ing open 

and falling to the ground with a thunk. The lady pulled the 

chain loose with her stead ier right hand, breath ing heavily 

behind her brass grille, and slipped through the slender gap 

she’d created. 

  Home sweet home , she thought bitterly. 

 Her ruined kid boots crunched on a pile of bones. She 

glanced around, turning the mech an ism on her mask to 

bring the scene into focus, the spell- scape shim mer ing into 

the back ground. A human skull stared back at her from a 

pile of detritus. And then she spotted a thigh bone. A ribcage 

still ragged with the remnants of fl esh. 

 She crouched down, picked up a medium- sized bone 

that must have been the upper part of an arm. Holding it up 

to the eyeholes of her mask, she spied tiny serra tions in the 

white. Chew marks. She peered through the shift ing gloom 

again, anger sharpen ing her vision. The mess of human 

remains pressed up against the gates as if they were still 

trying to escape. She glimpsed the tiny hand of a child. 

  A mage hunt?  The girl had told her the Justice had been 

convict ing mages, but she could never have imagined anything 

on this scale. On top of the Pestilence. She remembered what 

the mage- girl had said: this was the Justice’s doing. How had 

the Duke let this happen? 

 Dropping the arm bone, she stood straight, suddenly 

rein vig or ated. 

 She shut the gates – resealed them seam lessly by twist ing 

together the old magic. It was better this way. If anyone 
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checked, they’d never guess how she got in, or that she’d 

used magic to do so. 

 The lower town was almost unre cog nis able. Six years ago 

the shops had been busy, and bright market stalls were set up 

in the square. Now, it was nearly empty, black windows 

gazing out over slick cobble stones, the noxious cloud crawl-

ing in between. It fl ashed and fl ickered inter mit tently, blue 

and light green, and a rumble sounded close to her ear, start-

ling her. The storm cloud – yes, that’s what they were calling 

it. Peering at the inhab ited houses, windows glowing softly, 

she glimpsed ragged curtains, dirty blinds, gaps in door 

frames stuff ed with old rags.  Homes under siege . 

 The road to the top of the moun tain, to the castle crouch-

ing on its summit, was steep and ill- main tained – she stumbled 

several times, leaning heavily on her cane for support, relying 

on the  tick- tick  of the clock work in her mask to fi lter out the 

vapour and its eff ects. She passed through the upper town, 

whose mansions and grand houses appeared to be entirely 

aban doned. All the way up the moun tain side, the storm cloud 

lay like a slum ber ing beast stir ring in its dreams. Only as she 

neared the summit did it start to thin, the castle tower ing 

over head. By now she knew she was close to spent, a bead of 

cold sweat trick ling down her brow. 

 ‘Who goes there?’ Two fi gures stood on either side of the 

wrought- iron port cullis at the top of the narrow path, 

designed for defence. As she drew nearer, she heard the ring 

of two swords pulled from their scab bards, glimpsed a dull 

fl ash in the semi- dark ness. ‘Stop, in the name of the Duke!’ 
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 She obeyed, a few steps short of the port cullis. ‘Is this 

how you treat all your visit ors?’ she remarked drily. 

 Hurried foot steps approached, another fi gure emer ging 

from the gloom. The masked lady saw the hulk of a thick 

fur cloak, a sword hilt peeking from a shoulder- bound 

scab bard. ‘What’s going on here?’ 

 ‘An intruder, my lord,’ said one of the guards. 

 ‘I’m no intruder,’ she said, surprised at the strength and 

clarity of her own voice. She drew yet closer, and as a bank 

of fog passed by, clear ing the space between, the guards 

gasped. 

 ‘What kind of creature—’ 

 ‘Stay back!’ 

 Both raised their swords across their torsos, unbal anced 

in their haste. Beneath their peaked iron helmets, the 

masked lady saw the whites of their eyes. She hesit ated in 

confu sion, but quickly real ised their mistake – she could 

imagine how her clock work mask appeared to them: an 

expres sion less metal lic facade, a grim acing mouth and wide 

circu lar eyeholes, demonic in the grey daylight. 

 ‘Relax,’ she said. ‘It’s a mask. Here.’ Slowly, she undid the 

leather fasten ings and exposed her face, her skin tingling as 

it met the damp, cool air. In an instant, she felt her power 

weaken further. She tried to disguise the growing tremor in 

her hand, grip ping the mask tightly as the shaking passed 

before slip ping it into the special concealed pocket in her 

cloak. She focused on the wide court yard beyond the gate. 

The cloud was thin enough up here not to be an imme di ate 
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danger to her eyes, thin enough even to see some of the 

build ings around the court yard she’d raced across as a child, 

spin ning her hoop. She felt an unex pec ted stab of sadness 

and guilt. Now a wash er wo man was hurry ing into a narrow 

doorway with a basket of laundry, casting a curious glance 

over her shoulder at the commo tion. 

 The third, fur- cloaked fi gure stepped closer, right up to 

the iron gate, his face framed by the bars. She recog nised 

him instantly: his black curly hair the picture of his mother’s; 

his alabaster skin, now shad owed by the begin nings of a 

beard; his tired eyes a warm, dark brown. 

 She shook her head in disbe lief. He’d been a gangly boy 

of eleven when she’d left, but he’d grown into a hand some 

young man. 

 ‘Winton,’ she said softly. 

 At fi rst, he gazed at her, uncom pre hend ing. But as he 

studied her face, she watched shock and suspicion pass over 

his features, replaced by a kind of delight. ‘Is it really you, 

Constance?’ 

 She smiled. ‘It’s really me. I’m home.’ 

 As Winton shouted an order to open the portcullis, 

Constance real ised her arrival had begun to draw a crowd: 

a few servants gathered nearby, a black- liver ied valet loitered 

in a doorway, a lady leaned from her upstairs cham bers 

in curi os ity. The big iron wheel creaked and popped as it 

drew the gate up into the walls – others arrived, drawn by 

the sound. Visitors were clearly an uncom mon occur rence 

at the castle. Constance had never seen the court yard so 
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busy with people and yet so still: every one was watch ing, 

waiting. 

 Once the gate was raised, she stepped into the court yard. 

Winton stood in front of her, gazing at her face, his eyes 

shining. ‘For Ancestors’ sake, what happened to you?’ he 

cried. ‘I thought you were dead!’ And without waiting for 

her reply, he envel oped her in a tight embrace – so quickly 

she barely had time to tuck her left arm behind her back, 

out of the way. He was a half- inch shorter than her, but as 

she circled her right arm around his shoulders, she felt how 

broad and strong he had grown. 

 Across the court yard, a loud bang sounded, echoing 

strangely across the stones. Winton released her and turned 

round. Constance quickly spotted the source of the noise: a 

door had opened viol ently, thump ing against the wall. A man 

stood on the door step of the round, tall tower to the right of 

the gates – the north tower, she remembered – his rich velvet 

robes dishevelled, his eyes wild, his beard long, grey and 

tangled, his wrists pain fully thin. And he met Constance’s eyes 

with a wild gaze, hurry ing forward through the shift ing fog 

as if he knew her, his black cloak whip ping around his legs. 

 She squin ted. Did she know him too? 

 ‘My daugh ter! My daugh ter!’ he cried. 

 And suddenly Constance recog nised the stranger, her 

heart convulsing. 

 It was her father. It was the Duke. 

 She had to stop herself from fl eeing from him, and from 

the shock ing truth. 
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  My father is mad.  

 Six years ago, her father had been the sanest, most prac-

tical person she knew – sane to a fault. She remembered his 

level, determ ined gaze and couldn’t match the father she 

had known then with the spectre now rushing at her 

through the storm cloud. 

 Before he reached her, Constance glimpsed another tall 

man emer ging from the north tower as if in pursuit, his 

brown coat – the many- pock eted outfi t of a phys i cian – 

fl ap ping in his wake. 

 The Duke gazed at her – and for a second his dark 

eyes cleared. She felt confu sion drain from her body, 

replaced by pity and horror. And then his head bowed 

down, as if with the weight of heavy thoughts, and he 

buried his face in her neck, clutch ing her close, shaken by 

sobs. She felt the wet of his tears on her collar bone.  Is it 

really Father?  Constance suppressed a fl inch as the Duke’s 

bony arms encircled her tightly, and she held her breath: his 

white hair was greasy and foul- smelling. What did the 

Duchess think of this? Why had she not ensured he was 

prop erly cared for? 

 Gradually, she forced herself to return the embrace, 

meeting Winton’s eyes over her father’s shoulder. Her half- 

brother lowered his gaze. 

 After a time, she gently prised the Duke from her and 

turned to her brother. ‘Winton, where is your mother?’ she 

asked quietly. 

 He shook his head, and for the fi rst time she real ised he 



37

was dressed head to toe in black. ‘She … she died, not two 

weeks past,’ he said. 

 ‘I … I see.’ Constance was shocked, but she didn’t do 

Winton the indig nity of feign ing grief. The Duchess had 

borne little love for Constance, the daugh ter of the Duke’s 

previ ous wife. She’d been a proud native of Duke’s Forest, 

while Constance’s mother, Patience, had been a foreigner. 

The late Duchess was the daugh ter of a minor noble, 

while Patience had been born to one of the great famil ies 

of Valorian. And the Duchess had noticed Constance’s …  

strange ness  … before anyone else, and made sure that 

Constance never forgot it. Even so, her heart ached for 

Winton. She knew what it was to lose a mother. 

 ‘I’m very sorry,’ she said sincerely, squeez ing Winton’s 

shoulder. 

 The people who had gathered in the court yard were 

gazing at the small family reunion with mingled curi os ity 

and expect a tion. They looked like a crowd of ghosts fl oat-

ing in the air, up to their knees in a thick sea of mist. 

 ‘For those of you who do not know me, I am Constance 

Rathbone. Firstborn of the Duke. Heir to the Forest,’ she 

said, her voice loud and command ing.  A ruse . She felt weak, 

her blood pumping fast and shallow. She spied the brown- 

coated man who had followed her father pushing through 

the crowd, a determ ined expres sion on his face. He slipped 

into an open doorway nearby. 

 The Duke stood by her side, holding on to her right 

arm like a frightened child. As she spoke, his eyes fi xed on 
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her face, a wide, wonder ing smile on his lips. Oblivious to 

her trouble. 

 She clutched her cane with both hands to keep herself 

upright, feeling the strain in her gloves. The court yard was 

silent and solemn. 

 She forced cheer into her voice. ‘Come, is this to be my 

welcome? It has been six years since I was last home. We 

shall throw a feast tonight to celeb rate!’ 

 A few murmurs broke out, an uncer tain clatter of excite-

ment. Constance beamed, trem bling inside. ‘And tomor row, 

at midday, we shall hold a Witenagemot—’ 

 A door to the side of the court yard opened with a click 

and swung wide, the fog skit ter ing around it like an agitated 

animal. The man in the brown phys i cian’s coat held the 

door, closely followed by a taller, broader fi gure dressed in 

the King’s black milit ary uniform. He had straight silver 

hair tied fl aw lessly at his neck and a large mous tache. The 

King’s Justice. She felt her fi sts clench tighter. 

 At the Justice’s heels, a huge hound slunk into the court-

yard, growl ing at the gathered crowd. Constance recog nised 

the breed – identical to the hunting dogs in her father’s 

kennels. But it was white instead of the ordin ary brown or 

black, and enorm ous – its head nearly reached her waist and 

its body was corded with muscle. The hound’s right eye was 

a scar, a gash of shock ing pink against the creature’s short pale 

fur, while its left eye was a hideous, livid yellow. 

 From the corner of Constance’s vision, she caught sight 

of her brother smoth er ing a scowl. As the Justice stepped 
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towards her, the buttons on his black great coat gleam ing 

gold, disap proval naked on his face, the court yard fell silent. 

No whis per ings. No curious glances. No more murmurs 

of excite ment for a feast. Eyes fell to the ground like stones, 

and people shrank back from the hound, folding their 

arms as if afraid it might snap at their hands. Six years ago, 

when she’d left, the Justice’s role had been purely admin is-

trat ive – he was the King’s repres ent at ive, sent to oversee 

the royal taxes and the inter pret a tion of the law in Duke’s 

Forest, and to serve as an ambas sador of sorts. Constance 

remembered the previ ous King’s Justice, who had been a 

kindly and very elderly man with a penchant for cream 

puff s. He’d died of extreme old age about ten years ago, and 

they’d sent this one to replace him. He’d always been seen 

as strict, by compar ison. But glan cing between her father, 

the Justice, Winton and the people, it was suddenly clear 

that he was more than just strict: the Justice held the true 

power here. A retinue of black- uniformed guards followed 

him into the space that spread around Constance like 

ripples in a pool. The dog barked at her three times, a rough, 

tight sound. She fl inched, in spite of herself, scowl ing down 

at the creature. 

 ‘Sit, Barbarus,’ the Justice said sharply, and the hound 

obeyed, its muscles coiled. A whip mark showed half- healed 

against the dog’s fl ank. 

 The phys i cian reached his hand out to the Duke. He was 

tall and heavily built, with a thin, blandly hand some face, his 

brown hair cropped short in a milit ary fashion. A kind of 
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cruelty revealed itself in the sharp angles of his cheekbones 

and jaw. 

 ‘Come, my lord. Let me return you to your apart ments, 

it’s past time for your medi cine.’ 

 Her father cringed, as if afraid, and Constance placed a 

steady ing hand on his shoulder. 

 ‘Get away from my father,’ she snapped at the man. ‘Who 

are you?’ 

 ‘Dr Jonas Thorn, my lady.’ His voice was dry as kind ling. 

‘The Duke’s phys i cian. And I believe you’ve met our Lord 

Protector, the King’s Justice?’ 

 Lord Protector? That meant he truly was ruling in her 

father’s stead. She drew herself up and met the Justice’s 

steely gaze. Although Constance was tall, and the Justice 

must have been nearing his seven ti eth year, he still had the 

advant age of height. 

 ‘Six years,’ he said, his voice low and unyield ing. ‘We all 

thought you were gone forever.’ 

 ‘You thought wrong,’ Constance said archly. 

 ‘You do realise this city is under quar ant ine?’ The Justice’s 

ques tion tripped after her reply, dismissive, as if he’d hardly 

listened. ‘Did you not see the sign? The locked gates? 

How did you get inside?’ The white hound growled up at 

Constance, but the Justice lifted his hand – ever so slightly – 

and the dog fell abruptly silent, cower ing at his feet. 

 ‘I am aware of your quar ant ine, and your mage hunts,’ she 

said, remem ber ing the grim truth told by the bones stacked 

around the gate. A native of Duke’s Forest, it was said that 
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the Justice had served in the King’s army for twenty years 

before return ing to his home with a fresh disap proval for 

foreign ers and a determ in a tion to reaffi   rm his connec tion 

to the Ancestors. He had long been known for his hatred of 

magic. Constance wondered what had happened in the 

army to turn him so bitter. 

 ‘It is my duty as the King’s repres ent at ive to ensure the 

storm cloud and its Pestilence does not escape Duke’s 

Forest. It is equally my duty as Lord Protector and guard ian 

of the Ancestors to root out the mages respons ible for the 

storm cloud and destroy them.’ He fi xed her with his 

burning steel- blue eyes. 

 ‘Why are you so sure the storm is magic? And even if it 

is, why are you so certain the mage who cast it remains 

within the city?’ Constance deman ded. ‘Your actions are 

cruel and sense less.’ 

 The Justice’s lip curled. ‘The storm is clearly unnat ural. 

In seeking out the perpet rator – as well as in perse cut ing 

those who prac tise the foul craft of magic – I follow, as ever, 

the laws and customs of the kingdom and Duke’s Forest. I 

shall repeat my ques tion: how did you get inside?’ 

 She ignored it. ‘I saw the bones of hundreds. Were they 

all mages? Even the chil dren?’ 

 The Justice’s stare was so cold that she felt her soul shiver. 

‘The nature of magic is myster i ous. But this is beside the 

point. You have broken the law, and you are refus ing to 

answer my ques tion.’ A shudder ran through the watch ing 

crowd. His words had turned a few faces doubt ful – others 
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full of fear. At a nod from the Justice, one of his black- clad 

guards stepped forward, grabbing her right arm, pulling her 

aside from her father, whose face crumpled. ‘I’m placing 

you under arrest, pending trial, for break ing quar ant ine.’ His 

voice was horribly calm. 

 The Duke began to weep, a keening sound emer ging 

from the back of his throat. 

 At the temple, she’d often dreamed of return ing, and 

she’d never expec ted it to be easy. But this? Her father was 

incap able of helping anyone, and the city was torn apart by 

the Justice and his mage hunt, ravaged by fear and grief. 

And now her journey would end in a prison cell – or worse. 

She clenched her fi sts, her left hand tight around her cane. 

 No ,  it cannot end this way.  

 Then another voice emerged from the crowd. ‘I believe 

it’s illegal to  leave  the city, Lord Justice, but – though ill- 

advised – is it actu ally illegal to enter?’ A tall, slender man 

dressed in bright indigo silk, his face swathed in scarves, 

pushed to the front. 

 ‘Lord Irvine,’ said the Justice calmly, a thread of hatred 

running under his voice. ‘As Swordmaster, I don’t believe 

you have a great deal to off er on points of law.’ 

  Lord Irvine?  Constance’s heart beat a tiny bit faster. She 

remembered him aged seven teen, spar ring against her in 

the gardens, the fl ash of their blades in the sunlight. 

 ‘Indeed … Lord Veredith? Ah, there you are.’ Irvine 

addressed an ancient man with tissue- paper skin, whom 

Constance vaguely recog nised from her child hood. ‘I believe 
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you are an author ity on such matters – can you clarify the 

point for the Justice?’ 

 ‘Y-yes …’ the old man stuttered, looking up at the Justice 

with a clear expres sion of terror. ‘Forgive me, but … I’m 

afraid … if my memory serves … that is—’ He coughed. ‘I 

believe, alas, the Swordmaster is correct.’ He raised his voice 

and began to recite, his voice warb ling: ‘ The Book of Law , 

section eight een, point thirty—’ 

 ‘Very well, my lord,’ inter rup ted Irvine. ‘I think that 

settles it. My men and I will be happy to escort Lady 

Constance to her apart ments and ensure she has everything 

she requires for this evening’s fest iv it ies.’ 

 Constance glimpsed a number of men dressed in vivid 

sky- blue livery sliding from the crowd. At a glance, she 

guessed the Justice’s and Irvine’s retin ues were about evenly 

matched. For a few moments, the two men locked eyes. 

 ‘For Mythris’s sake,’ muttered Constance, as she shook free 

from the uncer tain grip of the Justice’s man. ‘Stop this 

nonsense.’ Irvine and the Justice blinked in appar ent shock. 

‘I’ll take my old apart ments at the top of the south tower. 

Can someone be prevailed upon to bring me some hot 

bathwa ter? Thank you.’ She took a deep breath, leaned 

forward and kissed her weeping father on the cheek. ‘I will 

see you at the feast, Father. Please don’t cry.’ She turned to 

Winton. ‘I am sorry about the Duchess, Brother. I really am.’ 

 And with the  tap- tap-tap  of her cane sound ing hard on 

the cobble stones, she walked through the parting crowd 

and into the square south tower. 
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 She climbed the stair case slowly, her breath shallow, the 

steps swim ming in front of her eyes.  Nearly. Home.  One of 

her gloved hands was clenched around the bannis ter. The 

other, the trem bling left hand, held fast to the cane. The 

tremor was continu ous now, a soft shud der ing that set her 

nerves on edge. As she neared the top, she heard the court-

yard door open and close. 

 ‘Constance?’ Irvine’s voice. 

 ‘I’m fi ne. Leave me to rest,’ she half- shouted. She’d 

reached the door to her old apart ment. It was just the same, 

down to the scuff  marks where she used to kick it shut, and 

the two angry initials she’d scored into the wood with a 

penknife as a girl of thir teen.  C.R.  

 ‘Constance, wait!’ He started to take the stairs two at 

a time. 

 She sighed and pushed the door open. 

 Her bedroom was a heap of junk. She leaned heavily on 

the door frame, shaken. The bed was dusty and piled high 

with papers, its curtains ripped and ragged. The play chest 

at the foot of the bed – painted garish pink and yellow by 

Constance’s own child ish hand – was barely discern ible 

under a heap of upturned broken chairs. The main part of 

the room was a mass of furniture in various states of disrepair, 

and smelt of old wood and rot. Weirdly, she could still see 

her hair brush where she’d left it all those years ago on the 

dress ing table, thick with dust, strung with cobwebs and 

barri caded in the corner by the grimy window. She stepped 

inside, her mouth open, just as Irvine reached the landing. 
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 ‘Constance …’ His breath was even and slow, despite his 

swift climb up the tower. ‘I was trying to stop you seeing 

this. I’m sorry.’ 

 ‘What happened here?’ Her voice was weak. She hated 

the sound of it. 

 ‘When the fog got worse, when the light ning and 

thunder started, every one wanted a place in the castle – it’s 

better up here, thinner and calmer. Most of the upper town 

moved in. The Pestilence has brought numbers down since 

then, of course … but at the time, space was at a premium.’ 

He sighed. ‘Your father refused to let anyone stay in your 

room. And so …’ 

 ‘It became a dumping ground. Guess that shows what 

every one really thought of me.’ She felt annoy ingly close 

to tears. 

 ‘That’s not true, Constance. I think in some way he was 

keeping it for when you’d come back.’ 

  He told me never to return , she thought, shaking her head. 

She turned to face him. ‘I had my enemies, even at sixteen. 

The Duchess, for one.’ She remembered with a jolt that the 

woman was dead. ‘I’d been prepar ing myself to confront 

her, but now …’ 

 He pulled the silken scarves from around his face. Six 

years on, he looked diff er ent – and yet somehow just 

the same. He was a little older than her – twenty- three, 

or there abouts – with high, angular cheekbones and the 

brown skin of eastern Valorian, his mother’s legacy. He’d 

been gangly, aged seven teen, and clumsy – except with 
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a prac tice sword. But since she’d left, his face had 

sharpened, and he’d grown tall and lean and self- assured. His 

bright green eyes still glittered like gems, just as she 

remembered. 

 ‘I’m glad you’re back,’ he said suddenly, colour rising to 

his cheeks under her scru tiny. 

 Constance’s mouth fl ickered into a smile, teasing. ‘So 

where do you suggest I sleep?’ 

 He cleared his throat. ‘The apart ments on the fi rst fl oor 

are relat ively habit able – I’m afraid that’s the best you can 

hope for these days. We’re rather short on manpower. I’ve 

already sent some servants to prepare it for you.’ 

 ‘Those were my mother’s apart ments once,’ said 

Constance. She’d only been four when her mother had 

died, but she remembered clearly enough. 

 He blinked. ‘There is another empty suite in the east 

tower, and I hear the north wing has vacant—’ 

 ‘It’s all right. Downstairs it is.’ She wasn’t sure she could 

cope with another trip across the court yard. 

 The fi rst fl oor was already a hub of activ ity. As she 

descen ded the last few steps, Constance caught a glimpse 

inside the apart ments through the open door as a manser-

vant brought in a basket of fi re wood: a small team of maids 

had started on remov ing the dirty dust sheets from the bed, 

bring ing in clean blankets, sweep ing the fl oor and laying a 

fi re in the soot- stained chimney. The door shut behind the 

manser vant and Constance hesit ated outside – old habits 

died hard, and the masked priest esses had taught her to 
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listen before she stepped into a room. A snatch of gossip 

from the servants reached her ears: 

 ‘They say the hounds came back still hungry. They never 

caught her.’ 

 ‘D’you think she’s still in the city?’ 

 ‘Constance?’ Irvine was waiting at her back. 

 ‘Sorry,’ she said, shoot ing him a small, apolo getic smile. 

‘It’s a long time since I’ve been here.’ 

 She swung the door open, Irvine at her side, and the 

voices fell silent. Here, the furnish ings had changed substan-

tially since her mother’s time – they were deper son al ised, 

stripped of char ac ter. She wondered who had lived here 

since, and whether they had died here too. And yet … 

the window seat, in partic u lar, caught her eye. The sagging 

blue velvet cush ions on the ledge, beaten free of dust, felt 

famil iar against her knees as she leaned against them, 

peering out over the murky court yard. She hadn’t sat here 

since she was a little girl. Once upon a time, her mother had 

sat here too, outlined in sunlight, her chest nut hair wound 

in a foreign style around her head. Even after all this time, 

the memory was clear. Constance had always been able to 

remem ber things better than other people. 

 Irvine joined her at the window as the servants bustled 

out. ‘I will leave you to rest before the feast. I’ve asked for 

refresh ments to be brought up to you, and you’ll fi nd 

clothes in the chest at the foot of the bed. They should fi t 

you. They belonged to Livia … She … she died last summer. 

The Pestilence …’ 
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 His jaw was suddenly tight. Constance remembered 

his sister, three years his senior. She’d been beau ti ful, with 

her mother’s brown skin and laugh ing black eyes, and had 

loved to dance. Constance had often wished, as a pale, 

awkward child, that she could be like Livia. ‘I’m so sorry,’ 

she said simply. ‘Was that the last time the Pestilence struck?’ 

 Irvine nodded. ‘Ancestors be thanked, it has been over a 

year now. This summer we have been spared. Perhaps … 

with your arrival … I wonder if this horror is fi nally ending,’ 

he said. 

 ‘Perhaps,’ she murmured. She turned away from him, 

trying to disguise the jolt caused by his words.  It has been 

over a year now . She cycled through the descrip tions she had 

studied, detail ing the growth of the spell … 

  Six years in full the spell shall gestate. First year, a vapour, 

a mist. Second year, a fog, a storm cloud. Then three years 

in summer, it shall feast on death. In the sixth year, the sick ness 

stops – the quiet before the storm. And then, in autumn, the 

contrac tions begin …  

 Her eyes fl icked back to Lord Irvine, who was gazing 

out of the window. She joined him. The cloud was thick-

ening and thin ning, conceal ing and reveal ing the court yard 

like a cheap conjurer’s trick.  The quiet before the storm , she 

thought. 

 Her mind drifted over what she had learned, and she 

frowned. ‘But then … how did the Duchess die?’ 

 ‘She had been ill for some time – a malady in her lungs. 

It was no great shock when she passed, but …’ 
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 Constance fi nished for him, hearing his hesit ancy. ‘But of 

course that doesn’t make it any easier. Poor Winton.’ 

 But Irvine was shaking his head, as if she’d misun der-

stood. ‘The shock really came at the Duchess’s Descent,’ he 

said. ‘It was … trau mat ising.’ 

 Constance turned to face him. ‘What do you mean?’ 

 ‘It’s the talk of the castle. There was a girl there. A 

cryptling. She was admin is ter ing the sacred oint ment for 

the last time, but when she touched the Duchess’s lips …’ 

He shook his head as if he couldn’t quite believe the words, 

even as he spoke them. ‘The body … It moved.’ 

 ‘It moved?’ Constance’s heart was racing, chills running 

down her spine. ‘But surely there are natural reasons … The 

cryptling could have knocked it …’ Her voice trailed off . 

 Irvine was shaking his head again. ‘The action was far too 

determ ined. Trust me, I saw it.’ 

 ‘What happened?’ 

 ‘The Duchess’s hand fl ew up, quick as a cat, and grabbed 

the girl’s wrist. As if to stop her. It held tight for a full second 

before it fell, life less.’ He paused, as if think ing through the 

words he spoke next. ‘There was no doubt in my mind: it 

was magic. The girl was tried and convicted yester day, and of 

course the Witenagemot sentenced her to die. The Justice 

set his hounds on her, as he does with all his convicts.’ Irvine 

swal lowed. ‘Whatever she did, nobody deserves such a death.’ 

 Constance tucked a stray wisp of hair behind her ear. 

‘How horrible for Winton. For a moment he must have 

thought his mother was alive, after all.’ 
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 ‘He rushed to his mother’s side, convinced there had 

been a mistake. A moment of hope makes grief even more 

diffi   cult to bear.’ Irvine smiled sadly. 

 They were silent for a few moments, feeling the horror 

of everything that had happened. And then Constance 

spoke again. ‘Before we came in here, I heard the servants 

talking about a girl, saying she escaped.’ 

 Irvine nodded. ‘They say the cryptling evaded the hounds 

somehow. The Justice thinks she’s still in the city. He’s 

imposed a curfew and is tearing the lower town apart, 

looking for her.’ 

  But she’s not in the city at all.  Constance felt a small thrill 

at the know ledge that she’d helped the cryptling mage 

escape from under the Justice’s nose. She gazed out of the 

window at the swirl ing cloud licking against the glass, now 

fl ash ing blue inter mit tently. She remembered vividly when 

her own magic had started to mani fest, causing objects to 

fl oat or fl y around the room. Yes, that must have been it. 

The cryptling girl had just been extraordin ar ily unlucky to 

have been stand ing in front of an audi ence of hundreds, 

attend ing on an import ant body. 

 Footsteps sounded on the stairs, a knock on the door. 

 ‘Enter,’ Constance called. 

 Four servants bustled in, each carry ing two copper kettles 

full of hot water for the bathtub in front of the fi re. Irvine 

turned to Constance and smiled, focus ing on her face. ‘It’s so 

good to see you again,’ he said softly. ‘I didn’t think I ever 

would. I’m sorry you have returned to such a changed place.’ 
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 ‘I’m glad to be back,’ she said, smiling too. And it was true. 

 ‘I will talk to you in private later,’ he said, glan cing over 

his shoulder at the servants. ‘I’m sure you’d like some time 

to rest now. Can we meet in the gardens after the feast? I’ll 

wait by our foun tain.’ 

 ‘All right.’ 

 He turned to leave. 

 ‘Lord Irvine?’ 

 He hesit ated. 

 ‘Thank you.’ 

 He fl ashed her a smile, and then he was gone in a swirl 

of silk.  
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To all my readers from FictionPress— 

for being with me at the beginning and staying long after the end. 

Th ank you for everything.







After a year of slavery in the Salt Mines of Endovier, Celaena 

Sardothien was accustomed to being escorted everywhere in shackles 

and at sword- point. Most of the thousands of slaves in Endovier 

received similar treatment— though an extra half- dozen guards always 

walked Celaena to and from the mines. Th at was expected by 

Adarlan’s most notorious assassin. What she did not usually expect, 

however, was a hooded man in black at her side— as there was now.

He gripped her arm as he led her through the shining building in 

which most of Endovier’s offi  cials and overseers  were  housed. Th ey 

strode down corridors, up fl ights of stairs, and around and around until 

she hadn’t the slightest chance of fi nding her way out again.

At least, that was her escort’s intention, because she hadn’t failed to 

notice when they went up and down the same staircase within a matter 

of minutes. Nor had she missed when they zigzagged between levels, 

even though the building was a standard grid of hallways and stairwells. 
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As if she’d lose her bearings that easily. She might have been insulted 

if he  wasn’t trying so hard.

Th ey entered a particularly long hallway, silent save for their foot-

steps. Th ough the man grasping her arm was tall and fi t, she could see 

nothing of the features concealed beneath his hood. Another tactic 

meant to confuse and intimidate her. Th e black clothes  were probably a 

part of it, too. His head shifted in her direction, and Celaena fl ashed 

him a grin. He looked forward again, his iron grip tightening.

It was fl attering, she supposed, even if she didn’t know what was hap-

pening, or why he’d been waiting for her outside the mine shaft. After 

a day of cleaving rock salt from the innards of the mountain, fi nding 

him standing there with six guards hadn’t improved her mood.

But her ears had pricked when he’d introduced himself to her over-

seer as Chaol Westfall, Captain of the Royal Guard, and suddenly, 

the sky loomed, the mountains pushed from behind, and even the earth 

swelled toward her knees. She hadn’t tasted fear in a while— hadn’t let 

herself taste fear. When she awoke every morning, she repeated the 

same words: I will not be afraid. For a year, those words had meant 

the diff erence between breaking and bending; they had kept her from 

shattering in the darkness of the mines. Not that she’d let the captain 

know any of that.

Celaena examined the gloved hand holding her arm. Th e dark leather 

almost matched the dirt on her skin.

She adjusted her torn and fi lthy tunic with her free hand and held in 

her sigh. Entering the mines before sunrise and departing after dusk, 

she rarely glimpsed the sun. She was frightfully pale beneath the dirt. 

It was true that she had been attractive once, beautiful even, but— 

well, it didn’t matter now, did it?

Th ey turned down another hallway, and she studied the stranger’s 

fi nely crafted sword. Its shimmering pommel was shaped like an ea gle 

midfl ight. Noticing her stare, his gloved hand descended to rest upon 

its golden head. Another smile tugged at the corners of her lips.



“You’re a long way from Rifthold, Captain,” she said, clearing her 

throat. “Did you come with the army I heard thumping around ear-

lier?” She peered into the darkness beneath his hood but saw nothing. 

Still, she felt his eyes upon her face, judging, weighing, testing. She 

stared right back. Th e Captain of the Royal Guard would be an inter-

esting opponent. Maybe even worthy of some eff ort on her part.

Finally, the man raised his sword hand, and the folds of his cloak 

fell to conceal the blade. As his cloak shifted, she spied the gold wyvern 

embroidered on his tunic. Th e royal seal.

“What do you care for the armies of Adarlan?” he replied. How 

lovely it was to hear a voice like her own— cool and articulate— even if 

he was a nasty brute!

“Nothing,” she said, shrugging. He let out a low growl of annoyance.

Oh, it’d be nice to see his blood spill across the marble. She’d lost 

her temper once before— once, when her fi rst overseer chose the wrong 

day to push her too hard. She still remembered the feeling of embed-

ding the pickax into his gut, and the stickiness of his blood on her 

hands and face. She could disarm two of these guards in a heartbeat. 

Would the captain fare better than her late overseer? Contemplating 

the potential outcomes, she grinned at him again.

“Don’t you look at me like that,” he warned, and his hand drifted 

back toward his sword. Celaena hid her smirk this time. Th ey passed 

a series of wooden doors that she’d seen a few minutes ago. If she 

wanted to escape, she simply had to turn left at the next hallway and 

take the stairs down three fl ights. Th e only thing all the intended dis-

orientation had accomplished was to familiarize her with the building. 

Idiots.

“Where are we going again?” she said sweetly, brushing a strand 

of her matted hair from her face. When he didn’t reply, she clenched 

her jaw.

Th e halls echoed too loudly for her to attack him without alerting 

the  whole building. She hadn’t seen where he’d put the key to her 



irons, and the six guards who trailed them would be nuisances. Not to 

mention the shackles.

Th ey entered a hallway hung with iron chandeliers. Outside the win-

dows lining the wall, night had fallen; lanterns kindled so bright they 

off ered few shadows to hide in.

From the courtyard, she could hear the other slaves shuffl  ing toward 

the wooden building where they slept. Th e moans of agony amongst the 

clank of chains made a chorus as familiar as the dreary work songs they 

sang all day. Th e occasional solo of the whip added to the symphony of 

brutality Adarlan had created for its greatest criminals, poorest citizens, 

and latest conquests.

While some of the prisoners  were people accused of attempting to 

practice magic— not that they could, given that magic had vanished from 

the kingdom— these days, more and more rebels arrived at Endovier. 

Most  were from Eyllwe, one of the last countries still fi ghting Adar-

lan’s rule. But when she pestered them for news, many just stared at 

her with empty eyes. Already broken. She shuddered to consider what 

they’d endured at the hands of Adarlan’s forces. Some days, she won-

dered if they would have been better off  dying on the butchering blocks 

instead. And if she might have been better off  dying that night she’d 

been betrayed and captured, too.

But she had other things to think about as they continued their 

walk. Was she fi nally to be hanged? Sickness coiled in her stomach. 

She was important enough to warrant an execution from the Captain 

of the Royal Guard himself. But why bring her inside this building 

fi rst?

At last, they stopped before a set of red-and-gold glass doors so 

thick that she  couldn’t see through them. Captain Westfall jerked his 

chin at the two guards standing on either side of the doors, and they 

stomped their spears in greeting.

Th e captain’s grip tightened until it hurt. He yanked Celaena closer, 



but her feet seemed made of lead and she pulled against him. “You’d 

rather stay in the mines?” he asked, sounding faintly amused.

“Perhaps if I  were told what this was all about, I  wouldn’t feel so 

inclined to resist.”

“You’ll fi nd out soon enough.” Her palms became sweaty. Yes, she 

was going to die. It had come at last.

Th e doors groaned open to reveal a throne room. A glass chandelier 

shaped like a grapevine occupied most of the ceiling, spitting seeds of 

diamond fi re onto the windows along the far side of the room. Com-

pared to the bleakness outside those windows, the opulence felt like a 

slap to the face. A reminder of how much they profi ted from her labor.

“In  here,” the Captain of the Guard growled, and shoved her with 

his free hand, fi nally releasing her. Celaena stumbled, her calloused feet 

slipping on the smooth fl oor as she straightened herself. She looked 

back to see another six guards appear.

Fourteen guards, plus the captain. Th e gold royal emblem embroi-

dered on the breast of black uniforms. Th ese  were members of the Royal 

Family’s personal guard: ruthless, lightning- swift soldiers trained from 

birth to protect and kill. She swallowed tightly.

Lightheaded and im mensely heavy all at once, Celaena faced the 

room. On an ornate redwood throne sat a handsome young man. Her 

heart stopped as everyone bowed.

She was standing in front of the Crown Prince of Adarlan.



“Your Highness,” said the Captain of the Guard. He straightened from 

a low bow and removed his hood, revealing close- cropped chestnut hair. 

Th e hood had defi nitely been meant to intimidate her into submission 

during their walk. As if that sort of trick could work on her. Despite her 

irritation, she blinked at the sight of his face. He was so young!

Captain Westfall was not excessively handsome, but she  couldn’t 

help fi nding the ruggedness of his face and the clarity of his golden- 

brown eyes rather appealing. She cocked her head, now keenly aware 

of her wretched dirtiness.

“Th is is she?” the Crown Prince of Adarlan asked, and Celaena’s 

head whipped around as the captain nodded. Both of them stared at 

her, waiting for her to bow. When she remained upright, Chaol shifted 

on his feet, and the prince glanced at his captain before lifting his chin 

a bit higher.

Bow to him indeed! If she  were bound for the gallows, she would 
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most certainly not spend the last moments of her life in groveling sub-

mission.

Th undering steps issued from behind her, and someone grabbed her 

by the neck. Celaena only glimpsed crimson cheeks and a sandy mus-

tache before being thrown to the icy marble fl oor. Pain slammed through 

her face, light splintering her vision. Her arms ached as her bound hands 

kept her joints from properly aligning. Th ough she tried to stop them, 

tears of pain welled.

“Th at is the proper way to greet your future king,” a red- faced man 

snapped at Celaena.

Th e assassin hissed, baring her teeth as she twisted her head to look 

at the kneeling bastard. He was almost as large as her overseer, clothed 

in reds and oranges that matched his thinning hair. His obsidian eyes 

glittered as his grip tightened on her neck. If she could move her right 

arm just a few inches, she could throw him off  balance and grab his 

sword . . .  Th e shackles dug into her stomach, and fi zzing, boiling rage 

turned her face scarlet.

After a too- long moment, the Crown Prince spoke. “I don’t quite 

comprehend why you’d force someone to bow when the purpose of 

the gesture is to display allegiance and respect.” His words  were coated 

with glorious boredom.

Celaena tried to pivot a free eye to the prince, but could only see a 

pair of black leather boots against the white fl oor.

“It’s clear that you respect me, Duke Perrington, but it’s a bit unnec-

essary to put such eff ort into forcing Celaena Sardothien to have the 

same opinion. You and I know very well she has no love for my family. 

So perhaps your intent is to humiliate her.” He paused, and she could 

have sworn his eyes fell on her face. “But I think she’s had enough of 

that.” He stopped for another moment, then asked: “Don’t you have a 

meeting with Endovier’s trea sur er? I  wouldn’t want you to be late, espe-

cially when you came all this way to meet with him.”



Understanding the dismissal, her tormentor grunted and released 

her. Celaena peeled her cheek from the marble but lay on the fl oor until 

he stood and left. If she managed to escape, perhaps she’d hunt down 

this Duke Perrington fellow and return the warmth of his greeting.

As she  rose, she frowned at the imprint of grit she left behind on the 

otherwise spotless fl oor, and at the clank of her shackles echoing 

through the silent room. But she’d been trained to be an assassin since 

the age of eight, since the day the King of the Assassins found her half- 

dead on the banks of a frozen river and brought her to his keep. She 

 wouldn’t be humiliated by anything, least of all being dirty. Gathering 

her pride, she tossed her long braid behind a shoulder and lifted her 

head. Her eyes met those of the prince.

Dorian Havilliard smiled at her. It was a polished smile, and reeked 

of court- trained charm. Sprawled across the throne, he had his chin 

propped by a hand, his golden crown glinting in the soft light. On his 

black doublet, an emblazoned gold rendering of the royal wyvern occu-

pied the entirety of the chest. His red cloak fell gracefully around him 

and his throne.

Yet there was something in his eyes, strikingly blue— the color of 

the waters of the southern countries— and the way they contrasted with 

his raven- black hair that made her pause. He was achingly handsome, 

and  couldn’t have been older than twenty.

Princes are not supposed to be handsome! Th ey’re sniveling, stupid, repul-

sive creatures! Th is one . . .  this . . .  How unfair of him to be royal and 

beautiful.

She shifted on her feet as he frowned, surveying her in turn. “I 

thought I asked you to clean her,” he said to Captain Westfall, who 

stepped forward. She’d forgotten there was anyone  else in the room. 

She looked at her rags and stained skin, and she  couldn’t suppress the 

twinge of shame. What a miserable state for a girl of former beauty!

At a passing glance, one might think her eyes blue or gray, perhaps 

even green, depending on the color of her clothing. Up close, though, 



these warring hues  were off set by the brilliant ring of gold around her 

pupils. But it was her golden hair that caught the attention of most, 

hair that still maintained a glimmer of its glory. In short, Celaena Sar-

dothien was blessed with a handful of attractive features that compen-

sated for the majority of average ones; and, by early adolescence, she’d 

discovered that with the help of cosmetics, these average features could 

easily match the extraordinary assets.

But now, standing before Dorian Havilliard as little more than a 

gutter rat! Her face warmed as Captain Westfall spoke. “I didn’t want 

to keep you waiting.”

Th e Crown Prince shook his head when Chaol reached for her. 

“Don’t bother with the bath just yet. I can see her potential.” Th e prince 

straightened, keeping his attention on Celaena. “I don’t believe that 

 we’ve ever had the plea sure of an introduction. But, as you probably 

know, I’m Dorian Havilliard, Crown Prince of Adarlan, perhaps now 

Crown Prince of most of Erilea.”

She ignored the surge and crash of bitter emotions that awoke with 

the name.

“And you’re Celaena Sardothien, Adarlan’s greatest assassin. Per-

haps the greatest assassin in all of Erilea.” He studied her tensed body 

before he raised his dark, well- groomed brows. “You seem a little young.” 

He rested his elbows on his thighs. “I’ve heard some rather fascinating 

stories about you. How do you fi nd Endovier after living in such excess 

in Rifthold?”

Arrogant ass.

“I  couldn’t be happier,” she crooned as her jagged nails cut into her 

palms.

“After a year, you seem to be more or less alive. I wonder how that’s 

possible when the average life expectancy in these mines is a month.”

“Quite a mystery, I’m sure.” She batted her eyelashes and readjusted 

her shackles as if they  were lace gloves.

Th e Crown Prince turned to his captain. “She has somewhat of a 



tongue,  doesn’t she? And she  doesn’t sound like a member of the 

 rabble.”

“I should hope not!” Celaena interjected.

“Your Highness,” Chaol Westfall snapped at her.

“What?” Celaena asked.

“You will address him as ‘Your Highness.’ ”

Celaena gave him a mocking smile, and then returned her atten-

tion to the prince.

Dorian Havilliard, to her surprise, laughed. “You do know that you’re 

now a slave, don’t you? Has your sentence taught you nothing?”

Had her arms been unshackled, she would have crossed them. “I 

don’t see how working in a mine can teach anything beyond how to use 

a pickax.”

“And you never tried to escape?”

A slow, wicked smile spread across her lips. “Once.”

Th e prince’s brows  rose, and he turned to Captain Westfall. “I 

 wasn’t told that.”

Celaena glanced over her shoulder at Chaol, who gave his prince an 

apologetic look. “Th e Chief Overseer informed me this afternoon that 

there was one incident. Th ree months—”

“Four months,” she interrupted.

“Four months,” Chaol said, “after Sardothien arrived, she at tempted 

to fl ee.”

She waited for the rest of the story, but he was clearly fi nished. “Th at’s 

not even the best part!”

“Th ere’s a ‘best part’?” the Crown Prince said, face caught between 

a wince and a smile.

Chaol glared at her before speaking. “Th ere’s no hope of escaping 

from Endovier. Your father made sure that each of Endovier’s sentries 

could shoot a squirrel from two hundred paces away. To attempt to fl ee 

is suicide.”



“But you’re alive,” the prince said to her.

Celaena’s smile faded as the memory struck her. “Yes.”

“What happened?” Dorian asked.

Her eyes turned cold and hard. “I snapped.”

“Th at’s all you have to off er as an explanation for what you did?” 

Captain Westfall demanded. “She killed her overseer and twenty- three 

sentries before they caught her. She was a fi nger’s tip from the wall 

before the guards knocked her unconscious.”

“So?” Dorian said.

Celaena seethed. “So? Do you know how far the wall is from the 

mines?” He gave her a blank look. She closed her eyes and sighed dra-

matically. “From my shaft, it was three hundred sixty- three feet. I had 

someone mea sure.”

“So?” Dorian repeated.

“Captain Westfall, how far do slaves make it from the mines when 

they try to escape?”

“Th ree feet,” he muttered. “Endovier sentries usually shoot a man 

down before he’s moved three feet.”

Th e Crown Prince’s silence was not her desired eff ect. “You knew it 

was suicide,” he said at last, the amusement gone.

Perhaps it had been a bad idea for her to bring up the wall. “Yes,” 

she said.

“But they didn’t kill you.”

“Your father ordered that I was to be kept alive for as long as 

 possible—to endure the misery that Endovier gives in abundance.” A 

chill that had nothing to do with the temperature went through her. “I 

never intended to escape.” Th e pity in his eyes made her want to hit him.

“Do you bear many scars?” asked the prince. She shrugged and he 

smiled, forcing the mood to lift as he stepped from the dais. “Turn 

around, and let me view your back.” Celaena frowned, but obeyed as 

he walked to her, Chaol stepping closer. “I  can’t make them out 



clearly through all this dirt,” the prince said, inspecting what skin 

showed through the scraps of her shirt. She scowled, and scowled even 

more when he said, “And what a terrible stench, too!”

“When one  doesn’t have access to a bath and perfume, I suppose 

one cannot smell as fi nely as you, Your Highness.”

Th e Crown Prince clicked his tongue and circled her slowly. 

Chaol— and all the guards— watched them with hands on their swords. 

As they should. In less than a second, she could get her arms over the 

prince’s head and have her shackles crushing his windpipe. It might be 

worth it just to see the expression on Chaol’s face. But the prince went 

on, oblivious to how dangerously close he stood to her. Perhaps she 

should be insulted. “From what I can see,” he said, “there are three large 

scars— and perhaps some smaller ones. Not as awful as I expected, 

but . . .  well, the dresses can cover it, I suppose.”

“Dresses?” He was standing so near that she could see the fi ne thread 

detail on his jacket, and smelled not perfume, but  horses and iron.

Dorian grinned. “What remarkable eyes you have! And how angry 

you are!”

Coming within strangling distance of the Crown Prince of Adar-

lan, son of the man who sentenced her to a slow, miserable death, her 

self- control balanced on a fragile edge— dancing along a cliff .

“I demand to know,” she began, but the Captain of the Guard pulled 

her back from the prince with spine- snapping force. “I  wasn’t going to 

kill him, you buff oon.”

“Watch your mouth before I throw you back in the mines,” the 

brown- eyed captain said.

“Oh, I don’t think you’d do that.”

“And why is that?” Chaol replied.

Dorian strode to his throne and sat down, his sapphire eyes bright.

She looked from one man to another and squared her shoulders. 

“Because there’s something you want from me, something you want 



badly enough to come  here yourselves. I’m not an idiot, though I was 

foolish enough to be captured, and I can see that this is some sort of 

secret business. Why  else would you leave the capital and venture this 

far? You’ve been testing me all this time to see if I am physically and 

mentally sound. Well, I know that I’m still sane, and that I’m not bro-

ken, despite what the incident at the wall might suggest. So I demand 

to be told why you’re  here, and what ser vices you wish of me, if I’m not 

destined for the gallows.”

Th e men exchanged glances. Dorian steepled his fi ngers. “I have a 

proposition for you.”

Her chest tightened. Never, not in her most fanciful dreams, had 

she imagined that the opportunity to speak with Dorian Havilliard 

would arise. She could kill him so easily, tear that grin from his face . . .  

She could destroy the king as he had destroyed her . . .  

But perhaps his proposition could lead to escape. If she got beyond 

the wall, she could make it. Run and run and disappear into the 

mountains and live in solitude in the dark green of the wild, with a 

pine- needle carpet and a blanket of stars overhead. She could do it. She 

just needed to clear the wall. She had come so close before . . .  

“I’m listening,” was all she said.



The prince’s eyes shone with amusement at her brashness but lingered 

a bit too long on her body. Celaena could have raked her nails down his 

face for staring at her like that, yet the fact that he’d even bother to look 

when she was in such a fi lthy state . . .  A slow smile spread across her 

face.

Th e prince crossed his long legs. “Leave us,” he ordered the guards. 

“Chaol, stay where you are.”

Celaena stepped closer as the guards shuffl  ed out, shutting the 

door. Foolish, foolish move. But Chaol’s face remained unreadable. 

He  couldn’t honestly believe he’d contain her if she tried to escape! She 

straightened her spine. What  were they planning that would make them 

so irresponsible?

Th e prince chuckled. “Don’t you think it’s risky to be so bold with 

me when your freedom is on the line?”

Of all the things he could have said, that was what she had least 
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expected. “My freedom?” At the sound of the word, she saw a land of 

pine and snow, of sun- bleached cliff s and white- capped seas, a land 

where light was swallowed in the velvety green of bumps and hollows—

a land that she had forgotten.

“Yes, your freedom. So, I highly suggest, Miss Sardothien, that you 

get your arrogance in check before you end up back in the mines.” Th e 

prince uncrossed his legs. “Th ough perhaps your attitude will be use-

ful. I’m not going to pretend that my father’s empire was built on trust 

and understanding. But you already know that.” Her fi ngers curled as 

she waited for him to continue. His eyes met hers, probing, intent. 

“My father has gotten it into his head that he needs a Champion.”

It took a delicious moment for her to understand.

Celaena tipped back her head and laughed. “Your father wants me to 

be his Champion? What— don’t tell me that he’s managed to eliminate 

every noble soul out there! Surely there’s one chivalrous knight, one 

lord of steadfast heart and courage.”

“Mind your mouth,” Chaol warned from beside her.

“What about you, hmm?” she said, raising her brows at the captain. 

Oh, it was too funny! Her— the King’s Champion! “Our beloved king 

fi nds you lacking?”

Th e captain put a hand on his sword. “If you’d be quiet, you’d 

hear the rest of what His Highness has to tell you.”

She faced the prince. “Well?”

Dorian leaned back in his throne. “My father needs someone to aid 

the empire— someone to help him maneuver around diffi  cult people.”

“You mean he needs a lackey for his dirty work.”

“If you want to put it that bluntly, then, yes,” the prince said. “His 

Champion would keep his opponents quiet.”

“As quiet as the grave,” she said sweetly.

A smile tugged on Dorian’s lips, but he kept his face straight. “Yes.”

To work for the King of Adarlan as his loyal servant. She raised her 



chin. To kill for him— to be a fang in the mouth of the beast that had 

already consumed half of Erilea . . .  “And if I accept?”

“Th en, after six years, he’ll grant you your freedom.”

“Six years!” But the word “freedom” echoed through her once more.

“If you decline,” Dorian said, anticipating her next question, “you’ll 

remain in Endovier.” His sapphire eyes became hard, and she swal-

lowed. And die  here was what he didn’t need to add.

Six years as the king’s crooked dagger . . .  or a lifetime in Endovier.

“However,” the prince said, “there’s a catch.” She kept her face neu-

tral as he toyed with a ring on his fi nger. “Th e position isn’t being 

off ered to you. Yet. My father thought to have a bit of fun. He’s hosting 

a competition. He invited twenty- three members of his council to each 

sponsor a would- be Champion to train in the glass castle and ultimately 

compete in a duel.  Were you to win,” he said with a half smile, “you’d 

offi  cially be Adarlan’s Assassin.”

She didn’t return his smile. “Who, exactly, are my competitors?”

Seeing her expression, the prince’s grin faded. “Th ieves and assas-

sins and warriors from across Erilea.” She opened her mouth, but he cut 

her off . “If you win, and prove yourself both skilled and trustworthy, 

my father has sworn to grant you your freedom. And, while you’re his 

Champion, you’ll receive a considerable salary.”

She barely heard his last few words. A competition! Against some 

nobody men from the- gods- knew- where! And assassins! “What other 

assassins?” she demanded.

“None that I’ve heard of. None as famous as you. And that reminds 

me— you won’t be competing as Celaena Sardothien.”

“What?”

“You’ll compete under an alias. I don’t suppose you heard about 

what happened after your trial.”

“News is rather hard to come by when you’re slaving in a mine.”

Dorian chuckled, shaking his head. “No one knows that Celaena 



Sardothien is just a young woman— they all thought you  were far 

older.”

“What?” she asked again, her face fl ushing. “How is that possible?” 

She should be proud that she’d kept it hidden from most of the world, 

but . . .  

“You kept your identity a secret all the years you  were running 

around killing everyone. After your trial, my father thought it would 

be . . .  wise not to inform Erilea who you are. He wants to keep it that 

way. What would our enemies say if they knew we’d all been petrifi ed 

of a girl?”

“So I’m slaving in this miserable place for a name and title that 

don’t even belong to me? Who does everyone think Adarlan’s Assassin 

really is?”

“I don’t know, nor do I entirely care. But I do know that you  were 

the best, and that people still whisper when they mention your name.” 

He fi xed her with a stare. “If you’re willing to fi ght for me, to be my 

Champion during the months the competition will go on, I’ll see to it 

that my father frees you after fi ve years.”

Th ough he tried to conceal it, she could see the tension in his body. 

He wanted her to say yes. Needed her to say yes so badly he was willing 

to bargain with her. Her eyes began glittering. “What do you mean, 

‘ were the best’?”

“You’ve been in Endovier for a year. Who knows what you’re still 

capable of?”

“I’m capable of quite a lot, thank you,” she said, picking at her jagged 

nails. She tried not to cringe at all the dirt beneath them. When was the 

last time her hands had been clean?

“Th at remains to be seen,” Dorian said. “You’ll be told the details of 

the competition when we arrive in Rifthold.”

“Despite the amount of fun you nobles will have betting on us, this 

competition seems unnecessary. Why not just hire me already?”



“As I just said, you must prove yourself worthy.”

She put a hand on her hip, and her chains rattled loudly through 

the room. “Well, I think being Adarlan’s Assassin exceeds any sort of 

proof you might need.”

“Yes,” Chaol said, his bronze eyes fl ashing. “It proves that you’re a 

criminal, and that we shouldn’t immediately trust you with the king’s 

private business.”

“I give my solemn oa—”

“I doubt that the king would take the word of Adarlan’s Assassin as 

bond.”

“Yes, but I don’t see why I have to go through the training and the 

competition. I mean, I’m bound to be a bit . . .  out of shape, but . . .  

what  else do you expect when I have to make do with rocks and pick-

axes in this place?” She gave Chaol a spiteful glance.

Dorian frowned. “So, you won’t take the off er?”

“Of course I’m going to take the off er,” she snapped. Her wrists 

chafed against her shackles badly enough that her eyes watered. “I’ll be 

your absurd Champion if you agree to free me in three years, not fi ve.”

“Four.”

“Fine,” she said. “It’s a bargain. I might be trading one form of slav-

ery for another, but I’m not a fool.”

She could win back her freedom. Freedom. She felt the cold air of the 

wide- open world, the breeze that swept from the mountains and car-

ried her away. She could live far from Rifthold, the capital that had 

once been her realm.

“Hopefully you’re right,” Dorian replied. “And hopefully, you’ll live 

up to your reputation. I anticipate winning, and I won’t be pleased if 

you make me look foolish.”

“And what if I lose?”

Th e gleam vanished from his eyes as he said: “You’ll be sent back 

 here, to serve out the remainder of your sentence.”



Celaena’s lovely visions exploded like dust from a slammed book. 

“Th en I might as well leap from the window. A year in this place has 

worn me through— imagine what will happen if I return. I’d be dead 

by my second year.” She tossed her head. “Your off er seems fair enough.”

“Fair enough indeed,” Dorian said, and waved a hand at Chaol. 

“Take her to her rooms and clean her up.” He fi xed her with a stare. “We 

depart for Rifthold in the morning. Don’t disappoint me, Sardothien.”

It was nonsense, of course. How diffi  cult could it be to outshine, 

outsmart, and then obliterate her competitors? She didn’t smile, for she 

knew that if she did, it would open her to a realm of hope that had long 

been closed. But still, she felt like seizing the prince and dancing. She 

tried to think of music, tried to think of a celebratory tune, but could 

only recall a solitary line from the mournful bellowing of the Eyllwe 

work songs, deep and slow like honey poured from a jar: “And go home at 

last . . .”

She didn’t notice when Captain Westfall led her away, nor did 

she notice when they walked down hall after hall.

Yes, she would go— to Rifthold, to anywhere, even through the 

Gates of the Wyrd and into Hell itself, if it meant freedom.

After all, you aren’t Adarlan’s Assassin for nothing.
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Part one
HEIR OF ASH



Gods, it was boiling in this useless excuse for a kingdom.

Or maybe it felt that way because Celaena Sardothien had been

lounging on the lip of the terra-cotta roof since midmorning, an arm

flung over her eyes, slowly baking in the sun like the loaves of flatbread

the city’s poorest citizens left on their windowsills because they couldn’t

afford brick ovens.

And gods, she was sick of flatbread—teggya, they called it. Sick of

the crunchy, oniony taste of it that even mouthfuls of water couldn’t

wash away. If she never ate another bite of teggya again, it would be

too soon.

Mostly because it was all she’d been able to afford when she landed

in Wendlyn two weeks ago and made her way to the capital city, Varese,

just as she’d been ordered by his Grand Imperial Majesty and Master

of the Earth, the King of Adarlan.

She’d resorted to swiping teggya and wine off vendors’ carts since
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her money ran out, not long after she’d taken one look at the heavily

fortified limestone castle, at the elite guards, at the cobalt banners flap-

ping so proudly in the dry, hot wind and decided not to kill her assigned

targets.

So it had been stolen teggya . . . and wine. The sour red wine from

the vineyards lining the rolling hills around the walled capital—a taste

she’d initially spat out but now very, very much enjoyed. Especially

since the day when she decided that she didn’t particularly care about

anything at all.

She reached for the terra-cotta tiles sloping behind her, groping for

the clay jug of wine she’d hauled onto the roof that morning. Patting,

feeling for it, and then—

She swore. Where in hell was the wine?

The world tilted and went blindingly bright as she hoisted herself

onto her elbows. Birds circled above, keeping well away from the

white-tailed hawk that had been perched atop a nearby chimney all

morning, waiting to snatch up its next meal. Below, the market street

was a brilliant loom of color and sound, full of braying donkeys, mer-

chants waving their wares, clothes both foreign and familiar, and the

clacking of wheels against pale cobblestones. But where in hell was the—

Ah. There. Tucked beneath one of the heavy red tiles to keep cool. Just

where she’d stashed it hours before, when she’d climbed onto the roof

of the massive indoor market to survey the perimeter of the castle walls

two blocks away. Or whatever she’d thought sounded official and use-

ful before she’d realized that she’d rather sprawl in the shadows.

Shadows that had long since been burned away by that relentless

Wendlyn sun.

Celaena swigged from the jug of wine—or tried to. It was empty,

which she supposed was a blessing, because gods her head was spin-

ning. She needed water, and more teggya. And perhaps something for

the gloriously painful split lip and scraped cheekbone she’d earned last

night in one of the city’s tabernas.



Groaning, Celaena rolled onto her belly and surveyed the street

forty feet below. She knew the guards patrolling it by now—had marked

their faces and weapons, just as she had with the guards atop the high

castle walls. She’d memorized their rotations, and how they opened

the three massive gates that led into the castle. It seemed that the

Ashryvers and their ancestors took safety very, very seriously.

It had been ten days since she’d arrived in Varese itself, after haul-

ing ass from the coast. Not because she was particularly eager to kill

her targets, but because the city was so damn large that it seemed her

best chance of dodging the immigration officials, whom she’d given

the slip instead of registering with their oh-so-benevolent work pro-

gram. Hurrying to the capital had also provided welcome activity after

weeks at sea, where she hadn’t really felt like doing anything other than

lying on the narrow bed in her cramped cabin or sharpening her weap-

ons with a near-religious zeal.

You’re nothing but a coward, Nehemia had said to her.

Every slice of the whetting stone had echoed it. Coward, coward,
coward. The word had trailed her each league across the ocean.

She had made a vow—a vow to free Eyllwe. So in between moments

of despair and rage and grief, in between thoughts of Chaol and the

Wyrdkeys and all she’d left behind and lost, Celaena had decided on

one plan to follow when she reached these shores. One plan, however

insane and unlikely, to free the enslaved kingdom: find and obliterate

the Wyrdkeys the King of Adarlan had used to build his terrible

empire. She’d gladly destroy herself to carry it out.

Just her, just him. Just as it should be; no loss of life beyond their

own, no soul stained but hers. It would take a monster to destroy a

monster.

If she had to be here thanks to Chaol’s misplaced good intentions,

then at least she’d receive the answers she needed. There was one per-

son in Erilea who had been present when the Wyrdkeys were wielded

by a conquering demon race that had warped them into three tools of



such mighty power that they’d been hidden for thousands of years and

nearly wiped from memory. Queen Maeve of the Fae. Maeve knew

everything—as was expected when you were older than dirt.

So the first step of her stupid, foolish plan had been simple: seek

out Maeve, get answers about how to destroy the Wyrdkeys, and then

return to Adarlan.

It was the least she could do. For Nehemia—for . . . a lot of other

people. There was nothing left in her, not really. Only ash and an abyss

and the unbreakable vow she’d carved into her flesh, to the friend who

had seen her for what she truly was.

When they had docked at the largest port city in Wendlyn, she

couldn’t help but admire the caution the ship took while coming to

shore—waiting until a moonless night, then stuffing Celaena and the

other refugee women from Adarlan in the galley while navigating

the secret channels through the barrier reef. It was understandable: the

reef was the main defense keeping Adarlan’s legions from these shores.

It was also part of her mission here as the King’s Champion.

That was the other task lingering in the back of her mind: to find a

way to keep the king from executing Chaol or Nehemia’s family. He’d

promised to do it should she fail in her mission to retrieve Wendlyn’s

naval defense plans and assassinate its king and prince at their annual

midsummer ball. But she’d shoved all those thoughts aside when they’d

docked and the refugee women had been herded ashore for processing

by the port’s officials.

Many of the women were scarred inside and out, their eyes gleam-

ing with echoes of whatever horrors had befallen them in Adarlan. So

even after she’d vanished from the ship during the chaos of docking,

she’d lingered on a nearby rooftop while the women were escorted into

a building—to find homes and employment. Yet Wendlyn’s officials

could later bring them to a quiet part of the city and do whatever they

wanted. Sell them. Hurt them. They were refugees: unwanted and with-

out any rights. Without any voice.



But she hadn’t lingered merely from paranoia. No—Nehemia would

have remained to ensure they were safe. Realizing that, Celaena had

wound up on the road to the capital as soon as she was certain the

women were all right. Learning how to infiltrate the castle was merely

something to occupy her time while she decided how to execute the

first steps of her plan. While she tried to stop thinking about Nehemia.

It had all been fine—fine and easy. Hiding in the little woods and

barns along the way, she passed like a shadow through the countryside.

Wendlyn. A land of myths and monsters—of legends and nightmares

made flesh.

The kingdom itself was a spread of warm, rocky sand and thick

forest, growing ever greener as hills rolled inland and sharpened into

towering peaks. The coast and the land around the capital were dry, as

if the sun had baked all but the hardiest vegetation. Vastly different

from the soggy, frozen empire she’d left behind.

A land of plenty, of opportunity, where men didn’t just take what

they wanted, where no doors were locked and people smiled at you

in the streets. But she didn’t particularly care if someone did or didn’t

smile at her—no, as the days wore on, she found it suddenly very dif-

ficult to bring herself to care about anything at all. Whatever determi-

nation, whatever rage, whatever anything she’d felt upon leaving Adarlan

had ebbed away, devoured by the nothingness that now gnawed at her.

It was four days before Celaena spotted the massive capital city

built across the foothills. Varese, the city where her mother had been

born; the vibrant heart of the kingdom.

While Varese was cleaner than Rifthold and had plenty of wealth

spread between the upper and lower classes, it was a capital city all the

same, with slums and back alleys, whores and gamblers—and it hadn’t

taken too long to find its underbelly.

On the street below, three of the market guards paused to chat, and

Celaena rested her chin on her hands. Like every guard in this king-

dom, each was clad in light armor and bore a good number of weapons.



Rumor claimed the Wendlynite soldiers were trained by the Fae to be

ruthless and cunning and swift. And she didn’t want to know if that

was true, for about a dozen different reasons. They certainly seemed a

good deal more observant than the average Rifthold sentry—even if

they hadn’t yet noticed the assassin in their midst. But these days,

Celaena knew the only threat she posed was to herself.

Even baking in the sun each day, even washing up whenever she

could in one of the city’s many fountain-squares, she could still feel

Archer Finn’s blood soaking her skin, into her hair. Even with the con-

stant noise and rhythm of Varese, she could still hear Archer’s groan as

she gutted him in that tunnel beneath the castle. And even with the

wine and heat, she could still see Chaol, horror contorting his face at

what he’d learned about her Fae heritage and the monstrous power that

could easily destroy her, about how hollow and dark she was inside.

She often wondered whether he’d figured out the riddle she’d told

him on the docks of Rifthold. And if he had discovered the truth . . .

Celaena never let herself get that far. Now wasn’t the time for thinking

about Chaol, or the truth, or any of the things that had left her soul so

limp and weary.

Celaena tenderly prodded her split lip and frowned at the market

guards, the movement making her mouth hurt even more. She’d

deserved that particular blow in the brawl she’d provoked in last night’s

taberna—she’d kicked a man’s balls into his throat, and when he’d

caught his breath, he’d been enraged, to say the least. Lowering her

hand from her mouth, she observed the guards for a few moments. They

didn’t take bribes from the merchants, or bully or threaten with fines

like the guards and officials in Rifthold. Every official and soldier she’d

seen so far had been similarly . . . good.

The same way Galan Ashryver, Crown Prince of Wendlyn, was

good.

Dredging up some semblance of annoyance, Celaena stuck out her



tongue. At the guards, at the market, at the hawk on the nearby chim-

ney, at the castle and the prince who lived inside it. She wished that she

had not run out of wine so early in the day.

It had been a week since she’d figured out how to infiltrate the

castle, three days after arriving in Varese itself. A week since that hor-

rible day when all her plans crumbled around her.

A cooling breeze pushed past, bringing with it the spices from

the vendors lining the nearby street—nutmeg, thyme, cumin, lemon

verbena. She inhaled deeply, letting the scents clear her sun-and-

wine-addled head. The pealing of bells floated down from one of the

neighboring mountain towns, and in some square of the city, a min-

strel band struck up a merry midday tune. Nehemia would have loved

this place.

That fast, the world slipped, swallowed up by the abyss that now

lived within her. Nehemia would never see Wendlyn. Never wander

through the spice market or hear the mountain bells. A dead weight

pressed on Celaena’s chest.

It had seemed like such a perfect plan when she’d arrived in Varese.

In the hours she’d spent figuring out the royal castle’s defenses, she’d

debated how she’d find Maeve to learn about the keys. It had all been

going smoothly, flawlessly, until . . .

Until that gods-damned day when she’d noted how the guards left

a hole in their defense in the southern wall every afternoon at two

o’clock, and grasped how the gate mechanism operated. Until Galan

Ashryver had come riding out through those gates, in full view of where

she’d been perched on the roof of a nobleman’s house.

It hadn’t been the sight of him, with his olive skin and dark hair,

that had stopped her dead. It hadn’t been the fact that, even from a dis-

tance, she could see his turquoise eyes—her eyes, the reason she usually

wore a hood in the streets.

No. It had been the way people cheered.



Cheered for him, their prince. Adored him, with his dashing smile

and his light armor gleaming in the endless sun, as he and the soldiers

behind him rode toward the north coast to continue blockade running.

Blockade running. The prince—her target—was a gods-damned block-

ade runner against Adarlan, and his people loved him for it.

She’d trailed the prince and his men through the city, leaping from

rooftop to rooftop, and all it would have taken was one arrow through

those turquoise eyes and he would have been dead. But she followed

him all the way to the city walls, the cheers growing louder, people

tossing flowers, everyone beaming with pride for their perfect, perfect

prince.

She’d reached the city gates just as they opened to let him through.

And when Galan Ashryver rode off into the sunset, off to war and

glory and to fight for good and freedom, she lingered on that roof until

he was a speck in the distance.

Then she had walked into the nearest taberna and gotten into the

bloodiest, most brutal brawl she’d ever provoked, until the city guard

was called in and she vanished moments before everyone was tossed into

the stocks. And then she had decided, as her nose bled down the front

of her shirt and she spat blood onto the cobblestones, that she wasn’t

going to do anything.

There was no point to her plans. Nehemia and Galan would have

led the world to freedom, and Nehemia should have been breathing.

Together the prince and princess could have defeated the King of Adar-

lan. But Nehemia was dead, and Celaena’s vow—her stupid, pitiful

vow—was worth as much as mud when there were beloved heirs like

Galan who could do so much more. She’d been a fool to make that vow.

Even Galan—Galan was barely making a dent against Adarlan,

and he had an entire armada at his disposal. She was one person, one

complete waste of life. If Nehemia hadn’t been able to stop the king . . .

then that plan, to find a way to contact Maeve . . . that plan was abso-

lutely useless.



Mercifully, she still hadn’t seen one of the Fae—not a single damn

one—or the faeries, or even a lick of magic. She’d done her best to avoid

it. Even before she’d spotted Galan, she’d kept away from the market

stalls that offered everything from healing to trinkets to potions, areas

that were usually also full of street performers or mercenaries trading

their gifts to earn a living. She’d learned which tabernas the magic-

wielders liked to frequent and never went near them. Because some-

times she felt a trickling, writhing thing awaken in her gut if she caught

a crackle of its energy.

It had been a week since she’d given up her plan and abandoned

any attempt to care at all. And she suspected it’d be many weeks more

before she decided she was truly sick of teggya, or brawling every night

just to feel something, or guzzling sour wine as she lay on rooftops all

day.

But her throat was parched and her stomach was grumbling, so

Celaena slowly peeled herself off the edge of the roof. Slowly, not because

of those vigilant guards, but rather because her head was well and truly

spinning. She didn’t trust herself to care enough to prevent a tumble.

She glared at the thin scar stretching across her palm as she shim-

mied down the drainpipe and into the alley off the market street. It

was now nothing more than a reminder of the pathetic promise she’d

made at Nehemia’s half-frozen grave over a month ago, and of every-

thing and everyone else she’d failed. Just like her amethyst ring, which

she gambled away every night and won back before sunrise.

Despite all that had happened, and Chaol’s role in Nehemia’s death,

even after she’d destroyed what was between them, she hadn’t been able

to forfeit his ring. She’d lost it thrice now in card games, only to get it

back—by whatever means necessary. A dagger poised to slip between

the ribs usually did a good deal more convincing than actual words.

Celaena supposed it was a miracle she made it down to the alley,

where the shadows momentarily blinded her. She braced a hand on the

cool stone wall, letting her eyes adjust, willing her head to stop



spinning. A mess—she was a gods-damned mess. She wondered when

she’d bother to stop being one.

The tang and reek of the woman hit Celaena before she saw her.

Then wide, yellowed eyes were in her face, and a pair of withered,

cracked lips parted to hiss, “Slattern! Don’t let me catch you in front of

my door again!”

Celaena pulled back, blinking at the vagrant woman—and at her

door, which . . . was just an alcove in the wall, crammed with rubbish

and what had to be sacks of the woman’s belongings. The woman

herself was hunched, her hair unwashed and teeth a ruin of stumps.

Celaena blinked again, the woman’s face coming into focus. Furious,

half-mad, and filthy.

Celaena held up her hands, backing away a step, then another.

“Sorry.”

The woman spat a wad of phlegm onto the cobblestones an inch

from Celaena’s dusty boots. Failing to muster the energy to be disgusted

or furious, Celaena would have walked away had she not glimpsed her-

self as she raised her dull gaze from the glob.

Dirty clothes—stained and dusty and torn. Not to mention, she

smelled atrocious, and this vagrant woman had mistaken her for . . . for

a fellow vagrant, competing for space on the streets.

Well. Wasn’t that just wonderful. An all-time low, even for her.

Perhaps it’d be funny one day, if she bothered to remember it. She

couldn’t recall the last time she’d laughed.

At least she could take some comfort in knowing that it couldn’t

get worse.

But then a deep male voice chuckled from the shadows behind her.



The man—male—down the alley was Fae.

After ten years, after all the executions and burnings, a Fae male

was prowling toward her. Pure, solid Fae. There was no escaping him

as he emerged from the shadows yards away. The vagrant in the alcove

and the others along the alley fell so quiet Celaena could again hear

those bells ringing in the distant mountains.

Tall, broad-shouldered, every inch of him seemingly corded with

muscle, he was a male blooded with power. He paused in a dusty shaft

of sunlight, his silver hair gleaming.

As if his delicately pointed ears and slightly elongated canines weren’t

enough to scare the living shit out of everyone in that alley, including

the now-whimpering madwoman behind Celaena, a wicked-looking

tattoo was etched down the left side of his harsh face, the whorls of

black ink stark against his sun-kissed skin.

The markings could easily have been decorative, but she still
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remembered enough of the Fae language to recognize them as words,

even in such an artistic rendering. Starting at his temple, the tattoo

flowed over his jaw and down his neck, where it disappeared beneath

the pale surcoat and cloak he wore. She had a feeling the markings

continued down the rest of him, too, concealed along with at least half

a dozen weapons. As she reached into her cloak for her own hidden

dagger, she realized he might have been handsome were it not for the

promise of violence in his pine-green eyes.

It would have been a mistake to call him young—just as it would

have been a mistake to call him anything but a warrior, even without

the sword strapped across his back and the vicious knives at his sides.

He moved with lethal grace and surety, scanning the alley as if he were

walking onto a killing field.

The hilt of the dagger was warm in her hand, and Celaena adjusted

her stance, surprised to be feeling—fear. And enough of it that it cleared

the heavy fog that had been clouding her senses these past few weeks.

The Fae warrior stalked down the alley, his knee-high leather boots

silent on the cobblestones. Some of the loiterers shrank back; some

bolted for the sunny street, to random doorways, anywhere to escape

his challenging stare.

Celaena knew before his sharp eyes met hers that he was here for

her, and who had sent him.

She reached for her Eye amulet, startled to find it was no longer

around her neck. She’d given it to Chaol—the only bit of protection

she could grant him upon leaving. He’d probably thrown it away as

soon as he figured out the truth. Then he could go back to the haven of

being her enemy. Maybe he’d tell Dorian, too, and the pair of them

would both be safe.

Before she could give in to the instinct to scuttle back up the drain-

pipe and onto the roof, she considered the plan she’d abandoned. Had

some god remembered she existed and decided to throw her a bone?

She’d needed to see Maeve.



Well, here was one of Maeve’s elite warriors. Ready. Waiting.

And from the vicious temper emanating from him, not entirely

happy about it.

The alley remained as still as a graveyard while the Fae warrior sur-

veyed her. His nostrils flared delicately, as if he were—

He was getting a whiff of her scent.

She took some small satisfaction in knowing she smelled horrific,

but it wasn’t that smell he was reading. No, it was the scent that marked

her as her—the smell of her lineage and blood and what and who she

was. And if he said her name in front of these people . . . then she knew

that Galan Ashryver would come running home. The guards would be

on high alert, and that was not part of her plan at all.

The bastard looked likely to do such a thing, just to prove who was

in charge. So she summoned her energy as best she could and sauntered

over to him, trying to remember what she might have done months ago,

before the world had gone to hell. “Well met, my friend,” she purred.

“Well met, indeed.”

She ignored the shocked faces around them, focusing solely on sizing

him up. He stood with a stillness that only an immortal could achieve.

She willed her heartbeat and breathing to calm. He could probably

hear them, could probably smell every emotion raging through her.

There’d be no fooling him with bravado, not in a thousand years. He’d

probably lived that long already. Perhaps there’d be no beating him,

either. She was Celaena Sardothien, but he was a Fae warrior and

had likely been one for a great while.

She stopped a few feet away. Gods, he was huge. “What a lovely sur-

prise,” she said loudly enough for everyone to hear. When was the

last time she’d sounded that pleasant? She couldn’t even remember

the last time she’d spoken in full sentences. “I thought we were to

meet at the city walls.”

He didn’t bow, thank the gods. His harsh face didn’t even shift. Let

him think what he wanted. She was sure she looked nothing like what



he’d been told to expect—and he’d certainly laughed when that woman

mistook her for a fellow vagrant.

“Let’s go,” was all he said, his deep, somewhat bored voice seeming

to echo off the stones as he turned to leave the alley. She’d bet good

money that the leather vambraces on his forearms concealed blades.

She might have given him a rather obnoxious reply, just to feel him

out a bit more, but people were still watching. He prowled along, not

deigning to look at any of the gawkers. She couldn’t tell if she was

impressed or revolted.

She followed the Fae warrior into the bright street and through the

bustling city. He was heedless of the humans who paused their work-

ing and walking and milling about to stare. He certainly didn’t wait for

her to catch up as he strode up to a pair of ordinary mares tied by a

trough in a nondescript square. If memory served her correctly, the Fae

usually possessed far finer horses. He had probably arrived in another

form and purchased these here.

All Fae possessed a secondary animal form. Celaena was currently

in hers, her mortal human body as animal as the birds wheeling above.

But what was his? He could have been a wolf, she thought, with that

layered surcoat that flowed to midthigh like a pelt, his footfalls so silent.

Or a mountain cat, with that predatory grace.

He mounted the larger of the mares, leaving her to the piebald beast

that looked more interested in seeking out a quick meal than trekking

across the land. That made two of them. But they’d gone far enough

without any explanation.

She stuffed her satchel into a saddlebag, angling her hands so that

her sleeves hid the narrow bands of scars on her wrists, reminders of

where the manacles had been. Where she had been. It was none of his

business. None of Maeve’s business, either. The less they knew about

her, the less they could use against her. “I’ve known a few brooding

warrior-types in my day, but I think you might be the broodiest of them



all.” He whipped his head to her, and she drawled, “Oh, hello. I think

you know who I am, so I won’t bother introducing myself. But before I’m

carted off to gods-know-where, I’d like to know who you are.”

His lips thinned. He surveyed the square—where people were now

watching. And everyone instantly found somewhere else to be.

When they’d scattered, he said, “You’ve gathered enough about me

at this point to have learned what you need to know.” He spoke the

common tongue, and his accent was subtle—lovely, if she was feeling

generous enough to admit it. A soft, rolling purr.

“Fair enough. But what am I to call you?” She gripped the saddle

but didn’t mount it.

“Rowan.” His tattoo seemed to soak up the sun, so dark it looked

freshly inked.

“Well, Rowan—” Oh, he did not like her tone one bit. His eyes

narrowed slightly in warning, but she went on, “Dare I ask where we’re

going?” She had to be drunk—still drunk or descending to a new level of

apathy—if she was talking to him like this. But she couldn’t stop, even as

the gods or the Wyrd or the threads of fate readied to shove her back

toward her original plan of action.

“I’m taking you where you’ve been summoned.”

As long as she got to see Maeve and ask her questions, she didn’t

particularly care how she got to Doranelle—or whom she traveled with.

Do what has to be done, Elena had told her. In her usual fashion,

Elena had omitted to specify what had to be done once she arrived in

Wendlyn. At least this was better than eating flatbread and drinking

wine and being mistaken for a vagrant. Perhaps she could be on a boat

back to Adarlan within three weeks, possessing the answers that would

solve everything.

It should have energized her. But instead she found herself silently

mounting her mare, out of words and the will to use them. Just the

past few minutes of interaction had drained her completely.



It was better that Rowan didn’t seem inclined to speak as she fol-

lowed him out of the city. The guards merely waved them through the

walls, some even backing away.

As they rode on, Rowan didn’t ask why she was here and what she’d

been doing for the past ten years while the world had gone to hell. He

pulled his pale hood over his silver hair and moved ahead, though it was

still easy enough to mark him as different, as a warrior and law unto

himself.

If he was truly as old as she suspected, she was likely little more

than a speck of dust to him, a fizzle of life in the long-burning fire of

his immortality. He could probably kill her without a second thought—

and then move on to his next task, utterly untroubled by ending her

existence.

It didn’t unnerve her as much as it should have.
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PART ONE

Lady of Shadows
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There was a thing waiting in the dark ness.

It was ancient, and cruel, and paced in the shadows leash ing his mind. 

It was not of his world, and had been brought here to fill him with its 

prim or dial cold. Some invis ible barrier still separ ated them, but the wall 

crumbled a little more every time the thing stalked along its length, 

testing its strength.

He could not remem ber his name.

That was the first thing he’d forgot ten when the dark ness envel oped 

him weeks or months or eons ago. Then he’d forgot ten the names of the 

others who had meant so much to him. He could recall horror and 

despair—only because of the solit ary moment that kept inter rupt ing the 

black ness like the steady beat of a drum: a few minutes of scream ing and 

blood and frozen wind. There had been people he loved in that room of 

red marble and glass; the woman had lost her head—

Lost, as if the behead ing were her fault.

A lovely woman with delic ate hands like golden doves. It was not her 
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fault, even if he could not remem ber her name. It was the fault of the man 

on the glass throne, who had ordered that guard’s sword to sever flesh and 

bone.

There was nothing in the dark ness beyond the moment when that 

woman’s head thudded to the ground. There was nothing but that moment, 

again and again and again—and that thing pacing nearby, waiting for 

him to break, to yield, to let it in. A prince.

He could not remem ber if the thing was the prince, or if he himself 

had once been a prince. Not likely. A prince would not have allowed that 

woman’s head to be cut off. A prince would have stopped the blade. A 

prince would have saved her.

Yet he had not saved her, and he knew there was no one coming to 

save him.

There was still a real world beyond the shadows. He was forced to 

parti cip ate in it by the man who had ordered the slaughter of that lovely 

woman. And when he did, no one noticed that he had become hardly 

more than a mari on ette, strug gling to speak, to act past the shackles on 

his mind. He hated them for not noti cing. That was one of the emotions 

he still knew.

I was not supposed to love you. The woman had said that—and then she 

died. She should not have loved him, and he should not have dared to love 

her. He deserved this dark ness, and once the invis ible bound ary shattered 

and the waiting thing pounced, infilt rat ing and filling him . . . he’d have 

earned it.

So he remained bound in night, witness ing the scream and the blood 

and the impact of flesh on stone. He knew he should struggle, knew he 

had struggled in those final seconds before the collar of black stone had 

clamped around his neck.

But there was a thing waiting in the dark ness, and he could not bring 

himself to fight it for much longer.
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Aelin Ashryver Galathynius, heir of fire, beloved of Mala Light-Bringer, 

and right ful Queen of Terrasen, leaned against the worn oak bar and 

listened care fully to the sounds of the pleas ure hall, sorting through the 

cheers and moans and bawdy singing. Though it had chewed up and spat 

out several owners over the past few years, the subter ranean warren of sin 

known as the Vaults remained the same: uncom fort ably hot, reeking of 

stale ale and unwashed bodies, and packed to the rafters with lowlifes and 

career crim in als.

More than a few young lords and merchants’ sons had swaggered 

down the steps into the Vaults and never seen daylight again. Sometimes 

it was because they flashed their gold and silver in front of the wrong 

person; some times it was because they were vain or drunk enough to 

think that they could jump into the fight ing pits and walk out alive. 

Sometimes they mishandled one of the women for hire in the alcoves 

flank ing the cavernous space and learned the hard way about which people 

the owners of the Vaults really valued.

rch e



� �

S a r a h  J .  M a a s

Aelin sipped from the mug of ale the sweat ing barkeep had slid her 

moments before. Watery and cheap, but at least it was cold. Above the 

tang of filthy bodies, the scent of roast ing meat and garlic floated to her. 

Her stomach grumbled, but she wasn’t stupid enough to order food. One, 

the meat was usually cour tesy of rats in the alley a level above; two, 

wealth ier patrons usually found it laced with some thing that left them 

awaken ing in the afore men tioned alley, purse empty. If they woke up  

at all.

Her clothes were dirty, but fine enough to mark her as a thief ’s target. 

So she’d care fully examined her ale, sniffi ng and then sipping it before 

deeming it safe. She’d still have to find food at some point soon, but not 

until she learned what she needed to from the Vaults: what the hell had 

happened in Rifthold in the months she’d been gone.

And what client Arobynn Hamel wanted to see so badly that he was 

risking a meeting here—espe cially when brutal, black-uniformed guards 

were roaming the city like packs of wolves.

She’d managed to slip past one such patrol during the chaos of 

docking, but not before noting the onyx wyvern embroidered on their 

uniforms. Black on black—perhaps the King of Adarlan had grown tired 

of pretend ing he was anything but a menace and had issued a royal decree 

to abandon the tradi tional crimson and gold of his empire. Black for 

death; black for his two Wyrdkeys; black for the Valg demons he was now 

using to build himself an unstop pable army.

A shudder crawled along her spine, and she drained the rest of her ale. 

As she set down the mug, her auburn hair shifted and caught the light of 

the wrought-iron chan deliers.

She’d hurried from the docks to the river side Shadow Market—where 

anyone could find anything they wanted, rare or contra band or common-

place—and purchased a brick of dye. She’d paid the merchant an extra piece 

of silver to use the small room in the back of the shop to dye her hair, still 

short enough to brush just below her collar bones. If those guards had been 

monit or ing the docks and had somehow seen her, they would be looking for 
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a golden-haired young woman. Everyone would be looking for a golden-

haired young woman, once word arrived in a few weeks that the King’s 

Champion had failed in her task to assas sin ate Wendlyn’s royal family and 

steal its naval defense plans.

She’d sent a warning to the King and Queen of Eyllwe months ago, 

and knew they’d take the proper precau tions. But that still left one person 

at risk before she could fulfill the first steps of her plan—the same person 

who might be able to explain the new guards by the docks. And why the 

city was notice ably quieter, tenser. Hushed.

If she were to over hear anything regard ing the Captain of the Guard 

and whether he was safe, it would be here. It was only a matter of listen ing 

to the right conver sa tion or sitting with the right card part ners. What a 

fortu nate coin cid ence, then, that she’d spotted Tern—one of Arobynn’s 

favored assas sins—buying the latest dose of his preferred poison at the 

Shadow Market.

She’d followed him here in time to spy several more of Arobynn’s 

assas sins conver ging on the pleas ure hall. They never did that—not unless 

their master was present. Usually only when Arobynn was taking a 

meeting with someone very, very import ant. Or danger ous.

After Tern and the others had slipped inside the Vaults, she’d waited 

on the street for a few minutes, linger ing in the shadows to see whether 

Arobynn arrived, but no such luck. He must have already been within.

So she’d come in on the heels of a group of drunken merchants’ sons, 

spotted where Arobynn was holding court, and done her best to remain 

unnoticed and unre mark able while she lurked at the bar—and observed.

With her hood and dark clothes, she blended in well enough not to 

garner much atten tion. She supposed that if anyone was foolish enough to 

attempt to rob her, it made them fair game to be robbed right back. She 

was running low on money.

She sighed through her nose. If her people could only see her: Aelin of 

the Wildfire, assas sin and pick pocket. Her parents and uncle were prob-

ably thrash ing in their graves.
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Still. Some things were worth it. Aelin crooked a gloved finger at the 

bald barkeep, signal ing for another ale.

“I’d mind how much you drink, girl,” sneered a voice beside her.

She glanced side long at the average-sized man who had slipped up 

beside her at the bar. She would have known him for his ancient cutlass if 

she hadn’t recog nized the disarm ingly common face. The ruddy skin, the 

beady eyes and thick brows—all a bland mask to hide the hungry killer 

beneath.

Aelin braced her fore arms on the bar, cross ing one ankle over the 

other. “Hello, Tern.” Arobynn’s second in command—or he had been two 

years ago. A vicious, calcu lat ing little prick who had always been more 

than eager to do Arobynn’s dirty work. “I figured it was only a matter of 

time before one of Arobynn’s dogs sniffed me out.”

Tern leaned against the bar, flash ing her a too-bright smile. “If 

memory serves, you were always his favor ite bitch.”

She chuckled, facing him fully. They were nearly equal in height— 

and with his slim build, Tern had been unnerv ingly good at getting into 

even the most well-guarded places. The barkeep, spot ting Tern, kept  

well away.

Tern inclined his head over a shoulder, gestur ing to the shadowy back 

of the cavernous space. “Last banquette against the wall. He’s finish ing up 

with a client.”

She flicked her gaze in the direc tion Tern indic ated. Both sides of the 

Vaults were lined with alcoves teeming with whores, barely curtained off 

from the crowds. She skipped over the writh ing bodies, over the gaunt-

faced, hollow-eyed women waiting to earn their keep in this fester ing 

shit-hole, over the people who monitored the proceed ings from the nearest 

tables—guards and voyeurs and flesh mon gers. But there, tucked into the 

wall adja cent to the alcoves, were several wooden booths.

Exactly the ones she’d been discreetly monit or ing since her arrival.

And in the one farthest from the lights . . . a gleam of polished leather 

boots stretched out beneath the table. A second pair of boots, worn and 
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muddy, were braced on the floor across from the first, as if the client were 

ready to bolt. Or, if he were truly stupid, to fight.

He was certainly stupid enough to have let his personal guard stay 

visible, a beacon alert ing anyone who cared to notice that some thing 

rather import ant was happen ing in that last booth.

The client’s guard—a slender, hooded young woman armed to the 

teeth—was leaning against a wooden pillar nearby, her silky, shoulder-

length dark hair shining in the light as she care fully monitored the pleas-

ure hall. Too stiff to be a casual patron. No uniform, no house colors or 

sigils. Not surpris ing, given the client’s need for secrecy.

The client prob ably thought it was safer to meet here, when these sorts 

of meet ings were usually held at the Assassins’ Keep or one of the shadowy 

inns owned by Arobynn himself. He had no idea that Arobynn was also a 

major investor in the Vaults, and it would take only a nod from Aelin’s 

former master for the metal doors to lock—and the client and his guard to 

never walk out again.

It still left the ques tion of why Arobynn had agreed to meet here.

And still left Aelin looking across the hall toward the man who had 

shattered her life in so many ways.

Her stomach tightened, but she smiled at Tern. “I knew the leash 

wouldn’t stretch far.”

Aelin pushed off the bar, slip ping through the crowd before the assas-

sin could say anything else. She could feel Tern’s stare fixed right between 

her shoulder blades, and knew he was aching to plunge his cutlass there.

Without both er ing to glance back, she gave him an obscene gesture 

over her shoulder.

His barked string of curses was far better than the bawdy music being 

played across the room.

She noted each face she passed, each table of revel ers and crim in als 

and workers. The client’s personal guard now watched her, a gloved hand 

slip ping to the ordin ary sword at her side.

Not your concern, but nice try. 
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Aelin was half tempted to smirk at the woman. Might have done so, 

actu ally, if she wasn’t focused on the King of the Assassins. On what 

waited for her in that booth.

But she was ready—or as ready as she could ever be. She’d spent long 

enough plan ning.

Aelin had given herself a day at sea to rest and to miss Rowan. With 

the blood oath now etern ally binding her to the Fae Prince—and him to 

her—his absence was like a phantom limb. She still felt that way, even 

when she had so much to do, even though missing her carranam was 

useless and he’d no doubt kick her ass for it.

The second day they’d been apart, she’d offered the ship’s captain a 

silver coin for a pen and a stack of paper. And after locking herself in her 

cramped state room, she’d begun writing.

There were two men in this city respons ible for destroy ing her life and 

the people she’d loved. She would not leave Rifthold until she’d buried 

them both.

So she’d written page after page of notes and ideas, until she had a list 

of names and places and targets. She’d memor ized every step and calcu la-

tion, and then she’d burned the pages with the power smol der ing in her 

veins, making sure every last scrap was nothing more than ash float ing 

out the porthole window and across the vast, night-darkened ocean.

Though she had braced herself, it had still been a shock weeks later 

when the ship had passed some unseen marker just off the coast and her 

magic vanished. All that fire she’d spent so many months carefully 

mastering . . . gone as if it had never existed, not even an ember left 

flickering in her veins. A new sort of emptiness—different from the hole 

Rowan’s absence left in her.

Stranded in her human skin, she’d curled up on her cot and recalled 

how to breathe, how to think, how to move her damn body without the 

immor tal grace she’d become so depend ent on. She was a useless fool for 

letting those gifts become a crutch, for being caught unguarded when 

they were again ripped from her. Rowan defin itely would have kicked her 
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ass for that—once he’d recovered himself. It was enough to make her glad 

she’d asked him to stay behind.

So she had breathed in the brine and the wood, and reminded herself 

that she’d been trained to kill with her bare hands long before she’d ever 

learned to melt bones with her fire. She did not need the extra strength, 

speed, and agility of her Fae form to bring down her enemies.

The man respons ible for that initial brutal train ing—the man who had 

been savior and tormentor, but never declared himself father or brother or 

lover—was now steps away, still speak ing with his oh-so-important client.

Aelin pushed against the tension threat en ing to lock up her limbs and 

kept her move ments feline-smooth as she closed the final twenty feet 

between them.

Until Arobynn’s client rose to his feet, snap ping some thing at the 

King of the Assassins, and stormed toward his guard.

Even with the hood, she knew the way he moved. She knew the shape 

of the chin poking from the shadows of the cowl, the way his left hand 

tended to brush against his scab bard.

But the sword with the eagle-shaped pommel was not hanging at his 

side.

And there was no black uniform—only brown, nondes cript clothes, 

spotted with dirt and blood.

She grabbed an empty chair and pulled it up to a table of card players 

before the client had taken two steps. She slid into the seat and focused on 

breath ing, on listen ing, even as the three people at the table frowned at her.

She didn’t care.

From the corner of her eye, she saw the guard jerk her chin toward her.

“Deal me in,” Aelin muttered to the man beside her. “Right now.”

“We’re in the middle of a game.”

“Next round, then,” she said, relax ing her posture and slump ing her 

shoulders as Chaol Westfall cast his gaze in her direc tion.
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ONE
Too Confident

LIKE MOST FAST-TALKING, OPINIONATED NEW YORKERS,  I have 
an affinity for sarcasm. At fifteen, though, it’s hard to convince 
anyone that sarcasm’s a cultural thing and not a bad attitude. 
Especially when your stepmother can’t drive, ’cause she’s also 
from New York, and spills your coffee with maniacal brake 
pounding.

I wipe a dribble of hazelnut latte off my chin. “It’s okay. 
Don’t worry about it. I love wearing my coffee.”

Vivian keeps her hand poised over the horn, like a cat 
waiting to pounce. “All your clothes have holes in them. 
Coffee isn’t your problem.”

If it’s possible for someone to never have an awkward 
moment, socially or otherwise, then that someone is my 
stepmother. When I was little, I admired her ability to charm 
roomfuls of people. Maybe I thought it would rub off on 
me – an idea I’ve since given up on. She’s perfectly put 
together in a way I’ll never be, and my vegan leather jacket 
and torn black jeans drive her crazy. So now I just take joy in 
wearing them to her dinner parties. Gotta have something, 
right?

“My problem is, I don’t know when I’ll see my dad,” I say, 

Copyright © [first year of publication] Individual author and/or Walker Books Ltd. All rights reserved.
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staring out at the well-worn New England homes, with their 
widow’s walks and dark shutters.

Vivian’s lips tighten. “We’ve been through this a hundred 
times. They’ll transfer him to Mass General sometime this 
week.”

“Which is still an hour from Salem.” This is the sentence 
I’ve repeated since I found out three weeks ago that we had 
to sell our New York apartment, the apartment I’ve spent my 
entire life in.

“Would you rather live in New York and not be able to 
pay your father’s medical bills? We have no idea how long 
he’ll be in a coma.”

Three months, twenty-one days, and ten hours. That’s how long 
it’s already been. We pass a row of witch-themed shops with 
dried herbs and brooms filling their windows.

“They really love their witches here,” I say, ignoring 
Vivian’s last question.

“This is one of the most important historical towns in 
America. Your relatives played a major role in that history.”

“My relatives hanged witches in the sixteen hundreds. 
Not exactly something to be proud of.”

But in truth, I’m super curious about this place, with its 
cobblestone alleys and eerie black houses. We pass a police car 
with a witch logo on the side. As a kid, I tried every tactic 
to get my dad to take me here, but he wouldn’t hear of it. 
He’d say that nothing good ever happens in Salem and the 
conversation would end. There’s no pushing my dad.

A bus with a ghost-tour ad pulls in front of us. Vivian 
jerks to a stop and then tailgates. She nods at the ad. “There’s 
a nice provincial job for you.”

Copyright © [first year of publication] Individual author and/or Walker Books Ltd. All rights reserved.
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I crack a smile. “I don’t believe in ghosts.” We make a 
right onto Blackbird Lane, the street on the return address of 
the cards my grandmother sent me as a child.

“Well, you’re the only one in Salem who feels that way.” 
I don’t doubt she’s right.

For the first time during this roller coaster of a car ride, 
my stomach drops in a good way. Number 1131 Blackbird 
Lane, the house my dad grew up in, the house he met my 
mother in. It’s a massive two-story white building with black 
shutters and columned doorways. The many peaks of the roof 
are covered with dark wooden shingles, weathered from the 
salty air. A wrought-iron fence with pointed spires surrounds 
the perfectly manicured lawn.

“Just the right size,”  Vivian says, eyeing our new home.
The redbrick driveway is uneven with age and pushed up 

by tree roots. Vivian’s silver sports car jostles us as we make 
our way through the black arched gate and roll to a stop.

“Ten people could live here and never see each other,” 
I reply.

“Like I said, just the right size.”
I pull my hair into a messy ball on top of my head and 

grab the heavy duffel bag at my feet. Vivian’s already out of 
the car, and her heels click against the brick. She makes her 
way toward a side door with an elaborate overhang.

I take a deep breath and open my car door. Before I get 
a good look at our new home, a neighbor comes out of her 
blue-on-blue house and waves enthusiastically.

“Helllloooo! Well, hello there!” she says with a smile 
bigger than I’ve ever seen on a stranger as she crosses a patch 
of lawn to get to our driveway.

Copyright © [first year of publication] Individual author and/or Walker Books Ltd. All rights reserved.
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She has rosy cheeks and a frilly white apron. She could 
have stepped out of a housekeeping magazine from the 1950s.

“Samantha,” she says, and beams. She holds my chin to 
inspect my face. “Charlie’s daughter.”

I’ve never heard anyone call my dad by a nickname. “Uh, 
Sam. Everyone calls me Sam.”

“Nonsense. That’s a boy’s name. Now, aren’t you pretty. 
Too skinny, though.” She steps back to get a proper look. 
“We’ll fix that in no time.” She laughs a full, tinkling laugh.

I smile, even though I’m not sure she’s complimenting 
me. There’s something infectious about her happiness. She 
examines me, and I cross my arms self-consciously. My duffel 
bag falls off my shoulder, jerking me forward. I trip.

“Jaxon!” she bellows toward her blue house without 
saying a word about my clumsiness. A blond guy who looks 
seventeenish exits the side door just as I get hold of the duffel 
strap. “Come take Samantha’s bag.”

As he gets closer, his sandy hair flops into his eyes. Blue. 
One corner of his mouth tilts in a half smile. I stare at him. 
Am I blushing? Ugh, so embarrassing. He reaches for the bag, 
now awkwardly hanging from my elbow.

I reposition it onto my shoulder. “No, it’s fine.”
“This is my son, Jaxon. Isn’t he adorable?” She pats him 

on the cheek.
“Mom, really?” Jaxon protests.
I smile at them. “So, you know my dad?”
“Certainly. And I knew your grandmother. Took care of 

her and the house when she got older. I know this place 
inside and out.” She puts her hands on her hips.

Vivian approaches, frowning. “Mrs. Meriwether? We  
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spoke on the phone.” She pauses. “You have the keys, I assume?”
“Sure do.” Mrs. Meriwether reaches into her apron 

pocket and retrieves a set of skeleton keys rubbed smooth in 
places from years of use. She glances at her watch. “I’ve got 
chocolate croissants coming out of the oven any minute now. 
Jaxon will give you a tour of—”

“No, that’s alright. We can show ourselves around.” 
There’s a finality in Vivian’s response. Vivian doesn’t trust 
overly friendly people. We had a doorman once who used to 
bring me treats, and she got him fired.

“Actually,” I say, “do you know which room used to be 
my dad’s?”

Mrs. Meriwether lights up. “It’s all ready for you. Up the 
stairs, take a left, all the way down the hall. Jaxon will show 
you.”

Vivian turns around without a goodbye. Jaxon and I 
follow her to the door.

Jaxon watches me curiously as we go inside. “I’ve never 
seen you here before.”

“I’ve never been here before.”
“Even when your grandmother was alive?” He closes the 

door behind us with a click.
“I never met my grandmother.” It’s weird to admit that.
In the front foyer are piles of boxes – all of our personal 

belongings from the City.  Vivian sold everything heavy when 
she found out this place was furnished.

We step past the boxes into an open space with glossy 
wooden floors, a wrought-iron chandelier, and a giant 
staircase.  Vivian’s heels click somewhere down the hallway 
to the left – a sound that follows her around like a shadow. 
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As a child, I could always find her by listening for it, even in 
a roomful of women in high heels. I wouldn’t be surprised if 
she slept in those shoes.

I take in our home for the first time. Paintings in gold 
frames hang on the walls, separated by sconces with bulbs 
shaped like candles. Everything’s antique and made of dark 
wood, the opposite of our modern apartment in NYC. This is 
some fairy-tale storybook business, I think, looking at the curved 
staircase with its smooth wooden banisters and Oriental rug 
running up the middle.

“This way.” Jaxon nods toward the staircase. He lifts my 
bag off my shoulder and starts up the stairs.

“I could’ve carried that myself.”
“I know. But I wouldn’t want you to fall again. Stairs do 

more damage than driveways.” So he definitely saw me trip. 
He smiles at my expression.

This guy is too confident for his own good. I follow him, 
holding the banister in case my clumsiness makes a second 
appearance.

Jaxon turns left at the top of the stairs. We pass a 
bedroom with a burgundy comforter and a canopy that any 
little girl would go bonkers over. After the bedroom, there’s 
a bathroom with a giant claw-foot tub and a mirror with a 
gold-plated frame.

He stops at the end of the hall in front of a small door that 
looks like it could use a fresh coat of paint. The doorknob’s 
shaped like a flower with shiny brass petals. A daisy, maybe?  
I twist it, and the wood groans as the door swings open.

I gasp.
“Like it?” Jaxon asks. “My mother was over here all week 
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moving this furniture in and fixing it up for you.”
To my right is a dark wooden bed whose four posts are 

carved with flowers, a matching flower-carved vanity with 
a marble top, and a delicate nightstand with an old lamp 
made of yellow glass. Directly in front of me is an armoire.  
I love armoires. Next to my bed is a small white rug for cold 
mornings. And overlooking the front lawn is a window seat 
with white lace cushions.

“It’s a real dump,” I say.
Jaxon laughs, and an approving smile crosses his face.
I run my hand along the ivory lace bedspread and down 

comforter. My black duffel bag looks unsophisticated in 
comparison with these antiques balanced on sloping wooden 
floors.

Unsure what to say next, I pull my lip gloss from my 
pocket and pop off the cap. This is the longest conversation 
I’ve had with someone my own age in years.

Jaxon lifts my bag off his shoulder. “Where do you want 
this?”

“I’ll take it.” I reach out to grab the strap. But I misjudge 
his movement, and instead of smoothly lifting the bag out of 
his grip, as I intended, I smear my open lip gloss on his hand.

He stops and smiles. “Pink’s not really my color.”
“Sorry!” I say quickly. “I don’t usually attack people with 

my lip gloss.” As though some people use lip gloss as a weapon? 
What am I even saying right now?

All I can think to do is wipe it off with my hand, which 
I do awkwardly – more of a swat than a wipe, really. His grin 
widens. He puts my duffel bag down and grabs a tissue from 
my vanity.
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Jaxon lifts my hand with the strawberry-flavored smear 
on it. He turns my palm up and lightly runs the tissue over it. 
My heart gallops. I don’t even like blonds.

“It’s not going to break,” I say. “My hand, I mean … it’s 
not going to break.”

“I’d rather not take any chances.”
His confidence is starting to frustrate me. He’s hogging 

it all and should really leave some for the rest of the planet.
He looks from my hand to my face. “Who knows what 

you’ll attack me with next.”
I take my hand back. “What? Oh yeah. I mean, no. I mean, 

I won’t touch you.” Shit. Really?
He nods, barely containing a laugh. “See you in school 

tomorrow.”
Don’t laugh at me. You probably never had an awkward moment 

in your life, with all your floppy blond hair and tanned skin. So shut 
it! He disappears down the hall lit by small lamps, and for the 
first time since my dad got sick, I actually feel like myself.
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M O N D A Y  1 2  J A N U A R Y

Posted by Birdie

There’s a moment during every trick. Circus people call 
it the crowd-pleaser. Or the ticket-seller. Or sometimes, 
among ourselves, the widow-maker. It’s the drum-roll 
moment, the spotlight moment, the moment that makes 

above the ground, and then letting go.

learn is how to introduce your act.

My name – drum roll, please – is Birdie Franconi and I am 

a minuscule village close to a tiny town on the outskirts 
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Circus School is the biggest circus in Little Murragh and 
we’re starting this blog because we want you to be part 

balls at my head and telling me to hurry up and introduce 
him. Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, allow me 
to present the boy who puts the “double” into “double 
act”, my partner, brother and practically

unicycle, tame a lion, walk a high wire and turn somersaults 

 

“Finch, it’s finished. Come take a look.” Birdie waves 

me over and nods at her computer screen. “What do 

you think?”

I lean on the back of her chair, resting my chin 

on her shoulder as I read the blog post. In the screen 

reflection our two heads emerge from her neck like 

something from a cheap sci-fi movie. 

“It’s great, but you didn’t mention the show; I 

thought that was the whole point.”



9

“Yes, but there isn’t going to be a show unless we 

drum up some interest in the circus school. I can only 

dangle from my ankles for so long; we need more per-

formers.” She grabs her school bag, which today is a 

vintage leather camera case, and says, “It’ll do. Come 

on, we’re late.”

We’re always late. You would be stunned at how 

long it takes Birdie to get dressed in the morning. 

Almost as long as me, in fact.

As we run down the lane, skidding on ice puddles 

and leaping over potholes, I adjust the length of the 

orange braces holding up my waistband, straighten my 

skinny tie and hold on to my pork-pie hat. My school 

bag, which today is a 1930s doctor’s bag, bashes against 

my blue checked shorts. The doctor’s bag makes my 

books smell a bit chemically, but I reckon anything that 

stops teachers scrutinizing my homework too closely 

can only be a good thing.

We make it to first period with thirty seconds to spare. 

Which is thirty seconds too long. 

The secret to surviving high school is this: min-

imize corridor time. 

Every boy in our class (except me) is already there, 

playing football on the two-metre-wide “pitch” of the 

maths corridor. As we pick our way through, I manage to 

get kicked in the ankle twice and then score an own goal. 
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“Out of the way, Freak Show!” 

And with that, the week has officially begun. 

Birdie kicks the ball down the corridor and they go 

chasing after it, allowing us to make it to the classroom 

door, where Kitty Bond takes a break from cackling at 

something on her phone to glance pointedly at me and 

say, “Look, girls, it’s the gorgeous Miss Franconi and 

her sister, Birdie.”

The Bond Girls laugh, one of the footballers wolf-

whistles, and Kitty’s boyfriend, James, “accidentally” 

boots the ball at the backs of my knees. 

I’m not bothered. Miss. Her. This is standard 

Monday-morning stuff. Miss Allen is on her way down 

the corridor already; it’s so not worth starting anything. 

But suddenly Birdie, who is usually pretty good at not 

rising to this crap, is stepping between me and Kitty, 

tiny fists on her hips, going, “Oh, look, it’s the hideous 

Miss Bond and her soon-to-be black eye.”

“Ooooooh, is that a threat, Birdbrain? Any day – 

you and your pretty sister. Unless she’s worried she’ll 

break a nail?” She arches an eyebrow at my fingernails, 

which are actually the same colour as hers today – bright 

green. Birdie was right about this town being small. 

It’s everyone-knows-everyone-else’s-business small. It’s 

every-little-thing-you-do-becomes-gossip small. And 

it’s especially boys-in-nail-polish-really-stand-out small.

I roll my eyes and take a step forward. I wouldn’t 



usually bother but Kitty knows getting Birdie involved 

is a sure-fire way to draw me in; we’re kind of a package 

deal. I put a hand on Birdie’s trembling shoulder, which 

in twin-speak means I’ve got this, and say, “The colour 

looks better on you, Kitty. What shade is that, ‘Wicked 

Witch of the West’ or ‘Hulk’?”

“I don’t care what’s going on here, it stops right 

now,” Miss Allen says in her sternest teacher voice, 

which isn’t very stern at all, but it’s Monday morning 

and no one has the energy anyway. She unlocks the door 

and waves the class in. Kitty barges past us, leading the 

Bond Girls and making sure Birdie and I are last. On 

our way through the door, Miss Allen mutters, “Ignore 

her, Finch. Anyone who uses their own gender as an 

insult has issues.” I grin at her and hope her sympathy 

lasts until she’s seen my half-finished homework.
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2

Posted by Birdie

 
Mullins. 

and given away by her remaining relatives to a passing 

She soon got bored with washing sweaty tights and began 
learning the tightrope instead, and by the time she was 

Brothers travelling circus, making her act more and more 
walk the tightrope, she 
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In 1899, aged seventeen, she walked across Niagara Falls; 

high winds, sixty metres above the raging river below. 

And then she did it again with buckets strapped to her 

Canadian soil, hanging in an American museum dedicated 

nutters 
thrill-seekers, and there he heard about barrel riding. 

barrel and being hurled into the river to be swept along 
and over the Falls. Probably to your death. Success rates 
were not encouraging.
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admit, she looks incredible in that photograph; calm and 
triumphant, knowing she’s beaten Niagara.

would ensure his survival, maybe he was right, because 
when they hauled his bashed and waterlogged barrel 

marry him.

I guess I’m telling you this story because it’s always helped 

best way to tackle something scary is to have something 

< < Previous Post
 

“You’re such a romantic, Birdie.” I’m reading today’s 

blog post on my phone as we cross the empty school 

playground, which everyone just calls “the yard”. 

Birdie’s wearing a blue polka-dot Lindy Hop dress, 

black-and-white brogues, and a Muppets backpack that 
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strictly doesn’t go with the outfit at all, but I forgive her 

because she’s ingeniously added a pair of scarlet trapeze 

tights to the look. Which is awesome, but doesn’t 

make it easy for us to slip unnoticed into class twenty 

minutes late. 

“How are our stats?” I whisper as Ms Hatch glares 

at us.

Birdie winces. “One page view.”

“I’m not sure a blog was the best idea.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll keep posting – someone has to 

see it, and then maybe they’ll want to join.” 

“We should put up more posters.”

“Everyone here already knows about the circus 

school. They could hardly miss us, could they?” she 

says.

This is true, since several of Franconis’ performers 

(i.e. me, Birdie, our big sister, Wren, and little brother, 

Jay) can be seen juggling, doing somersaults or riding 

unicycles in the yard every day. Birdie and I juggle 

without realizing we’re doing it; we just start tossing 

the contents of our pencil cases to each other while 

we talk. 

Besides us, Franconis’ also has the Juggulars (our 

Friday-night juggling club), a class of little kids called 

the Tots Acrobats, the Tuesday Night Acrobats (who 

meet on Thursdays) and a couple of solo performers. 

Two of the Juggulars are in Jay’s class and one of the 



16

Tuesday Night Acrobats is in Wren’s, but all the other 

circus kids go to different schools. 

The whole point of the blog is to recruit new 

members since we don’t have enough performers to put 

on a big show at the end of the school year. And if it 

doesn’t work, it won’t just be the end of the year, it’ll be 

the End of Everything. Mum and Dad can’t afford to 

keep the place open with so few students. 

The thing is, Franconis’ is the only thing in my life 

besides high school. And my high school resembles 

a post-apocalyptic wasteland where only the morons 

have survived, so Franconis’ is pretty important. The 

blog has to work. Because I can’t even think about the 

circus school closing.

So I think about the show instead, which is what 

I do in most of my classes. My schoolbooks are full 

of scribbled notes like Tots Acrobats + vertical trampo-

line = human catapult?, diagrams of trapeze routines and 

sketches of show-posters. Miss Allen gives me extra 

marks if I make her laugh, but the other teachers com-

plain about the waste of paper. 

If we can pull it off, the show will go down in Little 

Murragh history. We’ll have a circus ring and spotlights 

and everything choreographed to really cool music, and 

Birdie and I will be the headline act – performing our 

craziest trapeze stunts with no safety net (“No chance,” 

Mum said) – and the posters will read:



Franconis’ Circus Proudly 
Presents:

the Fabulous … 
Fantastic … 

Famous … 
Flying Franconis!

“Finchley Sullivan, are you paying attention?”

My real name brings me down to earth quicker 

than sweaty palms on a greased trapeze bar. 

“Yeah, I definitely was, Ms Hatch.” I nod reassur-

ingly. She gives me a warning look and goes back to 

whatever it is she’s doing on the whiteboard. 

Well, you couldn’t name a circus school “Sullivans’ ”, 

could you? Even Ennis Mullins reinvented himself as 

Ennesto Franconi after he married Alouette. Eventually 

he became a flyer, but he started out as a freak show act 

because, since his Niagara barrel-riding adventure, he 

could pop his left shoulder in and out of its socket like 

a Lego man.





For Ailsa and Andy, 
who introduced me to Kilda.
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CROSSING OVER

His mother gave him a new pair of socks, a puffin to eat 

on the voyage and a kiss on the cheek. “God will keep 

you safe, Quilliam, but he’ll not keep you clean. You must 

do that for yourself.” Happily, she did not try to hug him 

close. 

He shook hands with his father, who remarked, quite 

amicably, “The floor needs digging out. You can give me a 

hand when you get back.” Then Quill walked down to the 

boat. His parents followed on behind, of course, but the 

goodbyes were done and out of the way. Besides, he would 
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WHERE THE WORLD ENDS

be back in a week or three. They were only going out to 

one of the stacs to harvest the summer plenty: bird-meat, 

eggs, feathers, oil… 

It was a blade-sharp August day, the sea burned black by 

the sun’s brightness. And no, there were no omens hinting at 

trouble ahead. Hirta people notice such things. The clouds 

did not split open and let fall drops of blood: someone would 

have remembered that. No sinister bird settled on anyone’s 

roof. A gull flew over and dropped its mess on Mr Cane – 

but that was nothing out of the ordinary. (Who wouldn’t, if 

they could?) But no signs, no dread omens.

All the men and women of Hirta helped carry the boat 

down the beach. Three men and nine boys climbed aboard 

it, and a few people on shore raised their hands: not to 

wave, exactly, but to check that the wind had not swerved 

unkindly off course. Quill did not know if the maiden from 

the mainland was there, among the crowd – didn’t look  

to see. To be seen looking would have had every other boy 

on the boat mocking him. So he didn’t look. Well, maybe 

out of the corner of his eye. Once or twice. 

The fathers and uncles, wives and aunts shoved them 

off. And no, the pebbles did not claw at the boat’s keel. No 

lugworms squirmed out of their holes to lug it back ashore. 
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CROSSING OVER

Nothing out-of-the-ordinary shouted in their faces, Don’t 

go! Stay home! It was a good launch.

Or maybe, if there were bad omens, Quilliam missed 

them, trying to glimpse Murdina one last time.

A journey out to the big stacs can take an age, even with  

a sail. Warrior Stac is so big that it looks close to, but there 

are four miles of open water to cross before you get there 

– water that folds itself into hills and valleys and doubles 

the distance. It was little Davie’s first time out, and Quill 

could see the seasickness rising in him, as well as the fear. 

One day, if the years made him cruel, Quill might feel 

inclined to make fun of a first-timer and elbow him in the 

chest, as the bully Kenneth was doing now. But Quill 

remembered all too well his own first voyage – how he had 

expected every upward lurch of the bow to tumble the boat 

over, every trough between the waves to take them to  

the bottom. He remembered waves higher than a boat’s 

gunwales; the spray soaking him to the skin. He 

remembered fretting about getting ashore without making 

a fool of himself, and then having to prove, day after day, 

that he could catch fowl as well as the rest; and having no 
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bed to sleep on, and never a mother about for comfort at 

night… Poor little Davie: not the biggest birdie in the nest. 

And bless him, look, thought Quill, he has on his socks 

already, in place of his boots. All ready to climb. 

Davie looked too green – in every sense of the word – to 

stand up to Kenneth and his bullying. But when he puked, 

he chose to do it in Kenneth’s lap – an inspired revenge, 

thought Quill appreciatively.

They passed Stac Lee and got their first unhindered 

view of the place where they would be living for the next 

few weeks. John began to drum on the boards with his  

feet and the rest joined in, until Mr Cane (a reliable killjoy) 

told them to stop their noise or they would “wake every 

dead sailor from his resting place”. The clatter died away, 

and Quill saw the youngest boys cast little superstitious 

glances over the side, in case dead sailors were a serious 

possibility. 

Warrior Stac grows bigger the closer you get. You would 

swear it was pushing its way upwards – a rock whale 

pitching its whole bulk into the sky, covered in barnacles, 

aiming to swallow the moon. Nearby Boreray has big 

patches of green grass on it, but Warrior Stac is so big and 

so dark that all the fowl of the air since Creation haven’t 
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been able to stain it. It looms there, as black and fearful as 

one horn of the Devil himself. And it teems with birds.

To reach the landing place, the skipper had to round the 

base of the sea stac, passing right underneath the bulging 

shelf called “the Overhang” where a never-ending sleet of 

bird droppings pours down. The boat fell silent as each 

man and boy (except Kenneth) shut his mouth tight. 

“Look, look up there, Davie!” said Kenneth, pointing 

urgently upwards, but Davie had the wit not to fall for that 

one. No one looks up while he is under the Overhang.  

So only Kenneth caught a faceful. 

For Quilliam, though, the Overhang was not the worst 

part of the voyage. That was the landing stage. The sea-

swell slops up and over a bumpy jut of tilting rock. Getting 

ashore is a game you don’t even try unless the wind is 

square-on from the north-east.

The old men back home talked about the stacs as if they 

were just larders, crammed with fowl put there by God 

expressly to feed the people on Hirta. But had they not  

been afraid? In their young days? When they went fowling 

on the Warrior? Had they never feared the jump from  

boat to cliff? The bow rises and falls so fast that the rock 

face seems to rush up and down in front of your eyes,  
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the spray flies fit to blind you, and there’s maybe a piece  

of kelp you’ll land on, slippery as soap, and you’ll lose  

your footing and go down between the boat and the rocks. 

There again, maybe Quill, like Davie, was just a scaredy-

mouse.

Mr Don, barefoot and with a rope tied round his body 

(to fetch him back aboard if he fell) and the boat’s mooring 

rope wrapped around his wrist, balanced precariously on 

the bow, and steeled himself for the jump. The Stac rose 

sheer in front of them, looking like the impregnable wall of 

a castle keep. And yet Domhnall Don made stepping ashore 

look easy. The fowling party formed a line in the boat:  

Mr Farriss and Mr Cane at the front, then Murdo, then 

Quilliam, then Kenneth, and so on in order of height: 

Calum, Lachlan, John, Euan, Niall and Davie. They had not 

only themselves to get ashore, but sacks, nets, coils of rope 

and wicks, baskets, clubs and a battered saddle…

A small, cold hand took a grip on Quill’s wrist.

“Get back in line,” he hissed, but Davie clung on, saying 

nothing, just looking from Quill to the cliff, Quill to the 

heaving waves, shaking his head. Quill threw his half-eaten 

puffin over the side, looped a coil of rope across his body, 

and when it came his turn, took a hold on the little lad’s arm 
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– so tight that Davie squealed – and jumped ashore with 

him. A great shining wave washed over the landing place a 

moment later, but Quill had hopped out of its reach by 

then. “Easy, see? …Only pick your feet up quicker next time!” 

he called, as Davie scrambled away up the rock face, new 

socks all wet and flapping like a duck’s flippers. It made 

Quill laugh to see them.

Looking back down at the boat, he could see the row of 

boys still aboard, left hands clenched white round their 

bundles, right hands just clenched, jaws set, all hoping to 

get ashore with their pride intact and without breaking any 

bones. (So maybe there was a touch of the scaredy-mouse 

in them all.)

Lachlan came past Quill, clambering ashore, nimble 

despite an armful of sacks and a bulky rope round his body. 

He was shabby as a moulting sheep, and twice as cheerful 

as he ever looked back home on Hirta. You would have 

thought he preferred the Stac to home. Why, thought Quill, 

when one wrong step, and the place will kill you? 

But having thought it, he felt a sudden superstitious 

need not to think ill of the Stac. It did not mean anyone any 

harm. It was not a living thing, only a slab of rock in a big, 

cold ocean at the edge of the world. 
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Once the fowling party reached Lower Bothy, they stood 

about, drying in the wind, like cormorants, and watched 

the boat tacking away into the wind: homeward. Calum 

waved: the boatman was his father. Lachlan uttered a yelp 

of joy. Davie bit his lip. No going back now, till Calum’s 

father returned to get them. 

“Back soon,” Quill told Davie, remembering that first 

time the sea had separated him from his mother.

No one wanted to be first inside the cave. Who knew 

what might be dead in there or – worse still – living? This 

close to the water, crabs and dying birds found their way in. 

Calling it “Bothy” made the place sound homely, like a hut 

or a cottage, when it was only really a dark, dank chink in 

the great wall of rock. Just twelve people, a heap of fowling 

nets, a cooking pot, six long ropes, an old saddle, egg 

baskets, bundles and boots. Cosy. In a few days they would 

move higher up the Stac, but in the meantime it was 

somewhere to dump the gear, and a good base for plundering 

the Overhang of its numberless gannets. So what if this was 

a stinky wet cave? Most of the time they would be outside, 

plucking riches from the kingdom of birds. 
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And every time a lad came fowling on the stacs, he went 

home less of a boy and more of a man. 

(If he went home at all, that is.) 





iii
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    I   am sitting on a train waiting for my adult life to begin. 

     If my mum wasn’t stand ing on the plat form watch ing 

me this would be a really kick- ass moment. 

 ‘Go away,’ I mouth through the glass, but she just 

smiles, sips at her frap puccino and stays exactly where 

she is. So I stick my tongue out at her and she sticks her 

middle fi nger back at me. For an infant- school teacher, 

she can be very rude. 

 ‘Annie!’ 

 I look up to see Jackson Wood, a boy from my old school, 

walking towards me. He’s got a skate board tucked under 

his arm and everything about him is relaxed and fl oppy: his 

walk, his hair and defi n itely his jeans. 

 He drops into the seat oppos ite me, spreads his arms 

wide and grins, as though his pres ence is the greatest gift 

I could ever receive. 

ONE
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 ‘What are you doing here?’ I say, laugh ing. 

 ‘Same as you. Starting Cliffe College.’ 

 ‘But I thought you were staying on at school?’ 

 He shrugs. ‘I was, until yester day, when I fi nally looked 

through that stuff they sent us and found out we had to 

wear  busi ness dress .’ He says these last two words with a 

tone of utter disgust. ‘So I rang Cliffe and they said I 

could enrol today.’ 

 ‘Jackson, let me get this straight: you’ve decided to go 

to a college that’s twenty miles away from where you live 

just so you can wear denim?’ 

 He nods earn estly. ‘And train ers.’ 

 ‘Wow …’ I say. 

 He smiles and relaxes back in his seat. ‘Guess what I 

did this summer, Annie.’ 

 ‘Read all of Dickens’s novels?’ 

 ‘Not quite. I learnt to put my fi st in my mouth. Do 

you want to see?’ 

 I glance around the carriage. It’s packed full of 

commuters and teen agers – teen agers who might also be 

start ing at Cliffe College and so could become my future 

friends. 

 ‘Yes,’ I tell Jackson. ‘I do want to see that.’ If any of 

these teen agers are going to Cliffe, they might as well 

know what I’m like right from the start. 
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 I watch in fascin ated horror as Jackson pulls at his lips 

and slowly, slowly crams his fi st into his mouth. Jackson 

has this beau ti ful, soph ist ic ated girl friend called Amelia 

and it’s at moments like this that the whole Amelia–

Jackson thing baffl es me. Amelia plays the elec tric harp 

and got into the semi- fi nals of the Junior Fencing 

Championships; Jackson puts his fi st in his mouth … 

 What  do they talk about? Perhaps their souls meet on 

some amazing cosmic level that I’m too cynical to under-

stand … Looking at Jackson, the major ity of his fi ngers 

now squished into his mouth, I fi nd that hard to believe. 

 ‘Ta- da!’ Jackson mumbles, and I give him a round of 

applause for effort. He wipes his slimy fi st on his jeans 

then leans towards me and lowers his voice. ‘Annie, don’t 

freak out, but there’s a woman stand ing on the plat form 

staring right at you.’ 

 ‘I know. It’s my mum. Ignore her.’ 

 ‘It’s hard. She’s stand ing so close to the window.’ 

Jackson turns and gives Mum a wave and she waves back. 

Mum was supposed to just drop me outside the station, 

but then she insisted on coming right on to the plat form. 

Amazingly, even though I’m sixteen this is the fi rst time 

I’ve ever been on a train on my own. 

 I’m lucky my dad lives in Greece, or he’d be stand ing 

on the plat form next to her. Dad can be a little 



4

over pro tect ive and he doesn’t really want me to go to 

Cliffe College. This morning, he put all his anxiety into 

one text:  Annie, I hope today brings you many riches! 

I also hope you have a coat as there is a 50% chance 

of precip it a tion. DO NOT leave your drinks unat ten ded, 

even for a moment. Boys are wicked. And wear 

appro pri ate clothes. Daddy xxx  

 I replied:  Clothes?! I didn’t realise I had to wear 

clothes …   

 Jackson sits back in his seat, leans forward again, then 

wriggles around, like he can’t get comfy. 

 ‘Stop it,’ I say. ‘You look like you need a wee.’ 

 He runs his hands through his hair, messing it up. 

‘Well, I don’t. I’m just nervous. New college, new friends. 

I’ve only had a day to get used to the idea and it’s making 

me feel sick.’ 

 I know what he means. I’ve had all summer to get 

used to the idea of going to Cliffe, but I still couldn’t eat 

any break fast this morning. ‘Listen, Jackson,’ I say. ‘All the 

best,  coolest  things in life begin with nausea: bungee 

jumping, free d iving, kayak ing down rapids –’ 

 His eyes light up. ‘You’re right! Wrestling crocodiles, 

going over water falls in a barrel –’ 

 ‘No, Jackson, those things aren’t cool. They’re ways 

of dying.’ 
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 But he’s not listen ing. Instead, he’s running through 

some bucket list of death he’s got. ‘Riding an angry bull, 

jumping off a cliff in a wing suit, zorbing a wave, cuddling 

a tiger …’ He breaks off. ‘This isn’t helping, Annie. It’s 

making me feel worse.’ 

 ‘What you need, Jackson, is a Tic Tac.’ I fi nd the little 

box in my bag and shake a couple of mints into his hand. 

 ‘Why do I need these?’ 

 ‘Because these are  magic  Tic Tacs.’ I pop one in my 

mouth. ‘They make you invin cible so you don’t need to 

worry about anything.’ That’s almost word for word what 

Mum told me this morning when she dropped them in 

my ruck sack. She’s been telling me that food stuffs are 

magical for years – super- strength Snickers, mega maths 

Maltesers. She should have stopped doing it a long time 

ago, but it makes her happy so I don’t complain. 

 Jackson sits back and sucks. ‘We’re defi n itely doing the 

right thing,’ he says, mainly to reas sure himself. ‘I mean, 

look at us: we’re going on an adven ture.’ 

  An adven ture …  A ripple of excite ment runs through 

me. ‘You’re right.’ I say. ‘The journey’s only half an hour, 

but this defi n itely feels good. It feels …’ I pause as I try to 

fi nd the right words, ‘like the  start  of some thing.’ 

 ‘Put it here, partner,’ he says, raising one hand in the 

air for a high fi ve. 
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 ‘No way,’ I say. ‘Not doing that.’ 

 Suddenly, the train lurches forward and my eyes shoot 

to the window. Mum starts trot ting along side the train, 

blowing kisses with both hands. Jackson pretends to catch 

the kisses then stuffs them in his mouth. 

 ‘Stop eating my mum’s kisses!’ I say, thump ing his 

arm. 

 Then the train picks up speed and when I turn to look 

out of the window again, Mum has gone. I didn’t even get 

to wave goodbye. 

 My stomach lurches. I’m all on my own. Jackson 

doesn’t count. 

 The train snakes out of town, past rows of houses with 

net curtains and rect an gu lar gardens. I stare through the 

window and see washing droop ing on lines, a broken 

goal post, a man smoking in his T-shirt and pants. The 

man raises a mug to his lips, but before he’s taken a 

sip, we’ve left him behind and the train is cross ing the 

marsh. Then we’re sliding past green fi elds, rolling hills 

and munch ing cows. One of the cows lifts up her heavy 

head and looks right at me. 

 Just then, the sun breaks through a cloud and shines 

on my face, and the train sways from side to side.  That’s 

right, cow. Check me out. I’m on a train, on my own, going 

on an adven ture!  
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 Then happi ness washes over me, pushing away any 

worries I have and fi lling me up from the top of my curly 

hair to the tips of my Nikes. 

 I see this little kid peering between the seats at us. 

He’s not staring at my wheel chair – although it is an 

eye- catch ing lime green – he’s staring at Jackson, who is 

now trying to fi t a whole apple in his mouth. 

 ‘Go on then,’ I say, lifting up my hand. ‘Put it here.’ 

Jackson gives up on the apple and we slap hands. ‘But 

we’re  not  doing this on a daily basis.’  
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   F  or me, it was an obvious choice, leaving my old school 

and going to Cliffe. 

 My teach ers and the students were nice enough – 

some were amazing – but I wanted a fresh start. At 

school you get assigned a role on day one – the 

brainy one, the pretty one, the one who turned 

up with his leg in a plaster cast because he fell down 

a badger hole (Jackson) – and that’s it, you’re stuck 

with it. 

 For fair enough reasons, I was assigned the role of 

Mouthy Girl With Cerebral Palsy and I enthu si ast ic ally 

fulfi lled this role for fi ve years. But when my Learning 

Support Assistant, Jan, told me that she was going to 

carry on being my  LSA  in the Sixth Form, I real ised I 

needed a change. Jan’s lovely – she used to give me a 

home- made fl ap jack every Friday – but I knew it was 

TWO
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time for me to go out into the world alone. No Mum, no 

Jan. No support. No assist ance. Just Annie. 

 Jan got it. In fact, she sugges ted Cliffe. Mum put 

up a bit of a fi ght, point ing out how much she’d have 

to pay on train fares, but I reminded her that Dad 

would contrib ute. He only sees me a few times a year 

so exper i ences a lot of guilt. Guilt that can be eased 

by sending cash my way. I try not to exploit this vulner-

ab il ity of Dad’s … but I do own thir teen pairs of 

train ers. 

 And that’s why, right now, I’m fl ying through the 

coun tryside, wearing cut- off dungar ees instead of sitting 

in assembly wearing busi ness dress. 

 ‘There it is,’ says Jackson, point ing out of the window. 

 Cliffe College is spread out on the edge of the town, 

all modern build ings with lots of glass. As the train slows, 

people start to get their stuff together, and then, with a 

fi nal hiss of the brakes, the train comes to a stop. 

 Jackson jumps to his feet and follows me as I swing my 

wheel chair round. The doors slide open and as arranged 

there’s the porter, slam ming the ramp into place and 

check ing it’s secure. Behind me, I feel the prickly impa-

tience of the other passen gers waiting to get off. I don’t 

care. They can shuffl e and check their phones all they 

like: this is a rare occa sion where I get to go fi rst. 
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 ‘The funny thing is,’ Jackson says in a loud voice, ‘she 

can walk. I’ve seen her!’ 

 I make a grab for him, but he dodges round me and 

jumps off the train. 

  

 Outside the station, Jackson darts towards Tesco Express. 

‘Back in a minute,’ he says. ‘Do you want anything?’ 

 ‘Yeah, a Twix would be good.’ Now I’ve survived the 

train journey, I’m regretting skipping breakfast. 

 ‘I’ll catch you up,’ he says, leaving me to go up the hill 

towards Cliffe. 

 This hill is one of the reasons I’m using my wheel chair 

today. Jackson’s right – I can walk – and I was fi ne on the 

train, but the fi ve- minute walk from the station to college 

would have been hard work. I don’t want to turn up 

exhausted on my fi rst day. 

 Soon I’m in the middle of a stream of people all 

moving in the same direc tion. I could go faster, but I hang 

back so I can take everything in, or, more precisely, so I 

can indulge in one of my favour ite hobbies: people 

watch ing. 

 I notice how much thought every one’s put into their 

appear ance, espe cially the people who want to make it 

look like they’ve put in no thought at all. Take the girl 

walking in front of me. Her hair is plaited, but just the 
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right amount of strands have been pulled loose and I can 

see that the price label is still stuck to the bottom of her 

undone train ers. A random collec tion of charity brace lets, 

leather thongs and beads rise up her left wrist, but they’ve 

been arranged by colour. There’s nothing random about 

them, or her, at all. 

 I’ve put a lot of thought into what I’m wearing today 

because: a) I love fashion; and b) if people are going to 

stare at me, then I might as well give them some thing 

awesome to stare at. I’ve made my hair big and curly – 

kind of a Greek Afro – and I’m wearing a varsity cardigan, 

buttoned shirt, cut- off dungar ees and my gold letter ‘I’ 

neck lace. I’d describe my look as Sporty Vintage High 

School Greek Geek … With A Touch Of Bling. Mum 

described it as ‘a bit odd’, but what does she know? 

 Jackson catches up with me just as I’m going into 

college. 

 ‘Here you are,’ he says, handing me my Twix. 

 I tear it open, then Jackson and I watch as people swirl 

round us – the older students shout ing out to each other; 

the new students eyeing each other cautiously. Suddenly, 

a salty smell hits me and I notice that Jackson’s holding a 

greasy bag. 

 ‘Jackson, what  is  that?’ 

 ‘A roast chicken.’ 
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 I shake my head and put down my Twix. The meaty 

smell is hard for a veget arian to take fi rst thing in the 

morning. ‘You are so very surpris ing, Jackson.’ 

 ‘Thanks,’ he says, with a nod and a smile. ‘Right, I’m 

going to fi nd my form room. Wish me luck.’ 

 ‘You don’t need it. You’ve had two magic Tic Tacs.’ 

 ‘Oh yeah!’ he says, then he disap pears up a fl ight of 

stairs, giving me a fi nal wave. 

 I turn and head towards my own form room. I know 

the way because I had an orient a tion day during the holi-

days. I stop outside S12, pouf up my hair, check the 

corners of my mouth for caramel, then pop another Tic 

Tac – I need a lot of invin cib il ity to see me through the 

next few minutes. 

 I take a deep breath and push open the door. 

 A group of teen agers turn to look at me and I look 

back at them. I know it’s wrong to judge people on 

fi rst impres sions, but I’m fairly certain it’s what they’re 

doing with me so I allow myself to indulge, just for a 

moment. 

 I see three big sporty boys looking uncom fort able 

in their plastic chairs; one boy sitting on his own with 

his hands clutch ing a briefcase; four girls with perfect 

everything – hair, make- up and clothes; a girl with 

cornrows and massive yellow specs; two clever- looking 
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boys; and a couple of smiley girls, the kind that get asked 

to babysit. 

 An awkward silence fi lls the room. I’m fairly certain it 

was like this before I came in, but I still feel a certain 

respons ib il ity to break it. 

 ‘Hi. I’m Annie,’ I say. 

 I get thir teen smiles and nods back, but the specs girl 

gives me a big grin. 

 With all their eyes on me, I move my wheel chair over 

to the wall and put on the brakes. Then I tighten the 

straps on my ruck sack, put my feet on the fl oor and grip 

the push rings. You know when you go swim ming, and 

you can either jump straight in or inch slowly deeper and 

deeper into the water? Well, I’m a jump- right-in kind of 

person. I push myself up and out of the wheel chair, then 

I walk across the room. 

 Well, I say I  walk  … 

 My knees and toes point inwards, towards each other, 

and with each step I take my hips jerk from side to side. 

So I don’t lose my balance, my arms swing about too … 

oh, and my butt sticks out. It’s my walk, but it’s not most 

people’s walk, which is why thir teen pairs of eyes are 

watch ing every step I take. I look up and meet their gaze. 

Thirteen pairs of eyes fl ick away. 

 ‘I’ve got mild cereb ral palsy,’ I say, ‘spastic diple gia.’ 
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 Cautiously, the thir teen pairs of eyes rise again as I 

take a seat next to the specs girl. 

 I take a sip of water and another Tic Tac – project ing 

immense confi d ence is tiring – then, when I’m ready, I 

look up. 

 ‘Hi,’ I say, smiling. 

 She grins back at me. She has big eyes and beau ti-

fully round cheeks that for some reason remind me of 

apples. 

 ‘I like your dungar ees,’ she says in a rush. She’s got this 

throaty voice that doesn’t match how sweet she looks. 

‘I’ve got a pair like them, but in blue.’ 

 ‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘I love them, but they’re annoy ing 

when you go to the toilet.’ 

 ‘Totally! I keep drop ping the straps in wee.’ 

 I like this girl. She says whatever pops into her head. 

 She pushes up her specs. ‘My name’s Hilary.’ 

 ‘Hi,’ I say. ‘I like your glasses.’ 

 ‘I know, yellow frames – how cool? I got them in a 

charity shop in Devon.’ 

 While Hilary and I discuss the pros and cons of 

dungar ees, yellow and charity shops, every one around us 

starts chat ting too. I love moments like this. The start of 

things. The smiley girls swap numbers, the clever boys 

have an earnest chat and the perfect- looking girls talk to 
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the sporty boys. I glance across the room and notice 

that the only person not joining in on this high- speed 

bonding exer cise is briefcase boy. My heart goes out 

to him, but I don’t go over because Hilary has just 

claimed that I once tied her to a chair and this I need to 

follow up. 

 ‘I did  what ?’ 

 She does her grav elly chuckle. ‘It was at play group. 

You tied me to a chair in the Wendy house and I missed 

the apple and toast.’ 

 ‘Apple and toast … that rings a bell.’ I have no memory 

of Hilary, but Mum’s told me I did some crazy stuff at 

play group so she could be telling the truth. ‘Sorry about 

that,’ I say. 

 ‘That’s  OK . I enjoyed it.’ 

 Interesting … 

 Hilary’s eyes light up. ‘I thought you were amazing 

because you wore boys’ clothes and had all these T-shirts 

with dino saurs on them.’ 

 Yep. She defi n itely knows me. 

 ‘Was there anything else I did? Only, we should prob-

ably get it all out in the open right now.’ 

 ‘Well, you taught me the words “willy” and “guff” and 

you told me that one of the helpers would be pleased if I 

painted her handbag with Tippex.’ 
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 ‘I’m guess ing the helper wasn’t pleased?’ 

 ‘No. Oh, and once you made me do a wee in the 

sandpit.’ 

  Oh, God.  ‘How did I  make  you do that?’ 

 ‘You said you’d make me eat it if I didn’t.’ 

 ‘The wee or the sand?’ 

 ‘The sand.’ 

 ‘Wow,’ I say. ‘I was a psycho path … Can I just apolo-

gise all in one go for everything my four- year-old self 

did?’ 

 ‘You don’t need to.’ She hits me with her massive 

smile. ‘You were so funny!’ 

 I’m saved from hearing any more revel a tions by our 

new form tutor walking in. Mr Cobb apolo gises for being 

late, sloshes coffee over his desk and then hands round 

soggy timetables. I see that my fi rst lesson today is English 

liter at ure. 

 Hilary leans towards me and whis pers, ‘Do you 

remem ber when you told me we were only allowed to 

use the tram po line if we took off  all  our clothes?’  
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   O  ne of the perfect girls, Romilly, has the same fi rst 

lesson as me so I leave my wheel chair in S12 and 

we walk there together. I’ve got a pair of crutches stored 

in Mr Cobb’s cupboard – Mum dropped them off last 

week – but I decide to see how I’ll get on without them. 

With diffi culty, it turns out. The corridors are packed 

and I have to concen trate hard on keeping a conver sa tion 

going, getting up a fl ight of stairs and not falling over. 

Falling over is one of the more out- there side effects of 

my cereb ral palsy. 

 By the time we reach the classroom, I’m hot and my 

heart is racing. Thank God for Mitchum Ultimate. 

Seriously, the stuff’s amazing. 

 While Romilly goes to sit with a couple of friends, I go 

to an empty desk by an open window. I take another sip 

of water and let the cool air from the window wash over 
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me. I could have sat with Romilly, but I prefer sitting on 

my own – I like to spread out – plus I don’t want to get 

sucked into a gang of girls on my fi rst day and then have 

to hang out with them for the next two years. 

 Our teacher, Miss Caudle, is a young, slim woman with 

fl ame- red hair. She takes the register then hands round 

copies of the book we’re study ing,  Wuthering Heights  by 

Emily Brontë. I pick up my copy, hold it close to my nose, 

then fl ip through the pages and breathe in deeply. 

 ‘Ah, a fellow book sniffer,’ says Miss Caudle. 

 I nod and take another sniff. ‘New book is my favour ite 

smell in the world.’ 

 ‘Well, that’s your new book now so write anything you 

want in it.’ She turns to the rest of the class. ‘That goes 

for all of you: record your thoughts inside your books. 

 Wuthering Heights  is argu ably the most power ful love story 

ever written and I want to hear your opin ions about it.’ 

 I take in the mist- shrouded couple on the front cover 

and have to stop myself from rolling my eyes – I’m not 

into romances – but then Miss Caudle starts describ ing 

the ‘terrible viol ence and cruelty in the novel’ and I 

perk up. 

 We’re just going through the char ac ters when the 

classroom door swings open and an excep tion ally tall boy 

with short blond hair strolls in. He’s wearing jeans, a tight 
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zipped- up track suit top and black train ers. Curiously, 

draped round his neck is a fringed scarf. He looks like a 

gymnast who’s had a rummage through his mum’s 

access ory drawer. He walks straight up to our teacher and 

clasps her hand. 

 ‘Miss Caudle,’ he says, although he has a strong accent 

and it actu ally comes out as ‘Miss Cuddle’. ‘I’m sorry I 

am late, but an error on my timetable sent me to the 

wrong room.’ 

 ‘Ah …’ Miss Caudle stares wide- eyed at her hand that’s 

being pumped up and down. ‘Are you Fabian Kaczka?’ 

 ‘Yes, that’s me. Fabian Kaczka.’ He says his surname 

much more smoothly than Miss Caudle, with a long ‘sh’ 

sound in the middle. ‘“Kaczka” means “duck”,’ he adds, 

then he quacks. Loudly. In Miss Caudle’s face. 

 Across the classroom, people gasp and stifl e giggles. 

 Fabian Kaczka turns to face us, points at us and says, 

‘But you guys call me Fab.’ 

 A boy at the front bursts out laugh ing, then says, ‘All 

right,  Fab .’ 

 Fab, either not caring or obli vi ous to the fact that this 

boy is laugh ing at him, sticks out his hand and says, 

‘You’ve got it, my friend. Put it here.’ 

 The boy watches in horror as Fab involves him in a 

blokey hand grab. 
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 Quickly, as if she fears Fab might shake hands with 

every one in the class, Miss Caudle tells Fab, ‘Take a seat. 

Anywhere you like.’ 

 His eyes sweep across the classroom, study ing every-

one in turn, before fi nally falling on me. 

  Ah, come on. Move on, eyes , I think. I’m enjoy ing sitting 

all on my own at the back, watch ing everything that’s 

going on. But Fab’s clearly made up his mind because he 

gives a determ ined nod then walks straight towards me, 

past several empty seats. 

 He stops in front of my desk, does this little bow and 

says, ‘Please may I sit with you?’ 

 Well, this is awkward. 

 As every one watches to see what I will do, I feel my 

cheeks go red. I’ve just done my special walk across 

college, totally blush free, then Fab Kaczka bows at me 

and I go red! 

 ‘Sure,’ I say, with a nonchal ant shrug, then I take 

another drink of water to suggest my redness is solely 

down to dehyd ra tion and I move my stuff across. 

 Fab unwinds his scarf, places it care fully over the back 

of his chair, then sits down. He’s so tall that I have to shift 

towards the window to stop our shoulders from touch-

ing. Next, he takes a foun tain pen, a yellow note book and 

a pad of paper out of his bag, then turns to look at me. 
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 Woah. Those are  blue  eyes. They are the  exact  shade of 

Mum’s Bombay Sapphire gin. 

 ‘Hello,’ he says. 

 ‘Hi.’ I poin tedly keep my hands on my book. There 

will be  no  hand shak ing going on here. This boy clearly 

doesn’t under stand bound ar ies and I don’t want to 

encour age him. 

 After looking at me for a moment longer, Fab turns to 

the front of the class, rests his chin in his hand and shifts 

his intense atten tion back to Miss Caudle – or, should I 

say, Miss  Cuddle . 

 Finally, the lesson can begin.  
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   I  love reading. I mean, I’m obsessed with it. I’m a book 

   pervert, and I do it every where and at every oppor tun-

ity, even when I prob ably shouldn’t be doing it at all: 

during assembly, when I’m talking to my Greek nan on the 

phone (or rather when she’s talking to me), when I get 

bored during fi lms. Some people think that when you read 

you’re shut ting your self off from the world. But they’re 

wrong. When I read, my world just gets bigger and better. 

 Occasionally, back at second ary school, I’d get a 

sympath etic look from a girl in my year –  Bless, Annie’s 

 READING  again, like someone from the olden days!  But I 

didn’t care because gener ally I was reading a high- octane, 

violent thriller that I knew had to be better than whatever 

she was doing (usually her hair). Plus, the differ ence 

between what you can get away with reading about in 

public and  looking at  in public is mind- boggling. 

FOUR
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 So, I’m pretty much in heaven as Miss Caudle, eyes 

glit ter ing, carries on describ ing the various char ac ters 

in  Wuthering Heights . She shows us pictures of the 

Yorkshire moors where Emily Brontë lived, and of the 

water falls and crags that appear in the book. As she talks, 

I type. 

 Next to me, Fab writes an endless stream of notes in 

large, fl owing hand writ ing. I don’t recog nise the language 

he’s writing in, but I see that it’s bouncy, with lots of 

curly ‘K’s and ‘J’s. 

 Soon Miss Caudle tells us to read the opening chapter 

and make notes of our fi rst impres sions. 

 With a tingly sense of anti cip a tion, I open the book and 

start to read. On the surface, nothing partic u larly dramatic 

happens – a man called Lockwood goes to this isol ated, 

sinis ter house to pay a visit to his grumpy land lord, 

Heathcliff – but every word is loaded with menace and I 

get the feeling some thing very bad is about to happen. 

 It’s a good feeling, which is why it’s annoy ing when 

Fab leans towards me and says, ‘Excuse me.’ 

 I put my fi nger on the book, then look up. ‘Yes?’ 

 ‘What is your name?’ 

 ‘Annie.’ 

 He nods. ‘So,  Annie , I have a quick ques tion: what is a 

“misan throp ist”?’ 
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 ‘A person who dislikes human beings.’  Like me right 

now , I think .  

 ‘Thank you.’ Fab writes some thing in his yellow 

note book. 

 I turn back to a descrip tion of Heathcliff as a ‘dark- 

skinned gypsy’ and ‘gentle man’. I draw a line under the 

words and write  race and class?  in the margin. 

 Two minutes later, I get another ‘Excuse me’, followed 

by: ‘Annie, what is “peevish”?’ 

 ‘When you feel irrit able.’  Like me. Right now.  

 Ten seconds later: ‘Annie, what is “penet ralium”?’ 

 ‘I don’t know.’ I hold up  Wuthering Heights . ‘This was 

written over a hundred and fi fty years ago – it’s full of 

archaic words.’ 

 His eyes widen. ‘ Archaic?  What is “archaic”?’ 

 ‘Words that aren’t used much any more, but –’ 

 Fab shushes me as he jots some thing down. ‘Annie, 

it is very import ant that I learn the meaning of every 

word.’ 

 ‘ OK , but I don’t know the meaning of all the 

words.’ 

 A cough from the front of the room makes us look up. 

‘If you two could keep it down,’ says Miss Caudle, ‘just so 

every one can concen trate on the task.’ 

 Great. Now Fab’s got me into trouble. Me getting into 
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trouble was another thing I wanted to leave behind when 

I came to Cliffe. I wasn’t out of control at school, but I 

did get  a lot  of deten tions. I blame this on my fi ery 

Mediterranean tempera ment, but Mum’s less gener ous 

and says that some times I can be a right pain in the ass. 

Whatever the reason, I don’t want to draw atten tion to 

myself on my fi rst day. 

 ‘Sorry,’ I say to Miss Caudle. Then I whisper to Fab, 

‘You need a diction ary.’ 

 ‘Like this?’ He pulls a red book out of his massive 

ruck sack. It says  POLSKO–ANGIELSKI  on the front. So 

he’s Polish. 

 ‘Wouldn’t it be easier to use your phone?’ 

 He dismisses my words with a shake of his head. ‘No. 

I prefer this.’ 

 ‘But wouldn’t your phone be more prac tical?’ 

 ‘More prac tical, yes, but less reli able.’ 

 ‘Well,  OK ,’ I say with a smile, then I turn back to 

 Wuthering Heights , leaving Fabian Kaczka tutting, drum-

ming his fi ngers and fl ick ing through his massive 

diction ary. 

 For the rest of the lesson, he keeps relat ively quiet, but 

when Miss Caudle tells us to pack up, he unleashes a 

torrent of ques tions. ‘Annie, why were you using different 

coloured highlighters in your book?’ 
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 ‘I’m using a different colour for each theme. It’s some-

thing my teacher in my old school taught me to do.’ 

 He nods then says, ‘Why do you have the letter “I” on 

your neck lace when your name is Annie?’ 

 I’m a bit taken aback by this – my neck lace is tiny, a 

gold ‘I’ on a thin chain, too small for anyone to notice. 

‘My mum got it for me for Christmas.’ Automatically my 

fi ngers touch it. ‘She ordered it online, but they sent the 

wrong letter. We only found out when I opened it on 

Christmas Day. I told her I liked the “I” and wanted to 

keep it.’ 

 All the time I’ve been talking, Fab has been putting 

things in his bag and listen ing intently. He starts to wind 

his scarf back round his neck. ‘And  Wuthering Heights ? 

Do you like that too?’ 

 ‘Yes, so far I love it. It’s very dark.’ I shut my laptop 

and start gath er ing up my things. Break’s going to be over 

if I don’t hurry up. 

 ‘Dark? In what way?’ 

 I turn to look at him. He’s stand ing there, patiently 

waiting for my answer. 

 ‘I like the way everything feels claus tro phobic and 

also the words that have been used:  devil ,  fi end ,  possessed 

swine .’ 

 He nods. ‘Yes, words are very power ful.’ 
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 I’m not used to boys saying this kind of thing. Or girls. 

I’m used to them saying things like ‘Shakespeare’s boring’ 

and ‘God, I hate poetry’. 

 I nod. ‘Yes, they are.’ 

 The classroom’s almost empty, but Fab is still hover ing 

by our desk. ‘It’s break time,’ he says. ‘Let’s go to the 

canteen and talk about books. I will buy you a coffee. Or 

tea. Do you prefer tea?’ 

 I laugh and shake my head. ‘You go ahead. I want to 

get organ ised.’ 

 ‘No. It’s fi ne. I can wait.’ 

 I shrug, then I delib er ately take my time check ing my 

phone, slip ping it in my pocket, pushing my chair back. I 

guess I’m hoping Fab will give up and go, but he just 

stands there, arms folded, like he’s got all the time in the 

world. Having him hover ing next to me makes me feel 

like I’ve got my old teach ing assist ant, Jan, back. 

 Fab’s eyes follow me as I tighten my ruck sack straps 

and a famil iar fl utter of irrit a tion rises inside me, just like 

it used to at school when I’d have to convince Jan that, 

no, I really didn’t want her to wait outside the toilets for 

me, and, yes, I really would be fi ne in  DT  without her. 

 I must be frown ing, because Fab says in a concerned 

voice, making him seem even more Jan- like, ‘What is the 

matter, Annie?’ 
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 ‘Nothing,’ I say, stand ing up. 

 He steps aside and I walk past him towards the door, 

and, just as I expec ted, he watches me closely. I mean, he 

was curious about my laptop so my walk must be abso-

lutely fascin at ing for him. Suddenly, he rushes ahead, 

pushes the door and holds it wide open for me. 

 I look from the door to Fab, then say, ‘Why are you 

doing that?’ 

 He shrugs. ‘To help. You’re an invalid.’ 

 I blink and stare at him. My heart instantly speeds up. 

All morning I’ve felt so strong, almost invin cible, but 

with one word, Fab Kaczka has whisked my confi d ence 

away from me. 

 And this bothers me more than what he actu ally said. 

I thought I was stronger than that. I thought I was over 

being hurt by words. 

 Suddenly I feel mad – with Fab, and with myself. 

 I take a step towards him. ‘A piece of advice, Fab: 

prob ably best to avoid that word. It’s a bit offens ive.’ I see 

Miss Caudle look up from her desk. My voice is raised, 

but I don’t care. ‘It suggests worth less ness.  In -valid. Like 

you said, words are power ful.’ I take the door from him 

and step through it. I wiggle it back wards and forwards. 

‘And look: I can open doors all by myself!’ 

 I’m halfway down the corridor when I wonder if I was 



29

too hard on Fab. It’s hardly his fault if he hasn’t fully 

grasped the complex nature of the English language 

yet. And all that door wiggling I did … For a moment, 

I consider waiting for him to catch up so that I can 

explain that person ally I think ‘disabled’ is a better word 

to use than ‘invalid’ and take him through the numer ous 

ways that language can cause offence. 

 No. I’ve already missed fi ve minutes of break because 

of Fab and I’m hungry. 

 I push him to the back of my mind and head for the 

coffee shop, taking the stairs instead of the lift and saying 

a cheery ‘Hi there!’ to a girl whose eyes are glued to my 

bare, wobbling legs.  
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Prologue

Nicolas de Mercadier
Fontevrault Abbey, Duchy of Anjou, 1152

I run for the tower, tearing through a tangle of lavender 

bushes. I need cover. I need to hide. Dried blood and tears 

dry on my face, on my neck, bitter salt on my lips. It hurts to 

move. My right-hand eye is swollen shut and my back is on 

fire. I’m gasping for breath, sweat pouring down my face as 

I look up. There’s a window. It’s cut deep into the tower wall 

high above me, the ledge in shadow. If only I could reach 

it I could hide up there, blending into that small patch of 

darkness. 

I scramble up the mimosa tree, shaking loose great clouds 

of yellow blossom like flakes of sunlight; I climb the wall like 

a frantic spider, digging my fingers and my bare toes into 

whatever cracks in the stone face of the tower that I can find; 

higher, higher. 

Don’t look down. 

I haul myself onto the window ledge; I can’t breathe. I’m 

spent. Oh, God, what if Anjou finds me? I glance down into 

the chamber below, chest heaving. It’s empty except for one  

long table set out down the middle, a bench on either side. 

The table is already laid with silver vessels and jugs, but there 
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are no servants. The far wall is hung with tapestries. It’s a long 

way down to the floor. I can’t get down that way without 

breaking my neck.

And the nail-studded wooden door swings open. 

It’ll just be servants. Won’t it?

It’s not; it’s Anjou himself, heir to the throne of England 

and my devil of a stepfather, still red and sweaty with the 

effort of blacking my eye and scourging the skin from my 

back – filthy, disgusting, sweating pig. My mother’s at his side, 

her arm resting in the crook of his elbow. A surge of hatred 

boils through me when I see his face, him touching her. 

Oh, God in heaven, don’t look up. Mama does: her eyes flicker 

towards the window ledge I’m sitting on, then away. She’s 

seen me but this time she’s chosen to preserve what’s left of 

my hide. Traitor.

Still standing, Mama and Anjou wait in silence as a number 

of men step quietly into the room. The most corpse-like of 

them all is clad in the red habit of a cardinal. There is an 

abundance of golden chains, glossy bear hides, costly purple 

robes and ermine trimming – and yet not a single lackey. 

There’s only one reason men cut of this cloth are prepared 

to pour their own wine and that’s subterfuge. 

Well done, Nicolas. You’re hiding in a secret meeting crammed 

full of what looks very like the most rich and powerful collection of 

criminals in Christendom. 

Anjou will definitely kill me now. It began when I 

looked at him the wrong way as I served my mother at fast-

break, blew up like fire in the wind when my apology was 

“insolent”, and now with a bloodied back and a fat black 
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eye I have stumbled on his treachery. If I’m caught, he’ll kill 

me this day – if I don’t crack open my head like a hen’s egg 

falling from this windowsill before he gets the chance. 

“How long must we wait?”  The cardinal speaks in Latin, 

his voice thin and tired. He sounds a little afraid, and sweat 

trickles down between my shoulder blades. “Have you 

summoned us here as some kind of game, my lord Anjou, or 

do we really expect the guests you promised us?”

“Believe me, I’m serious.” Anjou sounds as if he is on the 

edge of losing his temper – again. Mama is sitting very still 

and straight – this is no intimate gathering of friends. 

And before anyone else can speak the air is full of white 

feathers, twisting and tumbling as if a goose-down bolster has 

burst open. The sweat chills on my back. Feathers: everywhere. 

All I can hear is the thin-voiced cardinal muttering a string 

of prayers and blood pounding in my ears. Feathers. They fly 

up past my face, whirling and soft, tickling my bare feet – so 

thick do they fall I can’t see below me at all. What witchcraft 

is this? At last, the white cloud sinks to the floor, and now I 

see that this is no witchcraft. It’s the Hidden, and I’ve never 

seen one of the Hidden in the flesh before. I’ve only ever 

heard the stories, the songs, and the breath freezes in my 

chest at the wonder of it. 

There are four of them, tall and cloaked and more beautiful 

than any mortal, two girls and two boys, one much younger 

with wild red hair – a child, a Hidden child? I was always 

told the Hidden hatched full-grown from seething hot spawn 

spewed from the mouth of Hell. But here is a child who looks 

no older than me: thirteen. The other taller boy is wrapped 
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in a cloak of swan’s feathers that tangle in his black curls and 

pool around his feet. One of the girls is red-headed like the 

child, and the other’s hair is silver-white like a pewter jug – 

I can’t help noticing their hair, great swathes of it, shining 

and wild, not mortal, seeming to move and shimmer as if it 

is alive. Not one of the Hidden looks any more than three 

or four years older than I am – seventeen, maybe, but they 

could be much older than that. I drank these stories with my 

wet-nurse’s milk: the Hidden don’t age. They don’t die unless 

you strike them with iron – they’re cursed never to enter the 

kingdom of heaven. And they’re here. 

“What do you want, mortals of Fontevrault?” He of the 

feathered cloak speaks directly to Anjou, but his eyes are 

lingering on Mama, and a faint smile crosses his lips. I can’t 

take my eyes away from them. There’s something so familiar 

about the way they hold themselves: I’ve seen that strange, 

cat-like poise before—

Anjou doesn’t reply, and I swallow the urge to laugh. He’s 

scared of them. Coward.

“We want to strike a covenant with you.” Mama stands, 

placing both hands palm-down on the table before her, and 

one of her rings glints in a shaft of light shining in through 

the window behind me. “Would any here dispute that our 

kind consorting with yours has its dangers?” Her voice is dry 

and calm, as if she is discussing the storage of winter linen. 

The three full-grown Hidden share a swift glance but 

it’s the cloaked one who speaks again, the swan-feathered 

boy, smiling as if these gathered noblemen and princes 

are nothing but foolish children. “Our longing for mortal 
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children, you mean?” he asks, very gently. “Or your longing 

for a drop of our immortal blood in your clans to make sure 

your rule is never shaken?” He sounds amused, as if on the 

verge of laughter. 

“Both.” Mama’s voice rings out, and I know that tone. I 

wouldn’t argue. I half want to laugh because this chamber is 

full of men – rulers – and they are all too afraid to speak to 

the Hidden. Even Anjou. The task is left to my mother. 

The dark-haired Hidden boy shrugs, and the white 

feathers billow around his shoulders. “Very well, my lady. If 

we cannot live together, we shall live apart. If you do not 

come near us, the Hidden will grant you the same favour.”

Just at that moment, the red-headed boy looks up. Right 

at me. For a thousand years, our eyes lock together, and I 

know that he’s been where I am now – just a boy in boiling 

water up to his neck. He understands: if he’s really the Devil’s 

spawn then I am too, for we’re the same. The Hidden boy 

looks away, back down at his white hands clasped together 

on the table, and my mouth is drier than the time Anjou 

stuffed it full of sand because I swore at him. 

“Agreed,” Mama says, her voice hard. “We will expunge 

the Hidden from all that is written: it shall be as if you were 

nothing but a tale to frighten children. My lords?”

But before they have a chance to speak, the white-haired 

girl smiles, and as one, every man in the room turns to look 

at her, as if somebody has just lit an oil lamp in a dark room. 

“Are you quite sure,” she says softly, “that there is not 

something you haven’t told us, mortals? A detail you may 

have neglected to mention?”
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And as I watch, Mama freezes, holding her hands utterly 

still and flat down on the table as if she is fighting the urge 

to hurl the nearest wine vessel at the girl and smash her 

beautiful face. 

“Rose?” The boy in the feathered cloak throws his 

white-haired companion a glance I can’t read the meaning 

of, and just as he does she makes a great show of looking 

up, right at the window where I am curled up into a ball, 

frozen with terror, on a narrow stone window ledge. The 

red-headed boy and girl glance at each other – she reaches 

out and places one hand over his, as if in protection. An 

older sister, perhaps?

All I can hear is the drumming of my heart. 

One by one, the noblemen and the cardinal all follow the 

white-haired girl’s gaze, some turning in their places on the 

bench to fix their eyes on me. Mama remains seated. She 

doesn’t move. She doesn’t even flinch. My legs burn with 

cramp, but I daren’t move. If I fall from this ledge, I’ll die – a 

bloody mess on the flagstones far below. 

And then, last of all, Anjou turns. He stands, leaning back 

against the table, squinting against the sunlight streaming in 

through the window behind me, and I see new heights of 

rage in his eyes as some kind of understanding dawns. The 

chamber is silent. No one knows what to say. They all just 

watch me, and I’m sure that time has frozen and I will be 

trapped in this moment for ever, and softly – so softly –  

I swing one leg over the window ledge, ready to climb down 

the wall and run for my life. 

And my stepfather says, “Nicolas.” The hatred in his voice 
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hangs in the air like the stench of something rotting. 

I’m not staying to finish this conversation. 

And I slip. I can’t hold on. Frantic, I scrabble for a grip 

on the windowsill but the stone is like oiled silk beneath my 

sweating hands and I really, really can’t hold on— 

I fall, I fall, and the ground rushes up to meet me so fast, 

and I crash through the mimosa tree, the lavender bushes, and 

the tearing agony of it becomes everything, and all is black. 
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1

Connie

Hopesay Edge, present day

“So are you coming tomorrow night, Amy? You could bring 

Mika in the pram.” I knew it was a stupid thing to say the 

second I opened my mouth. Even wrapped in the enormous 

patchwork blanket I’d spent three months knitting, Mika 

was still smaller than the Creed family’s ancient and bad-

tempered calico cat. There was no way Amy was going to 

bring her newborn to a party in the woods. 

“Not this time, Connie.” Amy grinned at me, adjusting 

the blanket around Mika’s tiny body – she never seemed to 

mind my ignorance, even though I was three and a half years 

younger. She was in this total haze. Whacked out on baby 

hormones. “Mum used to take me and Blue everywhere 

when we were babies, though,” she went on. “We had these 

special earphones for festivals and we slept in a wheelbarrow. 

She says there’s no reason why my life has to grind to a halt 

just because of Mika.” For a second Amy looked worried. 

“She’s already on at me about when I’m going to start 

my course again. I just don’t know how I’m going to fit 

everything in.” Amy paused. She always knew just what 

I was thinking. “You look really tired, Con. Are you not 
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sleeping? It’s that time of year again, isn’t it?”

I shrugged. For me, early-summer would never be about a 

new season, a fresh beginning. When the nights grew longer, 

I always thought of Lissy, and how she wasn’t there. But what 

could I say?

Amy reached out and took hold of my hand, twisting 

her fingers around mine. “I never really knew your sister. 

You must miss her so much. I mean, Blue’s a total pain, but 

if he wasn’t there it’d just be so weird and wrong. And your 

brother hardly ever comes home.” 

I was glad she hadn’t said Lissy’s name. Even now, six years 

later, I still couldn’t bear the sound of her name. 

I had to look away for a second or else I was going to 

cry. “Look, you should come on Friday!” I sounded too 

bright, too fake. “We can get Mika some teeny ear defenders. 

Your mum’s right. Mika’s gorgeous and amazing, but he’s no 

excuse to sit around at home for the rest of your life.” 

Amy just raised both eyebrows at me, accepting without 

argument the fact that I didn’t want to talk about my dead 

sister any more than she wanted to think about resuming 

normal life. “Don’t you know the ancient legends, Connie 

Harker?” She spoke in an exaggerated stage whisper. “You 

must never, ever take a newborn baby within a mile of 

Hopesay Reach.”

I rolled my eyes again. “Ri–ight. Or the fairies will 

come and take him away. I’ve heard all the stories, Ames. 

And anyway, Blue told me that Nye was going to set up his 

sound system over in the woods so we don’t get the Hopesay 

zombies calling the police – you won’t have to bring Mika 
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anywhere near the House of Horrors.” 

Amy grinned. “I’m not worried about the scary fairies, 

Con, you know that. I love the Reach, and they’re only 

stories. I’m just tired, that’s all. You and Blue will have an 

amazing time.”

I glanced out of the window. It was getting dark. Right on 

cue Amy’s younger brother stuck his head around the door, 

white-blond hair flopping into his eyes as usual, the sleeves 

of his favourite faded old lumberjack shirt rolled up to the 

elbows. There were some things I could only talk about with 

Amy but at school me and Blue were always together, just 

like we’d been since I first came to live at Hopesay Edge. It 

had been such a dark, confusing time. All those weeks I’d 

spent in hospital, so weak, knowing that when I finally got 

out, Lissy just wasn’t going to be there.

“Con, Mum’s heading into town. Do you want a lift? She 

doesn’t want you walking home in the dark.” Blue rolled his 

eyes at the over-protectiveness, but despite his piss-taking 

I knew Mrs Creed was deadly serious. It really was getting 

dark, shadows lengthening down the lawn, and she never 

liked letting me walk home alone, superstitious just like 

everyone else in Hopesay Edge. Blue stepped in, bringing 

with him the faint, warm scent of the spices his mum had 

been making him grind in the kitchen – cumin seeds and 

turmeric. 

He shut the door behind him. “So when are they going? 

Your mum and Nick? They’re definitely going, right?”

His excitement was infectious and I couldn’t help grinning 

back. “Yes, Blue – my great-aunt’s still dead and they’re off in 
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the morning. Which means that tomorrow night we’re still 

having the most legendary party of all time.”

Amy frowned. “They’re away for nearly a week, aren’t 

they? Are you going to be all right hanging around in the 

Reach by yourself, Con? Why don’t you come and stay 

here?” 

I half wanted to laugh, because the solution Mum and 

Nick had come up with to that little problem was all so 

unbelievably awful: Joe, Joe, Joe. “Don’t worry, I’ve got a 

babysitter. My stepbrother’s coming in the morning. I’ll be 

fine without a lift, but tell your mum thanks anyway.” Joe. 

Oh, God. I got up, slipping on a battered red sweatshirt that 

had once belonged to my brother – Rafe wasn’t likely to 

demand it back. He hadn’t been home in five years. I guess if 

I were teaching hot gap-year students how to dive in India, 

Hopesay Edge wouldn’t be much of a draw to me, either. I 

blew kisses at Amy and Mika, then turned to Blue. “I’ll see 

you in the morning, loser.” I punched him in the ribs just 

hard enough and left by the back door before Mrs Creed got 

serious. The last thing I wanted was a ride home with Amy 

and Blue’s mum firing questions at me the whole time about 

what I was going to do with myself while Mum and Nick 

were away. 

Running down the long strip of garden, I left the black-

and-white timbered cottage behind – lit-up windows warm 

and yellow against the gathering darkness – and I actually 

sprinted past the neat rows of tiny early-summer onions and 

carrots in case Mrs Creed decided it was too dark after all and 

called me back. 
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I climbed the stile at the end of the Creeds’ garden and 

hopped down into long wet grass. This was the oldest part  

of the churchyard and all the graves here were pretty ancient, 

the stone dotted with pale green circles of lichen, names 

all worn away, with no one to remember them. It was so 

quiet. Lissy wasn’t buried in Hopesay Edge. Mum, Dad and 

Rafe had scattered her ashes off the headland near Granny’s 

house by the sea. Aged nine, I’d refused to go – that was back 

when I still didn’t believe that Lissy was really dead. Before 

I’d accepted the truth: she was never coming back. She was 

just gone. 

I ran through the churchyard, feathery fronds of grass 

sticking to my bare legs, unable to believe that it was really 

happening and Mum and Nick were actually leaving me 

with Joe. I mean, so at least this meant he’d never told them 

what I’d done at Christmas, but I really had no idea how I 

was going to face him again without actually dying of shame. 

I had to stop running and just stand there among the 

gravestones and horse-chestnut trees, forcing myself to relive 

the night I’d sneaked out of the holiday cottage: anything to 

escape Mum and Nick’s awful Christmas Eve drinks party, all 

those leering drunken middle-aged people breathing salmon-

breath into my face. And then Joe following me down to the 

waterfront, jaunty coloured Christmas lights hanging between 

the street lights and even twinkling on the boats bobbing up 

and down in the harbour. I used to get so excited about going 

to the cottage every Christmas. Not any more. 

Joe had sat down on the wall beside me. You’re pissed, 

aren’t you? Bloody hell, Connie, you’re only thirteen. 
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Fourteen. I’m fourteen. I’d stared out at the black, glittering 

sea beyond the harbour wall, trying to ignore the way those 

bobbing fairy lights made me feel sick. Don’t tell me you never 

got drunk when you were my age. 

Yeah, but I used to do stuff like this with my mates. Drinking on 

your own isn’t a good sign, Con. In fact, it’s a really, really bad sign. 

I’d turned to stare at him, at the chocolatey brown hair 

falling over his face, those high cheekbones. If you weren’t so 

gorgeous, I’d be angry with you, you know? Stop interfering, all 

right?

Joe had shot me an incredulous look. Shut up, Connie. You 

don’t know what you’re saying. Look, come on back to the cottage 

and we’ll get you some water. If you’re quick we can get back before 

anyone knows you’ve gone. 

Don’t be stupid, Joe. I could stay out all night and they still 

wouldn’t notice. Mum wouldn’t, anyway. And I hadn’t been able 

to stop myself. Hadn’t really wanted to stop myself, to tell the 

truth. I just watched my hand reaching out as if it belonged 

to someone else and I could do nothing to prevent it landing 

on Joe’s knee. The rough, warm feel of his jeans, the fabric 

of my skirt glittering silver and red under the street lights. It 

was me. I really was touching him. 

You’re just so lovely, Joe.

He’d jerked away like I’d slapped him, his face stiff with 

horror. What are you doing, Connie? I’m six years older than you.

You’re the only one who gives a shit about me, you know. The 

only one.

Joe slid sideways along the wall, putting as much distance 

between us as he could, pity written all over his face. Listen, 
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Con. One day you’re going to make a lucky bloke really happy, 

but you’re fourteen and I’m your stepbrother, OK? This is wrong. 

Really, really wrong. Come on, let’s get you back to the house. 

His pity was the worst thing, and I think that’s what 

made me angry enough to say it: Don’t give me that stepbrother 

bullshit. I’m fourteen and I’m not Lissy. That’s the most important 

thing, isn’t it? You were her stepbrother, too. I’m not Lissy. She’s 

dead, Joe. Get over it.

He’d walked away then, without another word, and I’d 

stayed out all night, and no one came to find me, because no 

one else gave enough of a crap, and I’d pushed Joe just about 

as far as it was possible to push him. 

I sat down among the gravestones, covering my face with 

my hands as if I could somehow shove away the memory. I’d 

made a move on Joe – on my own stepbrother – and now 

I had to live with him for an entire week. Knowing that he 

had to be dreading it as much as I was really didn’t help. I 

couldn’t help shivering, suddenly unable to shake the feeling 

that someone was actually watching me, a witness to my 

melodramatic collapse. 

You really just can’t stop embarrassing yourself, can you, Connie 

Harker? It’ll be a dog walker, I told myself sternly. A dog walker 

who now probably thinks I’m crazy. Loads of people go this way. 

There was a public footpath running across the southernmost 

corner of the orchard at home and now that Uncle Miles 

was gone people had started using it again, climbing over the 

stile in the churchyard right into the grounds of the Reach. 

But that didn’t explain why the temperature had dropped 

five degrees, cold air biting through my thin sweatshirt. The 
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skin on the back of my neck tingled like the time Blue 

quietly pushed a handful of sheep’s wool he’d untangled 

from a barbed-wire fence down the back of my T-shirt and 

I’d nearly wet myself shrieking. Run! I screamed at myself. 

I couldn’t move. My legs just wouldn’t obey my brain and I  

couldn’t get up. Pull yourself together, Connie. Swallowing 

my fear, I forced myself back up onto my feet and stood 

still among the tumbled and silent rows of headstones, 

goosebumps rising on my legs. 

There it was again, that prickling, uneasy sensation of 

being watched. Bright pain spasmed behind my eyes, and I 

rubbed my temples. Another headache, just like I always got 

when I woke up after the Dream. I didn’t want to think 

about the Dream now. Not here. Wind shifted the branches 

of the huge, spreading old horse-chestnut trees, releasing the 

heady scent of their blossom.

“Hello?” I shouted. “Is anyone there? Come on. Stop 

messing with me.” I did my best to sound tough and unafraid, 

but my heartbeat wouldn’t stop accelerating, and despite that 

chill in the air a cool trickle of sweat slid down my back. 

No reply. All I could hear was birdsong and the rustle of 

wind in the trees shaking loose pale slivers of horse-chestnut 

blossom that drifted around me like snow, catching in my 

hair. 

“Don’t be an idiot,” I said, aloud. “There’s no one here 

but you.  You’re not getting enough sleep, that’s all. Imagining 

stuff.”

I ran, heart pounding in my chest, cutting through  

the churchyard until I pushed my way through the gap in the 
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tangle of crabbed and twisted apple trees. The chickens had 

all been put away, which was usually my job, but it was still 

light – just – so Mum couldn’t hold that against me, at least. 

Winding my way through the apple trees, I stepped out 

onto the lawn, breathing in the gorgeous warm green scent 

of cut grass and the rich muddiness of the lake. The Reach 

sprawled beyond the carpet of lawn: a tumbling mass of warm 

stone, ancient timbers and a hundred mismatched windows. 

The sky was a swirling mass of fiery sunset, all reflected in 

the lake like it was the window to another world. I stood for 

a moment, my cold unease in the churchyard all forgotten, 

just drinking in the beauty of it all. It was funny to think how 

much I’d hated the Reach when we first came: it was here 

that Lissy had died. In time, though, I’d come to love every 

twisted chimney and every ancient door, which was proof, I 

suppose, of the Reach’s power – a sure sign that I should have 

been more cautious. 
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WHEN I WAS VERY LITTLE, MORE THAN HALF A 

CENTURY AGO NOW, I USED TO HAVE NIGHTMARES. 

You don’t forget nightmares. This one was always the 

same. It began with a face, a twisted, tortured face that 

screamed silently, a face without hair or eyebrows, a 

skull more than a face, a skull which was covered in 

puckered, scarred skin stretched over the cheekbones. It 

was Grandpa’s face and he was staring at me out of his 

scream. And always the face was on fire, flames licking 

out of his ears and mouth. 

I remember I always tried to force myself to wake 
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up, so that I wouldn’t have to endure the rest of it. But  

I knew every time that the rest would follow however 

hard I tried to escape – that my nightmare would not 

release me, would not allow me to wake until the whole 

horrible tale had played itself out.

I saw a great ship ablaze on the ocean. There were 

men on fire jumping overboard as she went down, 

then swimming in a sea where the water burned and 

boiled around them. I saw Grandpa swimming towards 

a lifeboat, but it was packed with sailors and there was 

no room for Grandpa. He begged them to let him on, 

but they wouldn’t. Behind him, the ship’s bow lifted out 

of the sea, and the whole ship groaned like a wounded 

beast in her death throes. Then she went down, slipping 

slowly under the waves, gasping great gouts of steam in 

the last of her agony. A silence came over the burning 

sea. Grandpa was clinging to the lifeboat now, his elbows 
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hooked over the side. That was when I realized that 

I was in the lifeboat with the other sailors. He saw me 

looking down at him and reached out his hand for help. 

It was a hand with no fingers.

I would wake up then, shaking in my terror and 

knowing even now that my nightmare was not over. For 

my nightmare would always seem to happen just a day or 

two before Grandpa came to stay. It was a visit I always 

dreaded. He didn’t come to see us in London very often, 

every couple of years at most, and usually at Christmas. 

Thinking about it now, I suppose this was part of the 

problem. There were perfectly good reasons why we 
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didn’t and couldn’t see more 

of him. He lived far away, on 

the Isles of Scilly, so it was a 

long way for him to come, and 

expensive too. Besides which, 

he hated big cities like London. I’m sure if I’d seen him 

more often, I’d have got used to him – used to his face 

and his hands and his silent, uncommunicative ways. 

I don’t blame my mother and father. I can see now 

why they were so tense before each visit. Being as 

taciturn and unsmiling as he was, Grandpa can’t have 

been an easy guest. But, even so, they did make it a lot 

worse for me than they needed to. Just before Grandpa 

came there were always endless warnings, from Mother 

in particular (he was my grandpa on my mother’s side), 

about how I mustn’t upset him, how I mustn’t leave 

my toys lying about on the sitting-room floor because 
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he didn’t see very well and might trip over them, how 

I mustn’t have the television on too much because 

Grandpa didn’t like noise. But most of all they drummed 

into me again and again that whatever I did, I must not 

under any circumstances stare at him – that it was rude, 

that he hated people staring at him, particularly children.

I tried not to; I tried very hard. When he first 

arrived I would always try to force myself to look at 

something else. Once I remember it was a Christmas 

decoration, a red paper bell hanging just above his 

head in the front hall. Sometimes I would make myself 

look very deliberately at his waistcoat perhaps, or the 

gold watch chain he always wore. I’d fix my gaze 

on anything just as long as it was nowhere near the 

forbidden places, because I knew that once I started 

looking at his forbidden face or his forbidden hands  

I wouldn’t be able to stop myself. 
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T H E F I R S T T H I N G you find out when yer dog

learns to talk is that dogs don’t got nothing much to say.

About anything.

“Need a poo, Todd.”

“Shut up, Manchee.”

“Poo. Poo, Todd.”

“I said shut it.”

We’re walking across the wild fields south-east of town,

those ones that slope down to the river and head on

towards the swamp. Ben’s sent me to pick him some

swamp apples and he’s made me take Manchee with me,

even tho we all know Cillian only bought him to stay on

Mayor Prentiss’s good side and so suddenly here’s this

brand new dog as a present for my birthday last year when I

never said I wanted any dog, that what I said I wanted was

for Cillian to finally fix the fissionbike so I wouldn’t have to

walk every forsaken place in this stupid town, but oh, no,
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happy birthday, Todd, here’s a brand new puppy, Todd, and

even tho you don’t want him, even tho you never asked for

him, guess who has to feed him and train him and wash

him and take him for walks and listen to him jabber now

he’s got old enough for the talking germ to set his mouth

moving? Guess who?

“Poo,” Manchee barks quietly to himself. “Poo, poo, poo.”

“Just have yer stupid poo and quit yapping about it.”

I take a switch of grass from beside the trail and I swat

after him with it. I don’t reach him, I don’t mean to reach

him, but he just laughs his little barking laugh and carries

on down the trail. I follow after him, switching the switch

against the grass on either side, squinting from the sun, try-

ing not to think about nothing at all.

We don’t need apples from the swamp, truth to tell. Ben

can buy them at Mr Phelps’s store if he really wants them.

Also true: going to the swamp to pick a few apples is not a

job for a man cuz men are never allowed to be so idle. Now,

I won’t officially become a man for thirty more days. I’ve

lived twelve years of thirteen long months each and another

twelve months besides, all of which living means I’m still

one month away from the big birthday. The plans are being

planned, the preparayshuns prepared, it will be a party, I

guess, tho I’m starting to get some strange pictures about it,

all dark and too bright at the same time, but nevertheless I

will become a man and picking apples in the swamp is not a

job for a man or even an almost-man. 

But Ben knows he can ask me to go and he knows I’ll

say yes to going because the swamp is the only place any-

where near Prentisstown where you can have half a break
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from all the Noise that men spill outta theirselves, all their

clamour and clatter that never lets up, even when they

sleep, men and the thoughts they don’t know they think

even when everyone can hear. Men and their Noise. I don’t

know how they do it, how they stand each other.

Men are Noisy creachers. 

“Squirrel!” Manchee shouts and off he goes, jumping

off the trail, no matter how loud I yell after him, and off I

have to go, too, across the (I look round to make sure I’m

alone) goddam fields cuz Cillian’ll have a fit if Manchee

falls down some goddam snake hole and of course it’ll be my

own goddam fault even tho I never wanted the goddam dog

in the goddam first place.

“Manchee! Get back here!”

“Squirrel! ”

I have to kick my way thru the grass, getting grublets

stuck to my shoes. One smashes as I kick it off, leaving a

green smear across my trainers, which I know from experi-

ence ain’t coming out. “Manchee! ” I rage.

“Squirrel! Squirrel! Squirrel!”

He’s barking round the tree and the squirrel’s skittering

back and forth on the tree trunk, taunting him. Come
on, Whirler dog, says its Noise. Come on,
come get, come on, come get.
Whirler Whirler Whirler.

“Squirrel, Todd! Squirrel!” 

Goddam, animals are stupid.

I grab Manchee by the collar and hit him hard across his

back leg. “Ow, Todd? Ow?” I hit him again. And again. “Ow?

Todd?”
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“Come on,” I say, my own Noise raging so loud I can

barely hear myself think, which is something I’m about to

regret, you watch.

Whirler boy, Whirler boy, thinks the

squirrel at me. Come get, Whirler boy.

“You can eff off, too,” I say, except I don’t say “eff ”, I say

what “eff ” stands for.

And I really, really shoulda looked round again.

Cuz here’s Aaron, right here, rising outta the grass from

nowhere, rising up and smacking me cross the face, scratch-

ing my lip with his big ring, then bringing his hand back the

other way, closed as a fist, catching my cheekbone but at

least missing my nose because I’m falling into the grass, try-

ing to fall away from his punch, and I let go of Manchee’s

collar and off he runs back to the squirrel, barking his head

off, the traitor, and I hit the grass with my knees and my

hands, getting grublet stains all over everything. 

And I stay there, on the ground, breathing.

Aaron stands over me, his Noise coming at me in frag-

ments of scripture and of his next sermon and

Language, young Todd and the finding of a
sacrifice and the saint chooses his path and

God hears and the wash of pictures that’s in everyone’s

Noise, of things familiar and glancing flashes of– 

What? What the forsaken–?

But up flies a loud bit of his sermon to block it out and 

I look up into his eyes and suddenly I don’t wanna know. I

can already taste the blood where his ring cut my lip and I

don’t wanna know. He never comes out here, men never do,

they have their reasons, men do, and it’s just me and my dog
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only ever but here he is and I don’t don’t don’t wanna know.

He smiles down at me, thru that beard of his, smiles

down at me in the grass.

A smiling fist. 

“Language, young Todd,” he says, “binds us like prison-

ers on a chain. Haven’t you learned anything from yer

church, boy?” And then he says his most familiar preaching.

“If one of us falls, we all fall.”

Yes, Aaron, I think.

“With yer mouth, Todd.”

“Yes, Aaron,” I say.

“And the effs?” he says. “And the geedees? Because

don’t think I didn’t hear them as well. Your Noise reveals

you. Reveals us all.”

Not all, I think, but at the same time I say, “Sorry, Aaron.”

He leans down to me, his lips close to my face, and I

can smell the breath that comes outta his mouth, smell the

weight of it, like fingers grabbing for me. “God hears,” he

whispers. “God hears.”

And he raises a hand again and I flinch and he laughs

and then he’s gone, like that, heading back towards the

town, taking his Noise with him.

I’m shaking from the charge to my blood at being hit,

shaking from being so fired up and so surprised and so

angry and so much hating this town and the men in it that it

takes me a while till I can get up and go get my dog again.

What was he effing doing out here anyway? I think and I’m so

hacked off, still so raging with anger and hate (and fear, yes,

fear, shut up) that I don’t even look round to see if Aaron

heard my Noise. I don’t look round. I don’t look round.
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And then I do look round and I go and get my dog. 

“Aaron, Todd? Aaron?”

“Don’t say that name again, Manchee.”

“Bleeding, Todd. Todd? Todd? Todd? Bleeding?”

“I know. Shut up.”

“Whirler,” he says, as if it don’t mean nothing, his head

as empty as the sky.

I smack his rump. “Don’t say that neither.”

“Ow? Todd?”

We keep on walking, staying clear of the river on our

left. It runs down thru a series of gulches at the east of

town, starting way up to the north past our farm and coming

down the side of the town till it flattens out into a marshy

part that eventually becomes the swamp. You have to avoid

the river and especially that marshy part before the swamp

trees start cuz that’s where the crocs live, easily big enough

to kill an almost-man and his dog. The sails on their backs

look just like a row of rushes and if you get too close,

WHOOM! – outta the water they come, flying at you with

their claws grasping and their mouths snapping and you

pretty much ain’t got no chance at all then.

We get ourselves down past the marshy part and I try to

take in the swamp quiet as it approaches. There’s nothing to

see down here no more, really, which is why men don’t

come. And the smell, too, I don’t pretend it don’t smell, but

it don’t smell nearly so bad as men make out. They’re

smelling their memories, they are, they’re not smelling

what’s really here, they’re smelling it like it was then. All the

dead things. Spacks and men had different ideas for burial.

Spacks just used the swamp, threw their dead right into the
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water, let ’em sink, which was fine cuz they were suited for

swamp burial, I guess. That’s what Ben says. Water and

muck and Spackle skin worked fine together, didn’t poison

nothing, just made the swamp richer, like men do to soil.

Then suddenly, of course, there were a whole lot more

spacks to bury than normal, too many for even a swamp this

big to swallow, and it’s a ruddy big swamp, too. And then

there were no live spacks at all, were there? Just spack

bodies in heaps, piling up in the swamp and rotting and

stinking and it took a long time for the swamp to become

swamp again and not just a mess of flies and smells and

who knows what extra germs they’d kept saved up for us.

I was born into all that, all that mess, the over-crowded

swamp and the over-crowded sematary and the not-

crowded-enough town, so I don’t remember nothing, don’t

remember a world without Noise. My pa died of sickness

before I was born and then my ma died, of course, no sur-

prises there. Ben and Cillian took me in, raised me. Ben

says my ma was the last of the women but everyone says

that about everyone’s ma. Ben may not be lying, he believes

it’s true, but who knows? 

I am the youngest of the whole town, tho. I used to

come out and throw rocks at field crows with Reg Oliver

(seven months and 8 days older) and Liam Smith (four

months and 29 days older) and Seb Mundy who was next

youngest to me, three months and a day older, but even he

don’t talk to me no more now that he’s a man. 

No boys do once they turn thirteen.

Which is how it goes in Prentisstown. Boys become

men and they go to their men-only meetings to talk about
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who knows what and boys most definitely ain’t allowed

and if yer the last boy in town, you just have to wait, all by

yerself. 

Well, you and a dog you don’t want.

But never mind, here’s the swamp and in we go, sticking

to the paths that take us round and over the worst of the

water, weaving our way round the big, bulby trees that grow

up and outta the bog to the needly roof, metres and metres

up. The air’s thick and it’s dark and it’s heavy, but it’s not a

frightening kind of thick and dark and heavy. There’s lots of

life here, loads of it, just ignoring the town as you please,

birds and green snakes and frogs and kivits and both kinds

of squirrel and (I promise you) a cassor or two and sure

there’s red snakes to watch out for but even tho it’s dark,

there’s slashes of light that come down from holes in the

roof and if you ask me, which you may not be, I grant you

that, to me the swamp’s like one big, comfy, not very Noisy

room. Dark but living, living but friendly, friendly but not

grasping. 

Manchee lifts his leg on practically everything till he

must be running outta pee and then he heads off under a

bush, burbling to himself, finding a place to do his other

business, I guess. 

But the swamp don’t mind. How could it? It’s all just

life, going over itself, returning and cycling and eating itself

to grow. I mean, it’s not that it’s not Noisy here. Sure it is,

there’s no escaping Noise, not nowhere at all, but it’s qui-

eter than the town. The loud is a different kind of loud,

because swamp loud is just curiosity, creachers figuring out

who you are and if yer a threat. Whereas the town knows all
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about you already and wants to know more and wants to

beat you with what it knows till how can you have any of

yerself left at all?

Swamp Noise, tho, swamp Noise is just the birds all

thinking their worrisome little birdie thoughts. Where’s
food? Where’s home? Where’s my safety?
And the waxy squirrels, which are all little punks, teasing

you if they see you, teasing themselves if they don’t, and the

rusty squirrels, which are like dumb little kids, and some-

times there’s swamp foxes out in the leaves who you can

hear faking their Noise to sound like the squirrels they eat

and even less often there are mavens singing their weird

maven songs and once I swear I saw a cassor running away

on two long legs but Ben says I didn’t, says the cassors are

long gone from the swamp.

I don’t know. I believe me.

Manchee comes outta the bushes and sits down next to

me cuz I’ve stopped right there in the middle of a trail. He

looks around to see what I might be seeing and then he

says, “Good poo, Todd.”

“I’m sure it was, Manchee.”

I’d better not get another ruddy dog when my birthday

comes. What I want this year is a hunting knife like the one

Ben carries on the back of his belt. Now that’s a present for

a man.

“Poo,” Manchee says quietly.

On we walk. The main bunch of apple trees are a little

ways into the swamp, down a few paths and over a fallen log

that Manchee always needs help over. When we get there, I

pick him up around his stomach and lift him to the top. Even
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tho he knows what I’m doing, he still kicks his legs all over the

place like a falling spider, making a fuss for no reason at all.

“Hold still, you gonk!”

“Down, down, down!” he yelps, scrabbling away at the air.

“Idiot dog.”

I plop him on top the log and climb up myself. We both

jump down to the other side, Manchee barking “Jump!” as

he lands and keeping on barking “Jump!” as he runs off.

The leap over the log is where the dark of the swamp

really starts and the first thing you see are the old Spackle

buildings, leaning out towards you from shadow, looking like

melting blobs of tan-coloured ice cream except hut-sized. No

one knows or can remember what they were ever sposed to

be but best guess by Ben, who’s a best guess kinda guy, is that

they had something to do with burying their dead. Maybe

even some kind of church, even tho the spacks didn’t have no

kind of religion anyone from Prentisstown could reckernize. 

I keep a wide distance from them and go into the little

grove of wild apple trees. The apples are ripe, nearly black,

almost edible, as Cillian would say. I pick one off the trunk

and take a bite, the juice dribbling down my chin. 

“Todd?”

“What, Manchee?” I take out the plastic bag I’ve got

folded in my back pocket and start filling it with apples. 

“Todd?” he barks again and this time I notice how he’s

barking it and I turn and he’s pointed at the Spackle build-

ings and his fur’s all ridged up on his back and his ears are

flicking all over the place. 

I stand up straight. “What is it, boy?”

He’s growling now, his lips pulled back over his teeth. I
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feel the charge in my blood again. “Is it a croc?” I say.

“Quiet, Todd,” Manchee growls.

“But what is it?”

“Is quiet, Todd.” He lets out a little bark and it’s a real

bark, a real dog bark that means nothing but “Bark!” and my

body electricity goes up a bit, like charges are going to start

leaping outta my skin. “Listen,” he growls.

And so I listen.

And I listen.

And I turn my head a little and I listen some more.

There’s a hole in the Noise.

Which can’t be.

It’s weird, it is, out there, hiding somewhere, in the trees

or somewhere outta sight, a spot where your ears and your

mind are telling you there’s no Noise. It’s like a shape you

can’t see except by how everything else around it is touch-

ing it. Like water in the shape of a cup, but with no cup. It’s

a hole and everything that falls into it stops being Noise,

stops being anything, just stops altogether. It’s not like the

quiet of the swamp, which is never quiet obviously, just less

Noisy. But this, this is a shape, a shape of nothing, a hole

where all Noise stops. 

Which is impossible. 

There ain’t nothing but Noise in this world, nothing but

the constant thoughts of men and things coming at you and

at you and at you, ever since the spacks released the Noise

germ during the war, the germ that killed half the men and

every single woman, my ma not excepted, the germ that

drove the rest of the men mad, the germ that spelled the

end for all Spackle once men’s madness picked up a gun.
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“Todd?” Manchee’s spooked, I can hear it. “What, Todd?

What’s it, Todd?”

“Can you smell anything?”

“Just smell quiet, Todd,” he barks, then he starts barking

louder, “Quiet! Quiet!”

And then, somewhere around the spack buildings, the

quiet moves.

My blood-charge leaps so hard it about knocks me over.

Manchee yelps in a circle around me, barking and barking,

making me double-spooked, and so I smack him on the

rump again (“Ow, Todd?”) to make myself calm down.

“There’s no such thing as holes,” I say. “No such thing as

nothing. So it’s gotta be a something, don’t it?”

“Something, Todd,” Manchee barks.

“Can you hear where it went?”

“It’s quiet, Todd.”

“You know what I mean.”

Manchee sniffs the air and takes one step, two, then

more towards the Spackle buildings. I guess we’re looking

for it, then. I start walking all slow-like up to the biggest of

the melty ice cream scoops. I stay outta the way of anything

that might be looking out the little bendy triangle doorway.

Manchee’s sniffing at the door frame but he’s not growling

so I take a deep breath and I look inside. 

It’s dead empty. The ceiling rises up to a point about

another length of me above my head. Floor’s dirt, swamp

plants growing in it now, vines and suchlike, but nothing

else. Which is to say no real nothing, no hole, and no telling

what mighta been here before.

It’s stupid but I gotta say it.
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I’m wondering if the Spackle are back. 

But that’s impossible.

But a hole in the Noise is impossible.

So something impossible has to be true.

I can hear Manchee snuffling around again outside so I

creep out and I go to the second scoop. There’s writing on

the outside of this one, the only written words anyone’s ever

seen in the spack language. The only words they ever saw fit

to write down, I guess. The letters are spack letters, but Ben

says they make the sound es’Paqili or suchlike, es’Paqili, the

Spackle, “spacks” if you wanna spit it, which since what

happened happened is what everyone does. Means “The

People”.

There’s nothing in the second scoop neither. I step back

out into the swamp and I listen again. I put my head down

and I listen and I reach with the hearing parts of my brain

and I listen there, too, and I listen and listen.

I listen.

“Quiet! Quiet!” Manchee barks, twice real fast and

peels off running again, towards the last scoop. I take off

after him, running myself, my blood charging, cuz that’s

where it is, that’s where the hole in the Noise is.

I can hear it.

Well, I can’t hear it, that’s the whole point, but when I

run towards it the emptiness of it is touching my chest and

the stillness of it pulls at me and there’s so much quiet in it,

no, not quiet, silence, so much unbelievable silence that I

start to feel really torn up, like I’m about to lose the most

valuable thing ever, like there it is, a death, and I’m running

and my eyes are watering and my chest is just crushing and
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there’s no one to see but I still mind and my eyes start 

crying, they start crying, they start effing crying, and I stop

for a minute and I bend over and Jesus H Dammit, you

can just shut up right now, but I waste a whole stupid

minute, just a whole stinking, stupid minute bent over

there, by which time, of course, the hole is moving away, it’s

moved away, it’s gone.

Manchee’s torn twixt racing after it and coming back to

me but he finally comes back to me.

“Crying, Todd?”

“Shut up,” I say and aim a kick at him. It misses on

purpose.
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Then (she had felt it only this morning) there was 

the terror; the overwhelming incapacity, one’s 

 parents giving it into one’s hands, this life, to 

be lived to the end, to be walked with serenely;  

there was in the depths of her heart an awful fear.

–Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway

This pain

It is a glacier moving through you

And carving out deep valleys

And creating spectacular landscapes

–John Grant, Glacier
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Adam would have to get the flowers himself.

His mom had enough to do, she said; she needed them 

this morning, pretty much right now if the day wasn’t 

going to be a total loss; and in the end, Adam’s attendance 

at this little “get-together” with his friends tonight may or 

may not hinge on his willingness/success in picking up the 

flowers and doing so without complaint. 

Adam argued – quite well, he thought, without show-

ing any overt anger – that his older brother, Marty, was the 

one who’d run over the old flowers; that he, Adam, also 

had a ton of things to do today; and that new chrysanthe-

mums for the front path weren’t exactly high in the logical 

criteria for attendance at a get-together he’d already bar-

gained for – because nothing was free with his parents, not 

ever – by chopping all the winter’s firewood before even 

the end of August. Nevertheless, she had, in that way of 

hers, turned it into a decree: he would get the flowers or 

he wouldn’t go tonight, especially after that girl got killed. 
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“Your choice,” his mom said, not even looking at 

him.

It’s only the Yoke, Adam thought, getting behind 

the wheel of his car. And the Yoke isn’t forever. Still, he 

needed a few deep breaths before he started the engine.

At least it was early. The late summer Saturday 

stretched ahead, with its hours to fill, hours he had filled 

with a schedule of things (he was a scheduler): he needed 

to go for a run; he had a few hours’ stock-taking to do at 

the Evil International Mega-Conglomerate; he had to help 

his dad at the church; he had to stop by Angela’s work to 

make sure the pizzas were still on schedule for the party–

Morning, his phone buzzed in his lap.

He smiled in a small way. There was that today, too.

Morning, he typed back. Wanna buy flowers?

Is that code?

He smiled again and backed out of the driveway. Fine, 

let go of the anger, because what a day ahead! What fun 

it promised! What laughs! What drinks and food and 

friends and sex! What a stab in the heart at the end of it 

because the party was a going-away one! Someone was 

going away. Adam wasn’t sure whether he wanted them 

to go away or not. 

What a day ahead.

What time are you coming by? asked his phone. 

Around 2? he typed back at a stop sign.

The reply was a thumbs-up emoji.

He pulled out of his wooded neighbourhood onto 

the wooded road into town. “Wooded” in fact described 
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everything within fifty miles; it was the overwhelming fea-

ture of the town of Frome, indeed the overwhelming feature 

of the state of Washington. Take it as a given, a sight so 

often seen it became invisible.

Adam thought about two o’clock this afternoon. 

There was so much happiness to be had there. So much 

secret happiness.

And yet, a sinking of the stomach, too…

No, stop that. He was looking forward to it. 

Absolutely. Yes. In fact, think about–

In fact, yes, that.

Another stop sign. Blood is flowing places, he mes-

saged. Engorging things.

The reply was two thumbs-up emojis.

So consider Adam Thorn, as he pulls out onto the fur-

ther main road – wooded, naturally – the one that leads 

to the garden centre, the one with ever-increasing traffic, 

even at this early hour on a Saturday. Adam Thorn, born 

almost but not quite eighteen years ago in the hospital 

ten miles along this same road. The furthest from here 

he’s been in his life is when his family went on a fun-

free driving holiday to Mount Rushmore. He didn’t even 

get to go on the mission trip to Uruguay with his father, 

mother and Marty when Adam was in the sixth grade. 

Afterwards, his dad had made it sound like a nightmare of 

mud and evangelical-resistant locals, but Adam – deemed 

too young and sentenced to three weeks of 4.30 suppers 

with Grandpa John and Grandma Pat – couldn’t help but 

feel that wasn’t the point.
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Twelve more months, he thought, and the Yoke is off. 

Senior year started in just over a week.

After that, the sky.

For Adam Thorn wants to get away. Adam Thorn 

longs to leave, with an ache in his gut so acute it feels 

like vertigo. Adam Thorn wishes he was going away with 

the person going away at the end of tonight’s going-away 

party. 

Well, maybe he does.

Adam Thorn. Blanched blond, tall, bulky in a way that 

might be handsome but is only just starting to properly 

agree with gravity. A-student, fighting for the college of 

his choice, fighting for college at all as the money troubles 

that are supposed to be passing don’t seem to be doing 

so, not helped by pointless purchases of chrysanthemums 

because “preachers’ houses have to look a certain way”, 

but he is focused on a goal, focused on what will get him 

the hell out of Frome, Washington.

Adam Thorn, keeper of secrets.

His phone rang as he pulled into the garden centre. 

“Everyone’s up early today,” he answered as he parked.

“How many times do I have to tell you I’m not every-

one?” Angela grumped.

“Everyone is everyone. Whole point of ‘everyone’.”

“The whole point of everyone is for them to con-

stantly do stupid things while we – not everyone – make 

fun of them for it and feel superior.”

“Why are you up?”

“Why else? The chickens.”
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“The chickens are every reason for everything. They’ll 

rule us one day.”

“They rule us now. Why are you up?”

“Replacement flowers. For my mom’s garden of 

 punishment.”

“You are so going to need therapy.”

“They don’t believe in it. If you can’t pray it away, it’s 

not a real problem.”

“Your parents. I’m amazed they’re letting you go 

tonight. Especially after Katherine van Leuwen.”

Katherine van Leuwen was the girl who was killed, 

which seemed impossible with a name so strong. She’d 

gone to Adam’s school, a year ahead, but he didn’t know 

her. And okay, so, fine, she had been murdered last week at 

the same lake where the get-together was planned (Adam 

had never used the word “party” with his parents as that 

would have closed discussion immediately), but the girl’s 

killer, her much older boyfriend, had been caught, had 

confessed, and was awaiting sentencing. She had always 

hung out with the meth heads and it was meth her boy-

friend was amped up on when he killed her, raving about 

– of all things – goats, according to an equally methed 

witness. Angela, Adam’s closest friend, raged against any-

one’s even slight suggestion that Katherine van Leuwen 

had brought it on herself.

“You don’t know,” she’d nearly shout at whoever. 

“You don’t know what her life was like, you don’t know 

what addiction is like. You have no idea what goes on 

inside another person’s head.”
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That was certainly true, and thank God for that, in 

the case of Adam’s parents.

“They think it’s a quote get-together with three or 

four of my friends to say goodbye to Enzo,” he said now.

“That sentence is factually true.”

“While at the same time omitting much.”

“Also true. When pizzas? Because, pizzas.”

“I’ve got a run to do, then work, then I’m seeing 

Linus at two, and I have to help my dad set up for church 

tomorrow–”

“Dad and church post-coitus with Linus? You dirty 

boy.”

“I was thinking seven? Then we could go straight to 

the party.”

“Get-together.”

“There will be together to get, yes.”

“Seven. Good. I need to speak to you.”

“About what?”

“Stuff. Don’t worry. And now chickens. Because, 

chickens.” 

Angela’s family had a working farm. She swore they’d 

adopted her from Korea because it was cheaper than 

hiring a labourer for the livestock. This wasn’t true, even 

Angela knew it; Mr and Mrs Darlington were unobtru-

sively decent, always good to Adam, always giving him an 

implicitly safe place to get away from those parents of his, 

even if they were too kind to say such a thing out loud.

“When is it that you’ve got my back again, Adam?” 

Angela asked, in their usual farewell.
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He grinned. “Always. Until the end of the world.”

“Oh, yeah. That’s right.” She hung up.

He got out of his car into the early morning sunshine. 

The lot was nearly full at a little past eight. Serious gar-

deners around here, getting ready for the approaching 

fall. He stopped a minute under the sky, only cleared of 

trees for the parking lot but still: open sky. He closed his 

eyes, felt the sun on his eyelids.

He breathed.

The Yoke wasn’t even his word. It was Biblical. It was 

his dad’s. Big Brian Thorn. Former professional football 

player – three seasons as a tight end for the Seahawks 

before the shoulder surgery – now long-time head preacher 

at The House Upon The Rock, Frome’s second-largest 

evangelical church. “Until you leave my house,” he’d bel-

lowed right into Adam’s face, “you are under my Yoke.” 

Adam’s car had been taken away for a month that time. 

For missing curfew by ten minutes.

He breathed again, then went inside for chrysan-

themums.

JD McLaren was working the flower department. 

They had world literature and chemistry together. “Hey, 

Adam,” he said, with his usual plump friendliness. 

“Hey, JD,” Adam said. “I didn’t even know you guys 

opened this early.”

“They saw how many people were lined up at the 

drive-thru Starbucks at five every morning and thought 

there was business they were missing out on.”

“They’re probably right. I need chrysanthemums.”
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“Bulbs? Wrong time of year to plant those.”

“I need the full, blooming flowers. My brother flat-

tened the ones bordering our driveway. My mother had 

a stroke.”

“Oh, my God!”

“She didn’t really have a stroke, JD.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“But I need to procure them or be denied social 

 occasions.”

“You mean Enzo’s thing tonight?”

“I do. You going?”

“Yeah. I heard there’s going to be kegs because his 

parents are European and don’t care if we drink.”

“Angela and I are bringing pizzas from her work.”

“Better and better. Does it matter what colour chrysan -

themums?”

“Probably, but as she didn’t specify, I have the chance 

to blame her if they’re wrong.”

“I’ll get you the most garish.”

“And maybe…”

JD waited. Adam couldn’t quite meet his eye. “Maybe 

not the most expensive?” 

“Not a problem, Adam,” JD said, seriously, and 

headed off into the massive field of flower pallets. Those 

were all in dirt, to be planted into your own gardens, but 

the garden centre had a cooler of cut flowers, too, if you 

needed a bouquet. Adam wandered over to it, his brain 

idly moving through the day ahead, coupled with a song 

he was presently unaware of even humming. 
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A red rose, alone in its plastic bucket. He reached 

for it, though it didn’t really register in his consciousness 

until it was in his hands. A single red rose. Could he buy 

it? Was that something that was okay? That boys did? If it 

was for a girl, obviously, yes, but if it was for…

He had no rules for this. Which was liberating some 

of the time because that meant there were none to obey, 

not even with Linus. But sometimes a guide or history or a 

long-established literature would have been useful. Could 

he buy a rose? And give it? How would Linus take it? Did 

everyone else in the world know the answer except him?

If it was even Linus he gave it to.

He placed the pad of his right thumb onto one of the 

rose’s thorns – which, along with “crown of”, was one of 

the two “jokes” people told about his last name, never 

making anyone laugh but themselves – and slowly but 

firmly pressed. It pierced the skin and in the quickness of 

the drop of blood that flowed there, he saw–
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“Atticus, he was real nice . . .”
“Most people are, Scout, when you finally see them.”

— To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee
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I’m not a shitty person, but I’m about to do a shitty thing. And you 

will hate me, and some other people will hate me, but I’m going 

to do it anyway to protect you and also myself.

This will sound like an excuse, but I have something called 

prosopagnosia, which means I can’t recognize faces, not even 

the faces of the people I love. Not even my mom. Not even myself.

Imagine walking into a room full of strangers, people who 

don’t mean anything to you because you don’t know their names 

or histories. Then imagine going to school or work or, worse, your 

own home, where you should know everyone, only the people 

there look like strangers too.

That’s what it’s like for me: I walk into a room and I don’t know 

anyone. That’s every room, everywhere. I get by on how a person 

walks. By gestures. By voice. By hair. I learn people by identifiers. 

I tell myself, Dusty has ears that stick out and a red- brown Afro, 

and then I memorize this fact so it helps me find my little brother, 

but I can’t actually call up an image of him and his big ears and 

his Afro unless he’s in front of me. Remembering people is like 

this superpower everyone seems to have but me.

Have I been officially diagnosed? No. And not just because 

I’m guessing this is beyond the pay grade of Dr. Blume, town 

pediatrician. Not just because for the past few years my par-

ents have had more than their share of shit to deal with. Not just 
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 because it’s better not to be the freak. But because there’s a part 

of me that hopes it isn’t true. That maybe it will clear up and go 

away on its own. For now, this is how I get by:

Nod/smile at everyone.

Be charming.

Be “on.”

Be goddamn hilarious.

Be the life of the party, but don’t drink. Don’t risk losing con-

trol (that happens enough when sober).

Pay attention.

Do whatever it takes. Be lord of the douche. Anything to keep 

from being the prey. Always better to hunt than be hunted.

I’m not telling you all this as an excuse for what I’m about to 

do. But maybe you can keep it in mind. This is the only way to 

stop my friends from doing something worse , and it’s the only 

way to stop this stupid game. Just know that I don’t want to hurt 

anyone. That’s not why. Even though that’s the thing that’s going 

to happen.

Sincerely yours,

Jack

PS. You’re the only person who knows what’s wrong with me.
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Prosopagnosia /präs pa n ZH( ) / noun: 1. an inability to recog-
nize the faces of familiar people, typically as a result of damage to 
the brain; 2. when everyone is a stranger.
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LIBBY

If a genie popped out of my bedside lamp, I would wish for these 
three things: my mom to be alive, nothing bad or sad to ever hap-
pen again, and to be a member of the Martin Van Buren High 
School Damsels, the best drill team in the tristate area.

But what if the Damsels don’t want you?
It is 3:38 a.m., and the time of night when my mind starts run-

ning around all wild and out of control, like my cat, George, when 
he was a kitten. All of a sudden, there goes my brain, climbing the 
drapes. There it is, swinging from the bookshelf. There it is, with 
its paw in the fish tank and its head underwater.

I lie on my bed, staring up into the dark, and my mind bounces 
across the room.

What if you get trapped again? What if they have to knock down 
the cafeteria door or the bathroom wall to get you out? What if your 
dad gets married and then he dies and you’re left with the new wife 
and stepsiblings? What if you die? What if there is no heaven and 
you never see your mom again?

I tell myself to sleep.
I close my eyes and lie very still.
Very still.
For minutes.
I make my mind lie there with me and tell it, Sleep, sleep, sleep.
What if you get to school and realize that things are different and 

Text (C) Jennifer Niven. Courtesy of Penguin Books Ltd.



8 Jennifer Niven

kids are different, and no matter how much you try, you will never 
be able to catch up to them?

I open my eyes.
My name is Libby Strout. You’ve probably heard of me. You’ve 

probably watched the video of me being rescued from my own 
house. At last count, 6,345,981 people have watched it, so there’s a 
good chance you’re one of them. Three years ago, I was America’s 
Fattest Teen. I weighed 653 pounds at my heaviest, which means I 
was approximately 500 pounds overweight. I haven’t always been 
fat. The short version of the story is that my mom died and I got 
fat, but somehow I’m still here. This is in no way my father’s fault.

Two months after I was rescued, we moved to a different 
neighbor hood on the other side of town. These days I can leave 
the house on my own. I’ve lost 302 pounds. The size of two entire 
people. I have around 190 left to go, and I’m fine with that. I like 
who I am. For one thing, I can run now. And ride in the car. And 
buy clothes at the mall instead of special- ordering them. And I can 
twirl. Aside from no longer being afraid of organ failure, that may 
be the best thing about now versus then.

Tomorrow is my first day of school since fifth grade. My new 
title will be high school junior, which, let’s face it, sounds a lot bet-
ter than America’s Fattest Teen. But it’s hard to be anything but 
TERRIFIED OUT OF MY SKULL.

I wait for the panic attack to come.
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Caroline Lushamp calls before my alarm goes off, but I let her go 
to voice mail. I know whatever it is, it’s not going to be good and 
it will be my fault.

She calls three times but only leaves one message. I almost 
delete it without listening, but what if her car broke down and 
she’s in trouble? This is, after all, the girl I’ve dated off and on for 
the past four years. (We’re that couple. That on- again, off- again 
everyone- assumes- we’ll- end- up- together- forever couple.)

Jack, it’s me. I know we’re taking a break or whatever but she’s 
my cousin. My COUSIN. I mean, MY COUSIN, JACK! If you 
wanted to get back at me for breaking up with you, then congratula-
tions, jerkwad, you’ve done it. If you see me in class today or in the 
hallways or in the cafeteria or ANYWHERE ELSE ON EARTH, do 
not talk to me. Actually, just do me a favor and go to hell.

Three minutes later, the cousin calls, and at first I think she’s 
crying, but then you can hear Caroline in the background, and the 
cousin starts yelling and Caroline starts yelling. I delete the mes-
sage.

Two minutes later, Dave Kaminski sends a text to warn me that 
Reed Young wants to kick my face in for making out with his girl-
friend. I text I owe you. And I mean it. If I’m keeping score, Kam’s 
helped me out more times than I’ve helped him.

All this fuss over a girl who, if we’re being honest, looked so 

Text (C) Jennifer Niven. Courtesy of Penguin Books Ltd.



10 Jennifer Niven

much like Caroline Lushamp that— at least at first— I thought 
it was her, which means in some weird way Caroline should be 
flattered. It’s like admitting to the world that I want to get back 
together with her even though she dumped me the first week of 
summer so that she could go out with Zach Higgins.

I think of texting this to her, but instead I turn off my phone 
and close my eyes and see if I can’t transport myself right back into 
July. The only thing I had to worry about then was going to work, 
scavenging the local scrap yard, building (mind- blowing) projects 
in my (kick- ass) workshop, and hanging out with my brothers. Life 
would be so much easier if it was just Jack + scrap yard + kick- ass 
workshop + mind- blowing projects.

You should never have gone to the party. You should never have 
had a drink. You know you can’t be trusted. Avoid alcohol. Avoid 
crowds. Avoid people. You only end up pissing them off.
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It’s 6:33 a.m. and I am out of bed and standing in front of the mir-
ror. There was a time, a little over two years ago, when I couldn’t, 
wouldn’t look at myself. All I saw was the bunched- up face of 
Moses Hunt, yelling at me across the playground: No one will ever 
love you because you’re fat! And the faces of all the other fifth grad-
ers as they started to laugh. You’re so big you block the moon. Go 
home, Flabby Stout, go home to your room. . . . 

Today, for the most part, I only see me— adorable navy dress, 
sneakers, medium- longish brown hair that my sweet but slightly 
demented grandmother once described as “the exact color of 
highland cattle.” And the reflection of my giant dirty cotton ball of 
a cat. George stares at me with wise gold eyes and I try to imagine 
what he might say to me. Four years ago, he was diagnosed with 
heart failure and given six months to live. But I know him well 
enough to know that only George will decide when it’s time for 
George to go. He blinks at me.

Right now, I think he would tell me to breathe.
So I breathe.
I’ve gotten really good at breathing.
I look down at my hands and they’re steady, even if the finger-

nails are bitten to the quick, and, weirdly, I feel pretty calm, con-
sidering. I realize: the panic attack never came. This is something 
to celebrate, so I throw on one of my mom’s old albums and dance. 
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Dancing is what I love most and dancing is what I plan to do with 
my life. I haven’t taken lessons since I was ten, but the dance is in 
me, and no lack of training can make that go away.

I tell myself, Maybe this year you can try out for the Damsels.
My brain goes zooming up the wall, where it hangs, shaking. 

What if it never happens? What if you die before anything good or 
wonderful or amazing ever happens to you? For the past two and a 
half years, the only thing I’ve had to worry about has been my sur-
vival. The focus of every single person in my life, including me, has 
been: We just need to get you better. And now I’m better. So what if 
I let them down after all the time and energy they’ve invested in me?

I dance harder to push the thoughts out until my dad thumps 
on the door. His head appears. “You know I love a good Pat Bena-
tar song first thing in the morning, but the question is: how do the 
neighbors feel?”

I turn it down a little but keep on moving. When the song is 
over, I find a marker and decorate one shoe. As long as you live, there’s 

always something waiting; and even if it’s bad, and you know it’s bad, what 

can you do? You can’t stop living. (Truman Capote, In Cold Blood.) Then I 
reach for the lipstick my grandmother gave me for my birthday, 
lean into the mirror, and paint my lips red.
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I hear the shower running and voices downstairs. I pull the pillow 
over my face, but it’s too late— I’m awake.

I turn on my phone and text first Caroline, then Kam, then 
Reed Young. The thing I say to all of them is that I was very drunk 
(an exaggeration) and it was very dark (it was) and I don’t remem-
ber anything that happened because I was not only drunk, I was 
upset. There’s just this shit happening at home that I can’t talk about 
right now, so if you can bear with me and find it in your heart to 
forgive me, I’ll be forever in your debt. The shit happening at home 
part is completely true.

For Caroline, I throw in some compliments and ask her to 
please apologize to her cousin for me. I say I don’t want to contact 
her directly because I’ve already made a mess of things and I don’t 
want to do anything else to make things worse between Caroline 
and me. Even though Caroline was the one who broke up with me, 
and even though we’re currently in an off- again phase, and even 
though I haven’t seen her since June, I basically eat crow and then 
throw it up all over my phone. This is the price I pay for trying to 
keep everyone happy.

I drag myself down the hall to the bathroom. The thing I need 
most in this world is a long, hot shower, but what I get instead is a 
trickle of warm water followed by a blast of Icelandic cold. Sixty 
seconds later— because that’s all I can bear— I get out, dry off, and 
stand in front of the mirror.
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So this is me.
I think this every time I see my reflection. Not in a Damn, that’s 

me way, but more like Huh. Okay. What have we got here? I lean 
in, trying to put the pieces of my face together.

The boy in the mirror isn’t bad- looking— high cheekbones, 
strong jaw, a mouth that’s hitched up at one corner like he just got 
done telling a joke. Somewhere in the neighborhood of pretty. The 
way he tilts his head back and looks out through half- open eyelids 
makes it seem like he’s used to looking down on everyone, like he’s 
smart and he knows he’s smart, and then it hits me that what he really 
looks like is an asshole. Except for the eyes themselves. They’re too 
serious and there are circles under them, like he hasn’t slept. He’s 
wearing the same Superman shirt I’ve been wearing all summer.

What does this mouth (wide like Mom’s) mean with this nose 
(wide like Mom’s) and these eyes (brown flecked with green)? My 
eyebrows are darker than my hair but they aren’t as dark as Dad’s. 
My skin is a kind of middle brown color, not deep brown like 
Mom’s, and not white like Dad’s.

The other thing that doesn’t match up here is the hair. It’s this 
enormous lion’s mane Afro that looks like it’s allowed to do what-
ever the fuck it wants. If he’s anything like me, the boy in the mir-
ror calculates everything. Even though this hair can’t be contained, 
he’s grown it for a reason. So he can find himself.

Something about the way these features add up is how people 
find each other in the world. Something about the combination 
makes them go, There’s Jack Masselin.

“What’s your identifier?” I say to my reflection, and I mean 
the real identifier, not this giant lion fro. I’m having a right serious 
moment, but then I hear a distinct snicker, and a tall, skinny blur 
goes breezing by. That would be my brother Marcus.

“My name’s Jack and I’m so pretty,” he sings all the way down 
the stairs.
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Top 5 Most Embarrassing Moments of My Life
by Jack Masselin

1. That time my mom picked me up from kindergarten 
(after getting her hair cut), and in front of my teacher, 
the other kids, the other parents, and the principal, I ac-
cused her of trying to kidnap me.

2. That time I joined the pickup (uniform- free) soccer 
game at Reynolds Park and passed every ball to the op-
posite team, setting the all- time park record for Most 
Disastrous and Humiliating Debut Ever.

3. That time I’d been working with our high school sports 
therapist because of a shoulder injury, and, in the mid-
dle of Walmart, told the man I thought was my baseball 
coach, I could use another massage, only to discover it 
was actually Mr. Temple, Mom’s boss.

4. That time I hit on Jesselle Villegas, and it turned out to 
be Miss Arbulata, substitute teacher.

5. That time I made out with Caroline Lushamp and it was 
actually her cousin.
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I don’t have my license, so Dad drives me. One of the many, many 
things I get to look forward to this school year is driver’s ed. I wait 
for my father to offer me sage words of advice or a stirring pep 
talk, but the most he comes up with is “You got this, Libbs. I’ll be 
here to pick you up when it’s over.” And the way he says it sounds 
ominous, like we’re in the opening scene of a horror movie. Then 
he gives me a smile, which is the kind of smile they would teach 
you in a parenting video. It’s a nervous smile taped up at the cor-
ners. I smile back.

What if I get stuck behind a desk? What if I have to eat lunch 
alone and no one talks to me for the rest of the school year?

My dad is a big, handsome guy. Salt of the earth. Smart (he 
does IT security for a big- name computer company). Smushy 
heart. After they freed me from the house, he had a hard time of it. 
As awful as it was for me, I think it was worse for him, especially 
the accusations of neglect and abuse. The press couldn’t imagine 
how else I would have been allowed to get so big. They didn’t 
know about the doctors he took me to and the diets we tried, even 
as he was mourning the loss of his wife. They didn’t see the food I 
hid from him under my bed and deep in the shadows of my closet. 
They couldn’t know that once I make up my mind about some-
thing, I’m going to do it. And I’d made up my mind to eat.

At first, I refused to talk to reporters, but at some point I needed 
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to show the world that I’m okay and that my dad isn’t the villain 
they made him out to be, stuffing me with candy and cake in an 
effort to keep me there and dependent on him like those girls from 
The Virgin Suicides. So against my dad’s wishes I did one interview 
with a news station out of Chicago, and that interview traveled all 
the way to Europe and Asia and back again.

You see, my whole world changed when I was eleven. My mom 
died, which was traumatic enough, but then the bullying started. It 
didn’t help that I developed early and that all at once my body felt 
too big for me. I’m not saying I blame my classmates. After all, we 
were kids. But I just want to make it clear that there were multiple 
factors at work— the bullying coupled with the loss of my most im-
portant person. Through it all, my dad was the one who stood by me.

I say to my dad now, “Did you know that Pauline Potter, the 
World’s Heaviest Woman, lost ninety- eight pounds having mara-
thon sex?”

“No sex of any kind for you until you’re thirty.”
I think, We’ll see. After all, miracles happen every day. Which 

means maybe those kids who were so hateful to me on the play-
ground have grown up and realized the error of their ways. Maybe 
they’ve actually turned out to be nice. Or maybe they’re even 
meaner. Every book I read and movie I watch seems to give out 
the same message: high school is the worst experience you can 
ever have.

What if I accidentally tell someone off so that I become the Sassy 
Fat Girl? What if some well- meaning skinny girls adopt me as their 
own and I become the Fat Best Friend? What if it’s clear to every-
one that my homeschooling has really only equipped me for eighth 
grade, not eleventh, because I’m too stupid to understand any of my 
classwork?

My dad says, “All you have to do is today, Libbs. If it  completely 
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and totally sucks, we can go back to homeschooling. Just give me 
one day. Actually, don’t give it to me. Give yourself one day.”

I tell myself: Today. I tell myself: This is what you dreamed 
of when you were too scared to leave the house. This is what you 
dreamed of when you were lying in your bed for six months. This 
is what you wanted— to be out in the world like everyone else. I 
tell myself: It’s taken you two and a half years of fat camps and 
counselors and psychologists and doctors and behavioral coaches and 
trainers to get ready for this. For the past two and a half years, you’ve 
walked ten thousand steps a day. Every one of them was pointing 
you to now.

I can’t drive.
I’ve never been to a dance.
I completely missed middle school.
I’ve never had a boyfriend, although I did make out with this 

boy at camp once. His name is Robbie and he’s repeating his se-
nior year somewhere in Iowa.

Except for my mom, I’ve never had a best friend, unless you 
count the ones I made up for myself— three brothers who lived 
across the street from my old house. The ones I called Tom, Huck, 
and Jim, because they went to private school and I didn’t know 
their names. The ones I pretended were my friends.

My dad looks so nervous and hopeful that I grab my bag and 
push out onto the sidewalk, and then I’m standing in front of the 
school as people walk past me.

What if I’m late to every class because I can’t walk fast enough, 
and then I get detention, where I will meet the only boys who will 
pay attention to me— burnouts and delinquents— fall in love with 
one of them, get pregnant, drop out before I can graduate, and 
live with my dad for the rest of my life or at least until the baby is 
 eighteen?
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I almost get back in the car, but my dad is still sitting there, 
hopeful smile still on his face. “You got this.” He says it louder this 
time and— I swear to you— gives me a thumbs- up.

Which is why I join the crowd and let them carry me along 
until I’m waiting my turn at the entrance, opening my bag so that 
the guard can check it, walking through metal detectors, stepping 
into a long hallway that splinters off in all directions, bumped and 
jostled by elbows and arms. I think, Somewhere in this school could 
be a boy I fall in love with. One of these fine young men might be the 
one who at long last claims my heart and my body. I am the Pauline 
Potter of Martin Van Buren High School. I am going to sex the rest 
of this weight right off me. I’m looking at all the boys going by. It 
could be that guy or maybe this one. That’s the beauty of this world. 
Right now, that boy right there or that one over there means nothing 
to me, but soon we will meet and change the world, his and mine.

“Move it, fat- ass,” someone says. I feel the sting of the word, 
like a pinprick, like the word itself is trying to pop me the way it 
pops my thought bubble. I forge ahead. The great thing about my 
size is that I can clear a path.
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Like the hair, the car is part of the image. It’s a restored 1968 Land 
Rover that Marcus and I bought from an elderly uncle. It was orig-
inally used for farmwork before it sat rusting for forty- some years, 
but now it’s part Jeep, part all- terrain vehicle, and one hundred 
percent total badass.

In the passenger seat, Marcus sulks. “Asshole.” This is said 
low and to the window. Unfortunately for me, he got his license a 
month ago.

“You’re adorable. I hope eleventh grade won’t spoil your boy-
ish charm. You can drive next year when I’m at college.”

If I go to college. If I ever leave this place.
He holds up his middle finger in my direction. From the 

back, our younger brother, Dusty, kicks the seat. “Stop fight-
ing.”

“We’re not fighting, little man.”
“You sound like Mom and Dad. Make the music louder.”
A couple of years ago, my parents got along pretty well. But 

then Dad was diagnosed with cancer. The week before he was 
diagnosed I found out he was cheating on my mom. He doesn’t 
know I know, and I’m not sure Mom knows, but sometimes I won-
der. He’s cancer- clear now, by the way, but it hasn’t been easy, 
especially on Dusty, who’s ten.

I turn up the song, an oldie— Justin Timberlake’s “SexyBack”— 
and I can feel myself settling once again into my zone. I’ve got four 
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soundtrack songs that I wish would start blasting every time I walk 
into a room, and this is one of them.

We pull up outside the grade school, and Dusty goes leaping out 
before I can stop him. I get out after him, taking the keys so Mar-
cus can’t drive off with the car.

This summer, Dusty started carrying a purse. No one talks 
about it— not my mom or dad or Marcus. Dusty is halfway up the 
walk before I chase him down. I have to keep my eyes on him so 
I don’t lose him. He has the darkest skin of the three of us, and 
his hair is the color of a copper penny. Like mine, it stands up 
in all directions. Technically, Mom is half African- American, half 
Louisiana Creole, and Dad is white and Jewish. Dusty is dark like 
Mom. Marcus, on the other hand, couldn’t be whiter. Me? I’m just 
Jack Masselin, whoever the hell that is.

Dusty says, “I don’t want to be late.”
“You won’t be. I just wanted to . . . Are you sure about the 

purse, little man?”
“I like it. I can fit everything in here.”
“I like it too. It’s a really damn cool purse. But I’m not sure 

every one’s going to dig it as much as we do. There might be some 
kids here who are going to be so jealous of that purse that they’ll 
make fun of you.” I see about ten of them walking past us right now.

“They won’t be jealous. They’ll think it’s weird.”
“I just don’t want anyone to be rough on you.”
“If I want to carry a purse, I’m going to carry it. I’m not going 

to not carry it just because they don’t like it.”
And in that moment, this scrawny kid with big ears is my hero. 

As he walks away, I watch the way he moves, straight as an arrow, 
chin up. I want to follow him all the way into school to make sure 
nothing happens to him.
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7 Careers for Someone with Prosopagnosia
by Jack Masselin

1. Shepherd (assuming face blindness doesn’t extend to 
dogs and sheep)

2. Tollbooth operator (assuming no one you know is taking 
the route you’re working)

3. Rock star/boy band member, NBA player, or some other 
profession along these lines (where people expect you to 
have an ego so massive, they won’t be surprised if you 
don’t remember them)

4. Writer (the most recommended job for people with so-
cial anxiety disorders)

5. Dog walker/trainer (see number one, above)
6. Embalmer (except that I might get the corpses mixed 

up)
7. Hermit (ideal except the pay isn’t very good)
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I clear a path all the way to my first class, where I take a seat in 
the row closest to the door, in case I need to flee at some point. I 
just fit behind the desk. Under my shirt, my back is damp, and my 
heart skips a beat. No one can see it, though. At least, I hope no 
one can see it because there’s nothing worse than being known as 
the sweaty fat girl. As my classmates trickle in, a few of them stare. 
A couple of them snicker. I don’t recognize any of the eleven- year- 
old kids I once knew in these teenage faces.

But school is exactly what I expected, yet more at the same 
time. For one thing, Martin Van Buren High School has about two 
thousand students, so it is a place packed with commotion. For 
another, no one looks as shiny and polished as they do in the TV 
and movie versions of high school. Real teens aren’t twenty- five 
years old. We have bad skin and bad hair and good skin and good 
hair and we’re all different shapes and sizes. I like us better than 
our TV selves, even though sitting here, I feel like an actor playing 
a part. I’m the fish out of water, the new girl at school. What will 
my story be?

I decide that what I’ve got here is a clean slate. As far as I’m 
concerned, this is me starting over, and whatever happened when 
I was eleven, twelve, thirteen doesn’t exist now. I’m different. 
They’re different, at least on the outside. Maybe they won’t re-
member I was that girl. I don’t plan on reminding them.
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I look them in the eye and give them my father’s new signature 
taped- up- corner smile. This seems to surprise them. A couple of 
them smile back. The boy next to me holds out his hand. “Mick.”

“Libby.”
“I’m from Copenhagen. I’m here for the exchange program.” 

Even with crow- black hair, he is Viking- like. “Are you from 
Amos?”

I want to say, I’m an exchange student too. I’m here from Aus-
tralia. I’m here from France. But the only boys I’ve talked to in the 
past five years are the ones at fat camp, which is why I don’t do 
anything but nod.

He tells me how he wasn’t sure at first whether to come here, 
but then he decided it would be a good experience to see the 
heartland of the States and “the way most Americans live.” What-
ever that means.

I manage to say, “What’s your favorite thing about Indiana?”
“That I get to go home one day.”
He laughs, so I laugh, and then two girls walk in and their eyes 

go immediately to me. One of them whispers something to the 
other, and they take the seats in front of us. There’s something fa-
miliar about these girls, but I can’t place them. Maybe I knew them 
before. My skin prickles and I have that horror movie feeling again. 
I look up at the ceiling as if a piano is about to fall on my head. Be-
cause I know it’s going to come from somewhere. It always does.

I tell myself to give Mick a chance, give these girls a chance, 
give this day a chance, give myself a chance most of all. The way 
I see it, I’ve lost my mom, eaten myself nearly to death, been cut 
out of my house while the whole country watched, endured exer-
cise regimes and diets and the nation’s disappointment, and I’ve 
received hate mail from total strangers.

It is disgusting that anyone would ever let themselves get so large, 

Text (C) Jennifer Niven. Courtesy of Penguin Books Ltd.
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and it is disgusting that your father wouldn’t do anything about it. 
I hope you survive this and get straight with God. There are people 
starving in the world and it is shameful that you would eat so much 
when others don’t have enough.

So I ask you, what can high school do to me that hasn’t already 
been done?

Text (C) Jennifer Niven. Courtesy of Penguin Books Ltd.



















































ON THE BACK OF THE SEA, WHO DO WE TRUST?
OUR SISTERS.

WHEN OUR SHIP FALTERS, WHO DO WE TRUST?
OUR SISTERS.

IN A STORM OF BULLETS, WHO DO WE TRUST?
OUR SISTERS!

WE FIGHT TOGETHER!
OR NOT AT ALL!

SISTERHOOD IS SURVIVAL
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and courage, they can rise up and ultimately 
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Sisters fi ght with each other,
for each other,

and by each other’s side.
I’m lucky to have one like you, Rosie. 
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BE FOR E

Caledonia stretched along the prow of the Ghost as the 

ship sliced through black water. At night, the ocean 

offered only a dark reflection of the sky above, and the 

promise of a cold grave below.

Her mother, Rhona, crouched near, a rifle balanced on 

her knees, eyes surveying the sea road ahead. “Our way 

forward is marred. Do you see?” she said.

Caledonia studied the eddies in the water, searching for 

the signs that meant there were rocks ahead, or a sunken 

ship, unusual swirls, or a sudden chop of waves. Rhona was 

always the first to spot them, but Caledonia was getting 

better.

“Rocks,” Caledonia said, and without waiting for 

permission, she turned and called to her father where he 

stood on the bridge. “Three degrees port!”

The Ghost nosed south to avoid the sharp danger. On 

either side, familiar outlines of small islands rose around the 

ship. These were the waters of the Bone Mouth, a series of 

islands and rocky protrusions that offered flimsy sanctuary 
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to anyone brave enough to sail them. They were treacherous 

in daylight, and nearly impassable at night, except by 

Caledonia’s mother, Rhona Styx, captain of the Ghost. Under 

her command, they sailed as smoothly as if on open blue 

waters.

Years ago, Rhona liked to remind her daughter, they 

wouldn’t have needed such stealth. When Rhona was a girl, 

she sailed from the colder northern currents, past the 

towering Rock Isles, all the way down to the Bone Mouth 

without any more danger than the occasional storm. Then, 

so gradually few noticed until it was too late, a man named 

Aric Athair had grown a fleet of ships armed and armoured 

for taking and killing. His fleet of Bullet ships stretched in a 

violent chain across the only way in or out of these expansive 

waters. Anyone on the wrong side of his notorious Net 

found themselves bent under the pressure of his thumb.

Now, after years of dodging Aric Athair and his Bullets, 

and facing dwindling resources, Rhona had decided the time 

had come for their small band to punch through the Net. 

For months, they’d searched for the best way. They’d studied 

the Bullet ships from a distance and determined the weakest 

point was at the tip of the Bone Mouth, where even Aric’s 

ships were loath to sail. The Ghost could make it, but first 

they needed food – fruit, nuts and meat if they could get it 

– to supplement their stores for the unknown waters beyond.

Tonight, they resupplied. But tomorrow night, they ran 

for the very last time.
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“You and your brother prep for the shore run.” Rhona’s 

red hair rolled behind her, battling with the wind.

A small thrill straightened Caledonia’s spine. From the 

age of six, she’d campaigned for the responsibility of shore 

runs to be hers. Only in the last year had her mother finally 

conceded and assigned her the task. But as much as 

Caledonia cherished the trust her mother placed in her on 

those occasions, she knew her little brother hated those long 

dark rides to shore. He would spend the entire night terrified 

of being so far from the safety of their ship.

“Let me take Pisces.” Caledonia climbed to her feet and 

followed her mother. “We’re a good team. Besides, Donnally’s 

too young for shore runs. He’s only twelve turns, you know.”

Rhona laughed her grizzly laugh. “You know this from all 

your experience?”

Caledonia pictured Donnally’s eyes tight with fear, his 

mouth pressed into a stoic line as he struggled not to 

disappoint their mother. “I do,” she answered.

“Cala, the only way your brother will learn is by your 

side,” Rhona said with a sigh, but there was no fight in her 

words.

Mother and daughter skirted the bridge, then took turns 

sliding down the companionway ladder to the deck below. 

Even in the moonless dark, they knew their way easily 

around the Ghost. The ship had become a refuge for families 

looking to escape Aric’s rule. As their numbers grew, every 

inch of the ship was transformed to meet a variety of needs 
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– masts supported sails and laundry lines, the galley was 

transformed daily from a mess hall to a bunk room, even the 

deck was host to stacked garden beds and two goat pens. 

While more than a dozen men and women were still topside 

at this hour, most of the crew was asleep in the small cabins 

below. There were lookouts posted forward and stern and 

up in the nest, but here in the Bone Mouth, the Ghost 

had never come across one of Aric’s Bullet ships at night. 

Bullets were vicious and bold, but most lacked Rhona’s 

seafaring skill.

Caledonia spied her brother crouched behind one of the 

four mast blocks studding the centreline of the ship, an 

overlarge jacket hulking around him like a grey cloud. He 

had their father’s dark hair, their mother’s fair complexion, 

and a nose that curled up at the tip, giving him a look of 

perpetual surprise.

The lines of a blunted arrowhead tattoo half-filled with 

black ink peeked out from beneath his curls. A matching 

one was drawn on her own temple. It was custom on the 

Ghost for parents to mark their children with unique sigils 

in case of capture. The mark would give those children the 

chance to find their family again someday.

“I’ll take him next time.” Guilt nudged at Caledonia. Her 

mother was right. The only way to prepare Donnally for the 

world was to take him into it, but sometimes she feared for 

her little brother. The gentle pinch in her mother’s eyes said 

she did, too.
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“Donnally!” Rhona called. “Hoist your eyes, son!”

Donnally started, rocketing awkwardly to his feet before 

he managed to spot his mother and sister. He trudged across 

the deck at a reluctant pace, dark hair flopping in his eyes. 

He schooled his features when he asked, “Shore run?” But 

the note of tension in his voice gave him away.

“Yes, but not for you. Cala’s taking Pi, which means I 

want you and Ares on watch. Clear?” Rhona pointed towards 

the nest.

Donnally nodded eagerly. “Clear,” he said, giving 

Caledonia a grateful smile.

Rhona pulled her daughter into her arms, planting a kiss 

on her head. “Get the job done.”

“And get back to the ship,” Caledonia finished.

By the time they dropped anchor near an island they 

called the Gem, Caledonia and Pisces were prepped and 

ready to go. They climbed into the bow boat harnessed 

against the hull of the Ghost and lowered it to the water as 

they’d done a dozen times before.

With quick strokes of the oars they covered the distance 

between their ship and the island. Recently, Pisces had 

grown several inches. She’d outgrown her little brother, 

Ares, and shot straight past Caledonia, and her height 

seemed to make her fearless. Pisces’s shoulders were broad 

and strong, her skin a warm, pale brown, and she wore her 

hair in four long braids. As they rowed, her eyes were full 

of excitement, focused on the island and its bounty, while 

Seafire.indd   10-11 30/05/2019   10:47:57



12

Caledonia kept one eye on the black ocean.

“It’s too quiet. I don’t like it,” Caledonia said.

Pisces pulled in a deep breath and tilted a ready smile 

towards her friend. “It’s peaceful, like being so far underwater 

you can’t see the surface.”

“That’s called drowning. Only you would find that 

peaceful.”

Pisces laughed quietly to avoid unsettling Caledonia 

further.

Together they moored their boat in a sheltered cove, 

securing it in a thicket of tall grass. The girls split up to make 

their work faster, agreeing to meet back at the cove when 

their sacks were full.

The path down the shore was narrow, the ocean as dark 

as the night sky and nearly as flat. Caledonia moved along 

the rocky tree line, stuffing fallen coconuts and bananas and 

jackfruit into the canvas sacks draped across her shoulders. 

There was enough that she could afford to be picky, though 

the more she gathered, the longer they’d be able to sail. No 

one knew what to expect when they broke through the Net. 

They might need to sail for days or months, and they needed 

to be prepared for both. People once said that beyond the 

Net were wide-open seas and towns where children weren’t 

forced into the service of a tyrant, but it was a world 

Caledonia could not quite imagine.

The tide was low and the waves sluggish, burbling and 

hissing as they surged and receded. In their wake, the sand 

Seafire.indd   12-13 30/05/2019   10:47:57



13

glittered with the pearlescent shells of burrowing crabs and 

the slick backs of beached jellyfish. From the dense forest 

came the looping songs of insects and tree frogs. Perhaps 

she would return with meat after all.

Footsteps, hurried and heavy, sounded behind her.

Caledonia’s heart tripped, her hands stuttered on the 

strap of her canvas bag, and she instinctively slipped through 

a fall of vines. There had been no other ships in sight for 

miles. These footsteps must belong to Pisces. They had to.

Still, the cadence of the steps refused to conjure the 

image of Pisces running, long black braids flying behind her.

Even away from the Ghost, the rules of the ship still 

applied. Number one: Never be seen. Caledonia stilled her 

breathing, adjusted her feet, and disentangled herself from 

the bag full of fruit. She would be ready to run. She would be 

ready to fight.

The steps grew louder and slower. A dark figure appeared: 

tall, muscled, male. Instead of racing past as Caledonia 

hoped he would, the boy stopped a few feet from her hiding 

place. His skin was suntanned and slick with sweat, his vest 

and trousers lined with guns and clips of ammo. His bicep 

was marked by a single scarred line that even in the dark was 

bright orange, saturated with the Silt in his blood. He was 

a Bullet, a soldier from Aric Athair’s army.

Aric conscripted children, dismantling families in order 

to build his empire. Rogue families like Caledonia’s had 

taken to the water rather than see their children stolen and 
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transformed into soldiers. But because they’d run, if they 

were ever captured, none would be spared. Not even the 

children. People more readily offered their children up as 

payment when they knew the only alternative was death 

for all.

This Bullet couldn’t be much older than Caledonia, 

seventeen at the most, but the mark on his bicep meant he’d 

already killed in service to Aric.

She smelled the salt of his sweat and the sharp pinch 

of gunpowder and something unrecognizable and sweet. 

Caledonia shivered.

The boy didn’t look at her, didn’t seem to be aware she 

crouched so near, her fingers inching her pistol from its 

holster. Instead, he began to do exactly what she’d been 

doing. He bent down and collected fruit.

She’d never seen a Bullet this close; her parents did their 

best to keep the Ghost as far from Aric’s fleet as possible. 

Over the years they’d outrun dozens of Bullet ships and 

collected as many families from other ships and outlying 

settlements, all while staying out of sight.

Rule number two: Shoot first.

Her pistol was in her hand, finger curled around the 

trigger. When the boy turned his back and kneeled to inspect 

a coconut, Caledonia had the perfect advantage. She would 

only need one bullet.

She raised her pistol and stepped quietly out of her 

hiding place.
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The boy froze, dropping the coconut as he raised his 

hands. 

“Whoever you are, you have me,” he said.

Caledonia didn’t respond, her throat tight as she 

considered pulling the trigger.

“Would it make a difference if I asked you not to shoot?” 

the boy asked, face forward and eyes on the ocean. “If I 

begged for mercy?”

“Killing you would be a mercy,” she told the Bullet.

“Maybe so,” he said, voice at once piteous and resigned. 

“At least, if you’re going to kill me, let me see your face?”

Caledonia’s pulse quickened. There was no time for this. 

Where there was one Bullet, there were a dozen or more. 

She needed to find Pisces and get back to the boat, and she 

needed to do it now. Shoot, her mother’s voice urged, but 

this was one rule Caledonia had never had to follow.

Sensing her hesitation, the boy shifted on his knees, 

spinning to face her. His hands remained steady in the air, 

but now he watched her.

Alarmed, Caledonia took an involuntary step back. 

“Move again and I’ll shoot.” She raised her aim to his head.

He nodded, star-pale eyes fixed on the barrel of her pistol. 

He had a long face with a jaw that looked sharp enough to be 

a weapon on its own. Blond hair, thick with sea wind and 

salt, framed his forehead like a crown. One ear stuck out a 

little further than the other, but the effect was endearing. 

She counted two guns strapped to each of his thighs, which 
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likely meant there were at least two others she couldn’t see. 

For the moment, she was the one in power, but she knew 

just how quickly that might change.

“At least if I’m to die, it’ll be at the hands of someone 

lovely.” His eyes charted a slow course across her face.

Warmth crept into Caledonia’s cheeks. “Where’s your 

crew? Your clip?”

“I – can I point?” When Caledonia nodded, he did, back 

in the direction he’d come from. “Ship’s anchored off the 

northern tip of the island. Stopped for food.”

“One ship?” Caledonia asked.

“One ship,” he answered. “We were headed to the Net 

and moored here for the night. It’s a bad moon for travelling.”

He could be lying – he was probably lying – but this far 

from the Holster it could also be the truth. One ship on the 

opposite side of the island was survivable. As long as she and 

Pisces returned to the Ghost quickly.

But something had to be done about this Bullet.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

The boy seemed to grow smaller under the weight of that 

question. “What does it matter if you’re going to kill me?”

“It doesn’t.” Caledonia’s finger found the trigger again, 

and again it stuck there.

A sad smile twisted his lips. “Lir. I’m called Lir. And I 

expect you’ll be the last to know it.”

He was so ready to die, and so young. Was he young 

enough to be saved? They said it didn’t take long for the 
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children Aric took to succumb to the dreamy pull of Silt. 

Addiction made Bullets both loyal and mean. But they also 

said an encounter with a Bullet always, always ended in one 

of two ways: either you died, or he did.

Shoot, my brave girl, she heard her mother’s voice whisper.

“I’m…I’m sorry,” she said, preparing to fire. Her fingers 

trembled.

Now his eyes grew wide, his hands stiff and splayed in 

the air. 

“Please,” he said, “please, show me the mercy the Father 

never does. Take me with you. Whatever life you have, 

it’s got to be better than the one he forces on us. Please, 

help me.”

This was precisely why the rule was shoot first and not 

shoot as soon as possible or shoot when you feel ready. But 

she’d broken the rule and now this wasn’t a Bullet, it was Lir.

Lir, who desperately wanted a way out.

Lir, who hadn’t hurt her.

Lir, who might be someone’s brother.

If it were Donnally on some other beach with some other 

girl’s gun to his head, wouldn’t Caledonia want that girl to 

help him?

“Stand up,” she said, lowering her aim to his chest.

Lir complied, and his expression softened when Caledonia 

moved in and pulled six guns and two knives from holsters 

on his thighs, calves and back. Up close, he smelled even 

more like the ammunition he carried, but with a pinch of 
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something too sweet. He kept his hands up as she worked, 

eyes marking every place she touched him.

“Please,” he repeated. “I’ll never have a chance like this 

again. Please, help me.”

The ocean rushed towards them and away, the waves 

quickening as the tide began to roll in. It was the same tide 

that would carry all the families aboard the Ghost far away 

from this terrible life that turned children into warriors, that 

made Lir plead for his life on an empty beach in the middle 

of a moonless night. She could help him. And she wanted to, 

but it went against everything her mother had taught her.

Shaking her head, she pressed the muzzle of her gun into 

Lir’s chest.

Desperation surfaced in the tremulous bend of his mouth. 

“What’s your name?”

It wasn’t a secret, yet she frowned, refusing to give it up.

His smile turned mournful. “How about I call you Bale 

Blossom, then? It seems fitting.” His eyes raised to trace the 

frame of her hair. The smile on her own lips surprised her. 

It wasn’t the first time her hair had been likened to the deep 

orange of the baleflower, but it was the first time the 

comparison felt like a compliment.

“Call me whatever you like,” she answered. “I still won’t 

give you my name.”

“You don’t trust me. There’s no reason you should, 

but I’m going to show you why you can.”

Caledonia’s finger tightened on the trigger as he slipped 
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one hand into his vest and produced a push dagger she’d 

missed. The handle was small enough to fit inside his grip 

completely while the black blade protruded between his first 

and middle fingers. He held it out hilt-first in the narrow 

space between them.

She snatched it, noting how his body had warmed the 

metal, and tucked it into her belt.

“How’s that for trust, Bale Blossom?”

Caledonia wished desperately for her mother’s wisdom. 

Rhona would know what to do in this situation. She would 

know how to do the right thing even if it was a dangerous thing.

But Caledonia had only herself.

“No one trusts a Bullet,” she answered. “But maybe I can 

help.”

“Are you going to take me to your crew?” Lir smiled sadly, 

seeming to know the answer before Caledonia had given it.

Rule number three: Never reveal the ship.

“No,” she said, resolute. “But I’m not going to shoot you.”

Lir nodded, the bravery on his face haunted by 

disappointment. Even in the dark of the night she could see 

his jaw was carved with dirt and old scars. His eyes glittered 

dimly, and his mouth settled into a hard line. The flash of 

hope Caledonia had seen a moment before had been swept 

away by resignation.

When he spoke next, his voice was hollow. “You should 

leave. Go back to your ship. Get out of here. I’ll hide or I’ll 

die, but I’ll do it under my own sail.”
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She glanced in the direction of the Ghost, wishing it was 

as simple as taking Lir with her.

Lir followed her gaze, and before her eyes, he became as 

steady and as cool as the gun in her hand. He asked, “Do you 

know what we call this moon?”

“There is no moon tonight,” Caledonia answered.

“It’s the Nascent Moon,” he said after a quiet moment, all 

trace of that sad resignation gone. “It’s a time of potential 

and growth. A promise for things to come.”

He touched her cheek, and Caledonia gasped, her arm 

lowering. She felt his hand slide into her hair, felt a spike of 

delicious heat follow his grazing fingers.

“It’s the moon of beginnings and endings.” His voice 

found a malicious edge.

Too late, she realized if she’d missed one dagger she 

might have missed another.

His fingers tightened in her hair. A slaked smile surfaced 

on his lips.

And the blade sank into her gut.

Lir gripped the back of her head. As hot blood spread 

across her stomach, he held her close. Her knees buckled 

and her gun hit the ground with a thud.

“Thank you for your mercy, Bale Blossom,” he whispered, 

lowering her almost gently to the sand. Nauseating pain 

burned through her body. “And thank you for your ship.”

Caledonia screamed, fighting to stay conscious. If they 

heard her, they might escape. She clutched at her wound 
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and felt sand against her face, rough against her lips. She 

knew there was pain, but all she felt was panic. She had to 

get up, find Pisces, warn the ship. She screamed again.

Footsteps. This time, she knew them to be Lir’s as he 

raced away, towards the Bullet clip that would soon find 

her family. She fumbled in the sand for her gun and fired 

three shots. It was still deadly dark, but she thought she saw 

him falter.

Even if those three bullets had missed their mark, 

everyone near the island would have heard the shots. Her 

family would have warning. They could escape, and as long 

as they followed the rules, they would.

Her nausea eased into a strange numbness. The blade, 

she realized, was still in her gut. A parting gift, and one that 

might just save her. Holding the knife in place to stanch the 

bleeding, she got slowly to her feet and began to stagger 

towards her cove and the bow boat, the only thought in her 

mind to see the Ghost safely on its way.

“Cala!” Pisces burst from the trees, her long braids 

swinging around her like ropes. “Oh, spirits, Cala!”

“Bullets.” Caledonia barely managed the word before 

falling again to her knees. “We have to hurry.”

Pisces nodded grimly and ripped a long strip of material 

from her shirt. The blade hurt even more coming out. Pisces 

worked quickly, binding the wound tightly before tucking 

her head beneath Caledonia’s arm and lifting her friend to 

her feet.
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Together, the girls stumbled through the woods, taking 

the shortest possible path to where their little boat waited. 

Caledonia tried to run. With each step her legs felt weaker, 

her lungs more shallow. Her gut burned as she moved. 

Thorny plants clawed at their legs and arms, leaving small 

trails of blood on their skin. Thick vines slowed their progress 

even more. Before the ocean was visible again through the 

trees, the sound of gunfire ripped through the air.

Neither girl spoke until they’d returned to the cove. The 

boat they’d used to come ashore was still there, bobbing as 

the tide came in. But now, out where their family’s ship lay 

at anchor, a Bullet ship approached, flared with light.

It was an assault ship with a sharp nose and grooves 

along the hull where Bullets waited with magnetized bombs. 

The Ghost fought to weigh its anchor and gain speed, but 

the assault ship was already upon it. Bombs soared across 

the narrowing channel of water. A boom rent the air as the 

missiles exploded against the Ghost, ripping open the ship 

and knocking the breath from Caledonia’s lungs.

Flames spilled from a hole in the side of the hull. It was 

everything the girls had been taught to fear, to avoid, 

everything their parents had spent a lifetime protecting 

them from. And Caledonia had brought it right to their feet.

Screams replaced the sound of gunfire. Caledonia 

lurched, pushing past the pain and into the shallow water. 

She surged forward once, determined to swim, but her body 

faltered and she cried out in defeat. Her feet sank into sand, 
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salt burned in her gut, and Pisces gripped her shoulders to 

pull her back to shore. “Caledonia, no!” she cried.

The two girls could do nothing but witness. No one 

would be spared.

It lasted less than fifteen minutes.

The sun rose higher. Screams and gunfire waned.

Then the Bullets began their gruesome work of dragging 

the dead to their ship and hoisting the bodies of the slain on 

the metal pikes studding their rail.

One body, placed at the very front of the Bullet ship, wore 

an overly large coat that puffed in the air like a grey cloud. 

The feet dangled in the wind, and Caledonia choked on the 

memory of leaving Donnally behind just a few short hours 

ago.

Caledonia shivered in the warm dawn. Blood seeped 

down her body, but the pain in her gut was nothing compared 

to the pain in her chest.

“How?” Pisces whispered.

Caledonia slumped to her knees. She shook her head, 

unable to confess the truth to her friend. She’d failed her 

entire family; she couldn’t fail Pisces, too. So she pushed 

the truth deep down, beneath her grief and her guilt and 

her anger.

“What do we do?” Pisces asked, her brown face bright 

with tears. “Cala, what do we do?”

Caledonia fixed her gaze on the Bullet ship, her ears on 

the final screams of her family. Fire reflected angrily across 
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the black surface of the ocean. For all its darkness, it had 

failed to keep her family a secret. But so had she. Her heart 

hardened over the memory of Lir. He had taken her mercy 

and turned it red. Now she and Pisces were all that remained.

Taking her friend’s cold hand in her bloody one, she gave 

the only answer she could find. “I don’t know.”
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CH A P T E R ON E

FOUR YEARS LATER 

Just before dawn, Caledonia climbed into the aft rigging 

of her ship. Th e ropes were rough against her calloused 

palms as she scaled fi fty feet of the mizzenmast, confi dent 

and sure, her hands and feet fl ying faster and faster, daring 

the sun to beat her to the top.

The sky filled with the hazy blue glow of dawn, and 

Caledonia pushed harder, relishing the first kiss of sweat 

against her skin. She’d scarcely reached her chosen perch 

when she yelled to the team of girls on deck below, “Haul!”

Eager voices repeated the command, and four sets of 

strong hands took hold of the lines and heaved. Along the 

mast, pulleys squealed and churned; Caledonia kept her eyes 

on the gaff beam moving towards her.

“Break!” she shouted as the gaff rose level with her chest. 

From it hung their treasured sun sail; hundreds of shiny 

black scales made to absorb solar energy and feed their 

engines.

The girls below began to secure the ropes while Caledonia 

moved to balance atop the beam. The morning wind that 
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Dear Reader, 

My own journey to the land that lies east of the sun 
and west of the moon began when I was a little girl.
I loved reading, especially fairy tales, and one day inside a 
battered book with a blue cover I discovered a tale that cast a 
spell on me. 

I loved everything about it from the title to the magni  cent 
white bear to the enchanted castle to the powerful North, South, 
East and West Winds. But mainly I loved the unnamed heroine, 
who against near-impossible odds, saves her family, her white 
bear prince, and ultimately herself. 

I grew up to be a teller of tales and one day, while writing 
something else entirely, I stumbled across that unnamed heroine 
who had lodged herself in my heart all those years ago. I knew at 
once I had to tell her story. 

The  rst thing she needed was a name – Rose, for the compass 
rose. As I began writing I discovered she had a dear brother 
named Neddy, a superstitious mother, an adoring father, 
and of course, that enormous and mysterious white bear who 
carries her on his back to a castle carved into a mountain. 
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I also came across a vengeful Troll Queen, a red ball, an 
uncrossable ice bridge, a gown the colour of the moon, and so 
much more. 

The journey of writing North Child was a long and winding one 
which included gliding through fjords in Norway, delving into 
the treacherous beauty of the Arctic and becoming an expert on 
the intricacies of weaving and mapmaking. But it was always 
a journey of love. Because I loved Rose and her white bear. And 
what an indescribable joy it has been for me over the years to 
have so many others love them too. 

I am thrilled to be able to introduce readers to this beautiful  new 
edition of North Child. I hope it takes you on the most wonderful 
journey.  

Once upon a time there was a poor farmer with many chidren…

Edith
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PROLOGUE

I FOUND THE BOX IN THE ATTIC of an old farmhouse in 
Norway. It was large, the size of a footlocker, and there were 
markings on it; runes, I learned later.

When I opened the lid, it looked like the box contained 
mostly papers, a jumbled mass of them, in several different 
languages and written in different styles of handwriting. 
There were diaries, maps, even ships’  logs.

As I dug deeper, under the papers, I found more: skeins of 
wool; small boots made of soft leather; sheaves of music tied 
with faded ribbon; long, thin pieces of wood with maplike 
markings on them; dried - up mushrooms; woven belts; even 
a dress the colour of the  moon.

Then I came upon what looked to be the mouthpiece of 
a very old reed instrument. I held it up towards the light 
coming through the small attic window. As the late afternoon 
sun caught it, a most extraordinary thing happened. I heard 
the clear, high note of a  flute.

And it was coming from inside the trunk.

Other sounds came then – whispering, muttering, 
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swirling around inside my head. Dogs barking, sleigh bells, 
the cracking of ice. Voices. Hearing voices – this isn’t good, 
I  thought.

Still holding the ancient mouthpiece in the palm of my 
hand, I lifted the top piece of paper out of the trunk. It was 
a handwritten  note.

They want me to write it all down, though I’m not sure why.

It seems enough that Father and Neddy wrote down 

their parts. Especially Neddy; he was always the storyteller 

in the family. I am not a storyteller, not really. It takes more 

patience than I’ve got –  or rather, than I used to have. I guess 

I did learn a little bit about patience in the course of the 

journey. But even so, I’d much rather set the story down 

in cloth. Well, actually I have. Hangs on the north wall in 

the great room, and the whole story is there. But words are 

easier to understand for most people. So I will  try.

It isn’t easy for me to walk the path back to the beginning 

of the story, even to know where the true beginning is. And 

telling a story, I suppose, is like winding a skein of spun 

yarn –  you sometimes lose track of the  beginning.

All I intended to do, when I began the journey, was to set 

things right. They say losing someone you love is like losing a 

part of your own body. An eye or a leg. But it is far worse – 

 especially when it is your  fault.

But already I’m getting ahead of myself. It all began with 

a pair of soft  boots.
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BOOK  ONE

Once on a time there was a poor farmer 
with many  children.
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EBBA ROSE WAS THE NAME of our last - born child. Except 
it was a lie. Her name should have been Nyamh Rose. But 
everyone called her Rose rather than Ebba, so the lie didn’t 
matter. At least, that is what I told  myself.

The Rose part of her name came from the symbol that 
lies at the centre of the wind rose –  which is fitting because 
she was lodged at the very centre of my heart.

I loved each of her seven brothers and sisters, but I will 
admit there was always something that set Rose apart from 
the others. And it wasn’t just the way she  looked.

She was the hardest to know of my children, and that was 
because she would not stay still. Every time I held her as 
a babe, she would look up at me, intent, smiling with her 
bright purple eyes. But soon, and always, those eyes would 
stray past my shoulder, seeking the window and what lay 
 beyond.

Rose’s first gift was a small pair of soft boots made of 
reindeer hide. They were brought by Torsk, a neighbour, 
and as he fastened them on Rose’s tiny feet with his large 
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calloused hands, I saw my wife, Eugenia, frown. She tried to 
hide it, turning her face  away.

Torsk did not see the frown but looked up at us, beaming. 
He was a widower with grown sons and a gift for leatherwork. 
Eager to show off his handiwork and unmindful of the 
difficult circumstances of Eugenia’s recent birthing, he had 
been the first to show up on our  doorstep.

Most of our neighbours were well aware of how 
superstitious Eugenia was. They also knew that a baby’s first 
gift was laden with meaning. But cheerful, large - handed 
Torsk paid no heed to this. He just gazed down at the small 
soft boots on Rose’s feet and looked ready to burst with 
 pride.

“The fit is good,” he observed with a wide  smile.
I nodded and then said, with a vague thought of warning 

him, “’Tis Rose’s first  gift.”
His smile grew even wider. “Ah, this is good.” Then a 

thought penetrated his head. “She will be a traveller, an 
explorer!” he said with enthusiasm. So he did know of the 
first - gift superstition after all.

This time Eugenia did not attempt to hide the frown that 
creased her face, and I tensed, fearing what she might say. 
Instead she reached down and straightened one of the boot 
ties. “Thank you, neighbour Torsk,” she said through stiff 
lips. Her voice was cold, and a puzzled look passed over the 
big man’s face. 

I stepped forwards and, muttering something about 
Eugenia still being weak, ushered Torsk to the  door.
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“Was there something wrong with the boots?” he asked, 
 bewildered.

“No, no,” I reassured him. “They are wonderful.  Eugenia 
is tired, that is all. And you know mothers –  they like to keep 
their babes close. She’s not quite ready for the notion of 
little Rose wandering the  countryside.”

Nor would she ever be. Though I did not say that to 
neighbour  Torsk.

That night after we had pried Neddy from Rose’s basket 
and gotten all the children to sleep, Eugenia said to me, 
 “Didn’t Widow Hautzig bring over a crock of butter for the 
baby?”

“She was only returning what you loaned her,” I said.
“No, it was for Ebba Rose. Her first gift, I’m quite sure.” 

Her voice was  definite.
Eugenia did like to keep her children close, but it turned 

out she wanted to keep Rose closest of all. And that had 
everything to do with the circumstances of Rose’s  birth.

North Child 2019 Final.indd   10-11 16/09/2019   15:22:19



12

OUR FAMILY WASN’T ALWAYS POOR. My grandfather 
Esbjorn Lavrans had a well-respected mapmaking business, 
and my father’s father was a prosperous farmer. But Father 
had a falling-out with his family when he went to Bergen to 
be an apprentice to the mapmaker Esbjorn. My mother, 
Eugenia, was Esbjorn’s daughter, which is how Father met 
 her.

Father and Mother had eight children. Rose was the last - 
born and I was second to last, four years old when they 
brought Rose home from Askoy Forest. Some would say four 
is too young to remember, but I definitely have memories. 
Lots of them. I remember her smell, like warm milk and soft 
green moss. I remember the noises she’d make –  gurgling like 
the creek we later took to calling Rosie’s Creek because she 
fell into it so often; the clicking she made with her tongue, 
like a wren pecking at our chimney; the howls of frustration 
when she kept  toppling over while learning to walk. Not that 
it took her long. She was running around on her short legs at 
just five  months.
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I also remember clearly the evening Mother and Father 
came home from an afternoon of herb hunting, and instead 
of herbs they were carrying a lumpy bundle that made funny 
 noises.

My older brothers and sisters had been worried about 
Mother and Father because there had been a storm and they 
were much later than usual returning. I told everyone not to 
worry, that they had gone out to bring home the baby and 
that’s why they were so late getting  home.

My older sister Selme laughed. “Mother is still more than 
a month away from her lying - in time,” she said. “And besides, 
everyone knows you can’t just go pluck babies out of Askoy 
Forest,” she added with a superior  look.

But it turned out I was right after  all.
When they finally came through the door, Mother looked 

very pale and sat down as soon as she could, holding the 
noisy thing on her lap. The others crowded around, but I 
hung back, waiting. When they’d all looked long enough, 
Father led me to Mother’s side. When I gazed at the little 
scrunched - up face, I felt a peculiar glow of pride. Like I’d 
done something good. I knew it was Mother who’d brought 
this baby into the world (and she certainly looked worn out 
from doing it), but from that moment I felt like the wild little 
brown - haired baby was my very own gift –  and that it would 
be my job to watch over  her.

If I had known just how wild a thing she would turn out 
to be, I might have thought twice about taking her on. It’s a 
funny thing. I think it was Mother and I who had the hardest 
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time with Rose’s wandering ways. But we both had different 
ways of living with it. Mother tried always to reel her in. To 
keep her close by. But for me, I knew it couldn’t be done, so I 
just ached and felt sorry for myself when she’d disappear. 
That’s the trouble with loving a wild thing: you’re always left 
watching the  door.

But you also get kind of used to  it.
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I COULD SAY THAT I felt guilty and ashamed about the 
trouble I was always getting into when I was a child, driving 
my mother to her wit’s end on a daily basis. But the truth is 
I never did feel either of those  things.

I don’t think it’s because I was selfish or unfeeling. I just 
couldn’t understand what all the fuss was about. What was 
a little spilled blood or a broken bone now and  then?

I never set out to be disobedient. I just couldn’t keep 
my thoughts, and then my feet, still. I’d see something –  
the azure flash of a butterfly’s wing, a formation of clouds 
like a ship’s mast and sails, a ripe yellow apple perched 
high in a tree –  and I’d be off after it without a second 
 thought.

Exploring ran in my blood. My grandfather Esbjorn was 
a mapmaker as well as an explorer. And my great - great - 
grandfather was one of the first Njordens to travel to 
 Constantinople.

The only thing that gave me the slightest twinge of 
sadness was Neddy, with his exasperated, sorry - for - himself 
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look when he found me after yet another time I’d run off 
without telling  anyone.

“But I saw this rabbit with a tail so white it glowed,” I’d try 
to explain (when I was old enough to put words to my 
 feelings).

Neddy would just sigh and say that Mother wanted me 
in the kitchen straight away.

“I’m sorry, Neddy,” I’d say, wrapping my arms around his 
legs, watching the corners of his mouth for the smile I always 
managed to squeeze out of him. And then I’d go to the 
kitchen and Mother would scold me yet  again.
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TO SAY THAT MY MOTHER was superstitious would be like 
saying the great blizzard of 1539 was naught but a light 
snowfall.

Every single thing a body did in our house was charged 
with meaning. To sweep dust out the front door was to sweep 
away all your good luck. To sing while baking bread was to 
guarantee the arrival of ill fortune. To have an itch on the 
left side of your body meant certain disaster. And if you 
sneezed on a Wednesday, you would surely receive a letter – 
 good news if you were facing east and bad if facing  north.

Father liked to tell the story of how he first learned of 
Mother’s “birth - direction”  superstition.

When Father and Mother announced their engagement 
to her family, the first words to come out of his future 
mother - in - law’s mouth were “But Arne, we don’t even know 
what your birth direction  is!”

Father said that he gaped at her, totally  bewildered.
“Yes, Arne, we must know right away, before you and 

Eugenia make any more plans.”
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“Oh, I’m quite certain he’s a south, or a southeast,” 
Mother said  reassuringly.

“But we must know for sure,” said her  mother.
Father said he started to laugh then, thinking they were 

having some elaborate joke with him. But they  weren’t.
And Father would have us all doubled over with laughter 

as he described the pilgrimage to my grand parents’ farm to 
interrogate them regarding the direction my father’s mother 
was facing when she gave birth to him. It turned out that the 
direction his mother was facing when Father was born was 
southeast, which was a good thing according to  Mother.

What wasn’t such a good thing is that this turned out to 
be the last time Father saw his family. There had already 
been ill feeling between them that Father had hoped to heal 
during the visit. But if anything, the strange line of 
questioning from the “city folk” Father was marrying into 
seemed to make matters worse, and they parted with bad 
 blood.
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MY EUGENIA’S FERVENT BELIEF in the birth - direction 
superstition was unusual to say the least. I have never come 
across anything like it during the course of my life, but it had 
apparently been handed down through many generations of 
Eu genia’s  family.

They believed that birth direction was of overwhelming 
importance. Not the alignment of the stars, nor the position 
of the moon, nor the movement of the tides, nor even the 
traits handed down from parent to  child.

My theory was that this strange notion sprang from their 
preoccupation with  mapmaking.

“And every child born in our family,” Eugenia explained 
to me, “is given a name that begins with the first letter of 
their birth direction. So a north - facing baby might be called 
Nathaniel; a southwest - facing child, Sarah Wilhelmina;
and so on. I myself was an east - facing  baby.”

“And what are the attributes of an east - facing baby?”
 I  asked.

“Well, among other things, that I am tidy, a sound 
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sleeper, and somewhat  superstitious.”
“Somewhat?” I countered with a  grin.
It turned out that Eugenia went a little further with the 

birth-direction superstition than any of her  forebears. On 
the night after we were wed, she announced to me that she 
wanted to have seven  children.

“Seven is a good number,” I replied. “But why seven? 
Is that a particularly lucky number?” I said with a teasing 
 smile.

“No, it is that I want one child for each point of the 
compass,” she  replied.

Puzzled, I said, “But that would be four, or eight  perhaps…”
“I have left out north, of  course.”
“Why not north?” I  asked.
“Surely you know about pure northern children?” she 

responded in  surprise.
“No,” I said, refraining from reminding her that no one 

outside her family would even be engaged in such a 
 conversation.

“Oh, they are terrible! Wandering and wild and very ill 
behaved. Northern people in general are that way. My own 
sister –  surely I’ve told you this? –  married a north - born 
(against the advice of our mother, needless to say), and he 
took off on a sailing ship when she was pregnant with their 
third child and has not been heard of since. I refuse to have 
a child I cannot keep my eye  on.”

I felt a sliver of worry at those words. “I hope you are not 
going to be an overprotective mother,  Eugenia.”
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“Oh no, Arne,” she reassured me. “It’s just that norths are 
particularly wild. Always into trouble. But that is not the 
only reason I will not have a north bairn. There is another, 
of much more  importance.”

“And what is  that?”
“Some years ago I went with my sister to a skjebne - soke.”
Though skjebne - sokes were scarce in our region, I was not 

surprised that someone as superstitious as Eugenia had 
managed to find  one.

“She was very gifted, this skjebne - soke. Why, she predicted 
to the day when Karin Tessel would have her first bairn! And 
she told my sister that she would lose her husband to the 
sea…” Eugenia trailed off, then fell  silent.

I studied her face. “The skjebne - soke said something about 
you having a north  bairn?”

She nodded, then said in a low voice, “She said that if 
I were to have a north - born, that child would grow up to die 
a cold, horrible death, suffocating under ice and snow.” She 
shuddered and instinctively I drew her close to me. Because 
avalanches were not uncommon during the winter in our 
country, especially on the seven mountains that surrounded 
Bergen, I could see that Eugenia took this ominous 
prediction quite  seriously.

I myself considered such prophecy and superstition to be 
nonsense, and perhaps if I had tried to reason with Eugenia, 
taken a stronger stand against her many superstitions right 
from the beginning, I might have averted much of the ill 
fortune that later befell us. But I did not. I saw her ideas 
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as harmlessly eccentric, even charming at the outset, and I 
indulged her. I, too, wanted a large family, and seven seemed 
as good a number as any…

But even Eugenia’s own mother thought that 
methodically planning the birth directions of each of her 
children was ill advised. Before she died she had cautioned 
Eu genia against  it.

“’Tis meddling in the affairs of God and fate, and only 
disaster can come of it,” she had  said.

Eugenia herself had been born due east. Her mother 
went into labour unexpectedly on a boat that was travelling 
down the Rauma River, which was notoriously twisty. 
Fortunately, Eugenia’s mother had had a leidarstein and 
needle with her (she carried both with her at all times during 
her pregnancy), and the owner of the boat brought a pail of 
water. While his wife laboured, Esbjorn magnetized the 
needle and floated it in the water, so it turned out that they 
were able to calculate the birth direction without much 
difficulty. “To think I might have been a north, had the boat 
taken a sudden turn!” Eugenia would mutter  darkly.

Eugenia began our family with northeast, Nils Erlend. 
Her reasoning was that she would tackle the most difficult 
direction first, when she was youngest and most vigorous; 
and the next most difficult (Neddy Wilfrid) at the end, 
when she was at her wisest and most experienced as a  
parent.

It all went just as Eugenia had planned, from northeast 
to  northwest.
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Nils Erlend, who liked to roam but had a frugal, organized 
 side.

Elise, the quiet, perfect east; practical and  obedient.
Selme Eva, who was comfortable and  kind.
Sara, a strong - willed, passionate  girl.
Sonja Wende, who was good with animals and a little bit 

prescient,  farseeing.
Willem, capable and decisive, who also had an easy hand 

with the farm  animals.
And Neddy Wilfrid, the only one with dark hair, though 

his eyes were as blue as his brothers’ and sisters’. Neddy had 
been Eugenia’s easiest birth yet, and he was a dear, quiet 
babe, smiling far more than he cried, which was  seldom.

Seven children in seven years. With a sigh of relief, 
 Eugenia put away her supply of the herb feverfew (which 
eased morning sickness and the pains of childbirth), as well 
as her voluminous childbearing shift, which had seen her 
through the seven  pregnancies.

But then Elise, who at eight was our second - eldest child, 
died suddenly.

Elise had never been a strong child, but Eugenia had had 
a special fondness for her, partly because she was an east - 
born like  herself.

There is no pain deeper than that of a parent losing a 
child, but there were still six children who needed our care, 
and slowly, time healed the sharpest of our grief. Yet even as 
it did, the empty space at the east point of the compass 
began to gnaw at  Eugenia.
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MIRI

So, tell me about Fatima Ro. There are a lot of people who are curious 

about her right now.

All right. But I’m just going to say this outright because it’s 

probably the one thing we still agree on—me, Soleil, and 

Penny. We were shallow before we met Fatima Ro. We were 

all about the scene. You know what I mean about the scene: the 

parties, the trinkets, the lifestyle. We hosted.

Hosted?

House parties at Penny’s place. It feels like forever ago. Ugh. 

[shakes head] All those people, the throbbing music . . . 

handling all that money.



2 NAKED TRUTH TV

What money?

We collected a cover charge to fund subsequent parties.

Very industrious.

That’s us. [sighs] We met on Orientation Day in seventh grade 

when we were grouped together for the Graham scavenger 

hunt. Winners become orientation leaders the following year. 

We won by splitting up and then finding the last clue together—

the school seal on the roof.

You’re a good team.

We were, yes . . . before this. Anyway, our parties were epic. 

The last one we hosted was casino night. We had game tables 

and chocolate poker chips. It won’t be outdone for years.

That’s pretty impressive.

[laughs] Oh, please. We thought taking selfies on the roulette 

table was the stuff of life. The reality was we were bored out of 

our skulls. You see, the basic human need for emotional inti-

macy can’t be satisfied by a sushi station or a celebrity DJ. Fatima 

made us realize that. She changed everything for us. Even that 

phrase, “the stuff of life,” that’s something I picked up from her. 
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I wouldn’t have said that just now if it weren’t for her; I probably 

would’ve said something more like “We thought taking selfies 

was so Vogue-worthy.” But now, I’m saying “the stuff of life” 

because Fatima pretty much gave us a whole new language, a 

new way of thinking, of living. When she took us in, all of a 

sudden I realized . . . we all realized that we were starving to be 

part of something meaningful. Becoming friends with Fatima 

Ro—I mean, actually being part of her inner circle—was it.

Were you a fan of her novel Undertow?

Definitely. That’s how this whole thing started. Absolutely. All 

of us were fans. Well, we girls were, anyway. Jonah was along 

for the company. But still, even he was fascinated by her. I read 

Undertow when it first came out. When I found out how young 

Fatima was—barely out of college—it made sense that I felt 

close to her writing. She got me. I love Undertow as if it’s a living 

being, which is passion in its truest form. That’s what separates 

a casual interest from a passion. I credit Fatima for my under-

standing of that.

You see, you can be in love with a thing the way you can be 

in love with a person. A thing can physically trigger the same 

chemical responses as another human can: oxytocin and vaso-

pressin. Fatima taught me this. Her book proved it. But I just 

cringe at how the media is comparing it to other novels. Because 
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what you have to understand is that Undertow was never a Harry 

Potter phenomenon. I mean, nobody’s wearing Undertow Hal-

loween costumes. There’s no Undertow Disney theme park. 

But that’s what’s so authentic about it. If you love Undertow it’s 

because you get it, not because there’s a Tom Hanks movie and 

a Happy Meal. This book has a much quieter, more thoughtful 

following. And to me, it feels more genuine to be part of some-

thing personal like that.

Think about it: if you know and love Undertow and you meet 

someone else who truly knows and loves Undertow, instantly 

she’s your kind of person. [snaps] You cannot possibly feel that 

kind of connection with, say, a Hunger Games fan, because that 

fandom is just too big; it’s too commercial. It’s like, of course you 

like the Hunger Games. Everyone likes it, so big deal, right? 

But Fatima’s following is simply more intimate. Her novel takes 

a certain, more concerning, er, uh, discerning reader. So to be a 

fan of Undertow is deeper . . . there’s an understanding between 

people who love it. We share an appreciation for the depths of 

its messages and for its language. There’s a simpatico between 

Undertow fans. It’s one beating heart meeting another beating 

heart. [laughs] There I go, I’m sounding like her again. I know. 

But I’m grateful for that, for her words—the simpatico and the 

beating hearts. [laughs] Do you know why I agreed to speak 

with you, Nelson?
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You were impressed that Naked Truth is number forty-seven in the 

ratings?

Hardly. It’s because you were the only reporter who actually 

read both Undertow and The Absolution of Brady Stevenson. I asked 

every journalist who contacted me.

Oh, really?

I don’t care about ratings or Emmys or how famous a journalist 

is or isn’t.

Thanks.

I wanted to talk to someone who isn’t out to persecute Fatima 

for her art and who would understand how incredibly lucky we 

were to connect with her. And you do get it, don’t you?

Yes. I really do. That’s why I want you to tell the side of this story that 

no one else is telling, about the real Fatima Ro. No one knew her the 

way you did. This is your forum, Miri.

[smiles] I can’t tell you how much I appreciate that, Nelson. 

I knew I chose the right person. Oh, I’m sorry. I’ve been so 

rude. I should’ve offered you something to drink. May I get 

you something?
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No, thank you.

Water? Iced tea? We have a SodaStream.

I’m good, thanks.

Suit yourself.

Can you talk about how you met Fatima?

Yes. You see, we had a plan when we met her. Soleil will never 

admit to this now, but we went to Fatima’s signing at Book 

Revue with—I exaggerate you not—a premeditated plan to get 

close to her. It was our goal to get noticed by her. That’s why 

I cannot and will not understand their outrage over the new 

book. Seriously, Soleil and Penny have become so ungrateful 

when what we wanted from the beginning was to be associ-

ated with her. It’s sad, really, how bitter Soleil and Penny have 

grown. I should pity them, honestly. I feel sorry for people who 

don’t believe in loyalty.

They have reason to be upset, though. Fatima did base her new book on 

you girls and Jonah without even telling you. The book isn’t f lattering. 

You’re not angry at Fatima at all?

We befriended Fatima because she’s a writer. You can’t hug a lion 
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and then be surprised when he bites you.

But Jonah was beaten into a coma in the Graham School parking lot 

because of what Fatima wrote.

It wasn’t her fault.

The cops found a copy of Absolution at the crime scene. The perpetra-

tors left it on Jonah’s chest while he was fighting for his life.

Dateline and Mario Lopez just love to play up that detail, don’t 

they? It’s sick the way attractive women are portrayed by the 

media. They’re either victims or villains, because those make 

the sexiest headlines. [sighs] It’s easy to win ratings by con-

necting the crime to a young, pretty writer, isn’t it? Think for 

a second. What do they plaster on the screen every single time 

they cover this story? Fatima’s face.

You’re right.

Half the time they don’t even show Jonah’s. “Beautiful author 

who seduced teens into revealing their dirty secrets now 

responsible for boy’s coma. Full story at eleven.” That’s cheap 

bait. That’s not the truth.

Then what is the truth?
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That there isn’t anyone to blame. You read the book. Art 

doesn’t harm. Art saves. [shakes head] You know, we shared 

hours upon hours of conversations with Fatima about creative 

freedom and artistic expression. Soleil documented every word 

from Fatima’s mouth on her phone and her laptop, so I thought 

she respected all of that. Really, you couldn’t stop Soleil from 

documenting. She was nothing less than obsessed. Her notes 

were all “Fatima this, Fatima that.” Ask her.

I’m not interviewing Soleil. She turned me down. Low ratings. Penny 

agreed only when I told her that you were in.

Huh. [pauses] Then you should look into getting ahold of 

Soleil’s journal. That would shed light on how desperate she 

was for Fatima’s attention. Seriously, get her journal and her 

emails with Fatima, too.

I made an offer, but she already sold them to New York City  

magazine.

You’re kidding. [picks up her phone]

No. They’re featuring them in a series of online articles starting today, 

actually. The public’s been glued to stories about high school violence for 

a couple of years now. Fatima, whatever her involvement, has added a 

whole new element of interest.
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[browses on phone] Well. There it is, side by side with an article 

about Jonah and Fatima Ro. Oh look, a photo of Fatima. What 

did I tell you? And nice byline, Soleil! [laughs] What a hypocrite!

How do you mean?

Soleil hates Fatima for writing about her, but she’s publishing 

journal entries about Fatima? She can’t possibly defend that.

I hear you.

Screw her, right? If Soleil’s publishing her side, I’m not holding 

back.

You shouldn’t. Don’t let her control public opinion. Don’t let her get 

the last word.

No way in hell.

So, talk to me. Tell me more. What happened at the book signing?

[clears throat] The night of the book signing we took the back 

of the line on purpose; we strategized that we could talk with 

Fatima for longer if we were last. We might even get a chance 

to walk her out; we wanted pictures and to ask her to follow 

our Instagrams.



10 NAKED TRUTH TV

The back of the line was all Soleil’s idea. She was the writer, 

as you well know. As the whole free world now knows. She 

was the one who wanted to wriggle her way into Fatima’s life. 

No. That’s not even the extent of it. Soleil didn’t just want to 

be in Fatima’s life. She wanted to be Fatima. Like I said, people 

always want to be in the front of the line. But there’s a different 

strategy for everything. Well, I was terrified to meet her, to be 

honest. I’d built up that moment in my mind; it felt so once-

in-a-lifetime. I didn’t want to make a fool of myself. Have you 

ever met someone famous that you loved? Isn’t it surreal? To 

suddenly, after dreaming about it for so long, see that person in 

front of you? I mean, f lesh and blood and breathing and mov-

ing and talking and you can reach out and touch them if you 

wanted to?

I saw Quentin Tarantino once.

So then, you know.

Yeah, I get it.

Well, Fatima was poised and very striking. She’s attractive, that’s 

a fact. But in person it’s more about her presence than her looks; 

she’s so completely self-possessed that you really can’t help but 

just . . . stare at her. Plus, what was so amazing was to look at 

her and know that Undertow came out of her brain. I don’t even 
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know how to describe that. I kept thinking about how she had 

conceptualized this novel that I love; she had crafted it and cre-

ated it out of her own head. And she was so petite. I don’t know 

why, but that was surprising to me. I just kept marveling at her: 

How could all these words and thoughts come out of her? Am 

I sounding like an insane person? [laughs]

Not at all. I couldn’t get over how tall Tarantino was.

Really?

Six feet, easily.

See? It’s overwhelming when you see these people in a room 

with you.

Tarantino was on the street. I passed him on my way to the subway.

Great. Well, with Fatima I was so nervous; I had to keep going 

to the bathroom. We waited in that line for an hour. But when 

our turn came, Soleil, who’d orchestrated the entire outing, she 

shook my arm and told me to go up first, so I did. Someone 

had to take control of the situation. I had my copy of Undertow 

in my arms; I was hugging the thing like a blankie. [laughs] 

[pause] Excuse me. [blows nose] Allergies. [clears throat] I had 

the book against my chest like this, and I just talked with her.
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What did you talk about?

It’s funny because I can hardly remember what I said, but I 

memorized everything she said to me. I must’ve introduced 

myself, and I probably quoted my favorite line from Undertow 

and told her how it affected me. I’m sure I did, since I rehearsed 

it. I’m not embarrassed to admit that. Each of us rehearsed what 

we were going to say. We talked about it in the car. If they tell 

you otherwise, they’re lying. Fatima looked straight at me and 

said, “I’m very pleased to meet you. You have such great energy 

about you, Miri.” That’s what she told me. I had great energy. 

Imagine if Tarantino told you that you had great energy?

That’d be pretty cool.

That’s exactly how I felt about Fatima. And she addressed me by 

name just like that. She was intense. But strangely, at the same 

time, she calmed me. That was her aura. [sighs]

Then I gave her my book to sign, and I introduced Soleil and 

Penny and Jonah. I was lucky to be first. I think Fatima and 

I had a special bond because I was first. She considered me a 

leader, you know.

Do you remember the conversation between Fatima and your friends?



13 NAKED TRUTH TV   

[laughs] Jonah was so funny about the whole thing because he 

hadn’t even read Undertow, but you had to buy a copy to be in 

the line, so he bought one. He didn’t have a thing to say to 

Fatima, so he rambled something utterly ridiculous about novel-

ists being today’s most valuable artists. He went on and on about  

technology—iPads versus television versus books—I don’t 

know what he was babbling about. [laughs] [sighs] [silence]

Is there something you’d like to add?

[checks her phone]

Miri?

Sorry. I’m just anxious about Jonah.

Any news?

No. [sets phone down] Do you think they’ll catch the guys 

that jumped him? They’re probably all from his old school. It 

shouldn’t be a huge mystery.

They’re working on it.

They’d better. And then everyone can finally lay the blame 

where it belongs instead of on Fatima Ro.
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I’d be down for that. So, after Fatima signed your books . . .

Right. [drinks from a water bottle] It was late. We were the 

last ones in the bookstore. The staff was stacking chairs, and 

the lights were off in the back. The register was already closed. 

Fatima gathered her bags, and the next thing we knew, we 

were actually, literally walking her out, just like we had fanta-

sized. It was fantastic. I would’ve said fate, but Fatima doesn’t 

believe in fate, and neither do I now. We carve our own paths.

Does that go for Jonah? Do you believe he’s in a coma because he carved 

his own path?

Maybe I do. You probably think that makes me a terrible person.

Not at all.

I’m just being honest.

I appreciate it.

Anyway, Fatima asked us what school we went to. When we 

said the Graham School on the North Shore, she was thrilled 

because she’d just moved into the area—Old Westbury! Are 

you from around here?
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Yes.

So you know it’s only two towns from Graham. That’s ten min-

utes from me, five minutes from Penny and Soleil. How did 

we not know that she’d moved in? We were neighbors. [shakes 

head] We couldn’t believe it. We chatted about our school and 

the shops at Americana. And then, get this—I couldn’t even 

make this up—Fatima said [clears throat], “If you’re not busy 

Thursday night, you should come to the Witches Brew café. 

I’m giving a book talk at eight.”

Awesome.

We were undone. I could have died right there on that sidewalk. 

Cuddling my Undertow.
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N E W  Y O R K  C I T Y  M A G A Z I N E
F O U R  P A R T  S E R I E S

Stranger Than Fiction
The True Story Behind the Controversial Novel  
The Absolution of Brady Stevenson
SOLEIL JOHNSTON’S STORY, PA RT 1

Journal Entry
September 22, 2016

Witches Brew, Hempstead, Long Island

OMGGGG Fatima remembered us when we walked in!!! She 

waved and said, “Hello, readers from Graham. Glad you could 

make it.” I waved my signed Undertow at her. Why? Because I 

am officially the biggest dork in the universe!

This place is so cool. I love the whole bohemian/mismatched 

furniture vibe. I’m trying to act like I’ve been here a million 

times. As of now, I vow to become a regular. This is it. Our 

new spot: the Witches Brew. It’ll be like our “Central Perk.” (I 

know—must stop watching Friends reruns. What have I been 

doing with my life?)

I’ll have a regular order here and the server will know my name. 

I’ll have a favorite table: this one, in the sunroom at the back of 
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the café, this spot against the wall, at this little round table with 

mosaic tiles in a sunburst design.

Perfect crowd: 12 other people—some our age, others older. 

Very intimate, like seeing Ed Sheeran at Artists Den. (Gaah! 

Note to self: Must rewatch the concert video. I’ve missed you, 

Ed, my favorite ginger.) Here at the Witches Brew we are the 

truest of the true Fatima Ro fans. And the four of us have 

been—wait for it—invited!

Fatima: oversized white linen shirt over jean miniskirt, loosely 

laced Tretorn sneakers, sans socks. Smoky eye makeup. Pale 

cheeks. Bare lips. Messy hair.

Why can’t I look that glam with half my makeup and bedhead? 

I’d look like an asylum escapee.

Fatima is ordering green tea. I’ve heard that it has magical prop-

erties.

Note: start drinking green tea.

Fatima welcomes the crowd, thanks us for coming. She com-

ments on how cute the café is. She’s never been here before 

either. Hey, maybe she’ll become a regular and I’ll become a 

regular and I’ll see her here from time to time. We’ll be on a 
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“Hey, how are you?” basis. How cool would that be?

Jonah (rude boy) is playing with his phone. I jab him with my 

umbrella.

Undertow book talk with Fatima Ro begins NOW:

First draft written over six months at a feverish pace after her 

mother passed away, very little sleep, very little to eat, limited 

communication, virtually unreachable other than by landline. 

The internet did not even exist, as far as she was concerned. 

Family and friends thought she was grieving, which she was, 

of course, but she was “not grieving in stillness” but “grieving 

with ferocity.”

“Grieving with ferocity.”

Her mother was her grounding force. Her mother was com-

mon sense and hard work anchored in reality. Without her, 

Fatima felt detached from Earth, set in a sudden spiral. As a 

child, Fatima had too much imagination, was too distractible, 

too restless. But it was always okay for her to be who she was 

because her mother kept her tethered to the ground by one toe. 

When her mother died, Undertow was a desperate way to hold 

on to her mother’s love, so that it wouldn’t f loat away forever.
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The title, Undertow, existed in her consciousness even before 

she began writing, because she felt as if she were trapped inside 

one.

UNDERTOW: the underlying emotion

UNDERTOW: rip current, underlying current, force in oppo-

sition

Writing Undertow was the most difficult thing she has ever 

experienced because it was her grieving process. By writing the 

character of “Lara,” Fatima was able to drown in loss, feel loss in 

its deepest depths. She doesn’t know how she would’ve grieved 

without this place to do it.

Place = the mental state of being “Lara” and writing Undertow.

Revision was very much a swimming to the surface—a period 

of pushing and fighting to propel back into the world— 

emotionally, physically.

[Fatima is watching me as I’m taking notes. I’m now self- 

conscious about taking notes. I’m uncomfortably aware of my 

hands and my fingers and my shoulders and wrinkling my fore-

head the way bad actors do to fake that they are taking notes 

about Undertow when Fatima is watching.]
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Losing her mother was transformative at 20 because it marked 

an inevitable transformation from child to adult. As a child she 

was so carefree, but when her mother died, she suddenly felt 

old. Fatima chose to write Lara as age 17 because that’s how old 

Fatima was when her mother got sick.

Revision of her manuscript was torturous in a different way—

it meant revisiting her loss again and again. In shedding the 

manuscript (from 120k to 80k) there was an emergence of her 

new self and seeing her own grief from a different perspective 

each time she reread it. But she fought against the change so 

furiously at times that revising Undertow became so painful she 

had to put it away for lengths at a time—weeks, and, for a spell 

or two, months.

In the end, she had this completed manuscript. She had printed 

it out and couldn’t believe the weight of it, literally, the weight of 

its pages. She kept marveling at its weight in actual pounds; she 

would estimate it, compare it to other objects around the house:

These papers are heavier than this box of tissues.

These papers are lighter than this boot.

< carton of milk

> picture frame

> shampoo bottle

< Bible
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Over and over, no matter where she went, she would think 

about the weight of the manuscript because she was amazed that 

her grief had literal, physical weight. Grief could be measured 

in pounds.

“Grief could be MEASURED IN POUNDS!”

She became obsessed with finding out exactly how many 

pounds.

[Am I really hearing all of this right now? How is this not 

being filmed and documented for future generations? Even 

Jonah is listening, balancing a spoon on two fingers. I think he’s  

weighing.]

Fatima didn’t have a scale at home. But one day she had a gyno 

appointment, so she brought the pages to the doctor’s office, 

and when she was waiting in her paper robe for the doctor, 

she pulled the manuscript out of her bag and weighed it on the 

scale. It was 3.8 lbs.

3.8 lbs.

[Fatima lingers on that thought. We all linger on it.]

[What is Jonah weighing?]
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Knowing the weight of her grief in pounds, Fatima had a rev-

elation that grief could be contained. It could be purged and 

then revised to make sense, and it could be contained.

[Fatima is looking at me again. Does she want me to stop typ-

ing? Is this too personal and I shouldn’t be taking notes? Then 

why is she talking about it to a bunch of strangers?]

[I stopped writing for a few minutes. She stopped watching me. 

Now I’m writing again.]

She stood in her paper robe at the doctor’s office, suddenly 

very proud of her manuscript. It was the first time she thought 

of it as a novel—an entity separate from herself—because it 

was outside of her body and her mind now, contained in this  

3.8-lb. package. Undertow wasn’t a “book” yet in her mind until 

that moment. Most days it was a beast she was attacking. Other 

days it was like a wounded animal she was trying to nurse back 

to health. But there, in the gyno office, it was all of a sudden 

a novel.

She was proud of this thing for the first time. But ironically, the 

person she wanted to call and tell about it?

Her mother.
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[My heart is breaking, breaking. It’s broken. I’m shattered. I’m 

sitting in Witches Brew in tiny little shattered mosaic pieces. I 

never thought I could love Undertow more than I already did.]

I. Was. Wrong.

Later . . . 11:53 p.m.

Home

Our plan worked again. We lingered behind. Guy-in-red-

baseball-cap did the same, but he only thanked Fatima for the 

discussion and asked her to sign a book and then went on his 

merry way. I told Fatima that she made me see Undertow in a dif-

ferent light, and that there’s so much more to it than I thought. 

But then she totally blindsided me, practically whacked me in 

the head with a brick. She said that she saw me taking copious 

notes during her talk and she ASKED TO READ THEM!

Complete and total panic! I had quoted her. I had mentioned 

the way she was staring at me. I had injected my thoughts into 

her book talk about the most difficult period of her life. I’d 

commented on her makeup. I wrote about her visit to the gyno! 

What was I thinking taking notes on that? Why would I even 

think that it was okay to document that? What else had I writ-

ten? I couldn’t even remember.
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I asked Fatima if I could clean the notes up first; they were a 

jumbled mess. If I could just clean them up then I would email 

them to her later. But as that was coming out of my mouth, I 

knew she was going to say no. Why would she wait on notes 

from me? And why would she ever give me her email address?

“I’d really like to see them now,” she said. “I’m interested to 

see what you found most compelling, you were so intense over 

here, writing everything down. Are you a writer?”

“Not even. But I might want to be,” I said.

“Then I’d really like to read them, from a future writer’s per-

spective.”

What was I supposed to do? I didn’t have any choice but to 

show her. I felt like she’d caught me cheating on a test and was 

going to check my answers right in front of me. Miri and Penny 

were like, Go ahead. Show her. What’s the big deal? Plus, Fatima 

called me a future writer. So, I sat back down and opened my 

laptop and I showed her.

I kept thinking Fatima Ro is sitting with me. Fatima Ro is reading 

my notes. She’s touching my keyboard. She saw my dumbass desktop 

picture of the movie The Bling Ring. I swear, I like the image as 

an actual photograph—meaning, its composition and color and use of 
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positive and negative space—not because it’s from The Bling Ring. 

Okay, I did like the movie on a so-bad-it’s-good level, but that doesn’t 

mean I’m a Bling Ring person. I wanted to explain all of this to 

Fatima, but I was too frazzled.

“Thank you.” That was all Fatima said.

Thank you? Was she trying to kill me with awkward? “You’re 

welcome.”

She stood and stared at me.

I closed my laptop. Damn Bling Ring.

But then she shocked me again. “What are you guys doing right 

now?”

The only acceptable answer, of course, was “Absolutely nothing.”

“Well,” she said. “The new book I’m planning is set in a private 

school. I haven’t been to one since I graduated. I would love to 

see Graham. Will you take me there?”

WHAAAAT????!!!
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PENNY

Can you tell me about the night you took Fatima to Graham with Miri 

and Soleil?

Uh-huh. [laughs] Oh, god. I ruined my lace-up f lats that night. 

Nobody else had them yet! I wanted them to be my new look, 

like, instead of sneakers or f lip-f lops. I was trying to up my 

fashion game. And I thought we were going to sit in a café, not 

run around Graham at ten o’clock at night. Also, it rained a little 

that morning, so it was muddy, just my luck. [sigh] It was worth 

it, though, for Fatima. [pause] Or I thought it was, at the time.

You don’t think it was worth it now?

My friend is in the hospital, so no, it wasn’t.

I’m very sorry about Jonah.

[checks phone] I keep checking my texts for news, you know? 

I’m afraid that if I stop thinking about him, something bad will 

happen and I’ll miss it.

If anything happens, I’m sure someone will give you a call. Texting is 

no way to deliver big news.

[puts phone down] Have you spoken to Miri yet?
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Yes.

Does she even care about Jonah?

She’s terribly concerned.

I doubt that.

Why’s that?

’Cause she doesn’t care about anyone but Fatima Ro. She only 

wants Jonah to get better so that Fatima will be off the hook.

That’s a pretty bold statement.

[shrugs]

Miri was that close with Fatima?

For real? She was, like, Fatima’s clone.

What about the rest of you? Tell me more about that night.

[deep breath] Yeah, well, the gate to the courtyard was open, so 

we went in. It was exciting, like we were breaking and enter-

ing, but just the entering. I’d never been at school when I wasn’t 

supposed to. And I’d never hung out with anyone famous 
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before. Well, Soleil’s older cousin was on My Super Sweet 16. 

But that’s not Fatima Ro kind of famous. Anyways, we were 

sneaking into the courtyard, and Soleil and Jonah were doing 

the Mission Impossible song. [laughs] We felt, like, such a rush, 

you know? She was Fatima Ro!

Go on.

That night the stars were just, wow, they were so clear. I’ll 

never forget it. We could see the layers, I mean, the stars at 

different depths. It was like when I went to the planetarium in 

elementary school, only real. Fatima got up on one of the tables, 

she lay right on top of it, and she said, “You have to do this! 

Come on. Do this! Pick a table.” So, we each picked a table and 

lay on our backs. That reminded me of the planetarium, too. 

Have you been?

No.

The chairs recline all the way back.

Oh.

I picked our regular table where we have lunch on nice days. 

It was wild lying there at night, and with her. I mean, we’d sat 

at that very table and talked about Fatima Ro almost every 

day that year, and then all of sudden she was with us, lying on 



 NAKED TRUTH TV   29

the table and staring at the sky. [pause] It was, like, this crazy-

perfect moment. Oh. Except for my shoes. [laughs] Did I tell 

you they were Stuart Weitzman?

No.

Yeah . . . [sigh] But then Fatima told us the funniest thing. She 

was at an Amtrak station a few months after she was published, 

and there was a song playing over the speakers by some old 

fart—Conway Twitty, she said. An old lady tapped Fatima on 

the shoulder and whispered that when she was sixteen she fell 

in love with a boy at the beach club and they made love in her 

cabana every night while their parents went dancing on the 

boardwalk, and even all those years later, every time she hears 

“It’s Only Make Believe” she has an orgasm. [laughs]

[laughs] That’s a great story.

We were dying laughing. I mean, who says that? And how 

weird was it that we got to hear it from Fatima Ro? Like, we 

heard Fatima Ro say orgasm.

[laughs] That’s funny.

Uh-huh. But that story changed Fatima’s life because that’s 

when she developed her theory of human connections.
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Human connections?

It’s the idea that we should, like, approach each other with open 

hearts and reveal our authentic selves through precious truths.

What are precious truths?

Um . . . like the old lady’s cabana story. That woman was a 

complete stranger, right? But in a few seconds Fatima knew 

her better than friends she’s had since she was a kid. So, Fatima 

believes that looking people in the eye and sharing intimate 

thoughts breaks barriers, makes people fall in love, and can, 

like, literally end wars.

Huh.

I know it sounds wacky, but it wasn’t. It was Fatima Ro, and we 

were watching the stars, and it made more sense than anything, 

like, ever. She was talking about how you can know someone 

for years but never really know them.

That’s true.

You see? Fatima said that it’s true of neighbors and people who 

sit next to you in class because your names are alphabetical, but 

also your own family members. So, I started thinking about 

Soleil and Miri and me. I mean, we threw, like, the hottest 
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parties on Long Island, we went to Natsumi, we went to Ed 

Sheeran, we talked about Undertow, but I never felt like part of 

it, not really. I know what my friends thought of me.

What do you mean?

They thought I was basic, that I was only about clothes and guys 

and Pretty Little Liars. Since they were into their books and were 

in honors classes and taking AP Psychology, which was, like, 

the trendy class to take that only accepted a few juniors a semes-

ter, they acted all deep and intellectual. It bothered me—a lot, 

actually—because I had opinions and goals and things like they 

did.

Sounds frustrating.

[nods] But while I was listening to Fatima and looking at the 

sky, I realized something sort of big for me.

What was that?

It was my fault they thought I was an airhead. Like, how were 

they supposed to know my thoughts if I didn’t tell them? I 

wasn’t transparent the way Fatima said we should be. I wasn’t 

living inside/out or offering precious truths. Like, what did 

I ever do besides style our party outfits and collect the fifty- 

dollar cover charge at the door?
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Fifty dollars? Holy crap!

Well, they were super-exclusive parties. You wouldn’t want just 

anyone walking into your house, would you?

No, but still. I was thinking more like five bucks.

Do you know how much it costs to rent blackjack tables?

No.

A lot.

Apparently.

[sighs] That night at Graham was the stuff of life. It was the best 

night since, well, ever. Way better than casino night. But I was 

complaining about my shoes. Yeah, I was upset about them, but 

I had revelations and stuff, too. I could’ve talked about that, but 

I didn’t.

Why didn’t you?

I wanted to. But then better things happened.

Better things?
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Jonah started singing that old Coldplay song, you know, the one 

about stars? It was nice. He was happy. [pause]

Jonah wasn’t usually happy?

Uh, um . . . I don’t really want to talk about him.

That’s fine. It’s just that you mentioned it.

I just meant that we were all happy.

All right. So what else happened?

We shared being in the universe together.

Hm.

It wasn’t weird.

I didn’t say it was weird.

Fatima said that human connections don’t have to come through 

precious truths. They can develop through sharing precious 

experiences, and we were having one by being in the universe 

together under the stars.



34 NAKED TRUTH TV

I can see that.

She had shared Undertow with us, and we were sharing the stars 

with her.

I get it.

Most kids start at the Graham School in ninth grade, right? 

But me and Soleil and Miri, we’d been there since seventh. 

I was sorta tired of it. I was dreading that junior year would 

be the same as every other. I don’t love Graham the way Miri 

and Soleil love it. I’m not captain of anything like they are. 

School’s not as easy for me. But that night in the courtyard 

I knew the year was going to be better; sharing the sky with 

Fatima Ro was the start of that ’cause I got to do something 

with my friends that wasn’t shopping or Snapchat, you know? It 

felt, like . . . important.

Cool.

Yeah. And then you won’t believe what Fatima said next. She 

said that she felt positive energy from each of us and that she’d 

moved to Long Island because she wanted to open her life to 

new friends and new perspectives. She sat up on her table and 

looked around at us and said, “I want you to be my people.”
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Whoa.

For real. [shakes head] Fatima Ro wanted us to be her people.

That was something, huh?

It was everything.
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The Absolution 
of Brady Stevenson

BY FAT I M A RO

(excerpt)

When Brady Stevenson moved out of his childhood 

home, he took his old Coke-bottle glasses but left his 

wrestling trophies behind. The awards remained as they were 

for nearly a year—stuffed into the corner of Brady’s closet, along 

with fallen wire hangers, unmatched socks, and an unopened 

package of Fruit of the Looms that were a size too small, given 

to him by his nana, who always thought of him as two years 

younger than whatever age he happened to be.

The day of the move, as Brady lifted his boxes into the 

U-Haul, he wished for that—to be two years younger. He 

would do everything over again, both the everyday minutiae 

and the heartache; he would pick dirt from under his finger-

nails, sit through the same class lectures on Poe and the Earth’s 

layers and the divine right to rule, and he would even suffer 

again through the trauma of losing his neighborhood friend to 

leukemia. He’d relive it all so that he could un-live one night, 

the night that led to loading a U-Haul with almost everything 

he’d ever owned.

But Brady knew better than to wish for impossible things; it 

made him remember why he was wishing for a do-over in the 
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first place. He swore off remembering as he pulled the rope and 

slammed the U-Haul shut. This vow lasted as far as the corner 

of Yardly Drive, when he caught a glimpse of his own ref lec-

tion in the side mirror.
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MIRI

Do you remember when you first learned about Fatima’s new book?

Do I remember it? The sound of Soleil screaming over the 

phone is still ringing in my brain.

She called you about it?

Yes. She was on summer vacation with her cousins in Cali-

fornia. Right away I knew it was something serious because 

it wasn’t a text, it was a call, and she was three thousand miles 

away.

Oh.

So she calls me. I’m in the parking lot of Party City picking up 

decorations for my aunt’s baby shower. I answer. Soleil’s in the 

car with her cousins driving down Pacific Coast Highway, and 

she’s screaming at the top of her voice. I swear to god she nearly 

shattered my eardrum. She was like, “Oh my god! Oh my god! 

Fatima stabbed me in the back! She betrayed me! She wrote all 

about me and Jonah in her new book! Oh my god!”

Wow. How’d she find out?
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She and her cousins were listening to the radio in the car, and 

Fatima came on and gave an interview.

Oh, man.

Fatima said the book was due out next April, and that it was 

about a prep school kid who keeps a dark secret from his girl-

friend.

Soleil must’ve been out of control.

I stood there holding a dozen pink and blue balloons, and I told 

her, “Don’t lose your shit, Soleil. Fatima wouldn’t do anything 

to hurt you. I’m sure it’s fictionalized.” But the calmer I was the 

more hysterical she got. She said, “I’m texting you a link! She 

screwed us over! That’s why she left town. We shouldn’t have 

trusted her. She got her story. Then she didn’t need us anymore. 

And now she’s publishing it and it’s going to be evvverywhere!”
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N E W  Y O R K  C I T Y  M A G A Z I N E
F O U R  P A R T  S E R I E S

Stranger Than Fiction
The True Story Behind the Controversial Novel  
The Absolution of Brady Stevenson
SOLEIL JOHNSTON’S STORY, PA RT 1 (cont inued)

SOLEIL

DOES THIS SOUND FICTIONALIZED  

TO YOU, MIRI???!!!

publishersweekly.com/newbookdeals/july/4098899900

Senior Editor Yannik Olstad at HarperCollins has acquired 

the sophomore YA novel by Undertow author Fatima Ro. In 

The Absolution of Brady Stevenson, 17-year-old Brady transfers 

to an elite private school in order to escape his shameful past. 

When he unexpectedly falls for Morley Academy honor student 

Sunny Vaughn, Brady must decide whether or not to reveal his 

dark history.
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PENNY

I was out getting gelato with my friend Natalie Singh. I had 

hazelnut in a cup, and Natalie got black forest on a cone.

Good memory.

I remember everything from that moment. Soleil’s name 

popped up on my phone. She was calling from vacation, and 

we basically only ever text, so I picked up. She was freaking 

out, saying Fatima was on the radio. “Fatima wrote about us! 

Her new book—it’s all about us!” she was screaming. I was like, 

“Oh my god, cool! We’re gonna be, like, famous!” But then 

Soleil said, “No, Penny. She wrote about me and Jonah. We 

were inside/out with her! We told her everything! Everything! 

Think about what you told her!” That’s when I started to cry 

like a little kid with my ice cream. Natalie kept mouthing to 

me, “What happened? What happened?” I’ll never forget that. 

And now I can never eat hazelnut gelato again. I really loved 

hazelnut gelato. [sighs] Fatima ruined everything.
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The Absolution 
of Brady Stevenson

BY FAT I M A RO

(excerpt)

For my people. 

You know who you are.
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ildew and his friend Sponge were 
 taking a much needed breather on the 
twice- weekly jog up the side of Pig’s 

Pike. They stood panting, gazing down at the 
blackened and gloom- laden, gargoyle- infested 
monstrosity that was their school. 

 Maudlin Towers School for the Not Particularly 
Bright Sons of the Not Especially Wealthy sat 
between the twin hills of Pug’s Peak and Pig’s Pike 
in the windswept north country of Cumberland, 
squatting like an obscenely ornate jet brooch 
pinned to the bosom of a sour- faced duchess. 

 Mildew’s full name was Arthur Mildew, but no 
one in the school used fi rst names. Sponge’s full 
name was Algernon Spongely- Partwork, but every-
one called him Sponge. They were not happy. 
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 ‘I’m not happy, Sponge,’ said Mildew. 
 ‘Me neither,’ said Sponge with a sigh.    
 Mildew helped Sponge take off  the backpack 

that their criminally insane sports teacher, Mr 
Stupendo, insisted the boys wore on these runs as 
an extra layer of torture. Mildew groaned with the 
eff ort, dropping the backpack to the ground. 

 ‘What on earth have you got in there?’ he said. ‘It 
weighs a ton.’ 

 ‘Stupendo caught me fi lling it with socks again 
and forced me to load it up with the contents of my 
trunk.’ 

 

    

9781408873083_MaudlinTowersCurseoftheWerewolfBoy_4ndpass_pi-240.indd   2 8/11/2017   5:13:20 PM



3

3

 Mildew opened the pack and saw items of cloth-
ing, shoes, several books and a brass telescope. 

 ‘Why on earth do you have a telescope?’ he asked. 
 ‘I don’t really know,’ said Sponge. ‘My Uncle 

Tarquin bought it for me last Christmas. I’d forgot-
ten I even had it to be honest. I wish I hadn’t.’ 

 ‘Bad luck,’ said Mildew. ‘It’s rather heavy.’ 
 ‘I know. By the way –  why have you got a ban-

dage on your arm, Mildew?’ asked Sponge. ‘Did you 
have an accident in the half- term hols?’ 

 ‘I’ve tried to tell you three times now, Sponge,’ 
said Mildew. ‘But every time I do, you start to hum 
to yourself and I get interrupt– ’ 

 ‘Put some pep into it, Mildew!’ shouted 
Mr Stupendo, stroking 
his horribly large mus-
tachios, his bald head 
glistening like a damp 
egg. ‘Why, at your age 
I could lift a dead sheep 
over my head with 
barely a bead of sweat!’ 

 Mr Stupendo had 
been a circus strongman 
before the life of a sports 
teacher had tragically 
caught his eye. 
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 ‘But, sir,’ pleaded Mildew, ‘my knees.’ 
 ‘Nonsense,’ said Mr Stupendo, cuffi  ng him 

round the ear and sending him sprawling head-
long into the bracken. ‘You’re far too young to have 
knees, Mildew. Come on! The last one to the top is 
a Russian.’ 

 Mr Stupendo bounded up the path. There were 
pitiful groans from the boys around him as Mildew 
got to his feet, and their wretched, downtrodden 
whining suddenly stirred something in him. 

 ‘Look here,’ he cried, waving his fi st in the air. 
‘What say we show old Stupido what we’re made of 
and beat the old hippo to the top?’ 

 ‘Shut up, Mildew, you blister,’ said Kenning-
worth, cuffi  ng him playfully round the ear and 
sending him sprawling into the bracken once again. 

 Mildew saw the boys disappearing up the track 
as he got to his feet. He spat out a piece of the indi-
genous fl ora and stared down at Maudlin Towers, 
a cloud- shadow darkening its already grim and 
grimy, gargoyle- encrusted walls.  Surely , he thought, 
 this must be the very worst of schools.  

 ‘Are you all right?’ said Sponge. 
 ‘I suppose so,’ said Mildew with a sigh that he 

hoped might hint at the enormity of his despond. 
 ‘Someone needs to teach Kenningworth a les-

son,’ said Sponge. ‘My mother says he – ’ 
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 ‘Shhh,’ said Mildew, pointing down towards the 
school grounds. ‘Never mind Camelfroth or your 
mother. What’s that?’ 

 ‘What?’ said Sponge. 
 ‘There!’ said Mildew. ‘Running along the bottom 

of the ha- ha.’ 
 ‘The ha- ha?’ said Sponge. 
 ‘Yes,’ said Mildew. ‘The ha- ha.’ 
 ‘The ha- ha?’ said Sponge. 
 ‘Stop saying ha- ha!’ said Mildew. 
 ‘But what do you mean?’ said Sponge. ‘What are 

you talking about?’ 
 ‘The ditch at the end of the sports fi eld, you 

chump,’ said Mildew. ‘It’s called a ha- ha.’ 
 ‘Oh,’ said Sponge. ‘Really? What’s it for?’ 
 ‘To stop sheep wandering into the school 

grounds,’ said Mildew. 
 ‘Why on earth would sheep want to wander into 

the school?’ said Sponge, shaking his head and 
smiling. ‘If I were them I’d – ’ 

 ‘Never mind that,’ said Mildew. ‘Look! There!’ 
 Sponge followed Mildew’s pointing fi nger. 

Running along the bottom of the ha- ha was a man. 
That was quite extraordinary in itself as the only 
man in Maudlin Towers with any inclination to 
move at speed was high above him leading a chorus 
of ‘Mildew is a Russian!’ 
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 But more unusual still was the fact that this man 
appeared to be wearing a winged helmet and carry-
ing, albeit with some diffi  culty, what looked, even 
from that distance, remarkably like a large axe. 

 ‘Wait,’ said Mildew, and rummaging around in 
Sponge’s backpack, he produced the telescope. 

 Mildew searched for the fi gure and focused in 
on its blurred form.    

 ‘ There’s a Viking in the ha- ha!’ said Mildew. 
 ‘A Viking? But there can’t be,’ said Sponge. 

      

 ‘And yet there is,’ said Mildew, handing him the 
telescope. 

9781408873083_MaudlinTowersCurseoftheWerewolfBoy_4ndpass_pi-240.indd   6 8/11/2017   5:13:20 PM



7

7

 The boys stared at the Viking in silent amaze-
ment as he disappeared out of sight behind a 
laburnum bush. Before they could say anything, 
Mildew and Sponge were knocked down like skit-
tles and trampled on by the rest of the boys as they 
returned from the peak of Pig’s Pike. 

 ‘Last one to the bottom is a poet!’ trumpeted Mr 
Stupendo as he bounded by.   
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ildew and Sponge returned to the 
school to shower and get changed. If 
anything, the boys dreaded this more 

than the exercise itself, the freezing water for the 
shower coming straight from the beck that ran –  
rather quicker than the boys  –  down the side of 
Pug’s Peak. 

 They dressed as hurriedly as possible and headed 
off  to discuss the mysterious sighting, fi nding a 
quiet spot just outside the trophy room. 

 ‘Who shall we tell fi rst about the Viking, 
Mildew?’ said Sponge when his jaws had fi nally 
stopped rattling with the cold. ‘Although I wonder 
if they’ll believe us.’ 

 ‘Of course they will,’ said Mildew. ‘Why 
wouldn’t they?’ 
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 ‘Well, I  saw it myself and I  scarcely believe it,’ 
said Sponge. 

 ‘I know what you mean,’ said Mildew. ‘We need 
to pick our moment. We don’t want to be mocked.’ 

 ‘Any more than usual,’ said Sponge. 
 ‘Quite,’ said Mildew. ‘Oh no, here comes 

Kenningworth. Quick –  in here.’ 
 The boys ducked into the trophy room as 

Kenningworth and some of the other boys strode 
down the corridor towards them. They said noth-
ing until they heard the footfalls die away.  

 The trophy haul at Maudlin Towers was a sorry 
sight. The school had a long history of failure in 
almost every branch of 
the sporting arena. Were 
it not for the school’s own 
tournaments – like the 
dreaded Fell- Runner’s Cup 
– the room would be empty 
save for a couple of items 
of special signifi cance to 
the school’s history, like 
the much revered School 
Spoon.   

 ‘Did you hear that?’ said 
Sponge. 

 ‘What?’     
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 ‘It sounded like breathing.’ 
 ‘Breathing?’ 
 ‘In the room with us. But not us.’ 
 Mildew and Sponge surveyed the room but saw 

no sign of anyone else. 
 ‘There’s no one here, Sponge,’ said Mildew. 

‘You’re imagining things.’ 
 Sponge didn’t look convinced. 
 ‘Can we go, Mildew? I don’t like it.’ 
 ‘Of course,’ he said with a smile. ‘You are such a – ’ 
 Suddenly there was a loud sneeze and both boys 

almost leaped out of their skin. 
 ‘Eeeek!’ squeaked Sponge, knocking into Mildew, 

who banged into one of the cabinets, nearly knock-
ing it over. 

 They hurried from the room without a backward 
glance and off  to their maths lesson with Mr Painly, 
who walked to the blackboard and began to write 
in chalk thereon. 

 ‘Very well. If x  =  5 and y  =  Brazil, what is the 
square root of Thursday?’ 

 Almost two hours later, the boys staggered out 
of the classroom hollow- eyed and fi lled with self- 
loathing and a mind- numbing sense of limitless 
despair –  as they did after every maths lesson. 

 ‘Break time,’ gasped Mildew in the voice of a man 
released from prison after serving many years for a 
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crime he did not commit. ‘At last. We have much to 
talk about, Sponge.’ 

 But before they could say a word, they were dis-
tracted by a great kerfuffl  e ahead of them. 

 ‘Look,’ said Sponge. ‘A kerfuffl  e.’ 
 ‘Yes,’ said Mildew. ‘What on earth is occurring?’ 
 The corridor was full of boys who were being 

herded like reluctant rabbits towards the hall. 
Mildew grabbed a passing rabbit by the arm. 

 ‘Hipfl ask,’ he said. ‘What’s happening?’ 
 Hipfl ask shrugged his bony shoulders, making 

his hair quiver like a startled spider. 
 ‘No one knows, Mildew,’ he replied. ‘Everyone’s 

been told to go to the hall.’ 
 ‘Perhaps we’re not the only ones who’ve seen 

the Viking,’ whispered Sponge as Hipfl ask walked 
on. 

 ‘Perhaps,’ said Mildew. 
 They stepped into the river of boys and were car-

ried along in its fl ow until they came to rest midway 
down the packed assembly hall, each boy speculat-
ing noisily with their neighbour as to what might 
be happening. 

 ‘Silence!’ boomed Reverend Brimstone, his face 
glowing hellfi re red, leaning over the lectern, wide-
eyed, his eyebrows leaping about his forehead like 
crazed porcupines.    
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 The boys were imme-
diately quiet. Flintlock, 
the groundsman, stood 
silhouetted against a win-
dow, rifl e in hand. 

 ‘What’s he doing here?’ 
whispered Mildew, who 
was sure Flintlock was 
looking at him. 

 Sponge shrugged. 
 ‘Thank you, Reverend,’ 

said the Headmaster, walk-
ing forward and smiling. 

 Reverend Brimstone gave one last growl before 
retreating, making the fi rst couple of rows of boys 
step back with a whimper. 

 ‘My boys,’ said the Headmaster, smiling wist-
fully. ‘My dear, dear boys. As you know, I think of 
you as my own children. In fact there are many 
of you whom, it’s fair to say, I  prefer to my own 
children.’ 

 There was a plaintive cry from the Headmaster’s 
two sons, who attended the school. The Head-
master paid no heed, but carried on smiling 
benevolently. 

 ‘As you know, there was a spate of thefts at 
the school before we broke up for half- term. A 
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baffl  ing variety of items were stolen  –  Reverend 
Brimstone’s armchair, the hall clock, and so on.’ 

 Reverend Brimstone stared boggle- eyed at the 
mention of his stolen armchair and lurched for-
ward alarmingly. 

 ‘Quite what lay behind these incidents,’ con-
tinued the Headmaster, ‘is hard to fathom. But we 
shall get to the bottom of it, mark my words. 

 ‘However,’ he went on, ‘I’m afraid  –  and I  can 
hardly bring myself to give voice to the words  –  
the theft of the hall clock pales into insignifi cance 
next to this new abomination …’ 

 ‘What’s gone now?’ whispered Mildew with 
a withering look at Sponge. ‘The staff room door 
knob?’ 

 Sponge tittered. 
 ‘Shut up, Mildew,’ said Kenningworth, ‘acciden-

tally’ nudging him in the ear with his elbow. The 
Headmaster carried on. 

 ‘I’m afraid I  must tell you that …’ He paused 
and shook his head as though not quite able to 
believe the words he was about to utter. ‘Only 
this very morning, some boy –  or boys –  has –  or 
indeed, have –  stolen the School Spoon!’ 

 The gasp that followed this revelation rattled the 
windows. Mildew turned to stare at Sponge. 

 ‘The sneeze, Mildew,’ whispered Sponge. 
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 The Headmaster looked out at them, sadness in 
his eyes. 

 ‘It is hard to imagine how anyone in their right 
mind could even contemplate a crime of such out-
rageous villainy  –  of such depravity. I  need not 
remind you that the School Spoon belonged to 
our beloved founder, Lord Marzipan Maudlin, the 
seventh Earl of Maudlin, whose ancestral home 
we are so fortunate now to inhabit. 

 ‘With no children to inherit it, Lord Maudlin, 
the end of his noble line, left Maudlin Towers 
in his will, with instructions for this glorious 
school to be founded within its lofty walls. The 
School Spoon was perhaps the greatest of all the 
mementos associated with Lord Maudlin, for 
he was given the Spoon, in person, by none other 
than the Duke of Wellington and King George 
III themselves!’ 

 The boys gasped, as they always did, when 
told this. Quite why the Duke of Wellington and 
George III had given Lord Maudlin the Spoon, or 
what its signifi cance might have been to anyone 
concerned, was never explained. 

 ‘Someone  –  or ones  –  among you knows  –  or 
know –  who is responsible for this appalling crime, 
and I would encourage anyone who has such infor-
mation to come forward now.’ 
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 There followed a long silence broken only by 
the damp swish of swivelling eyeballs as each boy 
looked at his neighbour. But no one spoke up. 

 ‘If someone were to come forward now,’ said the 
Headmaster, ‘then they might –  and, I stress, only 
 might  –  expect some degree of leniency. But this is 
your fi nal chance.’ 

 The Headmaster looked out expectantly, but his 
expectation was squashed. Reverend Brim stone 
strode to the edge of the stage like a rabid moose. 

 ‘If you do not come forward now and are subse-
quently revealed to be the culprit, you will be taken 
to the usual place and burned at the stake!’ 

 Some of the more imaginative boys began to sob. 
The Headmaster tapped the reverend’s arm and 
whispered into his ear. The vicar looked confused 
and aghast. 

 ‘I’ve been informed that we no longer burn boys 
at the stake,’ said Reverend Brimstone mournfully. 
‘There has apparently been a change in the school 
policy. Why I  seem always to be the last to know, 
I can’t fathom, but never mind. Where was I? Oh yes. 
Rest assured, there will be terrible consequences 
for all if the School Spoon is not found. Terrible!!! 
Parents will almost certainly be summoned!’ 

 There was a collective shudder from the boys. 
There was no greater threat. Most boys would 
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gladly be burned at the stake rather than have their 
parents roll up at the school at any time, kissing 
them and asking to be introduced to their chums –  
but to be  summoned by the headmaster . It was too 
terrible to contemplate. 

 ‘Now I  would like us all to bow our heads and 
think for a moment about our dear departed col-
league and esteemed physics master, Mr Particle, 
who sadly passed away during the half- term holi-
days after a short illness …’ 

 Mildew noticed that there was a strange glance 
exchanged between the Headmaster and Flintlock 
at the end of this request. He might have seen more 
had Kenningworth not knuckled him on the top 
of the head to encourage him to think pleasant 
thoughts about Mr Particle. 

 ‘What are we going to do?’ whispered Sponge 
afterwards. He had a morbid fear of any contact 
with his parents. 

 ‘I don’t know,’ said Mildew thoughtfully. ‘But 
something, be sure of that.’   
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For the children  

who were lost in  

the Holocaust.

And for River,  

who sent me flowers  

from over the sea.
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P R O L O G U E

The Seamstress 
and the Land of the Dolls

There once was a little doll named 
Karolina, who lived in a country far from 
the human world.

The Land of the Dolls was a large king-
dom that stretched countless miles in any 
direction. To the east, lay the sea and to 
the west, a glass mountain sprouted from 
the earth and climbed towards the sun. In 
the days when the wise king and queen 
ruled, the sky had always been a perfect 
shade of midsummer blue, the moonlight 
shone as pure as silver and no one had 
ever grown old or shabby.

Across the sea, however, was a dark 
country. Its residents, huge rats whose 
appetites seemed as great as the ocean 
itself, had been crafted by a wicked witch 
from shadows and tears and ash. The doll 
king and queen lived in fear that, one day, 
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the rats would grow hungry enough to 
come to their home and would bring with 
them only cruelty and greed.

But Karolina knew nothing of these 
rumours. Her home was a tiny cot-
tage nestled beside a brook that flowed 
between two green hills. The curtains 
were spun from wildflowers, and the walls 
had been built from slabs of gingerbread, 
though Karolina was never tempted to 
nibble at them. The little candy house was 
all she had wanted, for Karolina was not 
a king or a queen or even a princess; she 
was a seamstress.

She made satin ballgowns and velvet 
waistcoats, skirts that fanned out like but-
terfly wings and handsome jackets with 
gold buttons. And, best of all, Karolina 
sewed wishes into each piece of cloth-
ing. Each wish was an incomplete hope, a 
half-spun tale that still needed an ending. 
But Karolina could not grant the wishes 
she sewed; she had little magic to call her 
own.

Karolina loved her work, but there 
were a few customers whose wishes it had 
pained her to hear. These dolls were quiet 
and sad, and their tales of woe might as 
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well have been printed on their porcelain 
faces and little wooden hands.

What did the sad dolls want? To return 
to the human world that all the dolls had 
once lived in. Why? Because unlike most 
dolls, who could remember nothing about 
their time in that distant place, Karolina’s 
melancholy friends longed to see the 
children who had become their closest 
companions.

She would never have told them so, 
but she did not think that their wishes 
could be granted. The human children 
who had owned them were kind to dolls 
at first, but eventually the children grew 
up, leaving their once-beloved playmates 
to gather dust and mildew in attics and 
beneath beds. When their wood and 
cloth and porcelain could sustain their 
souls no longer, they went back to the 
Land of the Dolls.

Karolina tried not to think about the 
human world; it had done her friends no 
good. The sad dolls had learned to cry, 
and little sounded worse to Karolina. She 
had no desire to enter that other land full 
of boys and girls and imaginary games 
ever again.



One day, the rats did indeed come 
to the shoreline of Karolina’s country. 
They overthrew the king and queen with 
their iron bayonets and sharp teeth, and 
unleashed their own brand of terror. 
Karolina was forced to flee away from the 
invaders and their pyres, into the deep, 
dark woods. Her dress was in tatters and 
her cheek was cracked.

It was in the woods that she met a toy 
soldier named Fritz, and together, with the 
help of a kind wind, Dogoda, she found 
she was destined to return to the human 
world after all.
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C H A P T E R  1

The Dollmaker

Karolina awoke in her new world with a glass heart.
It was a heart that felt as if both roses and their thorns 

grew within it, for it held all the happiness and sorrow 
she had ever experienced in the Land of the Dolls. When 
she moved, it rattled against the glossy wood of her chest 
panel.

Trembling, Karolina raised a hand to her face. It took 
only a single touch for her to realize that the crack that 
had raced up her cheek in the Land of the Dolls was gone. 
Lowering her arm, she saw her fingers were smudged with 
blush-pink paint that smelled fresh. The kind wind had 
told her that someone in this human world had called out 
to her. So that person – whoever it was – must have been 
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the one who had fixed her face and placed the glass heart 
inside her.

Karolina glanced around and saw that she had been 
set on top of a high table amid wood shavings and coils 
of ribbon. While she was not made of glass or porcelain 
as some of her friends had been, she did not want to fall 
from her perch, so she stayed very still to avoid losing her 
balance. To her right was a huge shape like a mountain, 
though it was not as high as the ones in her country. A 
long, rough cloth had been draped over it. Karolina could 
not imagine what might be hidden underneath it.

Across from the table, a large window looked out into 
the darkness, which was broken only by the faint yellow 
glow of street lamps. They were not made of peppermint 
sticks, as the ones in the Land of the Dolls had been, but 
instead rose like dark, sturdy trees from the cobblestones. 
The world outside did not look inviting, but the room 
around her reminded Karolina of her cottage: warm and 
friendly. However, this shop – for it was a shop – was not 
full of ballgowns and jackets and scarves, as her cottage 
had been.

It was full of toys.
There was row upon row of rocking horses whose 

flanks had been painted with daisy chains and autumn 
leaves. There were stuffed-toy animals of many different 
shapes and sizes on the shelves, their tiny thread-mouths 
smiling.

And, best of all, there were dolls everywhere. None of 
them had scratched faces or limbs scorched by fire. They 
all seemed at peace, ready to love and be loved.

They were safe.
These other toys weren’t like Karolina, though. None 
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of them had greeted her or even moved. They weren’t alive 
and had no hearts of their own, and Karolina knew as well 
as any doll that only a creature with a heart could be truly 
alive.

Nevertheless, Karolina envied the silent toys a little; her 
glass heart had filled up with grey dread. She was alone. 
Where was the person the kind wind had said would be 
waiting for her?

The clatter of approaching footsteps made Karolina go 
rigid. A door at the back of the shop opened, and a man 
appeared. He had a red beard, as if the Morning Star had 
briefly touched it with her fingertips, and wore a pair of 
white pyjamas. He rubbed at his green eyes as he limped 
towards her. Now that he was closer, Karolina saw that 
the stranger was neither a little boy nor an old man, but 
somewhere in between. Karolina imagined that if he 
picked her up, she would stand only a little taller than his 
hand, which was speckled with the same pink paint that 
now coated Karolina’s fingers.

He must be the person the wind had told her about, the 
one who had repaired her face and given her a new heart!

The man – the Dollmaker – sat down on the stool beside 
Karolina, wringing his hands. She could see that his face 
was streaked with tears that looked fresh. They had turned 
the pale skin of his cheeks as red and angry as battle cries.

“The Great War was more than twenty years ago,” the 
Dollmaker said to himself. “It’s 1939. I’m home in Kraków. 
I’m home. The nightmares aren’t real.”

It hadn’t occurred to Karolina that there was such a 
thing as war in the human world too.

If the Dollmaker had been another toy, the right words 
to comfort him might have come to her, but she could not 



14

think of anything to say. Being able to show pain with 
tears so openly seemed to her like a terrible magic trick, 
one that humans performed almost without knowing it.

His hands trembling, the Dollmaker removed the cloth 
from the mountain – revealing that it was no mountain 
at all. It was a grand doll’s house that stood three sto-
reys high and was the perfect size for Karolina. Her head 
would not scrape its ceilings, nor would she have to strain 
to reach the kitchen table or open the wardrobe she saw 
in the high attic bedroom. The window boxes overflowed 
with cloth roses, and a sleek black cat sat on the railing of 
the upstairs balcony. Karolina particularly liked this; the 
cat would gobble up any rats who strayed near.

The Dollmaker set to work putting the finishing touches 
to the roof’s edges using a slim knife. His hand moved so 
quickly that Karolina doubted he could have stopped even 
if he had wanted to. He carved a wavy, delicate design that 
was so smooth it reminded her of cake icing.

As he worked, the Dollmaker’s tears stopped, and 
Karolina thought she understood why. Creating something 
had always made her feel better. It was only when her 
hands were still that fear threatened to overtake her heart.

Karolina breathed in deeply. This world, this place … 
it smelled familiar, like dust and cinnamon and fields of 
yellow flowers. Had she been here before? There was no 
precise way to describe the strange feeling that was wash-
ing over her, cutting her as deeply as the Dollmaker’s knife 
would have. But the more Karolina tried to grasp at that 
feeling, the more she felt that she was trying to catch a 
dream between her small hands.

Maybe the Dollmaker would be able to answer her 
questions.
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Karolina took a step towards the doll’s house, trying 
to think what to say. But in her haste, she tripped over the 
hem of her long red skirts and gasped loudly. Her arms 
wheeled at her sides as she struggled to regain her footing. 
She managed to right herself before she tumbled over.

This was not how she’d wanted to introduce herself, but 
it was too late to do anything else now.

“Hello,” Karolina said, and waved. “I’m Karolina.”
The Dollmaker dropped the knife, and his face turned 

whiter than smoke. “Oh no. It’s finally happened,” he said. 
“I’ve finally lost my mind.”

Karolina knew that the Dollmaker hadn’t gone mad. 
“There’s nothing wrong with you,” she said.

The Dollmaker sprang up from his stool, backing away. 
“But … but you can’t be real. Dolls can’t talk. I must be 
tired – I’m seeing things.”

“You do look tired, but I promise, I’m just as real as 
you are,” said Karolina. In truth, it was almost as if the 
Dollmaker were the strange one, the sole human in the 
world of the toys, and she simply a natural extension of 
the shop.

“But I made you,” the Dollmaker said. “And I can’t 
make something that comes to life.”

“Gardeners do it all the time with flowers,” said 
Karolina. “And you didn’t really make me. My soul already 
existed – you just called out to me, and the wind brought 
me to you. I thought you already knew that.”

“I don’t remember calling to anyone. I was just trying 
to recreate a doll my mother had made and…” The 
Dollmaker shook his head rapidly. “Oh, why am I talk-
ing to a toy? This is all too much.” He slumped against 
the side of the table, the movement causing the hem of his 
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pyjama bottoms to hike up several inches. Karolina saw 
that his leg was made from the same pale wood she had 
been carved from.

“I didn’t think humans could be made out of wood,” 
said Karolina, cocking her head to the side so that she 
could study the Dollmaker’s leg from a different angle. He 
seemed so flustered that she thought he might not respond. 
But after a long moment filled only with the weighty tick-
ing of a nearby clock, he did.

“Only my leg is made of wood,” the Dollmaker said. 
“The rest of me is made of something a bit softer.”

“Can I see it?” Karolina said.
The Dollmaker averted his gaze. “It isn’t very … 

pretty,” he said. “Most people don’t like to look at it for 
very long.”

“Why?” asked Karolina.
“People don’t like seeing broken things,” the Dollmaker 

said.
“You’re not broken,” said Karolina, planting her hands 

on her hips. “I’m made of all wood, and you don’t think 
I’m broken, do you?”

“No one has ever put it like that before,” said the 
Dollmaker. He rolled his pyjamas up to reveal a wooden 
leg strapped to what remained of his original limb, which 
was encased in a leather slip.

Apparently, things weren’t as different in this world as 
Karolina had originally feared. “I like your leg,” she said.

“You’re one of the few who do,” said the Dollmaker. 
Then he asked, “You’re actually a living doll? You’re … 
you’re not someone who was turned into a doll, are you?” 
His hair had fallen over his temples, partially obscuring his 
eyes, and now he pushed it back impatiently.
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“I think I would remember being human,” Karolina 
said. “But I only remember being a doll.”

“Amazing,” the Dollmaker said softly. He sat back 
down on his stool and leaned forwards, as if he intended to 
snatch up every one of Karolina’s words with his callused 
hands.

Seeing that he was growing more comfortable with her, 
Karolina tried a question. “You said your mother made a 
doll like me. What did you mean by that?”

“My mother loved making things. Many years ago, she 
made a doll that looked just like you and told me that, 
one day, I should give it to my own child. But when my 
mother died after the war, that doll was lost. So I decided 
to remake her.” The Dollmaker’s voice gave way to a pause 
that somehow seemed louder than any word he had spoken 
yet. Then he said, “And I made you.”

Had Karolina known the Dollmaker’s mother? Maybe 
that was why everything here felt so familiar. “Is that why 
you make toys? Because your mother did?”

“In a way. It only started when I couldn’t sleep in the 
field hospital after I lost my leg.” The Dollmaker patted his 
knee. “It gave me something to do when everyone else was 
asleep. It still does. My dreams can be … unsettling. Wars 
are hard to forget.”

“I have dreams like that too,” said Karolina. 
“Sometimes, I close my eyes and I see every awful thing 
that happened in the Land of the Dolls.”

“The Land of the Dolls?”
“It’s where I used to live before you called to me and I 

came here,” Karolina explained. “Just like you live in…” 
She tapped her chin, considering. Had the Dollmaker men-
tioned exactly where this was?



“Kraków,” the Dollmaker told her. “This is the city of 
Kraków in the Republic of Poland.”

“Kraków.” The city’s name felt fresh and crisp on 
Karolina’s tongue, like an apple slice. “What’s it like? Is it 
a good place?”

“I believe so. I love it very much.” The Dollmaker 
motioned towards the window. “I made a model of the 
city, if you’d like to see it.”

Karolina bounced from one boot-clad foot to the other. 
“Yes, please,” she said.

The Dollmaker went to pick her up, then stopped, his 
hands hovering above her. “May I move you?” he asked. 
“I don’t want to be rude by carrying you if you don’t want 
me to.”

“I don’t mind being carried. Your legs are so much 
longer than mine. It would take me for ever to walk across 
the room,” said Karolina. She raised her arms, and the 
Dollmaker lifted her off the table.

As he walked over to the window, Karolina caught a 
glimpse of her reflection in the glass pane and a little more 
of her anxiety left her. The Dollmaker had captured her 
likeness perfectly; she had the same golden hair and large 
cornflower-blue eyes as she’d possessed in the Land of the 
Dolls.

“You did a very good job of making me,” Karolina told 
the Dollmaker. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” the Dollmaker said. He seemed 
eager to change the subject, however, and pointed down-
wards. “Now, look at Little Kraków.”
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FLIGHT

L ike a man-made magic wish, the aeroplane began 

to rise.

The boy sitting in the cockpit gripped his seat and 

held his breath as the plane climbed into the arms of 

the sky. Fred’s jaw was set with concen tra tion, and 

his fingers twitched, following the move ments of the 

pilot beside him: joystick, throttle.

The aero plane vibrated as it flew faster into the 

setting sun, follow ing the swerve of the Amazon  

River below them. Fred could see the reflec tion of 

the six- seater plane, a spot of black on the vast sweep 

of blue, as it sped towards Manaus, the city on the 
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water. He brushed his hair out of his eyes and pressed 

his fore head against the window.

Behind Fred sat a girl and her little brother. They 

had the same slanted eyebrows and the same brown 

skin, the same long eyelashes. The girl had been shy, 

hugging her parents until the last possible moment at 

the airfield; now she was staring down at the water, 

singing under her breath, her brother trying to eat his 

seatbelt.

In the next row, on her own, sat a pale girl with 

blonde hair down to her waist. Her blouse had a 

neck- ruffle that came up to her chin, and she kept 

tugging it down and grim acing. She was determ inedly 

not looking out of the window.

The airfield they had just left had been dusty  

and almost deser ted, just a strip of tarmac under  

the ferocious Brazilian sun. Fred’s cousin had  

insisted that he wear his school uniform and cricket 

jumper, and now, inside the hot, airless cabin, he  

felt like he was being gently cooked inside his own 

skin.
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The engine gave a whine, and the pilot frowned 

and tapped the joystick. He was old and soldierly, 

with brisk nostril hair and a grey waxed moustache 

which seemed to reject the usual laws of gravity. He 

touched the throttle and the plane soared upwards, 

higher into the clouds. 

It was almost dark when Fred began to worry. The 

pilot began to belch, first quietly, then violently and 

repeatedly. His hand jerked, and the plane dipped 

suddenly to the left. Someone screamed behind Fred. 

The plane lurched away from the river and over the 

canopy. The pilot grunted, gasped and wound back 

the throttle, slowing the engine. He gave a cough that 

sounded like a choke.

Fred stared at the man – he was turning the same 

shade of grey as his moustache. ‘Are you all right, sir?’ 

he asked. ‘Is there something I can do?’

Fighting for breath, the pilot shook his head. He 

reached over to the control panel and cut the engine. 

The roar ceased. The nose of the plane dipped 

downwards. The trees rose up.
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‘ What’s happening?’ asked the blonde girl sharply. 

‘ What’s he doing? Make him stop!’

The little boy in the back began to shriek. The pilot 

grasped Fred’s wrist hard for a single moment, then 

his head slumped against the dashboard.

And the sky, which had seconds before seemed so 

reliable, gave way.





THE GREEN DARK

Fred wondered, as he ran, if he was dead. But, he 

thought, death would surely be quieter. The roar 

of the flames and his own blood vibrated through his 

hands and feet.

The night was black. He tried to heave in breath to 

shout for help as he ran but his throat was too dry and 

ashy to yell. He jabbed his finger into the back of his 

tongue to summon up spit. ‘Is anybody there? Help! 

Fire!’ he shouted.

The fire called back in response; a tree behind him 

sent up a foun tain of flames. There was a rumble of 

thunder. Nothing else replied.



A burning branch cracked, spat red, and fell in a 

cascade of sparks. Fred leapt away, stum bling back-

wards into the dark and smack ing his head against 

some thing hard. The branch landed exactly where 

he’d been stand ing seconds before. He swal lowed the 

bile that rose in his throat and began to run again, 

faster and wilder.

Something landed on his chin, and he ducked, 

smack ing at his face, but it was only a rain drop.

The rain came suddenly and hard. It turned the 

soot and sweat on his hands to some thing like tar, but 

it began to quench the fire. Fred slowed his run to a 

jog, then to a stop. Gasping, choking, he looked back 

the way he had come.

The little aero plane was in the trees. It was smoking, 

sending up clouds of white and grey into the night sky.

He stared around, dizzy and desperate, but he

couldn’t see or hear a single human, only the

fern like plants growing around his ankles, and

the trees reach ing hundreds of feet 
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up into the sky, and the panicked dive and shriek of 

birds. He shook his head, hard, trying to banish the 

ship wreck- roar in his ears.

The hair on his arms was singed and smelt of eggs. 

He put his hand to his fore head; his eyebrow had 

charred and part of it came away on his fingers. He 

wiped his eyebrow on the sleeve of his shirt.

Fred looked down at himself. One leg of his 

trousers was ripped all the way up to the pocket, but 

none of his bones felt broken. There was vicious pain, 

though, in his back and neck, and it made his arms 

and legs feel far- off and foreign.

A voice came suddenly from the dark. ‘ Who’s 

there? Get away from us!’

Fred spun round. His ears still buzzing, he grabbed 

a rock from the ground and hurled it in the direc tion 

of the voice. He ducked behind a tree and crouched 

on his haunches, poised to jump or run.

His heart sounded like a one- man band. He tried 

not to exhale.

The voice said, ‘For God’s sake, don’t throw things!’
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It was a girl’s voice.

Fred looked out from behind the tree. The light of 

the moon filtered deep green to the forest floor, 

casting long- fingered shadows against the trees, and 

he could see only two bushes, both of them rust ling.

‘ Who is it? Who’s there?’ The voice came from the 

second bush.

Fred squin ted through the dark, feeling the 

remaining hair rise up on his arms.

‘Please don’t hurt us,’ said the bush. The accent 

wasn’t British; it was some thing softer, and the voice 

was defin itely a child’s, not an adult’s. ‘ Was it you, 

throw ing poo?’

Fred looked down at the ground. He’d snatched up 

a piece of years-old, fossil ised animal dung.

‘Oh,’ he said. ‘ Yes.’ He was becom ing accus tomed 

to the dark, and could see the shine of eyes peering 

out from the grey- green gloom of the under growth. 

‘Are you from the plane? Are you hurt?’

‘ Yes, we’re hurt! We fell out of the sky!’ said one 

bush, as the other said, ‘No, not badly.’
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‘ You can come out,’ said Fred. ‘It’s only me here.’

The second bush parted. Fred’s heart gave a great 

leap. Both the girl and her brother were covered in 

scratches and burns and ash – which had mixed with 

sweat and rain and made a kind of paste on their 

faces – but they were alive. He was not alone. ‘ You 

survived!’ he said.

‘Obviously we did,’ said the first bush, ‘or we’d be 

less talk at ive, wouldn’t we?’ The blonde girl stepped 

out into the lashing rain. She stared from Fred to the 

other two, unsmil ing. ‘I’m Con,’ she said. ‘It’s short for 

Constantia, but if you call me that I’ll kill you.’

Fred glanced at the other girl. She smiled nervously, 

and shrugged. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘If you say so. I’m Fred.’

‘I’m Lila,’ said the second girl. She held her brother 

on her hip. ‘And this is Max.’

‘Hi.’ Fred tried to smile but it made the cuts on his 

cheek stretch and burn so he stopped and made do 

with a grin that involved only the left half of his face.

Max was at the breath less stage of crying, and he 

clung to his sister so tightly his fingers were press ing 
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bruises on her skin. She was leaning over to one side to 

hold him up, shaking with the effort. They looked, Fred 

thought, like a two- headed creature, arms entwined.

‘Is your brother badly hurt?’ he asked.

Lila patted her brother desperately on the back. 

‘He won’t talk – he’s just crying.’

Con looked back towards the fire and shivered. 

The flames cast a light on her face. She was no longer 

blonde; her hair was grey with soot and brown with 

blood, and she had a scratch on her shoulder that 

looked deep.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked, wiping rain out of his 

eyes. ‘ That cut looks bad.’

‘No, I’m not all right,’ Con spat. ‘ We’re lost, in the 

Amazon jungle, and stat ist ic ally speak ing it’s very 

likely that we’re going to die.’

‘I know.’ Fred didn’t feel he needed remind ing. ‘I 

meant –’

‘So, no,’ Con’s voice grew thin and high, ‘I think it 

would be safe to say that none of us are all right, not 

at all, not even slightly!’
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The bushes rustled. The rain hammered down on 

Fred’s face.

‘ We need to find shelter,’ he said. ‘A big tree, or a 

cave or some thing that would –’

‘No!’ Max gave a sudden scream: a yell that was 

wet with spit and fear.

Fred stepped back wards, raising his hands. ‘Don’t 

cry! I just thought –’ Then his eyes followed Max’s 

point ing finger.

There, three inches from Fred’s shoe, was a snake.

It was speckled brown and black, patch worked to 

match the jungle floor, and its head was as big as a 

fist. For one second nobody breathed. The jungle 

waited. Then Max let out a second scream that dug 

deep into the night and the four of them turned and 

fled.

The ground was sodden and they ran pell- mell, 

sending up mud into one another’s eyes and grazing 

their elbows against trees. Fred ran as if his body 

were not his own, faster than he’d ever run, his palms 

stretched ahead of him. He tripped over a root and 
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turned a full somer sault, coming up spit ting earth. 

He ran on. The rain blinded him and shadows flashed 

past him in the dark ness.

There was a yell behind him.

‘Please, Max!’ said Lila.

Fred turned back, skid ding in the mud.

‘He won’t run!’ Lila bent over her brother. ‘And I 

can’t carry him!’

The little boy lay on his back, weeping up at the 

sky, his whole body shaking in the driving rain.

‘Come on!’ Fred heaved Max over his shoulder. 

The boy was far heavier than he’d expec ted and he 

screamed as Fred lifted him, but Fred grabbed both 

of Max’s knees and started running, his whole body 

screaming with pain. He could hear Lila, her feet 

thump ing close behind them.

The stitch in Fred’s side was almost unbear able 

when he tore out of the trees and into a sudden 

clear ing. He halted, and Max bumped his head 

against Fred’s spine and yelled. Angrily, he began 

trying to bite one of Fred’s shoulder blades.
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‘Please don’t,’ said Fred, but he was barely paying 

atten tion to the boy on his back. He stared, stunned, 

ahead of him.

They were stand ing at the edge of a wide circle of 

trees, open to the sky and lit by the fat moon. There was 

a carpet of green moss and grass, and the stars above 

them were clustered so thickly that the silver outnum-

bered the night. Fred lowered Max to the ground and 

stood bent over, his hands on his thighs, panting.

‘Did the snake chase us?’ said Max.

‘No,’ gasped Con.

‘How do you know?’ wailed Max.

Lila dropped to her knees, clutch ing at her side. 

‘Snakes don’t, Maxie. We both know that. I just …’

‘ Panicked,’ said Con. Her voice was bitter. ‘ That’s 

what happened. See! Look: no snakes. We were 

stupid. Now we’re even more lost.’

The ground in the clear ing sloped slightly towards 

a large puddle of water. Fred crossed over to it, his 

muscles aching, and sniffed; it smelt of rotting things, 

but he was fever ishly thirsty. He took a tiny sip and 
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imme di ately spat it out. ‘No good,’ he said. ‘It tastes 

like a dead person’s feet.’

‘But I’m thirsty!’ said Max.

Fred looked around the clear ing, hoping to find 

water before Max started crying again.

‘If you wring out your hair,’ he said, ‘there’ll be 

water in it.’ He tugged his dark fringe down over his 

fore head and twisted it: a few drops fell on his tongue. 

‘It’s better than nothing.’

Max chewed on his hair for a second, then 

scrunched his eyes closed. ‘I’m scared,’ he said. It was 

said without whining, as simple matter- of-fact. 

Somehow it was worse than the tears, Fred thought.

‘I know,’ Lila said softly. ‘ We all are, Maxie.’ She 

crossed to her brother and pulled him close to her. 

His small bony fingers closed over a burn on her wrist, 

but she didn’t brush him away. She began to whisper 

in his ear in Portuguese: some thing soft, almost a 

song; a lullaby. They were both shaking slightly.

Fred swallowed. ‘All this will look less bad in the 

morning,’ he said.
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‘ Will it?’ said Con. There was bite to the ques tion. 

‘ Will it, really?’

‘It can’t look much worse,’ he said. ‘Once it’s light, 

we’ll be able to work out a way to get home.’

Con looked hard at him: there was chal lenge in the 

look, and Fred stared, unblink ing, back at her. Her 

face was all geometry; sharp chin, sharp cheekbones, 

sharp eyes.

‘ What now, then?’ she said.

‘Our mama and papa say –’ began Lila. The mention 

of her parents made her face crease and crumple,  

but she swal lowed and went on. ‘ They always say:  

you need to sleep before you think. They say, when 

you’re exhausted, you do stupid things. And they’re 

scient ists. So we should sleep.’

Fred found his whole body was aching. ‘Good. 

Fine. Let’s sleep.’

He lay down on his side in the wet grass. His 

clothes were soaked through, but the air was warm. 

He closed his eyes. Perhaps he would wake up in  

his bed at school, he thought, next to the snoring  
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of his room mates, Jones and Scrase. An ant crawled 

over his cheek.

‘But aren’t we supposed to stay awake in case we 

die of concus sion?’ said Con.

‘I think if we’d got concus sion we’d be dizzy,’ said 

Lila.

Fred, already half- asleep, tried to work out if he 

was dizzy. The world began to spin away from him.

‘If we all die in the night, I’m blaming both of you,’ 

said Con.

It was on that cheer ing thought that Fred felt 

himself drop ping down, down, away from the jungle 

and the thick night air and into sleep.
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I’m holding my breath, hovering between wavering 
sunlight and deep, dark blue, arms twirling while my feet 
kick up and down, slow as tides. I’m not ready to go back 
up; too much waits for me above the surface. But I know  
I can’t just float for ever. Life always forces you to move, 
one way or the other, whether you’re bursting into sunlight 
or swimming down.

The pressure in my chest is soon too much to bear. I 
hold my arms close and wriggle my whole body, shooting 
out of the water like a mermaid.

“A minute and a half !” Eric hollers, splashing me in his 
excitement. I can barely make out his grin as I wipe water 
from my eyes.

“Told you!” I say. I can see him clearly now. He’s small, 
a few inches shorter than me, with smart, quick, green 
eyes, shoulder-length blond hair, and a narrow, angled 
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face that swoops down to a point at his chin. “You still 
wanna take a turn, or do you just give up?”

“Never!” Eric says. He gulps in as much air as he can, 
holds his nose, and disappears under the water.

I focus on counting out the seconds, light-headed even 
though I’ve finally caught my breath. My heart is 
hammering. I’m gonna tell him when he comes back up. 
Ten seconds. I’m gonna tell him I’m supposed to be a girl, 
that I can’t stand being a boy any more, that I feel like I’m 
dying a little bit more every day. Twenty seconds.

A girl a few years older than me in a red bikini strides 
by the pool, heading for some distant part of the water 
park. I catch myself staring at her body, at the shape of it, 
at how it moves. I realize I’ve pressed my forearms over my 
chest and force them back down. There’s nothing to cover.

Thirty seconds. Eric’s parents and my dad wave from 
their table near the pool and I wave back. I’m gonna tell 
Eric, and if he takes it well, I’ll tell Dad. It’s not that I 
want to. I have nightmares about making things weird 
with Eric or adding more stress to Dad’s life after 
everything that’s happened, but more and more it feels 
like I’m gonna explode. I’ve tried holding it in. Every day  
I feel a little more numb, a little more monstrous, more 
afraid I’ll look in the mirror and find myself twisting into 
a tall, hairy man who never gets to turn back.

I’ve been thinking things that scare me – about not 
wanting to be alive any more – and I need help. Maybe 
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that help is my best friend, sitting calmly and letting me 
talk and telling me the way I feel is actually normal, that 
he’s going through it too, that it’s part of growing up  
and we’ll pass through it together. Maybe that’s my dad 
finding someone I can talk to, a therapist or something.  
I don’t know, but whatever it is has to happen soon – I’m 
thirteen, and the bone-twisting terrors of puberty feel 
close.

Forty seconds. How do you tell someone a secret like 
this? How do you put it into words?

Fifty seconds, and Eric splashes back into view, arms 
flailing. “How’d I do?” he rasps.

“Terrible,” I say. He splashes in my general direction – 
he’s practically blind without glasses – and I laugh.

“How long was I under?”
“Not even a full minute,” I say, splashing him back. 

“Whatever,” he says, rolling his eyes. “We don’t all have 
your natural talent.”

“I run every morning,” I say in a sing-song voice. I’d 
hoped exercising would stop being a part of my life once I 
quit youth league football, but when your dad’s a coach 
and a PE teacher, it turns out you’re stuck. “Work as hard 
as me and you’ll be as good as me, scrub.” I float on my 
back, closing my eyes as the sun warms my face and 
stomach. I take a deep breath. It’s easier to imagine saying 
something when I can’t see him. “Hey, Eric?”

“Yeah?”



10

“If I tell you something,” I say, “will you promise to 
keep it a secret?”

“Dude,” Eric says, sounding almost hurt, “like you 
even need to ask.”

“Good,” I say. I open my mouth to tell him. My heart 
hammers. I glance to the side and find my best friend, a 
person I’ve known since the day I was born, watching me 
with open, curious eyes. Staring into them for too long 
makes my stomach tight in a way I don’t like, so I swallow 
and look back up at the sky.

If my life were a movie, the characters would always 
know what to say and the boring, disgusting, embarrassing 
parts would be cut away in the blink of an eye. Indiana 
Jones would never need to have this conversation, and 
Godzilla doesn’t have a gender – it just stomped on cars 
and blew up buildings with nuclear fire. What a charmed 
life.

“So?” Eric says. He falls back into the water and rises, 
blinking his eyes dry. Then he flips his hair out of his face 
and smoothes it back. My stomach dips. I sink until I’m 
submerged up to my nose.

“So what is it?”
I blow a stream of bubbles and look away. He wades 

over and dips his face, smiling and handsome (shut up 
shut up shut up shut up) into my field of vision. When he 
sees my face, his smile shifts the tiniest bit, showing 
confusion and frustration. 
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“I feel like I’m supposed to be a girl.” I say it under the 
water, the sound coming up garbled. Did Eric make it 
out?

He rolls his eyes. “Fine, don’t tell me, weirdo.” He 
didn’t hear. I feel sick.

Weirdo.
Eric swims away, clambers over the edge of the pool, 

and stands, looking down at me as I follow slowly.
Our parents call us over and I imagine saying it now: 

I’m really a girl. It sounds ridiculous. It sounds weird.
We run to meet our parents, our wet footprints quickly 

drying on the hot paving. Carson, Eric’s dad, is wearing  
a “Big Kahuna” T-shirt and long black swimming trunks. 
He’s imposing, over six feet tall, with Eric’s same blond 
hair cut short and sharp green eyes that always seem angry. 
He used to like me, back when I played football. I even 
thought of him like an uncle. But ever since I quit, he 
barely says anything to me, even when I sleep over at their 
house. I’ve always thought Eric’s mom, Jenny, looked 
classic, like a starlet from a black-and-white movie. She 
makes me feel welcome at Eric’s house, making sure I have 
a home-cooked meal whenever I’m over there.

My dad, all rangy limbs and a deep farmer’s tan from 
running around on the football field, gives me a tired 
smile and slouches back in his chair. Our parents have 
known one another for as long as Eric and I have been 
alive. They met at the hospital when we were born, trapped 



12

during a freak blizzard – the only September blizzard in 
Tennessee’s history, apparently. During those three 
autumn days, Eric and I came into the world, and our 
parents – our families – became friends for life.

Since then, we’ve done everything together. A shared 
birthday eventually became a shared everything. For a 
long time our families were closer to each other than we 
were to our own uncles, aunts and cousins.

Then Mom died and, not too much later, I quit the 
football team.

At least we still do our birthday together.
“You boys ready for lunch?” Jenny asks, lifting her oval 

sunglasses with a smile.
I flinch at her casual use of the word “boys” but try to 

hide it.
It wasn’t always like this; it used to be a dull pain, the 

ache of a bruise, a faint confusion when school activities 
split us into boys and girls – but in the last year it’s grown 
unbearable. I might have said something sooner, vaguely 
remember wanting to say something sooner, but I actually 
used to like football, and I knew instinctively that two 
kinds of kids weren’t allowed to play: girls and sissies. I 
didn’t want to give up something I liked, and I didn’t  
want to be made fun of. Back then, stamping down my 
confusion was easier, but over time it’s turned into 
something like you’d see in a cartoon, where a character 
plugs a leak with their finger only for two more leaks to 
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pop out in its place. Feels like it’s only a matter of time 
before the dam bursts right in my face.

“Not yet,” Eric says to his mom as he twists out his 
hair. “I want to hit the Vortex.”

Our white-and-blue birthday cake sits at the centre of 
the table. It says Happy birthday, boys! in red icing, so even 
if grocery store cakes didn’t taste like trash compared to 
Mom’s baking, I still wouldn’t want to eat it. I nod along 
with Eric and try to look like I’m excited about the Vortex 
too.

“Okay,” Dad says, starting to rise. “I’ll come with you.”
“Hey, hey, Tyler. They’re thirteen now,” Carson says, 

leaning back and sipping his Coke. “Maybe it’s time to let 
out the reins a little bit.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Dad says, scratching his cheek. 
He looks at me, giving me an are you okay? expression.

Dad used to let me run around like a crazy person, 
used to say it was good for boys to scuff their knees. But 
then Mom got sick, and then she got sicker, and a year ago 
she was gone, and ever since it feels like he’s either always 
on the football field, gone, or trying to put a leash around 
my neck. It’s like we’re both treading water around each 
other, unsure of how to act without her.

I let my hair fall into my face. It’s always easier to view 
the world through the veil of my hair. I turn, and with my 
eyes locked on Eric we jog away from the pool towards the 
main walkway, closer to the looming shadow of the Vortex.
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“You okay?” Eric asks as we get in line and start to 
mount the wrought-iron stairs.

“I’m fine,” I say.
I have to tell him. I have to tell him.
“Is it because you’re scared of heights?” Eric asks.
I look around and we’re almost to the top now. A breeze 

whips Eric’s hair. A cloud of starlings wheels above the 
park like a school of fish.

“I’m not scared of heights,” I say, rolling my eyes. “I’m 
not scared of anything.”

What a lie.
“Then why are you acting weird?”
“I’m not,” I say. I look down at my feet and at the 

dizzying vista visible through the gaps in the wrought 
iron.

Eric gives me a look like he doesn’t believe me, but 
before he can say anything else, we’re on the top platform 
with the dark, open mouth of the waterslide beckoning. 
An attendant guides us to a small, yellow inflatable raft 
and instructs us to hold onto the handles, not to stand up, 
not to leave the raft, not to do any of the stupid things 
teenage boys apparently do, which reminds me for the 
millionth time: I’m a teenage boy now. It’s official. I feel 
sick.

“Ready?” the attendant asks us.
I nod. Eric shoots his arms in the air and hollers.
The attendant laughs, nudges the raft with a sandalled 
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foot, and suddenly we’re wrapped up in dark, screaming 
motion. The raft careens through the tube, riding so high 
on the walls whenever we turn that it feels like we might 
go flying. Eric laughs manically, shielding his face with 
his arms as water sprays us. I laugh too. The excitement 
builds and builds, eclipsing every other emotion, until 
finally I yell into the darkness: “Eric! I want to be a girl!”

“All right!” Eric shouts. And I can’t believe it.
All right? All right. He said all right.
I just let my body laugh, let the laughter twist and erupt 

out of me like poison flowing out of a wound, and 
suddenly I feel weightless. A circle of light appears, 
blinding at first, expanding at the speed of sound, and 
then we’re bathed in sunshine, tumbling, flipping over the 
raft into the pool below.

I’m the first to the surface. I tread in place for a moment, 
ignoring the rushing water, the screaming children, the 
music blaring over the park’s PA. I told him. I told him. It’s 
all right.

Eric comes up a moment later, flailing and gasping for 
air, his eyes hidden behind a wet sheet of curly hair. I grab 
his arm and drag him to shallow water, sputtering and 
laughing at the same time.

“That was rad!”
“It was awesome!” I say, splashing as my arms fly into 

the air.
All right. All right. He said all right.
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“What’d you say in there?” he asks me, panting. “I 
couldn’t hear.”

“Oh,” I say, my insides tightening up. 
He didn’t hear.
He doesn’t know.
I’d had a vision as I’d gone down the waterslide, or a 

cloud of competing visions, all paradise in their way: Eric 
telling me I’m normal, Eric telling me I’m not normal but 
he understands and he’ll still talk to me and keep my 
secret, and distantly, but shining gold and warm, a vision 
of myself as a girl, walking happily next to him at school as 
if it’s the most normal thing in the world. The visions 
flicker out like heat ripples on tarmac.

My stomach keeps twisting, but it’s useless to try to 
stop it. 

I slowly wade my way out of the pool. Everything’s 
spinning. I run to the nearest trash can, brace my hands 
on the rim, and throw up.





GIRL

IF I WAS
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CHAPTER
ONE

The bus smelled of mildew, machine oil and sweat. As 
the suburban Atlanta sprawl dis appeared  behind us, 

I tapped my foot on the floor and chewed a lock of my 
newly long hair. A nagging voice reminded me that I was 
only a half-hour from home, that if I got off at the next 
stop and walked back to Smyrna, by sunset I could be in 
the comfort of my own bedroom, the familiar smell of 
Mom’s starchy cooking in the air. She would hug me and 
we would sit down and watch awful real ity TV shows 
together and she would fall asleep halfway through, and 
then nothing would change.

But something had to change.  Because I had changed.
As I stared out at the swiftly moving trees, my mind 

was in a mall bathroom back in the city, the images 
shifting and jumbling like a kaleidoscope: a girl from my 
school, her scream as she recognized me. Her  father 
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rushing in, his rough, swift hands on my neck and 
shoulders. My body hitting the ground.

“You okay?” a voice practically screamed in my ear.  
I looked up to see a guy wearing earbuds, his chin resting 
on the back of the seat in front of me. He gave me a 
lopsided smile as he pulled out the headphones. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine,” I said. He stared at me, drumming his 
fingers on the headrest. I felt like I should say something, 
but I  didn’t trust my voice not to give me away.

“Where you headed?” He draped himself across the 
back of his seat like a cat, his arms nearly grazing my shins. 
I wished I could roll up into a tiny, armoured ball and hide 
in my luggage.

“Lambertville,” I said quietly. “Up in Hecate County.”
“I’m  going to Knoxville,” he said, before  going on to 

talk about his band, Gnosis Crank. I realized he’d only 
asked about me as a formality so he could talk about 
himself, but I  didn’t mind; it meant I  didn’t have to say 
that much. He told me about playing their first paying gig 
at a bar in Five Points.

“Cool,” I said.
“Most of our songs are online if you wanna check  

them out.”
“I  will.”
“How’d you get that black eye, by the way?”
“I—”
“Was it your boyfriend?” he asked.
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My cheeks burned. He scratched his chin. He assumed 
I had a boyfriend. He assumed I was a girl.  Under different 
circumstances, that would have thrilled me.

“I fell down,” I said.
His smile turned sad.
“That’s what my mom used to tell the neighbours,” he 

said. “She deserved better, and so do you.”
“Okay,” I said, nodding. Maybe he was right, but what 

I deserved and what I could expect from life  were two  
dif fer ent things. “Thank you.”

“No prob lem,” he said as he put his headphones back 
in. He smiled and added, “Nice meeting you,” way too 
loudly before returning to his seat.

As we headed north on I-75 I texted Mom, letting her 
know I was okay and halfway  there. She wrote back  
that she loved me, though I could feel her worry through 
the phone. I  imagined her in our  house all alone, Carrie 
Underwood playing on loop while the ceiling fans 
whispered overhead. Her hands covered in flour folded on 
the  table in front of her, too many biscuits in the oven 
 because she was used to cooking for two. If I’d had the 
strength to be normal, I thought, or at least the strength to 
die, then every one would have been happy.

“Next stop Lambertville,” the bus driver called over the 
harsh, tinny intercom. Outside the windows, none of the 
scenery had changed. The mountains looked the same. 
The trees looked the same. We could have been anywhere 
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in the South, which is to say, nowhere. It seemed like the 
sort of place where Dad would live.

My hands shook as the bus lurched to a stop. I was  
the only passenger who stood up. The musician looked  
up from his magazine and nodded while I gathered my 
things. An older man with leathery skin and a sweat- 
stained work shirt scanned me from my feet to my neck 
without making eye contact. I stared straight ahead and 
pretended not to notice.

The door rattled open and the bus let out a hiss. I 
closed my eyes, whispered a short prayer to a god I  wasn’t 
sure  really listened any more, and stepped down. The 
sickly humid after noon heat hit me like a solid wall.

It had been six years since I had seen my  father. I had 
rehearsed this moment over and over in my head. I would 
run up and hug him, and he would kiss the top of my 
head, and for the first time in a long time, I would feel 
safe.

“That you?” Dad asked, his voice muffled by the bass 
rumble of the bus engine. I squinted against the harsh 
light. He wore a pair of wire- rim sunglasses, and his hair 
was at least half silver now. Deep lines had formed around 
his mouth. Mom called  these “laugh lines”, so I  wasn’t 
sure how he had got them. Only his mouth was as I 
remembered it: the same thin, horizontal slash.

“Hi, Dad,” I said. The sunglasses made it easier to look 
him in the face. We both stood rooted in place.
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“Hi,” he said  after a while. “Put your things in the 
back.” He opened the back of the wagon and got in the car.  
I deposited my luggage and joined him. I remembered  
this car; it was at least ten years old, but Dad was good 
with machines. “You must be hungry.”

“Not  really,” I said. I  hadn’t been hungry in a while.  
I  hadn’t cried in a while. Mostly I just felt numb.

“You should eat.” He glanced at me as he pulled out of 
the parking lot. His lenses had become transparent, and 
 behind them, his eyes  were a flat, almost greyish brown. 
“ There’s a diner close to the apartment. If we get  there 
now  we’ll have the place to ourselves.”

“That’s nice.” Dad had never been social, but a  little 
voice in my head said he  didn’t want to be seen with me.  
I took a deep breath. “Your glasses are cool.”

“Oh?” He shrugged. “Astigmatism got worse.  These 
help.”

“It’s good that you got it treated,” I said, my words as 
staggered and awkward as I felt. I looked down at my lap.

“ You’ve got my eyes, you know. You should take care  
of yourself.”

“Yes, sir.”
“ We’ll take you to the optometrist soon. Need to get 

your eye looked at  after that shiner anyway.”
“Yes, sir.” A billboard  rose from the trees to the left, 

depicting a cartoon soldier firing red, white and blue 
sparks from a bazooka. general blammo’s firework 
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shack. We turned into the sun so his eyes  were hidden 
again, his jaw set in a way I  didn’t know how to read. 
“What did Mom tell you?”

“She was worried about you,” he said. “She said you 
 weren’t safe where you  were living.”

“Did she tell you about what happened sophomore 
year? When I…was in the hospital?”

His knuckles whitened on the steering wheel. He stared 
ahead silently as we passed an old brick building with a 
tarnished steeple. The sign read new hope baptist 
church. A Walmart loomed  behind it.

“We can talk about that  later.” He adjusted his glasses 
and sighed. The lines in his skin seemed to deepen. I 
wondered how he had aged so much in six years, but then 
I remembered how much I had changed too.

“Sorry,” I said. “I  shouldn’t have brought it up.” I watched 
the patchwork tobacco farms roll by. “It’s just, you never 
called or wrote.”

“ Wasn’t sure what I could say,” he said. “It’s been hard 
coming to terms with…every thing.”

“Have you come to terms now that  you’ve seen me?”
“Give me time, kiddo.” His lips puckered as they 

formed the last word, so unusually informal for him. “I 
guess I’m just old- fashioned.”

The turn signal clicked in time with my heart as the car 
slowed. We pulled up in front of the Sartoris Diner Car, an 
 actual converted railroad car on a cinder- block foundation.



13

“I understand,” I said. I  imagined how I must look to 
him, and my mind leaped to fill in all the worst things  
I had ever felt about myself. “My name is Amanda now 
though, in case you forgot.”

“Okay,” he said. He killed the engine, opened the door, 
and hesitated. “Okay, Amanda. I can do that.” He walked 
to the front door in that clockwork way of his, hands in 
his pockets and elbows pointed at symmetrical  angles. I 
 couldn’t help seeing my reflection in the win dow: a gangly 
teenage girl with long, brown hair in a cotton shirt and 
shorts rumpled from travel.

A bell jingled as we entered the empty diner. A sleepy- 
eyed waitress looked up and smiled. “Hi, Mr Hardy!”

“After noon, Mary Anne,” he said, grinning broadly 
and waving as he took a seat at the  counter. That smile 
gave me a feeling of vertigo. He had smiled when I was 
seven and I told him I wanted to try out for  Little League. 
He had smiled when I was nine and I agreed to go hunting 
with him. I  couldn’t remember any other times. “Heard 
your granny had a stroke. How y’all holding up?”

“She says heaven  don’t want her and hell’s afraid  she’d 
take over,” the girl said, pulling a notebook and pen from 
her apron and walking over. “The physical therapy’s been 
a bear, though.”

“She can do it if anybody can,” Dad said. He slid his 
menu to her without looking at it. “Sweet tea and a Caesar 
salad with chicken, please.”
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She nodded. “And who’s this with you?” she asked, 
turning to me. My eyes flicked from her to Dad.

“I’m Amanda,” I said. She looked like she expected 
more information, but I had no idea what Dad had told 
 people about his  family. What if he told them he had  
one child, a son? I shakily handed her my menu and said, 
“I would like a waffle and Diet Coke, please,  ma’am, 
thank you.”

“She’s my  daugh ter,” Dad said  after a moment, his 
voice halting and stiff.

“Well, she looks just like you!” We exchanged an 
uncomfortable look as Mary Anne trotted off to get our 
drinks.

“She seems nice,” I said.
“She’s a good waitress,” Dad said. He nodded stiffly.  

I drummed my fingers on the  counter and wiggled my 
foot back and forth absent-mindedly.

“Thank you for letting me stay with you,” I said softly. 
“It means a lot.”

“Least I could do.”
Mary Anne brought our food and excused herself to 

greet a pair of white- haired older men in plaid work shirts.
One of the men stopped to talk to Dad. His nose was 

round and spiderwebbed with purple veins, his eyes 
hidden  under storm- cloud brows. “Who’s this  little beam 
of sunshine?” he asked, leaning past Dad to wave at me.  
I turned so he couldn’t see my black eye. 
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“Amanda,” Dad mumbled. “My  daugh ter.”
The man whistled and slapped Dad’s shoulder. “Well, 

no won der I  ain’t seen her before! If I had a  daugh ter as 
cute as this’n I’d keep her hid away too.” My cheeks 
burned. “You just tell me if any of the boys get too fresh, 
now, and I’ll loan you my  rifle.”

“I  don’t think that  will be a prob lem,” Dad said 
haltingly.

“Oh, trust me,” he said, winking, “I had three daughters, 
not a one of them half as pretty as this one in their time, 
and it was still all I could do to keep the boys away.”

“Okay,” Dad said. “Thanks for the advice. Looks like 
your coffee’s getting cold.”

The man said goodbye, winked again, and walked 
stiffly to his seat. I turned my attention straight ahead. 
Out of the corner of my eye I noticed Dad  doing the same.

“Ready to go?” he asked finally.
He got up without waiting for a response and threw a 

twenty- dollar bill on the  table next to our half- finished 
meals. We  didn’t make eye contact as we got in the car and 
pulled out of the parking lot.
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NOVEMBER, THREE YEARS AGO

The hospital bed creaked as Mom sat and rubbed my leg 
through the thin blanket. A forced smile tightened her 
apple cheeks but failed to reach her eyes. Her clothes 
looked baggy; she must not have eaten since I was 
admitted, to have lost so much weight.

“I talked with the counsellor,” she said. Her accent was 
so dif fer ent from mine, light and musical.

I said, “What about?” My voice sounded like nothing 
–  flat, toneless, with the faintest deepening that made me 
never want to speak again. My stomach cramped and 
twisted.

“When it’s safe for you to come home. I told ’em I was 
worried ’bout what you might do when  you’re alone, since 
I  can’t take any more time off work. I  couldn’t survive it  
if I came home and found you…” She trailed off, staring 
at the light- yellow wall.
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“What did the counsellor say?” I had met with him a 
few days before. When he asked me what was wrong with 
me, I wrote six words on a note pad, my throat still too sore 
from the stomach pump to speak.

“He said  there’s ways to treat what’s wrong with you,” 
Mom said. “But he  wouldn’t say what it is.” She peered  
at me.

“You  won’t want me to come home if I tell you what’s 
wrong,” I said, shifting my eyes down. “You  won’t ever 
want to see me again.” This was the most I’d said at once in 
weeks. My throat ached from the effort.

“That  ain’t pos si ble,” she said. “ There  ain’t a  thing in 
God’s creation that could undo the love I have for my son.”

I brought my wrist up to my chest and looked down. 
The identification bracelet said my name was Andrew 
Hardy. If I died, I realized, Andrew was the name they 
would put on my tombstone.

“What if your son told you he was your  daugh ter?”
My  mother was quiet for a moment. I thought of the 

words I wrote down for the counsellor: I should have been  
a girl.

Finally, she brought her eyes to meet mine. Her 
expression was fierce, despite her round, red cheeks.

“Listen to me.” Her hand squeezed my leg hard enough 
that the pain broke through the fog of my meds. When she 
spoke next, I listened. “Anything, anyone, is better than a 
dead son.”
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It was well past dark, not that anyone would know it by the 

activity in the city centre. Every lamp at every street corner 

shone brightly, and the noise from all the people still about 

was deafening. The blond-haired teen wandering through 

it all with his hands in his pockets was unsurprised to hear 

the sound of squalling sprogs irritated at being kept awake 

so late. It was a far cry from the deserted late-night lower 

city he was used to – the air was thick with anticipation and 

the sharp tang of bleach as the city went through its annual 

pre-festival cleaning.

Everywhere he looked, crowds of people in olive-green 

work uniforms were scrubbing and sweeping and dusting 

every inch of stone and metal in the lower city until it was 

pristine, ready for the most important event of the year. 

Soon, he mused, the troupers and merchants would arrive 

and set up their stalls, and then the tourists would appear, 

undoing all the hard work of making the city gleam. The 

only time the lower city ever got any kind of attention, and 

it would be gone in the blink of an eye.

The Festival of the Goddess began every year on the 

summer solstice and lasted for five hectic days of feasting, 
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dancing and – in many cases – debauchery. Everyone in 

Erova who was able came to the royal city of  Talen to 

praise the Goddess for keeping them healthy and  prosperous 

over the past year, and to gain her favour for the upcoming 

harvest. They needed a good harvest now more than ever; a 

lot was riding on this year’s festival. The weather hadn’t been 

stellar over the recent months – too dry when rain was 

needed, and a far colder winter than Erova was used to – 

and if the murmurings from the outland farmers were 

anything to go by, they’d need nothing short of a Goddess-

given miracle to have enough food to feed all of Erova once 

the Anglyan government had taken its ever-increasing share.

As he walked, the teen’s hazel eyes were sharp beneath 

his messy fringe, taking in that which most would overlook. 

His pace was slow but purposeful, drawing eyes to his 

movements – in part due to him being almost a head taller 

than the rest of the crowd. He caught his name whispered 

a few times, and smirked to himself; people always thought 

they were being so subtle in their recognition. He made eye 

contact with several people, each of them giving him a 

brief nod of deference before quickly and carefully getting 

back to their work. He would never get used to having this 

effect on people.

‘Daniel!’ He looked up at the call of his name, the smile 

not coming as quickly as it should have in return for the 

blinding one bestowed upon him. Emilie’s light brown hair 

bounced in its perfect curls as she hurried towards him, not 

hesitating to lean up and peck him on the lips. ‘I was 

wondering where you had got to! You’re missing all the fun, 

come on!’ Without waiting for a response, she slid her hand 
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down to take his, dragging him in the direction of a small 

courtyard not too far from the river. He’d heard that the 

troupers might be causing trouble and had been heading 

there anyway, but he wasn’t really in the mood for distrac-

tions. He’d had a long day.

‘So where is this fun I’m missing, exactly?’ he asked 

lightly, earning an eye-roll from the girl at his side.

‘Oh, don’t start! Look, isn’t it beautiful?’ She directed his 

attention to the lower courtyard, which they could see 

beyond a cracked stone railing. Obviously some troupers 

had arrived early; a shimmering bronze tent had been 

erected in the centre of the stone square, a bright blue 

pennant flying from the central pole. Acrobats, then. 

‘Imagine how incredible everything will look once the 

festival is all set up! Oh, I just can’t wait – it’s going to be 

spectacular!’ she gushed, sliding her hand into the crook of 

his arm and leaning against his shoulder.

He allowed it, but made no move to bring her closer. His 

eyes had landed on two men in work uniforms lurking 

around the back of the shining tent, shadowed by the struc-

ture. One man was rail-thin with wide, desperate eyes and 

trembling hands clenched tight around a leather money 

pouch. His companion was taller, broader, holding a small 

glass bottle that flashed green in the light. Recognising the 

gold insignia on the bottle, Daniel grimaced. He hadn’t 

realised the Meyers brothers were working for Diora now. 

They’d been dangerous enough by themselves, selling all 

manner of illegal substances, but with that kind of backing 

Daniel would have to think carefully about his next step in 

getting them under control. If they were still selling when 
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the festival rolled around, the Goddess only knew what 

kind of trouble it would cause.

It was things like this that made it hard for Daniel to 

truly enjoy festival time. He’d always loved it as a child – the 

lights, the parade, the food and the dancing were the pinna-

cle of excitement for a young boy. But the older he grew, 

the more difficult his life became around festival time, and 

it had begun to tarnish his outlook. People were more 

daring in times of celebration, and it wore him down trying 

to keep track of them all.

Shaking his head, Daniel turned to the honey-skinned 

girl at his side, offering a pleasant smile. ‘The festival is still 

almost two weeks away, Em,’ he reminded her lightly. 

‘Plenty of time to stare at tents. I was working.’ He still was 

working, she just didn’t know it.

‘You work too much,’ Emilie retorted, head briefly rest-

ing on his arm before she pulled away. ‘Take a break, it’s late. 

And I know you’re done for the day – you said so earlier. 

Even Adamas has managed to find time away from the Boss 

to come out and see the tents.’ Sure enough, when Daniel 

looked around he could see Emilie’s older brother standing 

with the rest of her friends in the courtyard, grinning at 

something one of the girls had said. It surprised him; 

Adamas was usually far too busy to spend time with his 

sister. That changed things.

He sighed, though a smile tugged at his lips. ‘Fine,’ he 

agreed. Emilie beamed, taking his hand once more and 

leading him towards the rest of her friends.

‘Aha!’ Adamas crowed by way of greeting. ‘The infamous 

Daniel Novak, deeming us worthy of his presence.’ His 
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voice was teasing but his eyes were cold, mocking. Daniel 

forced an even smile in return.

‘Em insisted,’ he replied. ‘Apparently I work too much.’

Adamas barked out a laugh. ‘You and me both, kid.’

Daniel bristled; he was only two years younger than 

Adamas, and was both taller and broader at the shoulders – 

certainly not a ‘kid’.

‘At least my work keeps food on the table,’ Adams 

continued. ‘You ever gonna get a real job? I’m sure the 

Boss could find something for you, now you’re starting to 

get a bit of a reputation.’

Daniel resisted the urge to scoff. He had more of a repu-

tation than most of Diora’s men, including Adamas, who 

apparently assumed Daniel had gained that reputation 

through dealing with anything deemed too petty for Diora 

to be involved with – and most of the lower city believed it 

too. But his stomach turned at the thought of working for 

Diora. He’d spent the last three years working to bring the 

man down.

‘I’m managing all right with my work as it is, thanks,’ 

Daniel assured the man somewhat sharply, then winced. He 

took a deep breath, mentally reminding himself that he had 

to play nice; arguing with Adamas would only get him 

noticed. The longer Diora thought that Daniel wasn’t worth 

worrying about the easier it would be for Daniel to get his 

work done without interference. ‘But I’ll keep the offer in 

mind.’

‘Can you boys stop talking about work for ten minutes?’ 

Emilie cut in, her lips pursed in irritation. She wound her 

arm through Daniel’s, and he tensed. ‘All we want to do is 
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enjoy festival time, and it’s hard to do that with you two 

being so boring.’

‘Sorry, Em,’ Adamas said. ‘The Boss has been giving me so 

much more work lately, it’s hard to go off duty. It’s difficult 

for him when there are so few people he trusts as much as 

he does me.’ He twisted the gold ring on his middle finger – 

the mark of Diora’s men – and Daniel’s lip curled slightly. 

Now he remembered why he didn’t spend much time with 

Adamas in person. It was much better to hear about him 

through Emilie, when he could coax her into bragging 

about the things he needed information on without having 

to endure the man’s astonishing ego. If he had his way, he 

wouldn’t spend much time with either of them, but Adamas 

was Diora’s third in command, and Daniel’s best source of 

information on the Boss’s plans. With Adamas’s unwitting 

help, he might one day find Diora and get rid of him so 

he could never hurt anyone again. Emilie didn’t care how he 

really felt about her; as long as half the lower city knew her 

as Daniel Novak’s girlfriend, she was happy.

Under Emilie’s scolding gaze the conversation turned 

back to the festival, and Daniel let the rest of her friends talk 

around him, preferring to listen. Daniel Novak made his 

work in secrets, and luckily, most people tended to under-

estimate what constituted a secret.

The whole group’s conversation paused at the loud 

chimes that rung out through the city, and he counted 

them with a frown. ‘I need to get going,’ he declared.

‘Oh, but you’ve barely been here an hour!’ Emilie 

protested, bottom lip forming a pout. He leaned down to 

kiss her cheek.
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‘I’ll see you in a couple of days,’ he promised. He moved 

to step back, but Emilie’s hand reached for his jacket collar 

before he could get too far. She pulled him down into a 

firmer kiss, lingering enough for a man across the street to 

wolf whistle at them. Daniel flushed – he hated it when 

Emilie made a scene. Unfortunately, it was her favourite 

thing to do.

‘I look forward to it.’ Emilie’s painted lips curled in an 

attempt at being coy. It fell short, however, and he merely 

nodded, heading on his way.

Daniel followed the well-lit streets through several twists 

and turns, up and down endless stone staircases, before slip-

ping into a dark side alley and climbing up on to an over-

head walkway, a cool breeze ruffling his hair.

It was always joked that there was never more than ten 

feet of flat land in Talen at any one time; the whole city was 

made up of slopes and stairways and bridges over narrow 

rivers and streams. Daniel loved it; it made sneaking around 

infinitely more interesting, and it made the city breathtak-

ingly beautiful. He’d only ever seen pictures of the other 

cities in Tellus, but none of them compared.

With pale yellow stone buildings and neatly paved 

pathways, and parks and courtyards never more than a 

ten-minute walk from one another, Talen truly was stun-

ning – the Golden City of Tellus. Daniel only hoped it 

would stay that way. All over the world cracks were forming 

in Anglya’s carefully built empire. There was word that 

Mericus was preparing to make a bid for independence and 

might force Anglya out of its borders. Erova had no need 



8

for independence yet – its monarchs were strong, and they 

had no quarrel with Anglya. But all that would change if 

the harvest was poor and they didn’t meet their side of the 

trade agreements. Anglya was quick to punish these days, 

and Daniel dreaded to think what might happen should the 

Anglyans get involved in Erova’s business.

Crossing the city at roof height was something he did 

with hardly a thought, leaping and rolling on instinct, his feet 

pounding rhythmically on the slates. No one noticed him 

flying from rooftop to rooftop, scaling buildings to get ever 

higher without a moment of hesitation. He’d been exploring 

the city from above for years, and the routes were so familiar 

to him now that he could clear his mind and lose himself in 

the motion of his arms and legs, watching for handholds in 

brick walls and noting where his previous holds had worn 

away or broken off. As his blood pumped faster with every 

step his stress melted away, a grin coming unbidden to his 

lips. Everything was simpler when he was in motion.

Slowing down a little in order to swing hand over hand 

across the decorative struts above the bridge to the upper 

city, Daniel breathed in the fresh air with a smile; twenty 

feet above the ground, he could almost forget he was in the 

most crowded city in Erova. Performing a tricky twist mid-

air to leap from the bridge to the nearest walkway without 

having to drop to street level, he continued on his way, soft-

soled leather boots digging into the small cracks and dips in 

the stone.

As soon as he was within the bounds of the upper city, it 

was like he’d stepped into a whole new world; the buildings 

were larger and newer, gleaming without the help of a 
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cleaning crew. Decorative steel and bronze trimming on 

the roofs and windows made Daniel’s journey infinitely 

easier here. Flower baskets hung from almost every corner 

of the quiet well-lit streets, filling the air with a sweet scent; 

a far cry from the damp-river smell that permeated most of 

the lower city. The upper city didn’t need a special cleaning 

crew as it was already regularly maintained.

Taller buildings were no problem for Daniel. He swung 

from one of the higher walkways on to the roof of a nearby 

building, scaled its stone facade to the top and jumped 

across to the next building. A loose tile on the roof had him 

sliding towards the edge, but without missing a beat he 

slung an arm around a chimney stack and propelled himself 

across to the next roof.

It was a while before he climbed down, dropping to the 

pavement below. Picking up his pace, a spring in his step, he 

hurried along a quiet residential street until he came to a 

familiar dark-brown door. Digging his key from his trouser 

pocket, he unlocked the door and went inside. He didn’t 

bother calling out to his father straight away, but instead 

headed towards the basement stairs and padded down in 

socked feet.

‘Evening, Father,’ he said fondly, dropping the rougher 

voice he used as Daniel in favour of his natural upper-city 

accent. The older man was sitting at his workbench, goggles 

covering his eyes as steady hands worked a soldering iron. 

Pausing in his work, the thin mechanic raised his goggles to 

sit on his salt-and-pepper hair, his glasses still over his eyes, 

and turned to his son. His smile became a critical frown and 

his thick brows furrowed.
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‘I’m not talking to you while you look like that. We’ve 

been through this,’ he declared, returning to his work with 

his goggles still raised.

‘Goggles, Da,’ Daniel reminded him as he walked out of 

the workshop and turned left into his bedroom. Shutting 

the door, he shed his jacket and dropped on to his bed, 

reaching beneath it for the large wooden box he kept there. 

Flipping the lid, he dug out a cloth, dampening it in the 

bowl of water that rested on his desk. As he wiped the cloth 

over his bared forearms the skin darkened several shades 

and the cloth turned a peachy colour. Daniel skimmed his 

hairline with blunted fingernails, pulled the wavy blond 

hair off, then tugged at the netted wig cap to reveal dark 

brown locks that hung straight to his chin.

A quick wipe over his face with the damp cloth turned 

it the same tawny colour as the rest of his skin. Finally, he 

held an eyelid open, removing the near-invisible film over 

his eye and revealing the true dark-green colour. When 

both lenses were removed and stored in their liquid-filled 

cases, he turned to the mirror above his desk, a smile break-

ing free at the sight of his natural face. He ran a hand 

through his hair to get it back into place, checking his 

throat and jawline for excess make-up. Satisfied, he returned 

to the workshop, clearing his throat to gain his father’s 

attention.

‘There you are, Noah!’ Evander enthused, greeting his 

son by his true name. ‘Much better. Come, come, sit,’ he 

insisted, gesturing to the chair at the desk adjacent to his 

workbench; Noah’s desk. The dark-haired teen obedi-

ently moved to sit, sliding open the top drawer and 
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pulling away the false bottom to grab a battered black 

notebook. ‘Good day?’

‘Quiet,’ Noah replied, cracking his neck and letting his 

shoulders slump. Being Daniel Novak was always stressful 

during festival time, this year more than ever. ‘Everyone’s 

mostly staying out of trouble. For now, at least.’ He didn’t 

doubt that would change as the festival grew closer. With so 

many country folk and outlanders in the city, Diora never 

could resist the many opportunities to swindle and steal and 

profit from human naivety.

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Evander mused with a hum, paint-

brush between his teeth muffling his words. ‘Maybe Daniel’s 

reputation is finally enough to keep the troublemakers at 

bay.’ Noah sighed, resting his elbow on the desk. He knew 

where this conversation was leading. ‘This year might be 

Daniel’s last.’

‘Da, I know you don’t approve of Daniel, but he can’t 

stop until the city is safe. You know that,’ Noah implored, 

no longer finding it odd to talk about his alter ego as a 

separate person. He’d been splitting his time between Noah 

and Daniel for over three years, and was now used to keep-

ing them apart in his head.

‘So you say,’ Evander muttered skeptically, lips pursed as 

he painted. Noah bit back a sigh; no matter how much he 

tried, he couldn’t get his father to understand how import-

ant Daniel was. Without Daniel, there would be nothing to 

stop Diora from having the entire lower city under his 

thumb.

‘What are you working on?’ A knowing look in his 

father’s brown eyes let him know he wasn’t off the hook 
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yet, but Evander obligingly turned to let his son get a better 

look at the mask he was painting. It was equal parts porcel-

ain and metal, with carefully painted gears melding with 

real ones so seamlessly you could hardly tell which was 

which. Noah was always impressed with his father’s work. 

While Evander made most of his money from fine-detail 

mechanical work, he was a craftsman at heart, and an 

incredible artist. The pair only spent two or three months of 

the year making masks for the festival, but it was easily their 

favourite work, though Evander had also been working on 

a secret project lately, which was absorbing him more and 

more.

‘This beauty is for one of the noblemen from Coamar,’ 

Evander said. ‘He was very specific in his instruction.’ Noah 

snorted; the men from Coamar always were. Lording over 

the biggest of the Erovan Isles often gave them a sense of 

self-importance far greater than was bearable. A common 

problem among nobles, Noah found.

Straightening up, he turned back to his own desk, digging 

out a pen and flipping open his notebook to the next blank 

page. He’d almost filled the book, and it was messy with 

near-loose pages and splotches of black ink among his neat, 

cramped handwriting. The notebook was the most valuable 

thing he owned. Or, rather, the most valuable thing Daniel 

owned. In it was everything he needed to bring down 

Diora’s gang. Almost everything. He just needed the where-

abouts of Diora himself, and then he could finally put a 

stop to the man’s control.

Discovering the truth about Diora’s men had mostly 

been an accident – Daniel had started out as a way for 
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Noah to wear his own mask and be all the things he wasn’t: 

bold and daring, brave and mysterious, and able to explore 

the lower city he was so often warned away from. He’d 

enjoyed climbing the older buildings in that half of the city, 

and soon became caught up in people’s lives, their secrets. 

And when he’d stumbled across a man with a gold ring on 

his middle finger making a drug exchange in the dead of 

night, there was no going back; Daniel was here to stay. 

Gold rings were the symbol of Diora’s men, the gang of 

‘protectors’ supposedly helping the citizens of the lower 

city, the people the guards never bothered with.

Curiosity sparked, the then-fifteen-year-old stalked the 

men and women enforcing Diora’s word, and soon realised 

that they were behind all the crimes Diora was lauded for 

having supposedly solved – black market sales, violence, theft. 

Diora’s gang were taking a small fee in exchange for their 

‘help’, and had made a very profitable business out of fear and 

deceit. Daniel had spent most of the last three years sneaking 

about, gathering information. All of it went in his notebook, 

ready for the day he could find Diora and get rid of him, 

dismantling his stronghold and freeing lower Talen from the 

corrupt reign they didn’t even realise they were under.

He made himself available to those in need, asking for 

nothing in return and making it clear he worked alone. He 

was careful, and only ever called the guards in when it was 

absolutely necessary. Daniel hadn’t expected people to rely 

so much on his help. But now his reputation was so exag-

gerated that people seemed to think he was always around, 

like some sort of omnipotent shadow, and he couldn’t deny 

there was a part of him that liked playing the hero.
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‘Can you get back to your real job now?’ Evander asked 

when Noah had finished writing in his notebook. He 

sighed, a smile at his lips, and reached into the box of blank 

festival masks beside his desk, pulling out the first one his 

hand met. It was a fully porcelain mask, clearly made for a 

woman’s face, with unusually short sides and several small 

holes at the edges and top for him to glue feathers once it 

was painted.

He flicked through the large binder propped against the 

wall until he came to his sketch of a beautiful feathered 

mask. Reaching for his deep sea-green pigment and a 

complementary royal purple, Noah got to work. It was easy 

to lose himself in the delicate methodical brushstrokes as he 

painted an array of feathers on the mask.

‘I’ve got a box of these for you to take over to the palace 

tomorrow, if you’re not busy,’ Evander murmured, breaking 

the comfortable silence between them.

‘You mean if I’m not Daniel,’ Noah corrected. Evander 

had been trying to get him to give up Daniel for the better 

part of a year, claiming Diora wasn’t his responsibility. He 

didn’t understand how bad it was down there; he never 

went to the lower city, except for the odd repair job. No 

one from their area went to the lower city unless they had 

to. ‘I’m heading over in the morning anyway, so I’ll drop it 

by Damien’s office.’

‘Excellent,’ Evander said, setting his finished mask on the 

drying rack with several others. ‘I’m off to bed. You should 

be too.’

‘As soon as I finish this mask, Da,’ Noah promised, brush 

not faltering when the older man ruffled his hair gently.
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‘Goodnight, lad. I’ll be working on some of our other 

orders tomorrow. Will you be around later to keep going 

on the masks?’ Other orders meant mechanical work – 

their actual work. Noah thought for a moment.

‘I’ll try to be.’

Evander left his son alone in the workshop, heading 

upstairs to his bedroom. Noah turned back to his mask. As 

much as he liked festival time, he would be glad when it 

was all over. The festival meant having thousands of unfamil-

iar people in his city, and Daniel worked on overdrive to 

keep everything in order. All that, combined with his grow-

ing duties to Crysta . . . he was finding it impossible to be 

everywhere he was needed.







I didn’t want to kiss you good-bye—that was the trouble—

I wanted to kiss you good night— 

and there’s a lot of difference.

—ERNEST HEMINGWAY

Draw your chair up close to the edge of the precipice  

and I’ll tell you a story.

—F. SCOTT FITZGERALD
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Chapter One

Lane

MY FIRST NIGHT at Latham House, I lay awake in my nar-
row, gabled room in Cottage 6 wondering how many people 
had died in it. And I didn’t just wonder this casually, either. I 
did the math. I figured the probability. And I came up with 
a number: eight. But then, I’ve always been terrible at math.

In fourth grade, we had to do timed tests for our mul-
tiplication tables. Five minutes a page, fifty questions each, 
and if you wanted to move on, you couldn’t make a single 
mistake. The teacher charted our progress on a piece of 
hot-pink poster board taped up for everyone to see, a smiley-
face sticker next to our name for each table we completed. 
I watched as the number of stickers next to everyone else’s 
names grew, while I got stuck on the sevens. I did the flash 
cards every night, but it was no use, because it wasn’t the 
multiplication table that was giving me trouble. It was the 
pressure of being told two things: 1. That I only had a short 
amount of time, and 2. That I had to get everything right.
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When I finally drifted off to sleep, I dreamed of houses 
falling into the ocean and drowning. The water swallowed 
them, but they rose up again from the black depths, rot-
ting and covered in seaweed as they rode the waves back to 
shore, looking for their owners.

I’M AN ONLY child, so the prospect of using the commu-
nal bathroom was pretty horrifying. Which is why I set my 
alarm that first morning for six o’clock, tiptoeing down the 
hall with my Dopp kit and towel while everyone else was 
still asleep.

It was strange wearing shoes in the shower, being com-
pletely naked except for a pair of flip-flops. Washing my hair 
with shoes on, and doing it in a Tupperware container of 
a shower stall, felt so different from my normal Monday- 
morning routine that I wondered if I’d ever get used to it.

I used to sleep in at home, waiting until the last possible 
moment to roll out of bed, grope for a clean shirt, and eat a 
cereal bar on the drive to school. I’d listen to whatever songs 
were on the radio, not because I liked them, but because 
they were my tarot cards. If the songs were good, it would be 
a good day. If they were bad, I’d probably get a B on a quiz.

But that morning, standing at the window of my dorm 
room as I buttoned my shirt, I felt like an entirely different 
person. It was as though someone had taken an eraser to my 
life and, instead of getting rid of the mess, had rubbed away 
all the parts that I’d wanted to keep.
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Now, instead of my girlfriend, and my dog, and my car, 
I had a pale-green vinyl mattress, a view of the woods, and 
an ache in my chest.

I’d gotten in late the night before. My parents drove 
me up, Dad clutching the steering wheel and Mom staring 
straight ahead as we listened to NPR for six hours with the 
windows down, not saying anything. Dinner was long over 
and it was almost lights-out by the time I’d opened my suit-
case.

Latham still didn’t feel real. Not yet. I’d encountered it, 
tiptoeing around the corridors out of sync with the rest of its 
residents, but I hadn’t yet become one of them.

It was the end of September, and I was seventeen, and 
my senior year was taking place four hundred miles away, 
without me. I tried not to think about that as I waited for 
my tour guide outside the dormitory, in the early-morning 
chill of the mountains. I tried not to think about any of it, 
because I was pretty sure the full weight of my situation 
would crush me. Instead, I thought about wet flip-flops and 
math problems and my cell phone, which I’d had for a few 
brief hours in the car, and which had been taken from me 
upon arrival.

According to my information packet, Your First-Day 

Ambassador, Grant Harden, will meet you outside your dorm 

at 7:55 a.m. to take you to breakfast and help you find your 

first class. 

So I waited for Grant to show up while everyone else 



 — 4 —

streamed past me, shuffling toward the dining hall in a mot-
ley assortment of sweatpants and pajamas, like we were at 
summer camp.

Of course Grant was running late, so I stood there for-
ever, getting more and more annoyed. It seemed ridiculous 
that I couldn’t just find my own way to breakfast, or to 
Latham’s one academic building, that I needed to be pub-
licly escorted.

I glanced at my wrist: 8:09. I didn’t know how much 
longer I was reasonably expected to stand there, so I waited 
another few minutes, then gave up and walked to the dining 
hall.

It was easy enough to find the place, to pick up a tray 
and join the line of half-asleep teenagers. I was right; I 
hadn’t needed some kid to show me around after all. It was 
just a cafeteria line. I took a bowl of cereal and a little milk 
carton, noting that my old high school had carried the same 
brand of milk, featuring this weird, grinning cow’s head. 
How strange, for everything to shift so drastically, but for 
the milk cartons to stay the same.

I slid my tray along the counter, past the plates of eggs 
and muffins and toast. But it wasn’t until I heard someone 
yell for a friend to save him a seat that I realized my mistake: 
I was totally alone. I’d been so impatient to get to the dining 
hall that I hadn’t thought it through. Maybe, if I’d gone into 
the bathroom that morning along with everyone else, pitch-
ing myself into the chaos instead of avoiding it, I could have 
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found someone to walk over with. Now, I didn’t even know 
who lived on my floor. And I was fast approaching the front 
of the line, without even a cell phone to rescue me from the 
total disaster of having nowhere to sit in a crowded dining 
hall.

I was thinking that I couldn’t have screwed this up 
worse when the nutritionist frowned down at my tray like 
I’d personally disappointed her with my choice of break-
fast cereal.

“That’s it?” she asked. 
“I’m not really hungry.” I never was in the mornings; my 

appetite usually slept in until noon.
“I can’t sign off on this,” she said, as though I should 

have known better. “If you’re too unwell to eat a full meal, 
you talk to the hall nurse before breakfast.”

Too unwell. God, how embarrassing.
“It’s my first day,” I said desperately. “I didn’t know.”
I glanced behind me, uncomfortably aware that I was 

holding up the line. Way to make an impression. I hadn’t 
known it was possible to fail breakfast.

Actually, I should have known. Grant should have told me.
“You can go back through for some protein. Or you can 

take a strike.” 
She glared at me, all pursed lips and leathery-tanned 

skin, waiting.
The thought of slinking to the back of the line, with 

everyone watching, filled me with a sense of horror. She 
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couldn’t mean it. But apparently, she did.
“Well?” the nutritionist asked.
I wished I were the sort of guy who’d take a strike, what-

ever that meant, just to prove that I didn’t have to play by the 
system. But I wasn’t. At least, not yet. I was a head-down-
and-grades-up sort of guy. When the warning bell rang, I 
hustled. When Scantron tests were given, I brought a spare 
No. 2 pencil. And so, with everyone watching, I took a deep 
breath and went to the back of the line.

“THAT WAS BRUTAL,” the boy in front of me said. He was 
my age, a pudgy Indian kid with a pair of old-fashioned 
glasses and a mess of black hair. Even at eight a.m., he was all 
nervous energy. “Not many people can say they’ve flunked 
breakfast on their first day.”

“I didn’t do the homework,” I said. “I had too much on 
my plate.”

He grinned, picking up on the pun.
“Or apparently, not enough,” he said. “I’m Nikhil. 

Everyone calls me Nick.”
“I’m Lane.”
“So, Lane,” he said. “Here’s a crash course on meals: 

You take a dish from each station. You don’t have to eat it 
all. Hell, you could sculpt the Colosseum out of eggs and 
toast, but you take full plates and bring back empty ones.”

“Doesn’t that defeat the purpose of having a nutrition-
ist?” I asked.
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“Precisely. Which is where the plan comes in.”
“We have a plan?”
“We do indeed. Because lovely old Linda up there told 

you to go back for more, but she didn’t tell you how much 
more.”

I saw where he was going with this immediately.
“Oh no,” I said. “I’m not really—”
“You’re looking pretty hungry there, Lane.” Nick 

grinned hugely as he slung a plate of scrambled eggs onto 
my tray. Before I could protest, he’d topped the scrambled 
eggs with hard-boiled ones.

I looked down at my tray. The damage was done. I’d 
been egged. And so, with Nick egging me on, I added a 
stack of toast.

“Perfect,” he said. “Now how about a muffin?”
He reached into the case and held up an entire platter, 

offering it to me with a flourish.
“How about two?” I said.
We were halfway to the front when the line stopped 

moving again.
“You can’t be serious,” the nutritionist said.
Everyone craned forward to see what was going on. It 

was a girl. She was small and blond, with a messy ponytail. 
On her tray was a single mug of tea.

“So give me a strike,” the girl said. It sounded like a 
challenge.

“Go back through.”
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“You and I both know there isn’t enough time for that,” 
the girl said.

It was true. There were maybe twenty minutes before we 
had to head to class.

“My tea’s getting cold, so if you don’t mind?” said the 
girl.

She held out her wrist with the black silicone bracelet, 
daring the nutritionist to scan it. The dining hall was silent. 
We were all watching to see what Linda would do.

And then she scanned the girl through, typing furiously 
into the computer bank.

“Strike two this month, Sadie,” she warned.
“Ooh. After my third strike, do I get out?” the girl 

asked, laughing.
She exited the line in triumph, the mug of tea in front 

of her like a trophy. As she walked toward the tables, I saw 
her full-on for the first time. She was a miraculous, early- 
morning kind of pretty, with a ponytail she’d probably slept 
in and a sweater slipping off one shoulder. Her lips were 
painted red, and her mouth quirked up at the corner, and 
she looked like the last girl you’d expect to start trouble in 
the cafeteria on a Monday morning.

But that wasn’t why I was staring. There was something 
oddly familiar about her. I had the unshakable impression 
that I’d seen her somewhere before, that we’d already met. 
And then I realized we had. At Camp Griffith, four years 
ago. That awful place in Los Padres my parents had shipped 
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me off to when I was younger, so they could go on vacation 
without me.

“Well, that’s the other way to handle it,” Nick said, inter-
rupting my train of thought.

Belatedly, I realized he was talking about Sadie. 
“Won’t she get in trouble?” I asked.
“Of course.” Nick snorted. “But Sadie only gets in trou-

ble when she wants to.”
I didn’t know what he meant, and I was about to ask, but 

we’d reached the front of the line.
“Hey there, Linda. Made you a Picasso this morning.” 

Nick smirked, presenting the nutritionist with his tray, upon 
which he’d arranged his tofu sausage, eggs, and English 
muffin into the unmistakable shape of a penis.

I was scanned through with equal disgust, and was 
about to follow Nick over to his group of friends, when he 
gave me a chin nod and said, “You probably want to catch 
up with your tour guide and kick his ass for not warning you 
about the food stations, huh?”

“Something like that,” I mumbled.
“Well, I’ll see you around.”
Before I could answer, he was gone.
I stood there alone, trying not to despair as my unwanted 

breakfast slid around on my tray. It was too dark inside 
the dining hall, the paneled wood and brass chandeliers 
swallowing all sense of time. The tables were small, round 
things. Six seats each, like some disastrous King Arthur’s 



 — 10 —

court. I thought longingly of Harbor High, with its palm 
trees and plastic-wrapped sandwiches, where my group and 
I hung out in the little courtyard behind the science labs.

We were the marginally acceptable AP crowd. Liked 
enough to hold officer positions in the Model United 
Nations Club, but not on the radar for something like stu-
dent council. Most days, my girlfriend and I would check 
homework answers, or study for next period, and we’d pass 
a can of Coke back and forth while we ate our sandwiches. It 
wasn’t the kind of group where we hung out at each other’s 
houses, but I’d never once doubted that I had a place to sit.

I watched as Nick joined Sadie’s table, striking a pose 
with his breakfast art that made everyone laugh. I under-
stood then that he hadn’t made the plate of, uh, junk food to 
piss off the nutritionist. He’d made it to amuse his friends. 
There were still two seats left, but Nick hadn’t invited me 
to join him, and anyway, they probably belonged to people 
who were still in line.

I hoped that my missing tour guide would see me stand-
ing there and wave me over to his table with a sheepish 
apology, but no such luck. The 2.5 breakfasts on my tray 
were starting to get heavy, and I had to put the thing down 
somewhere. So I took a deep breath and walked to the back 
of the dining hall like I knew where I was going.

I SAT DOWN randomly, at a table with four empty seats 
and two boys intensely playing a game of travel chess, who 
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seemed to be off in their own world. I sighed and poured my 
milk into my cereal, dumping in the whole carton instead of 
trying to get the proportions right. The Cheerios floated to 
the top, bobbing like empty life rafts.

“Hi, I’m Genevieve. Are you new?” a girl asked, taking 
the seat next to mine. Her smile was friendly, but there was 
something about the combination of freckles and ponytail 
and teeth that made me certain she had a dozen horse-riding 
ribbons pinned over her desk. 

“First day,” I said.
“You’ll love it here,” she promised. “What’s your dorm?”
“Um, six?” I said.
“John’s in six!” she said, as though this was the biggest 

coincidence in the world. “He’s my boyfriend. He’ll be here 
in a minute; the line’s taking forever today.”

I was at the wrong table. I knew it then, as the girl intro-
duced me to John, her acne-ravaged boyfriend, and to Tim 
and Chris, the two chess players I’d mistakenly assumed 
were sitting by themselves, not waiting for the rest of their 
group.

“Are you really going to eat all that?” John asked, staring 
at my tray.

“It’s a joke,” I explained, halfheartedly. “The nutrition-
ist said—”

“Oh, you don’t want to make her mad,” Genevieve 
warned. “She’ll give you a strike against privileges, and if 
you get three in a month, you’re banned from the social.”
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“The social?” I asked.
“Didn’t your tour guide tell you anything?” Genevieve 

asked.
“Not really,” I said, not wanting to get into it.
“Oh. Well, we get some big activity every month,” 

Genevieve explained.
“I think this time it’s line dancing,” John put in, sound-

ing scarily excited.
I snorted. No wonder Sadie had baited the nutritionist. 

I’d assumed it was detention, or chores, or whatever else bad 
kids are punished with, not a free pass from making a fool 
of yourself to “Cotton-Eye Joe.” But then, Nick had said she 
only got in trouble when she wanted to.

Genevieve launched enthusiastically into a description 
of line dancing, just in case I wasn’t already aware how much 
I would rather go to the dentist. I smiled and nodded, wish-
ing I could have breakfast in peace. But I was the one who’d 
sat at their table, and they were just being nice.

And as awful as they were, it looked like I could 
have picked tables far worse. The group to my left was 
totally checked out, and I couldn’t tell if they were just 
early-morning zombies, or if the glazed expression was 
permanent. And on my right was a table of girls who were 
actively Not Talking to Each Other as they glared at their 
scrambled eggs.

I glanced across the dining hall, toward Nick and 
Sadie’s table. There was something magnetic about it, about 
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them, even from all the way where I sat, in the outer rings. 
I couldn’t figure out what they were—not that your typical 
social groups applied at a place like Latham. There were 
four of them, and they were laughing. Nick had picked up 
his breakfast sausage and was holding it aloft like an orches-
tra conductor, waving it slowly and deliberately.

Next to me, Genevieve started coughing. She scrambled 
for a napkin, pressing it over her mouth.

“Sorry,” she said. “The orange juice had pulp.”
“You okay, bunny-wunny?” John asked, rubbing her 

back.
God, I really had picked a winner of a table. But some-

thing about Genevieve’s choking made me realize that, 
beyond the talking and the eating and the scraping of 
chairs, the dining hall echoed with coughing. It was like a 
symphony of sickness. 

I glanced over at Sadie’s table again, and sure enough, 
that’s what they were laughing at. Nick, with his tofu sau-
sage, was conducting the coughing.

THANKFULLY, ALL THE classrooms were in the same 
building, so I found my way to English without too much 
trouble. It was in a large, wood-paneled room with huge 
open windows, like an atrium. There was an old-fashioned 
chalkboard and twenty desks.

Twenty. I was used to SMART Boards. Lockers. Public 
school. And something told me that Mr. Holder, a balding 



 — 14 —

crane of a man in a shapeless tweed blazer, had never been 
near a public school in his life.

“Yes?” he asked as I hesitated in the doorway, wonder-
ing if seating was assigned.

“I’m Lane Rosen,” I said. “I’m new?”
“Welcome to the rotation,” he said grimly. “Take the 

seat next to Mr. Carrow.”
He pointed toward a sullen-looking boy in the first row. 

I sat, taking out my notebook and pencil. Holder slapped a 
copy of Great Expectations and a photocopied packet on my 
desk.

“Read a chapter, answer the questions. Rinse and repeat. 
When you’re done, I’ll give you an essay topic,” he said, leav-
ing me to it.

I stared down at the paperback on my desk. All around 
me, students were working. Some of them had different 
books. I spotted Lord of the Flies, Moby Dick, and The Sun 

Also Rises. I sighed and opened my packet, skimming the 
questions so I knew what answers to look for when I started 
reading, a trick I’d picked up in SAT prep.

When class was over, Holder said, “See you on 
Wednesday,” and everyone started to pack up. I was about 
halfway through the questions for chapter two.

“Wait,” I said to the boy next to me. “What’s the home-
work?”

“Good one.” He snorted, as though I’d said something 
funny. 
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In history, we watched a documentary on the black 
plague and filled in a worksheet during the movie. The 
teacher didn’t even stay in the room. When she left, I 
expected the class to erupt into chaos, but everyone con-
tinued watching, except for a couple of kids who put their 
heads down on their desks and went to sleep.

I sat at the same table for lunch, which I hadn’t meant 
to do, except Genevieve was two places behind me in line, 
so there really wasn’t an exit tactic. I’d hoped my missing 
tour guide would have found me by now, but no such luck. I 
could feel the monotony setting in, and I wished it wouldn’t.

I didn’t want to be at Latham. I didn’t want this routine 
of having my meals checked and my teachers write me off 
at first glance. I wanted to be in third-period AP Euro, in 
Mr. Verma’s classroom with all the old newspapers framed 
on the walls, where we got pizza the Friday before an exam.

Back at Harbor, being in AP was like belonging to the 
club that teachers liked best. We were going somewhere in 
life, the teachers said, handing us extra-credit assignments 
instead of detention, study guides instead of busywork. 
I’d just never thought that where I was going was Latham 
House.

WE TOOK A long break after lunch. As I trudged across 
the quad, toward the cottages, I saw four students cut out 
toward the woods. Nick and Sadie’s crowd. They walked 
quickly, heads down, as though hurrying toward something 
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far more interesting than rest period. And even though they 
did it in plain sight, no one seemed to care.

The eight cottages were arranged in a half-moon, around 
a gazebo in desperate need of a paint job. They were more 
like ski lodges than actual cottages, with dark wood and 
deep porches and neat rows of windows.

Each cottage had around twenty residents, if I had to 
guess. The first floor was a lounge area with dilapidated 
plaid sofas, a long study table, and stacks of board games. 
There was a separate television room, and a microkitchen, 
even though we weren’t supposed to cook anything.

The best places in the lounge had already been staked 
out by early arrivers. I watched as a group of four Asian kids 
played a loud game of Settlers of Catan on the rug, and two 
boys with a deck of Magic cards hunched over the coffee 
table.

My new and hopefully temporary acquaintances from 
earlier were setting up a game of Chinese checkers, and they 
cheerfully waved me over.

“We can play teams,” John suggested.
“I should finish unpacking,” I said, edging toward the 

door.
“Well, later then,” Tim called. Or maybe it was Chris. I 

didn’t want to stick around long enough to figure it out.
As I made my way back to my room, muffled music and 

the unmistakable sound effects of video games leaked from 
behind closed doors. It was reassuring to hear the Smiths 
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and someone’s Pokémon battle, for some small part of my 
day to be normal.

I reached into my pocket, forgetting for a moment that it 
was empty. I felt so lost without my cell phone, like I might 
get the most important email of my life and it would just sit 
there for hours, unread. Not that I was expecting an email 
like that, but still.

My room was at the very end of the hall, a corner room. 
I assumed that was why it was so narrow. Best coffin in the 
place, I thought, and then instantly hated myself for going 
there. It wasn’t terrible. I mean, sure, all the furniture was 
miniaturized. There was a twin extra-long bed, which still 
didn’t make it any roomier. I had a massive bed at home, and 
I loved her dearly. She was my queen, and I was her loyal 
subject. Well, her loyal subject in exile.

At the foot of my minibed was a wardrobe that looked 
suspiciously like a locker, a vestige of when this place had 
been an all-boys’ boarding school. I’d tried and failed to 
squish my still-packed suitcase inside the night before, and 
had kicked it under the bed in defeat. It stuck out, and I’d 
already tripped over it. Twice.

I also had a wooden desk and chair, and two huge win-
dows that were stuck open permanently, for fresh air. The 
best part about my room, though, was the view: an endless 
stretch of woods and sky, with a distant haze of mountains. 
If I hadn’t known why we were in the middle of nowhere, it 
might have been peaceful. 
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I rummaged through my desk drawers until I found the 
thick, glossy handbook I’d been given the night before, and 
climbed into bed to read it. I figured studying the rules was 
the best thing to do, since I didn’t want to accidentally fail 
breakfast again.

God, the handbook was tedious. I could feel myself fall-
ing asleep as I read about suggested Wellness dress options. I 
tried to stay awake, but I’d been up for most of the night, 
and there hadn’t been any coffee at breakfast. . . . 

I woke up groggy and disoriented. The handbook was 
on the floor, pages down, like it was trying to scuttle away. 
I didn’t blame it. When I checked my wrist, I realized I’d 
been out for a while.

I stretched and walked over to the window that faced 
the woods, watching for the four students to return. It was 
getting late, and I wondered if I’d missed them entirely. We 
were all supposed to dress out for PE, which was ironically 
called Wellness, by two thirty. Except I wasn’t cleared for 
Wellness yet. I was supposed to go to the medical building 
instead.

I was just about to head over when I saw them emerge 
from a grove of trees. Sadie was out front, an expensive 
camera swinging over her shoulder. Nick was there, too, his 
horn-rimmed glasses glinting in the sun. Bringing up the 
rear was this punk kid in black skinny jeans and Docs who 
looked like he was in a band, and a tall black girl who was 
shaking leaves from the hem of a billowing lace dress like 
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she’d just stepped off the stage in a school play. They strolled 
back toward the dorms as though they owned the place, and 
in that moment, they did.

I watched as Sadie stopped to take a picture of the 
group, solemnly raising her camera and fiddling with the 
lens. Instead of posing, they stopped where they were, as 
though frozen, letting her capture the moment forever.

I remembered at least this much about her: she’d taken 
photos all the time at summer camp, sneaking out to the 
woods and disappearing for hours. She was all elbows and 
skinned knees back then, and I was one of the shortest boys 
in my cabin.

My memories of that summer were hazy and mostly had 
to do with being terrified of this one asshole cabinmate of 
mine who threatened to piss on everyone’s beds if we didn’t 
give him our commissary snacks. We were starting eighth 
grade in the fall, and almost overnight everyone had gone 
from pointing out girls with visible bra straps to girls who 
were definitely gonna blow them after the lower-seniors 
dance, at this rock in the woods. For their sake, I’d hoped 
the rock had a sign-up sheet.

I hadn’t exchanged more than a couple of sentences 
with Sadie. I didn’t say much of anything during that ter-
rible summer, where two guys got kicked out of my cabin for 
stealing and a disgusting game of soggy cookie had ended so 
badly that my only real friend went home two weeks early, 
his parents threatening a lawsuit. But I still remembered 
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Sadie, with purple rubber bands in her braces and these 
tie-dyed shorts, always alone, and always stooping to photo-
graph a leaf, or a flower.

It had seemed impossible that I’d recognize anyone at 
Latham, that there could be a familiar face up in the Santa 
Cruz Mountains, hundreds of miles from home. But the 
more I considered it, the more it made a terrible kind of 
sense.

At Latham House, we were asked to believe in unlikely 
miracles. In second chances. We woke up each morning 
hoping that the odds had somehow swung in our favor.

But that’s the thing about odds. Roll a die twice, and you 
expect two different results. Except it doesn’t work that way. 
You could roll the same side over and over again, the laws 
of the universe intact and unchanging with each turn. It’s 
only when you consider the past that the odds change. That 
things become less and less likely.

Here’s something I know because I’m a nerd: up until 
the middle of the twentieth century, dice were made out 
of cellulose nitrate. It’s a material that remains stable for 
decades but, in a flash, can decompose. The chemical com-
pound breaks down, releasing nitric acid. So every time you 
roll a die, there’s a small chance that it won’t give you a result 
at all, that instead it will cleave, crumble, and explode.
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ZiZi

Books aren’t the only  
thing that begin with a “B”

Towards the end of my freshman year in high school, 

Jude Fielder touched my breast. 

So you don’t get the wrong idea, there was nothing 

sexy or romantic about it. It wasn’t like we were in some 

passionate clinch in a dark corner of somebody’s base-

ment. We were in the town library. I was looking for a 

book for my history assignment. I guess I left it a little 

late, because by the time I got around to finding some-

thing, everything under three thousand pages had been 

taken out of the school library. I begged the librarian to 

see if maybe there was one little, reasonably sized book 

that hadn’t been shelved yet or was in the back waiting 

to have its spine fixed or something, which he did (he 

was always very helpful). But there wasn’t. He was really, 

really sorry, but what could he do? The problem wasn’t 

what he could do, but what I had to do. This was one 
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of those times when you couldn’t just slap something 

together from the Internet. You actually had to read a 

book. Quel pain in the butt. 

So anyway, there I was on a Saturday morning, when 

I could’ve still been in bed or on my way to the mall, 

standing in the world history section of the public library, 

hoping to find something no thicker than a crispbread for 

my assignment, when Jude Fielder came up beside me. I 

knew he was looking at me, but I was used to guys look-

ing at me, so I acted like the only thing next to me was air. 

He sighed, he looked, he took a book off the shelf, he put 

the book back on the shelf. And then, instead of reach-

ing for another book he wasn’t interested in, he suddenly 

put his hand on my breast. Just like that! It was really 

quick. I was so surprised I could hardly believe it. I’m 

not really sure, but I think he may have pressed. Lightly. 

He laughed, like it was a joke, and then he apologized. 

“Sorry,” said Jude Fielder. “I just wanted to see if it was 

real.” I didn’t think there was much I could say to that. 

(What made you think it wasn’t real? Do I look like a robot?) 

Or much I could do. I know I’m not supposed to say 

this (at least I know it now!), but I was kind of flattered. 

I mean, what’s the point of push-up bras and cleavage 

and low-cut tops if no one notices? If you don’t want to 

be noticed, you wear baggy turtlenecks and dungarees. 
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And anyway, I guess I was a little embarrassed (even if I 

wasn’t sure why). I figured he was probably embarrassed, 

too, for doing such a dumb thing, but I wasn’t too wor-

ried about how he was feeling right then. I just wanted 

to get out of there. So I took the book I’d been flipping 

through (which turned out to be more boring than white 

socks) and left without opening my mouth. As I said, I 

was used to guys looking, but nobody’d ever groped me 

before. And anyway, the library isn’t where you’d ever 

expect something like that to happen. Seriously? You 

don’t exactly go into the library thinking, Wow, I wonder 

if someone’s going to grab my boobs while I’m looking for a 

book on the Romans. So even though I wasn’t really mad 

or anything, I was kind of shocked. But it wasn’t a gigan-

tic big deal because Jude Fielder was pretty okay. When 

our science class had to get garbage out of the river for 

Earth Day, in middle school, Jude Fielder let me carry 

the bag while he did all the work and got dirty. Plus he 

was one of the better-looking boys in my year. Not gor-

geous, but not gross like some of them, either. (Just the 

thought of one of the creeps from the deep touching me 

would’ve made me throw up.) So anyway, I got out my 

book and left. I didn’t run (in case my breasts bounced 

too much – that always gets looks) but I walked pretty 

fast. I was halfway to the sidewalk when I heard this 
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kind of wounded-animal cry and then someone shouted, 

“What the hell, you crazy bitch!”

That made me stop and turn. There were other people 

around (like the background crowd in a movie), but right 

behind me were Loretta Reynolds and Jude Fielder. They 

were staring at each other like they were checking out 

flaws in a mirror. Jude Fielder was red in the face. Loretta 

Reynolds was her usual colour (wet, unbaked pastry). 

Loretta said, “Sorry. I just wanted to see if it was real.” 

She said it really loud.

Quel day for surprises! You could’ve knocked me over 

with an eyelash.

Jude Fielder looked pretty surprised, too. (You 

wouldn’t have needed a whole lash to knock him over.) 

He didn’t laugh that time. What he did was stomp off, 

shouting at me as he passed, “Your freakin’ dyke friend’s 

crazy, you know that, Abruzzio? Like two hundred per 

cent certifiable!” 

Here’s the thing: Loretta Reynolds was not my friend. 

I knew her from being in school with her since for ever, 

just like Jude Fielder did. I didn’t dislike her (most people 

like her okay even if they think she’s pretty weird), but I 

didn’t really know her. I could’ve picked her out of a police 

line-up, and if I’d run into her at the airport on my way 

to Paris, I would’ve said hello, but that’s it. Loretta is the 



11

girl who always sits at the front of the room and is either 

first with her hand in the air to give an answer or the only 

person with a question. (That’s from primary school on.) 

She’s really smart and never cared who knows it. And she’s 

always been confrontational. My first vivid memory of 

Loretta disagreeing with a teacher was in Year Two when 

she argued with Mrs Dansk about whether or not cats and 

dogs can think. (Loretta won. Yes, they can.) But until that 

fateful Saturday, if I ever spoke to Loretta directly it was 

only to say sorry for bumping into her. (Although, like just 

about everyone else who’d ever had a class with Loretta, 

I’d more than once muttered under my breath “Please shut 

up” when she was yammering away about something, or 

“Please don’t start” when she was about to.) 

So, as Jude Fielder stormed away, I screamed at him, 

“I’m really sorry. And she’s not my friend.”

The next thing I knew, Loretta Reynolds was shout-

ing at me. (Quel ironic!)

“Are you out of your tiny little mind?” she roared. 

“What the hell is wrong with you?” 

Me? What was wrong with me? How did I get to be 

the one who was nuts? The one who had something 

wrong with her? I didn’t do anything. 

“Excuse me,” I said, “but I’m the innocent victim here.” 

“If you’re such an innocent victim, maybe you could 
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explain to the incredulous TV audience why you apolo-

gized to him!”

“Excuse me, but I wasn’t apologizing for me. I was 

apologizing for you.”

“Oh, thank you so much.” (In books, people’s voices 

drip with sarcasm. But not Loretta’s. It poured.) “You 

apologized for the one person in this little drama who has 

nothing to apologize for.” She said that really scornfully. 

“And just to clarify things, Giselle Abruzzio, you are not 

an innocent victim.” Only teachers or parents who are 

mad at me call me Giselle – everybody else calls me ZiZi. 

“What you are is an unconscious enabler. How come you 

just stood there like a doll and let that jerk maul you?” 

I said I didn’t let him – he did it without asking 

me. Plus, he didn’t maul me. Maul was an exaggera-

tion. (Exaggeration is a Loretta Reynolds trademark. She 

should patent it.) And anyway it wasn’t exactly the crime 

of the century. “Chrissake, it’s not like he hit me or ripped 

off my blouse.” I was poised and calm, not enraged and 

waving my arms around like some people. “All he did 

was touch me.” Really lightly. “And, anyway, what about 

you? What did you do to him?”

“Tat for tit,” said Loretta. “If he’d grabbed my breasts, 

I’d’ve decked him.” 

Yeah, right. Only no boy was going to go grabbing 
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Loretta Reynolds’ breasts. He’d have to find them first. 

I thought she was seriously overreacting (something 

else she’s known for). He didn’t really grab my breast. 

(Already I knew better than to mention the possibility 

of a squeeze to Loretta.) I said it was more like someone 

brushing against you at the mall when it’s really crowded. 

Like when there’s some big sale on or it’s Christmas.

Loretta flapped her hands in the air some more. It 

was amazing she didn’t take off. “Except that someone 

shoving past you in the mall isn’t deliberately going for 

your private person! He had no right to do that. That 

counts as assault.” 

I didn’t think so. It was more an imposition than an 

assault. I mean, it wasn’t like Jude Fielder went into the 

library planning to go for my private person. I figured he 

acted on impulse. Like when you buy a pair of shoes you 

know you can’t walk in because they look so cool you 

just can’t help yourself.

That argument scored in the high nineties on the 

Loretta Reynolds’ contempt meter. 

“So if I have the impulse to push somebody in front 

of a car, that’s okay because I didn’t plan it?” 

I still don’t know anyone else who can scream and 

sneer at the same time. I said that was like comparing 

lipstick to leggings. He wasn’t trying to kill me. I think 
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I shrugged. Philosophically. (Loretta’s not the only one 

who can be philosophical.) “If you ask me,” I said, “get-

ting all warped out about what happened’s dumb. It’s 

like being mad at the cat for scratching you when you’re 

dangling a piece of string in front of it. He was just being 

a boy. They can’t help it.”

Talk about dangling a piece of string in front of a cat. 

If Loretta had been a cat, I’d’ve been covered in blood.

“Don’t tell me,” shouted Loretta. “Let me guess. You 

think it’s cool when guys gawp and make comments 

when you walk down the street. You think it’s part of 

being a girl.”

Not all girls. It for sure wasn’t part of being Loretta 

Reynolds. But she was annoying me with her attitude, 

like she was the only one who could ever be right, so I 

gave her what I knew was the wrong answer. “It is kind 

of a compliment. You know, unless they’re saying your 

butt’s too big or you have a nose like a pelican or some-

thing like that. They’re letting you know you’re attrac-

tive. What’s bad about that? I mean, unless it’s some ugly 

old loser with a beer gut or someone really creepy. That 

would be pretty gross.”

The contempt meter went through the stratosphere.

“You hear that sound?” bellowed Loretta. “You know 

what it is?”
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I didn’t hear anything besides traffic and normal 

people talking in normal voices about normal things as 

they walked past us. And Loretta. They could probably 

hear her in Florida. I pictured all these old people sitting 

by their pools, looking around trying to figure out who 

was making the big racket. 

“I’ll tell you what it is.” If you don’t know something 

Loretta feels it’s her duty to fill in the gaps. “It’s the sound 

of Emma Goldman rolling in her grave!”

I had no idea who Emma Goldman was, but I figured 

the smart move would be not to ask. Not that Loretta 

gave me a chance. She answered anyway. 

“In case you’re interested, she was an outspoken 

champion of women’s rights.” 

I wasn’t interested, but I knew better than to say that, 

too. So I tried to lighten the mood. “Does that mean we 

can thank her for miniskirts and sexual liberation?”

“You can thank her for more than that,” snapped 

Loretta. And away she went again. We stood there while 

half the town passed by and Loretta lectured me on male 

violence and aggression and female passivity – and at 

least a dozen things that started with the word “gender”. 

Which wasn’t a word I was used to hearing in everyday 

conversation. I didn’t know what she was talking about. 

It was like when you have a couple of years of school 
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French and then you go to Quebec and the only things 

you understand when someone talks to you are hello, no 

and goodbye. I figured God probably didn’t know what 

Loretta was droning on about either. If He was smart, 

He’d tuned out after the second sentence the same as I 

did. 

“Maybe it’s this sweater,” I said when she finally 

stopped. That’s what I’d been thinking about while she 

gabbled away. My sweater was orange.

“Sweater?” Loretta blinked. “Maybe what’s this 

sweater?” 

“The reason Jude did that. Bright colours make you 

look bigger.”

Which could be considered the first fashion tip I ever 

gave her. And the first she totally ignored.

“So the whole thing was really your fault, is that what 

you’re saying? That you were right to apologize?” 

See how she twists things? 

“I told you, I was apologizing for you, not for me.”

You know how sometimes your parents look at you 

like they’re wondering if the babies were switched in the 

hospital? That was the way Loretta was looking at me. 

Then she closed her eyes and counted to ten. When she 

was done counting, she opened her eyes again and said, 

“Okay. Let’s start over. I guess at least you’re right about 



it not being planned. If he’d planned it one of his friends 

would’ve been at the end of the aisle, taking a picture. 

And then it’d be all over the Internet.” 

So there was some good news. 

I said I was the one who should’ve taken a picture. 

The next time she did something like that she should 

give me some warning so I’d have my phone ready.

Loretta laughed. “His face was great, wasn’t it? You’d 

think I’d just hit him with a dead fish.”

I laughed, too. “More like the entrails.” 

When we stopped laughing Loretta asked if I wanted 

to go somewhere for a coffee.

I guess because we were laughing like normal people 

my guard was down. I said, “Sure.” 

Quel day for firsts. 
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Loretta
You never know what’s  
going to happen next

Although there is a lot of randomness in the universe, I 

am the sort of person who likes to know what’s going to 

happen next. I’m not happy bobbing along on the ocean 

of life, waiting to see where the current takes me. I make 

lists, schedules and plans – and I keep to them. If I say 

I’m going to do something, I do it. If I say I’m going to be 

somewhere at a certain time, I’m there no matter what – 

because I’m also the person who always takes the vari-

ables like weather, traffic and unexpected events into 

consideration. Which means I knew all the things I was 

doing that Saturday – and becoming friends with Giselle 

Abruzzio was not on my agenda.

We’d known each other since we started school, 

but ZiZi and I had never been what you’d call friends. 

Not the kind who walk together if they happen to be 

going the same way, and for definite not the kind who 
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eat lunch together and go to each other’s house to play. I 

don’t remember ever having an actual conversation with 

her, but in primary school we were always in the same 

groups for reading, etcetera, so we must have said some-

thing to each other sometime. I do remember that once – 

in Year Three or Four – some boys in our class threw 

her backpack up on the roof, expecting her to burst into 

tears or go running to a teacher, but she just climbed 

up and got it. In Year Five, she and I tied for first place 

in the school-wide Math Marathon. And in Year Six we 

were in the group that did a project on the effects of oil 

spills on ocean life for the Science Fair (we won second 

prize). What I’m trying to say is that, in my memory, 

ZiZi Abruzzio used to be smart and feisty (and really 

good at things like Science and Math). But when we got 

to middle school I guess she discovered there was more 

to life than reading, independence, algebra and environ-

mental de gradation. There were clothes, make-up and 

boys. Which means that she went from being a person 

who could shimmy up a pole to the roof of the school 

to being a Girl with a capital “G”. Girls with a capital 

“G” are so bouncy and energetic that even if they aren’t 

cheerleaders, they seem like they are – cheerleaders when 

it’s always half-time in an important game. I’ve always 

thought of them as the Misses Bubble. They talk a lot, 
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shop a lot, talk about shopping a lot, talk about boys even 

more, and laugh as if they’re in a laughter competition – 

especially if it’s at some unfunny joke by a guy. For rea-

sons I don’t understand, they don’t like to be seen to be 

smarter than boys – especially ones they like. The only 

climbing they do is into or out of a car. After we moved 

up to middle school I know for definite that ZiZi and I 

didn’t talk to each other. Not until The Assault in the 

library.

The night before The Assault, I’d watched a docu-

mentary about Emma Goldman, the twentieth-century 

American political activist, philosopher and orator who 

led the struggle for workers’ and women’s rights. File 

under the heading: Positive role model. I fell asleep think-

ing of her. I dreamed that she was giving a speech on 

a street corner. There was an enormous crowd gathered 

to listen – mesmerized by her eloquence and passion, 

and surrounded by policemen. Suddenly, it began to rain 

and people started to run for shelter, until I was the only 

one left – I had my emergency rain hat with me – and 

Emma continued as if I was a multitude. It was better 

than the dream where I win a Nobel Prize. When I woke 

up, Emma Goldman was still in my mind. 

On my list of things to do that day were a couple of 

odd jobs in town – I did everything from mowing lawns 
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and putting up screens to rewiring lamps and putting up 

shelves. I started fixing things around our house when 

I was eight or nine. My dad and mom are both great at 

their jobs but they’re fairly useless when it comes to basic 

household upkeep. They can change a fuse and clean out 

the filter on the washing machine, but that’s their limit – 

and as far as the car goes, their expertise stops at put-

ting in petrol. Somebody had to be able to do necessary 

maintenance and repair, and the cats weren’t interested. 

I taught myself basic plumbing and carpentry, the man 

next door had a vintage motorcycle and he taught me 

basic mechanics. Our middle school offered an elective 

in woodwork and I took it – I was the only girl. I started 

fixing things in other people’s houses and putting the 

money I earned away for college when I was twelve – 

which may sound a little extreme but, as I said, I make 

plans and one of them is to take several college degrees. 

On my way home that Saturday, since she was still 

on my mind, I decided to go to the library to see if it had 

a book on Emma. It didn’t, which wasn’t exactly the sur-

prise of the year. Howards Walk isn’t what anyone would 

call a bastion of radical thinking. I was on my way out 

when I glanced down one of the non-fiction aisles and 

there were Giselle Abruzzio and Jude Fielder. I don’t know 

whether I stopped because the sight of either of them in 
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the library was so unusual that I wanted to be certain my 

eyes weren’t deceiving me, or because Jude Fielder wasn’t 

actually looking at the shelves of books as Zizi was, but 

at ZiZi’s breasts. And then he grabbed one – a breast not 

a book. To be fair to ZiZi, she looked as shocked as I felt. 

My first thought was: What would Emma Goldman do? Zizi 

didn’t do anything. She just stood there as if she’d been 

turned to plastic. Jude Fielder laughed. Then he said, “I 

just wanted to see if it was real.” Which made me think 

that he’s probably even more stupid than I’d always 

thought. ZiZi had a half-smile on her face, like she wasn’t 

sure what had just happened, but she must have been 

sure because she left so quickly she might have been on 

wheels. Jude Fielder waited a few minutes – presumably 

because he was at least smart enough to give her time to 

get away in case she recovered the power of speech and 

not because he’d suddenly discovered a love of books. 

I followed him out, still thinking, What would Emma 

Goldman do? As soon as I stepped outside, I knew exactly 

what Emma Goldman would do if she were alive now. 

She was an activist, after all – and she wasn’t afraid of 

making a scene. I’m not exactly known for my spontane-

ity, but I hurried to catch up with Jude, and when I was 

right behind him I called his name. Jude Fielder stopped 

and turned. I made a grab for the crotch of his jeans. 
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He jumped back so fast and screamed so loudly that I 

didn’t actually touch him, but the effect was the same. He 

was horrified, but, unlike ZiZi, he still had the power of 

speech; he yelled that I was crazy. I said I was sorry, that 

I just wanted to know if it was real. I was pretty pleased 

with coming up with that line; usually I don’t think of 

the really good, zinger response until it’s too late. He 

didn’t find that a fraction as funny as he’d found molest-

ing ZiZi. Well, he wouldn’t, would he? Then he marched 

off, yelling at ZiZi about her dyke friend – which would 

be me, despite the fact that at that time I was neither of 

those things. And what do you think Giselle Abruzzio, 

having been assaulted in broad daylight in a public place 

by a boy whose only documented talent is the ability to 

run a piece of dental floss through his nostrils (Year Six, 

cafeteria, absolutely disgusting) did next? Here’s a hint: 

it for definite wasn’t what Emma Goldman would have 

done. ZiZi apologized! Of all the things that had hap-

pened in the last ten minutes that I couldn’t believe, that 

was the one I couldn’t believe the most. She said, “I’m 

sorry,” and sounded as if she meant it. I’m sorry? Was she 

insane? What the hell was she sorry for? Having breasts? 

Not letting him grab the other one, too? Not taking off 

her top? Talk about blaming the victim. Here I was listen-

ing to the victim blame herself.
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That’s when I decided I had to talk to her. She didn’t 

seem to realize that this is the twenty-first century, and 

women are no longer considered the property or inferi-

ors of men. Not in our society, at least. But, as soon as I 

opened my mouth, I kind of lost it. I may have shouted. 

I do tend to shout when I feel strongly about something, 

and I felt very strongly about what had just happened in 

the non-fiction section, world history aisle, of the public 

library. ZiZi didn’t want to know. Talk about defensive! 

Why was I getting on her case? She was completely inno-

cent. If you ask me, she was more comatose than inno-

cent. Why didn’t she do something when he grabbed her? 

Yell, scream, hit him over the head with the book she was 

holding. Instead, all she did was apologize. She apolo-

gized to him! Had we all fallen down a wormhole? That’s 

when she shifted everything around so that I was the 

one in the wrong – which I now know is a typical Giselle 

Abruzzio manoeuvre. She said she was apologizing for 

my behaviour, not hers. She said that I was overreact-

ing. Apparently, it’s flattering to be sexually harassed. 

According to ZiZi, Jude Fielder hadn’t done anything 

wrong; he was just being a boy. At least she got that part 

right. I tried to make her see all the other things that 

were examples of boys being boys and men being men – 

war, murder, genocide, rape, pornography, colonialism, 
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slavery, torture, domestic violence, paedophilia, recre-

ational hunting, etcetera – but she wasn’t listening. She 

was thinking deeply. I know that because when I finished 

she said she thought the reason Jude Fielder assaulted her 

was because of the sweater she was wearing. I felt as if 

I’d been walking down an ordinary street in an ordinary 

way and suddenly ploughed into a mastodon eating an 

ice-cream cone. Where the hell did that come from?  

I said I guessed that meant she was five hundred per 

cent right to apologize since the whole thing was her 

fault – her and her orange sweater. What had she been 

thinking when she got dressed that morning? Why didn’t 

she wear black? Why didn’t she put on something baggy 

over it like a bathrobe? Maybe she should start wearing 

a suit of armour. That would make her breasts virtually 

non-existent. ZiZi smiles the way everyone else breathes. 

“I wasn’t blaming myself,” she said. “I was just saying.” 

How can you reason with someone like that? We might 

as well have been speaking different languages. It was 

like trying to convince a climate change denier of global 

warming. I was still thinking of ZiZi as the Koch broth-

ers when she said that next time I did something like 

that I should give her some warning so she could take a 

picture. I immediately saw Jude Fielder’s face in front of 

me, looking as if I’d just hit him with a dead fish. And 



ZiZi said it was more like I’d hit him with the entrails. 

We both started laughing.

I think that was when I realized there was hope for 

ZiZi. She’d been smart and spirited before; she could 

be smart and spirited again. She was drowning in the 

frothy, pink sea of girliness, and I was in the solid boat of 

persondom. It was my duty to pull her aboard.

I asked her if she wanted to get a coffee or something.

File under the heading: Fate.
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Lockwood & Co: The Screaming Staircase

identity of the victims, in part because of the gruesome nature of the incidents, but mainly because, in a 
variety of ingenious ways, we succeeded in messing them all up. There, I’ve admitted it! Not a single one of 

of Aldgate and the entity known as the Clattering Bones were destroyed, but not before several further (and, 

imperilment of her sanity and her hemline, wherever she may continue to wander in this world, poor thing, 
there it follows too. So it was not exactly an unblemished record that we took with us, Lockwood and I, when 
we walked up the path to 62 Sheen Road on that misty autumn afternoon and briskly rang the bell.

upon the bell-pull. Deep in the house, the echoes faded. I gazed at the door: at the small sun-blisters on 

beyond except for darkness. The porch had a forlorn and unused air, its corners choked with the same 
sodden beech leaves that littered the path and lawn.

‘OK,’ I said. ‘Remember our new rules. Don’t just blab out anything you see. Don’t speculate openly about 
who killed who, how, or when. And above all don’t impersonate the client. Please. It never goes down well.’

‘That’s an awful lot of don’ts, Lucy,’ Lockwood said.

‘Too right it is.’

‘Fine, copy them quietly after the event. Not loudly, not in front of them, and particularly not when they’re a 
six-foot-six Irish dockworker with a speech impediment, and we’re a good half-mile from the public road.’

anything?’

He let go of the bell-pull and made some minor adjustment to the collar of his coat. ‘Oddly enough, I have. 
There was a death in the garden sometime in the last few hours. Under that laurel halfway up the path.’

something.’

‘So . . . possibly not part of our case, then, if it was a mouse?’

‘Probably not.’

Beyond the frosted panes, in the interior of the house, I spied a movement: something shifting in the hall’s 
black depths. ‘OK, here we go,’ I said. ‘She’s coming. Remember what I said.’

preparing pleasant, respectful smiles.

There was no one there.

As Lockwood opened his mouth to speak, we heard footsteps behind us on the path.

‘I’m so sorry!’ The woman emerging from the mists had been walking slowly, but as we turned she 



accelerated into a token little trot. ‘So sorry!’ she repeated. ‘I was delayed. I didn’t think you’d be so prompt.’

She climbed the steps, a short, well-padded individual with a round face expanding into middle age. Her 

black skirt, a crisp white shirt, and an enormous woollen cardigan with sagging pockets at the sides. She 
carried a thin folder in one hand.

The woman halted on the topmost step but one, and regarded us with wide grey eyes in which all the 
usual emotions featured. Distrust, resentment, uncertainty and dread – they were all there. They come as 
standard in our profession, so we didn’t take it personally.

Her gaze darted back and forth between us, taking in our neat clothes and carefully brushed hair, the 
polished rapiers glittering at our belts, the heavy bags we carried. It lingered long on our faces. She made no 
move to go past us to the door of the house. Her free hand was thrust deep into the pocket of her cardigan, 
forcing the fabric down.

‘Just the two of you?’ she said at last.

‘Just us,’ I said.

way it has to be.’

‘But we arranged to meet her,’ I said. ‘She was going to show us round the house.’

‘I know.’ The woman looked down at her smart black shoes. ‘I’m afraid she’s no longer willing to set foot 
here. The circumstances of Father’s death were horrible enough, but recently the nightly . . . disturbances 

an adult always had to be present at an investigation. Exactly how old are you?’

‘Old enough and young enough,’ Lockwood said, smiling. ‘The perfect age.’

‘Strictly speaking, madam,’ I added, ‘the law states that an adult is only required if the operatives are 
undergoing training. It’s true that some of the bigger agencies always use supervisors, but that’s their 

‘In our experience,’ Lockwood said sweetly, ‘adults just get in the way. But of course we do have our licences 
here, if you’d like to see them.’

The woman ran a hand across the smooth surface of her neat blonde hair. ‘No, no . . . That won’t be 

There was a brief silence.

‘Thank you, madam.’ I glanced back towards the quiet, waiting door. ‘There’s just one other thing. Is there 

Her eyes rose rapidly, met mine. ‘No. That’s quite impossible. I have the only key.’

‘I see. I must’ve been mistaken.’

folder. ‘She hopes it will be useful.’



started. Tell your mother we’ll be in touch in the morning.’

The woman handed him a ring of keys. Somewhere along the road a car horn blared, to be answered by 
another. There was plenty of time till curfew, but night was falling and people were growing antsy. They 
wanted to get home. Soon there’d be nothing moving in the London streets but trails of mist and twisting 
moonbeams. Or nothing, at least, any adult there could clearly see.

be going. I suppose I should wish you luck . . .’ She looked away. ‘So very young! How terrible that the world 
should have come to this.’

in the direction of the road.

‘Better get it solved tonight, then,’ Lockwood said. ‘Ready?’

I patted the hilt of my rapier. ‘Ready.’

be an idiot if you didn’t want to turn and run. And as soon as you acknowledge that, your willpower starts 
draining away through your boots, and the terror starts building in your chest, and bang, that’s it – you’re 

straight through, put down our bags, and shut the door softly behind us. Then we stood quite still with our 
backs against it, watching and listening side by side.

by palely papered walls. Halfway along, a steep staircase rose into shadows. The hall kinked round this to the 
left and continued into a void of black. Doorways opened on either side: gaping, choked in darkness.

All of which could have been nicely illuminated if we’d put on the lights, of course. And there was a switch 

interferes. It dulls the senses and makes you weak and stupid. It’s much better to watch and listen in the 
dark. It’s good to have that fear. 

that musty, slightly sour smell you get in every unloved place.

I leaned in close to Lockwood. ‘No heating,’ I whispered.

As my eyes grew used to the dark, I saw more details. Beneath the curl of the banister was a little polished 
table, on which sat a china bowl of potpourri. There were pictures on the wall, mostly faded posters of old-
time musicals, and photographs of rolling hills and gentle seas. All pretty innocuous. In fact it wasn’t at all an 

minds.

I breathed hard to calm myself and shut out morbid thoughts. Then I closed my eyes against the taunting 
darkness and listened.

Listened . . .



Halls, landings and staircases are the arteries and airways of any building. It’s here that everything is 

other noises that, strictly speaking, ought not to be there at all. Echoes of the past, echoes of hidden things . 
. .

This was one such time.

I opened my eyes, picked up my bag and walked slowly down the hall towards the stairs. Lockwood was 
already standing by the little polished table beneath the banister. His face shone dimly in the light from the 
door. ‘Heard something?’ he said.

‘A little knocking sound. Comes and goes. It’s very faint, and I can’t tell where it’s coming from. But it’ll get 

‘Fell down the stairs and broke his neck.’

husband tripped and tumbled down and hit the ground hard.’ He glanced up the shadowy stairwell. ‘Long 

with tremendous  force’

Two sharp crashes sounded on the stairs. Air moved violently against my face. Before I could react, 
something large, soft and horribly heavy landed precisely where I stood. The impact of it jarred my teeth.

I jumped back, ripping my rapier from my belt. I stood against the wall, weapon raised and shaking, heart 
clawing at my chest, eyes staring wildly side to side.

Lockwood leaned casually against the banister. It was too dark to be certain, but I swear he’d raised an 
eyebrow. He hadn’t heard a thing

landed right on top of me. Don’t laugh. It’s not funny.’

Having a watch with a luminous dial is my third recommended rule. It’s best if it can also withstand sudden 

‘Fine.’ Lockwood’s teeth aren’t quite as luminous as my watch, but when he grins it’s a close-run thing. 
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   One year ago . . .  

   22 November   

  Hello, World!  

 I’ve decided to start a blog. 

 This blog. 

 Why, you might ask? 

 You know when you shake a Coke can and then you open it and it 

explodes everywhere? Well, that’s how I feel right now. I have so many 

things I want to say fi zzing up inside of me, but I don’t have the confi dence 

to say them out loud. 

 My dad once told me that I should start writing a diary. He said that 

keeping a diary is a great way of expressing our innermost thoughts. He 

also said it would be great to look back on when I was old and that it 

would ‘really make me appreciate my teenage years’. Hmm, it’s obviously 

been so long since he was a teenager he’s forgotten what it’s actually like. 

Text (C) Zoe Sugg. First chapter extract courtesy of Penguin Books.
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 I did try, though –  writing a diary. I managed about three entries before I 

gave up. Most of them went something like this: 

  Rained today; my new shoes got ruined. Jenny contemplated skipping 

maths. She didn’t. John Barry got a nosebleed in science because he 

poked a pencil up there. I laughed at him. He wasn’t impressed. It was 

awkward. ’Night.  

 Not exactly Bridget Jones, right? More like ‘can’t be bothered’. 

 The thought of writing stuff to myself in a diary seems a bit pointless, really. 

 I want to feel like someone, somewhere, will be able to read what I’ve got 

to say. 

 That’s why I’ve decided to give this blog a go –  so that I have somewhere 

I can say exactly what I want, when I want and how I want –   to someone . 

And not have to worry that what I say won’t sound cool or will make me 

look stupid or lose me friends. 

 That’s why this blog is anonymous. 

 So that I can be totally me. 

 My best friend Wiki  (that’s not his real name by the way –  I can’t give his 

real name or this won’t be anonymous)  would say that the fact I’m having 

to be anonymous in order to be myself is an ‘epic tragedy’. But what does 

he know? He’s not a teenage girl with anxiety issues.  (He’s actually a 

teenage boy with parental issues, but that’s a whole other story.)  

 Sometimes I wonder if it’s  because  I’m a teenage girl that I have anxiety 

issues. Let’s face it –  there is a lot to get anxious about. 

Text (C) Zoe Sugg. First chapter extract courtesy of Penguin Books.
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  Top Ten Reasons for Teenage Girls Getting Anxious  

    1 . You’re supposed to look perfect all of the time  

   2 . This coincides with your hormones deciding to go bonkers  

   3 . Which leads to the spottiest time of your entire life  (making number   1  

 totally impossible!)   

   4 . Which also coincides with the fi rst time you’ve had the freedom to buy 

chocolate whenever you like  (making number   3   even worse!)   

   5 . Suddenly everyone cares about what you wear  

   6 . And what you wear has to look perfect too  

   7 . Then you’re supposed to know how to pose like a supermodel  

   8 . So you can take a selfi e in your outfi t of the day  

   9 . Which you then have to post on social media for all your friends to see  

   10 . You’re supposed to be wildly attractive to the opposite sex  (while 

dealing with all of the above!)    

 Please picture me giving a dramatic, heartfelt sigh at this point. 

 But surely I can’t be the only teenage girl who feels like this? 

 I have this dream that secretly all teenage girls feel exactly like me. 

 And maybe one day, when we all realize that we all feel the same, we 

can all stop pretending to be something we’re not. 

 That would be awesome. 

Text (C) Zoe Sugg. First chapter extract courtesy of Penguin Books.



 But until that day I’m going to keep it real on this blog. And keep it unreal 

in ‘real’ life. 

 I’m going to say what I want to say, and it would be really cool if you 

 (whoever you might be)  join me. 

 This can be our very own corner of the Internet, where we can talk about 

what it truly feels like to be a teenage girl –  without having to pretend to 

be something we’re not. 

 I also love taking photos  (don’t you just love the way photos are able 

to freeze special moments in time forever? Beautiful sunsets, birthday 

parties,  salted- caramel cupcakes with thick frosting . . .)  so I’ll be posting 

lots of those too. But there won’t be any selfi es, obviously, for anonymity 

reasons. 

  OK , well I guess that’s all for now. Thank you for reading  (if anyone 

actually has been reading!) . And let me know what you think in the 

comments below. 

  Girl Online, going offl ine xxx   

Text (C) Zoe Sugg. First chapter extract courtesy of Penguin Books.
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   Chapter One  

   Present day . . .  

  Hey, Penny, did you know that William 

Shakespeare is an anagram for ‘I am a 

weakish speller’?  

 I look at the text from Elliot and sigh. In the time I’ve been 
watching the dress rehearsal for  Romeo and Juliet  (three hours 
of  my life that I will  never  get back), Elliot has bombarded me 
with hundreds of  random texts about Shakespeare. He’s 
supposed to be doing to it to relieve my boredom but, 
seriously, does anyone really need to know that Shakespeare 
was baptised in  1564 ? Or that he had seven siblings? 

 ‘Penny, could you get a shot of  Juliet leaning out of  the 
trailer?’ 

 I quickly grab my camera and nod to Mr  Beaconsfi eld. 
‘Yes, sir.’ 

Text (C) Zoe Sugg. First chapter extract courtesy of Penguin Books.
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 Mr Beaconsfi eld is the Year Eleven drama teacher. He’s 
one of  those teachers who likes being ‘down with the kids’ –  
all gelled hair and ‘call me Jeff ’. He’s also the reason our 
version of   Romeo and Juliet  is set in a Brooklyn ghetto and 
Juliet is leaning out of  a trailer rather than off  a balcony. My 
 BFIS  ( Best Friend in School  ), Megan, loves Mr Beaconsfi eld, 
but then he does always cast her in all the lead roles. Person-
ally, I think he’s a little creepy. Teachers shouldn’t want to 
hang out with teenagers. They should want to mark books 
and stress about school inspections and whatever else they 
get up to in the staff room. 

 I go up the steps at the side of  the stage and crouch down 
beneath Megan. She’s wearing a baseball cap with  swag  
printed on the front and has a thick  fake- gold chain with a 
huge  fake- gold dollar sign dangling from her neck. There’s 
no way she’d be seen dead in that outfi t anywhere else; that’s 
how much she loves Mr Beaconsfi eld. I’m about to take a 
picture when Megan hisses down to me: ‘Make sure you 
don’t get my spot.’ 

 ‘What?’ I whisper back. 
 ‘The spot on the side of  my nose. Make sure you don’t get 

it in the picture.’ 
 ‘Oh. Right.’ I shift to one side and zoom in. The lighting 

from this side isn’t the best but at least the spot isn’t visible. 
I take the picture then turn to leave the stage. As I do, I 
glance out into the auditorium. Apart from Mr Beaconsfi eld 
and the two assistant directors, all of  the seats are empty. I 
instinctively breathe a sigh of  relief. To say I’m not very good 
with crowds would be a bit like saying Justin Bieber isn’t very 
good with the paparazzi. I don’t know how people can 

Text (C) Zoe Sugg. First chapter extract courtesy of Penguin Books.
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actually perform onstage. I only have to go up there for a 
couple of  seconds to take a photo and I feel uneasy. 

 ‘Thanks, Pen,’ Mr Beaconsfi eld says as I hurry down the 
steps. That’s another  cringe- fact about him –  the way he calls 
us all by a nickname. I mean, seriously! It’s  OK  for my family 
but not my teachers! 

 Just as I get back to my safe spot at the side of  the stage 
my phone bleeps again. 

  Oh my God, Juliet used to be played by 

a man back in Shakespeare’s day! You 

have to tell Ollie –  I’d love to see 

his face! ☺  

 I look up at Ollie, who is currently gazing up at Megan. 
 ‘But, soft! What light through yonder window breaks?’ he 

says, in the worst New York accent ever. 
 I can’t help but sigh. Even though Ollie’s dressed in an 

even worse costume than Megan’s –  making him look like a 
cross between a  Jeremy Kyle  guest and Snoop Dogg –  he still 
somehow manages to look cute. 

 Elliot hates Ollie. He thinks Ollie’s really vain and calls him 
the Walking Selfi e, but, to be fair, he doesn’t really know him. 
Elliot goes to a private school in Hove; he’s only seen Ollie 
when we’ve bumped into him on the beach or in town. 

 ‘Shouldn’t Penny take a picture of  me in this scene too?’ 
Ollie asks when he fi nally gets to the end of  his speech. He’s 
still talking in his fake American accent –   which he’s been 

Text (C) Zoe Sugg. First chapter extract courtesy of Penguin Books.
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doing ever since he got the part. Apparently all the top actors 
do it; they call it ‘method acting’. 

 ‘Of  course, Ollz,’ says  Call- Me- Jeff . ‘Pen?’ 
 I put down my phone and run back up the steps. 
 ‘Can you make sure you get my best side?’ Ollie whispers 

at me from beneath his cap. His one has  stud  printed on the 
front in black diamanté. 

 ‘Sure,’ I reply. ‘Er, which side is that again?’ 
 Ollie looks at me like I’m crazy. 
 ‘It’s just so hard to tell,’ I whisper, my face fl ushing 

crimson. 
 Ollie continues to frown. 
 ‘Because they both look good to me,’ I say, desperation 

setting in. Oh my God! What is wrong with me?! I can prac-
tically hear Elliot shrieking in horror. Thankfully at this 
point, Ollie starts to grin. It makes him look really boyish 
and way more approachable. 

 ‘It’s my right side,’ he says, and turns back to face the 
trailer. 

 ‘Is that –  er –  your right, or mine?’ I ask, wanting to make 
double sure. 

 ‘Come on, Pen. We haven’t got all day!’ Mr Beaconsfi eld 
calls out. 

 ‘It’s my right, of  course,’ Ollie hisses, looking at me like 
I’m demented again. 

 Even Megan’s frowning at me now. My face burning, I 
take the picture. I don’t do any of  my usual things, like check-
ing the lighting or the angle or anything –   I just press the 
button and stumble out of  there. 

 When the rehearsal is fi nally over –  and I’ve learnt from 

Text (C) Zoe Sugg. First chapter extract courtesy of Penguin Books.
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Elliot that Shakespeare was only eighteen when he got mar-
ried and he wrote  thirty- eight plays in total –  a group of  us 
head to  JB ’s Diner to get milkshakes and chips. 

 As we reach the seafront, Ollie starts walking along beside 
me. ‘How you doin’?’ he says in his fake New York drawl. 

 ‘Um,  OK , thanks,’ I say, my tongue instantly tying itself  in 
knots. Now he’s out of  his Romeo gangster gear, he looks 
even better. His blond  surfer- dude hair is perfectly tousled 
and his blue eyes are sparkling like the sea in the winter sun-
shine. To be honest, I’m not entirely sure if  he’s my type –  he 
may be a little too  boy- band- meets- athlete perfect –  but it’s 
so unusual for me to have the undivided attention of  the 
school  heart- throb that I can’t help feeling embarrassed. 

 ‘I was wondering . . .’ he says, grinning down at me. 
 Instantly my inner voice starts fi nishing his sentence:  What 

do you like to do in your spare time? Why have I never properly noticed 
you before? Would you like to go out with me?  

 ‘. . . if  I could take a look at the picture you took of  me? 
Just to make sure I look  OK .’ 

 ‘Oh –  er –  right. Yes,  OK . I’ll show you when we get to 
 JB ’s.’ It’s at exactly this moment that I fall into a hole.  OK , 
it’s not a big hole and I don’t actually disappear inside it 
or anything, but I do catch my foot and end up tumbling 
 forward –  making me look about as attractive and sophisti-
cated as a  Saturday- night drunk. That’s one thing I hate about 
Brighton, where I live. It seems to be full of  holes that exist 
just for me to fall into! I style it out and, luckily, Ollie seems 
not to notice. 

 When we get to  JB ’s, Ollie dives straight into the booth 
next to me. I see Megan raise her eyebrows and I instantly 

Text (C) Zoe Sugg. First chapter extract courtesy of Penguin Books.
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feel like I’ve done something wrong. Megan’s very good at 
making me feel this way. I turn away and concentrate on the 
Christmas decorations around the diner instead –  the swirls 
of  green and red tinsel, and the mechanical Father Christmas 
who yells ‘Ho, ho, ho!’ every time someone walks past. 
Christmas is defi nitely my favourite time of  the year. There’s 
something about it that always calms me. After a few 
moments, I turn back to the table. Luckily, Megan’s now 
absorbed with her phone. 

 My fi ngers twitch as the inspiration for a blog post pops 
into my head. Sometimes it feels as if  school is one big play 
and we’re all supposed to perform our set roles all the time. 
In our  real- life play, Ollie isn’t supposed to sit next to me; 
he’s supposed to sit next to Megan. They aren’t actually dat-
ing or anything but they’re both defi nitely on the same rung 
of  the social ladder. And Megan  never  falls into holes. She just 
seems to glide through life, all glossy chestnut hair and pout-
ing. The twins slide into the booth next to Megan. The twins 
are called Kira and Amara. They have  non- speaking parts in 
the play and that’s kind of  how Megan treats them in real 
life –  as extras to her lead role. 

 ‘Can I get you guys anything to drink?’ a waitress says, 
arriving at our table with a pad and a grin. 

 ‘That would be awesome!’ Ollie says loudly in his pretend 
American accent, and I can’t help cringing. 

 We all order shakes  –   apart from Megan, who orders a 
mineral water –  and then Ollie turns to me. ‘So, can I see?’ 

 ‘What? Oh, yes.’ I fumble in my bag for my camera and 
start scrolling through the pictures. When I get to the one of  

Text (C) Zoe Sugg. First chapter extract courtesy of Penguin Books.
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Ollie, I pass it to him. I hold my breath as I wait for his 
response. 

 ‘Sweet,’ he says. ‘That looks really good.’ 
 ‘Ooh, let me see my one,’ Megan cries, grabbing the 

 camera from him and pressing at the buttons wildly. My 
whole body tenses. Normally, I don’t mind sharing things –  I 
even give half  my  advent- calendar chocolates to my brother, 
Tom –  but my camera is diff erent. It’s my most prized pos-
session. It’s my safety net. 

 ‘Oh. My. God. Penny!’ Megan shrieks. ‘What have you 
done? It looks like I’ve got a moustache!’ She slams the cam-
era down on the table. 

 ‘Careful!’ I say. 
 Megan glares at me before picking up the camera and fi d-

dling with the buttons. ‘How do I delete the picture of  me?’ 
 I grab it back from her a little too forcefully and one of  

her false fi ngernails catches on the strap. 
 ‘Ow! You’ve broken my nail!’ 
 ‘You could have broken my camera.’ 
 ‘Is that all you care about?’ Megan glares at me across the 

table. ‘It’s not my fault you took such a terrible picture.’ 
 In my head an answer forms itself:  It’s not my fault you made 

me take it that way because you’ve got a spot . But I stop myself  
from saying it. 

 ‘Let me see,’ Ollie says, taking the camera from me. 
 As he starts to laugh and Megan glares at me even harder, 

I feel a familiar tightness gripping my throat. I try to swallow 
but it’s impossible. I feel trapped inside the booth.  Please don’t 
let this be happening again , I silently plead. But it is. A burning 

Text (C) Zoe Sugg. First chapter extract courtesy of Penguin Books.
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heat rushes through my body and I can barely breathe. The 
pictures of  movie stars lining the wall all suddenly seem to 
be staring down at me. The music from the jukebox is 
suddenly too loud. The red chairs too bright. No matter what 
I do, I can’t seem to control my own body. The palms of  my 
hands go clammy and my heart starts to pound. 

 ‘Ho, ho, ho!’ the mechanical Father Christmas by the door 
calls. But he doesn’t sound cheery any more. He sounds 
menacing. 

 ‘I need to go,’ I say quietly. 
 ‘But what about the picture?’ Megan whines, fl icking her 

glossy dark hair over her shoulder. 
 ‘I’ll delete it.’ 
 ‘What about your milkshake?’ Kira says. 
 I take some money from my purse and put it on the table, 

hoping they don’t notice my fi ngers trembling. ‘One of  you 
guys have it. I just remembered I have to help my mum with 
something. I need to get home.’ 

 Ollie looks at me and, for a second, I think he actually 
looks disappointed. ‘Will you be in town tomorrow?’ he asks. 

 Megan glares at him across the table. 
 ‘I guess so.’ I feel so hot it’s making my vision blurred. I 

need to get out of  here, now. If  they keep me trapped in this 
booth for much longer, I’m certain I’m going to pass out. It 
takes everything I’ve got not to yell at Ollie to get out of  
my way. 

 ‘Cool.’ Ollie slides out of  the booth and hands me my 
camera. ‘Maybe see you around then.’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 
 One of  the twins, I can’t tell which, starts to ask if  I’m 

Text (C) Zoe Sugg. First chapter extract courtesy of Penguin Books.



 OK , but I don’t stop to answer her. Somehow, I make it out 
of  the diner and on to the seafront. I hear the shriek of  a 
seagull followed by a shriek of  laughter. A group of  women 
are tottering towards me, all spray tans on high heels. They’re 
wearing  Barbie- pink  T- shirts, even though it’s December, 
and one of  them has a string of  learner plates round her 
neck. I internally groan. That’s another thing I hate about 
living in Brighton  –   the way it’s invaded by stag and hen 
parties every Friday night. I dart across the road and head 
down to the beach. The wind is icy and fresh but it’s exactly 
what I need. I stand on the wet pebbles and stare out to sea 
and wait until the waves, crashing in and rolling out, coax my 
heartbeat back to normal.   

Text (C) Zoe Sugg. First chapter extract courtesy of Penguin Books.
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Because we can

‘COME DOWNSTAIRS, EVERYONE! FAMILY 

MEETING!’

Even though I was mildly curious about why Dad was 

back from work so early, and what a ‘family meeting’ might 

involve, I stayed put in my room.

‘PIZZA!’ he added. ‘Last one down gets the Hawaiian!’

Doors slammed, foot steps thundered down the stair-

case and I leaped up. After a brief tussle with Ethan in the 

kitchen doorway, during which Freya somehow managed 

to crawl between our legs and get the first slice, we all 

assembled around the table, eating straight from takeaway 

boxes spread over a layer of draw ings, uncom pleted home-

work, unopened letters and unread magazines.

Ethan, who was seven teen and hadn’t worn any colour 

except black for the last three years, announced through a 
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mouth ful of pizza, ‘I don’t mind who gets custody, but I’m 

not moving out of my bedroom.’

‘Custody?’ said Mum.

‘Yeah. I’m not leaving, and I’m not going anywhere at 

the week ends.’

‘You’ve got the wrong end of the stick, love,’ said Mum. 

‘We’re not getting divorced.’

‘Oh,’ said Ethan. ‘So what’s all this about a family 

meeting?’

Freya, who lived in a seven- year-old’s fantasy universe 

popu lated exclus ively by fairies, unicorns and cats, tempor-

ar ily tuned in to reality and began to cry. ‘You’re getting 

divorced?’

Mum jumped out of her chair, dashed around the table 

and lifted Freya into her arms. ‘We’re not getting divorced. 

You mustn’t worry.’

‘But Ethan said you are!’

‘Ethan’s wrong.’

‘How do I know you’re telling the truth?’ said Freya. 

‘How do I know you’re not just saying that to protect me?’

‘Ethan!’ snapped Mum. ‘Look what you’ve done. Tell 

Freya you made it up.’

‘I didn’t make it up.’

‘You did! Nobody said anything about divorce until you 

piped up.’
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‘I worked it out for myself.’

‘INCORRECTLY! WE’RE NOT GETTING A 

DIVORCE!’

‘Why not?’ said Ethan.

‘What?’ replied Mum. ‘You’re asking me why we’re not 

getting a divorce?’

‘If you can’t even think of an answer, maybe we should 

be worried,’ said Ethan.

‘STOP!’ said Dad. ‘Rewind. Stay calm. There’s no divorce. 

I called this meeting because we have some thing to tell you.’

‘Trial separ a tion?’ said Ethan.

‘No. It’s good news.’

This shut every one up. The idea of good news hadn’t 

occurred to us.

‘I sold my company,’ said Dad, leaning back in his chair, 

with a grin spread ing across his face.

Ethan, Freya and I stared at him blankly.

‘You have a company?’ I said.

‘Yes! Of course I do! What do you think I’ve been doing 

every day for the last six years?’

I shrugged.

‘Well, until last week I had a company. But now I’ve 

sold it!’

He beamed at us, waiting for a response. None of us had 

any idea what he was talking about, or why he was making 
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such a perform ance of this fant ast ic ally dull inform a tion. 

Freya, losing interest in the entire conver sa tion, pulled a 

note book from her pocket and began to draw.

‘For a lot of money,’ he added.

Ethan’s eyes rose from his pizza.

‘When you say a lot … are you saying … ?’

‘We’re rich!’ said Mum, leaping up with Freya still in 

her arms and begin ning to dance around the kitchen. 

‘We’re rich! We’re rich! Goodbye, Stevenage! Goodbye, 

cramped, boxy little house! It’s going to be a whole new 

life! Nobody believed he could do it, but he did! He made 

it! We’re rich!’

‘How rich?’ said Ethan.

‘Comfortable,’ said Dad.

‘Stinking,’ said Mum.

‘Not stink ing,’ said Dad. ‘Mildly smelly.’

‘Can I have a new phone?’ said Ethan.

The only clue this might have been about to happen was 

Dad’s job. Or lack of one. When Freya was still a baby, he 

walked out on whatever it was he was doing back  

then – some thing that involved wearing a tie and getting 

home after I was in bed – and installed himself in the shed 

at the bottom of our garden. He spent months on end 

squir rel ling around down there, dressed like he’d just 
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crawled out of a skip (which, in fact, he often had), and 

from this point on, when people asked him what he did 

for a living, he said he was an ‘entre pren eur’. If he was 

trying to sound inter est ing, he some times said ‘inventor’.

He was always coming and going with random bits of 

machinery, then occa sion ally he’d turn up in the kitchen 

wearing a suit, and we’d all be kind of, ‘Whoa! Who are 

you? How did you get into the house?’ But after making 

fun of him for looking like an employ able adult, none of us 

ever remembered to ask him where he was going.

One of those meet ings must have gener ated a source of 

serious money, because at some point he stopped tinker ing 

in the shed, upgraded his ward robe from skip- diver to 

blind- man-stumbling- out-of- a-jumble- sale and went off  

to work in a ware house some where. Or maybe it was an 

office. I never thought of asking him. He was just my dad, 

going out to work like every one else’s dad. What this actu-

ally involved didn’t seem import ant. As long as he showed 

up at break fast and week ends, and drove me where I needed 

to go, it didn’t occur to me to wonder what he did all day.

Then there was a week when he flew off to America, 

carry ing brand- new luggage and a floppy suit bag I’d never 

seen before. This time I remembered to ask what he was 

up to, but he just said ‘meet ings’. There was some thing in 

the way Mum wished him luck as he set off that did seem 
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odd – the way she said it, like she genu inely meant it –  

but a couple of minutes later I forgot all about the whole 

thing.

It was just after he got home from America that our 

first- ever family meeting was called.

‘Hang on,’ I said, inter rupt ing Mum’s celeb ra tion dance. 

‘What do you mean goodbye, Stevenage?’

‘You don’t think we’re going to stay here, do you?’ said 

Mum. ‘Rich people don’t live in Stevenage. They live in 

London! Dad’s sold his company, I’ve handed in my notice 

at work, and we can finally get out of this dump and move 

to London!’

‘But I like Stevenage,’ I said.

‘The only people who like Stevenage are people who’ve 

never been anywhere else,’ said Ethan.

‘I’ve been to the same places as you.’

‘No, you haven’t. And you’ve barely read a book in your 

life. Your idea of culture is ten- pin bowling.’

‘What’s that got to do with liking Stevenage?’

‘See? Ignorant.’

I looked across at Mum for support, hoping she’d take 

my side, but it looked like she hadn’t even heard. Her 

expres sion reminded me of the thing you see in cartoons 

when people’s eyeballs turn into dollar signs.
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‘So we’re moving?’ I asked.

‘Yes!’ said Mum. ‘As soon as we can! To a place I’ve been 

dream ing of all my life. There are beau ti ful Victorian 

houses, and it’s in London but it’s near an enorm ous  

park, and even though it’s expens ive, it’s filled with artists 

and musi cians and publish ers and creat ive people. It’s 

called …’ her voice dipped to a rever en tial whisper ‘… 

Hampstead.’

‘That’s where we’re going to live?’ said Ethan.

‘Yes, and there’s an amazing school where the artists 

and musi cians and publish ers send their chil dren. It’s 

called the North London Academy for the Gifted and 

Talented. I’ve been in touch already, and we have places 

for all three of you. Freya, you’ll be able to do as much 

paint ing as you like, taught by real artists. Ethan, you’ll be 

able to concen trate on your music and maybe start a band. 

And Sam, you’ll … er … you’ll have a lovely time and 

meet lots of inter est ing new friends.’

‘I don’t want new friends. I like the friends I’ve got,’ I 

said.

‘Your friends are very nice, I know, but there’s a much 

more excit ing world out there. You’re going to love it.’

‘Are you saying my friends are boring?’

‘No! They’re sweet kids.’

‘Sweet kids!? I’m fifteen, not five!’



8

‘I’m talking about being stuck here, in Stevenage! It’s 

this town that’s boring! London’s a global metro polis. The 

whole world is there. It’s going to be fant astic!’

‘You always say it’s noisy and polluted.’

‘Do I?’

‘Yes! And dirty and crowded.’

‘Well, we’ll get used to that. Once you’re a proper 

Londoner you hardly notice those things.’

‘And what is an academy for the gifted and talen ted, 

anyway? Why can’t we just go to a normal school?’

‘I’ll show you the website. It’s a holistic educa tional 

envir on ment that fosters creativ ity and engage ment with 

the perform ing arts.’

‘Sounds like a night mare,’ I said.

Mum reached across the table, took my hand and  

stared into my eyes. ‘Open your mind, Sam. Mainstream 

educa tion is restrict ive and conform ist and obsessed with  

point less targets and tests. This is an amazing oppor tun ity 

to break free of all that nonsense and have your true self 

fostered and nour ished! Even if you don’t take to it straight 

away, in time you’re going to find new depths you never 

real ised you had.’

‘I don’t want to find new depths. I like the ones I’ve got 

already.’

‘Those aren’t depths,’ said Ethan. ‘They’re shal lows.’
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‘Wearing black, watch ing boring films and playing the 

guitar doesn’t make you deep, Ethan.’

‘Actually, it does,’ he replied.

I rolled my eyes at him, while privately wonder ing if he 

might in fact be right.

‘Is this really, defin itely happen ing?’ he said to Dad, 

sound ing more excited than I had ever heard him.

‘Yes,’ Dad replied.

‘You promise?’

‘Yes!’

Ethan’s face broke into an enorm ous grin. He leaned 

back in his chair, let out a long, ecstatic sigh and said, ‘I 

can’t believe it! This is like getting out of jail halfway 

through your sentence.’

‘If it’s a school for the gifted and talen ted,’ I said, 

‘shouldn’t there be some kind of test to check that you 

actu ally are? Because I’m not.’

‘Of course you are,’ said Mum. ‘You just haven’t quite 

hit your stride.’

‘We made a dona tion,’ said Dad.

‘How do you know every one else didn’t make a dona-

tion?’ I asked.

‘Don’t be so cynical,’ said Mum. ‘I’ve been watch ing for 

years how you kids are over- tested and crushed with stress 

and how uncre at ive the whole system is, and I’ve got you 
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out. This is going to set you free to find out who you really 

are! I don’t want you to just be moulded into three more 

cogs in the capit al ist machine. I want you to be unique and 

differ ent and unafraid!’

‘WOO HOO!’ yelled Ethan. ‘Go, Mum!’

‘Dad’s a cog in the capit al ist machine,’ I said. ‘He seems 

to quite like it. So are you.’

‘Not any more!’ she said. ‘I never have to look at another 

spread sheet again! That job’s been eating me alive, but 

now I’ll be free to concen trate on being there for the three 

of you.’

‘Being where?’ said Ethan.

‘Wherever you need me.’

‘Everyone’s going to be so much happier,’ said Dad.

I was uncon vinced that increased parental surveil lance 

was neces sar ily such good news. Judging by the look on 

Ethan’s face, so was he.

‘And while you’re at school, I’ll have time to pursue my 

own interests,’ said Mum. ‘I’m going to buy a kiln and take 

up pottery!’

Nobody had an answer to this.

‘It’s going to be great,’ said Dad. ‘Not the pottery – the 

whole thing. But also the pottery. That’ll be excel lent. 

Home- made pots! Wow!’

Freya held up a drawing of a puppy, a unicorn and a 
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kitten sitting on a cloud under a double rainbow. ‘Is this 

what Hampstead looks like?’ she asked.

‘Kind of,’ said Dad.

‘Can I go now? Have we finished?’ said Ethan, typing 

some thing into his phone as he walked out of the room.

Lost in a dream about our new life, Mum stared through 

the window towards where the horizon would have been 

if Stevenage had one.

‘Dad? Do we really have to move?’ I asked.

‘I’ve worked for this all my life,’ he said. ‘Everything’s 

going to be so much better from now on.’

‘But all my friends are here. Why do we have to go to 

London?’

‘Because we can. London’s an amazing city. Whatever it 

is you’re inter ested in – anything from anywhere in the 

world – it’s there.’

‘What I’m inter ested in is Stevenage.’

‘Why are you being so negat ive?’

‘Why are you sending me to a school for weirdos?’

‘It’s not a school for weirdos. It’s some where we think 

you’ll all be happy. We’re trying to protect you. I’ve made 

some real money for the first time in my life, and this is 

what money’s for, more than anything else. To protect 

your chil dren.’

‘From what? Reality?’
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‘I’ll show you the school website. It looks amazing.’

‘For Freya and Ethan.’

‘For all of you! You’re going to like it.’

‘You reckon?’

‘Yes! You’ll be fine. Once you get used to it.’

This was deeply uncon vin cing.

‘We’re going to be so happy!’ said Mum, seeming to 

snap out of her daydream, but the look in her eye was far, 

far away, as if our cramped kitchen, our thin- walled house 

and the whole town we were living in had already ceased 

to exist.
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Goodbye, Stevenage!

Mum spent the next few weeks driving to and from the 

dump as if gripped by an exten ded back- to-front version 

of a manic shop ping spree. Going out and buying loads of 

stuff would have been the obvious reac tion to our family 

wind fall, but true to Mum’s habit of always doing what 

you least expect, she chose to celeb rate getting rich by 

throw ing away everything she could get her hands on. It 

was like getting burgled in slow motion.

As our house gradu ally emptied, Ethan, Freya and I 

twigged that the only way to hang on to any posses sions 

was to hide them.

By the day the removal van came, we had hardly any 

furniture and had to watch TV stand ing up. We only still 

had the TV because as she was setting off for a charity 

shop I’d blocked the door and refused to move, while  
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she gave a long speech that included lots of words  

like ‘capit al ist’, ‘brain rot’, ‘imagin a tion’ and ‘creativ ity’. I 

counter- attacked with an even longer and more impas-

sioned speech, making heavy use of ‘steal ing from your 

own child’, ‘video games as a vibrant art form’ and ‘help 

with my anxiety about moving house’. It was the last one 

that swung it. Naked emotional black mail laced with 

mental- health buzzwords was always the best way to get 

Mum onside.

As we drove away for the last time, follow ing behind 

our strangely small removal van, Mum rolled down her 

window and whooped like she was on some chick- flick 

drive through the California desert. An old bloke at the 

bus stop almost fell off his mobil ity scooter. People don’t 

usually whoop in Stevenage.

‘Goodbye forever, Stevenage!’ she yelled out of the 

window.

‘Forever?’ I asked.

‘YES!’

‘I thought you said I could come back and see my 

friends.’

She shot Dad a guilty look, which I spotted in the rear- 

view mirror.

‘I saw that!’ I said.

‘Saw what?’
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‘That look!’

‘What look?’

‘The one you gave Dad.’

‘I didn’t do anything.’

‘When can I come back and see my friends?’

‘Soon.’

‘That’s what you say when you mean never.’

‘It means soon. After we’ve settled in. You’ll make new 

friends before you know it.’

‘I’m too old for new friends.’

‘You’re fifteen!’

‘You don’t go around trying to make new friends when 

you’re fifteen. It’s tragic.’

‘I’m over forty! What do you think I’m going to do? You 

think I don’t need a social life?’ said Mum.

‘That’s differ ent.’

‘Why is it differ ent? Listen – nobody is ever too old for 

new friends.’

‘Except maybe the Queen,’ said Dad.

‘Your friends aren’t really friends, anyway,’ said Ethan. 

‘They’re just people you grew up with.’

‘That’s what friends are! As you’d know if you had  

any!’

‘So all the best people in the world happen to live 

within half a mile of our cul- de-sac in Stevenage?’
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‘I never said they’re the best people in the world! 

They’re just my friends.’

‘Let’s not argue,’ said Mum. ‘We’re start ing a new life! 

It’s going to be fant astic!’

‘I don’t want a new life. I want my old life,’ I said.

‘That’s a perfectly natural reac tion at your age.’

‘What’s my age got to do with it?’

‘Well, I’ve been reading about this, and during puberty 

boys often have the urge to cling on to aspects of child-

hood they know they’re about to leave behind.’

I buried my face in my hands. ‘Oh, my God, I can’t 

believe you just said that.’

‘What’s puberty?’ asked Freya.

‘It’s a change the body goes through at Sam’s age.’

‘STOP!’

‘When you become a teen ager, the body changes shape 

and you begin to grow extra hair in new places …’

‘STOP STOP STOP!’

‘I’ll explain later. I think Sam’s feeling uncom fort able. 

Finding your parents embar rass ing is part of it.’

‘YOU DON’T SAY!’

‘Extra hair?’ said Freya.

‘Is anyone hungry?’ said Dad. ‘Shall we stop for a coffee? 

Who wants a snack? Snack anyone? I’d love a Danish.’

‘They’re called pubes,’ said Ethan.
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‘ETHAN!’ snapped Mum and Dad.

For most of the remainder of the journey, Freya muttered 

‘pubes pubes pubes’ to herself.

Our new house was somehow both really posh and a bit of 

a dump. Mum was so proud of it you’d think she’d built it 

herself. She led us from room to room, detail ing compli-

cated plans about how she was going to rip up the carpets 

and ‘strip the place back’, even though it didn’t seem like 

there was anything to strip back, and the only thing I liked 

was the carpets. I thought I heard her refer to the rotten- 

looking shed at the bottom of the garden as her ‘studio’, but 

I couldn’t be sure, because I was too busy staring out of the 

window at the strange ness of this new place to listen to her.

Right outside, a middle- aged guy in a pair of expens ive- 

looking ripped jeans and bright red train ers was getting into 

a Mercedes, while a woman in a BMW was hover ing behind 

his parking space with her hazards flash ing, block ing the 

road. Behind her a man in a convert ible was frantic ally 

sound ing his horn and shout ing insults. Over the road, a 

team of skinny guys in filthy clothes were carry ing bucket 

after bucket of rubble out of the base ment of an enorm ous 

house and dumping it in a skip.

So this was Hampstead. No puppies, unicorns, kittens or 

rain bows were visible. I hadn’t even walked down my new 
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street yet, but I already sensed this was a place where rich 

people got very stressed about parking. Compared to the 

quiet little cul- de-sac of modern houses I’d come from, 

this felt like another universe. Back home, there were 

always kids playing out on the street. Here, you’d get 

mown down in seconds.

Mum quickly set about filling the house with new 

furniture that turned out to be older than our old furniture, 

which had been bought new but had got old. Our new 

new stuff was all prop erly old. ‘Vintage’ was the word she 

kept using, which I think must mean crappy.

Ethan took the room in the attic and painted it black. 

Given his choice of clothes, this worked as a form of 

camou flage, render ing him almost invis ible.

I got the bedroom directly under neath him, which 

looked out over a row of tiny gardens towards the jumbled 

brick edifice that made up the back walls of the houses on 

the next block. People stacked upon people stacked upon 

people. Everywhere you looked.

If London really was where rich people came, the ques-

tion I had was – why? Why why why?

Dad left the house every morning wearing a suit, which 

made me think he must have got some kind of job, but I 

never got round to asking him what it was. Everyone else 
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spent the last month of the summer holi days nesting and 

decor at ing and sanding floors and putting up curtains, but 

I did precisely nothing to improve the state of my room. I 

managed to unpack – just – and that was about it. I didn’t 

move any furniture, or get any shelves, or paint anything, 

or even put up so much as a poster. I thought if I didn’t 

prop erly move in, this house where I didn’t want to be 

wouldn’t really count as my home.

Messages carried on popping up on my phone from my 

Stevenage friends, but they were all about things I’d 

missed, or plans I’d never take part in, so after a while, 

when I real ised that every time my phone pinged I felt a 

lonely, echoing twang in my chest, I switched off the noti-

fic a tions and stopped looking.

Now that I was utterly friend less, I had long, empty 

hours to fill, and chuck ing a tennis ball around my  

empty bedroom was the pastime I came up with. If you’re 

bored enough, this can kill most of an after noon relat ively 

pain lessly. It was also the only activ ity that allowed me to 

stop think ing about the clock ticking ever closer to the day 

when I would have to start at the North London Academy 

for Exactly the Kind of People I Instinctively Hated. 

Starting at any new school was fright en ing. The thought of 

my first day at this one filled me with blood- curd ling terror.

Only by attempt ing to catch a hundred in a row with 
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my left hand, or throw ten perfect corner- rico chets, or 

some other random chal lenge, could I stop my mind 

turning endlessly back to the awful thought of the inex or-

able approach of the new term.

Everyone in the family had a differ ent way of 

complain ing about the ball- throw ing noise:

Dad – shout ing.

Ethan – phys ical viol ence.

Freya – steal ing the tennis ball.

Mum – telling me I seemed with drawn and asking if I 

wanted to talk about my feel ings.

I never took up the talk- about-my- feel ings offer. 

Eventually, Mum resor ted to trying to talk to me about 

why I wouldn’t talk about my feel ings, followed by liter-

ally begging me to make some kind of effort to be happy.

I told her I was trying, but we both knew this was a lie. 

I was sulking, and, quite frankly, I had every right to sulk.

When the begging failed to work, Mum told me to pull 

myself together and stop being self- indul gent.

I informed her there was nothing self- indul gent about 

being depressed when your whole life has been stolen 

away from you by your social- climb ing parents.

She told me that kind of ludicrous and unfair exag -

 ger a tion was more or less a defin i tion of the word 

self- indul gent.
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I told her that was two words.

We then argued about hyphens for a while, until I 

stormed upstairs, slammed the door and set about making 

as much noise as I could with my tennis ball.

On the last Sunday of the summer holidays, over dinner, 

Mum announced that she’d decided to start writing a blog 

about creat ive parent ing. She asked if we’d like to hear her 

first piece, and before anyone had time to ask what she was 

talking about, she cleared her throat, raised her iPad and 

began to read.

‘The theme is moth er hood and creat ive rebirth,’ she 

said. ‘This post is called “The Journey Begins.” ’

‘Can I have a sick bowl?’ asked Ethan.

‘You don’t have to listen if you don’t want to.’

‘OK, then my journey begins like this,’ he replied, 

walking out of the room and heading upstairs.

Mum looked back at her screen and began to read. ‘Is a 

life without change a life worth living? How can you nurture 

creativ ity in your self and your chil dren in a rushed- off-your- 

feet life style? Is it possible in today’s world to truly be your self 

while also being there for your chil dren? These are the ques-

tions I hope to answer in this blog.

‘My family and I have just moved to London. That’s hubby 

and me, and our three inspir ing chil dren: F___, seven and 
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already a burgeon ing artist; E___, seven teen, a highly talen ted 

musi cian; and S___, fifteen, a little stran ded between the twin 

states of child hood and adoles cence …’

‘WHAT!? Is that all you can say about me? What do 

you mean stran ded?’

‘It’s not a bad thing. And I haven’t used your name.’

‘Did you call me “hubby”? Please tell me you didn’t say 

“hubby”.’

‘I … I’m not going to write this by commit tee!’

‘Artist, musi cian and … stran ded. What’s that supposed 

to mean?’ I said.

‘Just that you’re in trans ition. We’re all in trans ition. 

We’re start ing a new life.’

‘Who is this for, exactly?’ asked Dad.

‘Oh, that’s a really encour aging thing to say. You don’t 

think anyone’s going to read it, do you?’

‘No! Yes! I mean – I’m sure they will. Loads of them. 

I’m just inter ested to know who. So I can picture them.’

‘I haven’t even finished two para graphs and already 

you’re all picking holes in it! Freya’s the only one who’s 

actu ally listened.’

‘Do I have to listen to any more?’ asked Freya.

‘Right! That’s it!’ Mum slammed the iPad cover shut. 

‘Negative negat ive negat ive. That’s all I get from you lot, 

isn’t it?’
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An ashamed silence filled the room, as if every one apart 

from Mum had simul tan eously let out a silent but toxic 

fart.

‘Sorry, Mummy,’ said Freya. ‘Can you read some more, 

please?’

Mum gestured with an open palm towards Freya, raising 

her eyebrows at me and Dad as if to say, ‘Why do you both 

have worse manners than a seven- year-old?’

Neither of us had an explan a tion.

‘What I cook for you merits your atten tion, but not 

what I write, is that it?’

‘No,’ we said.

At this point, Ethan reappeared in the kitchen. ‘I’m 

hungry,’ he said.

‘Is that some thing you’re telling me or your father?’ 

asked Mum.

‘Er …’

‘We’ve just eaten dinner!’ said Dad.

‘Well, I’m hungry again.’

‘You know what?’ said Mum. ‘Be hungry. It won’t kill 

you. Or make your self some food. I’m going upstairs to 

finish my blog.’

‘Is this your blog about how to be a good mum?’ asked 

Ethan poin tedly as the door slammed behind her.

An edgy silence fell.
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‘That was tact less,’ Dad said to Ethan.

‘What did I say?’

‘Why is Mummy angry?’ asked Freya.

‘You mustn’t worry,’ said Dad. ‘She’s just a bit …’

More silence.

‘A bit what?’ I asked.

‘Mental?’ offered Ethan.

‘She’s on a creat ive journey,’ said Dad. ‘She’s … I  

think … maybe she’s just happy.’

‘I don’t think it’s that,’ I said.

‘Happy people don’t stamp off in a huff,’ said Freya. 

‘Happy people brush their hair a lot and have picnics.’

‘I’m sure we’ll go on a picnic soon,’ said Dad.

Freya looked scep tical.

‘I hate picnics,’ said Ethan, gazing forlornly into the 

fridge.

‘This is a big change for all of us,’ said Dad. ‘We have to 

be under stand ing with each other.’

‘THERE’S NOTHING TO EAT!’ wailed Ethan.
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Just Call Me Tony

As I walked into the North London Academy for the Gifted 

and Talented on the first day of term, and began the long 

trudge to my form room, my whole body felt weighed down 

with dread. All around me, swarms of teen agers who mostly 

looked like they’d stepped out of the pages of a glossy 

magazine greeted one another with noisy post- holiday hugs. 

In my last school every one looked more like they’d stepped 

out of Stevenage shop ping centre. Which they usually had.

I’m not the kind of person who knows how much things 

cost, but every one seemed to glow with an aura of money 

and confid ence, sport ing fancy bags, designer clothes, the 

latest train ers, complic ated hairdos and shiny iPhones. 

Judging by their passion ate greet ings, every one looked like 

they’d been friends for years. And on top of that, they were 

all (supposedly) either gifted or talen ted.
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Ever since hearing about this school I’d sensed that it 

would make me feel like a loser; what I hadn’t real ised was 

that this sensa tion would hit me within seconds of walking 

through the doors. Immediately and viscer ally, I knew this 

was not my place and these were not my people. I just 

wanted to sink into the floor and disap pear.

By the way I was greeted when I reached my classroom 

it almost seemed as if my disap pear ance fantasy had come 

true. Following a flurry of quick glances in my direc tion, all 

I saw was a wall of backs. Nobody made even the slight est 

attempt to acknow ledge my exist ence, so I made my way 

towards the empti est corner of the room and preten ded to 

read a notice board.

After a while, a bearded man walked in, wearing brown 

corduroys and a white smocky shirt- type-thing with a 

neck line low enough to reveal a hairy tuft of man- cleav age. 

At first I assumed he must be the teacher, but nobody 

stood up, or greeted him, or stopped chat ting, and he 

didn’t seem to mind, so I began to think perhaps he  

wasn’t.

He walked over to me and said, ‘So you’re Sam,’ 

extend ing a clenched hand as though he was attempt ing to 

greet me with a fist bump.

I put both hands in my pockets by way of a response.

‘I’m Mr Phillips, but just call me Tony,’ he said.
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I nodded and tried to smile, conclud ing that this really 

was, despite all evid ence to the contrary, the teacher.

‘Shy?’ he asked, clap ping me on the shoulder.

There is nothing in this world more likely to make me 

feel shy than someone asking me if I feel shy, even though 

I don’t actu ally think I am partic u larly shy, so I instinct-

ively wanted to respond to this with some thing loud and 

shame less, just to prove I wasn’t shy, but in the end I didn’t, 

because I was too shy.

‘Don’t be,’ he said, in response to my non- answer. ‘This 

is a friendly place. Don’t think of it as a school. Think of it 

as a labor at ory of curi os ity.’

‘Er … which is my desk?’ I asked, meaning, please can 

we end this conver sa tion?

‘Take your pick,’ he said. ‘We have a non- territ orial 

approach here. Some people find that hard to get used to.’

‘Er … I’ll have this one then.’

‘Do you mean “have”? Or “use”?’

‘I … I don’t know.’

‘Hey – don’t look so worried. This is just the begin ning. 

Rome wasn’t built in a day.’

I nodded, attempt ing to give the impres sion that I 

under stood what he was talking about.

‘So – what’s your thing?’ he said, perch ing one buttock 

on the corner of the desk I had just claimed.
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‘My thing?’

‘Yeah. Art? Drama? Music? Dance?’

‘Football,’ I said.

The smirk that seemed to perman ently curl up one 

corner of his mouth froze.

‘You’re kidding, right?’

‘No. Why would I be kidding?’

‘Er … listen, Sam, it’s perfectly natural at your age to 

want to chal lenge author ity. I respect that. It can be a very 

healthy thing, and in a permissive envir on ment it can be 

hard to find outlets for that urge. Am I right?’

‘No. I just like foot ball.’

‘Listen – if there’s one word I hate using in this classroom 

it’s “rules”. That’s not how we operate. But your parents 

must have told you some thing about our pedago gical 

ethos, right?’

‘Pedawhatical whatos?’

‘We have a child- centred, non- hier arch ical frame work 

here. There are just a few things we insist on. Mutual 

respect. Inclusiveness. And no foot ball.’

‘What?’

‘Kicking is a violent act. We’ve found that it increases 

aggres sion and accen tu ates gender stereo typed beha viour. 

Ball games are fine, up to a point, as long as they’re not 

compet it ive, but foot ball is out. Football and smoking. 
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Though we usually turn a blind eye to smoking.’

‘But …’

‘OK – it’s regis tra tion time. We can talk more later, Sam. 

Don’t sweat it. Everyone loves this place even tu ally. It’ll 

be the making of you.’

He stood and began to clap, not to applaud his own 

wonder ful ness (at least not entirely) but to quieten the 

class.

‘Listen up, guys! It’s register! Is anyone not here?’

There was no discern ible response.

‘OK. Cool. Welcome back, every one. Hope you all had 

a good summer. It’s fant astic to see you all again. I’m sure 

you’ve all got a million stories – triumphs, disasters, break-

throughs and break downs – only kidding – anyway, can’t 

wait to hear what you’ve all been up to – it’s great to be 

back in the saddle again – not liter ally – only kidding – 

anyway, we’ll have to catch up on news later, cos it’s first 

period now, but I want you all to say hi to Sam here – he’s 

new to our strange and amazing ways – fresh blood – only 

kidding – anyway, he’s come here from main stream educa-

tion, so this is all completely new to him and prob ably 

kind of fright en ing and hard to keep up with – like a 

battery hen released in a forest – only kidding – anyway, I 

need someone to help him out and guide him through the 

first few days, so who’s going to be Sam’s buddy?’
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I looked around at the class, who were all concen tratedly 

avoid ing eye contact with the teacher, as if this ques tion 

had suddenly made the walls, floor and ceiling fascin at ing 

to look at.

‘No volun teer? OK – it’ll have to be you, then, Darius.’

‘Why me?’ said a boy in skinny jeans so skinny they 

were basic ally just denim tights. His hair seemed to have 

been metic u lously gelled in at least seven differ ent direc-

tions, and he was wearing glasses with frames so chunky 

and hideous they could only be expens ive and highly 

fash ion able.

‘Because of your charm and diplomacy,’ said Just Call 

Me Tony, as Darius rolled his eyes and chucked his bag on 

the floor, mouth ing what looked like a stream of 

obscen it ies.

‘OK – that’s that, then. See you all later, guys. Peace out.’

Within seconds the room emptied, apart from me and 

Darius. I looked at him, read his T-shirt a couple of times 

(it said ‘T-SHIRT SLOGANS ARE SO LAST YEAR’) 

and thought, Who is this freak? He looked back at me, his 

eyes trav el ling up and down over my short, un- gelled hair, 

my grey hoodie and sagging jeans, and I saw on his face an 

expres sion that clearly seemed to say, Who is this freak?

For some reason, I got the feeling that to speak first 

would be conced ing defeat, so I just stared at him.
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He stared back.

I soon real ised I was never going to win. Darius looked 

like the kind of kid who could go a week without speak ing. 

Or blink ing. Or eating.

‘So, you’re Darius?’ I said reluct antly.

‘Yup.’

‘Where do we go now?’

‘Follow me.’

He led me out of the room with a loping, stiff- shouldered 

walk that made him look like a very slow rollerblader.

We walked down a long corridor, which was covered 

from floor to ceiling in artwork ranging from finger-  

paint ings to anatom ical draw ings to lurid abstract scrawls 

and perfectly rendered still lifes. Half of it looked like it 

belonged in a gallery, some of it wouldn’t have been out of 

place in a gynae co logy text book and a signi fic ant propor-

tion could easily have been painted by a dog.

‘Worst lesson of the week now,’ said Darius even tu ally.

‘What’s that?’

‘Maths. Nobody does anything if you bunk off, but I 

can’t be bothered.’

‘Oh. OK. That’s good to know.’

Darius stopped walking and stared at me through his 

hideous glasses. ‘Let me guess,’ he said. ‘You prob ably like 

maths, don’t you?’
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‘No,’ I lied. ‘It’s so boring.’

‘Hm.’

He turned away and carried on down the corridor. I 

followed, a few steps behind, and we walked the rest of 

the way in silence, with me wishing I was back at my 

Stevenage compre hens ive, and him, presum ably, wishing 

he was at a photo shoot for an indie band special ising in 

suicid ally depress ing music.





WILLIAM SUTCLIFFE



How can you sleep through this? How can you even think 

of sleep ing? And yet, sleep depriva tion will drive you mad 

in the end: the flares in the sky, the symphony of explo-

sions, the roar of mortars, the whir of drones … all this 

chaos will beat you, if you let it.

Atef Abu Saif, The Drone Eats with Me: 

Diaries from a City Under Fire (2015)
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The City

I don’t know if I can go through with it.

Pressed against a shrapnel- pitted wall, I stare out over the 

expanse of collapsed brick, crumpled tarmac, crushed 

concrete and twisted steel at the black berry bush I spotted 

yester day, a short distance into the exclu sion zone.

I could run there in a few seconds. Anywhere else it would 

be so easy. But anywhere else, the berries would be gone.

A woman with grey- streaked hair, wearing a thick winter 

coat despite the bright September warmth, emerges from 

the apart ment block behind me. She eyes me warily before 

shuffl ing away.

You don’t see many people on the streets round here, at  

the outer edge of London. That’s why I come, to look out  

at the exclu sion zone and feel briefly alone, away from the 

noise and crowds of the city. I don’t do it often – it’s an eerie 
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place – but there’s nowhere else to catch a breath of wind or 

look at anything further away than the other side of the street.

All night I’ve been turning over whether I dare risk going 

out into this lethal, barren area between me and the fence, 

waver ing one way then the other, but even now, having 

returned with bags to collect the berries, I still can’t decide.

Is it really likely that someone is watch ing this desol ate 

space all the time, alert enough to spot one teen ager break ing 

cover for a few seconds? If they did see me, would they really 

shoot?

I look beyond the waste land towards the nearest watch-

tower, attempt ing to gauge the distance, scan ning for a flicker 

of move ment or a flash of reflec ted sunlight, but the concrete 

and tinted glass give nothing away.

When my eyes fall back to the bush, picking out the glisten 

of dark, ripe berries, my mouth begins to water, and all the dire 

warn ings I’ve heard about enter ing the exclu sion zone evap or-

ate from my mind. After a whole night of anxious waver ing, 

my legs rather than my brain seem to make the final decision.

I crouch low and sprint, scur ry ing like a cock roach out 

into the troughs and hillocks of rubble, my knees almost 

knock ing my chin with each step. As soon as I’m in motion 

the distance to the bush seems to stretch. I barely breathe, 

feeling utterly exposed, braced for the impact of a bullet I 

wouldn’t even hear until it had ripped through my flesh.

While every cell of my body drives me on over the angular, 

dusty surface, a disem bod ied voice drifts through my skull, 
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asking, Why are you doing this? When did you get so dumb? 

Why would you risk your life for some thing so small?

I fling myself to the ground in the shelter of the bush, 

cutting my knee on a jut of broken concrete, but I feel only a 

dull echo of pain, even as blood pearls through my jeans. I 

can barely believe I have come out here, into this vast 

flattened rect angle of land that surrounds what’s left of 

London.

I lie still under the spiky foliage, willing the sick en ing 

judder of my heart to slow down, waiting for my mind to 

settle, then slowly raise my torso from the earth and look 

around. I don’t know anyone else who has dared set foot in 

this forbid den place, but under cover, shiel ded from the 

border fence, I feel strangely detached from the reality of 

where I am, as if the boy who is out here, under this bush, 

cannot actu ally be me. Even though I know I could be killed, 

a vague sensa tion of immunity, almost of immor tal ity, closes 

over me. This feeling, of being present but absent, in the 

moment but outside it, of being someone other than myself, 

reminds me of being lost in a video game.

In this city, death seems to perpetu ally hover nearby, like 

a needy bully requir ing constant appease ment, but for all his 

vicious unpre dict ab il ity, some times you get the feeling he’s 

forgot ten you.

I can’t remem ber the last time I had a single minute away 

from the claus tro phobic press of the city. To have empti ness 

stretch ing around me, low curves of soil and rubble in every 
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direc tion, feels bizarre and deli cious. Most exquis ite of all is 

the silence.

Or near- silence. I can hear only my own breath, a distant 

rumble of traffic, and the usual incess ant buzz from the skies.

Each lungful of air feels like a small, weight less parcel of 

time, held and then released. It’s a sensa tion that makes me 

want to stay for the rest of the after noon, hidden away from 

all the noise, the crowds, the stress, the cramped, strug gling 

millions.

I know I should stand and pick, should get out of here fast, 

but the thrill of being alone, quiet and unseen, seeps through 

me. I roll on my back and look up. Instead of fight ing on 

through the day, I could just lie here and let the hours wash 

over me.

It’s a long time since I saw this much sky. Only in the 

largest bomb sites or out here can you see anything that 

resembles a horizon, or feel the sky to be more than narrow 

corridors of air hanging over each street.

The clouds are high today, distant pale streaks against 

which the drones are easier to see than ever, giant locusts with 

digital bug eyes which circle over London day and night, 

watch ing everything we do.

The closest one banks directly above me, chan ging pitch 

slightly as it turns back towards the city.

Sunshine prickles deli ciously against the skin of my face. 

Beads of sweat begin to form on my fore head and upper lip, 

and I fight the instinct to wipe them away, think ing of how 
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they will evap or ate, then float away out of this prison- city: a 

tiny part of me staging an invis ible escape.

On the under side of a leaf, I notice a lady bird. I haven’t 

seen one for years. Reaching out an index finger, I coax the 

insect on to the back of my hand. It ambles towards my  

wrist, its feet giving such a light tickle that I can’t be sure I’ve 

actu ally felt anything at all.

I squeeze my cuff closed so it can’t walk up my sleeve and 

the lady bird butts a few times against the obstruc tion, then 

turns back and walks up my thumb. At the tip, it runs out of 

ideas, waves its anten nae in mid- air, suddenly seems to 

wonder where it’s going.

This is prob ably how I look to whoever is in that drone. 

Though of course, nobody is in a drone. Somebody some-

where is watch ing, but wherever they are, it isn’t in the sky 

above me.

My limbs are heavy now, enjoy ing this moment of lazi ness 

too much, but I need to get the black berry- picking done and 

leave. I rise to a squat, pull two plastic bags from my pocket 

and spread them into basket shapes on the ground. The first 

few berries go straight into my mouth, and I feel my eyes 

prickle with tears, partly from the sweet sharp ness nipping 

my tongue, partly from a surge of hot, tangled emotion. 

Among all the chaos – the bombs, the death, the grief and 

strife – this simple act of finding a berry and eating it feels 

like a miracle, and that some thing so small can seem mira cu-

lous feels unut ter ably sad.
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But I can’t waste time on self- pity, and I can’t eat too many. 

These berries aren’t for me. They’ll fetch a good price, and I 

need the money.

I pluck from branch after branch, working my hands between 

the thorny stalks to pick the bush clean. My fingers are soon 

streaked with cuts and stained dark red. How much is juice and 

how much is blood I can’t tell, but it hardly matters as I pick 

and pick, gradu ally filling my bags with the dense, black fruit.

I have no idea how long it takes. Everything beyond the 

bush seems to disap pear as I work, until I hear a voice calling 

my name, shout ing frantic ally.

‘LEX! LEX! What are you doing? What the hell are you 

doing?’

I look up. There, at the corner where I was stand ing only a 

short while ago, is my father. His face is red with fury, his arm 

jabbing at the air between us.

I can think of nothing to say. The sight of the terror and 

rage on his face snaps me out of myself, dizzy ing me with the 

sudden aware ness that I have no explan a tion for why I am 

picking berries in a milit ary exclu sion zone.

‘LEX! LEX!’

It’s like he thinks I’m drown ing – as if I’m being swept out 

by a reced ing tide and he’s calling to see if I can be rescued.

‘I … I’m coming,’ I say.

‘No! Don’t! They’ll shoot!’

‘Stay there. I’m coming,’ I repeat.

‘NO! DON’T MOVE!’ he shouts.
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He springs into motion, bent double, running out across 

the uneven ground towards me.

He’s on me in seconds. Still crouch ing, he grabs me by the 

shoulders and pulls me down towards him.

‘WHAT ARE YOU DOING?’ he screams. ‘HOW 

COULD YOU BE SO STUPID?’

He raises his arm, and even though there can only be one 

reason for this move ment, I still cannot believe that he is 

about to hit me, because this is some thing he has never done. 

So I am not even flinch ing when his open palm whacks 

against my face, snap ping my neck to one side, bring ing an 

instant, roaring burn to the flesh of my cheek.

I topple from my crouch and fall to the ground. He pulls 

me up, then hauls me into him, under cover of the bush, 

squeez ing me so hard to his chest that the buttons of his 

jacket dig pain fully into my ribs.

‘Lex! Lex! Lex!’ He’s saying my name over and over, high 

and thin, like some strange, stuck song, his voice waver ing as 

if on the brink of tears. ‘Why would you do this? You want to 

be killed?’ he says.

I don’t know what to say. I have no explan a tion beyond a 

useless, inex press ible idea that some times you just have to do 

some thing – anything – to break loose.

Eventually he goes quiet and slack ens his grip, but still 

doesn’t let go of me. He squeezes my shoulders and turns his 

face aside as if he is trying simul tan eously to hold me and 

hide from me.
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‘Why?’ he says again.

I shrug, a swell ing prickle of tears begin ning to fight its 

way upwards from my throat. I feel suddenly, hope lessly, lost, 

swamped by a help less ness that seems for a moment to be 

reflec ted right back at me in the infin itely weary expres sion 

on my father’s face. In this ocean of rubble, we are two 

despair ing cast aways.

Dad waits and waits for an answer, but I have none.

‘How did you know I was here?’ I ask even tu ally.

With a croak ing, thin voice he says, ‘A friend,’ and points 

vaguely towards an apart ment block at the peri meter of the 

city. ‘He saw you. He called me. He was worried.’

‘It’s fine. I’m safe.’

A renewed flash of anger crosses his face.

‘Don’t be an idiot! You’re smarter than that. Don’t insult 

me by trying to tell me this is safe. Now let’s get out of here. 

We’ll talk at home.’

He tent at ively peers through the foliage, towards the 

border fence. Above, I see a drone again, lower now, making 

a tighter circle than before. Its buzz is louder, higher, insect- 

like.

Dad grabs my arm and takes off at a sprint. I only have 

time to reach for one of the bags, snatch ing it clum sily by a 

single handle and gath er ing it up as we run for cover.

Again, I brace myself for gunshots from the border fence, 

but there is no sound, no attack.

Even when we escape the buffer zone Dad doesn’t slow 
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down. We hurry past the city’s outer most apart ment block, 

round the first corner and continue at top speed down 

Camden Road, past a long row of identical old brick houses, 

most of them still stand ing. Just one block in from London’s 

stark peri meter the claus tro phobic press of the city returns. 

Choking traffic fills the streets, lines of rusty and dilap id ated 

cars fight ing for every inch of tarmac against bicycles,  

scoot ers, motor bikes and traders pulling hand carts, but  

even as we dissolve into the crowds Dad contin ues to run, 

drag ging me with him.

A gaggle of students is hover ing in front of the City and 

Islington College sign, clutch ing books and note pads, tuss ling 

and flirt ing under the flap ping grey tarpaulin facade. Dad 

hauls me across the road and we weave towards a gateway 

which leads us behind the build ing, into a dim alley way 

loomed over on all sides by grey brick and boarded-up 

windows. Next to an over flow ing dump ster, in heavy silence, 

he finally releases me from his grip.

It takes my eyes a while to adjust to the murky air, which 

is thick with a stench of rot. As I listen to his fast, wheez ing 

breath, his face slowly reveals itself: cold, exhausted and 

angry.

He takes off the black wire- framed glasses that usually 

seem like part of his face and wipes the bridge of his nose. 

The skin under his eyes is puffed and shiny, stippled with 

tiny pock marks. He looks moment ar ily frail and help less, but 

when he replaces the glasses and fixes me with a chilling 
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stare, an anxious jolt pulses through me. I take a step back, 

away from him. He’s never hit me before today, nor have I 

ever seen him so close to tears. It’s almost as if I can see a 

man who is not my father bubbling through those famil iar 

features. He has always seemed, above all else, predict able. 

Steady. But at this moment, I have no idea what he will  

do next.

‘I’m sorry I hit you,’ he says after a long silence.

I nod, raising a hand to my cheek, which feels hot under 

my finger tips.

‘But you deserved it,’ he adds.

I shrug.

‘Why did you go there?’

I shrug.

‘Tell me. You think you’re special? Some kind of super-

hero who can bounce bullets off his skin?’

I look down, my eyes falling on a disc of sky reflec ted in a 

greasy puddle.

‘You know how long it takes to get shot? A split second. 

You think they care who you are? You think they only shoot 

adults?’

I shake my head.

‘How could you be so stupid?’ he spits.

A surge of suppressed rage zips through me. Suddenly, I 

feel as if everything is his fault, as if this imprisoned, 

constrained, terri fied life has been designed by my father to 

torture me. For this I want to strangle him. Only by closing 
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my hands around his neck and squeez ing could I show him 

what it’s like to be me.

But I say nothing.

He steps forward, closing the gap between us, and speaks 

in a slow, menacing voice that seems to be hauled up from 

his guts. ‘I under stand that you have to be your own person. 

I know what it’s like to be sixteen. You’re not going to do 

everything you’re told. But don’t defy me on this. Do not 

ever go out there again. If you get killed, it’s not just you that 

dies. You’d be killing the whole family. Do you under stand?’

I nod, but I haven’t yet given up on the bag of berries that 

was left behind.

‘If you want to be selfish, be selfish, but not about this. The 

warn ings are clear. They’ll shoot on sight.’

I nod again, turning away.

‘SPEAK TO ME!’ he snaps, jost ling my shoulder.

‘What do you want me to say?’

‘Tell me you won’t go there again.’

‘I won’t.’

‘Tell me prop erly.’ He places a rough thumb against my 

chin and lifts my head, forcing me to look at him. I can feel 

my eyes betray ing me, but I meet his stare.

‘I won’t.’

He doesn’t let go. I sense him strug gling to read me, 

knowing he can’t.

He gasps, exas per ated, and spins away, kicking out a spray 

of gravel.
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‘Take those home to your mother,’ he says, point ing at the 

bag of berries. My heart plum mets. All that effort and risk, 

for nothing.

‘I was going to sell them.’

‘No. You can’t.’

‘Why not? They’ll get good money.’

‘Exactly. Then you’ll want to do it again.’

‘I won’t.’

‘Why should I believe you?’

‘I won’t.’

‘Give them to Mum. Tell her what you did.’

‘If I tell her, she’ll only worry.’

‘You want to lie to her?’

‘I don’t know …’

‘You want me to lie to her?’

‘It might be better.’

‘Take the berries home. Tell her the truth. We’ll talk later.’

‘You’re not coming?’

‘I have to go. I’m late.’

‘For what?’

‘A meeting.’

It’s the end of the day and he’s changed out of his work 

clothes. Since when does a car mech anic finish work then go 

to a meeting?

He walks away, out of the alley; I hurry to catch up.

‘What kind of meeting?’

‘It’s nothing. Just a get- together.’
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As soon as we reach the pave ment, he looks up. I follow 

his gaze and see two high, circ ling drones. I half register the 

strange ness of seeing a pair of them so close together, but 

when I look down again Dad has already headed off at speed, 

and by the time I catch up with him, the drones have slipped 

from my mind.

‘Where are you going?’ I ask.

‘IT’S NOTHING!’ he snaps. ‘Just forget it! You need to 

get home.’

Near the shattered bulk of Holloway Prison, he pauses, 

looks around, and glances skywards again. A middle- aged 

man in a scruffy suit, with a dark base ball cap pulled low 

over his face, crosses the road in front of us, and I notice him 

catch my father’s eye, then look away sharply. Their contact 

is fleet ing, but I sense some thing pass between them. They 

know one another, and know not to acknow ledge it in front 

of me.

Motionless at the kerb, Dad watches him enter the nearest 

build ing, a run- down corner pub whose sign, a cracked paint-

ing of an old castle, is dangling precari ously, swaying above 

the entrance. He then looks back at me, his fore head knotted 

as if he’s making a complex private calcu la tion.

‘I’ll walk you some of the way home,’ he says, setting off at 

speed down Camden Road.

‘What’s the hurry?’ I ask.

‘Will you stop this?’

‘Stop what?’
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‘The endless ques tions! Just get your self home.’

‘I only asked why it’s such a rush.’

He walks on, faster than ever, keeping himself a couple of 

steps ahead of me. We pass the gnarled, spidery mess of a 

bombed construc tion site, scaf fold ing twisted and fallen in 

on itself like giant spaghetti, and continue walking in silence. 

As we get further from the edge of London, the pave ment 

becomes thicker with pedes tri ans: teen agers roaming in  

jost ling packs; dirt- streaked chil dren drag ging carts of all 

kinds, scav en ging in bins and bomb sites; occa sional mad 

people bundled in stink ing clothes, mutter ing furi ously to 

them selves; and streams of sour- faced Londoners clutch ing 

tatty bags of whatever food they’ve cobbled together that 

day.

At the next corner, he stops, looks at his watch, the street, 

the sky. ‘Go home,’ he says. ‘I have to go this way. I’ll see you 

later.’

With a quick nod of farewell, he scur ries away down a side 

street lined with the stumps of trees long since cut down for 

fire wood. I see him glance up, but not back towards me.

He turns left again, doub ling back on our route. This is 

when I decide to follow him. He’s conceal ing some thing. I 

don’t know much about his past, but I know enough to guess 

where he might be going, who he might be meeting.

I break into a run, past an apart ment block, the top few 

floors of which are window less and smeared with soot, and 

pick my way along a make shift plat form of old pallets which 
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have been laid across a stag nant pool of rank, green ish- brown 

water.

Rounding the corner I spot him again, still speed- walking, 

too far ahead to be aware of me. I match his pace, weaving 

through a stream of lumber ing, weary pedes tri ans along a 

narrow street lined with laundry- draped balconies.

At the next junc tion he takes another left, complet ing his 

circuit of the block. I keep my distance now, hiding myself 

among the parked cars. Within a couple of minutes, he’s back 

where we encountered the man in the base ball cap.

He pauses, looks up yet again, glances at his watch, then 

turns towards me. Before ducking out of sight, I glimpse his 

face. He looks closed in on himself, locked into a thought so 

intense he doesn’t entirely know where he is. I have a feeling 

I could step out of my hiding place and he wouldn’t even 

recog nise me.

In this instant, it occurs to me that perhaps he didn’t just 

hit me to punish me for stray ing into the buffer zone, or even 

because he was afraid for my safety. Something else has 

happened to him.

I peep out between the cars, just in time to see him cross 

the road and enter the corner pub we walked past only a few 

minutes earlier.

My father is not a drinker. I’ve seen him have the occa-

sional beer with friends, but he’s not a pub man, not a boozer. 

He must be meeting the guy in the suit and base ball cap who 

we saw enter this same build ing a short while ago.
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I have only an instant to register my suspi cion of who this 

might be, to contem plate who else could be at this meeting, 

but that is enough to make a differ ence. Even though it’s the 

worst shock of my life, I imme di ately under stand what 

happens next. Part of me is less surprised than it ought to be. 

The streak of light across the sky, so quick I can’t even be 

sure I’ve seen it; the white flash an instant before the ear- 

split ting boom; the suck and whoosh of air; a breath of heat 

across my face; the mush room ing crawl of an approach ing 

dust cloud which wraps me in filth as I point lessly, too late, 

throw myself to the ground.

When I stand, my ears are squeal ing so loudly I can hear 

nothing at all, not even the screams from wide- mouthed 

people all around me. It is hard, at first, to balance. The 

ground seems to be tipping. I use a parked van to steady 

myself. I look down at my chest, arms, legs, feet. There’s no 

blood; nothing is missing. I am intact. I raise my head and 

stare through the dissip at ing dust cloud, which slowly, agon-

isingly reveals that there is no longer a pub at the corner of 

this street, only a charred, flaming mound of rubble.
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PART 1

WHEN IT HAPPENS
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CHAPTER 1

I shouldn’t have come to this party.

I’m not even sure I belong at this party. That’s not on 

some bougie shit, either. There are just some places where 

it’s not enough to be me. Either version of me. Big D’s spring 

break party is one of those places. 

I squeeze through sweaty bodies and follow Kenya, her 

curls bouncing past her shoulders. A haze lingers over the 

room, smelling like weed, and music rattles the floor. Some 

rapper calls out for everybody to Nae-Nae, followed by a 

bunch of “Heys” as people launch into their own versions. 

Kenya holds up her cup and dances her way through the 

crowd. Between the headache from the loud-ass music and 

the nausea from the weed odor, I’ll be amazed if I cross the 

room without spilling my drink.

We break out the crowd. Big D’s house is packed 

wall-to-wall. I’ve always heard that everybody and their 

momma comes to his spring break parties – well, every-

body except me – but damn, I didn’t know it would be this 

many people. Girls wear their hair colored, curled, laid, 



8

and slayed. Got me feeling basic as hell with my ponytail. 

Guys in their freshest kicks and sagging pants grind so close 

to girls they just about need condoms. My nana likes to say 

that spring brings love. Spring in Garden Heights doesn’t 

always bring love, but it promises babies in the winter. I 

wouldn’t be surprised if a lot of them are conceived the 

night of Big D’s party. He always has it on the Friday of 

spring break because you need Saturday to recover and 

Sunday to repent.

“Stop following me and go dance, Starr,” Kenya says. 

“People already say you think you all that.”

“I didn’t know so many mind readers lived in Garden 

Heights.” Or that people know me as anything other than 

“Big Mav’s daughter who works in the store.” I sip my 

drink and spit it back out. I knew there would be more than 

Hawaiian Punch in it, but this is way stronger than I’m used 

to. They shouldn’t even call it punch. Just straight-up liquor. 

I put it on the coffee table and say, “Folks kill me, thinking 

they know what I think.”

“Hey, I’m just saying. You act like you don’t know 

nobody ’cause you go to that school.”

I’ve been hearing that for six years, ever since my par-

ents put me in Williamson Prep. “Whatever,” I mumble.

“And it wouldn’t kill you to not dress like…” She turns 

up her nose as she looks from my sneakers to my oversized 

hoodie. “That. Ain’t that my brother’s hoodie?”

Our brother’s hoodie. Kenya and I share an older brother, 

Seven. But she and I aren’t related. Her momma is Seven’s 
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momma, and my dad is Seven’s dad. Crazy, I know. “Yeah, 

it’s his.”

“Figures. You know what else people saying too. Got 

folks thinking you’re my girlfriend.”

“Do I look like I care what people think?”

“No! And that’s the problem!”

“Whatever.” If I’d known following her to this party 

meant she’d be on some Extreme Makeover: Starr Edition mess, 

I would’ve stayed home and watched Fresh Prince reruns. 

My Jordans are comfortable, and damn, they’re new. That’s 

more than some people can say. The hoodie’s way too big, 

but I like it that way. Plus, if I pull it over my nose, I can’t 

smell the weed.

“Well, I ain’t babysitting you all night, so you better do 

something,” Kenya says, and scopes the room. Kenya could 

be a model, if I’m completely honest. She’s got flawless dark-

brown skin – I don’t think she ever gets a pimple – slanted 

brown eyes, and long eyelashes that aren’t store-bought. 

She’s the perfect height for modeling too, but a little thicker 

than those toothpicks on the runway. She never wears the 

same outfit twice. Her daddy, King, makes sure of that.

Kenya is about the only person I hang out with in 

Garden Heights – it’s hard to make friends when you go to 

a school that’s forty-five minutes away and you’re a latchkey 

kid who’s only seen at her family’s store. It’s easy to hang out 

with Kenya because of our connection to Seven. She’s messy 

as hell sometimes, though. Always fighting somebody and 

quick to say her daddy will whoop somebody’s ass. Yeah, 
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it’s true, but I wish she’d stop picking fights so she can use 

her trump card. Hell, I could use mine too. Everybody 

knows you don’t mess with my dad, Big Mav, and you defi-

nitely don’t mess with his kids. Still, you don’t see me going 

around starting shit.

Like at Big D’s party, Kenya is giving Denasia Allen some 

serious stank-eye. I don’t remember much about Denasia, 

but I remember that she and Kenya haven’t liked each other 

since fourth grade. Tonight, Denasia’s dancing with some 

guy halfway across the room and paying no attention to 

Kenya. But no matter where we move, Kenya spots Denasia 

and glares at her. And the thing about the stank-eye is at 

some point you feel it on you, inviting you to kick some ass 

or have your ass kicked.

“Ooh! I can’t stand her,” Kenya seethes. “The other day, 

we were in line in the cafeteria, right? And she behind me, 

talking out the side of her neck. She didn’t use my name, 

but I know she was talking ’bout me, saying I tried to get 

with DeVante.”

“For real?” I say what I’m supposed to.

“Uh-huh. I don’t want him.”

“I know.” Honestly? I don’t know who DeVante is. “So 

what did you do?”

“What you think I did? I turned around and asked if she 

had a problem with me. Ol’ trick, gon’ say, ‘I wasn’t even 

talking about you,’ knowing she was! You’re so lucky you 

go to that white-people school and don’t have to deal with 

hoes like that.”
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Ain’t this some shit? Not even five minutes ago, I was 

stuck-up because I go to Williamson. Now I’m lucky? 

“Trust me, my school has hoes too. Hoedom is universal.”

“Watch, we gon’ handle her tonight.” Kenya’s stank-

eye reaches its highest level of stank. Denasia feels its sting 

and looks right at Kenya. “Uh-huh,” Kenya confirms, like 

Denasia hears her. “Watch.”

“Hold up. We? That’s why you begged me to come to 

this party? So you can have a tag team partner?”

She has the nerve to look offended. “It ain’t like you had 

nothing else to do! Or anybody else to hang out with. I’m 

doing your ass a favor.”

“Really, Kenya? You do know I have friends, right?”

She rolls her eyes. Hard. Only the whites are visible for a 

few seconds. “Them li’l bougie girls from your school don’t 

count.”

“They’re not bougie, and they do count.” I think. Maya 

and I are cool. Not sure what’s up with me and Hailey lately. 

“And honestly? If pulling me into a fight is your way of 

helping my social life, I’m good. Goddamn, it’s always some 

drama with you.”

“Please, Starr?” She stretches the please extra long. Too 

long. “This what I’m thinking. We wait until she get away 

from DeVante, right? And then we…”

My phone vibrates against my thigh, and I glance at the 

screen. Since I’ve ignored his calls, Chris texts me instead.

Can we talk?

I didn’t mean for it to go like that.
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Of course he didn’t. He meant for it to go a whole dif-

ferent way yesterday, which is the problem. I slip the phone 

in my pocket. I’m not sure what I wanna say, but I’d rather 

deal with him later.

“Kenya!” somebody shouts.

This big, light-skinned girl with bone-straight hair 

moves through the crowd toward us. A tall boy with a black-

and-blond Fro-hawk follows her. They both give Kenya 

hugs and talk about how cute she looks. I’m not even here.

“Why you ain’t tell me you was coming?” the girl says, 

and sticks her thumb in her mouth. She’s got an overbite 

from doing that too. “You could’ve rode with us.”

“Nah, girl. I had to go get Starr,” Kenya says. “We 

walked here together.”

That’s when they notice me, standing not even half a 

foot from Kenya.

The guy squints as he gives me a quick once-over. He 

frowns for a hot second, but I notice it. “Ain’t you Big Mav’s 

daughter who work in the store?”

See? People act like that’s the name on my birth certifi-

cate. “Yeah, that’s me.”

“Ohhh!” the girl says. “I knew you looked familiar. We 

were in third grade together. Ms. Bridges’s class. I sat behind 

you.”

“Oh.” I know this is the moment I’m supposed to remem-

ber her, but I don’t. I guess Kenya was right – I really don’t 

know anybody. Their faces are familiar, but you don’t get 

names and life stories when you’re bagging folks’ groceries.
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I can lie though. “Yeah, I remember you.”

“Girl, quit lying,” the guy says. “You know you don’t 

know her ass.”

“‘Why you always lying?’” Kenya and the girl sing 

together. The guy joins in, and they all bust out laughing.

“Bianca and Chance, be nice,” Kenya says. “This Starr’s 

first party. Her folks don’t let her go nowhere.”

I cut her a side-eye. “I go to parties, Kenya.”

“Have y’all seen her at any parties ’round here?” Kenya 

asks them.

“Nope!”

“Point made. And before you say it, li’l lame white-kid 

suburb parties don’t count.”

Chance and Bianca snicker. Damn, I wish this hoodie 

could swallow me up somehow.

“I bet they be doing Molly and shit, don’t they?” Chance 

asks me. “White kids love popping pills.”

“And listening to Taylor Swift,” Bianca adds, talking 

around her thumb.

Okay, that’s somewhat true, but I’m not telling them 

that. “Nah, actually their parties are pretty dope,” I say. 

“One time, this boy had J. Cole perform at his birthday 

party.”

“Damn. For real?” Chance asks. “Shiiit. Bitch, next 

time invite me. I’ll party with them white kids.”

“Anyway,” Kenya says loudly. “We were talking ’bout 

running up on Denasia. Bitch over there dancing with 

DeVante.”
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“Ol’ trick,” Bianca says. “You know she been running 

her mouth ’bout you, right? I was in Mr. Donald’s class last 

week when Aaliyah told me—”

Chance rolls his eyes. “Ugh! Mr. Donald.”

“You just mad he threw you out,” Kenya says.

“Hell yes!”

“Anyway, Aaliyah told me—” Bianca begins.

I get lost again as classmates and teachers that I don’t 

know are discussed. I can’t say anything. Doesn’t matter 

though. I’m invisible.

I feel like that a lot around here.

In the middle of them complaining about Denasia and 

their teachers, Kenya says something about getting another 

drink, and the three of them walk off without me.

Suddenly I’m Eve in the Garden after she ate the fruit – 

it’s like I realize I’m naked. I’m by myself at a party I’m not 

even supposed to be at, where I barely know anybody. And 

the person I do know just left me hanging.

Kenya begged me to come to this party for weeks. I 

knew I’d be uncomfortable as hell, but every time I told 

Kenya no she said I act like I’m “too good for a Garden 

party.” I got tired of hearing that shit and decided to prove 

her wrong. Problem is it would’ve taken Black Jesus to con-

vince my parents to let me come. Now Black Jesus will have 

to save me if they find out I’m here. 

People glance over at me with that “who is this chick, 

standing against the wall by herself like an idiot?” look. I 

slip my hands into my pockets. As long as I play it cool and 
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keep to myself, I should be fine. The ironic thing is though, 

at Williamson I don’t have to “play it cool” – I’m cool by 

default because I’m one of the only black kids there. I have 

to earn coolness in Garden Heights, and that’s more difficult 

than buying retro Jordans on release day.

Funny how it works with white kids though. It’s dope 

to be black until it’s hard to be black.

“Starr!” a familiar voice says.

The sea of people parts for him like he’s a brown-

skinned Moses. Guys give him daps, and girls crane their 

necks to look at him. He smiles at me, and his dimples ruin 

any G persona he has.

Khalil is fine, no other way of putting it. And I used 

to take baths with him. Not like that, but way back in the 

day when we would giggle because he had a wee-wee and 

I had what his grandma called a wee-ha. I swear it wasn’t 

perverted though.

He hugs me, smelling like soap and baby powder. 

“What’s up, girl? Ain’t seen you in a minute.” He lets me 

go. “You don’t text nobody, nothing. Where you been?”

“School and the basketball team keep me busy,” I say. 

“But I’m always at the store. You’re the one nobody sees 

anymore.”

His dimples disappear. He wipes his nose like he always 

does before a lie. “I been busy.”

Obviously. The brand-new Jordans, the crisp white tee, 

the diamonds in his ears. When you grow up in Garden 

Heights, you know what “busy” really means.
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Fuck. I wish he wasn’t that kinda busy though. I don’t 

know if I wanna tear up or smack him.

But the way Khalil looks at me with those hazel eyes 

makes it hard to be upset. I feel like I’m ten again, standing 

in the basement of Christ Temple Church, having my first 

kiss with him at Vacation Bible School. Suddenly I remem-

ber I’m in a hoodie, looking a straight-up mess … and that I 

actually have a boyfriend. I might not be answering Chris’s 

calls or texts right now, but he’s still mine and I wanna keep 

it that way.

“How’s your grandma?” I ask. “And Cameron?”

“They a’ight. Grandma’s sick though.” Khalil sips from 

his cup. “Doctors say she got cancer or whatever.”

“Damn. Sorry, K.”

“Yeah, she taking chemo. She only worried ’bout get-

ting a wig though.” He gives a weak laugh that doesn’t show 

his dimples. “She’ll be a’ight.”

It’s a prayer more than a prophecy. “Is your momma 

helping with Cameron?”

“Good ol’ Starr. Always looking for the best in people. 

You know she ain’t helping.”

“Hey, it was just a question. She came in the store the 

other day. She looks better.”

“For now,” says Khalil. “She claim she trying to get 

clean, but it’s the usual. She’ll go clean a few weeks, decide 

she wants one more hit, then be back at it. But like I said, 

I’m good, Cameron’s good, Grandma’s good.” He shrugs. 

“That’s all that matters.”
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“Yeah,” I say, but I remember the nights I spent with 

Khalil on his porch, waiting for his momma to come home. 

Whether he likes it or not, she matters to him too.

The music changes, and Drake raps from the speakers. I 

nod to the beat and rap along under my breath. Everybody 

on the dance floor yells out the “started from the bottom, 

now we’re here” part. Some days, we are at the bottom in 

Garden Heights, but we still share the feeling that damn, it 

could be worse.

Khalil is watching me. A smile tries to form on his lips, 

but he shakes his head. “Can’t believe you still love whiny-

ass Drake.”

I gape at him. “Leave my husband alone!”

“Your corny husband. ‘Baby, you my everything, you 

all I ever wanted,’” Khalil sings in a whiny voice. I push 

him with my shoulder, and he laughs, his drink splashing 

over the sides of the cup. “You know that’s what he sounds 

like!”

I flip him off. He puckers his lips and makes a kissing 

sound. All these months apart, and we’ve fallen back into 

normal like it’s nothing.

Khalil grabs a napkin from the coffee table and wipes 

drink off his Jordans – the Three Retros. They came out a 

few years ago, but I swear those things are so fresh. They 

cost about three hundred dollars, and that’s if you find 

somebody on eBay who goes easy. Chris did. I got mine for 

a steal at one-fifty, but I wear kid sizes. Thanks to my small 

feet, Chris and I can match our sneakers. Yes, we’re that 



18

couple. Shit, we’re fly though. If he can stop doing stupid 

stuff, we’ll really be good.

“I like the kicks,” I tell Khalil.

“Thanks.” He scrubs the shoes with his napkin. I cringe. 

With each hard rub, the shoes cry for my help. No lie, every 

time a sneaker is cleaned improperly, a kitten dies.

“Khalil,” I say, one second away from snatching that 

napkin. “Either wipe gently back and forth or dab. Don’t 

scrub. For real.”

He looks up at me, smirking. “Okay, Ms. Sneakerhead.” 

And thank Black Jesus, he dabs. “Since you made me spill 

my drink on them, I oughta make you clean them.”

“It’ll cost you sixty dollars.”

“Sixty?” he shouts, straightening up.

“Hell, yeah. And it would be eighty if they had icy 

soles.” Clear bottoms are a bitch to clean. “Cleaning kits 

aren’t cheap. Besides, you’re obviously making big money if 

you can buy those.”

Khalil sips his drink like I didn’t say anything, mutters, 

“Damn, this shit strong,” and sets the cup on the coffee 

table. “Ay, tell your pops I need to holla at him soon. Some 

stuff going down that I need to talk to him ’bout.”

“What kinda stuff?”

“Grown folks business.”

“Yeah, ’cause you’re so grown.”

“Five months, two weeks, and three days older than 

you.” He winks. “I ain’t forgot.”

A commotion stirs in the middle of the dance floor. 
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Voices argue louder than the music. Cuss words fly left and 

right.

My first thought? Kenya walked up on Denasia like she 

promised. But the voices are deeper than theirs.

Pop! A shot rings out. I duck.

Pop! A second shot. The crowd stampedes toward the 

door, which leads to more cussing and fighting since it’s 

impossible for everybody to get out at once.

Khalil grabs my hand. “C’mon.”

There are way too many people and way too much curly 

hair for me to catch a glimpse of Kenya. “But Kenya—”

“Forget her, let’s go!”

He pulls me through the crowd, shoving people out our 

way and stepping on shoes. That alone could get us some 

bullets. I look for Kenya among the panicked faces, but still 

no sign of her. I don’t try to see who got shot or who did it. 

You can’t snitch if you don’t know anything.

Cars speed away outside, and people run into the night 

in any direction where shots aren’t firing off. Khalil leads 

me to a Chevy Impala parked under a dim streetlight. He 

pushes me in through the driver’s side, and I climb into the 

passenger seat. We screech off, leaving chaos in the rearview 

mirror.

“Always some shit,” he mumbles. “Can’t have a party 

without somebody getting shot.”

He sounds like my parents. That’s exactly why they 

don’t let me “go nowhere,” as Kenya puts it. At least not 

around Garden Heights.
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I send Kenya a text, hoping she’s all right. Doubt those 

bullets were meant for her, but bullets go where they wanna 

go.

Kenya texts back kinda quick.

I’m fine.

I see that bitch tho. Bout to handle her ass.

Where u at?

Is this chick for real? We just ran for our lives, and she’s 

ready to fight? I don’t even answer that dumb shit.

Khalil’s Impala is nice. Not all flashy like some guys’ 

cars. I didn’t see any rims before I got in, and the front seat 

has cracks in the leather. But the interior is a tacky lime 

green, so it’s been customized at some point.

I pick at a crack in the seat. “Who you think got shot?”

Khalil gets his hairbrush out the compartment on the 

door. “Probably a King Lord,” he says, brushing the sides of 

his fade. “Some Garden Disciples came in when I got there. 

Something was bound to pop off.”

I nod. Garden Heights has been a battlefield for the past 

two months over some stupid territory wars. I was born a 

“queen” ’cause Daddy used to be a King Lord. But when he 

left the game, my street royalty status ended. But even if I’d 

grown up in it, I wouldn’t understand fighting over streets 

nobody owns.

Khalil drops the brush in the door and cranks up his 

stereo, blasting an old rap song Daddy has played a mil-

lion times. I frown. “Why you always listening to that old 

stuff?”
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“Man, get outta here! Tupac was the truth.”

“Yeah, twenty years ago.”

“Nah, even now. Like, check this.” He points at me, 

which means he’s about to go into one of his Khalil philo-

sophical moments. “’Pac said Thug Life stood for ‘The Hate 

U Give Little Infants Fucks Everybody.’”

I raise my eyebrows. “What?”

“Listen! The Hate U – the letter U – Give Little Infants 

Fucks Everybody. T-H-U-G L-I-F-E. Meaning what 

 society give us as youth, it bites them in the ass when we 

wild out. Get it?”

“Damn. Yeah.”

“See? Told you he was relevant.” He nods to the beat 

and raps along. But now I’m wondering what he’s doing to 

“fuck everybody.” As much as I think I know, I hope I’m 

wrong. I need to hear it from him.

“So why have you really been busy?” I ask. “A few 

months ago Daddy said you quit the store. I haven’t seen 

you since.”

He scoots closer to the steering wheel. “Where you 

want me to take you, your house or the store?”

“Khalil—”

“Your house or the store?”

“If you’re selling that stuff—”

“Mind your business, Starr! Don’t worry ’bout me. I’m 

doing what I gotta do.”

“Bullshit. You know my dad would help you out.”

He wipes his nose before his lie. “I don’t need help from 
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nobody, okay? And that li’l minimum-wage job your pops 

gave me didn’t make nothing happen. I got tired of choos-

ing between lights and food.”

“I thought your grandma was working.”

“She was. When she got sick, them clowns at the hos-

pital claimed they’d work with her. Two months later, she 

wasn’t pulling her load on the job, ’cause when you’re going 

through chemo, you can’t pull big-ass garbage bins around. 

They fired her.” He shakes his head. “Funny, huh? The hos-

pital fired her ’cause she was sick.”

It’s silent in the Impala except for Tupac asking who do 

you believe in? I don’t know.

My phone vibrates again, probably either Chris asking 

for forgiveness or Kenya asking for backup against Denasia. 

Instead, my big brother’s all-caps texts appear on the screen. 

I don’t know why he does that. He probably thinks it intimi-

dates me. Really, it annoys the hell out of me.

WHERE R U?

U AND KENYA BETTER NOT BE @ THAT PARTY.

I HEARD SOMEBODY GOT SHOT.

The only thing worse than protective parents is pro-

tective older brothers. Even Black Jesus can’t save me from 

Seven.

Khalil glances over at me. “Seven, huh?”

“How’d you know?”

“’Cause you always look like you wanna punch some-

thing when he talks to you. Remember that time at your 

birthday party when he kept telling you what to wish for?”



“And I popped him in his mouth.”

“Then Natasha got mad at you for telling her ‘boy-

friend’ to shut up,” Khalil says, laughing.

I roll my eyes. “She got on my nerves with her crush 

on Seven. Half the time, I thought she came over just to see 

him.”

“Nah, it was because you had the Harry Potter movies. 

What we used to call ourselves? The Hood Trio. Tighter 

than—”

“The inside of Voldemort’s nose. We were so silly for 

that.”

“I know, right?” he says.

We laugh, but something’s missing from it. Someone’s 

missing from it. Natasha.

Khalil looks at the road. “Crazy it’s been six years, you 

know?”

A whoop-whoop sound startles us, and blue lights flash in 

the rearview mirror. 
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Chapter 1

The howl pierced the darkening sky and made Innis
Munro stop dead in his tracks. He pulled his hood

down, listened intently. The only sound was his beating
heart.

That was a wolf, he thought.
But it couldn’t have been. There were no wolves on

the island of Nin, no wolves in Scotland any more, not for
almost three hundred years. It was just a trick of the wind.

He pressed on but kept his hood down. The afternoon
light of early March was fading fast, snow was falling, and
he was still a good half-mile from home.

Innis walked faster, told himself it was not the howl
that made him hurry but the gloomy sky and gathering
snow. He was crossing ‘the Barrens’ – the middle of 
the island where the land was hummocky and boggy. 
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At the northern edge of the moorland stood a mountain
called Beinn Ainmhidhean. Translated from Gaelic, it
was the Hill of the Beasts, and Innis went there to watch
the golden eagles that nested on its crags. The mountain
was the only feature on the landscape. A few stumpy
birch trees clung to the hollows but this was empty land;
no crofts, no roads, no people.

To a stranger, a mainlander, it would have seemed he
was lost in the middle of bleak nowhere, but Innis knew
this ground, knew every rise and dip, every boggy pool
and gorse bush. His grandfather’s croft was over the next
ridge and he knew Gramps would have the peat fire roar-
ing and something thick and tasty simmering in a pot.

Another howl came; long, bloodcurdling, wolf-like.
Innis stopped again, caught his breath and held it. He

turned full circle, scanning the landscape, peering
through the snow and the gloom. Closer this time.

It was someone playing a trick, trying to frighten
him. Someone from school looking to mock him in a new
and different way. It was pretty lame, actually. There were
no wolves on Nin.

Innis cupped a hand to his mouth and returned the
best horror-movie wolf howl he could muster. There was
an immediate response but from further away this time,
in the distance up by the mountain. And then another
howl, much closer, a sound that no boy could make.

Innis whirled around and stared across the moor.
Twenty paces from where he stood was a shape, dark
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against the brightness of swirling snow. The silhouette of
an animal. It stood side-on to him, front and back legs
splayed, back arched, bushy tail curved down. Innis
watched the creature raise its head slowly to the sky and
another howl shattered the silence.

It was the unmistakable silhouette of a wolf.
Innis turned and ran, leaping across the marshy

ground, rasping air in and out. He slid down shallow
slopes and sank into boggy puddles, rammed hands into
the mud to haul himself out, moved forwards at speed,
too frightened to look back in case the wolf was upon
him and his legs gave out. In the distance, he saw the
lights of four crofts that sat nestled below the higher
ground of the Barrens. Home. He took a glance behind
as he ran, saw nothing and stumbled and fell, landing face
first in the marsh.

Innis sat up, felt water ooze beneath his trousers and
melting snow run down his back. He gave a shiver and
looked around. No wolves – but a boy was walking
towards him, the snow lying thick enough now to hear
the crunch of his steps.

Innis struggled to his feet. He didn’t recognize the boy.
‘Are you okay?’ asked a gruff voice.
‘I’m fine, I just tripped.’
The boy hesitated for a moment, then said, ‘All 

right then.’
He was smaller than Innis but seemed older, maybe

fourteen or fifteen. In appearance, the boys were the
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exact opposite. Innis was tall and thin with lanky legs and
straggly black hair. The stranger was squat, with short,
fair hair, shaved almost to the scalp. He had dark,
unfriendly eyes. Innis didn’t know him.

The boy turned and took a step away, and Innis
asked, ‘Where are you going?’

‘What’s it to you?’ the boy asked, without turning or
stopping.

He was heading inland, across the Barrens. ‘There’s a
wolf out there,’ Innis said.

The boy stopped and headed back towards Innis.
‘Where exactly?’

Innis pointed. ‘Out there somewhere.’
‘You saw it?’ probed the boy.
‘I heard it and I saw it.’
The boy didn’t answer, asked instead, ‘How far?’
‘Not far, five minutes from here.’
The boy sighed and wiped snow from his face. He

turned and strode off without another word.
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June 8th
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1

Run.

And James did. Out the back door. Through the gap 

in the garden fence. Not stopping even after the bellow-

ing of his stepfather had wasted in the wind and there 

was nothing but the whip of grass across his shins.

He cut a silver channel through the meadow . . .

. . . climbed the rotten, spongy stile . . .

. . . dropped down into the lane and kept on going, 

fi sts pumping as the slope began to bite.

The ‘house on the hill’ it was called. A small lead box 

on the skyline at a couple of miles. Inside, it was a musty, 

cobwebby place with peeling walls slick from damp. It 

had been there on the hill overlooking the village for as 

long as anyone could remember. Ever-present. Like a 

boulder left over from an ancient time.
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The kitchen was cool and smelt of sea spray.

James leant against the old range cooker to catch his 

breath. His arm was sore, below the sleeve of his T-shirt, 

where his stepfather had punched him. James had not 

dropped the bottle. But his stepfather found it much 

easier to blame the boy for things.

A bruise was darkening and rubbing only made it 

worse and more diffi cult to forget. So he walked on into 

a large hallway and stopped at the bottom of a wooden 

staircase with a wide, pale stripe up its centre. He 

waited, listening, until he was sure he was alone, then 

carried on up the stairs, accompanied by a tune of 

creaks and clicks he knew off by heart.

Up on to the landing . . .

. . . then straight on into a large bedroom.

Rotten bay windows.

Green hills beyond.

A stub of chalk below them on the window sill.

The long wall opposite was painted black with writing 

chalked all over that winked like frost. Wrapping his hand 

inside his T-shirt, James wiped away the fi nal digit from a 

number written large in the centre of the wall that read

1,642

and rewrote it as

1,641
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He mouthed the number like a prayer, shuffl ing back-

wards, then slumping down on the baggy green sofa 

behind him in a cloud of dust and sunlight. The fabric 

smelt, but the boy put up with it because the house was 

somewhere to be.

He sat for a while, staring at the writing on the wall. 

And then he sighed and stood up, and placed the chalk 

back on the window sill and looked out at the canopy of 

blue sky overhanging the green hills.

Sheep were grubs.

A bird circling in the blue became a taut black line.

He walked slowly round the top fl oor of the house, 

inspecting each room carefully in turn, because he was 

in no hurry to go home. Which was why he found the 

body. It was lying against a wall in the smallest of the 

fi ve bedrooms.

As if the sea had left it there for him to fi nd.
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It was wearing a blue wool greatcoat and black boots 

with eyelets and tractor-tyre soles. It was a man. Curled 

up into a ball on the wooden fl oor.

James stood, watching for any hint of breathing. 

Listening out for any sound. But there seemed to 

be no sign of life. So he stepped closer. Just to be 

sure.

The skin on the man’s hands was so white it was blue. 

Below the black, oily hair was a gash the size of a mouth 

on his upturned cheek. Bruises the colour of storm 

clouds on his neck.

Something clicked behind him and James whirled 

round. But it was just the house, the walls and fl oor-

boards, ticking over in the afternoon sun.

When he looked down again, two blue eyes were 

staring up at him. James stepped back a few paces and 
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stopped. When the man had been dead, there had been 

no need to think very hard.

The whole thing could have been a dream.

But it wasn’t.

‘I won’t hurt you,’ said the man. He was as weak as a 

kitten, his arms collapsing with the slightest weight, but 

he managed to prop himself up against the wall below 

the window, the sky all the bluer against his black hair. 

‘Where am I?’

‘The house on the hill,’ replied James. ‘On the edge 

of Timpston,’ he added. ‘In Devon.’

‘Falconbury?’

‘About three miles away. Is that where you’re from? 

The town?’

‘No.’

Outside, the leaves suddenly started chattering as 

though some great current was coursing through the 

earth into the trees. The two of them stared silently at 

one another as if waiting for a terrible shock to reach 

them. And then the wind faded as quickly as it had 

begun.

Every note of James’s voice had been sucked from his 

chest making it impossible to speak.

‘I’ll be fi ne.’ The man curled up into a ball again. 

Closed his eyes. Coughed. And then lay still.

James backed all the way to the door.

Walked quickly down the stairs.
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Left the house through the kitchen door.

He stood nearby, fl ashing a stick back and forth over 

a patch of young nettles, making them shiver. He could be 

anyone, thought James. A homeless person. A prisoner on the 

run. Someone just down on their luck.

I’ll be fi ne.

Whoever he was, he didn’t want any help.

The bruise on James’s arm began to creak and groan 

and ache, and he stopped wondering about the man, 

and who he might be, and drove the stick harder.

Nettle heads fl ew.

Necks opened.

He mashed the stalks until the ground around him 

reeked of green.
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‘Where have you been?’

James dug the toe of his trainer into a gap between 

two paving stones on the patio. But it wouldn’t open up 

and swallow him.

His stepfather was sitting on the kitchen step at the 

back of their house, smoking a cigarette, shirtsleeves 

rolled up into thick white bands. His forearms looked 

bulky and golden in the early evening sunlight. The 

smoke around him was a tangle of blue. ‘Well?’

‘Just walking about.’

‘What? All this time? Just walk-ing about?’

James nodded, because it was always diffi cult to say 

the right thing. He tried following the song of a black-

bird, and when he noticed the yellow washing line, 

strung between its poles, he tried to remember all the 

clothes that had ever hung there.
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‘What’s that on your arm?’ asked his stepfather, 

pointing at the bruise. The centre had become as black 

as coal, the rest of it raw and purple with mottling 

around the edges.

‘Nothing. I’ll be fi ne.’

‘Course you will.’ The cigarette glowed orange. 

‘Course. You. Will.’

I’ll be fi ne. That’s what James had said. He knew he 

wasn’t. But it was what people said all the time. It was 

what the man in the house had said too.

He was lying in bed under a single white sheet, star-

ing up at the ceiling. Sweat crackled on his brow and in 

the dark private pits of his body. His tongue rang with 

salt and pepper each time he licked his lips and tried to 

think everything through.

The man was not all right.

He kicked back the sheet. Peered out of the window 

into the grainy dark.

In the distance the house on the hill was blacker than 

the night sky.

James knew what his mother would have done. He 

wondered if she might be watching him now, waiting to 

see what he would do. He hoped she was, and whis-

pered to her, asking that she forgive him for not visiting 

her grave as often as he should. And then for all the 

other things she might be watching out for too.
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But the man could be anyone.

He got out of bed.

Dressed quietly.

After fi nding the torch in the bottom of his wardrobe, 

he lit a spot on the wall and ran the light around the 

room. They had chosen the striped blue wallpaper 

together. And the porthole mirror. Even the chest of 

drawers opposite the bed.

The light caught the glass and then the photograph 

of her in the little brown frame. She was smiling right at 

him.

James clicked off the torch. For a moment, it felt just 

like the car accident all over again, until his eyes adjusted 

to the dark.
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4

The church clock struck half past eleven.

James clicked the front door shut as gently as he 

could, knowing his stepfather would be sitting on the 

back step by now, smoking like he did every night, after 

the pub had fi nished serving.

But, walking the long way through the village to get 

to the bottom of the hill, he was surprised to see the 

windows in the bar of the pub still glowing. So he 

crossed to the other side of the street, staying in the 

shadows, wary of the laughter inside. When the door 

opened, he saw his stepfather, lit like an angel, before 

the man dipped his head and cupped his hands to suck 

alight a cigarette. The match hit the pavement with a 

tiny clink and died. And something inside James did too 

as he tried to understand why his stepfather was not at 

home.
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A woman with long blonde hair tottered into the 

doorway and when she placed a hand on the man’s 

shoulder to steady herself the two of them laughed. 

Then they left the pub and began crossing the road. 

James pulled back into the alleyway behind him and 

crouched down in the gloom, holding his breath, hoping 

for the world to keep on turning.

Their voices were loose and loud. Stilettos rang. His 

stepfather raised his arms like the wings of a bird. When 

they reached the pavement, the woman stumbled on 

the kerb and his stepfather caught her, and they kissed 

and became one shape in the dark, the cigarette glow-

ing like a red moon in orbit around them.

James heard his heart and worried it would give him 

away. He shuffl ed further back into the dark of the 

alley, the soles of his trainers rolling the grit beneath 

him.

The kissing stopped.

‘Who’s that?’ asked his stepfather, his voice rosy and 

golden with beer. ‘Come on out!’

The woman giggled.

‘My hero,’ she said. ‘My brave boy.’ But, when she 

touched him on the shoulder, he shrugged her hand 

away and his body stiffened like a sail. He took a big 

drag on his cigarette and threw it down and ground it 

out.

‘Come on out here. Now!’
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The woman looked away when she saw James. And 

then she turned back and whispered something and his 

stepfather nodded. Sighed. And folded his arms.

She walked back across the road towards the pub, 

her heels clicking out of time, until she opened the door. 

Glasses were being stacked. Somebody laughed. And 

then she pulled the door shut behind her.

James heard his breath rising and falling in his chest.

‘What were you doing spying on me?’ his stepfather 

asked.

‘I wasn’t spying.’

‘You were crouched down in the dark. Watching.’

‘I was going to the house on the hill.’

His stepfather grunted. Cleared the crackle in his 

throat. Hawked a foamy, doughy ball that slapped the 

pavement.

‘What for?’

‘There’s a man there. He’s all beaten up.’

‘So?’

‘So I wanted to check if he was all right.’

‘Why?’

James thought about that. And then he said it 

anyway.

‘Because that’s what Mum would have done.’

His stepfather looked up into the night sky and 

growled at the stars. The alcohol made him sway. He 

rubbed his face with one big hand. Taking out his pack 
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of cigarettes, he lit another and the smoke seemed to 

calm him.

‘So that’s where you go off to on your own?’

The cigarette glowed. Smoke blew grey in the dark. 

His stepfather looked up into the sky again. Jabbed at 

the heavens with a fi nger.

‘Think she’s up there, watching us?’

James shrugged.

‘No? You sure?’

James shook his head. No, he wasn’t sure at all.

His stepfather smiled, just enough to show the glint of his 

teeth. ‘Means there’s no bloomin’ hope for the world if she 

isn’t.’ He took a drag on his cigarette then walked a few 

paces forward and screwed a fi nger into James’s forehead. 

‘Life goes on for us the way I say it does, because that’s how 

it is now. You and me.’ He pushed James backwards, the 

whole of his weight in the tip of his fi nger. ‘All I’m doing is 

toughening you up for the world, boy.’ He took a fi nal drag 

and fl icked away his cigarette, and it arced like a meteor, 

and crash-landed and glowed and died.

He looked back at the pub.

And then he looked at James.

His chest crackled gently as he breathed.

‘OK,’ he said. ‘Show me this man of yours.’

The village was silent below them. The odd orange 

light shimmered. In the distance was Falconbury. 
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Bright. Like a spaceship had set down in the dark of the 

countryside. James looked out at it from the window, 

listening to his stepfather walking round the small 

bedroom in the moonlight, the fl oorboards creaking 

with his weight.

And then the man stopped. ‘Well?’

James just kept staring out of the window. In the cold 

night light he could see an angry patch of ground below 

him, beaten raw. The stick was lying where he had left 

it. Like a bone picked clean. Suddenly, he wished he 

had it in his hand.

‘You made him up.’

‘No,’ said James, turning round, ‘he was, he—’ But 

James’s stepfather raised his hand to shush the boy.

‘You made him up because you were spying on me. 

Spying for her.’

‘N—’

And then his stepfather was a ghost scudding through 

the dim, forcing James back until he was trapped in the 

jaws of a corner.

‘Now apologize.’

James drew a breath. His body shuddered as his step-

father placed a large hand on the wall beside his head 

and leant in closer. His breath was beery, coarse with 

tobacco.

‘You’re a lucky boy. Lucky to be alive. Lucky to have 

a roof over your head. In fact . . .’ He shook as he took 
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a deep breath that broadened his shoulders and neck. 

‘You got all the luck.’

James could feel his legs wobbling, but he stayed 

upright, looking straight back. ‘You were the one driv-

ing,’ he replied in a quiet voice.

His stepfather’s eyes narrowed. His face fl ickered. 

And James knew his stepfather hated him as much as he 

hated him back, as though a fuse had been lit inside 

each of them that would never go out. But he knew of 

nothing in the world that would ever change it.

‘You think it’s my fault? That I should be apologizing 

to you?’ James’s stepfather unbuckled his belt and slid it 

out from the loops on his jeans. ‘I wasn’t driving the car 

that hit us, was I? Don’t you go blaming me for what 

happened, you little brat.’ He folded the leather belt in 

half and then pulled it hard from both ends, making a 

loud crack. Goosebumps misted over the back of 

James’s neck. ‘Now apologize for ruining my evening.’

James shut his eyes. In the black he imagined the man 

in the greatcoat sitting on the fl oor, looking up at him. 

But, when the belt snapped again, James could only 

picture bright red sparks dancing hot over his skin. He 

opened his eyes and saw his stepfather wrapping the belt 

tight round his fi st, swaying a little from the beer in his 

legs. And then he noticed someone else standing in the 

doorway. It was the man in the greatcoat, holding a 

green beanie hat, watching everything that was going on.
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James gasped.

‘There was someone here. He’s behind you.’

His stepfather grinned. Shook his head.

‘Nice try,’ he said, fl exing his leather-bound fi st, then 

raising it as he began to shout.

But another voice was shouting too.

The man in the greatcoat thundered over the fl oor 

towards them.

A stray boot caught James in the knee and he cried 

out and collapsed into the corner. The fl oorboards 

beneath him were as hard as bone.

When he looked up, he saw his stepfather fl at 

against the wall, the sharp edge of an old kitchen knife 

lying against the soft white pipe of his throat. The 

man in the greatcoat was holding it, his free arm 

pinned across the other man’s chest. On the fl oor was 

the green woollen beanie with raspberries and tiny 

wild strawberries spilt around it. A handful of hard 

red cherries rolled like marbles in the moonlight then 

struck the wall and stopped.

James’s stepfather struggled to breathe. Spit whistled 

in his teeth and white streamers unfurled and stuck to 

his chin. A leg began to jerk. And the jerkiness spread 

until his whole body shook.

When the man in the greatcoat let go, James’s stepfa-

ther tumbled to all fours and stayed there, panting like 

a dog, looking down at the fl oor.
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‘You try to hit that boy again and it’ll be the last time. 

We go hurting children and the world’s gone mad. 

MAD!’

He looked at James. The gash on his cheek had 

almost healed and he was far stronger than he had been 

before. But James dared not speak or ask a single 

question.

‘I’ll be watching you both. All the way home.’ Then 

he turned to look out of the window and dropped the 

kitchen knife into the pocket of his greatcoat and waited 

for them to leave. When they reached the door, he 

turned back around. ‘Bad things happen to good 

people,’ he said to James who paused, hoping for more. 

But the man in the greatcoat clicked his tongue. Shook 

his head. ‘I’m damned if I can tell you why.’

The two of them walked back down the hill towards the 

village in silence. The one time James looked back he 

saw a fi gure, silhouetted in one of the upstairs windows, 

watching them as he said he would.

James did not sleep at all. Every creak in the house was 

his stepfather pacing up and down the landing, back 

and forth past his bedroom door.

Eventually, he pulled back the curtains so he could 

see the house on the hill. So the man there might be 

able to see him too.
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The man who had been fi ne, just like he said he 

would be.

Who was stumped by the same sort of questions as 

him.
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 Chapter One

MY  MATERNAL  GRANDMOTHER,  Emilienne Adou 

 Solange Roux, fell in love three times before the eve of her 

nineteenth birthday.

Born on  March first in 1904, my  grand-  mère was the first 

of four children, all born on the first day of the third month, 

with René following  Emilienne in 1905,  Margaux in 1906, 

and ending with  Pierette in 1907.  Since each child was born 

under the sign of the fish, it would be easy to assume that 

the Roux family was full of rather sensitive and remarkably 

foolhardy individuals.

 Their father,  Beauregard Roux, was a  well-  known 

phrenologist whose greatest contributions to his field were 

said to be the curls of goldenrod hair atop his head and 
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on the backs of his  hands —    and the manner in which his 

 French was laced with just a hint of a  Breton accent.  Thick 

and large,  Beauregard Roux could easily carry all four of 

his children dangling from one arm, with the family goat 

tucked under the other.

My  great-  grandmother was quite the opposite of her 

husband.  While  Beauregard was large, grandiose, moun-

tainous even, his wife was small, indistinct, and walked 

with the blades of her shoulders in a permanent hunch. 

Her complexion was olive where his was rosy, her hair dark 

where his was light, and  while every head turned when 

 Beauregard Roux stepped into a room, his wife was best 

known for her capacity to take up no capacity at all.

On nights they made love, their neighbors were kept 

awake by the growls  Beauregard made upon  climax —    his 

wife, however, hardly made any noise at all. She rarely did. 

In fact, the doctor in the small village of  Trouville-  sur-  Mer 

who delivered their first child, my grandmother, spent the 

length of the delivery looking up from his duties just to be 

sure the mother had not perished during the act. The silence 

in the room was so disturbing that when it came time for 

the birth of their next  child —    my great- uncle  René —    the 

doctor refused at the last minute, leaving  Beauregard to run 

the seventeen kilometers in his stocking feet to the town of 

 Honfleur in a rush to find the nearest midwife.

 There remains no known history of my  great- 

 grandmother before her marriage to  Beauregard Roux. 

Her only proof of existence lay in the faces of her two 
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oldest daughters,  Emilienne and  Margaux, each with her 

dark hair, olive complexion, and  pale-green eyes. René, 

the only boy,  resembled his father.  Pierette, the youngest, 

had  Beauregard’s rich yellow curls. Not one of the children 

ever knew their mother’s first name, each believing it was 

 Maman until it was too late for them to even consider it 

could be anything else.

 Whether or not it had anything to do with his large 

size, by the dawn of 1912 the small  French village had 

proven much too petit for  Beauregard Roux. He dreamed 

of places full of  automobiles and buildings so tall they 

blocked the sun; all  Trouville-  sur-  Mer had to offer was a 

fish market and  Beauregard’s own phrenology practice, 

kept afloat by his  female neighbors. His fingers ached for 

skulls whose bumps he hadn’t read time and time again! 

So, on the first of  March of that  year —    which was eldest 

daughter  Emilienne’s eighth birthday, son René’s seventh, 

 Margaux’s sixth, and  Pierette’s  fifth —     Beauregard began to 

talk of a place he  called  Manhatine.

“In  Manhatine,” he’d say to his neighbors  while pump-

ing water from the well outside his home, “whenever 

you need to take a bath or wash your face, you just turn 

the faucet, and there it  is —    not just water, mes camarades, 

but hot water. Can you imagine? Like being greeted by a 

 little  miracle every morning right there in your own bath-

tub.” And then he’d laugh gaily, making them suspect that 

 Beauregard Roux was perhaps a  little more  unstable than 

they might have wished for someone so large.
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It was to the dismay of the women in  Trouville-  sur- 

 Mer —    and the men, for there was no other character 

they liked better to  discuss —    that  Beauregard sold his 

phren ology practice only one month later. He secured six 

 third-  class tickets aboard the maiden voyage of the SS 

 France —    one for each of his family members, with the 

exception of the family goat, of course. He taught his chil-

dren the  English words for the numbers one through ten 

and, in his enthusiasm, once told them that the streets in 

 America were unlike anything they’d ever seen  before —    

not covered in dirt like the ones in  Trouville-  sur-  Mer, but 

paved in cobblestones of bronze.

“Gold,” my young grandmother,  Emilienne,  interrupted. 

If  America was really the impressive place her father thought 

it was, then certainly the streets would be made of something 

better than bronze.

“Don’t be foolish,”  Beauregard chided gently. “Even the 

 Americans know better than to pave their streets in gold.”

The SS  France, as I’ve come to learn in my research, was 

a marvel of  French engineering. Over twice the size of any 

ship in the  French merchant fleet, she would set a new pre-

cedent for speed, luxury, service, and cuisine for the  French 

Line. Her maiden voyage departed from the bustling port 

of Le Havre,  forty-  two kilometers from  Trouville-  sur-  Mer.

Le  Havre of 1912 was a place clearly marked by the dis-

tinctions of class.  Surrounded on the east by the villages of 

 Montivilliers,  Harfleur, and  Gonfreville-  l’ Orcher, the  Seine 

 River separated the city from  Honfleur. In the late eighteen  
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hundreds, when the neighboring villages of  Sanvic and 

 Bléville were incorporated into Le  Havre, an upper city 

developed above the ancient lower city with two parts 

linked by a complex network of  eighty-  nine stairs and a 

funicular. The hillside mansions of rich merchants and 

ship owners, all of whom had made their fortunes from 

Le  Havre’s expansive port in the early nineteenth  century, 

occupied the upper part. In the city’s center were the 

town hall, the  Sous-  Préfecture, the courthouse, the Le 

 Havre  Athletic Club, and the  Turkish baths.  There were 

 museums and casinos and a number of lavish and expensive 

hotels. It was this Le  Havre that gave birth to the impres-

sionist movement; it was where  Claude  Monet was inspired 

to paint  Impression, soleil levant.

 Meanwhile, the suburbs and old districts of Le  Havre, 

where the  working-  class families lived, and the flat quar-

ters near the port, where the sailors, dockworkers, and 

laborers worked, were neglected. Here dwelt the effects of 

grueling and  unreliable employment, poor sewer systems, 

and unsanitary living conditions. Here the cemeteries were 

overwhelmed with the dead from the cholera outbreak of 

1832. It was where consumption found its victims. Here 

were the bohemians, the  red-  light district, the cabaret with 

the effeminate master of ceremonies where a man could 

pay for a drink and a  little entertainment without having 

to take off his hat. And  while the rich  Havrais in the upper 

part of the city raised a toast to many more blissful and suc-

cessful years, those living in the slums rotted away in a toxic 
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smelly mess of insalubrity, shit, promiscuity, and infant 

mortality.

To the Roux children, the dock where the ship was 

moored was a melody of interesting sights, smells, and 

sounds, an unsettling concoction of the exotic and the mun-

dane: the oceanic air, the sharp bite of coffee beans mixed 

with the acidic tang of fish blood, mounds of exotic fruits 

and burlap bags of cotton from the surrounding cargo 

ships, stray cats and dogs scratching their ribs for mange, 

and heavy trunks and suitcases marked with  American 

addresses.

 Among the crowd of news reporters, a photographer 

stood documenting the ship’s maiden voyage with his 

imposing folding camera. As the  first-  class passengers made 

their way to their private cabins, the Roux family waited 

with the rest of steerage to be inspected for lice.  Beauregard 

lifted  Emilienne onto his tall shoulders. From her perch, 

the cheering onlookers looked like a sea of  broad-  brimmed 

boater hats. A photograph printed in the  Paris news paper 

Le  Figaro showed the grand ship at this  moment —    by 

squinting, a reader could just make out the shadowy shape 

of a girl balanced eerily above the crowd.

 Embarking only one week after the  implausible sink-

ing of  Britain’s  Unsinkable Ship, the Titanic, the passengers 

aboard the SS  France were keenly aware of the cold 

waters below as they gravely waved  good-  bye to the 

crowd on the distant dock. Only  Beauregard Roux ran to 
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the other side of the ship, wanting to be the first to greet 

the land of opportunities, bronze streets, and indoor 

plumbing.

The Roux family’s quarters contained two tiny bunk 

beds built into the cabin walls and a washbasin in the cen-

ter. If  Beauregard  inhaled too deeply, he could suck all the 

air out of the room.  Maman claimed that the ship’s ceaseless 

vibrations gave her palpitations. The children, however, 

loved the tiny cabin, even when  Beauregard’s snoring left 

them with  little oxygen some nights. 

The SS  France opened up a world they’d never 

 imagined. They spent their evenings waiting for the sound 

of a lone  fiddle or set of bagpipes that announced the start 

of that night’s impromptu celebration in steerage.  Later 

still, they waited in hushed anticipation for the sounds of 

their neighbors making their own entertainment. The chil-

dren spent hours listening to the noises resounding through 

the walls, stifling their wild laughter into scratchy pillows. 

Days were spent exploring the lower decks and trying to 

sneak their way into the  first-  class sections of the boat, 

which were strictly  off-  limits to  third-  class passengers.

When  American soil could be seen from the ship, the 

passengers breathed a collective sigh of relief so strong, it 

caused a change of direction in the winds, which added a 

day to their trip, but no matter. They had made  it —    forever 

squelching the fear that the  Titanic’s fatal end was a har-

binger of their own disastrous fate.
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As the SS  France approached the dock in west 

 Manhattan, my grandmother received her first glimpse 

of the  United  States.  Emilienne, who had no idea that La 

liberté éclairant le  monde —    the  Statue of  Liberty —    was as 

 French as she was, thought, Well, if this is  America, then it is 

certainly very ugly indeed.

The Roux family was quickly declared  lice-  free and so set 

off to begin their new lives of prosperity and  delight —    the 

likes of which only  America could provide. By the time 

 Germany declared war on  France, they were finally  settled 

in a squalid  two-  room apartment in  Manhatine. At night 

 Emilienne and  Margaux slept in one bed,  Beauregard and 

 Maman in the other, René under the kitchen  table, and tiny 

 Pierette in a bureau drawer.

It didn’t take long for  Beauregard to learn how diffi-

cult it would be to sell himself as a skillful  phrenologist —    

especially since the phrenology craze in  America had died 

with the  Victorian period. How was a  French immigrant 

with a thick rolling accent and no skill but reading skulls 

expected to support his family? It’s hard enough for the 

 Irish micks down at the docks to get a decent pay, my  great- 

 grandfather confided to no one, and they speak perfect 

 English. Or so they claim.

 Beauregard’s own neighbors had no use for his talents. 

They already knew their own dismal futures. So instead he 

took to the streets in  Yorkville and  Carnegie Hill, where 

many prominent  German immigrants lived in country 
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estates and lush town houses.  Toting his  rolled-  up charts, 

metal calipers, and his china phrenology head,  Beauregard 

was soon invited into the parlors of these villas to run his 

fingertips and palms over the skulls of the  Frauen und 

 Fräulein of the house, proving yet again that  Beauregard 

Roux was destined to serve women, regardless of what 

country he was in.

New York, in all of its  fast-  paced glory, did noth-

ing to dissuade  Beauregard from his belief that it was the 

most magnificent place in the world.  Maman, however, 

found her husband’s beloved  Manhatine most  disagreeable. 

The tenement where they lived was small and cramped; 

it  smelled distinctly of cat urine regardless of how many 

washings of lye soap she applied to the floors and walls. 

The streets were a slew of slaughterhouses and sweatshops, 

and were not paved in bronze but lined with garbage and 

 piles of horse dung awaiting the unsuspecting foot. She 

thought the  English language harsh and ugly, and the 

 American women shameless, marching through the streets 

in their white dresses and sashes, demanding the ridiculous 

right to vote. To  Maman,  America was hardly the land of 

opportunities.  Rather, it seemed to be the place where chil-

dren were brought to die.  Maman watched in horror as her 

neighbors lost their children, one after the other. They died 

with the pallor and fever of consumption, the coughing fits 

of pertussis. They died from mild bouts of the flu, a singu-

lar encounter with a cup of sour milk. They died from low 

birth weight, often taking their mothers along with them. 
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They died with empty bellies, their eyes vacant of both 

dreams and expression.

 Maman fed her family meals of  low-  quality meat and 

limp carrots because this was what they could  afford —    

barely. She inspected the children every time they returned 

 home —    searching the crevices behind their knees and 

elbows, the soft places in between toes, behind ears, and 

under tongues for the mark of a pox or a tick.

 Beauregard hardly shared his wife’s concerns. At night, 

as the  couple lay in bed, their children asleep in the bed 

across the room and cramped under the kitchen  table and 

tucked into a bureau drawer,  Maman tried to persuade her 

husband to leave the city so that they might raise their chil-

dren in the light  French air of their former home.

“Oh, mon cœur, my heart,” he answered lightly, “you 

worry much too much.” Then he  rolled over and fell into 

a deep sleep  while  Maman fretted the night into morning.

Then one otherwise  unremarkable evening in the spring 

of 1915, garishly handsome  Beauregard Roux did not return 

home to his wife and their four children. Nor did he arrive 

the next night or in a month’s time. A year later the only 

 tangible memory of  Beauregard Roux was in the person of 

René, who had a penchant for carrying the couch around 

the apartment balanced on his forearms.

It was rumored that  Beauregard left his family for a 

 Germanic woman blessed with infertility and a convex 

along the back of her head, which, as every good phren-

ologist knew, meant  Beauregard had found himself a 
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complaisant woman, one who was likely to give him loud 

affection any night he pleased. It was a  tale so creative that 

even  Maman believed it. This belief later led to the devel-

opment of a small  hole in the top chamber of her heart, 

which her doctors falsely ascribed to her diet and her 

unknown ancestry.

In truth, the disappearance of  Beauregard Roux was 

a case of mistaken identity.  Beauregard, for all his rugged 

beauty, was also the very image of another man caught 

sleeping with the wife of a local butcher. How unfortunate 

for  Beauregard that the butcher’s thugs found him first. 

The discovery of his body, found floating in bloated and 

 unidentifiable pieces along the  Hudson  River, was briefly 

mentioned in a side column of the New York  Times. This 

unfortunate  mix-  up had its own ironies:  Beauregard Roux 

had loved his wife immensely; he found her quiet tenden-

cies refreshing and never strayed from her once in all the 

time they were married.

Upon realizing that her husband had performed a 

permanent disappearing act,  Maman took to her bed and 

spent the next three months wrapped in the sheets that still 

retained her husband’s pungent scent. The children were 

cared for by their neighbor, a pygmy named Mrs.  Barnaby 

 Callahoo whom they  called  Notre  Petit  Poulet, Our  Little 

 Chicken, due to a habit the tiny woman had of clucking her 

tongue against the roof of her mouth. It was a nickname 

Mrs.  Barnaby  Callahoo found most  agreeable.

 Eventually  Maman  pulled herself from her bed and 

Copyright © [first year of publication] Indvidual author and/or Walker Books Ltd. All rights reserved.



12

took a job as a bookkeeper at the dry cleaner’s down the 

street. In time she made enough money to serve the lowest 

quality of horsemeat to her family three times a week. She 

also moved  Pierette out of the drawer.

All the  while, it grew apparent that  Maman was slowly 

making her own disappearance.  Emilienne was the first to 

notice this when, on a busy street corner, she reached out to 

take hold of her mother’s hand. Her fingers slipped right 

through, as if passing through a wisp of steam.

In 1917  Emilienne was thirteen years old and living with 

her three siblings and  Maman in a crowded city block of 

apartment buildings. Each tenement came with its own 

problems of sanitation, crowding, and desiccated stairwells. 

The Roux children were so accustomed to their neighbors’ 

voices permeating the thin walls that each child could even-

tually speak in several  languages —    all four in  French and 

 English,  Emilienne in  Italian, René in  Dutch and  German, 

and  Margaux in  Spanish. The youngest,  Pierette, spoke 

only in what was later identified as  Greek until her seventh 

birthday, when in perfect  French she declared, “Mon dieu! 

Où est mon gâteau?” which meant “My God! Where is my 

cake?”  and made them all suspect that  Pierette had many 

tricks up her sleeve.

It was on this city block that my grandmother met the 

first love of her life. His name was Levi  Blythe, a runt of 

a boy with black hair and  ill-  fitting shoes. A gang of boys 
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from the next block repeatedly  called Levi a faggot before 

pelting his forehead with rocks. He was the first boy 

 Emilienne ever saw cry, not counting her brother, René, 

who had a surprisingly low tolerance for pain.

 After a particularly gruesome beating, an event to 

which most of the neighborhood children were witness, 

 Emilienne and her younger sister  Margaux followed Levi 

 Blythe to a back alley, where they watched him bleed until 

Levi turned to them and  yelled, “Get lost!”

So they did.  Momentarily.

 Emilienne climbed the stairs to her family’s apartment, 

shadowed closely, as always, by  Margaux. She tore a  triangle 

out of the bottom sheet of the bed she shared with her  sister, 

took the  bottle of iodine from her mother’s drawer, and 

ran back to where Levi sat slumped against the alley wall. 

 After watching him wince from the sting of iodine against 

his cuts,  Emilienne let him touch her bare bottom. It was 

an offering she rationalized later to  Margaux, saying with a 

sigh, “Love can make us such fools.”

 Emilienne never saw Levi  Blythe after that day, nor 

did anyone else. Many believed that the sordid affairs that 

regularly took place in his mother’s apartment had finally 

caught up to her, and that perhaps Levi and his two sisters 

had become wards of the state. But then again, no one was 

ever really  sure —    in those days, many  people disappeared 

for lesser reasons; it was difficult to keep track of them all.

It took three years for my grandmother to forget poor 
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Levi  Blythe. At sixteen, she fell hopelessly for a boy she 

knew only as  Dublin, a nickname derived from the place 

of his birth.  Dublin taught her how to smoke cigarettes and 

once told her she was beautiful.

“ Beautiful,” he said with a laugh, “but strange, like 

everyone in your family.” He then gave  Emilienne her first 

kiss before running off with  Carmelita  Hermosa, who was 

just as lovely as her name implied. And quite unfairly so.

In 1922, when  Emilienne was eighteen, the Roux 

 family underwent a number of transformations that con-

firmed they were, indeed, a  little strange.  Pierette, who 

did in fact have many tricks up her sleeve, was now fifteen 

years old and had fallen in love with an older gentleman 

with a fondness for bird watching.  After failing every other 

attempt to get the ornithologist to notice  her —    including a 

rather disastrous event where she appeared on the stoop of 

his apartment building wearing nothing but a few feathers 

plastered to an indiscreet  place —     Pierette took the extreme 

step of turning herself into a canary.

The  bird-  watcher never noticed  Pierette’s drastic  

attempt at gaining his affection and instead moved to 

 Louisiana, drawn by its large population of  Pelecanus 

 occidentalis.  Which only goes to show, some sacrifices aren’t 

worth the cost. Even, or perhaps most especially, those 

made out of love. The family gradually became accustomed 

to  Pierette’s cheery morning songs and to the tiny yellow 

feathers that gathered in the corners of the rooms and stuck 

to their clothes.
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René, the only boy in the Roux family, had surpassed 

his father’s good looks at the tender age of fourteen. By 

seventeen, he was considered a god among mortals. With 

 simple phrases like  Could you please? and  Would you like? 

René caused young girls’ faces to flush with hysteria. On 

the street, otherwise  reputable women walked into walls 

at the passing by of René Roux, distracted by the way the 

sun moved through the hair on his  knuckles. This was a 

frightening phenomenon in and of itself, but René found 

it most upsetting because, unlike Levi  Blythe, René was in 

fact fonder of the boys on his street than the girls and took 

to sharing his bare bottom with some of them, though cer-

tainly not  while any of his sisters were around.

 Aside from  Pierette,  Emilienne was considered the 

strangest Roux of them all. It was rumored that she pos-

sessed certain unlikely gifts: the ability to read minds, walk 

through walls, and move things using only the power of 

her thoughts. But my grandmother hadn’t any powers; she 

wasn’t clairvoyant or telepathic.  Simply put,  Emilienne 

was merely more sensitive to the outside world than other 

 people. As such, she was  able to catch on to things that 

 others missed.  While to some a dropped spoon might indi-

cate a need to retrieve a clean one, to  Emilienne it meant 

that her mother should put the  kettle on for  tea —    someone 

was coming to visit. An owl hoot was an omen of impend-

ing unhappiness. A peculiar noise heard three times at night 

meant death was near. To receive a bouquet was a tricky 

one since it depended on the  flowers —    blue violets said,  
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I’ll always be true, but a striped carnation,  Sorry, I can’t be 

with you. And  while this gift proved useful at times, it could 

also make things quite confusing for young  Emilienne. She 

 struggled to distinguish between signs she received from 

the universe and those she conjured up in her head.

She took up the harpsichord for this very  reason —    

when she pressed her hands to the keys, its complex voice 

drowned out everything else. She played nightly rendi-

tions of  Italian love sonnets, which some later attributed 

to a correlating rise in the neighboring population. Many 

children were conceived under the amorous music of 

 Emilienne Roux, accompanied by the harmonious voices 

of her  siblings —    René’s soft tenor,  Pierette’s sharp chirp, 

and  Margaux’s haunting alto.  Margaux wasn’t strange, but 

she wasn’t beautiful like the others either. This made her 

strange in her own way. And  Maman continued to grow 

more transparent, enough so that her children could reach 

right through her to place a milk  bottle in the icebox, often 

without thinking much about it.

 Around this time a man  called  Satin by his friends and 

 Monsieur Lush by everyone else was seen carousing 

through the streets of lower  Manhattan in a  silk-  lined 

jacket and wearing rich cologne. They said that he came 

from somewhere up  north —     Quebec or  Montreal —    for 

his  French was  impeccable, though oddly accented, and 

that  Manhattan was a usual stop in a circular trek he made 

every few months. The reason for his visits wasn’t apparent, 
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but it was easy to assume that it was nothing good based on 

the rough sort of men with whom he kept company and  

the way his left leg clinked from the flask he wore in his 

trouser leg.

The day  Emilienne met  Satin Lush, she was wearing 

her cloche hat, newly painted with red poppies. Her hair 

was  curled and peeked lightly out from under the hat to 

cup the curve of her chin.  There was a rip in her stocking. It 

was May and heavy wet lines of spring rain streamed down 

the windows of the café where  Emilienne had just spent 

her day serving black coffee and sticky buns to dreamless 

 Irishmen. The smell of glazed sugar and folded pride still 

lingered on her clothes. As she waited for the rain to let up, 

the bells of  Saint  Peter’s chimed five times and the water 

fell only harder upon the awning over her head.

She was thinking of the loveliness of such moments, 

admiring the rain and the graying sky the way one might 

admire the painting of an  up-  and-  coming artist, one whose 

celebrity seems presaged by the swirls of his brush marks. It 

was  while she was in the midst of such thoughts that  Satin 

Lush walked out of the café, the clink of his leg disturbing 

the rhythm of the rain against the awning.  Emilienne was 

immediately transfixed by the  circle of light green in one 

of his eyes, the way it deliciously clashed with the cerulean 

blue of the other. She found that she did not mind losing 

the previous moment, for this one was just as lovely.

As they made their way through the borough,  Satin 

holding an umbrella over their heads and the lip of 
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 Emilienne’s cloche hat periodically hitting  Satin’s right ear, 

the lovers were unaware of the worsening weather. They 

didn’t notice how the clouds gathered and the rain fell 

in such torrents that the rats of the city flipped the cock-

roaches onto their backs, stepped aboard, and floated down 

the streets on tiny arthropod rafts.

That night  Emilienne introduced  Satin to her family as 

her betrothed, and he spent the evening praising the  half- 

 moons of  Emilienne’s fingernails.  Satin quickly became a 

favorite in the Roux apartment.  Emilienne would often 

return home from work to find  Maman and  Satin locked 

deep in discussion, a fast procession of vivid  French spill-

ing from their lips. And when René disappeared for three 

days, it was  Satin who knew where to find him. The two 

returned, René with a chip in one of his front teeth and 

 Satin missing his right earlobe. When asked, the only 

response given was a vague You shoulda seen the other guy 

and a look between men when one has a secret the other is 

willing to protect.

The strangest development during this time, however, 

was the  remarkable transformation of unlovely  Margaux. 

 After months of living in strained denial, the Roux fam-

ily could no longer hide from the fact that  sixteen-  year-  old 

 Margaux was pregnant.

This was a particularly confusing time for  Emilienne. 

 Until then each of the two sisters had stuck to her pre-

destined  role —     Emilienne was beautiful, mysterious. A 

tad strange at times, yes. But  Margaux?  Margaux was only 
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a  pale shadow of the art form that was  Emilienne.  There 

was a time when it was  Emilienne with the secrets and 

 Margaux who ached to learn the reason behind the devil-

ish  smile and lovely arched eyebrow. But, now, now it was 

 Emilienne who ached. And how she did!  Especially when 

it was no longer  Emilienne but  Margaux —    what with that 

glowing complexion, those rosy cheeks, that effervescent 

 twinkle in her  eyes —    that everyone considered the beauty 

of the family.

 Margaux never spoke the father’s name. Only once, in a 

moment of  weakness —    after a particularly grueling inter-

rogation by her older  sister —     Margaux ran a finger over 

her own lovely arched eyebrow and said, “Love can make 

us such fools,” sending a chill up  Emilienne’s neck. She left 

the room to fetch a sweater. That was the last time anyone 

asked  Margaux about the father of her child.  Instead, her 

siblings took to playing the “Is that the rat fink?” game 

 while watching men pass by on the street.

The day the child was born,  Emilienne was walking 

home from some errand no one remembered in the end, 

 Pierette perched on her collarbone. The thing remem-

bered was  Emilienne’s cloche  hat —    the one painted with 

red  poppies —    blowing into the street and being retrieved 

by an exuberant boy of ten.  Emilienne dug a penny out of 

her purse to reward the boy. As she placed the shiny coin in 

the child’s outstretched hand, she looked up into his  dirt- 

 smudged face and noticed his eyes were different  colors. 

One was green, the other blue. On impulse,  Emilienne 
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asked the child who his father was, to which the boy 

answered with a shrug and ran off, holding his penny to 

the light.

 Making their way through the street,  Emilienne paid 

closer attention to the children in their path and came 

across another child with mismatched eyes, another child 

who didn’t know his father. On the next block over, they 

came across another one. And another.  Racing from one 

block to the next,  Emilienne counted seventeen such chil-

dren in twelve blocks.

By the time they made their way back to the family 

apartment,  Pierette was in such a twitter that  Emilienne 

had to stuff her poor  sister-  bird into the pocket of 

her jacket. In her haste to get inside,  Emilienne knocked 

over Mrs.  Barnaby  Callahoo, who, after she’d been helped 

back onto her feet, announced that  Margaux had given 

birth.

“It’s a boy,”  Notre  Petit  Poulet said, her tiny fingers 

fluttering with excitement, “with black hair. But his eyes! 

One’s blue, and the other? The other’s green!”

 Emilienne walked into the apartment and found  Satin 

Lush, the man she would never call her betrothed again, 

sitting on the sill of an open window, smoking a cigarette. 

He shrugged when he saw her. “You know how it goes,” 

he said.

In disgust,  Emilienne charged toward him and, with an 

angry shove, pushed him out the window as she screamed, 

“ Eighteen children!”
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 Satin Lush bounced off the pavement, sprang to his 

feet, and ran away, never to be seen again.

 Whether it was the arrival of  Margaux’s child or  Satin 

Lush’s betrayal that led to the downfall of the Roux fam-

ily remains unresolved. But it was only a few hours later 

that young  Margaux was found in the community bath-

room down the hall. She’d carved out her own heart 

using a  silver knife and laid it with care on the floor by the 

 bathtub.  Below the red mass of sinew and blood was a note 

addressed to  Emilienne:

Mon cœur entier pendant ma vie entière.

My  whole heart for my entire life.

The child died soon after.  Margaux was a mother for 

approximately six hours. The date was  March 1, 1923.

Love, as most know, follows its own timeline, disregard-

ing our intentions or  well-  rehearsed plans. Soon after his 

sister’s demise, René fell in love with an older married 

man.  William  Peyton wept the day he met René Roux. It 

was in a rather compromising embrace that  William’s wife 

caught René and her husband in the bed where she herself 

had been turned away night after night for two decades. In 

his haste to flee the unpleasant scene, René ran out into the 

street, forgetting to take his clothes with him.

As he ran through the  shop-  lined blocks toward his 

family’s apartment, he was followed by a growing crowd of 

women (and a few men), all wrought with hysteria over the 

sight of René Roux’s naked buttocks. The frenzy quickly 

Copyright © [first year of publication] Indvidual author and/or Walker Books Ltd. All rights reserved.



escalated into a  full-  fledged riot that lasted four and a half 

days.  Several kosher businesses were burned to the ground 

and three  people were  trampled to death, including tiny 

Mrs.  Barnaby  Callahoo.  Bonsoir,  Notre  Petit  Poulet.

Once the panic finally subsided, René’s lover sent a 

message to the Roux apartment, begging René to meet 

him at the docks along the  Hudson  River that night. The 

next morning the Roux  family —    what was left of  them —    

awoke to find René’s body on their doorstep, a handker-

chief covering the place where  William  Peyton had shot 

him in his handsome face.
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BEFORE THE BEGINNING
An apostrophe

Ten years earlier

David

She doesn’t remem ber that first time we met, down our 

field where she played her game of sticks and stones. How 

she squat ted on the mulched leaves, dark hair falling over 

her shoulders.

I’d asked the girl what she was doing. I was tired of Oisín’s 

games, of always playing sidekick to his hero. Oisín’s games 

that usually involved hard fists on my arms and stomach.

‘Reading.’

‘Leaves aren’t for reading.’

I heard Dad in the mocking tone of my voice. The way 

Dad spoke when he wasn’t sure of some thing. When he 

knew he might be wrong.

‘I read them.’

She moved one of the leaves from a cracked twig as if 

this made everything clearer.
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It was just a child’s game, the muck and leaves and twigs. 

Just a no one girl from the village who looked like she 

hadn’t seen a soaped- up wash cloth in days. But the way  

she sat. Her fierce concen tra tion.

‘Tell me,’ I said, crouch ing beside her. I was bigger, but 

she acted older. ‘What are you reading?’

‘It’s a story,’ she said. ‘An apostrophe.’

I looked at her in confu sion but she was point ing down. 

‘This family is broken. That’s the daddy.’ A mottled leaf near 

a twig. ‘And he’s destroyed. Because of greed.’

‘And the mammy?’

Against my will, I was drawn in. The sticks seemed to 

take on form. Shadow figures planted in the earth. I could 

almost hear them whis per ing, like in the old days when 

trees and wind and water spoke to us. I examined the girl, 

curious.

‘Bleeding. But not from cuts.’ The girl ran a finger along 

a stick lying flat near a mossy rock. ‘She bleeds in her heart 

and it will kill her quietly and slowly. The mammy will be 

dead a long time before she knows she is.

‘The brother, also ruined.’ She pointed to the broken 

twig, ‘After being made to pay for it all.’

‘And this one?’ I touch the only stick stand ing, planted in 

the earth.

‘That’s the one who caused it all. That’s the one who 
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destroyed them.’ She looked at me from beneath her lashes. 

‘That’s you.’

I recoiled from the girl. She brushed hair from her eyes, 

streak ing more muck on her face.

Just a game.

But for a second it wasn’t mulch on the lake shoreline 

and I floundered. It was more like a law where each item 

had real power. But this child wasn’t one of us, she wasn’t 

judge. She couldn’t know the power of words or how to 

form a law.

I kicked at the leaves and sticks and then I stepped on 

them to be sure. A twig cracked beneath my shoe.

‘Wait,’ she said.

 I turned, scrab bling away.

‘I haven’t told you how it all turns out.’

But she had. Ruin and destruc tion. All my fault.

As I ran, I could hear Dad’s laughter echoing through  

my head. Running along the lake, I imagined the silent 

stares of Mamó and Oisín observing my weak ness. Afraid 

of a little girl.

I was out of breath when I crashed through the trees 

between the shoreline and the Rookery. My knees were 

blood ied and my face scratched. My palms were grazed, 

with gravel embed ded in the skin.

That day, I swore I would never run from a girl again. 
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How could I, second son of Jarlath Creagh, thir teen gener-

a tions of fear some garraíodóirí, be afraid of a skinny child 

playing in muck?

I ran up behind the house, too close to Mamó’s cottage.

Mistake. I should have gone around, and come in through 

the front drive. Mamó was outside, examin ing the flowers 

on the path.

‘Davey.’ Mamó’s voice was like skid ding on small stones.

My feet were rooted to the ground. I wasn’t sure which 

was worse: Mamó or Dad finding me like this. If I was lucky, 

it would have been Mammy with her soft pale hair. She 

would have pulled me into her arms and cooed and lied.

Mamó was a statue. A single disfigured finger crooked to 

summon me.

‘What’s wrong?’

My feet walked towards her as if compelled. Mamó 

always said magic, proper magic that was silver and shiny, 

was stuck. That we made do with grey magic, slow and 

plod ding, or blue magic, rare and hard to come by, because 

silver was blocked to us.

But some times, and for some people, it seemed the silver 

magic leaked out. That some people had found, mined, 

stolen, hoarded silver, and for them the usual rules didn’t 

apply. If anyone had siphoned silver it was Mamó. My father’s 

mother.



5

‘What happened?’ she said again as I stared at her black 

slacks. Mamó always dressed smart, even when she was 

tending her flower beds. And always in black. To remind 

every one that she’s supposed to be descen ded from the 

Badb Catha, the Crow-Mother and goddess of battle.

‘I fell.’

Her bony hand with its twisted fingers clutched my 

shoulder. It prob ably hurt her more than it did me.

‘Don’t lie to me.’

I felt tears prick ing. But she couldn’t see me cry. I swal-

lowed hard to get rid of the wedge in my throat.

‘You can lie to your soft, spoilt mammy. You can lie to 

your stronger, meaner brother. Lie to your daddy, if you 

dare. But don’t even try lying to me.’

‘There was a girl.’ My voice was weak and choked.

‘Speak up, Davey.’

‘There was a girl. I think she is a witch.’

‘No such thing as witches.’ Mamó held on to my shoulder, 

leaning over me and clutch ing tighter than those twisted 

fingers could surely manage. The smell of cigar ettes clung 

to her turtle neck jumper.

‘It was just a stupid girl,’ I said, fight ing tears. ‘Playing a 

game. She preten ded she could read things in the mulch.’

‘The mulch?’ Mamó said. ‘What did she say?’

‘That our family was destroyed.’ I shut my big mouth 
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from saying that it was me who destroyed them all. ‘Every 

one of us dead or ruined. It was like she could tell the 

future through the stones.’

‘Did the rooks complain?’

‘No.’ I sounded sullen. ‘She was just a stupid girl from  

the village.’

Mamó let go of my shoulder. She looked out across the 

garden, think ing.

‘Nothing to worry about,’ she said even tu ally. ‘But mind 

that girl.’

‘Yes, Mamó.’ I started walking away.

‘Davey,’ Mamó called me. ‘Remember what I told you. 

How must you deal with some thing that threatens you?’

‘Make sure it doesn’t,’ I said, the smell of cigar ette smoke 

and roses making me feel sick. ‘Contain the threat.’

‘What else?’

‘Always turn the threat back on itself.’

‘That’s right. Be sure that you’re the threat, Davey. Never 

the prey.’

But how, I wanted to ask her.

‘If that little girl likes games so much,’ Mamó said, holding 

my eye, ‘make sure she plays one with your rules.’

And she was done with me. Mamó turned back to her 

flowers, check ing the roses for signs of disease.
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Last night I squeezed through the back hedge and 

into the field behind.

LAS

Zara

It’s evening and Dad is in the down stairs bath room. The 

scrape of his razor against skin is both famil iar and strange: 

it’s been years since I’ve watched him shave. Through the 

door, the edge of his arm moves in a careful down ward 

stroke. His eyes, dark with grief, appraise his reflec tion.

‘Dad?’ I push the door open. Rinsing, he startles slightly.

‘Zara.’ He speaks to the me in the mirror. The smell of 

his shaving oil is thick in the small room.

‘You going out?’ I hate that I sound so afraid.

‘There’s a work thing on.’ He rubs his jaw. I wait a 

moment, wanting to ask more: what kind of work thing? 

Who else is going? But these are not my ques tions to ask.

‘Where’s Mom?’

ONE
For Laila
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‘Upstairs. Sorting.’ Dad is clean ing up the sink, packing 

his things in a little bag which he stashes in the drawer. ‘Tell 

her I had to run.’ He pulls on a shirt hanging from the door.

He’s halfway to the front door when I summon the 

nerve. ‘Seriously?’

He doesn’t look back as he pauses at the door. ‘I’m  

late, Zara.’

He waits a beat, and I’m think ing: late for whom?

I’m think ing: coward, he won’t even tell Mom himself.

The door slams, emphas ising the quiet.

I hate this house. I hate that after ten months of living 

here, it still feels new. I hate its modern cookie- cutter 

design, replic ated by the two houses next door, both 

abruptly empty since January. I hate how it squats like a 

tres passer beside the gates to a large estate, the Rookery. I 

hate how we have become while living in it.

I hate most that it’s where Laila was last with us.

‘Dad gone out?’ Adam appears in the doorway to the 

kitchen. This is how we live now, scut tling in the shadows 

from one room to another, hoping we don’t have to engage.

‘Yeah. Work, he said.’

No girl should think about her father heading into the 

city like this. No girl should think of her father in a restaur-

ant, his gaze on an unknown woman, prob ably with red 

lipstick, on the other side of a candle. Or maybe in a booth 
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in some hip, too- young place, his hand settled on the inside 

of a thigh. Sheer tights and high heels.

Adam hasn’t yet learned to hide what he’s feeling. His 

fear makes him look younger than his fifteen years and I 

wish so hard that Laila were here with us.

‘I’m heading out.’ He’s defiant, but it’s unne ces sary. There 

was a time someone would have stopped him. Checked on 

his home work. But if Mom’s sorting things, she won’t notice.

‘Don’t do anything stupid,’ I warn him. ‘You know she’s 

looking for an excuse.’

He leaves and I’m alone in the passage, think ing about 

Dad’s work thing.

The door to the room at the top of the stairs is open. 

Laila’s room. But she’s not there.

We lost Laila long before we buried her ashes. Even in 

those months before she died, she wasn’t really with us. 

Laila seemed to fade out slowly, every day a little less present 

until one day she wasn’t there.

They found her that cold March morning on the village 

green. I imagine her staring up to the morning sky with 

unsee ing eyes, her cream faux fur spread beneath her.

They’d thought she’d fallen asleep, maybe taken some 

pills, maybe too much to drink. A fleet ing mistake because 

they knew within seconds that she was dead: the fixed gaze, 

her right arm bent to touch her heart. No blood, no 
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bruis ing. And later, doctors searched beneath her skin, 

examin ing her from the inside out and finding only a riddle. 

There is no reason why she should have died that morning. 

It was like someone had flipped an off switch and Laila just 

stopped. Then dropped down to the frost- covered grass, 

eyes to the sky.

Upstairs, Mom’s on Laila’s bed with the contents of the 

middle drawer dumped on the pale blue covers. But her 

sorting never achieves anything. Laila’s clothes are still in 

the ward robe, her desk stacked with text books.

On the wall is a giant cork board with photo graphs of 

Laila smiling, Laila in the woods. A study plan, in bright 

colours, for the Leaving Cert exams she’ll never sit.

Mom picks up the charm brace let she’d bought Laila for 

her eight eenth birth day.

‘Did Dad get the dinner on?’

‘Dad’s not here.’

‘He went out?’ Mom falters a moment.

‘Work,’ I beg her to play along. ‘Said he was running late.’

We’ll pretend that Dad is at a work thing and there isn’t 

anything to worry about. We’ve done it so many times, why 

stop now?

I don’t tell her about the shaving down stairs. I don’t tell 

her about the pungent oil or the trendy shirt I know cost 

stupid money.
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Mom’s eyes on Laila’s brace let are wide and fixed. She 

touches the crow charm.

‘Is this new?’ It’s a black, ugly thing. Two black pearl eyes. 

Too big for the delic ate gold brace let.

I’d not noticed it before, but then I wasn’t really looking. 

It doesn’t belong with the gold heart, star and fish. It’s 

wrong, somehow. It unsettles me in the way of a voodoo 

doll stuck with pins.

‘Does it matter?’ I say.

I get up from the bed and touch a picture of Laila  

laugh ing. The impossib il ity of it all, that she was here  

and laugh ing and now she’s not and never can be, hits me 

like a fist in the gut. More precisely: it feels like someone 

has punched right through me, tearing through skin, fat and 

muscle, to wrench out my organs in their blood ied hand.

The picture is from just before March, because her hair 

is still long and the trees are begin ning to bud. The resem-

b lance between us is too close. Looking at photos of Laila is 

like looking into a distor ted mirror. Her eyes are darker, the 

honey gold in her brown hair more pronounced.

Behind her is a massive grey house I don’t recog nise. 

How did I miss so much of her life? How is there so much 

I don’t know?

‘Pearls are for tears,’ Mom says, looking at the crow’s eyes.

Mom is full of weird super sti tions I don’t entirely 
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under stand. They’re from her child hood, passed down by 

her mother and aunts like some kind of arcane know ledge. 

Theirs is a bond formed by stories, by songs and recipes 

handed down gener a tions. By women with soft cloth 

cover ing their hair, and henna- stained finger nails. The early 

morning call to prayer chanted through the wind. Stories of 

slave ancest ors and curses, of boys who dance with swords, 

that make me shiver a little when I hear them.

Mom and Dad are not from here. She’s from South 

Africa, and Dad was too, kind of, but he grew up in Australia. 

They met when he was visit ing relat ives, and he swept  

her off her feet. They settled in Dublin before we were 

born, when Dad got a job at the univer sity. Mom’s never 

fully made peace with what she’d left behind. And now she 

wants to go back, to her real home, and I won’t let that 

happen.

This village was supposed to be our new begin ning, not 

a place of endings. Last June, living in the city suburbs, Adam 

was in a dark place. Then Laila was caught with a mind- 

alter ing drug, and Dad with Lindy from Human Resources 

in an under ground car park. We weren’t supposed to know 

about Dad and Lindy from HR but of course we did. 

Mostly because she wasn’t the first Lindy.

Mom had been furious. She’d had enough. It was the  

line in the sand, she’d said in a cold, detached voice. We 
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were leaving. She was taking the three of us and start ing 

over in a place I’d only visited a handful of times.  

Without him.

Adam and I were dead set against it, we didn’t want to  

be so massively uprooted in our last years of school. Laila 

preten ded not to care, mostly because turning eight een, she 

could stay if she had a mind to work.

Dad begged for a second chance, arguing that Laila and 

Adam needed stabil ity more than moving away or a hellish 

custody battle. We all piled in, resist ant.

Fearful of our family split ting up, Mom was defeated  

and agreed to start over. One last chance. With an iron clad 

condi tion: that we move. Away from the city and its tempta-

tions. Her prac tice partner would buy her out, Dad would 

nego ti ate remote office days and we would focus on rebuild-

ing our family.

We sold up and moved to this new build in a sweet 

village at the far edge of the commuter belt. Kilshamble. 

When Mom had said quiet, I hadn’t real ised that she meant 

the village at the end of world.

We barely see Dad, who commutes to the city with no 

remote office days. Mom tried doctor ing part- time and 

baking bread in the after noons. After two weeks of hard, taste-

less loaves she was clam our ing for more hours at Dr Kelly’s 

prac tice.
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And I’m half left behind, pining for my friends and a boy 

called Nathan. We moved to Kilshamble for a new begin-

ning. Now Laila is dead, and Mom is hell- bent on finding 

proof that she died because of drugs. Mom blames herself. 

That if she hadn’t given Dad another chance, we’d be far 

away and Laila would be alive.

‘Leave this,’ I say. Mom’s hunched over the bright plastic 

accessor ies, utterly miser able.

She wraps Laila’s charm brace let around my wrist and I 

recoil. I don’t want it.

‘Will you wear this?’ She pulls the hook on the clasp. ‘For 

Laila?’

I’m frozen. I don’t want the brace let.

‘She’d want you to have it.’ Mom frowns at the crow as 

she clasps the brace let around my wrist. ‘Remove that one. 

I don’t like it.’

Which makes me decide to keep the crow. I will wear 

the brace let the way Laila did.

Looking down at Mom, her red- rimmed eyes and quiet 

desper a tion, I under stand. She needs to know it’s not her 

fault. That she didn’t let Laila down.

You can’t say sorry to ashes.

‘I’m going to Cape Town.’ She doesn’t look at me as she 

puts Laila’s things away. ‘Next month. For a week. I need to 

do this alone.’
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Which means she’s going to invest ig ate. To see how she 

could move us there.

If Mom keeps blaming herself, I’ll be made to move far 

away no matter how much I resist.

It’s not Mom’s fault that Laila died. And it’s not Mom 

who Laila reached out to that night. Who let Laila down.

It’s not Mom who should be trying to atone, to fix things 

with Laila.

It’s me.
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David

There are monsters in these woods. Dangerous creatures wait 

and watch. The villa gers warn of fear some tree people, with 

bark- covered skin and thick roping muscle. Beautiful and 

deadly, they lure boys and girls into the deepest parts of the 

forest. The victims fall in love with these exquis ite monsters, 

and this is what destroys them. Every kiss is a feed, every touch 

a drain, until they are nothing more than shells. Or dead.

I’d rather be dead than a shell.

But these are stories. There are no tree people haunt ing 

the woods. Real monsters have ordin ary faces.

You wouldn’t know if you see them in the super mar ket. 

You wouldn’t know that this one, with his gang of friends, 

hurt an older woman and tried to force her into his van. Or 

that one betrayed his grand daugh ter in the most brutal way.

Here’s the thing about the monsters in my world: they’re 

normal people living at a knife’s edge, poised between 

decent and depraved.

TWO
The spying
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Raising my binocu lars, I peer through the bifurc ated 

trunk. Beyond the low hedge, thick with growth, is a 

bunga low with a small back yard.

This is the house where my favour ite monsters live.

The yard is bare and barren. Just crumbled cement where 

barely a weed survives. Inside, the woman with wild curly 

hair is alone in her kitchen. Maeve, the worst of them all.

She looks up, like she can sense me hiding behind the 

tree. She peers out, eyes hard.

For Maeve, for those like her, I am monster.

She turns away. I guess the augurs don’t expect anyone 

out here in this isol ated part of the village. Maybe they 

believe their magic will alert them if the enemy is close. But 

their magic is weak, a dull glow fading in and out. Fortune 

tellers reading jumbled futures in the lines of a hand, half 

guess ing, usually wrong. Dad says however much we’ve lost, 

they’re worse off. That augur magic was never as strong as 

ours, even in the before times.

Through the window, Maeve dries dishes. This woman is 

shrewd, cunning and ruth less, beneath her apple- cheeked 

facade.

Without warning, she hurls the pan across the room. Her 

hands fly up to her eyes and press against them.

She’s upset.

Good.
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It’s been more than two months since I started my watch. 

Since we discovered that augurs live here in the village, 

even though Kilshamble is our territ ory.

The door opens and I sink lower. Maeve rushes outside 

and for a second I think she’s seen me through the exuber-

ant summer growth. Her face is turned up to the sky, 

furious.

I feel a little nudge in my head. There’s a word that’s 

teasing, but it stays out of reach. It’s making me antsy, this 

word I can’t get a hold on.

‘Mam?’ The dark- haired girl, Sibéal, appears at the 

kitchen door.

Maeve wipes a hard hand over her eyes before turning to 

her daugh ter. I’m irrit ated. I’m not here for the tender 

moments or old lady break downs.

I’m here to find out what they’re plan ning next. Dad 

thinks we’ve nothing to worry about, that the augurs  

played their hand and have now retreated. He thinks that 

steal ing or damaging the sacred places that fuel our magic, 

our nemeta, is the only threat the augurs pose.

I don’t believe it for a minute.

The augurs are up to some thing. It’s there in their faces. 

It’s there in the tight way they hold them selves, tension 

stiff en ing their shoulders, hunch ing their backs. In the cars 

that pull up in their drive, the meet ings with other grove 
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members that run late into the night as they lean over charts 

on Maeve’s kitchen table. In the way that Maeve talks to 

Sibéal just now, with big arm gestures, her voice carry ing 

across the yard. There’s nothing of interest, until—

‘We’ve looked every where.’

‘Then we look again,’ Sibéal says stiffly. ‘We’ll find it.’

Find what?

Sibéal is angry. I can imagine her narrat ive: we deprived 

them of nemeta, making them weak. We perse cuted them. 

When, centur ies ago, it was the augurs who initi ated 

Sunder, where augurs, bards and judges went separ ate ways.

They rebelled against our laws, claim ing they were 

corrupt. They refused to share their divin a tions, nursing 

their bitter ness until it became a weapon.

The augurs brought ruin on them selves. But they won’t 

hear that.

‘This time, they’ll get what they deserve.’ Sibéal is making 

a vow to the trees, to the scrappy weeds, to the sky. It feels 

like her words have power, and I don’t like it. I lean closer 

to listen to the now quieter conver sa tion, to find out what 

it is they’re search ing for.

‘Mam?’ she says hesit antly.

Maeve has wandered over to the edge of the yard. If  

she looked through the summer growth she’d see me. But 

she’s search ing the sky. Above are light wispy clouds. Her 
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fists are clenched and her jaw locked. Her body begins  

to shake, a light jerking. If it were my mam, I’d be getting 

the pills.

‘What is it?’ Sibéal is unfazed.

‘The girl.’ Maeve’s voice is a gasp. ‘The girl.’

I’m trying to figure out what I’m witness ing. Is this 

augur magic? Trembling and gasping and mutter ing? Not 

gonna lie, I’ve seen better. And what girl? Could Maeve be 

more unspe cific?

‘We know that.’ Sibéal is unim pressed.

‘No,’ Maeve says. She’s bracing her hands on her knees 

like she’s done a six- minute mile. ‘Not that …’

But her words are lost to me. I sense him before I see 

him, someone approach ing from behind. I turn fast, hand 

on my knife. But it’s only Cill, and I sheathe the knife, 

giving him a small smile. I signal to stay back, get behind a 

tree. Cill holds up his hands and backs up, rolling his eyes. 

It’s time to head anyway, we’re due at HH in less than an 

hour. Cassa is announ cing the War Scythe contenders at the 

Rose summer party and I can’t be late for that.

Only Cill knows I’ve been coming here, all the way to 

the other side of the village, and watch ing the augurs with 

a dedic a tion that borders on obsess ive. He’s always laughed 

at my single- minded ness, my black- and-white vision of  

the world. But there’s no room for grey, no room for 
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uncer tainty, not when you’re a soldier in a world that could 

tip to war at any time.

Moving back wards, Cill steps on a loose stone. He teeters 

for a moment before catch ing himself, but it’s too late. The 

stone falls, clat ter ing down.

‘What’s that?’

‘Who’s there?’

The cries ring through the evening air as augurs stream 

out of the house.

‘Run.’ I don’t have to say it. Cill is skedad dling, jumping 

over stones and thick roots.

My hood up, I leap up a boulder. Behind me, Sibéal is at 

the hedge. Their grover friend, Simon, is over it and gaining. 

He’s slowed down by the boulder, but not enough.

Cill and I split up. I’m sprint ing towards the thick est part 

of the forest, Simon on my heels and others trail ing after 

him. I do take a moment to appre ci ate the irony of being 

chased through the woods by augurs.

We’re deep between the trees before I lose Simon by 

jumping from a ridge to the riverb ank below. Dad is going 

to be raging that I went and poked the hornet’s nest. 

Moving along the river, slow and silent, I see the figure 

lumber ing above. Simon.

We have our centur ies- old warrior method, where battle 

is art. Judge boys are trained from young, then sent to 
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Birchwood for formal school ing in the art of battle. And 

augurs have grovers: heavy guys and vicious women with 

ski masks who’ll rake concealed, rusted nails down your 

face while you’re carry ing your grocer ies to the car. Guys 

like Simon. Their attacks are small, dirty and unfor tu nately 

effect ive. I should know, I’ve exper i enced more of them 

than I care to count.

Pressed against the muddy embank ment, I wait as he jogs 

down the slope. He’s looking around, not sure which way 

I’ve gone. He doesn’t see me until I grab him, going for a 

sleeper hold. But he’s strong and fights me, and then we’re 

hitting ground. My feet are in the river, boots soaked, but I 

have him, blade to skin.

‘What’s Maeve looking for?’

The silver of the knife at his neck. The green of the trees. 

Wet rocks and black boughs. My head is whoosh ing. That 

word I’ve been sensing hovers close. And then it’s not.

‘Nothing that concerns you.’ If Simon’s afraid, he doesn’t 

show it.

I’m strug gling. Suddenly, I can’t feel any urgency to this. 

I can’t make myself grip harder, push the blade down.

‘What is Maeve looking for?’ I repeat.

Simon senses my lack of convic tion. That I’ve no heart in 

this. That I want it over. So I push the blade deeper. A line 

of red forms on his pale skin. Not blood. Not yet.
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‘A letter.’ His words are clipped. ‘Nothing import ant.’

I’d be daft to believe an augur. It was clear that whatever 

Maeve and Sibéal were looking for was very import ant.

‘I swear,’ he grits out. ‘A girl who did a few jobs wrote a 

letter to her family telling them about the secret community 

living in the village. Maeve doesn’t want the family asking 

ques tions about draoithe.’

‘What girl?’ I’m think ing about Maeve gasping, her 

hands to her knees. The girl, she’d said.

‘The dead girl. The one from the village green.’

I search his face, to see if he’s telling the truth. This close, 

I can see a light spray of freckles, the long- healed scar beside 

his eyebrow. And for the briefest second, I imagine an 

altern ate universe, one without Sunder. Maybe we would 

have been friends, beers down at the pub, kicking the ball 

on a Saturday after noon. But this is not the world we’ve 

inher ited.

‘Let me up, David.’ Simon sees me falter. ‘This is point-

less. You can’t kill me. Not like this.’

‘Don’t be so sure about that.’ My voice is low. He can’t 

know the Warrior’s Oath, the words all garraíodóirí swear 

when leaving Birchwood. New soldiers promise to only 

take a life, even grover life, in battle or in defence. Never  

in cold blood. Whatever the augurs may think, we are not 

monsters.
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And augurs would demand blood for blood. That’s how it 

goes. A sleep ing war, Dad calls it. Hostilities, with small, 

some times lethal, attacks. Here, every where, is our battle field. 

The street, the library, the bus stop, the woods, every place is 

just another arena where we might fight each other. A 

contained horror. But this sleep ing war could wake up into 

a full- on fucking night mare, with the right provoca tion.

‘C’mon, David.’ Says the fella with the knife at his neck. 

Who somehow knows that I haven’t the emotion to drive 

the sharp edge through skin, slicing through vein and artery.

I’ve hated them for so long that my hate has lost all 

strength and urgency. This hate has become so famil iar, so 

ordin ary, that I’ve begun to forget it’s there. Why it’s there. 

What I see instead is my brother, broken and haunted. All 

in the name of a centur ies- old sleep ing war.

Simon’s looking at me again with that normal guy face. 

I think he sees it too: a recog ni tion that things could have 

been differ ent, that we could have been differ ent. That he 

could have been someone I went to school with, if I hadn’t 

trained as a soldier instead.

‘Let’s just forget any of this happened. The spying. This 

conver sa tion.’ His tone is cajol ing. His facade is strain ing. 

He is anxious. Afraid. I’m known to be volat ile.

And suddenly I can’t take it any more. The ordin ar i ness 

of this boy, my enemy. An unfa mil iar discom fort settles over 
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me, and I’m feeling wrong. My skin is too tight. I feel like 

I, the me that is hidden and lost inside the muscle and blood 

and bone, am trying to claw my way out of my body.

I lift off him, pulling up my hood as I step away, willing 

my body to obed i ence.

He’s right. This is point less.

‘We’ll forget this happened.’ It’s a warning: he can’t tell 

the augurs it was me spying at the house.

‘Never saw you.’

He’s on his feet and the intens ity of the exchange is 

reced ing.

Still, I feel all kinds of odd as I walk away. Reeling a little 

from the shock of looking into your enemy’s eyes and 

seeing your own.

‘David,’ Simon calls.

‘What?’

‘One last thing.’

He’s just behind me when I turn. I realise what’s happen-

ing a second too late. His fist lands close to my mouth, my 

ears ring and my vision is obscured by a thin film. Something 

sharp sinks into my lip – the bastard has a spiked ring.  

I’ve only myself to blame, my stupid thoughts. I deserve 

nothing less.

I’m stum bling back when he says, ‘That’s because you’re 

an arse hole.’
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The old lady gives me the creeps.

LAS

Zara

Mom has shut herself in her bedroom. No light shines  

from beneath her door and I’m sure if I put my ear to the 

wood, I’ll hear muffled crying.

I’m back in Laila’s room. It’s as she left it, her  

books on her desk, the school bag beside the ward robe. 

Like she popped down to the Spar for Skittles and  

any minute she’ll throw herself on the bed and tell me  

she walked through the forest and how the trees  

shimmered with an unnat ural silver glitter and what can it 

all mean?

Except, she won’t.

It bothers me that Laila’s room is still the same. That, like 

her body, it bears no sign of the broken ness that’s become 

our normal.

THREE
Stabbed
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I don’t stop to think as I grab the heavy scis sors from 

Laila’s desk.

I don’t know if it’s sorrow or anger or help less ness that 

makes me dig the sharp end into the wall, gouging it deep 

into the paint work.

There. Scars show pain.

It helps, so I do it again. A large, deep fissure across the 

wall. And then another, until I’m attack ing the plaster with 

short hard stabs. I catch myself then, crying and trying to 

hurt a wall. I step back, real ising the damage I’ve done.

We don’t do this. We don’t behave like this. We never lose 

control. I still don’t know what came over me, and I drop 

the scis sors like they possessed my hand.

Shaking, I look at what I’ve done.

Jarlath Creagh, our land lord, will not be impressed. Mom 

and Dad are dealing with their own stuff, there’s no room 

for my vandal ism.

I take down the giant cork board, twist ing the hooks 

from the wall. Moving it to the left will hide the damage, 

barely. If Mom notices, I’ll tell her a hook came loose. But 

as I move the board, a small card that had been tucked 

behind it falls.

THE SCAVENGER HUNT

Find your treas ure.
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A phone number beneath. The flip side is covered in Laila’s 

untidy scrawl. She’s written what looks, with some effort, like 

Bad Eye is a Knot. Beneath: stand ing stones, fairy forts, dolmens, 

burial stones, ancient trees etc. = nemeta. The word is circled twice. 

And, bottom right, Find Meadowsweet on School. Wickerlight.

I pull my phone from my pocket and look up ‘nemeta’. 

Sacred grove for ancient Celts. Ritual space. Temple. Yup, 

sounds like Laila. I have no idea what ‘Find Meadowsweet 

on School’ means. It looks like a note to herself, a reminder. 

I search ‘wick er light’ but that’s not a thing.

Downstairs, Adam is home, cheeks flushed and grass 

stains on his school trousers. I would think he’s been drink-

ing, but he’s not like that. For all her claims that she’s not 

reli gious, Mom doesn’t drink, and Adam is more like her 

than he’d care to be.

‘What was that noise?’ Adam glances up from his maths 

book.

‘Stabbed the wall.’

He nods, his eyes holding mine briefly, and then he’s 

back at his books.

I slip out of the house and into the fading light.

Our cookie- cutter mini- mansion is on a small private 

lane. On my right is a dead end. High iron gates and two 

large cement birds perched on pillars form the entrance to 

the Rookery.



29

I turn left, and head down the gently sloping road to the 

village main street. Mom’s wrong, Laila wasn’t into drugs. 

She’d exper i mented with jimson weed last summer, hoping 

to cross the threshold to another realm, but found herself in 

hospital instead. She’d felt an idiot after wards.

Something else made her go down to the village green 

the night she died.

I don’t know how long I’m there on the green. Village 

folk say it used to be an open- air slaughter house, that 

animals were killed and butchered here. That’s why the 

grass is such a deep shade of green. Because it’s a place for 

dying. For pigs and sheep.

And now, for girls.

I’ve stepped into the road when I hear the noise. I turn, 

and see a car tearing down. It’s going too fast, veering towards 

the edge of the kerb. My panic is para lys ing. Petrifying.

The head lights are blind ing and I hold out a hand to 

block the glare as the car speeds towards me. I’m think ing 

it would really suck if Mom and Dad lost both daugh ters 

right there at the village green.

The car swerves, then swings wildly, pulling to an abrupt 

stop. My legs are jelly, but I stand there, glaring. It pauses for 

a long while.

The car revs, hard and loud. The wheels spin and screech 

and the car takes off, careering in a circle. It’s dizzying to 
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watch, the car turning at speed, burning rubber into the 

tarmac. I think I hear the sound of maniacal laughter, but 

it’s probably just the squealing tires as the car spins. It skids 

to a stop, and holds for a moment. Then, speeding through 

the smoke, it disappears into the distance.

I am rooted in the same spot, unable to move. The car is 

gone, leaving black rings in the faded tarmac.
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   The wran, the wran, the king of all birds,  
  On St Stephen’s Day was caught in the furze.  
  Her clothes were all torn, her shoes all worn,  

  We chased her all night, right through until dawn.  

  Dreoilín, Dreoilín, where is your nest?  
  It’s in the bush you all know best.  
  Between the holly and the ivy tree,  
  Where all the boys do follow me.  

  We followed the wran three miles from home,  
  Through hedges and ditches and piles of stone.  
  We caught her at last and we broke her knee,  

  And hung her up in a hawthorn tree.  

  For we are the boys that came your way,  
  To bury the wran on Stephen’s Day.  

  So up with the kettle and down with the pan,  
  Give us a penny to bury the wran.   

  Traditional, as sung in Kilshamble      

ix
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    ONE  
 With honey            

  You catch more fl ies with honey. 

 Maeve’s words chased through my head as I walked 

towards the village, her fl owery bag slung over my shoulder. 

Good girl gone looking for trouble. 

 It was quiet in the main street. It always was the day 

after Christmas. In other towns the wren hunt was a happy 

occa sion with dancing and music. Wrenboys in costumes 

with loud banging drums. Delighted crowds looking 

on. But things were a little more bloody in Kilshamble. 

That’s how it goes in a village built around an open-air 

slaughter house. 

 The Spar was shut, the hand writ ten sign at the Gargoyle 

turned to ‘ closed ’. The twink ling lights outside the pub only 

emphas ised the quiet: no laughter, no music spilled from 

inside. I paused, scan ning the village green. They liked to 

hide around there. They’d fold out of the shadows, from the 

church’s stone façade, from the thick hedge. 

 I passed the butcher’s, the hotel, until I came to the ghost 
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estate on the outskirts: semi-detached houses that had been 

hastily assembled in the boom years and now stood empty, 

running to ruin. No one wanted to move out here. Not if 

they didn’t have to. 

 This wasn’t how it was supposed to work. The boys 

usually came looking for me, not the other way round. But 

earlier that after noon, Maeve had found me in the kitchen, 

where I’d been staring at burned toast. 

 ‘You catch more fl ies with honey,’ she’d said, handing 

me the fl owery bag, the one she used at the Spar for 

bread, cheese and a naggin of Powers. She stepped closer, 

conspir at ori ally. 

 In the bag was a bottle of whiskey and a loaf of Maeve’s 

apple bread. 

 ‘I think you should talk to them,’ Maeve had said. Backlit 

by the window, her fuzzy hair was framed by the dark 

clouds and their silver linings. ‘Reason with them. They’re 

older now. The game has run its course.’ 

 ‘Smith said to stay home.’ 

 ‘Smith also says that facing up to prob lems,’ Maeve 

looked at the burned toast in my hand, ‘is better than hiding 

from them.’ 

 Hiding seemed pretty appeal ing to me. But if I didn’t go 

out today, they’d wait. They’d come to the cottage tonight, 

throw stones at my window, signalling the begin ning of the 
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hunt. And the anti cip a tion of when they would fi nish, 

maybe on my way home from the shop tomor row or out at 

the weekend, was worse. 

 She frowned, and stand ing there in her dress with its 

crazy fl owers Maeve looked strangely danger ous. 

 ‘I’ll go.’ Before Smith woke from his nap. 

 ‘This ends today,’ Maeve had said. She spoke so fi ercely it 

seemed like it was possible. That I would give them gifts 

and it would stop. 

 Taking my face in both hands, Maeve kissed my 

fore head. I had to dip to let her. Her roots were showing 

grey again. 

 ‘This ends today,’ she repeated. But it lacked the fervour 

of the fi rst time. 

 Dropping the toast in the slop bucket, I searched the 

junk drawer for the letter opener I’d stashed there. Then 

Maeve hustled me out, jacket in hand. 

 She sent me into the dark day to catch some fl ies. 

 And there I was, alone in the ghost estate, feeling the 

creep ing cold. I ran my eyes over the houses, wishing I 

wasn’t the stand-in bird in this warped version of the hunt. 

It struck me as odd that I’d never seen a real wren hunt, 

except on  TV , and there the masked wren boys parad ing the 

streets with the plastic bird made it look like such a merry, 

rousing thing. Not like this, this secret hunt that none of the 
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villa gers seemed to notice, this chase that was so dark and 

unhappy. On  TV , the masks and music were myster i ous 

and thrill ing, but here they felt sinis ter. 

 ‘David.’ I cupped my hands around my mouth. My voice 

echoed through the unten ded square. The houses stared 

back with empty eyes. 

 No trace of the boys. Just an old Coke can in the middle 

of the road. 

 It was always the thrill of the chase for them. Those 

fi nal exhil ar at ing minutes when they closed the distance 

between us. It didn’t happen often, but there’d been 

years when I won. When I got away, gasping for breath as 

I ran through the cottage gate while David watched from 

the trees. 

 But most of the time, they caught me. Tracked me 

through the village, the forest, even down by the lake. And 

they’d make me sit with them while they drank beer and 

decided on their trophy. 

 A dull, echoing scrabble that might have been boots 

against loose stone came from the other side of the rubble 

heap. My imme di ate reac tion, deeply ingrained, was to run. 

I held my body rigid and refused to turn away. 

 ‘David.’ My voice was loud and angry. 

 The sound of high-pitched male laughter echoed 

through the empty space. I moved towards the running 
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foot steps. By the time I climbed the rubble heap, they 

were gone. 

 Not for the fi rst time, I cursed my name. 

 Wren. 

 Might as well stick a sign on my back saying, ‘ Please hassle 

me on Stephen’s Day .’ It was the only thing my mother had 

given me before she ran off  with a man from God knows 

where when I was a few days old. Fallen in with a bad 

crowd, her judge ment had been clouded by an addic tion to 

heroin. She’d taken money and jewellery and left me behind. 

 I jumped down from the rubble and kicked the Coke 

can, watch ing it rattle away. Walking on, I heard delib er ate 

noises from just beyond: scuffl   ing, some rust ling. But when 

I turned and called out, no one was there. Purple clouds 

hung low, making the near dark ness tighter. 

 Talk to them, Maeve had said. When I left the cottage, 

fl owery bag in hand, I was sure I would fi nd the boys, hand 

over whiskey and cake, and reason with them. But that was 

before the dark ness started settling in. That was before they 

started playing hide-and-seek. 

 A distant noise broke the silence. It could have been an 

echo of laughter or a cry from some where in the woods. A 

fox, I hoped. 

 The faint smell of cigar ette smoke wafted over, and then 

it was gone. 
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 In the village, they said that the woods weren’t friendly 

after sundown. They said that bad things lurked in the forest, 

hidden behind the dank, fallen boughs. The good people of 

Kilshamble liked nothing more than blood and gore. We 

were fed grue some stories with mother’s milk. 

 We loved best the stories of the bloodthirsty tuanacul, 

the people of the forest, who would crush you in their 

embrace. Beautiful, strong tree men with roped muscles, 

who kissed you until you withered. Women with lips of 

petal, who lured you close and wrapped vine-like arms 

around you, choking the life out of you. 

 I believed these stories as much as I believed in aliens and 

ghosts, so barely at all. Except on those days when the light 

was violet and the wind blew wild and the forest and fi elds 

felt rest less. 

 ‘Wran.’ 

 He said my name the way they did in the old song. 

 My tormentor. 

 While I was fi xed on imagin ary dangers, the real trouble 

had nestled in close. He spoke my name as gentle as a caress. 

  Wran.  

 He almost sighed it. 

 I felt a hand on my shoulder. 

 ‘David.’ Maybe I could pretend that this was a normal 

chat between neigh bours. ‘You have a good Christmas?’ 
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 He reached out his other hand and steered me to 

face him. 

 ‘Sure.’ He leaned in, smiling. ‘But I prefer Stephen’s Day.’ 

 He was good-looking, tall, with the back and shoulders 

of a rower. For the last three years, he’d atten ded a posh 

board ing school over seas. He had that easy confi d ence that 

came from wealth. From being told that he deserved the 

best and no one else mattered. But it was more than his 

rich-boy arrog ance that made me despise him. 

 He was one of  them . 

 If it wasn’t so awful, it might almost be funny, David’s 

instinct to target me. That somehow, blindly, in playing this 

game, he’d stumbled upon his true enemy. I was the Capulet 

to his Montague, the hot to his cold, the white queen to his 

black knight. I was the oil to his water, the bleach to his 

ammonia, the salt to his wound. We were everything that 

was anathema to the other. 

 I was augur to his judge. 

 We would never be friends. 

 David didn’t know what I was, yet he sensed some thing 

was amiss. Something about me vexed him. Something he 

couldn’t quite put his fi nger on. He didn’t know that from 

that very fi rst chase years ago he’d unwit tingly recog nised 

me. This game was blue prin ted in hundreds of years of 

hostil ity between judges and augurs. 
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 ‘About that,’ I said. ‘About the  game .’ I said the word care-

fully, hoping he couldn’t read my fear. ‘It’s been enough.’ 

 ‘Enough?’ 

 ‘Yes. No more. This ends today.’ Maeve’s words sounded 

weak and watery when I said them. 

 ‘Yeah?’ David seemed to have come closer without 

having moved at all. ‘What are you going to do about it?’ 

He took a drag of his cigar ette before crush ing it under his 

shoe. ‘Run?’ 

 ‘Nothing to chase if I’m not running.’ If only it were that 

simple. Better to be a hunted wren than a sitting duck. 

 I pulled the whiskey from the fl owery bag. But looking 

at David, some thing seemed diff er ent. He was cooler than 

usual. Smirkier. Behind stood his toadies, Brian and Ryan. 

All muscle and no brain. 

 ‘I’m calling a truce, David.’ I handed over the whiskey. 

 David smiled, then examined the bottle. 

 ‘I’m after passing my exams,’ he said. ‘In the mood for 

a little celeb ra tion.’ 

 He twisted the cap open. 

 ‘I’m getting a new tattoo to mark the occa sion. Maybe a 

wren?’ He paused as he held the bottle to his lips. ‘In a cage. 

What do you think?’ 

 He took a slug, and slowly screwed the cap back on. 

He held out his hand to shake mine. Reluctant, I placed 
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a tent at ive hand in his large, rough one. He closed on 

my fi ngers and pulled me towards him, whis per ing in 

my ear with whiskey-fl avoured breath, ‘You better fl y, little 

bird.’ 

 Pulling away, I stood my ground, holding myself stiff  so 

that my legs wouldn’t just run, run, run, as everything inside 

was braced to do. 

 ‘Game over,’ I said. 

 ‘Little Wren, the game is just begin ning.’ And there it was 

again, that cool assur ance, which made me think that the 

stakes were somehow raised this year. 

 I searched his face to see if he’d fi nally fi gured out why 

he hated me so much. As I stared, I saw a fl icker of distaste, 

his sense that some thing about me was just plain wrong. 

 But he didn’t know. 

 He came closer. I didn’t move. This close, I could feel 

the heat from his chest. He reached out a hand to clamp 

my wrist. 

 ‘Maybe we should see if your friend wants to play. What’s 

her name again? The pretty blonde one?’ 

 Nearly drop ping the fl owery bag, I pulled away. But 

damn it if I was going to let him bring Aisling into his 

crazy game. Even as a child playing in the woods or quarry, 

Aisling had never liked to run. No way would anyone do 

this to her. 
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 I turned on my heel and fl ed. 

 ‘I’ll give you to fi fty,’ David called after me. 

 I was out of reach by three. I could hear him count ing 

slowly, as if we really were playing hide-and-seek and he 

was being espe cially patient. 

 It would be quicker to cut through the woods. But I wasn’t 

the idiot girl in the movies who hurled herself into the arms 

of the axe-wielding maniac by going into dark places. 

 David and the others were right behind. They were 

gaining on me fast. Night would fall within the hour. I 

picked up my pace. 

 Turning the bend, I saw the boy stand ing in the road. 

Waiting. His clothes were dark and the way he stood, still 

and slightly hunched, made me think of the tuanacul. He 

was like a tree come to life, sorrow ful and ancient. He 

turned his head, and it was Cillian, wearing a mummer’s 

mask. The surprised, painted eyes stared at me. Of the four 

bullies, he was the one most likely to become a fi nger-

severing psycho path once he gradu ated from terror ising 

girls. That boy put the kill into Cillian. 

 He began the slow whist ling of the song I had come to 

hate:  The wran, the wran, the king of all birds.  

 Of course they had split up. That’s why David had 

given me such a gener ous start. Cillian was ahead, waiting. 

To the right was the McNally farm, Cillian’s family. I 
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couldn’t go there. Behind me, the other boys were getting 

closer. I could hear their answer ing call, fast and raucous: 

‘ Up with the kettle and down with the pan. Give us a penny to 

bury the wran. ’ 

 So, like the idiot girl in the movies, the one who ends up 

hacked to bits, I ran into the woods.  
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    TWO  
 Going to bury you  

   The peonies are a study in colour: blood red on green .  

  AdC    

 It was darker among the trees. Moss-covered stones and 

exposed tree roots slowed me down, but I pushed on. Every 

now and then I would hear calling or whist ling as they drew 

closer. Or maybe I imagined it. It was easy to imagine things 

there in the forest, there beneath the thick canopy of leaves. 

 I had to get to the river, it was the easiest route home. I 

knew the terrain well. I’d run there in frost, rain and fog. But 

it was diff er ent today. It always felt diff er ent with the boys at 

my back. My feet were less sure. The trees had rearranged 

them selves, closing over the paths I knew. Ahead, I could see 

the crumbled outline of the ruined cottage. Behind me, 

whist ling through the woods, was that jolly, awful tune. 

   For we are the boys that come your way,  

  To bury the wran on Stephen’s Day .  
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 I pushed harder, stum bling over the uneven ground until 

a partially concealed root sent me sprawl ing, face to dirt. I 

pulled myself up. Steadying against a tree, I breathed deeply. 

There it was, that faint whistle. I pressed on, running through 

the trees, the thin branches scrap ing at my face and the wet 

leaves slip pery beneath my feet. 

 I reached a fallen bough that blocked the path, and was 

about to climb over when I saw some thing near the ruin. It 

could be just another dark forest shadow shape. Or it could 

be one of them. I crouched down, watch ing from behind the 

bough, taking air deep into my lungs. Nothing moved ahead 

and I couldn’t hear anyone behind me. But that was how 

David liked to play it. That was the fun of the chase: to let me 

get away fi rst. 

 From behind the bough, I paused to think. The river 

was too obvious. There were more of them and they 

were faster. I would almost certainly run into an ambush. 

But if I headed back towards the road, they might not 

expect that. 

 My eye traced the outline of the ruin. No one ever went 

there. Most people in the village were wary of it, but the 

cottage had never bothered me. And just behind it was an 

over grown path back to the road. 

 Having a plan instead of running helter-skelter gave me 

confi d ence. I would do this. I would evade them. They’d 
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had their chase. The thought of getting away brought new 

energy. They wouldn’t catch me this year. 

 I left the path, ducking in between the trees on the slope. 

It slowed me down, but stealth above speed. Watching care-

fully, I reached the ruined cottage. Hardly a cottage, there 

were only the remains of four walls over grown with moss 

and ivy. 

 In the 1800s, the mad girl artist had lived there. Arabella 

de Courcy. She’d fallen in love with a tree man, the prince 

of the tuanacul, who lured her to the cottage. He didn’t 

mean to kill her, but every time he loved her he drew vital-

ity from her. Some would swear to seeing a blonde girl in 

old-fashioned white petti coats between the trees, her hair 

like tangled branches. With lips of petals and skin as rough 

as bark. 

 But these were just stories. Of that I was certain. Because 

I knew magic, and it wasn’t ghost stories about a tree girl in 

a ruined cottage. 

 A yew had split the back wall and I pulled myself up on 

the trunk and climbed. From the high branches, I scanned 

the ground, not seeing anyone. The cold settling through 

my jacket, I waited. 

 They came up from the river, fl it ting through the trees. 

His face now hidden by a mummer’s mask, David prowled 

closer. There were two fi gures behind him and one coming 
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along the slope. Using hand signals, they conferred. 

One contin ued on the slope, the two behind split up, one 

retra cing his steps and the other press ing forward with 

David. They moved quietly, sure footed on the uneven 

ground. One last look back from David, the fi xed smile 

on his masked face turned in my direc tion. Then they 

were gone. 

 Out of my hiding place, I sprin ted uphill, away from the 

boys. Steep, the ground loose, I slipped a few times as I 

scrabbled forward. The woods were thinner and brighter 

here. There were fewer places to hide. 

 The begin nings of a cramp started in my side and I 

breathed through the pain. In the distance, the grey road 

appeared. The sound of a car nearby. The trees at the edge 

lit up, and the car passed. I ran, nearly falling over a broken 

tricycle that had been dumped behind a tree, its glit tery 

pink stream ers lifting in the wind. Pushing on, I went 

towards the road, hating the chase, hating that this still 

happened. Every year, and I didn’t know how to make 

it stop. 

 I heard nothing, saw nothing until I was down. I knew 

only the slam of bone against bone, hard, gritty ground on 

my face. David’s head cracked against mine and we fell 

together. My cheek scraped stones and twigs and dirt; 

some thing sharp cut the skin on my temple. Pain strobed 
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through my skull. Dazed, nonsense words echoed inside: 

 Wren has left the building!  And in my mind’s eye, I saw the 

mesmer ising swing of a stone pendant on a worn gold 

chain moving sweetly from side to side. 

 I felt David’s weight on me, crush ing the air from my 

lungs. His mask scraped my cheek. Fear throbbed through 

me. I was caught. 

 I tried to twist out from under him, my terror lending 

me strength. I crept forward, fi rst one inch, then another. 

But he tightened his grip, holding me still. Along with earth 

and wood, I smelled the whiskey and cigar ette smoke that 

clung to his clothes and hair. 

 ‘Gotcha.’ He sat up to his knees. 

 He pushed the mask off  his face and smiled. ‘Just a bit 

of fun, eh, Wren? No real harm done.’ The bruises faded, 

the cuts healed. I couldn’t pinpoint the moment when 

it had shifted from a game that I didn’t enjoy but could 

toler ate, into this. My heart beat was loud and fast and 

I struggled to catch my breath. I repeated Maeve’s words 

like they were a charm or a prayer: this ends today. 

But how? 

 David pulled me up, grip ping my arms. In passing him 

on the streets, I might have noticed the bit of stubble, the 

gradual change from solid boy to thick set teen. I saw it 

prop erly now, facing all four of them, unnerv ingly no 
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longer boys but not yet adults. They were bulked out, big 

arms and thick thighs. With shorn hair and under age tattoos, 

they were terri fy ing. 

  They won’t hurt me , I told myself. But it didn’t stop the 

fear. 

 ‘We’re not really going to bury you,’ David said. 

 He was every inch the village princeling. Most of our 

neigh bours wouldn’t under stand the signi fi c ance of his 

posi tion in the hier archy of judges, that as nephew of Calista 

Harkness he was as good as royal. But they under stood that 

David was rich. That his family owned much of the land in 

and around Kilshamble. 

 The other three boys looked on, smiling. 

 ‘What do you want?’ I tried to sound bored. 

 Whenever they caught me, they took a trophy. Maybe a 

button from my dress, a thread of unrav elled wool. Last year, 

it was a lace from my shoe. This time, I wore a cheap string 

of charms around my wrist, feather earrings from the 

Saturday market. I worried that these useless objects could 

whisper my secrets. That if David listened hard enough, 

he’d know the truth that eluded him so. 

 ‘Do you know, in the old tradi tion, why they chased the 

wren?’ David said. He pushed his hand into my hair and 

then twisted it around his fi ngers. My ear scraped the tree 

as he pulled me towards him. 
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 ‘Because it’s so strong and manly to hunt a small defence-

less bird?’ I said. 

 But it didn’t sound as glib as I inten ded. My eyes were 

sting ing from my pulled hair. I could feel every bang and 

scrape from when they fi rst started chasing me. My temple 

hurt like buggery. I was not in the mood to play Q&A. 

 ‘The knife,’ David said to Cillian. His hand tightened 

around my hair. The fl owery bag fell to the ground. 

 ‘They chased her because the wren is a treach er ous 

creature who betrays those that trust her.’ He took the knife 

from Cillian. 

 ‘How can I betray you if I’m not on your side?’ I 

said, feeling his fi st against my scalp. Pulling hair was such a 

dirty trick. 

 ‘The wren boys would punish her by taking her 

feath ers.’ 

 They did so love to go on about punish ment, the judges. 

 Then David lined the knife on my hair and I real ised 

what he meant to do. I reached for the fl owery bag but he 

had me at an awkward angle. Should have put the letter 

opener in my pocket. 

 ‘Just one dark chunk,’ David said, working the blade 

through my hair. ‘You won’t even miss it.’ 

 I didn’t want him taking my hair. This year’s trophy was 

diff er ent. David had intent, which I’d never seen before. 
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This wasn’t a useless object to be tossed into a drawer and 

forgot ten. By taking my hair, David would take a part of 

me. An augur could never allow a judge to own a piece 

of her. Who knew what dark magic he might do with my 

hair? 

 I brushed the fabric of the bag. The tip of the letter 

opener was between my left fore and middle fi ngers. I 

pulled it up a little more until I had a better grip. David’s 

knife pressed against the hair twisted in his hand. The blade 

sawed through a few more strands. 

 I jabbed the sharpened edge of the letter opener deep 

into his hand. It was an awkward, messy stab. David snarled 

as he dropped the knife and let go his hold. Long, blunt ribs 

of hair were wrapped around his fi ngers. 

 ‘What the hell, Wren?’ he spat. As if in slow motion, I saw 

his blood fall. In the dim light, I thought I saw three drops 

hit the dirty leaves, then a more steady stream. David slipped 

my hair into his pocket. 

 As the fi rst drop touched the ground, I felt it coming in 

a power ful wave. Then a second drop seeped into the dirt 

and mulch. The skin on my palms began to prick ever so 

slightly. I was trans fi xed by the pretty pattern. It was like a 

lens coming into focus. Just a little more, then I would see. 

 ‘What’s wrong with her?’ I heard one of them say. 

 ‘She’s having convul sions, man.’ 
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 ‘I’m out of here.’ Brian’s words were muffl  ed, as though 

he had already turned away. I barely registered the sound of 

the other boys follow ing. 

 When the third drop hit, the pattern was complete. The 

dirt, the mulch, the exposed root of the tree and the blood. 

The soft edges of a sweet kind of bliss. I knew I should stop, 

but I couldn’t. I focused on the pattern of blood against the 

leaves. The lines blurred, and suddenly I could see the secret 

picture inside. And with it came the head rush. This was 

stronger than anything I’d ever felt before. My eyes rolled 

back in my head as I heard the last set of foot steps running off . 

 As I fell, I saw a large table made of solid wood, laden 

with ripe fruit. Pitchers of wine and bowls of rich gravy 

and sauce. A crowd gathered around a large, roasted animal, 

tearing chunks of meat. I couldn’t tell who it was that 

stuff ed food into their mouths with both hands, barely 

chewing. Someone shifted and then I saw her. 

 Sorcha. 

 My long-lost mother. 

 Laid out on the table, adorned with slices of orange. 

Cocktail umbrel las in her hair. And, at her heart, a stone 

pendant on a worn gold chain, like an unsee ing third eye. 

She was missing chunks from her legs and arms. A large bite 

mark on her shoulder. I heard cartil age tear as her arm came 

off  the socket. A large hand reached towards the stone. The 
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image of Sorcha fuzzed over, and for a brief moment I 

thought I saw her hair change from red to dark waves. For 

a second, it wasn’t Sorcha on the table. It was me. 

 The hand closed over the stone and pulled. But as it 

pulled, the stone splintered into a thou sand shards. And 

then I lost conscious ness.  
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    THREE  
 And then they ate her  

   The Gallagher boys have left to defend the Rose. 

My beloved Elizabeth longs to follow her broth ers as 

they subdue the brutish Grovers who wreak havoc 

across the country.   

  AdC    

 I sat in the growing dark. The chase had left me utterly 

drained. There was blood on my shirt, and my scalp still 

ached from where David had pulled my hair. I touched my 

temple, feeling the graze where I’d hit the ground. Troubled 

by the vision of Sorcha, I began the slow walk home. I 

didn’t know how to begin explain ing it to Smith. I didn’t 

want to tell him at all. Seventeen years, and Sorcha still 

caused him pain. 

 When Sorcha ran away, she’d stolen jewellery from the 

house. All I had of my mother was a list of things we no 

longer owned: a man’s watch with a leather strap, two rose-

gold lady bird earrings (wings afl ut ter) and an old neck lace 
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with an unpol ished stone. The neck lace I’d seen in the 

vision. Smith had tried to fi nd her, but I was a sickly baby 

and deman ded all his atten tion. He never said, but I guessed 

my failure to thrive came from Sorcha’s addic tion. 

 During those months, in and out of hospital, we’d met 

Maeve, then a nurse. By the time I was on the mend, any 

trail Sorcha had left was cold. So Smith and I had settled 

in the cottage at the edge of the village, surroun ded by 

the sprawl ing wood and farm land. Further up, the old 

aban doned quarry. 

 Moving here was an act of defi  ance; the judges didn’t 

want augurs in Kilshamble. A few, like the Laceys, who were 

more than a little fear less, might settle in the town lands 

right outside. But the village, from the quarry to the lake, 

was judge territ ory. It hadn’t always been like that, not in 

the days when augurs divined through blood and guts on 

the old green. 

 Most people in the village didn’t realise we were diff er-

ent. There was a lazy, half-awareness of some thing a little 

other. Like it was in the wind or the soil or the water, that 

sense of a diff er ent kind of normal, living along side them. 

It leached through, like the taint of copper coins on a wet 

sink. We were an infec tion that the rest of the body didn’t 

quite know what to make of, so they closed around as if 

nothing were other wise. 



24

 For years, Smith presen ted himself as the amiable 

geography teacher, now retired. Keeping our iden tity secret, 

we were able to watch them. To keep an eye on our enemy 

in this sleep ing war. Smith, who knew such things, had 

found the best place where we could observe without 

being seen. When the house next door became free, Maeve 

and her two girls moved in. 

 Sometimes I envied the judge chil dren, espe cially 

when I saw how close they were; how they distanced 

them selves from the other village chil dren, that air of 

secrecy around them. I wanted to tell them that I wasn’t 

just an ordin ary village child who knew nothing of draoithe 

and their nemeta and rituals. I wanted to remind them 

that judges and augurs, for all our diff er ences, were once 

united. That despite our confl ict, we all needed nemeta 

to preserve the old ways and feed the rituals that had 

been passed through the gener a tions. I longed to tell 

the judge kids that I was like them. Kind of. Apart from 

the enemy thing. 

 But Smith had forbid den it. And even though I felt 

lonely, we weren’t alone. Far beyond the dark fi elds and 

distant lights, other augurs were spread out over the neigh-

bour ing town lands and into the surround ing villages. Our 

grove. Fifteen famil ies, and we were tight. 

 ‘You  OK , honey?’ Maeve’s voice came from the bench in 
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her garden. She always went over board with the fairy lights 

at the winter solstice. ‘Did you talk to them?’ 

 Through the window, I saw Smith in his armchair. I 

buttoned my jacket, hiding streaks of muck and blood, and 

turned to Maeve. 

 ‘Yeah, we talked.’ No lies there. ‘What you doing out in 

the cold?’ 

 ‘Looking at stars.’ She gestured above. Maeve always had 

an eye on the sky. ‘Watching for you.’ 

 I should have known she would be waiting. From my 

earli est memor ies, Maeve was there. Her rela tion ship with 

Smith was for a long time platonic, until one day it wasn’t. 

It was Maeve who’d stood in Sorcha’s place at my coming-

of-age cere mony when I turned sixteen, who’d guided me 

through the ritual while I stared at my inner forearm in 

dismay. 

 Maeve had shown me the old ways, the secret tradi tions 

passed down through gener a tions. Some of them so old 

they came from the time when draoithe were one, with no 

divi sion, no hostil ity. A time when we worked together as 

the proph ets, poets, arbit ers and advisers to kings. 

 But that was before we began divid ing among ourselves, 

distin guish ing between draoithe who worked patterns, the 

astro lo gers, healers, archi tects, metal-workers and alchem-

ists, and the draoithe who upheld the law. The augurs 
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and the judges. That was before we started fi ght ing 

each other. 

 ‘I’m grand, Maeve. Go on in. You’ll catch a cold,’ I 

scolded, grate ful for the dimly lit path. 

 My hand on the doorknob, I glanced up but could see 

no stars. 

 Just inside, I could hear the sing song voice of the news-

reader: ‘And in other news, Basil Lucas, prize-winning 

geolo gist and media person al ity, died unex pec tedly at his 

home in Galway.’ Smith was watch ing intently and I used 

his distrac tion to cross the living room. 

 ‘Wren,’ he said, holding out a hand like a traffi  c 

offi  cer on a wet Monday morning. ‘You should listen 

to this.’ 

 I paused, not turning round. If I hugged the shadows, 

maybe he wouldn’t see the dirt, the blood and grazes. But 

I got as far as the passage before my curi os ity about Lucas 

won out. 

 ‘Earlier this year, Basil Lucas bequeathed his archive, 

valued in excess of fi ve million euros, to the Harkness 

Foundation, eff ect ive upon his death. Calista Harkness, 

director of the Harkness Foundation, expressed her 

sympathy to the Lucas family.’ 

 The report switched to a clip where Calista Harkness 

tried to contain her glee at acquir ing the archive. She had 
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the same pinched nose as her nephew David, whose blood 

currently stained my shirt. 

 ‘It’s happen ing,’ Smith said. ‘Just as you said.’ 

 Foretelling Basil Lucas’s death at Christmastime had been 

one of my better moments as an augur. I’d seen him lying in 

a coffi  n. Not an ordin ary coffi  n, one wrapped in Christmas 

paper and tied up with a bow. Like a dead-man-shaped 

Christmas present. I’d seen it while staring at the peeling 

paint on the walls of Dr Kelly’s waiting room, and it took all 

my control to not shriek like a loon. In the village, they 

already found me more than a little odd. 

 ‘Wren?’ 

 I turned round. Smith broke off , breath ing hard, as he 

looked at my face. 

 ‘It’s Boxing Day,’ he said. He rubbed his jaw with his 

hand. ‘Why didn’t you stay in?’ 

 I shook my head, no use rehash ing the after noon. Behind 

him, the news reader was smiling: ‘And to end this evening’s 

broad cast …’ 

 ‘I’ll get the tin.’ He raised himself from the large armchair 

and went into the kitchen. 

 ‘… a round-up of wren hunts from around the country.’ 

The news caster beamed and my nausea rose as the song 

began, ‘ The wran, the wran the king of all birds .’ 

 I didn’t want to look, but couldn’t help myself. The 
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swirl ing colour of the parades, the straw-clad dancers and 

musi cians. Bright ribbons stream ing from the fake bird 

carried on a holly bush by masked boys. The deep, regular 

drum beats and laugh ing fl ute. A boy explained that they 

were collect ing money for the wren’s funeral. After they’d 

symbol ic ally killed her and decor ated her with ribbons. 

 I turned off  the  TV , hitting the button harder than was 

neces sary. 

 Smith came back, balan cing an old cake tin that said  First 

Aid Kit  in a faded script with a glass of whiskey and a bowl 

of steam ing water. 

 He took a piece of cotton wool and dipped it in water. 

Reaching inside the cake tin, he pulled out a tube of 

oint ment that looked like it had been bought when Sorcha 

was a girl. 

 ‘How bad?’ Smith dabbed the cuts on my face with the 

beige stuff . 

 ‘The usual.’ I didn’t want to talk about it. 

 ‘Did they hurt you?’ His blue eyes held mine. 

 ‘I’m fi ne, Smith.’ 

 His eyes fl icked to my temple. 

 ‘I fell.’ I touched my hand to the graze, glad he couldn’t 

see my shirt. ‘It’s nothing.’ 

 ‘You should have stayed home.’ Never had a graze been 

so thor oughly cleaned. 
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 ‘I saw some thing,’ I said. ‘There was blood.’ And hair. I 

couldn’t tell Smith that David had taken my hair. What if it 

meant some thing? Maeve would fret and Smith would 

glower. I couldn’t handle their worry ing. Or maybe it was 

that I didn’t want to bring scru tiny to the unwel come 

intim acy of it, that David had stolen a part of me. 

 ‘Blood?’ His hand faltered slightly and then dabbed 

briskly again. 

 ‘Not mine.’ Not most of it, anyway. 

 ‘What happened?’ He took a huge gulp from his tumbler. 

 This close, I could smell whiskey and a faint scent of 

mould. He never aired his clothes prop erly when he washed 

them. He was always folding them away before they 

completely dried. Smith stopped his dabbing but kept his 

eyes on the graze on my fore head. 

 ‘I took the letter opener. Just in case.’ Sharpened down to 

a stiletto. Because really, no one ever used the wretched thing. 

Not for opening letters anyway. It was an entirely unne ces-

sary instru ment, I thought, shrugging out of my jacket. 

 ‘And what did you do with the letter opener?’ 

 ‘Skewered his hand like a kebab.’ Was it bad that I 

smiled? 

 Smith sighed. ‘If David tells his dad …’ 

 He turned to pick up another ball of cotton wool soaked 

with stinky beige oint ment, but I saw the small smile. Not 
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every girl had a grand father who’d be proud of her for 

stabbing someone in the hand. 

 ‘He’s all right. Ouch.’ I pulled away as Smith started on 

my shoulder. ‘He’ll live.’ 

 The silence stretched. Smith was trying not to ask but 

even tu ally he couldn’t help it. ‘You saw some thing?’ 

 ‘Sorcha.’ I dreaded saying it. ‘With a stone.’ 

 Smith busied himself, throw ing the used cotton wool 

balls in the wastepa per basket. He took his time screw ing 

the cap on the tube of oint ment. A useless endeav our, it 

leaked out of the sides in three diff er ent places. 

 ‘A Daragishka stone?’ 

 I nodded. The one she’d stolen. Smith turned away. He 

bent over the old cake tin as if he were looking for some-

thing inside it. Something that could cure heart break. 

 ‘It happened quickly. She was,’ I paused while trying to 

fi nd a delic ate way to put it, ‘laid out on a table wearing the 

stone. A bunch of people around her. But it was like they 

were using her to get to the stone. They cut into her body 

and served it up. And then they ate her.’ So much for 

delic acy. 

 Smith snapped the lid of the cake tin down, his long 

fi ngers on the rim, care fully sealing it. I could see his mind 

working. He was fi gur ing how this aff ected the plan. Just 

how ominous it really was. I didn’t tell him that for the 
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briefest fl ash I’d seen myself on the table. Now that I was 

home, I wasn’t sure I’d seen it at all. 

 ‘What do you think it means?’ 

 He picked up his whiskey, swirl ing the melting ice. 

 ‘It means we have to fi nd those stones. Soon.’ 

 From when I was little, Smith had taught me that it 

wasn’t answers that mattered but knowing the right ques-

tions to ask. Which made ques tions seem very import ant. 

So the words rasped against my throat: ‘What happens if we 

don’t?’ 

 Smith gestured to the  TV . ‘You saw the news. Calista 

Harkness owns the Lucas Archive now. If we don’t get 

into it and fi nd Lucas’s map of the Daragishka stones, 

they will.’ 

 ‘Would that be so bad?’ I hated how timid I sounded. 

 ‘The stones are our only hope. If we don’t get them, it’s 

the begin ning of the end for us. It happened to the bards, 

don’t think it won’t happen to us.’ 

 Smith drained the glass and set it on top of the tin. No 

one liked think ing about the bards, the third group of 

draoithe, who’d wanted no part in the fi ght between the 

judges and augurs. No one liked to talk about how, after 

losing their nemeta, the bards’ songs and poems lost their 

magic. Their numbers dwindled and then they were no 

more. Not with a bang but a whimper. 
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 ‘And the intern ship is the only way.’ 

 Smith had ensured the intern ship would go to one of his 

girls. Someone either owed him a favour or wanted to keep 

a secret. That was how things were done in Kilshamble. I 

dreaded the thought of me or Aisling going under cover 

at Harkness House. The place where David and the 

wren boys worked. All of them, whether it was David or 

Calista Harkness or any other judge, had a burning hostil ity 

towards us. 

 ‘I can’t tell the future,’ Smith said, his face soft with 

concern and perhaps remorse. He didn’t need to touch 

or hug me, his face was unguarded in that moment and 

I felt loved, cared for. ‘But from mapping the situ ation, 

the possible options and outcomes, this is really our best 

chance.’ 

 ‘Then we do it.’ 

 He turned to the kitchen, clearly in search of more 

whiskey. 

 ‘Who do you think they were?’ I stopped him. ‘The 

people. Who fed on her.’ Those hands, grabbing at Sorcha. 

At me. 

 Smith paused in the wide squared frame leading to the 

kitchen. He turned slightly. ‘Why, the judges. Of course.’ 

 Before I reached the stairs, he spoke again, still framed by 

the square. ‘That was a blood vision, Wren.’ 



33

 I gave a short nod. There would be consequences, I knew 

that. There were always consequences, usually teeny tiny 

consequences that you hardly noticed. But the small things 

added up over time, until even tu ally they formed one big 

thing that could crush you beneath its weight.  
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For all the lost girls – may you f ind your way home.



Evelyn



1
February 1944

This is how an air raid begins: in the dead of night,
with silence and normality shattered by the banshee
wail of a siren.

I roll out of bed and Philippa’s already on her feet across
from me, white-faced but holding out a hand. I’m lucky to
have an elder sister and brother – they’ve been looking out
for me ever since the war broke out. I grab on to Philippa’s
hand as if it’s a lifeline, and we meet Jamie in the hall.

We’ve been taught well by our parents, and carried their
instructions with us through every drill at school: look out
for your siblings. Keep together whatever happens. Wait for
no one else.

Not even Mum and Dad.
So we hurry out through the back door of our shabby

terraced house and into the tiny garden, where the frost
nips at our feet. It’s strange, being out of doors so late at
night. Shadows loom long and make our postage-stamp
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lawn and shrubs seem eerily unfamiliar. Jamie helps Phil
and me down into the Anderson shelter and stands at the
entrance, staring back to the house with hunched shoulders
and one foot tapping. Phil wraps a damp blanket around
me and we sit side by side, shivering in the cold.

The siren wails on. Somewhere in the distance, bombs
begin to fall.

‘Do you see them?’ Philippa asks anxiously. 
Jamie shakes his head.
‘No, I – wait.’ His voice cracks with relief. ‘There’s Dad.’
Our father looks in at the entrance, and everything’s

suddenly a little less dreadful than it was before. Until he
frowns and looks at Jamie. ‘Didn’t your mum come out?’

Before Jamie can answer, Dad sprints back across the
lawn. The dull blast of explosions is growing louder, closer.
I gnaw on my lower lip and Jamie joins Phil and me. We
put our arms around each other and wait, and I would give
anything to be away from here – to leave the dark and
danger and fear behind.

‘Where are—?’ Philippa asks, choking with worry. But
a bomb falls so close that it drowns out her last word and
shakes the walls of our small shelter.

‘Anywhere but here,’ I whisper.
Phil pulls me close, as if her very presence can shield me

from harm. Squeezing my eyes shut, I will away the present,
picturing somewhere calm, somewhere peaceful – a haven
of silence and golden light. When I was very small, before
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the war, we visited the New Forest on holiday. It was the
loveliest place I’d ever seen. I envision its trees, its open
spaces, even the wild ponies.

‘Anywhere but here. Anywhere but here.’
And then, silence.
The dark in the shelter grows, till I can make out nothing

but my brother’s and sister’s pale faces.
After a moment a sound begins. It’s neither air-raid

siren nor bombshell. Ringing through the air, it’s low and
insistent, halfway between the bellow of a bull and the
bugle of an elk. It pulls at my blood and bones until I want
to crawl out of my own skin to answer it. Jamie, Phil and I
stare at each other, stunned.

‘Hold on to me,’ Jamie orders, panic lacing his words. We
join hands and I can barely breathe, I’m so afraid. Under
that fear, though, there’s something new and unexpected –
anticipation.

The call grows louder and louder until at last light
explodes around us. I blink and squint, eyes watering, sure
I’ll see only rubble and devastation when my vision clears.
But the light stays constant, unlike the flash and sizzle of
shelling. It resolves into afternoon sunshine and my heart
leaps to f ind that, impossibly, we’re standing in a wood.

After the confines of the bunker everything in me sings
to be surrounded by sun and trees and good clean air.
There’s a pungent green smell all about, and a riot of bird-
song undercut by the sound of running water. Wind lifts
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the hair from my forehead, and it’s not a bitter February
blast but a soft spring breeze.

Jamie and Phil glance at each other, wide-eyed as a pair
of ghosts.

‘Did we—?’ Philippa begins, and Jamie shrugs.
Ahead of us something steps from between the trees. It’s

a stag, his hide the colour of autumn leaves, a thick red ruff
of fur around his broad shoulders. He wears his branching
antlers like a crown.

Instinctively, Philippa pushes me behind her, but I pull
away. There is something about this place – about the earth
beneath my feet and the branches above my head and the
stag stepping towards us and the wild rightness of it all. 
A moment ago I was afraid and broken, and now I feel 
as if the splintered pieces within me have begun knitting 
back together.

‘Hello,’ I say quietly. ‘I’m Evelyn.’
In answer, the creature steps forward. He lowers his

great head and presses his velvet muzzle to my cheek. I feel
a whuff of hot air that smells of grass and leaves and wild
flowers. When he speaks, it’s a heart-deep rumble that comes
up from his chest and there’s a f ierce joy in his strange voice.

‘Little one. Welcome to the Woodlands.’
‘This can’t be happening,’ I hear Phil mutter to Jamie

behind me. ‘Either we’re dead or there’s been a gas attack.’
‘I don’t know.’ Jamie sounds torn. ‘It looks real 

enough, Phil.’
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‘But it can’t be . . .’
The stag f ixes his fathomless dark eyes on me and for the

first time that I can recall I am struck by a sudden and
unshakeable impression that all shall be well.

Anywhere but here, I said.
Somehow, I’ve got my wish.
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Had the journey to the dinosaur continent all been  
for nothing? 
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P R O L O G U E

I WAS SENT HERE BECAUSE OF A BOY. HIS NAME  
was Reeve Maxfield, and I loved him and then he died, and 
almost a year passed and no one knew what to do with me. 
Finally it was decided that the best thing would be to send me 
here. But if you ask anyone on staff or faculty, they’ll insist 
I was sent here because of “the lingering effects of trauma.” 
Those are the words that my parents wrote on the application 
to get me into The Wooden Barn, which is described in the 
brochure as a boarding school for “emotionally fragile, highly 
intelligent” teenagers.

On the line where it says “Reason student is applying to 
The Wooden Barn,” your parents can’t write “Because of a 
boy.” 

But it’s the truth. 
When I was little I loved my mom and dad and my 

brother, Leo, who followed me everywhere and said, “Jammy, 
wait.” When I got older I loved my ninth-grade math teacher, 
Mr. Mancardi, even though my math skills were deeply sub-
normal. “Ah, Jam Gallahue, welcome,” Mr. Mancardi would 
say when I came to first period late, my hair still wet from a 
shower; sometimes, in winter, with the ends frozen like baby 
twigs. “I’m tickled that you decided to join us.” He never said 
it in a nasty tone of voice. I actually think he was tickled.
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I was in love with Reeve in a fierce way that I’d never been 
in love with anyone before in all my fifteen years. After I met 
him, the kinds of love I’d felt for those other people suddenly 
seemed basic and lame. I realized there are different levels of 
love, just like different levels of math. Down the hall in school 
back then, in Advanced Math, a bunch of geniuses sat shar-
ing the latest gossip about parallelograms. Meanwhile, in Mr. 
Mancardi’s Dumb Math, we all sat around in a math fog, our 
mouths half open as we stared in confusion at the ironically 
named Smart Board. 

So I’d been in a very dumb love fog without even knowing 
it. And then, suddenly, I understood there was such a thing as 
Advanced Love. 

Reeve Maxfield was one of three tenth-grade exchange 
students, having decided to take a break from his life in 
London, England, one of the most exciting cities in the 
world, to spend a semester in our suburb of Crampton, 
New Jersey, to live with dull, cheerful jock Matt Kesman 
and his family. 

Reeve was different from the boys I knew—all those 
Alexes, Joshes, and Matts. It wasn’t just his name. He had a 
look that none of them had: very smart, slouching and lean, 
with skinny black jeans hanging low over knobby hip bones. 
He looked like a member of one of those British punk bands 
from the eighties that my dad still loves, and whose albums 
he keeps in special plastic sleeves because he’s positive they’re 
going to be worth a lot of money someday. Once I looked up 
one of my dad’s most prized albums on eBay and saw that 
someone had bid sixteen cents for it, which for some reason 
made me want to cry. 
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The covers of my dad’s albums usually show a bunch of 
ironic-looking boys standing together on a street corner, shar-
ing a private joke. Reeve would have fit right in. He had dark 
brown hair swirling across a pale, pale face, because appar-
ently there’s no sunlight in England. “Really? None? Total 
darkness?” I’d said when he insisted this was true.

“Pretty much,” he’d said. “The whole country is like a 
big, damp house where the electricity’s been turned off. And 
everyone’s lacking vitamin D. Even the queen.” He said all 
this with a straight face. There was a scrape to his voice. And 
though I don’t have any idea what people thought of him back 
in London, where that kind of accent is ordinary, to me his 
voice sounded like a lit match being held to the edge of a piece 
of brittle paper. It just exploded in a quiet burst. When he 
spoke I wanted to listen. 

I also wanted to look at him nonstop: the pale face, the 
brown eyes, the flyaway hair. He was like a long beaker in 
chemistry class, and the top was always bubbling over because 
some interesting process was taking place inside.

I’ve now compared Reeve Maxfield to both math and 
chemistry. But in the end the only class that came to mat-
ter in all of this was English. It wasn’t my English class at 
Crampton Regional; it was the one I took much later, at The 
Wooden Barn up in Vermont, after Reeve was gone and I 
could barely live. 

For reasons I didn’t understand, I was one of five stu-
dents tapped to be in a class called Special Topics in English. 
What happened in that class is something that none of us have 
ever talked about to anyone else. Though of course we think 
about it all the time, and I imagine we’ll think about it for the 
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rest of our lives. And the thing that amazes me the most, the 
thing I keep obsessing about, is this: If I hadn’t lost Reeve, 
and if I hadn’t been sent away to that boarding school, and 
if I hadn’t been one of five “emotionally fragile, highly intel-
ligent” teenagers in Special Topics in English, whose lives had 
been destroyed in five different ways, then I would never have 
known about Belzhar.
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1C H A P T E R

“JESUS, JAM, YOU’D BETTER GET UP ALREADY,” SAYS 
my roommate, DJ Kawabata, an emo girl from Coral Gables, 
Florida, with “certain food issues,” as she put it vaguely. She 
looms over my bed, her black hair hanging in my face. Because 
of DJ, our room is a treasure hunt of hidden food: Twizzlers, 
granola bars, boxes of raisins, even a squeeze bottle of some 
off-brand of ketchup called, I think, Hind’s, as if the company 
hoped that people would get confused and buy it. All of it has 
been planted strategically for so-called emergencies. 

I’ve been living at The Wooden Barn for only one day, and 
I haven’t witnessed one of my roommate’s emergencies yet, 
but she assures me they’re coming. “They always come,” she’d 
said, shrugging, when she first tried to explain what it would 
be like to share a room with her. “You’re going to see some shit 
you wish you’d never seen before. But don’t worry, I’m talking 
figurative shit. I’m not seriously unhinged.”

“Seriously unhinged” doesn’t get admitted to The Wooden 
Barn. This place isn’t a hospital, and they make a big point of 
how they’re against giving out psychiatric medication. Instead, 
they insist that the school experience is meant to bring people 
together and help them heal. 

I can’t imagine that this can be true. They don’t even let 
you have the Internet. They ban it completely, which just 
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seems cruel. They also confiscate your cell phone. There’s one 
ancient pay phone in the girls’ dorm, and one in the boys’.  
There isn’t any accessible Wi-Fi, so you can use your laptops 
for writing papers, but you can’t research anything. You can 
listen to music, but you’re out of luck if you want to go online 
and download new songs. You’re cut off from everything, 
which makes no sense at all, because everyone at this school 
is already cut off in one way or another. 

Although no one comes right out and says it, The Wooden 
Barn is sort of a halfway house between a hospital and a regu-
lar school. It’s like a big lily pad where you can linger before 
you have to make the frog-leap back to ordinary life. 

DJ told me she’d previously been in a special hospital for 
eating disorders. The patients there were all girls, she went on, 
and they were constantly being weighed by nurses who wore 
those pediatric nurse blouses that had patterns of cutesy pup-
pies or panda bears on them. Sometimes when their weight 
got too low, the girls were force-fed through tubes. 

“That happened to me once,” DJ said. “One of the nurses 
held me down, and her boobs were smashed into my face, and 
when I looked up, all I could see was an ocean of tiny golden 
retrievers.” 

By the time I arrive at The Wooden Barn, DJ has been 
here for two years. And this morning, on the very first day 
that classes begin, as she hovers above me with her hair hang-
ing in my face like a curtain, I just want her to go away. But 
she won’t. 

“Jam, you already missed breakfast,” she says, as if she’s 
my parent or something. “It’s time for class. What’ve you got 
first?”
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“No idea.” 
“Haven’t you looked at your skedge?”
“My ‘skedge’? If you mean my schedule, no.” 
I’d arrived the day before, having made the six-hour drive 

up with my parents and Leo. My mom was sort of crying the 
whole way but pretending it was allergies, and my dad was 
listening to NPR with a strange intensity. “Today,” said the 
woman on the radio, “we are going to devote our entire show 
to the voices suppressed by the Taliban.” 

My dad turned up the volume and nodded his head 
thoughtfully, as if it were the most fascinating thing, while 
my mom closed her eyes and cried, not about the voices sup-
pressed by the Taliban, but about me. 

My brother, Leo, was just being himself, sitting beside me 
pressing buttons on the grimy little handheld in his lap. “Hey,” 
he said when he’d beaten a level of his game and caught my 
eye. 

“Hey.”
“It’ll suck without you in the house.” 
“You’d better get used to it,” I said to him. “Our childhood 

together is pretty much over.”
“That’s mean,” he said.
“But it’s true. And then eventually,” I went on, “one of us 

will die. And the other one will have to go to the funeral. And 
give a speech.”

“Jam, stop,” Leo said. 
I immediately felt sorry about what I’d said, and didn’t 

even know why I’d said it. I was in a bad mood all the time. 
Leo didn’t deserve to be treated this way. He was only twelve, 
and he looked even younger. Some kids in his grade looked 
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like they were ready to have children; Leo looked like one of 
the children they might’ve had. Occasionally he got tripped 
in the hall, but nothing really bothered him because he’d 
found a way not to care. From the time he turned ten, he’d 
been obsessed with the alternative world of a video game 
called Dream Wanderers that has to do with magic cubes and 
apprentices and characters called driftlords. 

I still have no idea what a driftlord is. At the time, I didn’t 
even understand what an alternative world was, but now of 
course I do. And so I get what my little brother has known for 
a while: Sometimes an alternative world is much better than 
the real one. 

“I wasn’t trying to be mean,” I told Leo in the car. “I get 
like this,” I added.

“Mom and Dad told me that when you act this way I 
should just let it go, because—”

“Because why?” My voice had an edge.
“Because of what you’ve been through,” he said uneas-

ily. He and I had barely talked about it. He was so young, 
and he couldn’t possibly know what I’d been through, what 
I’d felt. 

The conversation had nowhere to go, so we each looked 
out our separate windows, and finally Leo closed his eyes and 
went to sleep with his mouth open. The car was enveloped in 
the smell of the cool-ranch-flavored chips he’d been eating. I 
felt sorry for him that he was like an only child now. That he 
no longer had a normal older sister. That instead he had one 
who’d become destroyed enough to have to go live at a special 
school in another state six hours away. 

Drop-off at The Wooden Barn was highly tense. My 
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mom kept trying to arrange my room, while DJ lounged 
on her bed, silently watching the whole scene, clearly 
amused by it. 

“Be sure you give your study buddy a couple of big 
punches every day so the filling stays even,” my mom said to 
me as I put things in drawers. 

From my trunk, I took out the jar of Tiptree Little Scar-
let Strawberry Preserve, the jam that Reeve had given me 
the night we first kissed, and I held the cool glass cylinder in 
my hand for a moment. I knew I’d never open this jar. It was 
almost like an urn that had Reeve’s ashes in it. The seal would 
remain unbroken forever. The jar was sacred to me, and I 
deposited it in my top dresser drawer and covered it carefully 
with a mess of bras and underwear and an old Tweety Bird 
nightshirt. 

“Just reach out and hit it, okay, Jam?” my mom continued. 
“Just hit it like it was a predator who’s jumped you in an alley.”

“Mom,” I said, while DJ kept watching, not even pre-
tending she wasn’t. She annoyed me so much, and I couldn’t 
believe I was going to have to live with her. 

“I mean, just give it a good slug all around the bottom and 
the sides,” my mom continued, demonstrating how I should 
attack the so-called study buddy, that big pillow with arms 
that she’d insisted we buy for my room at the Price Cruncher 
back in Crampton. 

The woman at the checkout counter had smiled at us 
when we managed to hoist it onto the moving belt. And then 
she’d said in a singsong voice, “Is someone going to Fenster 
Academy?” 

Fenster Academy is the snotty boarding school not too 
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far from my house in New Jersey where the girls have horses 
and everyone wears a sky-blue uniform, and sings these corny 
songs with bad rhymes like, “Oh Fenster, dear Fenster, we will 
ne’er forget our semesters . . .” Mom and I both awkwardly 
shook our heads no.

The study buddy was enormous, orange, and corduroy. 
I hated it in the store, and I hated it again when it sat on my 
bed in The Wooden Barn with its arms out. I even hated the 
name “study buddy.” Everyone knew I was still in no condi-
tion to study.

Apparently, though, it was time to “knuckle down,” or 
“get with the program,” as people said. And since I couldn’t 
do that, then it was time for me to enroll at The Wooden 
Barn, where supposedly a combination of the Vermont air, 
maple syrup, no psychiatric medication, and no Internet will 
cure me. But I’m not curable.

The other thing that makes the name “study buddy” awful 
is that I have no “buddies” anymore. Before I met Reeve 
and wanted to be with him all the time, my closest friends 
in Crampton were two other low-key, nice girls with long, 
straight hair—girls like me. We worked hard at school but 
weren’t nerds, and had done a little weed but weren’t ston-
ers. Mostly we were all considered cute-looking and sweet and 
sort of shy.  

Actually, I don’t think anyone thought about us all that 
often. We were the kind of girls who braided one another’s 
hair when we were younger, and practiced synchronized 
dance moves, and slept over at one another’s houses every 
single weekend. On those sleepovers we talked very frankly 
about a lot of topics, including “relationships,” of course, 
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though among us only Hannah Petroski had an actual, long-
term boyfriend, Ryan Brown. The two of them were really 
serious, and had almost had sex. 

“We are a millimeter away from actually doing it,” Hannah 
had revealed one weekend. And though I didn’t exactly know 
what that meant, I nodded and pretended I did. Hannah and 
Ryan had been in love since Mrs. Delahunt’s kindergarten 
class. They’d had their first kiss on a carpet remnant in the 
nap corner. 

After I lost Reeve, my friends came around a lot at first, 
dropping solemnly by the house. I could hear them from my 
bedroom when they stood in the front hall and talked to my 
parents. “Hi, Mr. Gallahue,” one of them would say. “Is Jam 
doing any better? No? Not at all? Wow, I don’t really know 
what to say. Well, I baked her some snickerdoodles . . .” 

But when they knocked on my bedroom door I never 
wanted to talk to them for very long. “I just wish you’d get 
over this already,” Hannah finally said one day, sitting on the 
edge of my bed. “You didn’t even know each other for very 
long. What was it, a month?”

“Forty-one days,” I corrected.
“Well, I know you’re having a hard time,” she told me. “I 

mean, Ryan is my life, so it’s not as if I can’t appreciate it in 
some way. But still . . . ,” she added, her voice trailing off.

“But still what, Hannah?” 
“I don’t know,” she said. Then she added, miserably, “I 

have to go, Jam.”
If Reeve had been there I would’ve said to him, “Don’t 

you hate the way people say, ‘But still, dot-dot-dot’ and let 
their voices kind of drop away, like they’ve actually finished 
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the sentence? ‘But still’ doesn’t mean anything, right? It just 
means you can’t explain what you feel.”

“I do hate that,” Reeve would’ve said. “People who say ‘But 
still’ have Satan in them.” 

He and I just tended to see the world the same way. After 
I lost him, I stayed in my room, drowsing on my bed. Once 
I wore my Tweety Bird nightshirt for five days straight. My 
friends stopped coming. No more visits, no more snickerdoo-
dles. My parents made me try to go back to school, but every-
one there stared at me because they knew how much I’d loved 
Reeve. I just sat in class with my eyes shut, hardly listening to 
anything being said. 

“Hello in there,” a teacher would say. “Jam, hello?” 
Sometimes, in the middle of a school day, I’d be standing 

in a patch of red light under the exit sign by the gym, or sitting 
on a beanbag chair in a corner of the library. And suddenly 
I’d remember that this was a place where I’d been with Reeve, 
and I’d go into a total panic. The breath would fly out of my 
chest, and I’d run down the hall and out through the fire doors 
and keep going. 

At first, some teacher or staff person would always run 
after me, but after a while they got tired of running. “I’m 
too old for this!” the school nurse once bellowed at me from 
across the playing fields. 

“If Jamaica can’t bring herself to stay at school during 
the day,” the principal said to my parents, “then perhaps you 
ought to make other arrangements for her.” 

So they tried homeschooling. They brought in a former 
history teacher who, we’d all heard, had been fired for coming 
to class wasted on vodka shots. He was a nice guy with a sad, 



13

creased face like one of those Shar-Pei dogs, and though he 
was never drunk when he came to tutor me, I just couldn’t pay 
attention. Again, I drifted off. “Oh, Jam,” he said. “I’m afraid 
this isn’t working.”

Now, after my mom and dad and my brother, Leo, have said 
their good-byes to me in my dorm room—all of them so upset, 
and me sort of empty and thick inside—and after I’ve sat 
through baked chicken, green beans, and quinoa in the dining 
hall, overwhelmed by all the new faces and voices around me, 
but staying separate and not talking to anyone, and after a night 
spent barely sleeping, I lie curled in bed on the first morning of 
classes at The Wooden Barn. 

And DJ, already fully dressed and with her hair in my face, 
demands to see my “skedge.” I motion vaguely toward the desk, 
where some of my non-clothing belongings are piled in no 
particular order. DJ paws through them and finally pulls out a 
folded piece of paper. Her expression changes as she looks at it. 

“What?” I ask.
DJ looks at me strangely. She’s half Asian, half Jewish, 

with straight, shining dark hair, and freckles tossed across her 
face. “You have Special Topics in English?” she says, her voice 
rising up in disbelief. 

“I don’t know.” I haven’t checked my classes. I really don’t 
care.

“Yeah, you do,” she says. “It’s your first class of the day. Do 
you know how unusual it is that you got in?”

“No. Why?”
DJ sits down on the bed at my feet. “First of all, this is a 

legendary class. The person who teaches it, Mrs. Quenell, only 
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teaches it when she wants to. Like, last year she decided it 
wasn’t going to be offered at all. She said there wasn’t the right 
‘mix’ of students, whatever that means. And even when she 
does teach it, almost nobody gets accepted into the class. You 
go through this whole effort of applying for it, but basically 
they always give you another class instead. 

“This summer I even wrote a special sucking-up note to 
her saying how important it was to me to be allowed to take 
the class this fall. I said that when I got to college I wanted 
to be an English major, and that ‘if I was lucky enough to be 
accepted into Special Topics, it would surely send me on my 
way.’ I actually used those ass-kissing words. But they didn’t 
work. I got put in regular English, just like almost everybody 
else. It’s a total joke.”

“Well,” I say, “you’re probably lucky that you didn’t get in.”
“That’s the same thing people always say,” DJ says, irri-

tated. “And it just makes me want to be in it more. By the way, 
it’s one semester long. It ends right before Christmas break. 
And you only read one writer.”

“One writer the whole semester?”
“Yeah. It changes each time. Mrs. Quenell is really old,”  

DJ goes on. “She’s one of the only teachers at The Wooden 
Barn who’s called ‘Mrs.’ On the first day of class, every other 
teacher says ‘Call me Heather’ or ‘Call me Ishmael,’ in this 
we’re-your-best-friends-and-you-can-tell-us-anything way. 
But not Mrs. Quenell. And here’s another weird thing: Some 
people get into her class who didn’t even apply. Like, appar-
ently, you. There are usually only five or six people in it. It’s the 
smallest, most elite class in the entire school.”

“Feel free to take my place,” I say. 
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“I wish I could. During the semester, everyone in the 
class acts like it’s no big deal. But then when it’s over, they say 
things about how it changed their lives. I’m dying to know in 
what way it changed their lives. But it’s not like you can ask 
anyone about it now, because no one who was in that class is 
still at school. It’s mixed grades, but the last of them graduated 
or left. I swear, it’s like one of those secret societies.” DJ looks 
me over with an expression that’s partly impressed, and partly 
hostile, and says, “So. Tell me. What’s so special about you?” 

I think about this for a second. “Nothing,” I say. Reeve 
was the most special thing that ever happened to me. Now I’m 
just an apathetic, long-haired girl who doesn’t care about any-
thing except my own grief. I have no idea why I was chosen 
to be in Mrs. Quenell’s Special Topics in English. I don’t even 
want to be in an advanced class where you obviously have to 
work extra hard to do well. I’d rather be allowed to hang out 
in the back of a classroom all year and get some sleep while 
the teacher gets all worked up and about to have a stroke over 
whether or not Huckleberry Finn is racist. 

Instead, I’m probably going to have to “participate.” But 
I don’t want to participate in anything. The world can go on 
without me and just leave me alone to close my eyes and rest 
during the school day. Apparently The Wooden Barn didn’t 
get that message. 

But DJ, who doesn’t get the message that I want to be left 
alone either, makes me get out of bed and get dressed. “Up,” 
she says, making getting-up motions with her hands. Her 
nails, I notice, are painted grayish green. 

“What are you, my mommy?” I ask.
“No, your roommate.”



16

“I didn’t know that getting me up was your job,” I say 
coldly.

“Well, now you know,” says DJ. Despite her appearance 
and the snaky way she behaved when my parents dropped me 
off, she seems very involved in being a roommate. She man-
ages to get me out of bed, and even insists that I eat a little 
something before Special Topics in English begins. “You want 
your mind to be sharp,” she says.

“Not really.”
“Believe me, you do. Here. Eat.” This, of course, is deeply 

ironic—the food-issues girl urging her non-food-issues room-
mate to eat—but DJ doesn’t seem to notice. She’s reached 
under her mattress and pulled out a flattened s’mores-flavored 
granola bar.  

I take the bar and wolf it down, though it tastes like old 
compacted dirt shot through with little bits of gravel. I don’t 
ask her why I ought to listen to her when I don’t know her 
at all, except to see that she must be a genuinely screwed-up 
person to have landed at The Wooden Barn. But then again, I 
must be one too. 

“It’s for the best,” my dad had said a few nights earlier, 
when I was packing the trunk that I used to take to Camp 
Swaying Spruce every summer. 

Then my mom, who always blurts out the truth when she’s 
under stress, added, “We don’t know what else to do with you, 
babe!”

So now, having been banished to The Wooden Barn, 
and having eaten a flattened, tasteless granola bar, my room-
mate, DJ, hustles me outside. The leaf-bright campus is actu-
ally pretty, though I still don’t care. Fine, so instead of living 
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in a pale blue suburban ranch house at 11 Gooseberry Lane 
in Crampton, New Jersey, my half-dead self now lives on the 
campus of an abnormal New England boarding school that’s 
made to look like a normal one. There are plenty of trees, 
winding paths, and kids with backpacks.

“See this building?” DJ says, pointing to a big red 
wooden structure. “It used to be a barn—that’s where the 
school got its name, duh—but now it’s where a lot of classes 
are held. It’s the nicest of all the buildings. Of course, Spe-
cial Topics is held here.” She leads me inside and takes me 
down a long hall. The old, polished wooden floors creak 
and groan under our feet. People are wandering around, 
killing time before class. 

“Yo, DJ, you in Perrino’s section A physics?” a boy calls 
to her.

“Yeah,” she says suspiciously. “Why?”
“I’m in it too.”
“What a staggering coincidence,” she says.
DJ seems popular here, which would never have been the 

case in Crampton. Then again, it was pretty surprising that 
I got to be popular there, having spent so many years as one 
of those interchangeable, long-haired nice girls. But when I 
started spending time with Reeve, some people in the group 
of kids that decided which other kids mattered began to pay 
more attention to me. Everyone noticed the way Reeve sat 
with me during art class once, and how I sketched him. We 
sat very close that day, and word got around that there was 
something between us. 

Which explains why Dana Sapol, the girl who probably 
mattered most at Crampton, and who was never nice to me, 
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had actually looked up from her locker and said, “My par-
ents and Courtney the brat are going to our grandparents’ this 
Saturday, so it’s par-tay time. You should come. The hottie 
exchange student will be there.” 

I pretended not to think it was a huge deal that she had said 
this. But of course it was. Dana had had it out for me since the 
day in second grade when she forgot to wear underpants to 
school. I only found this out because she hung upside-down 
on the jungle gym that day, though luckily I was the only one 
who saw. “Dana, you forgot your underpants,” I hissed, block-
ing her from everyone else’s view. 

You’d think she would have been grateful. I saw it before 
anyone else could see. But instead it was like I suddenly knew 
something scandalous about her that I could hold over her for-
ever. Not that I ever would have, of course, but it was what she 
thought. Years passed and Dana’s underpants incident might’ve 
become something funny that we could have joked around 
about, but we never did. She just treated me cruelly or ignored 
me—until now, when suddenly I was invited to her party.

I’d twirled my combination lock and made an expression of 
only the vaguest interest. As if I didn’t care that I was invited, or 
as if I didn’t care that Reeve would be there. As if maybe I had 
something else to do on Saturday night besides some sleepover 
at Hannah’s or Jenna’s, or a trip to the mall to look at skinny 
jeans, or a family game night with my parents and Leo. I hadn’t 
really minded those nights before—I’d even liked them—but all 
of a sudden I couldn’t believe I’d spent so much time that way.

I just wanted to be with Reeve now. He was all I thought 
about. He’d said that the Kesmans, his host family, were con-
cerned about him making the “right” friends. This was sort of 
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understandable. The previous year, the Kesmans had hosted a 
girl from Denmark who did nothing but wear clogs and smoke 
weed. So when Reeve came to live with them, they went through 
his luggage looking for illegal substances. 

“Or clogs,” Reeve added. 
But he wasn’t into substances, and neither was I. “If I want 

to get all paranoid and scarf down an entire Cadbury Dairy 
Milk bar and a bag of crisps, I don’t need something herbal to 
make me do that,” he once said, which I thought was pretty 
funny.

“‘Cadbury Dairy Milk bar,’” I said. “‘Crisps.’ And pro-
nouncing the ‘h’ in ‘herbal.’ Those British things you say—I love 
them.”

“‘In hospital,’” said Reeve, continuing to try to amuse me. 
“‘Flat.’ ‘Bloody hell.’ ‘That’ll be twelve quid.’ ‘Duke and Duchess 
of Fill-in-the-Bloody-Blank.’”

Standing in the hallway outside my classroom at The 
Wooden Barn, I’m swimming in thoughts of Reeve—his 
voice, his face—but DJ puts an end to this. “Focus. Class is 
about to start. You’d better tell me all about it later,” she says, 
and then she pushes me inside. 
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Prologue

April 1525, Greenwich,

in the Queen’s Bedchamber, Mary is nine …

P
ress a little harder with the pen, Mary. Your 

letters are all faint.’

‘Like a spider’s foot steps.’

Mary had spoken without think ing, but the 

image was strik ing, and it made her mother laugh. 

The tiny feet of a spider, trail ing across the paper. 

Yes, Mary’s hand writ ing was diffi cult to read, unlike 

the bold, strong strokes of her mother’s draft that 

she was copying.

‘Mary! You are daydream ing again, aren’t you?’

‘Yes, Mother. Daydreaming. As always.’

‘No need to be pert!’

Mary returned her atten tion to the task, but the 

spider wouldn’t leave her mind. She imagined him 

‘
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stop ping a moment for a sit- down, cross ing his 

many legs. It made her giggle. Laboriously, she tried 

to copy out the next few words.

… my heart and soul will always be yours …

Her mother was hover ing anxiously, and Mary 

wished she would go away. Mary did not mind 

writing, even enjoyed it some times, but she hated 

to be watched. Yet she had to do this for Charles, the 

emperor, her beloved. Yes, he was her beloved. She 

had been told it so many times that she almost 

believed it. Mary stroked her gold brooch, its letters 

spelling out his name: THE EMPEROUR.

Mary’s mother noticed what she was doing.

‘Ah yes!’ she said, delighted. ‘You are think ing of 

your husband- to-be. I see it! Thoughts of love and 

honour fill your head, angelito mio. What a magni fi-

cent future you have ahead of you – an empress! 

Nothing could be better, nothing more splen did. 

Your Spanish grand mother would be proud.’

Mary was so used to her mother’s rhaps od ies 

about her imper ial future that she barely listened. 

But while her ears might not have been working, 

her eyes certainly were.
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‘What’s that, Mother?’

Mary noticed that Queen Catherine was holding 

some thing in her own fingers, turning it over and 

over, as if it were precious. She looked up from her 

exam in a tion of the tiny, glint ing object, a triumphant 

smile on her face.

‘Can you see what it is?’

Mary peered. It was a ring, clearly. But what kind?

Mary racked her brains for the colours of the 

precious stones that she had learned with Mr 

Featherstone. What colour was it? She examined it, 

turning it to the light.

‘It’s green, isn’t it? Is it … an emerald?’

‘Yes!’ Her mother was raptur ous, in a way that 

always slightly embar rassed Mary. It was easy to 

learn her lessons from Mr Featherstone. It was 

harder to know what to say in any given situ ation. 

She wished, often, for less fuss and to be left alone 

with her thoughts. Mary rolled her eyes. Green and 

gold, green and gold; they were her mother’s favour-

ite colours.

‘It’s a huge emerald, isn’t it?’ her mother con-

tinued. ‘As green as poison. And in a magni fi cent 
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setting of gold as well. This will be your gift to your 

amado, Mary. We will send it with your letter.’

Mary slightly lost interest in the ring, if it was to 

pass so quickly through her posses sion. ‘Oh Mary,’ 

her mother sighed. ‘You are not like other girls. You 

aren’t inter ested in jewels, are you? Don’t you want 

to keep it for your self?’

‘Not really,’ Mary admit ted. ‘I would rather have 

a sister. Or, if I can’t have a sister, then a kitten.’ 

Mary knew that she shouldn’t ask for a sister, or a 

baby brother. It made her mother upset. ‘Yes, I’d 

rather have a kitten,’ she said defin it ively.

Her ruse worked. ‘Oh no, not kittens again!’ The 

queen was exas per ated. ‘They have fleas, querida. 

And there is no place for them in the train of  

an army.’

‘But Mother!’ This time Mary’s atten tion was 

captured to the extent that she threw down her pen. 

‘I am not in the train of an army. I will never be in 

the train of an army. I am stuck here in this royal 

palace, with nothing much to do, and nobody to 

play with, and loads of people gawping at me 

whenever I set foot out of our chamber.’
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Catherine at once looked very grim, and 

crouched down by Mary’s chair, looking sternly 

into her daugh ter’s face.

‘You,’ she said savagely, holding Mary’s eyes  

and jabbing at Mary’s chest with her finger, ‘are a 

daugh ter of Spain. You will not always be kept safe 

inside this luxuri ous palace, as you are now. You will 

look back on this as a time of great good fortune. 

The Wheel of Fortune can take you down as well as 

up, you know.’

‘But Mother,’ Mary said drily. She tired of this 

debate. She crossed her arms, sulky again. ‘My father 

is the king of England. Who could know better than 

him? And he says that women don’t go to war.’ It 

really was too exhaust ing to have this argu ment 

over and over again.

Catherine contin ued exactly as if Mary had not 

spoken. ‘The time will come for bravery,’ she said, 

tapping a finger on the table. ‘You are a daugh ter  

of Spain,’ she said. ‘Your grand mother Isabella was a 

warrior queen. Even when with child she rode  

to war! And daugh ters of Spain are always ready to 

fight! To fight to the death!’
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Mary sighed. ‘But I don’t want to fight to the 

death,’ she said under her breath. ‘We’re not in the 

country of the blood- drink ers now.’

She had heard her father refer to Spain in this 

manner. Although she did not know if Spaniards 

really did drink blood – what, out of goblets? – she 

thought it sounded impress ively dismissive. But 

her mother wasn’t listen ing.

‘When you are married to Charles …’

Catherine was click ing her fingers to regain 

Mary’s atten tion. It worked. Mary turned to find 

her mother’s blue eyes blazing at her, a sharp crease 

between her eyebrows.

‘When you are married to Charles, when you 

have come of age in a few years’ time, you will be an 

empress. You will have many enemies. People will 

try to take your power away from you. You must 

always, always be ready to fight to the death. I give 

you a great gift in telling you this.’

Mary’s atten tion wandered again, as it so often 

did. She tried to imagine being married to Charles. 

She had of course met him, four years ago, when 

their marriage contract had been drawn up. But it 
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would still be another four years until she would  

go to Brussels and live with him. It was hard to 

remem ber his face. It was hard to imagine being an 

empress, and being ready to fight to the death every 

single day.

‘I’d rather be queen of England than an empress,’ 

Mary said, with decision. ‘Can’t Charles come and 

live with me here?’ What a lovely thought this was! 

‘He could live here, with me, and you, and Father!’ 

Mary spun round to her mother, stretch ing out her 

arms in enthu si asm, the letter forgot ten, enrap tured 

with her new idea.

Catherine’s fierce look dissip ated in an instant, as 

it often did when some thing amused her. But then 

a shadow crossed her face. She turned back to Mary, 

reveal ing her profile like a hawk’s, her heavy eyelids 

that came down half over her pupils, making her 

look ancient, time less.

‘Girls like you, Princess Mary,’ Mary’s mother said, 

‘must always go to live abroad. Like I did, you know 

that! And you should be pleased to leave this miser-

able land of England, where they don’t care for girls 

anyway. Just look at the way your father insists that 
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he still has no chil dren. No chil dren! Despite having 

you, a wondrous Spanish beauty. Although you have 

red- gold hair – that’s not so Spanish. But of course 

you get that from me.’

Mary lowered her chin to her chest. Red- gold 

hair, indeed. It was more like a sort of warm light 

brown. And despite her mother’s pride in the colour 

of Mary’s hair, she person ally thought it was the 

same shade as her father’s. It was kind of her mother 

to call her a beauty, but Mary was suspi cious of such 

terms. She had often examined her nose in the 

curve of the silver water jug. It flared, rather like  

the nose of a mule. She would turn her head from 

side to side, trying to make it look smaller, and 

indeed, at a certain point the swell of the vessel 

would make it disap pear. All bad things could dis-

ap pear, she thought, if you looked at them in the 

right light. But what was it that her mother was 

going on about now? The letter, oh, the letter. Yes, 

she must finish the letter to Charles.

The half- empty page looked enorm ous. Mary’s 

writing had so far only filled a tiny bit at the top. 

She should have started lower down, so as to make 
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it look like a long letter with less work. She picked 

up her pen.

Will anything even come of it? Mary asked herself 

as she dipped it into the ink. Charles never wrote 

back. Mary some times suspec ted that her mother 

went on about things too much, and that this had the 

effect of boring people and turning them away. Too 

many letters; too many words.

She tried to imagine Charles reading the letter, 

trying on the ring. But what came to mind was a 

frown ing man tossing the letter aside, as her father 

so often did. Secretaries picked up his discarded 

corres pond ence after wards, from the floor, and took 

it away to deal with it, while he instead strode out 

saying that he was going hunting.

‘Perhaps,’ she said tent at ively, ‘I write too often to 

Charles. Perhaps it bores him to receive all these 

letters.’

‘Mary! It is your duty to write often to your amado.’

It wasn’t easy to suggest that her mother might 

ever be wrong.

Mary sighed. She had known, really, that she 

would not get off so easily. ‘He needs to be reminded,’ 
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Catherine said, as if to herself, ‘of his ties to Spain. 

Of his ties to me, his aunt, stuck here in this damp 

island and married to a piece of soft curds of cheese. 

He needs remind ing,’ she said, her voice rising, ‘of 

his own duty, which is to marry my daugh ter.’

‘Soft curds?’ In her mother’s ravings, these were 

the only words that Mary picked out. ‘My father is 

not soft like cheese, you know!’

‘Ah, you are indig nant, my spit ting cat!’ Catherine 

said, with a laugh. ‘That’s the spirit. I never knew 

such a girl for daydream ing, nor one who more 

admired her father. You worship him too much. You 

should save your worship for God!’

‘Honour thy father and mother,’ Mary said 

primly. ‘Isn’t that true?’

Catherine knelt again, looking closely into 

Mary’s face. For a moment Mary feared that she’d 

get told off for answer ing back.

But not this time.

‘It is true,’ Catherine said gently. ‘But espe cially 

honour your mother, and honour God. That is the 

Spanish way. There are many spies and liars in  

the world, but you must always, always trust me. 
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Now, to work. Finish writing out that letter and 

then we can play.’

I would prefer to make up my own letter rather than 

copy yours, Mary thought to herself rebel li ously as 

she pulled the draft closer to see it better. And my 

father is not soft like cheese at all. He says that girls 

can’t be king. And because he’s the king, and knows 

everything in the world, he can’t be wrong.
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Chapter 1

April 1527, Greenwich

Mary is eleven …

A
nd where …’

The great bellow ing roar came from  

     the court yard outside the window. Mary 

looked up, delighted.

‘And where is the high …’

The deep, booming voice was louder now, coming 

closer, climb ing the stairs. Mary had been stuck in a 

velvet chair for hours, with her mother’s ladies 

fussing all around her, doing her hair and fasten ing 

heavy neck laces around her throat until her head 

almost ached with the strain of remain ing upright. 

She felt the gold links move and clank a little as she 

stretched her neck round to look between the ladies 

towards the door.

‘
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‘And where is the high, mighty and power ful 

prin cess …’

Mary was now giggling, and wiggling out of her 

chair, and darting between the ladies- in-waiting. It 

was two years later. Mary knew that she was too 

grown up, now, for playing the old games with her 

father. But somehow, she could not stop. Behind 

her, she sensed her mother’s body give a slight 

resigned droop, and her unwill ing smile.

‘The PRINCESS MARY?’

With that, Mary’s father was in the queen’s 

bedcham ber, and picking Mary up under the arm-

pits, and spin ning her round and round in the air. 

She shrieked with excite ment.

‘Oof!’

Unceremoniously, her father dumped her to  

the floor. The ladies- in-waiting did their usual trick 

of disap pear ing, slip ping away silently with serene 

smiles. As they left, they revealed Mary’s mother 

stand ing by the dress ing table.

‘Yes,’ said Catherine drily. ‘She is not so light now 

that she is eleven!’

‘Eleven, nearly a lady! And nearly ready to be 
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married! Now, let me see you.’

Mary’s father had been stag ger ing about, pretend ing 

that she had broken his back, while she smirked and 

giggled. But now he drew himself up and settled his 

fur- trimmed robe back on his shoulders.

‘Come on, stand up straight!’ Mary’s father said, 

scan ning her up and down with his blue eyes. ‘Let 

us see this prin cess of ours! The ambas sad ors are 

here from your suitor, and they want to inspect you. 

They’ll report back to him, you know.’

‘Oh, I think that our daugh ter will make you 

proud,’ said Catherine lightly. She stepped forward 

and placed her hands on Mary’s shoulders. ‘Stand 

straight, angelito mio,’ she whispered in Mary’s ear.

Mary slowly twirled for her father in her velvet 

dress and neck laces, slightly resist ing the pres sure 

of her mother’s hands.

‘Have we not done well, my love?’

Queen Catherine showed off two hours’ handi-

work in Mary’s care fully selec ted velvet gown. She 

and her ladies had sewn Mary into it, stitch ing pearls 

along her neck line and braid ing her hair into a crown. 

Although she was eleven, Mary was too young, still, 
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to hide her hair under a pointed hat like her mother’s. 

She some times longed to feel the weight of such a 

head dress. Then she would be grown up, and prob-

ably married. People would take her seri ously, not 

just tell her how clever she was, then move the 

conver sa tion on to other things.

‘Where are her fur- trimmed sleeves?’

He was asking suspi ciously.

Catherine panto mimed surprise.

‘I thought she was to play the virgin als,’ she said.

‘Catherine, don’t start again. This is all agreed. 

Yes, my daugh ter is certainly to play the virgin als.’

Mary twitched at the sudden chill in the atmo sphere. 

She knew that it had been long ago confirmed that she 

would perform for the ambas sad ors on the virgin als, 

despite her mother’s reluct ance to have her do so.

‘It is agreed, my liege,’ Catherine said, smooth as 

silk. She was using a voice that Mary thought of  

as treach er ous. She would say the nicest things in  

this voice, but she didn’t mean them. ‘Oh yes, it is 

agreed that Princess Mary will play the virgin als. 

And for that she cannot wear her heavy sleeves. 

That’s why she is not wearing them, obvi ously. 
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They’re quite safe, here in the box.’ She nodded to a 

heavy leather trunk, brought up that morning from 

the royal ward robe depart ment in London, and 

raided by the ladies for Mary’s costume.

Catherine’s father nodded, appeased.

‘All right, no sleeves,’ he said. ‘I’ll give you credit, 

Catherine – you might not want this match for our 

daugh ter, but you have made her look as fine as any 

prin cess in Europe.’

Mary was not feeling partic u larly fine. In fact, 

she was begin ning to feel more than a little foolish 

under her heavy clothes and her parents’ scru tiny. 

Her scalp was start ing to complain where her hair 

had been plaited a bit too tight. But then, her father’s 

approval was import ant. He so rarely came up to see 

them in their chamber. It was worth going through 

all this to make him proud.

‘Up, stand up straight!’ he said tetch ily. ‘And 

what’s this? Oh, but this is a nice touch.’

Mary pressed out her chest, where she was 

wearing a golden brooch.

‘THE DUKE, it says,’ she told him proudly. ‘My 

one true love.’
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For a second she felt her parents’ eyes meeting 

over her head, and some thing power ful being 

exchanged. She felt cross. It was always like this. 

She was called the first prin cess of Europe, and then 

the next second she was utterly ignored. Much 

better to be an animal, she decided. Life as a prin-

cess was rather like being a piece of fine furniture, 

to be admired, cooed over, then swiftly forgot ten.

‘Yes,’ said Catherine. ‘Mary’s heart is commit ted 

to this French duke now. The brooch makes it plain 

who owns her: the French people. I had hoped that 

she would marry my nephew, the emperor. I admit 

it. I had hoped that she would not be called upon to 

play the virgin als once more, to yet another set of 

ambas sad ors, like a common wench on display, to 

be sold to the highest bidder. I had hoped to avoid 

that for our daugh ter, the prin cess. But I have embraced 

it in good faith.’

Mary’s fingers felt the outline of her brooch  

once more. THE DUKE, it read, in golden letters, 

meaning the younger son of the king of France.  

She didn’t mind, really, that her betrothed was no 

longer Charles, the emperor, but Henri, the Duke  
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d’Orléans. And THE DUKE was no easier to 

imagine than THE EMPEROUR, although her 

mother was much less keen on him.

Henry smiled. ‘I under stand your dislike of the 

French,’ he said. ‘No one can fault you, Catherine, 

on your constancy. Nor your devo tion to that fierce 

old- fash ioned God of yours. But today let’s be merry. 

Have we not got a fine girl? The ambas sad ors will 

love her. And how your fingers twinkle on those 

keys, hey, Mary? You get your musical skills from 

your father.’

He was taking her hand again, and now spin ning 

her round into a dance, drawing Catherine reluct-

antly into the move ment. ‘C’est bonjour, monsieur,’ he 

sang, to a silly tune of his own devis ing, ‘this prince, 

this duc d’Orléans, he will be your husband, Mary! 

And maybe one day you’ll be queen of France, which 

is second only to being queen of England.’

At that, he bowed down with a sweep ing gesture 

towards his wife. Of course, Mary’s mother really 

was queen of England. Despite her constant talk  

of Spain, which made Mary forget it from time  

to time.
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Catherine extric ated herself with dignity, but 

her husband’s buffoon ery caused an unwill ing smile 

to creep across her face. As Mary contin ued to join 

her father in his ridicu lous caper ing, she craned her 

neck to watch her mother, anxious to see her happy. 

Mary could see that the crease between Catherine’s 

eyes had not disap peared. But she did manage to 

give Mary a tight little grin.

Soothed, Mary stopped dancing, and placed her 

hand form ally in her father’s.

‘I’m ready,’ she said. ‘Take me to my amado.’

‘Your bien- aimé,’ her father correc ted her.

They both sensed Catherine’s small angry gesture 

behind them at his use of French rather than 

Spanish. The king stopped suddenly in the doorway, 

forcing Mary to stop too.

‘You are not a prin cess of Spain now, Catherine,’ 

he said sternly. ‘It’s no part of your duty to hate the 

French as the Spanish do. You are a queen of 

England, and my wife, and I say it is your duty to 

love the French. And I hope you will come down to 

the party tonight, to see our daugh ter dance with 

the French ambas sador. I don’t want any talk of 
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your being ill, and I don’t want you skulk ing away 

and eating your dinner up here in your room.’

‘Oh, I’ll be there,’ said Catherine coldly. ‘But it’s 

been three suitors for our daugh ter now, and she’s 

only eleven. First the dauphin; then the emperor; 

now this Duke of Orléans. To whom will you marry 

our daugh ter off next? You are fickle, my love, fickle 

like the wind.’

Mary knew that her father had a burning desire 

to answer. He expressed it through the savage 

squeeze he gave to her hand. She knew that he was 

strug gling with himself, for one second, for two. 

But he did manage to remain silent. He pulled Mary 

with him through the door.

‘Spaniards!’ he muttered as they went down the 

stairs. ‘Blood- drink ers! What a bloody stub born 

race they are.’
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Chapter 2

April 1527, Greenwich

L
ater, much later, the same day, Mary was 

sleepy. It was past her usual bedtime. The  

 green gown had grown extremely heavy 

and was hurting where it hung from her hips. As 

she walked with her mother through the palace, 

Mary began to shuffle and stumble with her feet. 

She trod on the hem of her long skirt.

Catherine noticed, and grabbed Mary’s hand to 

force her to keep up. ‘Hold your dress up prop erly, 

Mary,’ she hissed. ‘Use your other hand.’ It was a 

chilly evening, a wet wind had been blowing in 

across the river, and the air was damp and cold from 

the rain even now falling hard upon the roof.

‘Mother, I’ve had about enough of celeb rat ing,’ 
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Mary said. ‘Can’t I go to bed?’ Both hands were 

trapped now, and she felt like a pris oner.

‘No, you can’t,’ said Catherine grimly. ‘Court 

celeb ra tions aren’t for fun, you know. They’re work. 

They’re your job as a prin cess, and mine as a queen. 

And you must look like you are happy and proud to 

be present. That is the secret of success.’

Not for fun. All too often Mary had heard those 

words. She hung her head, dispir ited. Her mother 

noticed, and relen ted a little.

‘Courage!’ Queen Catherine said. ‘Just one more 

hour to go. Then you can go to bed. You played well 

today. Don’t you ever get nervous?’

‘A daugh ter of Spain never feels pain,’ chanted 

Mary, some thing her mother often said, even 

though it wasn’t true. She would have liked to close 

her eyes there and then, as keeping them open 

almost hurt. In fact, she did close them, pretend ing 

for a minute that she was sleep walk ing.

‘Ah, you have a gift, Mary,’ the queen said, laugh-

ing softly. ‘You can lose your self in music, can you 

not? And reading? You can live inside your self. That 

is import ant for a prin cess. You will be much alone.’
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Mary opened her eyes long enough to consider 

the ques tion. She felt like she was never alone, never 

left to play, or think, or just to lie around doing 

nothing.

But yes, when she was playing her music, she did 

not notice the people around her. She had felt 

nervous when she entered the Great Chamber, it was 

true, for there were many people there, more people 

than she could remem ber seeing at court before. 

Then, though, she had seen the table laid with a 

carpet, and upon it the little square box of her instru-

ment. Seating herself, she had simply pushed up her 

linen cuffs and played. It seemed to have worked.

Afterwards there had been a great deal of talk 

between her father and the ambas sad orial party 

from France, and inev it ably the focus moved off 

from Mary. Most of the talk had seemed to consist 

of tech nical and boring descrip tions of the staffi ng 

of the court of the French king, punc tu ated by 

Mary’s father’s great booming laugh. Come to think 

of it, she did not remem ber her mother speak ing 

once the whole after noon. She had just sat there, a 

myster i ous smile on her face, like a basilisk.
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And there was some thing a little grim in the grip 

of her mother’s hand drag ging her along the 

corridor now.

‘Can’t we go to bed?’ Mary asked, hearing a whim-

per ing tone that she disliked in her voice. It only 

came out when she was tired, or hungry, but she felt 

unable to control it.

‘No, we cannot,’ said her mother. ‘It is the will of 

your father that we should be present, and our 

absence will be noticed. Also, you want to show off 

your green dress, do you not? We’re on duty!’

Mary did not think her dress partic u larly pretty – 

it was a stiff green brocade with a pattern of golden 

flowers woven in – but she looked down at it and 

straightened her brooch. The brooch had been a 

very good idea of her mother’s. When the French 

ambas sador had seen it, he’d burst into delighted 

laughter and bowed very low. But Mary would have 

preferred to wear some thing lighter and floatier, 

some thing, oh, some thing in a brighter colour than 

her mother’s favour ite – and endless – green.

As they turned the corner of the gallery, Mary 

started to hear the faint strain of music, the high 
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piping notes of an oboe. The sound, a teasing tune, 

lifted her spirits. Suddenly she began to feel more 

awake. Her mother noticed. ‘Ah yes,’ she said. ‘It is true 

that the English court can put on a good show, even in 

this miser able endless rain. Now, Princess Mary, 

remem ber you are a prin cess, and dance with dignity.’

They picked up their pace, and moved along the 

gallery towards the Great Hall.

It was warmer now, and the air seemed richer, 

even perfumed. The entry way was thronged with 

people. Mary was not surprised when they turned 

towards her mother, exclaimed, bowed and parted 

to let them through. This was the way it was at the 

palace of Greenwich. She and her mother never had 

to wait for anything. And if they did, why then her 

mother would lose her temper. Everyone was afraid 

of that, and did all they could to avoid it. Mary knew 

that even her father feared one of her mother’s 

explo sions.

Mary nodded to the bent heads and lifted hats, 

suddenly feeling alive, and curious as to what might 

lie beyond. As they entered, she saw that the hall 

was lined on each side with crowds of courtiers, 
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mainly men, but several women too. A great blast of 

heat came out from the burning brazi ers and the 

people and the candles. Mary’s eye dwelt partic u-

larly on the unfa mil iar women among the crowd, in 

their beau ti ful, bright dresses. One lady had curi-

ously highly arched eyebrows, so curved that they 

almost looked like they weren’t real but drawn on 

with a pencil. Another had hair in tiny, perfect curls 

like the whorls of a snail.

She wanted to look for longer at the French 

ladies, but the French ambas sador, whom she recog-

nised from the after noon, was bowing down before 

her and offer ing her his hand for a dance. Mary 

panicked for a moment. What was the correct 

response? Did she even know this dance? But then 

she felt her mother give a little shove in the small of 

her back. A daugh ter of Spain never feels pain, her 

mother always said. Mary paused to gather herself, 

swaying ever so slightly on her feet, remem ber ing 

for half an instant how tired she was before taking 

his hand.

It was a relief, seconds later, when the music 

started again. Oh yes, of course she knew this dance; 
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it was a pavane. After a stately curtsey, she prom en-

aded along side the French gentle man, noti cing that 

he had a small, sharp, clipped beard, which he 

nodded in time to the music. It made him look 

rather like her mother’s cock a too bird; oh yes, he 

had just the same chin whiskers.

Mary kept her eyes firmly fixed on her partner’s 

funny little beard, because now she sensed that the 

whole room was looking at them. It was import ant 

not to make a mess of this. She tried to blot out the 

crowd and concen trate, giving all her atten tion to 

pran cing in a stately manner down the room and 

bowing solemnly to the other couples left and right. 

This was how her mother had told her to get 

through, by concen trat ing on doing the right thing, 

one step at a time. Mary some times wondered if 

there was any more to it than this. Maybe there 

wasn’t, in which case Mary might change her mind, 

she thought, and not be a prin cess after all.

But there was one person she couldn’t ignore. He 

must be here, although she hadn’t seen him yet. 

Where was her father? Oh, there he was. He was 

bowing to her, just as if she were a real grown- up lady, 
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and he was twink ling at her with his blue eyes. What 

blue eyes they were, Mary thought, not a dull grey 

like her own. Her father’s clear, bright blue ones must 

be the hand somest eyes at court. The lady with him 

clearly thought so, too, for she was so busy looking  

up at him that she completely failed to notice and to 

bow to Mary as all the other dancers had done.

But then Mary saw that she was one of the French 

ladies, and didn’t know who Mary was. On her 

return up the hall, though, the lady again failed to 

bow, and this time Mary real ised that she had seen 

that disrespect ful face before. It was one of her own 

mother’s ladies- in-waiting, the one that her mother 

didn’t like, Mistress Anne Boleyn. Catherine was 

always giving Mistress Boleyn the after noon off, 

not through kind ness, but because she didn’t want 

to have her around. Of course Mary recog nised 

Mistress Boleyn now – it had just been the violet 

gown that had made Mary think her French.

But her father seemed quite happy. Watching 

him dancing with the snail- haired Mistress Boleyn, 

Mary lost her footing for a moment. There was a 

gasp from the nearest dancers. Of course they had 
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noticed. Seething, Mary regained her balance, 

wishing that a tiny misstep did not always have to 

be made into such a drama. Her partner, seeing 

some thing of her feel ings, grasped her hand more 

tightly, and smiled. Mary tried to smile back, recog-

nising that his inten tions were good. But then her 

eyes trav elled past him, to her mother, who was not 

dancing. She was stand ing still as a statue, watch ing 

the ball around her and looking as cold as ice.

Mary sighed. Why could her mother never be 

happy? She was at least supposed to look like she 

was happy, wasn’t she? Something of Mary’s earlier 

wear i ness returned. The room no longer seemed 

rich and glam or ous but hot and distress ing. She 

stumbled again, and her partner took her arm and 

led her out from among the dancers.

‘The prin cess is weary,’ he said, ‘and no surprise, 

it is very late. Please sit, please rest, and perhaps I 

may tell you of your future life in France?’ She 

agreed, sitting down on the splen did velvet chair  

on the dais and gestur ing him to sit on the stool 

beside her as she had seen her mother do to favoured 

visit ors.
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The dancers started up again, and Mary noticed 

with relief that the atten tion of the spec tat ors 

returned to the centre of the hall.

‘This palace of Greenwich is very fine,’ he began, 

‘and in France too you will see many magni fi cent 

palaces.’ He began to enumer ate them, one by one, 

but they all sounded rather similar to each other. 

Mary began to feel her eyelids growing heavy, and 

as the dance wore on, she caught her head lolling to 

one side and had to jerk it upright.

Then her mother was before her. ‘The prin cess is 

tired,’ she said crisply, holding out one hand.

‘But Your Majesty has not yet danced with the 

king!’ cried the cock a too gentle man, raising his 

hands as if to keep her at the ball.

‘I will not be dancing tonight.’

At that precise moment, the dancers parted, and 

Mary saw that her father was still holding hands 

with the violet- gowned lady. In fact, he was holding 

both of her hands, and he was holding them closely 

too, cradling one of her elbows with his big clumsy 

paw. Mary knew what that felt like, for he loved to 

toss her up in the air, or to dance with her himself.
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The Frenchman bowed silently, and silently 

Mary got to her feet and followed her mother out of 

the room. The ball had been very strange. The day 

had been very strange. Everyone had been so polite, 

so cordial, so appre ci at ive, but there was some thing 

not quite right.
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APERITIF

Titus Savage waited for his tenant to answer the door with 
one eye on the alligator.

He had spotted it as soon as he climbed out of his pickup 
truck. The creature was basking on the lawn that fronted the 
apartment complex. It hadn’t moved when he approached the 
building and made his presence known. Even so, Titus knew 
that it was watching him closely.

‘Does nobody read the signs?’ he muttered to himself, 
wondering what was taking the guy so long.

It was the barbeque area around the back that attracted 
the reptiles. The smell of charring meat led them to crawl out 
of the waterway that bordered the property. Normally, they 
would watch from the undergrowth and wait for everyone 
to leave before seeing what they could scavenge. What made 
them a regular feature in the grounds lately was the fact that 
one or two idiots had decided it would be fun to toss them 
chicken bones. OK, so the gators around here were only a 
couple of feet long. They weren’t as big or aggressive as the 
ones found upriver. Those beasts would strike at a splash. Still, 
they possessed a killer instinct, and that deserved respect. 
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Shaking his head at what he faced here, Titus made a mental 
note to call the wildlife removal company. It would be another 
cost at his expense, of course, and that only served to sour his 
mood when his tenant finally appeared behind the fly screen.

‘You?’ growled the guy in question, a bulky-looking man 
who sounded like he hadn’t used his voice all day. ‘You can’t 
beat at the door making out you’re a cop. I got rights!’

From inside the apartment, Titus could hear a television 
chat show coming through an impressive-sounding speaker 
system. His tenant was registered in the contract as Harvey 
Gulcher. He had come to the door in his vest and boxers, and 
was clearly irritated. This came as no surprise to Titus, who had 
attempted to reach him on his cell phone on several occasions. 
It was kind of rude, he thought, seeing as the man had been at 
home each time he called and was clearly just pretending not 
to be there. Titus knew this for sure as he had been discreetly 
watching him from his pickup throughout the past few days. 
Pretending to be a policeman on his porch had seemed like a 
sure-fire way to get Harvey’s attention. No doubt it broke some 
law, but it was nothing compared to what Titus had in store.

‘I’ve come about the rent,’ he told Harvey, his voice calm 
and friendly. ‘It’s been two weeks now. I’m sad that you’ve 
gone quiet on me.’

Titus knew that in a certain light, with his bald dome and 
broad shoulders, he could appear somewhat formidable. His 
blue eyes had a hardened and penetrating quality, which is why 
he reminded himself to keep blinking and beaming.

‘I’ve had cash-flow issues,’ reasoned Harvey, which Titus 
knew to be true. Earlier in the week, he had been parked in 
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the street waiting for the man to return from the grocery store 
when the delivery truck pulled up with the home entertainment 
system. Titus had even used the master key to let them leave the 
box in the hallway, and what thanks had he received in return?

‘I appreciate times are tough,’ said Titus with a smile that 
tightened. ‘But I have to feed my family.’

From behind the screen, Harvey casually bit at his thumbnail 
cuticle as if to indicate that his landlord would have to do much 
better than that. Titus judged the man’s body mass index to 
be close to thirty. No doubt Harvey considered himself to be 
bearlike or chunky. According to the numbers, however, he had 
arrived in the realm of the obese. In his late twenties, Harvey 
was a contract computer hardware technician with no significant 
others in his life. Titus tended to favour individuals such as this 
when it came to renting out his single-occupancy apartments. 
In total, he owned seven in the same complex. It was his father 
who had once joked that what his son had here was a battery 
farm, but Titus failed to see the funny side. His tenants were 
free to come and go as they pleased, and could count on him 
as a responsible and courteous property management agent. 
As long as they kept to the terms of their agreement, and were 
polite if they called him out for maintenance and repair tasks, 
chances were they’d live long and fulfilling lives.

‘I wouldn’t stick around out there,’ warned Harvey just 
then, who had briefly switched his attention to the gator on 
the lawn. Titus turned to see that the beast had crept towards 
him by a couple of feet. He looked back at the tenant, who 
grinned at him. ‘You don’t want to end up as lunch.’

‘So, may I come in to discuss the situation?’
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Harvey considered Titus through the screen for a moment 
longer, the TV still blaring, before scratching at his chest and 
opening the door.

‘The last thing I want is bloodshed on my doorstep,’ he 
grumbled. ‘Let’s make it quick.’

‘Oh, I intend to.’ Titus was already reaching for his back 
pocket as Harvey led him through to the living room.

Like most of the tenants so carefully vetted by Titus before 
he handed over the keys, Harvey wasn’t the kind of person who 
liked to socialise. One glance at the unwashed socks on the 
hallway floor assured Titus that the guy hadn’t entertained in 
quite a while. As for the speakers sitting astride the widescreen 
TV, in Titus’s opinion it was all too big for the space. Still, he 
gave it only a brief glance before stepping up behind Harvey 
and looping the wire garrotte around his neck. Harvey gasped 
in surprise, but even as his hands snapped upwards it was too 
late to escape from the clutches of his landlord. Just as Titus 
had promised, pulling tight upon the handles, he didn’t take 
up too much of the man’s time. In fact, it would’ve been over 
for him much sooner had Titus’s son picked another moment 
to call.

‘Am I too late?’ was the first thing Ivan asked, once Titus 
had managed to pinch the cell phone between his ear and 
his shoulder. It was a struggle to hold onto the garrotte with 
one hand as he did so, but he could never ignore the boy’s 
ringtone. It was the same if any other member of his family 
called. Whenever they tried to reach him, it never went to 
answer machine.

‘Ivan, you were supposed to be here twenty minutes ago,’ 
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grunted Titus, as the man struggling in his clutches finally sank 
to the floor. ‘This apprenticeship is never going to work if you 
can’t keep good time.’

The silence down the line was in contrast to the sound of 
strangled gargling as saliva collected in the dying man’s throat. 
It provided Titus with just enough time to assure his victim 
that his memory would be treated with respect in the same 
way as his body. Then it was all over for Harvey as a tenant, 
and just the beginning of his journey to the table.

‘Something came up, Dad,’ said Ivan eventually. ‘But I promise 
I’ll be home in time for supper.’
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1

As a precaution, the Savage family ate with the blinds closed.
In the dining room, as the tea lights began to expire, the 

dessert stage was proving to be quite a trial. There was no 
problem with the way the food tasted. It was the sheer volume 
that challenged their stomach capacity.

‘That’s me done,’ said Ivan, who pushed his plate away. The 
boy had been unusually quiet since returning home from high 
school, and so this declaration of defeat drew attention from 
around the table. ‘I’m stuffed,’ he added, sitting back with his 
hands pressed to his T-shirt.

Seated across from him, behind the carcass on the roasting 
tray and the remains from previous courses that surrounded 
it, a gamine young woman peered across at him.

‘I’m not surprised,’ she said under her breath, but just loud 
enough to be heard by everyone. ‘All that finger food earlier.’

‘So? I was hungry!’ At fifteen, but with an intensity that 
exceeded his years, Ivan levelled his gaze over the leftovers. 
‘Anyway, who put you in charge? You’re not even a Savage.’

‘That’s enough!’ The man at one end of the table glared at 
his son. Titus had opted not to push Ivan for an explanation as 
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to why he’d failed to show at the apartment complex. The kid 
had a lot on at school. Everyone knew that. Even so, as head 
of the household, Titus Savage made no exceptions when it 
came to bad manners at the table. ‘Amanda is one of us now,’ 
he said, switching his gaze to their lodger, ‘if not in name then 
in heart and soul.’

Amanda kept her hair cropped elegantly, which highlighted 
both her angular face and striking self-confidence. Titus was 
disappointed to find her smirking into her plate, but chose 
not to pursue it. In a way, Amanda simply filled the space 
vacated by their eldest daughter. With Sasha in her first year 
at university, wisely studying criminology and forensic science, 
Titus was pleased that every seat around the table was still 
taken. Inevitably, such a thought drew his attention to the 
centenarian sitting alongside him. At 103, it was a miracle 
that his father Oleg was still here at all. Titus observed the old 
man draw his dessert through a straw. He did so with a slurp, 
the thick fluid rising towards lips concealed by a long, white, 
whiskery beard, and then sighed with satisfaction. Through 
Titus’s eyes, a meal like this was what invigorated them all. It 
was, he felt sure, the secret behind such a long and eventful life.

‘If there are scraps left on Ivan’s plate,’ Oleg said, having run 
a tongue across his gums to clean them, ‘just put it all through 
the blender and I’ll finish up for him.’

Ivan and Amanda exchanged a look, each wrinkling their 
noses, which Titus didn’t approve of one little bit. This was a 
feast, after all – a special occasion, with no place for bickering 
or disrespect. Everyone knew full well the lengths involved in 
laying on such a spread. As ever, sourcing the main ingredient 
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had fallen to Titus, as did the entrapment and slaughter. It was 
a shame that Ivan hadn’t been there to assist him and learn on 
this occasion, but the real hard work – the magic, even – was 
down to one bewitching and very talented woman. Extending 
his gaze to the far end of the table, Titus observed his dear 
wife clearing her bowl. Even Angelica’s apple pie tasted like 
no other. It was the shortcrust pastry that he savoured most, 
made with lard that she had rendered herself from the meat 
joints. Yes, you could buy a more conventional kind of thing 
in the stores, but it didn’t come close in taste or satisfaction. 
For the Savage family, there was no substitute.

‘Yet again, you’ve triumphed,’ Titus told her, and prepared 
to find space for one more mouthful.

‘It’s all for you.’
She rarely smiled, his wife, and yet Titus could judge her 

mood just by gazing into her eyes. Right now, Angelica looked 
quietly satisfied that she had delivered another unforgettable 
spread. Titus lifted the spoon to his mouth. Sensing his shirt 
pull tight across his belly as he did so, the slightest hint of 
self-loathing soured the mouthful. There was no denying that 
he had put on a few pounds lately. Ever since the family had 
moved here, in fact, he found himself climbing onto the scales 
with a heavy heart, but what could he do about it? He had 
always taken pride in locally sourcing food for their feasts, and 
it was inevitable that the meat from these parts would carry a 
little extra fat. There also tended to be a lot more of it on the 
bone, and the Savages never left anything to waste.

Titus was as surprised as everyone else when his meal 
repeated on him. Just as he swallowed the last mouthful of 
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pie, the noise commanded everyone’s attention.
‘Pardon me!’ he declared, much to the delight of the youngest 

family member. Little Katya giggled at her father, looking like 
a princess in her plastic tiara and dressing-up gown.

‘You belched,’ she said, in an accent that sounded more 
naturalised by the day. ‘Daddy belched.’

‘We say “burped”, honey pie,’ her mother stressed to correct 
her. ‘Don’t be vulgar.’

As everyone settled back to finishing their food, Titus 
observed his wife once more. Since their arrival, Angelica had 
embraced the gym, and how that showed in her figure! She was 
naturally slim, with a swan-like neck on poised shoulders, but 
had come to possess a lean and firm quality in her physique. 
Unlike Titus, she could enjoy a feast without piling on the 
pounds. Even the younger ones could get away with it, but not 
him. Still, Titus had more pressing concerns, and all of them 
were gathered at the table before him. This was his calling, and 
what a great source of pride it was to him. Looking around at 
his brood, he felt much better about the situation. If he could 
no longer look down naked and see his kneecaps then so be it.

Family came first, after all, no matter what got in the way.
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As a culinary concept, cannibalism was not something Titus 
expected to break into the mainstream any time soon.

People didn’t know what they were missing, in his opinion, 
but the practice was just too tied up in taboos to be something 
the general populace would embrace. For one thing, everyone 
still clung to an outdated concept of what it all involved. That 
kind of human meat eater, with a bone through his nose, a 
dance for the rain gods and an appetite for missionaries, well, 
it belonged to the history books. It was a damn shame, Titus 
believed. In a day and age when everyone fretted about the 
quality of the meat that went into their mouths, unknowingly 
gobbling up horse and Lord knows what else in their ready 
meals, here was a source of nourishment that wasn’t just fresh 
but free-range and in bountiful supply. With a little groundwork, 
you knew exactly where it had come from and what condition 
it was in before it arrived in the kitchen. As for the moral 
considerations, it was perfectly possible to select someone 
for the table who basically deserved nothing less. Even when 
the purpose of their existence left a lot to be desired, Titus 
always set out to ensure the kill was humane. Harvey was 
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a classic example. Causing the man to fear for his life for a 
prolonged period wasn’t kind. It would also result in a surge 
of adrenaline – a hormonal rush that only tainted the taste 
of the meat.

Tonight’s dinner had taken some preparation. In transforming 
his tenant into a tasty treat, every step of the process had 
required care and attention from Titus and his family. As he 
had hoped to show his son, had football not kept Ivan from the 
kill, the flavour always improved through hanging the carcass 
for a short time. With the air conditioning in the apartment 
switched off, it allowed the bodily enzymes to break down 
quickly along with the evaporation of excess moisture. So, as 
Titus owned the place, he had permitted Harvey to remain 
there a while longer – strapped by his ankles from the roof joist. 
Then, as the gases that bloated the body worked their way free, 
and just before the smell threatened to upset the neighbours, 
Titus had enlisted Ivan to help move him out at dusk. It was 
a start for the boy, he believed, though there was still a long 
way to go. Later, in the family kitchen, and with great pride 
and expectation, he had watched his wife transform the corpse 
into a spread of culinary delights. There was something just so 
incomparably life-affirming about the consumption of your 
own kind. It was like a fuel injection into the bloodstream. 
A supercharging of the soul. Once you’d tasted such a thing, 
there could be no going back.

To eat a feast was a treat, but the Savage family could not 
afford to leave a trace behind. Fortunately, Titus had selected 
a food source where people often took off without a sign. In 
the rental sector, tenants were forever defaulting and then 
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disappearing with their belongings. So as long as he continued 
to take on the kind of recluse who wouldn’t be much missed – 
which tended to boil down to bachelors from the IT sector – he 
always had a door to knock upon whenever the occasion for 
a feast arose. As a result of such diligence, all that remained 
of Harvey after they’d eaten was the paperwork, as well as 
the odd juice speck upon the table. So, once everyone had 
finished their meal, and before Titus retired to his study, the 
washing-up operation commenced. Everything needed to be 
scrubbed and sterilised, from the crockery and cutlery to the 
kitchen surfaces and the cooking equipment, including the 
oven and the extractor fan over the hob. It was a deep clean 
that took care of everything from drops of grease right down 
to the DNA. It demanded patience and commitment, which 
is why Angelica was quick to suggest that Ivan should be the 
one to escort Oleg back to his home.

‘But why?’ asked Ivan. ‘His mobility scooter is outside.’
‘Because you’re his grandson,’ she told him, mindful that 

the old man was in earshot – not that he heard a great deal 
nowadays – ‘and it’s the right thing to do.’

Angelica tightened her lips as Ivan shrugged and turned to 
fetch his baseball cap. There was no doubt that he’d become a 
little sullen lately. Then again, it came as little surprise from a 
boy of his age. Angelica supposed she should be grateful that 
she didn’t have a teenage son smoking weed in the back seat 
of a stolen car. Instead, he spent a great deal of his time at 
home and never missed a meal. Nevertheless, she didn’t take 
kindly to the attitude.

‘Ivan,’ said Titus, who had witnessed the exchange, ‘what 
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do you say to your mother?’
The boy slotted his cap on, bill facing backwards, and seemed 

confused about his response for a moment.
‘Oh, yeah,’ he said finally. ‘Thanks for cooking, Mum. It 

was a good one.’
‘It was spectacular,’ said Oleg, as Titus helped the old man 

to his feet. ‘At my age I have to assume it might be my last, 
but I enjoyed every mouthful.’

‘That’s good to hear.’ Angelica stepped back to let Amanda 
cross between them with the plates. ‘You’ll always have a place 
at our table.’

‘And no doubt there’ll be many more feasts to come,’ said 
Titus, before escorting Oleg across the tiled floor. Prompted 
by a nod from his father, Ivan opened the front door. With all 
the blinds still closed, the intense sunshine that flooded inside 
was in marked contrast to the gloom in which they’d dined. 
Oleg followed his grandson outside, squinting as he peered 
up at the sky.

‘It’s a shame we can never dine al fresco,’ he observed. ‘A 
barbeque would be wonderful.’

‘Think of the breeze,’ Titus cautioned, and then gestured 
with his eyes at the neighbouring villas.

In his lifelong experience as a modern-day consumer of 
human beings, Titus Savage had made few mistakes. He was 
a conscientious hunter, always going to great lengths to cover 
his tracks. Only once had the family’s appetite for people 
been uncovered, which is why they’d had to leave England in 
a hurry three years earlier.
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Naturally, Titus had planned for this eventuality. To overcome 
the arrest warrants, he’d had fake passports prepared for 
everyone. As Amanda was not a suspect at that time, having 
only dined with them as a guest on that one fateful occasion, 
she was free to flee under her own identity, before joining the 
family at a later date. Wanted for the murder and consumption 
of a man, and possibly many others, Titus was well aware that 
only another planet could provide a safe haven. It was a notion 
that prompted him to think hard about where the family 
should relocate. In hindsight, Panama had been a mistake. The 
kids just complained about the humidity and erratic internet 
access, which is when he had set his sights on Jupiter. It would 
seem like light years away from their former lives in London, 
as he pitched it to them all, but not as alien as they first feared. 
When Titus had unfolded a map of America and explained 
that Jupiter was in fact a sleepy coastal town in the country’s 
Sunshine State, he just knew that this was a golden opportunity 
for the Savages to start afresh and thrive.

‘Four hundred years ago,’ Titus had said, in a bid to seal 
the deal, ‘the earliest English settlers arrived on the country’s 
shores at Jamestown. Only the promised land was a little short 
on something central to their survival.’

‘Videogames?’ Ivan had suggested.
‘Food,’ his father pressed on, having pretended not to hear. 

‘So, as the cruellest of winters set in, those poor souls were 
forced to dig up the corpses of the fallen and eat them just 
to stay alive. We’re talking about America’s ancestral heritage 
here. They might not feast on human flesh any more, but it’s 
in their genes! In my view, that makes it our spiritual home. 
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We can live among these people and instinctively nobody will 
suspect anything out of the ordinary.’

‘As long as the climate is good where we’re going,’ Angelica 
had said. ‘Warm, with good shopping.’

A northernmost suburb of Miami, divided by a broad water 
inlet and shot through with creeks, Jupiter was a world away 
from the skyscrapers way down in Florida’s most famous 
metropolis. Unlike the outgoing spirit of the city, the people 
of Jupiter liked to keep themselves to themselves. With a 
waterside villa in a sought-after spur community, and false 
documentation that completely severed all links with their 
former existence, the Savage family were no exception. Every 
residence on the loop road was screened by careful landscaping, 
and featured private jetties out back to make the most of the 
tidal waters. It was a quiet, affluent but uneventful pocket of 
the county where palm trees sliced up the skyline everywhere 
you looked, pelicans roosted on porches and the rise and fall 
of the sun set the sky ablaze. Outsiders often said that the 
town’s attractive, clean and tidy appearance was just a front 
that hid the more desperate aspects of life. You only had to 
venture behind the local parade of stores, where freshly watered 
flower baskets hung from the awnings, to find vagabonds and 
crack addicts in the shadows of the alley. In many ways, this 
tendency to pretend that bad things didn’t happen suited the 
Savages just fine.

‘People only see what they want to around here,’ Titus 
once told his son on a drive across town. ‘That’s what helps 
us blend in.’

They had just passed a traffic accident of some description, 
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marked by hastily erected screens and all the cops who waved 
them on. From the passenger seat, Ivan had strained for a 
better glimpse.

‘If only that was true,’ he had muttered to himself on facing 
the front once more.

For a centenarian like Oleg Savage, Jupiter’s pleasant climate 
and peaceful neighbourhood offered a new lease of life. The 
regular feasts helped, of course, but by and large the old man 
felt at home here. He had settled in nicely, drawing no attention 
to himself, just like his son and daughter-in-law. As for the 
grandkids, while little Katya had practically grown up native, 
it was Ivan who continued to stick out, despite his best efforts. 
Just then, as the boy accompanied his grandfather home, Oleg 
was forced to slow his mobility scooter to a crawl just to stay 
level with him.

‘My dad,’ asked Ivan, who walked with a pained-looking 
swagger as if he had some eggs in the seat of his pants and 
was trying not to break them, ‘was he always this controlling?’

Oleg looked across at the boy, with his clip-on sunglasses 
flipped down and the scooter whining. He didn’t think it helped 
that Ivan had belted his shorts so they hung around his thighs. 
Another inch lower and the boy risked falling flat on his face.

‘Your father does the best he can under difficult 
circumstances,’ he told him. ‘You should only ever think of 
him as caring.’

A moment later, a car with tinted windows crawled along 
the road. Rap blared from the speakers. Ivan looked nervous. 
As it passed, he flinched behind his grandfather’s scooter.

bd8ee203 91b6 4851 a356 6e8b4071895d 1115 r1 t1 x1 t1 indd 19 14/02/2014 14:14



20

‘Will you relax?’ said Oleg, shaking his head. ‘This is hardly 
a gangland.’

Ivan turned to check that the car had really gone.
‘I wasn’t scared,’ he said, sounding thoroughly unconvincing. 

‘A Savage isn’t scared of anything!’
As the boy resumed his swagger along the road, leaving his 

grandfather behind this time, Oleg reached for the accelerator 
dial on his scooter. With safety in mind, Titus had applied a 
strip of tape to indicate that the old man should never exceed 
half-speed. Just then, Oleg barely turned the dial by a notch 
before he found himself closing in on his grandson once more.

‘It’s quite a walk you have there,’ he observed finally. ‘I’m 
guessing it doesn’t come naturally.’

Ivan glanced over his shoulder at the family elder humming 
along just behind him. Oleg was wearing a flannel shirt tucked 
into his slacks, while the old man’s mirrored shades offered 
the boy a clear picture of himself.

‘It’s got to be done,’ he told his grandfather. ‘This is the U 
S of A.’

Oleg thought better of telling Ivan that his centre of gravity 
looked all wrong. It seemed to him like he had an invisible 
thread affixed between his shoulder blades, tugging on him as 
he moved. He also opted not to inform the boy that someone 
had penned the words ‘kick me’ across the back of his shirt. 
He’d find out for himself as soon as he took it off, which had 
to be marginally less humiliating than having it pointed out 
by his grandfather. Instead, as they approached the junction 
that led from the inlet community to the main road, the old 
man wondered what he could do to help him integrate better.
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‘How is school?’ he asked.
‘The same,’ said Ivan.
What with the shirt, Oleg took this to mean that after all 

this time the boy had yet to make any friends.
‘Your mum says you’ve joined the football team,’ he pressed 

on, looking for a bright side. ‘That’s great news. What position 
do you play?’

‘Bench,’ said Ivan. 
Oleg appeared baffled by the response, but chose not to 

pursue it. If anything, he had to admire him for taking up the 
national sport. For Ivan wasn’t involved in the kind of football 
that used jumpers for goalposts, as it did in Oleg’s day. This 
was American football – a completely different ball game with 
rules that flummoxed the old man. He just hoped the lad’s 
young mind made it easy for him to embrace. 

‘Well, bench sounds promising,’ he told his grandson 
regardless. ‘It’s certainly a start.’

As he trundled across the junction, with Ivan still strutting 
awkwardly alongside him, Oleg focused on the sign on the lawn 
for the whitewashed complex up ahead. When the Savages first 
moved to Jupiter, it had been his idea to move to the Fallen 
Pine Nursing Home. At Oleg’s time of life, it was just easier 
all round. The home had lovely staff, with no stairs for him 
to negotiate, while the company of other people also in their 
winter years came as a comfort to him. With his son’s family 
just around the corner and a place at the table whenever a 
feast was served, the home suited his needs in every way. In 
fact, when one occupant passed on in the room across the 
corridor, and another one moved in, Oleg had encountered a 
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renewed zest – one that he believed he had left behind in his 
teenage years. Negotiating the ramp towards the main doors, he 
looked across at the window to the communal room and saw 
her sitting there, as she always did when he was out, waiting 
in the sunny spot for his return.

‘Priscilla looks pleased to see you,’ noted Ivan.
Oleg Savage nudged the scooter into the park position on 

the porch. ‘That’s my girl,’ he said, with a wink in the old 
lady’s direction, and then began the slow, painful process of 
dismounting from his steed.
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‘Now, be good,’ said Angelica, as she hung Katya’s coat on her 
pre-school peg. ‘No biting other children today, understood?’

‘OK, Mommy.’
‘Promise?’
The little girl looked up with an air of such innocence and 

purity that Angelica found it hard to accept that she had now 
been warned twice for leaving tooth marks in her classmates. 
On the last occasion, the indentation was close to going beyond 
play that had got out of hand. Angelica had been forced to 
put on quite a performance to appease the teacher, and really 
didn’t relish the prospect of being called in again.

‘I promise not to taste them any more, Mommy,’ Katya 
replied.

‘Good girl,’ said Angelica. ‘And it’s pronounced “muh-mi”,’ 
she added. ‘As I keep telling you.’

Katya nodded, and then puckered her lips with her eyes 
scrunched in readiness for her traditional kiss goodbye. She 
really was a sweetheart, as Titus kept repeating to anyone who 
would listen, with honey-coloured ringlets spilling over her 
shoulders, shining blue eyes and a little mouth in the shape 
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of a perfect bow. Angelica watched her skipping off into the 
busy playground, and quietly hoped she really did recognise 
that friends should not be considered food.

When the family had first arrived in Jupiter, baby Kat was still 
crawling and knew just a handful of words. She had since spent 
more than half her life here, and so it came as no surprise to 
her parents that she should sound so naturalised. Angelica was 
careful that she didn’t go too far, though she herself had come 
to love life in Florida. If the family didn’t already possess false 
documentation to support their citizenship, Angelica would’ve 
been first in the application queue. Yes, Ivan still nursed some 
issues settling in, but she felt sure that in time he would fall 
into the American way.

Driving out to the gym with the top down, this toned, 
tanned mother and housewife relished the warm breeze on 
her face and gave no thought whatsoever to her former life. 
Jupiter offered the family everything, and that included a 
plentiful supply of people that nobody missed whenever the 
time arose for a feast. Maybe it was the year-round sunshine 
that had brought out the best in her, for Angelica had come 
to complement her love of cooking with a passion for keeping 
fit. In particular, she liked to train in the open air, and so her 
mood got even better on pulling into the gym car park, where 
her personal trainer was busy stretching his hamstrings.

‘Good morning, Joaquín,’ she said, on killing the engine. ‘I 
hope you’re not going to push me too far today.’

The young man awaiting her arrival was dressed in a vest 
that exposed his broad shoulder blades and running shorts 
accentuating his tight waist. His wavy black hair was waxed 
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back to the nape of his neck, while Angelica often joked that 
she could strike a match on his stubble. Joaquín Mendez was a 
twenty-one-year-old Argentinian with strong beliefs. The cross 
around his neck symbolised his deep religious commitment, 
while the absence of trainers on his feet marked his passion 
for the soulful art of barefoot running.

‘If I didn’t push you, Mrs Savage,’ he said, in his rich South 
American accent, ‘I would not be doing my job to the best of 
my abilities.’

Angelica climbed out of the open-top and shut the driver’s 
door while facing him. ‘My husband hates to see people suffer,’ 
she said. ‘You’re so different from him in lots of ways.’

Titus Savage had arrived early at the apartment in order to 
prepare the place for a new occupant. With a viewing lined 
up that morning, he needed it to be clean, tidy and smelling 
of fresh coffee rather than the corpse he had recently allowed 
to mature in the front room.

Sitting in the kitchenette, having flung open the windows, 
he found himself thinking ahead to lunch. No doubt Angelica 
would bring something nice back from the deli, as she always 
did after a workout. Some bagels, perhaps, or the sourdough 
bread that he liked so much – especially when it was still 
warm from the baker’s oven. You couldn’t live on human flesh 
alone. Like any diet, it was important to keep things healthy 
and balanced. He dwelled on this over the large latte he had 
picked up on the way over. With the plastic travel lid in place 
designed for sipping on the move but which never seemed to 
work, it was inevitable that he’d slop several drops onto his 
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tropical shirt. Peering down at the wet spots where his stomach 
sloped outwards, Titus was reminded that one aspect of his 
eating habits really needed to be addressed.

‘This must be what they call a midriff crisis,’ he half joked 
with himself. It wasn’t that long ago when a spilled drink like 
this would’ve had a clear drop to the floor. Nowadays, Titus 
often found he had to brush crumbs from his belly. Setting 
the latte on the kitchen counter, he hopped off the stool and 
stretched. Then, out of curiosity, he attempted to touch his 
toes, but got no further than his upper thighs. Standing tall 
once more, he shook his head and sighed. ‘You’ve let yourself 
go,’ he declared, addressing his reflection in the oven door. 
‘What are you? A Savage or a slob?’

Titus felt a tinge of shame. As head of the family, especially 
one with such a noble tradition to uphold, was it not essential 
that he led them like a warrior? He took a long look at himself 
in the darkened glass and then let his shoulders sag. As a second-
generation Russian, born in the UK but with the pride of the 
motherland in his heart, blood and bones, what had happened 
to him out here? Florida was a wonderful place to be in lots of 
ways, but the temptations had taken their toll. Titus only had to 
look at so many of the citizens to know what was responsible 
for his increasing weight. There was no denying that such fatty 
food had caught up with him. Despite what he faced in the 
glass, however, Titus couldn’t allow himself to go to seed like 
this. Angelica had taken steps to look after herself, and Amanda 
seemed able to eat pretty much anything without putting 
on weight, but that wasn’t the point. Take his son, Ivan. The 
boy looked up to him, and a father who broke a sweat while 
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carving wasn’t setting much of an example. Titus resolved to 
do something about it. For one thing, he told himself, there 
was no need to drive to the apartment complex as he had 
just now. It was a short walk from the Savage residence, just 
three blocks beyond his father’s nursing home. The next time 
he came out here, he decided, the keys to the pickup would 
stay in the villa.

It was the sound of the door buzzer that prompted Titus to 
stop gazing disapprovingly at his stomach. He glanced at his 
watch. The potential tenant was precisely on time, which was 
impressive. Turning to answer the call, he hoped this meant 
he would be renting to someone who wouldn’t cross him for 
a while. For Titus resolved just then that he needed to get in 
trim before the family could enjoy another feast.
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4

Amanda Dias had a particular taste in men. The slight but 
determined twenty-one-year-old could look back on a healthy 
number of dates since arriving in Florida. None of them had 
ended well, however. The guys who asked her out came from 
all walks of life. What they all lacked was the backbone to 
develop a relationship with a girl who had such strong views 
about food. Amanda didn’t chew them up in the physical sense. 
That aspect of her diet wasn’t something she’d ever share. Still, 
each one was quickly forced to recognise that they were dining 
with someone who possessed uncompromising convictions.

‘Have you chosen?’ she asked the young man sitting opposite 
her that lunchtime while consulting the menu in her hands. ‘I 
like the sound of the corn and blueberry salad.’

Only recently, Amanda had been forced to cut short 
an evening out when the junior lifeguard on her arm had 
spotted a burger joint on their way back from the pictures and 
declared himself to be ravenous. On this occasion, Amanda 
had cautiously accepted an invitation to a beachside bistro 
overlooking the breakers because the chef was known to do 
fabulous things with seasonal fruit. Unlike the lifeguard, whose 
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idea of making an effort went no further than a red vest, surf 
shorts and flip-flops, the young fund manager who had invited 
her here had dressed carefully for their date. With a jumper 
arranged casually over his shoulders and a pastel polo shirt, 
Nate Dunlop looked both confident and relaxed as he folded 
his menu and beamed at his date.

‘There’s only one choice for me,’ he said. ‘The tuna with 
avocado and kiwi salsa.’

Amanda Dias flattened her lips, trying hard not to look 
crushingly disappointed. She’d had such high hopes, after all. 
Nate had first struck up a conversation with her under a hotel 
awning during an unexpected tropical storm, and then hailed her 
a cab home when the downpour worsened. This date had been 
something she’d been looking forward to, and now it was ruined.

‘The salsa sounds good,’ she said with a sigh, and considered 
her menu once more. ‘The tuna not so much.’

‘You don’t eat fish?’ Nate sipped at his mineral water.
‘I play no part in the rape of the oceans.’
Coughing only slightly as he swallowed, Nate set down 

his glass.
‘OK, so maybe I won’t have the fish.’
‘How about the meat?’ Amanda looked over the top of the 

menu, her eyes narrowing.
Nate looked like he really could do with moistening his 

mouth with another slug from his glass.
‘I sense I may be about to give you the wrong answer.’ He 

offered a nervous smile. ‘What can I say? I’m a sucker for a 
steak.’

The blinds behind Nate were set to counter the glare of the 
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sun. When Amanda sat back in her seat to fully assess her date, 
it caused harsh bars of light and shadow to cut across her face.

‘There is no justification for eating defenceless animals in 
any shape or form,’ she declared. ‘The same goes for the fish.’

‘I see,’ said Nate, who had begun to look a little amused. ‘A 
vegetarian, right?’

‘Vegan,’ she told him proudly. ‘I don’t do half measures.’ 
Nate responded by breaking into a broad smile. Amanda 

knew that would vanish if she revealed just how much further 
down the culinary road she had travelled with her surrogate 
family. A chance encounter with the Savages at the table 
had marked the beginning of her journey from a university 
undergraduate who rejected all animal-based products to the 
young woman she had become with an appetite for people. 
Instead of being horrified at the sight of a family consuming 
a human being, Amanda considered it a revelation. This was 
the ultimate in progressive eating, she had concluded. Nobody 
was preying on another species, but simply turning on their 
own kind in an overpopulated and resource-starved world. In 
her mind, dining on human flesh in no way contradicted her 
beliefs. In between feasts, she continued to pursue a way of life 
that spared all animal suffering. As for people, they perpetrated 
so many crimes against the creatures of the earth that this 
occasional, secret indulgence was her way of biting back.

‘You know what?’ Nate said next. ‘You strike me as quite 
a man eater.’

Amanda cocked one eyebrow. A rare glimmer of amusement 
played across her face.

‘That’s very observant of you,’ she replied. ‘So, I’m 
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disappointed that you can’t see beyond the prospect of a juicy 
T-bone and recognise the suffering behind it.’

‘Don’t you ever give up?’ Nate addressed her with some 
exasperation, only to raise his hands as if to apologise. ‘OK,’ he 
said, now grasping for a conversation beyond the tense small 
talk they had shared so far. ‘Convince me.’

‘Really?’ Amanda emerged from the shadows and leaned in 
on her elbows. It wasn’t just the sun on her face that brightened 
her expression. ‘Very well,’ she began. ‘Imagine if the meat 
eaters were presented with a choice.’

‘I’d say medium,’ said Nate. ‘Rare can be risky and anything 
more is overcooked.’

‘I’m talking about the choice between life and death,’ she 
pressed on, quietly irritated by the interruption. ‘One day the 
grazers will rise against your kind for the centuries of misery 
and bloodletting you have brought upon the animal kingdom. 
Time is running out, Nate. We are gathering in number, massing 
in ranks and becoming radicalised in the face of so much cruelty 
and suffering just so people like you can be served cheap cuts 
of meat. Well, enough is enough,’ she added, and banged her 
fist on the table. ‘A food revolution is in the air, and come that 
day you’ll know how it feels to be hunted, scared and butchered 
with your heart still beating!’

Nate Dunlop had listened with growing alarm to what 
sounded like a murderous manifesto – one that had started 
calmly but ended with people at the neighbouring tables turning 
to see what had possessed this young lady now glaring balefully 
at him. He glanced around, drumming his fingers on the table 
as he did so.
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‘Well, it was nice meeting you,’ he said finally, and rose 
prematurely to his feet.

Amanda sighed to herself. ‘Not again,’ she muttered, 
following him with her eyes.

Nate fished his wallet from his pocket. He dropped twenty 
bucks on the table for the drinks.

‘It’s not you,’ he told her, ‘it’s me.’
‘Really?’
‘If I was half as crazy as you,’ he said, with some irritation in 

his voice, ‘then perhaps we’d be close to having a connection.’
It was only as Nate took his man bag by the strap from the 

back of his chair that she met his gaze for a moment. 
‘Paying for the drinks won’t spare you,’ she told him.
Nate glared back at her. Then a hint of pity came into his eyes.
‘Listen, you’re a nice girl,’ he told her, before slinging his 

bag over his shoulder, ‘but all this talk is nuts.’
With that, he left Amanda facing the chair. A moment 

later, she twisted around to see him easing through the throng 
towards the door.

‘Hey!’ she called out angrily, which caused yet more heads 
to turn. ‘There’s nothing wrong with nuts!’

Ivan Savage returned to his position on the bench and sat 
hunched over in his shoulder pads. With his cheeks flushed, and 
his hair in a tangle having just popped off his helmet, he willed 
himself to stay calm. After-school football practice had begun 
over an hour ago. So far, he’d been given three opportunities on 
the pitch. Each one had lasted no more than a minute before 
the coach opted to take him off again.
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‘It’s for your own safety,’ he told the boy. ‘Even with 
protective gear, you’re in danger of sustaining a head injury.’

‘Give me a chance, boss. It’s all I ask.’
‘Ivan, you’re playing with big boys here. Yes, it’s a game, but 

it’s not a game. There’s a difference.’
Reflecting on the exchange, Ivan sat there with his helmet 

in his hands, as if it was a skull in need of crushing.
‘Damn them all,’ he muttered, with his own team in mind. 

‘Those guys should just learn to pass properly.’
Was it his fault that his teammates deliberately hurled the 

ball at him, knowing he lacked their handling skills? OK, so he 
was smaller and slighter than the other players out there, but 
nobody gave him a chance, and that included the coach. Ivan 
could barely break into a trot without being whistled off and 
placed on water-boy duties. Then there was the opposition. Just 
what was the point of slamming him to the ground like that? It 
was asking for payback. The boy sat there, stewing, and tried to 
take his mind off things by making another stab at understanding 
how the hell this game was supposed to be played.

If only Ivan could get his head around the rules. American 
football remained his perfect path to being accepted at high 
school. It was the country’s national sport, after all. Embracing 
it as an outsider would earn him lasting friendships, or so he 
had believed at first. Nobody at school knew Ivan’s true origins, 
of course. His father had ensured that their cover story was 
foolproof. Even so, he had expected his classmates to show 
a little more willingness to engage, rather than teasing him 
about his accent and calling him an oddball. Ivan had arrived 
at school eager to integrate as he knew best. Unfortunately, 
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unspeakably sick jokes and magic tricks involving pins and razor 
blades that tended to result in minor injuries for his volunteers 
failed to bring him respect, admiration or friendship. Instead, 
it had earned him several visits to the high-school principal’s 
office. On calling in the boy’s parents, and tabling the prospect 
of expulsion, he had been assured by Titus and Angelica that 
Ivan was simply a determined soul. Everything he had done, 
despite being misguided, was driven by his need for acceptance. 
That’s when the principal had suggested that a team sport 
might be the way forward, with no concept whatsoever that 
as the school years progressed it would be his undoing.

‘C’mon, coach,’ Ivan grumbled, as the man in the Miami 
Dolphins jersey gravitated up and down the touchline. ‘Give 
me a break here!’

‘I can’t do that,’ the coach replied, with his back to the boy. 
‘It would be negligent on my part.’

‘But how am I going to learn?’ pleaded Ivan. ‘All I do is sit 
here for session after session!’

The coach turned, looking pained.
‘Ivan, I understand your frustration and appreciate your 

enthusiasm, but why don’t you think about a non-contact 
sport? Something solo, perhaps, like . . . distance running.’

Ivan listened to his coach’s advice, while quietly assessing 
the cords in the man’s neck. He looked kind of chewy in the 
boy’s opinion, which wasn’t all bad with the right cooking 
technique. A stew, perhaps, or cooked with chopped onion, 
jalapeño peppers and spices for a tasty burrito filling.

‘I’m good at football,’ he said after a moment. ‘You need 
me on side, coach. You just don’t know it yet.’
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For everyone who knows there was enough room for  
Leonardo DiCaprio on that door.

And for England. We’re really sorry for what we’re about  
to do to your history.



What is history but a fable agreed upon? 
 – Napoleon Bonaparte

The crown is not my right. It pleaseth me not. 
 – Lady Jane Grey



PART ONE
(in which we revise a bit of history)
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P r o l o g u e

You may think you know the story. It goes like this: once upon 
a time, there was a sixteen-year-old girl named Jane Grey, who 
was forced to marry a complete stranger (Lord Guildford or 
Gilford or Gifford-something-or-other), and shortly thereafter 
found herself  ruler of a country. She was queen for nine days. 
Then she quite literally lost her head.

Yes, it’s a tragedy, if you consider the disengagement of one’s 
head from one’s body tragic. (We are merely narrators, and 
would hate to make assumptions as to what the reader would 
find tragic.)

We have a different tale to tell.
Pay attention. We’ve tweaked minor details. We’ve complete-

ly rearranged major details. Some names have been changed to 
protect the innocent (or not-so-innocent, or simply because we 
thought a name was terrible and we liked another name better). 
And we’ve added a touch of magic to keep things interesting. So 
really anything could happen.

This is how we think Jane’s story should have gone.
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It begins in England (or an alternate version of  England, 
since we’re dealing with the manipulation of history), in the 
middle of the sixteenth century. It was an uneasy time, especially 
if you were an E ian (pronounced eth-ee-uhn for those of you 
unfamiliar with the term). The E ians were blessed (or cursed, 
depending on your point of view) with the ability to switch be-
tween a human form and an animal one. For instance, certain 
members of the general public could turn themselves into cats, 
which greatly increased the country’s tuna-fish consumption, but 
also cut down on England’s rat population. (Then again, other 
individuals could turn into rats, so nobody really noticed.)

There were those who thought that this animal magic was 
terrific, but others who saw it as an abomination that needed 
to be eradicated immediately. That second group (known as 
Verities) believed that human beings had no business being 
anything other than human beings. And because Verities were 
largely in charge of everything, E ians were persecuted and 
hunted until most of them died out or went deep into hiding.

Which brings us to one fateful afternoon in the royal court 
of England, when King Henry VIII, during a fit of rage, trans-
formed into a great lion and devoured the court jester, much 
to the audience’s delight. They clapped enthusiastically, for no 
one really liked the jester. (Later, the courtiers discovered the 
incident was not a rehearsed act of artful deception, but indeed 
an actual lion masticating the jester. When the audience found 
out the truth they no longer clapped, but they did remark, “That 
clown had it coming.”)

That very night, King Henry, once he’d returned to his 
human form, decreed that E ians weren’t so bad after all, 
and henceforth should enjoy the same rights and privileges as 
Verities. The decision to sanction the ancient magic made waves 
across Europe. The head of the Verity Church was not pleased 
with King Henry’s decision, but every time Rome sent a missive 



denouncing the decree, the Lion King ate the messenger.
Hence the phrase, Don’t eat the messenger.
When Henry died, his only son, Edward, inherited the throne. 

Our story begins in the middle of tense times, with an increasing 
animosity brewing between E ians and Verities, a teenage king 
with a tenuous grasp on the throne of England, and a young lord 
and lady who have no idea their destinies are about to collide.

Totally against their will.
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1
E d w a r d

The king, it turned out, was dying.
“When?” he asked Master Boubou, the royal  physician. 

“How long do I have?”
Boubou wiped his sweaty brow. He disliked giving bad news to 

royalty. In his line of business, sometimes it led to the stockades. 
Or worse.

“Six months, perhaps a year,” he croaked. “At best.”
Bollocks, thought Edward. Yes, he’d been sick for several 

months now, but he was sixteen years old. He couldn’t be dying. 
He had a cold, was all, a cough that had been hanging on longer 
than it should, perhaps, a tightness in his chest, a recurrent 
fever, some headaches, sure, frequent dizzy spells, a funny taste 
in his mouth sometimes, but dying? 

“You’re certain?” he asked.
Boubou nodded. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. It’s ‘the 

Affliction.’”
Oh. That.
Edward suppressed a cough. He instantly felt worse than he 



12

had only moments before, like his lungs had overheard the bad 
news and were shutting down already. He’d known of others 
with “the Affliction,” always hacking into nasty blood- spotted 
handkerchiefs, acting all faint and trembly, then eventually ex-
cusing themselves from court to die a horrible, wheezy death 
out of view of the ladies.

“You’re … certain?” he asked again.
Boubou fidgeted with his collar. “I can give you tonics for 

pain, and make sure you remain comfortable until the end, but 
yes. I am certain.”

The end. That sounded ominous.
“But…” There was so much he wanted to do with his life. 

First off, he wanted to kiss a girl, a pretty girl, the right girl, 
possibly with tongue. He wanted to throw grand, lavish balls 
to show off his dancing skills to the nobles. He wanted to fi-
nally best the weapons master at swords, because Bash was the 
only person he knew who forgot to let him win. He wanted 
to explore his kingdom and travel the world. He wanted to 
hunt a great beast of some sort and mount its head on his wall. 
He wanted to climb to the top of Scafell Pike, get as high up 
as a person could possibly go in England, and look over the 
lands stretching below him and know that he was king of all 
he surveyed.

But apparently none of that was going to happen.
Untimely was the word people would use, he thought. Premature. 

Tragic. He could practically hear the ballads the minstrels would 
sing about him, the great king who had died too soon.

Poor King Edward, now under the ground.
Hacked his lungs out. They’ve yet to be found.
“I want a second opinion. A better one,” Edward said, his 

hand curling into a fist where it rested on the arm of the throne. 
He shivered, suddenly chilled. He pulled his fur-lined robes 
more tightly around him.
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“Of course,” said Boubou, backing away.
Edward saw the fear in the doctor’s eyes and felt the urge to 

have him thrown into the dungeon for good measure, because 
he was the king, and the king always got what he wanted, and 
the king didn’t want to be dying. He fingered the golden dagger 
at his belt, and Boubou took another step back.

“I’m truly sorry, Your Highness,” the old man mumbled 
again toward the floor. “Please don’t eat the messenger.”

Edward sighed. He was not his father, who indeed might 
have assumed his lion form and devoured the man for bearing 
this dreadful news. Edward didn’t have a secret animal inside of 
him, so far as he knew. Which had always secretly disappointed 
him.

“You may go, Boubou,” he said.
The doctor breathed out a sigh of relief and darted for the 

door, leaving Edward alone to face his impending mortality.
“Bollocks,” he muttered to himself again. “The Affliction” 

seemed like a terribly inconvenient way for a king to die.

Later, after the news of his upcoming royal demise had spread 
around the palace, his sisters came to find him. He was sitting 
in his favourite spot: the window ledge in one of the south tur-
rets of Greenwich Palace, his legs dangling over the edge as he 
watched the comings and goings of the people in the courtyard 
below and listened to the steady flow of the River Thames. He 
thought he finally understood the Meaning of Life now, the 
Great Secret, which he’d boiled down to this:

Life is short, and then you die.
“Edward,” murmured Bess, her mouth twisting in sympa-

thy as she came to sit beside him on the ledge. “I’m so sorry, 
brother.”

He tried to smirk at her. Edward was a master of smirking. 
It was his most finely honed royal skill, really, but this time he 
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couldn’t manage more than a pathetic half-hearted grimace. “So 
you’ve heard,” he said, trying to keep his voice light. “I do intend 
to get a second opinion, of course. I don’t feel like I’m dying.”

“Oh, my dear Eddie,” choked out Mary, dabbing a lace-
edged handkerchief at the corner of her eye. “Sweet, darling 
boy. My poor little dove.”

He closed his eyes for a moment. He disliked being called 
Eddie, and he disliked being talked down to like he was a tod-
dler in short tights, but he tolerated it from Mary. He’d always 
felt a bit sorry for his sisters, what with his father declaring 
them bastards and all. The year that his father had discovered 
his animal form – the Year of the Lion, the people called it – 
King Henry VIII had also decided that the king got to make all 
the rules, so he’d annulled his marriage to Mary’s mother and 
sent her off to a convent to live out the rest of her days, all so 
he could marry Bess’s mother, one of the more attractive ladies-
in- waiting. But when Wife #2 failed to produce a male heir, and 
rumours  started to circulate that Queen Anne was an E ian 
who every so often transformed into a black cat so she could 
slip down the castle stairs into the court minstrel’s bedcham-
bers, the king had her head chopped off. Wife #3 (Edward’s 
mother) had done everything right; namely, she’d produced a 
child with the correct genitalia to be a future ruler of England, 
and then, because she was never one to stick around to gloat, 
she’d promptly died. King Henry had gone on to have three 
more wives (respectively: annulled, beheaded, and the lucky one 
who’d outlived him, ha), but no more children.

So it had just been the three of them – Mary, Bess, and 
Edward – as far as royal spawn went, and they’d been their own 
brand of a mismatched family, since their father was possibly 
insane and definitely dangerous even when he wasn’t a lion, and 
their mothers were all dead or exiled. They’d always got on fairly 
well, mainly because there had never been any competition 
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between them over who was meant to wear the crown. Edward 
was the clear choice. He had the boy parts.

He’d been king since he was nine years old. He could only 
faintly remember a time when he wasn’t king, in fact, and until 
today he’d always felt that monarchy rather suited him. But a fat 
lot of good being king was doing him now, he thought bitterly. 
He would have rather been born a commoner, a blacksmith’s 
son, perhaps. Then he might have already had a bit of fun before 
he shuffled off this mortal coil. At least he would have had an 
opportunity to kiss a girl.

“How are you feeling, really?” Mary asked solemnly. Mary 
said everything solemnly.

“Afflicted,” he answered.
This produced the ghost of a smile from Bess, but Mary just 

shook her head mournfully. Mary never laughed at his jokes. He 
and Bess had been calling her Fuddy-Duddy Mary behind her back 
for years, because she was always so cheerless about everything. 
The only time he ever saw Mary enjoy herself was when some 
traitor was beheaded or some poor E ian got burned at the stake. 
His sister was surprisingly bloodthirsty when it came to E ians.

“‘The Affliction’ took my mother, you know.” Mary wrung 
her handkerchief between her hands fretfully.

“I know.” He’d always thought Queen Catherine had died 
more of a broken heart than any physical malady, although he 
supposed that a broken heart often led to a broken body.

He wouldn’t have a chance to get his heart broken, he 
thought, a fresh wave of self-pity washing over him. He was 
never going to fall in love.

“It’s a dreadful way to die,” Mary continued. “You cough 
and cough until you cough your lungs right out.”

“Thank you. That’s very comforting,” he said.
Bess, who’d always been a quiet one next to her solemnly 

 loquacious sister, shot Mary a sharp look and laid her gloved 
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hand over Edward’s. “Is there anything we can do for you?”
He shrugged. His eyes burned, and he told himself that he 

was definitely not going to cry about this whole dying thing, 
 because crying was for girls and wee little babies and not for 
kings, and besides, crying wouldn’t change anything.

Bess squeezed his hand.
He squeezed back, definitely not crying, and recommenced 

pondering the view outside the window and the Meaning of Life.
Life is short.
And then you die.
Shortly. Six months, a year at best. Which seemed like an 

awfully small amount of time. Last summer, a famous Italian 
astrologer had done Edward’s horoscope, after which he had 
announced that the king would live forty more years.

Apparently famous Italian astrologers were big, fat liars.
“But at least you can rest assured knowing that everything 

will be all right once you’ve gone,” Mary said solemnly.
He turned to look at her. “What?”
“With the kingdom, I mean,” she added even more  solemnly. 

“The kingdom will be in good hands.”
He hadn’t really given much thought to the kingdom. Or any 

thought, truthfully. He’d been too busy contemplating the idea 
of coughing his lungs right out, and then being too dead to care.

“Mary,” Bess chided. “Now is not the time for politics.”
Before Mary could argue (and by the look on her face, she 

was definitely going to argue that now was always the time for 
politics), a knock sounded on the door. Edward called, “Come 
in,” and John Dudley, Duke of Northumberland and Lord 
President of the King’s High Privy Council, stuck his great eagle 
nose into the room.

“Ah, Your Majesty, I thought I’d find you up here,” he said 
when he spotted Edward. His gaze swept hurriedly over Mary 
and Bess like he couldn’t be bothered taking the time to really 
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see them. “Princess Mary. Princess Elizabeth. You’re both look-
ing well.” He turned to Edward. “Your Majesty, I wonder if  
I might have a word.”

“You may have several,” Edward said.
“In private,” Lord Dudley clarified. “In the council room.”
Edward stood and brushed off his trousers. He nodded to 

his sisters, and they dropped into their courtly curtsies. Then he 
allowed Lord Dudley to lead him down the stairs and across the 
palace’s long series of hallways into the king’s council chamber, 
where the king’s advisors normally spent hours each day fill-
ing out the appropriate royal paperwork for the running of the 
country and making all the decisions. The king himself never 
spent much time in this room, unless there was a document 
that required his signature, or some other important matter that 
required his personal attention. Which wasn’t often.

Dudley closed the door behind them.
Edward, winded from the walk, sank into his royal, 

 extra-cushy red velvet throne at the head of the half circle of 
chairs (usually occupied by the other thirty members of the 
Privy Council). Dudley produced a handkerchief for him, which 
Edward pressed to his lips while he rode out a coughing fit.

When he pulled the handkerchief away, there was a spot of 
pink on it.

Bollocks.
He stared at the spot, and tried to hand the handkerchief 

back to Dudley, but the duke quickly said, “You keep it, Your 
Majesty,” and crossed to the other side of the room, where he 
began to stroke his bearded chin the way he did when he was 
deep in thought.

“I think,” Dudley began softly, “we should talk about what 
you’re going to do.”

“Do? It’s ‘the Affliction.’ It’s incurable. There’s nothing for 
me to do but die, apparently.”
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Dudley manufactured a sympathetic smile that didn’t look 
natural on his face, as he wasn’t accustomed to smiling. “Yes, 
Sire, that’s true enough, but death comes to us all.” He resumed 
the beard stroking. “This news is unfortunate, of course, but  
we must make the best of it. There are many things that must be 
done for the kingdom before you die.”

Ah, the kingdom, again. Always the kingdom. Edward 
nodded. “All right,” he said with more courage in his voice than 
he felt. “Tell me what I should do.”

“First we must consider the line of succession. An heir to 
the throne.”

Edward’s eyebrows lifted. “You want me to get married and 
produce an heir in less than a year?”

That could be fun. That would definitely involve kissing 
with tongue.

Dudley cleared his throat. “Uh … no, Your Majesty. You’re 
not well enough.”

Edward wanted to argue, but then he remembered the spot 
of pink on the handkerchief, and how exhausting he’d found 
it simply walking across the palace. He was in no shape to be 
wooing a wife.

“Well, then,” he said. “I suppose that means the throne will 
go to Mary.”

“No, Sire,” Lord Dudley said urgently. “We cannot let the 
throne of England fall into the wrong hands.”

Edward frowned. “But she’s my sister. She’s the eldest. 
She—”

“She’s a Verity,” objected Dudley. “Mary’s been raised to 
 believe that the animal magic is evil, something to be feared 
and destroyed. If she became queen, she’d return this country to 
the Dark Ages. No E ian would be safe.”

Edward sat back, thinking. Everything the duke was saying 
was true. Mary would not tolerate the E ians. (She preferred 
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them extra-crispy, as we mentioned earlier.) Plus Mary had no 
sense of humour and was completely backward thinking and 
would be no good at all as ruler.

“So it can’t be Mary,” he agreed. “It can’t be Bess, either.” He 
twisted the ring with the royal seal around his finger. “Bess would 
be better than Mary, of course, and both of her parents were 
E ians, if you believe the cat thing, but I don’t know where Bess’s 
allegiance lies concerning the Verities. She’s a bit shifty. Besides,” 
he said upon further reflection. “The crown can’t go to a woman.”

You might have noticed that Edward was a bit of a sexist. 
You can’t blame him, really, since all his young life he’d been 
greatly exalted for simply having been born a boy.

Still, he liked to think of himself as a forward-thinking king. 
He hadn’t taken after his father as an E ian (at least, he hadn’t so 
far), but it was part of his family history, obviously, and he’d been 
raised to sympathize with the E ian cause. Lately it seemed that 
the tension between the two groups had reached a boiling point. 
Reports had been coming in about a mysterious E ian group 
called the Pack, who had been raiding and pillaging from Verity 
churches and monasteries around the country. Then came more 
reports of Verities exposing and subsequently inflicting violence 
upon E ians. Then reports of revenge attacks against Verities. 
And so on, and so on.

Dudley was right. They needed a pro-E ian ruler. Someone 
who could keep the peace.

“So who do you have in mind?” Edward reached over to 
a side table, where there was always, by royal decree, a bowl 
of fresh, chilled blackberries. He loved blackberries. They were 
 rumoured to have powerful healing properties, so he’d been 
eating a lot of them lately. He popped one into his mouth.

Lord Dudley’s Adam’s apple jerked up and down, and for the 
first time since Edward had known him, he appeared a tad ner-
vous. “The firstborn son of the Lady Jane Grey, Your Majesty.”
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Edward choked on his blackberry.
“Jane has a son?” he sputtered. “I’m fairly certain I would 

have heard about that.”
“She doesn’t have a son at the moment,” Dudley explained 

patiently. “But she will. And if you bypass Mary and Elizabeth, 
the Greys are next in line.”

So Dudley wanted Jane to get married and produce an heir.
Edward couldn’t imagine his cousin Jane with a husband and 

a child, even though she was sixteen years old and sixteen was 
a bit spinsterish, by the standards of the day. Books were Jane’s 
great love: history and philosophy and religion, mostly, but any-
thing she could get her hands on. She actually enjoyed reading 
Plato in the original Greek, so much so that she did it for fun 
and not just when her tutors assigned it. She had entire epic 
poems memorized and could recite them at will. But most of all, 
she loved stories of E ians and their animal adventures.

There would be no doubt that Jane would support the E ians.
It was widely rumoured that Jane’s mother was an E ian, 

although no one knew what form she took. When they were 
children Edward and Jane’s favourite game had been to imagine 
what animals they would become when they grew up. Edward 
had always imagined he’d be something powerful and fierce, 
like a wolf. A great bear. A tiger.

Jane had never been able to decide on her preferred E ian 
form; it was between a lynx and a falcon, as he recalled.

“Just think of it, Edward,” he remembered her ten-year-old 
voice whispering to him as they’d stretched out on their backs 
on some grassy knoll, finding shapes in the passing clouds. “I 
could be up there, riding the wind, nobody telling me to sit up 
straight or complaining about my needlework. I’d be free.”

“Free as a bird,” he’d added.
“Free as a bird!” She’d laughed and jumped to her feet and 

run down the hill with her long red hair trailing behind her  
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and her arms spread out, pretending to fly.
A few years later they’d spent an entire afternoon calling 

each other names, because Jane had read in a book that E ians 
often manifested into their animal forms when they were upset. 
They’d cursed at each other and slapped each other’s faces, and 
Jane had even gone so far as to throw a stone at Edward, which 
actually did rile him, but they had remained stubbornly human 
throughout the whole ordeal.

It’d been a great disappointment to them both.
“Sire?” Lord Dudley prompted.
Edward shook off the memories. “You want Jane to get 

 married,” he surmised. “Do you have someone in mind?”
He felt a twinge of sadness at the idea. Jane was easily his 

favourite person in this world. As a child, she’d been sent to 
live with Katherine Parr (King Henry’s Wife #6), and so Jane 
and Edward had spent hours upon hours in each other’s com-
pany, even sharing many of the same tutors. It had been in those 
days that they’d become fast friends. Jane was the only one who 
Edward felt truly understood him, who didn’t treat him like a 
different species because he was royalty. In the back of his mind 
he’d been holding on to the idea that perhaps someday he’d be 
the one to marry Jane.

This was back when it was slightly less frowned upon to 
marry your cousin.

“Yes, Sire. I have the perfect candidate.” Dudley began 
to pace back and forth across the room, stroking his beard. 
“Someone with good breeding, a respectable family.”

“Of course. Who?” Edward asked.
“Someone with undeniable E ian magic.”
“Yes. Who?”
“Someone who wouldn’t mind the red hair.”
“Jane’s hair isn’t so bad,” Edward protested. “In some lights 

it’s slightly less red, and rather pretty…”
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“Someone who could keep her in line,” Dudley continued.
Well, that made sense, thought Edward. Jane was notoriously 

willful. She refused to be pranced around court like the other 
girls of noble birth, and openly defied her mother by bringing 
a book to certain court functions and passing the time in the 
corner reading instead of dancing or securing herself a future 
husband.

“Who?” he asked.
“Someone who can be trusted.”
This was starting to seem like a very tall order indeed. 

“Who is it?” Edward raised his voice. He disliked having to 
ask a question more than once, and this was four times now. 
Plus Dudley’s pacing was making him feel a bit seasick. Edward 
pounded his fist on the side table. Blackberries went flying. 
“Who is it? Blast it, Northumberland, just spit it out.”

The duke stopped. He cleared his throat. “Gifford Dudley,” 
he muttered.

Edward blinked. “Gifford who?”
“My youngest son.”
Edward took a moment to absorb this information, adding 

up all of the criteria Dudley had given him: someone from a re-
spectable family: check; someone who could be trusted: check; 
someone with undeniable E ian magic…

“John,” he blurted out. “Do you have E ian magic in your 
family?”

Lord Dudley lowered his gaze. It was a dangerous thing to 
admit to E ian blood, even in today’s more civilized age, where 
you might not get burned at the stake for it. While being an 
E ian wasn’t technically illegal any longer, there were still so 
many people throughout the kingdom who shared Mary’s opin-
ion that the only good E ian was a dead one.

“I’m not an E ian, of course,” Dudley said after a long pause. 
“But my son is.”
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An E ian! This was too good. For a minute Edward forgot 
that he was dying and marrying off his best friend as some kind 
of political strategy. “What creature does he become?”

Dudley reddened. “He spends his days as a…” His lips 
moved as he tried to form the right word, but he failed.

Edward leaned forward. “Yes?”
Dudley struggled to get the words out. “He’s a … every day 

he … he…”
“Come on, man!” Edward urged. “Speak!”
Dudley wet his lips. “He’s a … member of the equine 

species.”
“He’s a what?”
“A steed, Your Majesty.”
“A steed?”
“A … horse.”
Edward fell back, open mouthed for a few seconds. “A horse. 

Your son spends his days as a horse,” he repeated, just to be sure 
he’d got it right.

Dudley nodded miserably.
“No wonder I haven’t seen him in court. I’d almost forgotten 

you had another son besides Stan! Didn’t you tell us that your 
other son was a half-wit, and that’s why you deemed him inap-
propriate to appear in social settings?”

“We thought anything was better than the truth,” Dudley 
admitted.

Edward scooped a blackberry off the table and ate it. “When 
did this happen? How did it happen?”

“Six years ago,” Dudley answered. “I don’t know how. One 
moment he was a boy of thirteen, throwing a bit of a tantrum. 
The next he was a…” He didn’t say the word again. “I do be-
lieve that he’d be a good match for Jane, Sire, and not simply 
because he’s my son. He’s a solid boy – excellent bone  structure, 
able-bodied, reasonably intelligent, certainly not a half-wit, 
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anyway – and obedient enough to suit our purposes.”
Edward considered this for a few minutes. Jane loved all things 

E ian. She wouldn’t have a problem with marrying one. But…
“He spends every single day as a horse?” Edward asked.
“Every day. From sunrise to sundown.”
“He can’t control his change?”
Dudley glanced at the far wall, which bore a large portrait of 

Henry VIII, and Edward realized how foolish he sounded. His 
father had never been able to control his lion form. The anger 
would take him and then the fangs would come out,  literally, and 
he would remain a lion until his anger abated, which often took 
hours. Sometimes even days. It had always been uncomfortable 
to watch. Especially when the king decided to use somebody as 
a chew toy.

“All right, so he can’t control it,” Edward acquiesced. “But 
that would mean that Jane would only have a husband by night. 
What kind of marriage would that be?”

“Some people would prefer such an arrangement. I know my 
life would be a lot simpler if I only had to attend to my wife in the 
hours between dusk and dawn,” said Dudley with a weak laugh.

It would hardly be like having a marriage at all, thought Edward. 
But for someone like Jane, such a marriage could afford her a 
sense of privacy and the independence she was accustomed to.

It could be ideal.
“Is he handsome?” he asked. Dudley’s other son, Stan, had 

suffered the misfortune of inheriting his father’s eagle nose. 
Edward hated the idea of marrying Jane off to that nose.

Dudley’s thin lips tightened. “Gifford is a bit too easy on the 
eye for his own good, I’m afraid. He tends to attract … attention 
from the ladies.”

Jealousy pricked at Edward. He gazed up once more at the 
portrait of his father. He resembled Henry; he knew that. They 
had the same reddish-gold hair and the same straight, majestic 
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nose, the same grey eyes, bracketed by the same smallish ears. 
Edward had been considered handsome once, but now he was 
thin and pale, washed out from his bout with the illness.

“…but he will be faithful, of that I can assure you,” Dudley 
was blathering on. “And when he and Jane produce a son, you 
will have your E ian heir. Problem solved.”

Just like that. Problem solved.
Edward rubbed his forehead. “And when should this wed-

ding take place?”
“Saturday, I think,” answered Dudley. “Assuming you ap-

prove of the match.”
Edward had a coughing fit.
It was Monday now.
“That soon?” he wheezed when he could breathe again.
“The sooner the better,” Dudley said. “We need an heir.”
Right. Edward cleared his throat. “Very well, then. I approve 

the match. But Saturday…” That seemed awfully soon. “I don’t 
even know what my schedule looks like on Saturday. I’ll need to 
consult—”

“I’ve already checked, Your Majesty. You’re free. Besides, the 
ceremony must take place after sundown,” added Dudley.

“Right. Because in the daytime, he’s…” Edward made a faint 
whinnying noise.

“Yes.” Dudley produced a scroll of parchment and unrolled 
it on the desk upon which all the official court documents were 
signed and sealed.

“I bet you spend a fortune on hay,” Edward said, finding 
his smirk at last. He inspected the scroll. It was a royal decree – 
his permission, technically speaking – that Lady Jane Grey of 
Suffolk be wed, on this Saturday hence, to Lord Gifford Dudley 
of Northumberland.

His smirk faded.
Jane.



Of course it had been a fantasy, this notion he’d had of mar-
rying Jane himself. She had very little in the way of political 
capital – a rich family, to be sure, a title, but nothing that would 
truly strengthen the position of the kingdom. Edward had always 
known that he was supposed to marry for England, not himself. 
All his life he’d had a constant stream of foreign ambassadors trot-
ting out the portraits of the daughters of the various European 
royalty for him to peruse. He was meant to marry a princess. Not 
little Jane with her books and her big ideas.

Dudley put a quill in his hand. “We must consider the good of 
the country, Your Highness. I’ll ride for Dudley Castle tonight to 
fetch him.”

Edward dipped the quill in the ink but then stopped. “I need 
you to swear that he will be good to her.”

“I swear it, Your Majesty. He’ll be a model husband.”
Edward coughed again into the handkerchief Dudley had 

given him. There was that funny taste in his mouth, something 
sickly sweet that mixed badly with the lingering blackberries.

“I’m marrying off my cousin to a horse,” he muttered.
Then he put the quill to the paper, sighed, and signed his name.
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P R O L O G U E

FR O M  A  D I S T A N C E ,  the man struggling up the 

white face of the glacier might have looked like an ant crawl-

ing slowly up the side of a dinner plate. The shantytown of La 

Rinconada was a collection of scattered specks far below him, the 

wind increasing as his elevation did, blowing powdery gusts of 

snow into his face and freezing the damp tendrils of his black 

hair. Despite his amber goggles, he winced at the brightness of 

the reflected sunset.

Still, the man was not afraid of falling, although he was using 

no ropes or belay lines, only crampons and a single ice axe. His 

name was Alastair Hunt and he was a mage. He shaped and 

molded the frozen substance of the glacier under his hands as he 

climbed. Handholds and footholds appeared as he inched his 

way upward. 

By the time he reached the cave, midway up the glacier, he 

was half frozen and fully exhausted from bending his will to 

tame the worst of the elements. It sapped his energy to exert his 

magic so continuously, but he hadn’t dared slow down.

The cave itself opened like a mouth in the side of the moun-

tain, impossible to see from above or below. He pulled himself 

over its edge and took a deep, jagged breath, cursing himself for 

not getting there sooner, for allowing himself to be tricked. In La 

Rinconada, the people had seen the explosion and whispered 

under their breaths about what it meant, the fire inside the ice.

Fire inside the ice. It had to be a distress signal . . .  or an attack. 

The cave was full of mages too old to fight or too young, the 

injured and the sick, mothers of very young children who could 

not be left —  like Alastair’s own wife and son. They had been 

hidden away here, in one of the most remote places on the earth. 
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Master Rufus had insisted that otherwise they would be 

vulnerable, hostages to fortune, and Alastair had trusted him. 

Then, when the Enemy of Death hadn’t shown up on the field to 

face the mages’ champion, the Makar girl upon whom they’d 

pinned all their hopes, Alastair had realized his mistake. He’d 

gotten to La Rinconada as fast as he could, f lying most of his way 

on the back of an air elemental. From there, he’d made his way on 

foot, since the Enemy’s control of elementals was unpredictable 

and strong. The higher he’d climbed, the more frightened he’d 

become. 

Let them be all right, he thought to himself as he stepped 

inside the cave. Please let them be all right.

There should have been the sound of children wailing. There 

should have been the low buzz of nervous conversation and the hum 

of subdued magic. Instead, there was only the howl of the wind 

as it swept over the desolate peak of the mountain. The cave walls 

were white ice, pocked with red and brown where blood had 

splattered and melted in patches. Alastair pulled off his goggles 

and dropped them on the ground, pushing farther into the pas-

sage, drawing on the dregs of his power to steady himself. 

The walls of the cave gave off an eerie phosphorescent glow. 

Away from the entrance, it was the only light he had to see by, 

which probably explained why he stumbled over the first body 

and nearly fell to his knees. Alastair jerked away with a yell, then 

winced as he heard his own shout echo back to him. The fallen 

mage was burned beyond recognition, but she wore the leather 

wristband with the large hammered piece of copper that marked 

her as a second-year Magisterium student. She couldn’t have 

been older than thirteen. 

You should be used to death by now, he told himself. They’d 

been at war with the Enemy for a decade that sometimes felt like 
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a century. At first, it had seemed impossible —  one young man, 

even one of the Makaris, planning to conquer death itself. But as 

the Enemy increased in power, and his army of the Chaos-ridden 

grew, the threat had become inescapably dire . . .  culminating in 

this pitiless slaughter of the most helpless, the most innocent. 

Alastair got to his feet and pushed deeper into the cave, des-

perately looking for one face above all. He forced his way past the 

bodies of elderly Masters from the Magisterium and Collegium, 

children of friends and acquaintances, and mages who had been 

wounded in earlier battles. Among them lay the broken bodies 

of the Chaos-ridden, their swirling eyes darkened forever. Though 

the mages had been unprepared, they must have put up quite a 

fight to have slain so many of the Enemy’s forces. Horror churn-

ing in his gut, his fingers and toes numb, Alastair staggered 

through it all . . .  until he saw her.

Sarah. 

He found her lying in the very back, against a cloudy wall of 

ice. Her eyes were open, staring at nothing. The irises looked 

murky and her lashes were clotted with ice. Leaning down, he 

brushed his fingers over her cooling cheek. He drew in his breath 

sharply, his sob cutting through the air.

But where was their son? Where was Callum?

A dagger was clutched in Sarah’s right hand. She had excelled 

at shaping ore summoned deep from the ground. She’d made the 

dagger herself in their last year at the Magisterium. It had a 

name: Semiramis. Alastair knew how Sarah had treasured that 

blade. If I have to die, I want to die holding my own weapon, she’d 

always told him. But he hadn’t wanted her to die at all. 

His fingers grazed her cold cheek.

A cry made him whip around. In this cave full of death and 

silence, a cry. 
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A child.

He turned, searching frantically for the source of the thready 

wail. It seemed to be coming from closer to the cave entrance. He 

plunged back the way he had come, stumbling over bodies, some 

frozen stiff as statues —  until suddenly, another familiar face 

stared up at him from the carnage.

Declan. Sarah’s brother, wounded in the last battle. He 

appeared to have been choked to death by a particularly cruel use 

of air magic; his face was blue, his eyes shot with broken blood 

vessels. One of his arms was outflung, and just underneath it, 

protected from the icy cave floor by a woven blanket, was 

Alastair’s infant son. As he stared in amazement, the boy opened 

his mouth and gave another thin, mewling cry.

As if in trance, shaking with relief, Alastair bent and lifted 

his child. The boy looked up at him with wide gray eyes and 

opened his mouth to scream again. As the blanket fell aside, 

Alastair could see why. The baby’s left leg hung at a terrible angle, 

like a snapped tree branch.

Alastair tried to call up earth magic to heal the boy but had 

only enough power left to take away some of the pain. Heart rac-

ing, he rewrapped his son tightly in the blanket and wound his 

way back through the cave to where Sarah lay. Holding the baby 

as if she could see him, he knelt down beside her body. 

“Sarah,” he whispered, tears thick in his throat. “I’ll tell him 

how you died protecting him. I will raise him to remember how 

brave you were.”

Her eyes stared at him, blank and pale. He held the child 

more closely to his side and reached to take Semiramis from her 

hand. As he did, he saw that the ice near the blade was strangely 

marked, as if she had clawed at it while dying. But the marks 

were too deliberate for that. As he bent closer, he realized they 
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were words —  words his wife had carved into the cave ice with 

the last of her dying strength.

As he read them, he felt them like three hard blows to the 

stomach.

KILL THE CHILD
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C H A P T E R  O N E

CA L L U M  H U N T  W A S  a legend in his little North 

Carolina town, but not in a good way. Famous for driving 

off substitute teachers with sarcastic remarks, he also specialized 

in annoying principals, hall monitors, and lunch ladies. Guidance 

counselors, who always started out wanting to help him (the poor 

boy’s mother had died, after all) wound up hoping he’d never 

darken the door of their offices again. There was nothing more 

embarrassing than not being able to come up with a snappy 

comeback to an angry twelve-year-old.

Call’s perpetual scowl, messy black hair, and suspicious gray 

eyes were well known to his neighbors. He liked to skateboard, 

although it had taken him a while to get the hang of it; several 

cars still bore dings from some of his earlier attempts. He was 

often seen lurking outside the windows of the comic book store, 

the arcade, and the video game store. Even the mayor knew him. 

It would have been hard to forget him after he’d snuck past the 

clerk at the local pet store during the May Day Parade and taken 



7

a naked mole rat destined to be fed to a boa constrictor. He’d felt 

sorry for the blind and wrinkly creature that seemed unable to 

help itself —  and, in the name of fairness, he’d also released all 

the white mice who would have been next on the snake’s din-

ner menu. 

He’d never expected the mice to run amok under the feet 

of the paraders, but mice aren’t very smart. He also hadn’t 

expected the onlookers to run from the mice, but people aren’t 

too smart either, as Call’s father had explained after it was all 

over. It wasn’t Call’s fault that the parade had been ruined, but 

everyone —  especially the mayor —  acted like it was. On top of 

that, his father had made Call give back the mole rat.

Call’s father didn’t approve of stealing.

As far as he was concerned, it was almost as bad as magic.

Callum fidgeted in the stiff chair in front of the principal’s office, 

wondering if he’d be back at school tomorrow, and if anyone 

would miss him if he wasn’t. Again and again, he went over all 

the various ways he was supposed to mess up on the mage’s 

test —  ideally, as spectacularly as possible. His dad had listed the 

options for failure again and again: Make your mind totally blank. 

Or concentrate on something that’s the opposite of what those monsters 

want. Or focus your mind on someone else’s test instead of your own. 

Call rubbed his calf, which had been stiff and painful in class 

that morning; it was that way sometimes. The taller he grew, the 

more it seemed to hurt. At least the physical part of the mage’s 

test —  whatever it was —  would be easy to fail.

Just down the hall, he could hear other kids in gym class, 

their sneakers squeaking on the shining wood of the floor, their 
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voices raised as they shouted taunts to one another. He wished 

just once that he got to play. He might not have been as fast as 

other kids or as able to keep his balance, but he was full of restless 

energy. He was exempt from a gym requirement because of his 

leg; even in elementary school, when he’d tried to run or jump or 

climb at recess, one of the monitors would come over and remind 

him that he needed to slow down before he hurt himself. If he 

kept at it, they would make him come inside.

As though a couple of bruises were the most awful thing that 

could happen to someone. As though his leg was going to get 

worse.

Call sighed and stared out through the glass doors of the 

school to where his father would be pulling up soon. He owned 

the kind of car you couldn’t miss, a 1937 Rolls-Royce Phantom, 

painted bright silver. Nobody else in town had anything like it. 

Call’s father ran an antique store on Main Street called Now and 

Again; there was nothing he liked more than taking old broken 

things and making them look shiny and new. To keep the car 

running, he had to tinker with it almost every weekend. And he 

was constantly asking Call to wash it and put some kind of weird 

old car wax on it, to keep it from rusting. 

The Rolls-Royce worked perfectly . . .  unlike Call. He looked 

down at his sneakers as he tapped his feet against the floor. When 

he was wearing jeans like this, you couldn’t tell there was any-

thing wrong with his leg, but you could sure tell the minute he 

stood up and started walking. He’d had surgery after surgery 

since he was a baby, and all sorts of physical therapy, but nothing 

had really helped. He still walked with a sliding limp, like he 

was trying to get his footing on a boat that was rolling from side 

to side. 

When he was younger, he’d sometimes played that he was a 

pirate, or even just a brave sailor with a peg leg, going down with 
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a sinking ship after a long cannon fight. He’d played pirates and 

ninjas, cowboys and alien explorers. 

But not ever any game that involved magic.

Never that.

He heard the rumble of an engine and began to rise to his 

feet —  only to return to the bench in annoyance. It wasn’t his dad, 

just an ordinary red Toyota. A moment later, Kylie Myles, one 

of the other students in his grade, hurried past him, a teacher 

beside her.

“Good luck at your ballet tryouts,” Ms. Kemal told her, and 

started back to her classroom.

“Right, thanks,” Kylie said, then looked over at Call oddly, as 

though she were evaluating him. Kylie never looked at Call. That 

was one of her defining characteristics, along with her shining 

blond hair and unicorn backpack. When they were in the halls 

together, her gaze slid past him like he was invisible.

With an even weirder and more surprising half wave, she 

headed out to the Toyota. He could see both her parents in the 

front seats, looking anxious.

She couldn’t be going where he was, could she? She couldn’t 

be going to the Iron Trial. But if she was . . .

He pushed himself off the chair. If she was going, someone 

should warn her. 

Lots of kids think it’s about being special, Call’s father had said, the 

disgust in his voice evident. Their parents do, too. Especially in families 

where magical ability dates back generations. And some families where 

the magic has mostly died out see a magical child as hope for a return to 

power. But it’s the children with no magical relatives you should pity 

most. They’re the ones who think it’s going to be like it is in the movies. 

It’s nothing like the movies. 

At that moment, Call’s dad pulled up to the school curb with 

a squeal of brakes, effectively cutting off Call’s view of Kylie. Call 
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limped toward the doors and outside, but by the time he made it 

to the Rolls, the Myles’s Toyota was swerving around the corner 

and out of sight.

So much for warning her.

“Call.” His father had gotten out of the car and was leaning 

against the passenger-side door. His mop of black hair —  the 

same tangly black hair Call had —  was going gray at the sides, 

and he wore a tweed jacket with leather elbow patches, despite 

the heat. Call often thought that his father looked like Sherlock 

Holmes in the old BBC show; sometimes people seemed sur-

prised he didn’t speak with a British accent. “Are you ready?”

Call shrugged. How could you be ready for something that 

had the potential to mess up your whole life if you got it wrong? 

Or right, in this case. “I guess so.”

His father pulled the door open. “Good. Get in.”

The inside of the Rolls was as spotless as the outside. Call 

was surprised to find his old pair of crutches thrown into the 

backseat. He hadn’t needed them in years, not since he’d fallen 

off a jungle gym and twisted his ankle —  the ankle on his good 

leg. As Call’s father slid into the car and started the engine, Call 

pointed to them and asked, “What’s with those?”

“The worse off you look, the likelier they are to reject you,” 

his father said grimly, glancing behind him as they pulled out of 

the parking lot. 

“That seems like cheating,” Call objected.

“Call, people cheat to win. You can’t cheat to lose.”

Call rolled his eyes, letting his dad believe what he wanted. 

All Call knew for sure was that there was no way he was going to 

use those crutches if he didn’t have to. He didn’t want to argue 

about it, though, not today, when Call’s father had already 

uncharacteristically burned the toast at breakfast and snapped at 
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Call when he complained about having to go to school just to be 

removed a couple hours later.

Now his father crouched over the wheel, jaw set and the fin-

gers of his right hand wrapped tightly around the gearshift, 

changing gears with ineffectual violence.

Call tried to focus his gaze on the trees outside, their leaves just 

starting to yellow, and to remember everything he knew about the 

Magisterium. The first time his father had said anything about 

the Masters and how they chose their apprentices, he’d sat Call 

down in one of the big leather chairs in his study. Call’s elbow had 

been bandaged and his lip was split from a fight at school, and 

he’d been in no mood for listening. Besides, his father had looked 

so serious that Call had gotten scared. And that’s the way his father 

spoke, too, as though he was going to tell Call he had a terrible 

disease. It turned out the sickness was a potential for magic. 

Call had scrunched up in the chair while his father talked. 

He was used to getting picked on; other kids thought his leg 

made him an easy target. Usually, he was able to convince them 

he wasn’t. That time, however, there had been a bunch of older 

boys who’d cornered him behind the shed near the jungle gym on 

his way home from school. They’d pushed him around and come 

at him with the usual insults. Callum had learned most people 

backed down when he put up a fight, so he’d tried to hit the tall-

est boy. That had been his first mistake. Pretty soon, they had 

him on the ground, one of them sitting on his knees while 

another punched him in the face, trying to get him to apologize 

and admit to being a gimpy clown.

“Sorry for being awesome, losers,” Call had said, right before 

he blacked out.

He must have only been out for a minute, because when he 

opened his eyes, he could just see the retreating figures of the 
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boys in the distance. They were running away. Call couldn’t 

believe his rejoinder had worked so well.

“That’s right,” he’d said, sitting up. “You better run!”

Then he’d looked around and seen that the concrete of the 

playground had cracked open. A long fissure ran from the swings 

all the way to the shed wall, splitting the small building in half.

He was lying directly in the path of what looked like a mini 

earthquake.

He’d thought it was the most awesome thing that had ever 

happened. His father disagreed.

“Magic runs in families,” Call’s father said. “Not everyone 

in a family will necessarily have it, but it looks like you might. 

Unfortunately. I am so sorry, Call.”

“So the split in the ground —  you’re saying I did that?” Call 

had felt torn between giddy glee and extreme horror, but the glee 

was winning out. He could feel the corners of his mouth turn up 

and tried to force them back down. “Is that what mages do?”

“Mages draw on the elements —  earth, air, water, fire, and 

even the void, which is the source of the most powerful and ter-

rible magic of all, chaos magic. They can use magic for many 

things, including ripping apart the very earth, as you did.” His 

father had nodded to himself. “In the beginning, when magic first 

comes on, it is very intense. Raw power . . .  but balance is what 

tempers magical ability. It takes a lot of study to have as much 

power as a newly woken mage. Young mages have little control. 

But, Call, you must fight it. And you must never use your magic 

again. If you do, the mages will take you away to their tunnels.”

“That’s where the school is? The Magisterium is under-

ground?” Call had asked.

“Buried under the earth where no one can find it,” his father 

told him grimly. “There’s no light down there. No windows. The 
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place is a maze. You could get lost in the caverns and die and no 

one would ever know.”

Call licked his suddenly dry lips. “But you’re a magician, 

aren’t you?”

“I haven’t used my magic since your mother died. I’ll never 

use it again.”

“And Mom went there? To the tunnels? Really?” Call was 

eager to hear anything about his mother. He didn’t have much. 

Some yellowed photographs in an old scrapbook, showing a 

pretty woman with Call’s ink black hair and eyes a color Call 

couldn’t make out. He knew better than to ask his father too 

many questions about her. He never talked about Call’s mom 

unless he absolutely had to.

“Yes, she did.” Call’s father told him. “And it’s because of 

magic that she died. When mages go to war, which is often, they 

don’t care about the people who die because of it. Which is the 

other reason you must not attract their attention.”

That night, Call woke up screaming, believing he was 

trapped underground, earth piling on him as if he were being 

buried alive. No matter how much he thrashed around, he 

couldn’t breathe. After that, he dreamed that he was running 

away from a monster made of smoke whose eyes swirled with a 

thousand different evil colors . . .  only he couldn’t run fast enough 

because of his leg. In the dreams, it dragged behind him like a 

dead thing until he collapsed, with the monster’s hot breath on 

his neck.

Other kids in Call’s class were afraid of the dark, the monster 

under the bed, zombies, or murderers with giant axes. Call was 

afraid of magicians, and he was even more afraid he was one.

Now he was going to meet them. The same magicians who 

were the reason his mother was dead and his father hardly ever 
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laughed and didn’t have any friends, sitting instead in the work-

room he’d made out of the garage and fixing beat-up furniture and 

cars and jewelry. Call didn’t think it took a genius to figure out 

why his dad was obsessed with putting broken things back together.

They whizzed past a sign welcoming them to Virginia. 

Everything looked the same. He didn’t know what he’d expected, 

but he’d seldom been out of North Carolina before. Their trips 

beyond Asheville were infrequent, mostly to go to car part swap 

meets and antique fairs where Call would wander around among 

mounds of unpolished silverware, collections of baseball cards in 

plastic sleeves, and weird old taxidermied yak heads, while his 

dad bargained for something boring.

It occurred to Call that if he didn’t mess up this test, he might 

never go to one of those swap meets again. His stomach lurched 

and a cold shiver rattled his bones. He forced himself to think 

about the plan his father had drilled into him: Make your mind 

totally blank. Or focus on something that’s the opposite of what those 

monsters want. Or focus your mind on someone else’s test instead of 

your own. 

He let out his breath. His father’s nerves were getting to him. 

It was going to be fine. It was easy to mess up tests. 

The car swung off the highway onto a narrow road. The only 

sign had the symbol of an airplane on it, with the words air-

field closed for renovation beneath it.

“Where are we going?” Call asked. “Are we flying some-

where?”

“Let’s hope not,” his dad muttered. The street had turned 

abruptly from asphalt to dirt. As they bumped over the next 

few hundred yards, Call grabbed on to the door frame to keep 

himself from flying up and whacking his head on the roof. Rolls-

Royces were not made for dirt roads.
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Suddenly, the lane widened and the trees parted. The Rolls 

was now in a huge cleared space. In the middle was an enormous 

hangar made out of corrugated steel. Parked around it were about 

a hundred cars, from beat-up pickup trucks to sedans almost as 

fancy as the Phantom and a lot newer. Call saw parents and their 

kids, all about his age, hurrying toward the hangar.

“I think we’re late,” Call said.

“Good.” His father sounded grimly pleased. He pulled the 

car to a stop and got out, gesturing for Call to follow. Call was 

glad to see that his father seemed to have forgotten about the 

crutches. It was a hot day, and the sun beat down on the back of 

Call’s gray T-shirt. He wiped his sweaty palms against his jeans 

as they walked across the lot and into the big black open space 

that was the hangar entrance.

Inside, everything was crazy. Kids milled around, their voices 

carrying in the vast space. Bleachers were set up along one metal 

wall; even though they could hold many more people than were 

present, they were dwarfed by the immensity of the room. Bright 

blue tape marked x’s and circles along the concrete f loor. 

Across the other side, in front of a set of hangar doors that 

would once have opened to let airplanes taxi out onto runways, 

were the mages.
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For all those looking for or looking to be a hero 
like Simon: Here's to you, saving entire worlds 

(and maybe the galaxy)
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Welcome to 
Shadowhunter 

Academy

By Cassandra Clare and Sarah Rees Brennan



Simon looked at her for a long moment.  
She was so overwhelmingly beautiful and impressive, 

 he found it too much to handle. 

—Welcome to Shadowhunter Academy
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The problem was that Simon did not know how to pack like 
a badass.

For a camping trip, sure; to stay at Eric’s or overnight at a 
weekend gig, fine; or to go on a vacation in the sun with his 
mom and Rebecca, no problem. Simon could throw together 
a jumble of suntan lotion and shorts, or appropriate band 
T-shirts and clean underwear, at a moment’s notice. Simon was 
prepared for normal life.

Which was why he was so completely unprepared to pack 
for going to an elite training ground where demon-fighting 
half-angel beings known as Shadowhunters would try to shape 
him into a member of their own warrior race.

In books and movies, people were either whisked away to 
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a magical land in the clothes they were standing up in, or they 
glossed over the packing part entirely. Simon now felt he had 
been robbed of critical information by the media. Should he 
be putting the kitchen knives in his bag? Should he bring the 
toaster and rig it up as a weapon?

Simon did neither of those things. Instead, he went with 
the safe option: clean underwear and hilarious T-shirts. 
Shadowhunters had to love hilarious T-shirts, right? Everyone 
loved hilarious T-shirts.

“I don’t know how they feel about T-shirts with dirty jokes 
on them in military academy, sport,” said his mom.

Simon turned, too quickly, his heart lurching up into his 
throat. His mom was standing in the doorway, arms folded. Her 
always-worried face was crumpled slightly with extra worry, 
but mostly she was looking at him with love. As she always had.

Except that in a whole other set of memories Simon barely 
had access to, he’d become a vampire and she’d thrown him out 
of their house. That was one of the reasons Simon was going to 
the Shadowhunter Academy, why he’d lied to his mom through 
his teeth that he desperately wanted to go. He’d had Magnus 
Bane—a warlock with cat eyes; Simon actually knew a warlock 
with actual cat eyes—fake papers to convince her that he had a 
scholarship to this fictitious military academy.

He’d done it all so he would not have to look at his mom 
every day and remember how she had looked at him when she 
was afraid of him, when she hated him. When she betrayed 
him.

“I think I’ve judged my T-shirts pretty well,” Simon told her. 
“I’m a pretty judicious guy. Nothing too sassy for the military. 
Just good, solid class-clown material. Trust me.”
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“I trust you, or I wouldn’t be letting you go,” said his mom. 
She walked over to him and planted a kiss on his cheek, and 
looked surprised and hurt when he flinched, but she did not 
comment, not on his last day. She put her arms around him 
instead. “I love you. Remember that.”

Simon knew he was being unfair: His mother had thrown 
him out thinking he was not really Simon anymore but an 
unholy monster wearing her son’s face. Yet he still felt she 
should have recognized him and loved him in spite of every-
thing. He could not forget what she had done.

Even though she had forgotten it, even though as far as she 
or almost anybody else in the world was concerned, it had never 
happened.

So he had to go.
Simon tried to relax in her embrace. “I’ve got a lot on my 

plate,” he said, curling his hand around his mom’s arm. “But I’ll 
try to remember that.”

She pulled back. “So long as you do. You sure you’re okay 
getting a lift with your friends?”

She meant Simon’s Shadowhunting friends (who he pre-
tended were the military academy buds who had inspired him 
to join up too). Simon’s Shadowhunting friends were the other 
reason he was going.

“I’m sure,” said Simon. “Bye, Mom. I love you.”
He meant it. He’d never stopped loving her, in this life or 

any other.
I love you unconditionally, his mom had said, once or twice, 

when he was younger. That’s how parents love. I love you no mat-
ter what.

People said things like that, without thinking of potential 
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nightmare scenarios or horrific conditions, the whole world 
changing and love slipping away. None of them ever dreamed 
love would be tested, and fail.

Rebecca had sent him a card that said: GOOD LUCK, SOLDIER 
BOY! Simon remembered, even when he’d been locked out of 
his home, door barred to him in every way it could be, his sis-
ter’s arm around him and her soft voice in his ear. She had 
loved him, even then. So there was that. It was something, but 
it wasn’t enough.

He could not stay here, caught between two worlds and two 
sets of memories. He had to escape. He had to go and become 
a hero, the way he had been once. Then all of this would make 
sense, all of this would mean something. Surely it would not 
hurt anymore.

Simon paused before he shouldered his bag and departed 
for the Academy. He put his sister’s card in his pocket. He left 
home for a strange new life and carried her love with him, as he 
had once before.

Simon was meeting up with his friends, even though none of 
them were going to the Academy. He’d agreed he would come 
to the Institute and say good-bye before he left.

There was a time when he could have seen through glam-
ours on his own, but Magnus had to help him do it now. Simon 
looked up at the strange, imposing bulk of the Institute, 
remembering uneasily that he had passed this place before and 
seen an abandoned building. That was another life, though. He 
remembered some kind of Bible passage about how children 
saw through smudged glass, but growing up meant you could 
view things clearly. He could see the Institute quite plainly: an 



17

WELCOME TO SHADOWHUNTER ACADEMY  

impressive structure rising high above him. The sort of build-
ing designed to make humans feel like ants. Simon pushed open 
the filigreed gate, walked down the narrow path that snaked 
around the Institute, and crossed through to the grounds.

The walls that surrounded the Institute enclosed a garden 
that struggled to thrive given its proximity to a New York ave-
nue. There were impressive stone paths and benches and even a 
statue of an angel that gave Simon nervous fits, since he was a 
Doctor Who fan. The angel wasn’t weeping, exactly, but it looked 
too depressed for Simon’s liking.

Sitting on the stone bench in the middle of the garden were 
Magnus Bane and Alec Lightwood, a Shadowhunter who was 
tall and dark and fairly strong and silent, at least around Simon. 
Magnus was chatty, though, had the aforementioned cat eyes 
and magic powers, and was currently wearing a clinging T-shirt 
in a zebra-stripe pattern with pink accents. Magnus and Alec 
had been dating for some time; Simon guessed Magnus could 
talk for both of them.

Behind Magnus and Alec, leaning against a stone wall, were 
Isabelle and Clary. Isabelle was leaning against the garden wall, 
looking over it and into the distance. She looked as if she were 
in the middle of posing for an unbelievably glamorous photo 
shoot. Then again, she always did. It was her talent. Clary, how-
ever, was staring stubbornly up into Isabelle’s face and talking 
to her. Simon thought Clary would get her way and get Isabelle 
to pay attention to her eventually. That was her talent.

Looking at either of them caused a pang in his chest. Looking 
at both of them started a dull, steady ache.

So instead Simon looked for his friend Jace, who was kneel-
ing by himself in the overgrown grass and sharpening a short 
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blade against a stone. Simon assumed Jace had his reasons for 
this; or possibly he just knew he looked cool doing it. Possibly 
he and Isabelle could do a joint photo shoot for Badass Monthly.

Everyone was assembled. Just for him.
Simon would have felt both honored and loved, except 

mostly he felt weird, because he had only a few broken frag-
ments of memory that said he knew these people at all, and 
a whole lifetime of memories that said they were armed, 
overly intense strangers. The kind you might avoid on public 
transportation.

The adults of the Institute and the Clave, Isabelle and Alec’s 
mother and father and the other people, were the ones who had 
suggested that if Simon wanted to become a Shadowhunter, 
he should go to the Academy. It was opening its doors for the 
first time in decades to welcome trainees who could restore the 
Shadowhunters’ ranks that the recent war had decimated.

Clary hadn’t liked the idea. Isabelle had said absolutely 
nothing on the subject, but Simon knew she hadn’t liked it 
either. Jace had argued that he was perfectly capable of train-
ing Simon in New York, had even offered to do it all himself and 
catch Simon up with Clary’s training. Simon had thought that 
was touching, and he and Jace must be closer than he actually 
remembered them being, but the awful truth was that he didn’t 
want to stay in New York.

He didn’t want to stay around them. He didn’t think he could 
bear the constant expression on their faces—on Isabelle’s and 
Clary’s most of all—of disappointed expectation. Every time they 
saw him, they recognized him and knew him and expected things 
of him. And every time he came up blank. It was like watching 
someone digging where they knew they’d buried something 
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precious, digging and digging and realizing that whatever it 
was—was gone. But they kept digging just the same, because 
the idea of losing it was so terrible and because maybe.

Maybe.
He was that lost treasure. He was that maybe. And he hated 

it. That was the secret he was trying to keep from them, the one 
he was always fearing he would betray.

He just had to get through this one last good-bye, and then 
he would be away from them until he was better, until he was 
closer to the person they all actually wanted to see. Then they 
would not be disappointed in him, and he would not be strange 
to them. He would belong.

Simon did not try to alert the whole group to his presence at 
once. Instead he sidled up to Jace.

“Hey,” he said.
“Oh,” Jace said carelessly, as if he hadn’t been waiting out 

here for the express purpose of seeing Simon off. He looked up, 
golden gaze casual, then looked away. “You.”

Being too cool for school was Jace’s thing. Simon supposed 
he must have understood and been fond of it, once.

“Hey, I figured I wasn’t going to get the chance to ask this 
again. You and me,” Simon said. “We’re pretty tight, aren’t we?”

Jace looked at him for a moment, face very still, and then 
bounded to his feet and said: “Absolutely. We’re like this.” He 
crossed two of his fingers together. “Actually, we’re more like 
this.” He tried to cross them again. “We had a little bit of ini-
tial tension, as you may later recall, but that was all cleared up 
when you came to me and confessed that you were struggling 
with your feelings of intense jealousy over my—these were 
your words—stunning good looks and irresistible charm.”
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“Did I,” said Simon.
Jace clapped him on the shoulder. “Yeah, buddy. I remem-

ber it clearly.”
“Okay, whatever. The thing is . . . Alec’s always really quiet 

around me,” Simon said. “Is he just shy, or did I tick him off 
and I don’t remember it? I wouldn’t like to go away without try-
ing to make things right.”

Jace’s expression took on that peculiar stillness again. “I’m 
glad you asked me that,” he said finally. “There is something more 
going on. The girls didn’t want me to tell you, but the truth is—”

“Jace, stop monopolizing Simon,” said Clary.
She spoke firmly, as she always did, and Jace turned and 

answered to it, as he always did, responding to her call as he 
did to no one else’s. Clary came walking toward both of them, 
and Simon felt that pang in his chest again as her red head drew 
near. She was so small.

During one of their ill-fated training sessions, in which 
Simon had been relegated to an observer after a sprained wrist, 
Simon had seen Jace throw Clary into a wall. She’d come right 
back at him.

Despite that, Simon kept feeling as if she needed to be pro-
tected. Feeling this way was a particular kind of horror, having 
the emotions without the memories. Simon felt like he was 
insane to have all these feelings about strangers, without hav-
ing them properly backed up by familiarity and experiences 
he could actually recall. At the same time, he knew he wasn’t 
feeling or expressing enough. He knew he wasn’t giving them 
what they wanted.

Clary didn’t need to be protected, but somewhere within 
Simon was the ghost of a boy who had always wanted to be 
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the one to protect her, and he was only hurting her by staying 
around unable to be that guy.

Memories came, sometimes in an overwhelming and ter-
rifying rush, but mostly in tiny shards, jigsaw pieces Simon 
could hardly make sense of. One piece was a flash of walking to 
school with Clary, her hand so little and his barely bigger. He’d 
felt big then, though, big and proud and responsible for her. He 
had been determined not to let her down.

“Hey, Simon,” she said now. Her eyes were bright with 
tears, and Simon knew they were all his fault.

He took Clary’s hand, small but calloused from both weap-
ons and art. He wished he could find a way back to believing, 
even though he knew better, that she was his to protect.

“Hey, Clary. You take care of yourself,” he said. “I know you 
can.” He paused. “And take care of Jace, that poor, helpless blond.”

Jace made an obscene gesture, which actually did feel famil-
iar to Simon, so he knew that was their thing. Jace hastily low-
ered his hand when Catarina Loss walked around the side of the 
Institute.

She was a warlock like Magnus, and a friend of his, but 
instead of having cat eyes she was blue all over. Simon got the 
feeling she did not like him very much. Maybe warlocks only 
liked other warlocks. Though Magnus did seem to like Alec 
quite a lot.

“Hello there,” said Catarina. “Ready to go?”
Simon had been dying to go for weeks, but now that the 

time had come he felt panic clawing at his throat. “Almost,” he 
said. “Just a second.”

He nodded to Alec and Magnus, who both nodded to him. 
Simon felt he had to clear up whatever was weird between 
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himself and Alec before he ventured much more.
“Bye, guys, thanks for everything.”
“Believe me, even partially releasing you from a fascist spell 

was my pleasure,” said Magnus, lifting a hand. He wore many 
rings, which glittered in the spring sunshine. Simon thought 
he must dazzle his enemies with his magical prowess, but also 
his glitter.

Alec just nodded.
Simon leaned down and hugged Clary, even though it made 

his chest hurt more. The way she felt and smelled was both 
strange and familiar, conflicting messages running through 
his brain and his body. He tried not to hug her too hard, even 
though she was kind of hugging him too hard. In fact, she was 
pretty much crushing his rib cage. He didn’t mind, though.

When he let go of Clary, he turned and hugged Jace. Clary 
watched, tears running down her face.

“Oof,” said Jace, sounding extremely startled, but he patted 
Simon quickly on the back.

Simon supposed they usually fist-bumped or something. 
He did not know the warrior way of being bros: Eric was a big 
hugger. He decided it would probably be good for Jace, and 
ruffled his hair a little for emphasis before stepping away.

Then Simon gathered up his courage, turned, and walked 
over to Isabelle.

Isabelle was the last person he had to say good-bye to; she 
would be the hardest. She wasn’t like Clary, openly tearful, or 
like any of the others, sorry to see him go but basically all right. 
She seemed more indifferent than anyone, so indifferent Simon 
knew it was not real.

“I’m going to come back,” said Simon.
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“No doubt,” Isabelle said, staring off into the distance 
beyond his shoulder. “You always do seem to turn up.”

“When I do, I’m going to be awesome.”
Simon made the promise, not sure if he could keep it. He 

felt as if he had to say something. He knew it was what she 
wanted, for him to return to her the way he had been, better 
than he was now.

Isabelle shrugged. “Don’t think I’ll be waiting around, 
Simon Lewis.”

Just like her pretense of indifference, that sounded like a 
promise of the complete opposite. Simon looked at her for a long 
moment. She was so overwhelmingly beautiful and impressive, 
he found it too much to handle. He could barely believe any of his 
new memories, but the idea that Isabelle Lightwood had been his 
girlfriend seemed more unbelievable than the fact that vampires 
were real and Simon had been one. He didn’t have the faintest 
idea how he had made her feel that way about him once, and so 
he didn’t have the faintest idea how to make her feel that way 
about him again. It was like asking him to fly. He’d asked her to 
dance once, to have coffee with him twice in the months since 
she and Magnus had come to him and given back as much of his 
memory as they could, but not enough. Each time Isabelle had 
watched him carefully, expectantly, waiting for some miracle he 
knew he could not perform. It meant he was tongue-tied around 
her all the time, so sure he was going to say the wrong thing and 
shatter everything that he could scarcely say anything.

“Okay,” he said. “Well, I’ll miss you.”
Isabelle’s hand shot out, grasping his arm. She still wasn’t 

looking at him.
“If you need me, I’ll come,” she said, and released him as 
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abruptly as she had grabbed him.
“Okay,” Simon said again, and retreated to Catarina Loss’s 

side as she made the Portal to go through to Idris, the country 
of the Shadowhunters. This parting was so painful and awk-
ward and welcome that he could not quite appreciate how awe-
some it was to have magic done right in front of him.

He waved good-bye to all these people he barely knew and 
somehow loved anyway, and he hoped they could not tell how 
relieved he was to be going.

Simon had remembered snatches about Idris, towers and a 
prison and stern faces and blood in the streets, but all of it was 
from the city of Alicante.

This time, he found himself outside the city. He was stand-
ing in the lush countryside, on one side a valley and on the 
other meadows. There was nothing to be seen for miles but dif-
ferent shades of green. There were the jade-green stretches of 
meadows upon meadows right down to the crystalline dazzle 
on the horizon that was the City of Glass, its towers blazing in 
the sunlight. On the other side, there were the emerald depths 
of a forest, dark green abundance cloaked in shadows. The tops 
of the trees ruffled in the wind like viridescent feathers.

Catarina looked around, then took one step, so she was 
standing right on the lip of the valley. Simon followed her, and 
in that one step the shadows of the forest lifted, as if shadows 
could become a veil.

Suddenly there were what Simon recognized as training 
grounds, stretches of clear ground cut into the earth with fen-
ces around them, markings indicating where Shadowhunters 
would run or throw etched so deep in the earth Simon could 
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see them from where he stood. At the center of the grounds 
and in the very heart of the forest, the jewel to which all the 
rest was background setting, was a tall gray building with tow-
ers and spires. Simon was suddenly searching for architectural 
words like “buttress” to describe how stone could carry the 
shape of a swallow’s wings and support a roof. The Academy 
had a stained-glass window set in its very center. In the win-
dow, darkened with age and years, an angel wielding a sword 
could still be seen, celestial and fierce.

“Welcome to Shadowhunter Academy,” said Catarina Loss, 
her voice gentle.

They began their descent together. At one point Simon’s 
sneakers slid in the soft, crumbling earth of the steep slope, and 
Catarina had to grab hold of his jacket to steady him.

“I hope you brought some hiking boots, city boy.”
“I did not bring hiking boots even slightly,” said Simon. 

He’d known he was packing wrong. His instincts had not led 
him astray. Nor had they been at all helpful.

Catarina, probably disappointed by Simon’s demonstrable 
lack of intelligence, was silent as they walked under the shadow 
of the boughs, in the green dusk created by the trees, until the 
trees became sparse and the sunlight flooded back into the 
space around them and Shadowhunter Academy loomed in 
the distance before them. As they drew closer, Simon began 
to notice certain small flaws with the Academy that he had not 
observed when he was awestruck and far away. One of the tall, 
skinny towers was leaning at an alarming angle. There were 
large bird nests in the arches, and cobwebs hanging as long and 
thick as curtains fluttered in a few of the windows. One of the 
panes in the stained-glass window was gone, leaving a black 
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space where the angel’s eye should have been so that he looked 
like an angel turned to piracy.

Simon did not feel good about any of these observations.
There were people walking in front of the Academy, under 

the gaze of the pirate angel. There was a tall woman with a mane 
of strawberry-blond hair, and behind her two girls who Simon 
figured were Academy students. They both looked about his age.

A twig snapped under Simon’s clumsy foot and all three 
of the strolling women looked around. The strawberry blonde 
leaped into action, running full tilt toward them and falling on 
Catarina as if she was a long-lost blue sister. She seized Catarina 
by the shoulders and Catarina looked extremely discomposed.

“Ms. Loss, thank the Angel you’re here,” she exclaimed. 
“Everything is chaos, absolute chaos!”

“I don’t believe I’ve had the . . . pleasure,” Catarina observed, 
with a significant pause.

The woman collected herself and released Catarina, nod-
ding so her bright hair flew around her shoulders. “I’m Vivianne 
Penhallow. The, ah, dean of the academy. Delighted to make 
your acquaintance.”

She might speak formally, but she was awfully young to be 
spearheading the effort to reopen the Academy and prepare 
all the new, desperately needed trainees for the Shadowhunter 
forces. Then again, Simon supposed that was what happened 
when you were second-cousins-in-law with the Consul. Simon 
was still trying to work out how Shadowhunter government 
and also Shadowhunter family trees worked. They all seemed to 
be related to each other and it was very disturbing.

“What seems to be the problem, Dean Penhallow?”
“Well, not to put too fine a point on it, the weeks allotted to 



27

WELCOME TO SHADOWHUNTER ACADEMY  

renovating the Academy seem to have been, ah . . . ‘wildly insuf-
ficient’ are the words that perhaps best describe the situation,” 
said Dean Penhallow, her words rushing out. “And some of the 
teachers have already—er—left abruptly. I do not believe they 
intend to return. In fact some of them informed me of this in 
very strong language. Also, the Academy is a trifle chilly and, 
to be perfectly honest, more than a trifle structurally unsound. 
Moreover, in the interest of thoroughness I must tell you there 
is a problem with the food supplies.”

Catarina raised an ivory eyebrow. “What’s the problem with 
the food supplies?”

“There aren’t any food supplies.”
“That is a problem.”
The dean’s shoulders sagged and her chest deflated some-

what, as if holding all that in had been confining her in an invis-
ible corset of distress. “These girls with me are two of the older 
students and of good Shadowhunter families—Julie Beauvale 
and Beatriz Velez Mendoza. They arrived yesterday and have 
really been proving themselves invaluable. And this must be 
young Simon,” she said, favoring him with a smile.

Simon was briefly startled and not sure why, until he dimly 
recalled that very few adult Shadowhunters had ever shown 
any signs of pleasure at having a vampire in their midst. Of 
course, she had no reason to hate him on sight now. She’d also 
seemed eager to meet Catarina, Simon thought; maybe she was 
all right. Or maybe she was just eager to have Catarina help her.

“Right,” said Catarina. “Well, what a surprise that the build-
ing left vacant after an upheaval almost two decades ago isn’t 
running entirely smoothly after a few weeks. You’d best show 
me some of the worst trouble spots. I can shore them up so we 
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don’t have all the fuss of a baby Shadowhunter breaking their 
little neck.”

Everyone stared at Catarina.
“The inestimable tragedy, I meant,” Catarina amended, and 

smiled brightly. “Can one of the girls be spared to show Simon 
to his room?”

She seemed eager to get rid of Simon. She really did not like 
him. Simon could not think what he could possibly have done 
to her.

The dean stared at Catarina for a moment longer, and then 
snapped out of it. “Oh yes, yes, of course. Julie, would you please 
see to it? Put him in the tower room.”

Julie’s eyebrows shot up. “Really?”
“Yes, really. The first room as you enter the east wing,” the 

dean said, her voice strained, and turned back to Catarina. “Ms. 
Loss, I am once again most thankful you have arrived. Can you 
truly fix some of these irregularities?”

“There is a saying: It takes a Downworlder to clear up a 
Shadowhunter mess,” Catarina observed.

“I . . . hadn’t heard that saying,” said Dean Penhallow.
“How odd,” said Catarina, her voice fading as they walked 

away. “Downworlders say it often. Very often.”
Simon was left abandoned and staring at the remaining 

girl, Julie Beauvale. He’d liked the look of the other girl better. 
Julie was very pretty, but her face and nose and mouth were all 
oddly narrow, giving the impression that her entire head was 
pursed with disapproval.

“Simon, was it?” she asked, and her prepursed mouth 
seemed to purse further. “Follow me.”

She turned, her movements sharp as a drill sergeant’s, and 
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Simon followed her slowly across the threshold of the Academy 
into an echoing hall with a vaulted ceiling. He tilted his head 
and tried to make out if the greenish cast of the ceiling was bad 
lighting from the stained-glass window or actual moss.

“Please keep up,” said Julie’s voice, floating from one of 
the six dark, small doorways cut into the stone wall. Its owner 
had already vanished, and Simon plunged into the darkness 
after her.

The darkness turned out to be only a dim stone stairway, 
which led up into a dim stone corridor. There was still hardly 
any light, because the windows were tiny slits in the stone. 
Simon remembered reading about windows like that, made so 
nobody could fire in at you but so you could fire arrows out.

Julie led him down one passage, down another, up a short 
flight of stairs, down still another passage, made her way 
through a small circular room, which was nice for a change but 
which led to yet another passage. All the dark, close stone and 
the funny smell, combined with all the corridors, were making 
Simon think the words “passage tomb.” He was trying not to 
think of the words, but there they were.

“So you’re a demon hunter,” said Simon, shifting his bag on 
his shoulders and hurrying after Julie. “What’s that like?”

“Shadowhunter, and that’s what you’re here to find out,” 
the girl told him, and then stopped at one of many doors, 
stained oak with black iron fittings, the handle carved to look 
like an angel’s wing. She clasped the handle, and Simon saw 
that it must have been turned so often over the centuries that 
the details of the angel’s wing had been worn almost smooth.

Inside was a small stone room, containing two narrow 
beds—a suitcase open on one—with carved wooden bedposts, 
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a diamond-paned window blurred with dust, and a large ward-
robe tilted to one side as if missing a leg.

There was also already a boy in there, standing on a stool. 
He revolved slowly on the stool to face them, regarding them 
from on high as if he were a statue on a plinth.

He did not look unlike a statue, if someone had dressed a 
statue up in jeans and a colorful red-and-yellow rugby shirt. The 
lines of his face were clean and statue-reminiscent, and he was 
broad-shouldered and athletic-looking, as most Shadowhunters 
were. Simon suspected the Angel did not choose the asthmatic 
or anyone who had ever gotten hit in the face by a volleyball in 
gym. The boy had a golden summer tan, dark brown eyes, and 
curly light-brown hair tumbling over his brow. The boy smiled 
at the sight of them, a dimple creasing one cheek.

Simon did not consider himself much of a judge of male 
beauty. But he heard a small sound behind him and glanced 
over his shoulder.

The small sound had been a sigh bursting in an irrepress-
ible gust from Julie, who also, as Simon watched, performed 
a simultaneous sigh and slow, involuntary wriggle. Simon 
thought the siggle was probably an indication that this guy was 
something out of the ordinary when it came to looks.

Simon rolled his eyes. Apparently, all Shadowhunter dudes 
were underwear models, including his new roommate. His life 
was a joke.

Julie seemed occupied regarding the dude on the stool. 
Simon had several questions, like “who is that?” and “why is he 
on a stool?” but he didn’t want to be a bother.

“I’m really glad you guys are here. Now . . . don’t panic,”  
the guy on the stool whispered.
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Julie backed up a step.
“What’s wrong with you?” Simon demanded. “Saying ‘don’t 

panic’ is guaranteed to make everyone panic! Be specific about 
the problem.”

“Okay, I get what you’re saying and you make a fair point,” 
continued the new boy. He had an accent, his voice light yet rum-
bling over certain syllables. Simon was fairly sure he was Scottish. 
“It’s just that I think there’s a demon possum in the wardrobe.”

“By the Angel!” said Julie.
Simon said: “That’s ridiculous.”
There was a sound from within the wardrobe. A dragging, 

grunting, hissing sound that raised the hairs on the back of 
Simon’s neck.

Quick as a flash and with Shadowhunter grace, Julie leaped 
onto the bed that did not have an open suitcase on it. Simon 
supposed that was his bed. The fact that he’d been here only 
two minutes and already had a girl hurling herself onto his bed 
would have been thrilling, except that of course she was fleeing 
infernal rodents.

“Do something, Simon!”
“Yes, Simon—are you Simon? Hi, Simon—please do some-

thing about the demonic possum,” said the guy on the stool.
“I’m sure it’s not a demonic possum.”
The sound of scuffling within the wardrobe was very loud, 

and Simon did not feel entirely sure. It did sound like there was 
something enormous lurking in there.

“I was born in the City of Glass,” said Julie. “I am a Shadow-
hunter and I can handle the demonic. But I was also raised in a 
nice house that was not infested with filthy wildlife!”

“Well, I’m from Brooklyn,” said Simon, “and not to 
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bad-mouth my beloved city or call it a verminous garbage 
heap with good music or anything, but I know rodents. Also, 
I believe I was a rodent, but that was only for a little while—I 
don’t remember it clearly and I don’t want to discuss it. I think I 
can handle a possum . . . which again, I’m sure is not demonic.”

“I saw it and you guys didn’t!” exclaimed the guy on the stool. 
“I’m telling you, it was suspiciously large! Fiendishly large.”

There was another rustle, and some menacing snuffling. 
Simon sidled over to the open suitcase on the other bed. There 
were a lot more rugby shirts in there, but on top of them was 
something else.

“Is that a weapon?” Julie asked.
“Uh, no,” said Simon. “It’s a tennis racket.”
The Shadowhunters needed more extracurricular activities.
He suspected the racket was going to be a truly terrible 

weapon, but it was what he had. He edged back toward the 
wardrobe, and threw the door open. There, in the splintered, 
gnawed-on recesses of the wardrobe, was a possum. Its red eyes 
shone and its small mouth opened, hissing at Simon.

“How disgusting,” said Julie. “Kill it, Simon!”
“Simon, you’re our only hope!” said the boy on the stool.
The possum made a movement, as if to dart forward. Simon 

brought the racket down with a thwack against the stone. The 
possum hissed again and moved in a different direction. Simon 
had the wild idea that it was feinting, just before it actually 
ran between his legs. Simon let out a sound that was too close 
to a squawk, stumbled back, and hit wildly in several direc-
tions, striking flagstones every time. The other two screamed. 
Simon spun to try to locate the possum, seeing a flash of fur 
out of the corner of his eye and spinning again. The boy on the 
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stool—either looking for reassurance or in a misguided effort 
to be helpful—grabbed at Simon’s shoulders and tried to turn 
him, using a handful of his shirt for leverage.

“There!” he yelled in Simon’s ear, and Simon whirled of his 
own accord, was turned against his will, and walked backward 
into the stool.

He felt the stool tip and tilt against his legs, and the boy on 
it snatched at Simon’s shoulders again. Simon, already dizzy, 
lurched and then saw the possum’s furry little body creeping 
over his own sneaker and made a fatal mistake. He hit his own 
foot with the racket. Very hard.

Simon, the stool, the boy on the stool, and the racket all 
went tumbling onto the stone floor.

The possum streaked out of the doorway. Simon thought it 
cast him a red-eyed look of triumph as it went.

Simon was in no condition to give chase, since he was in a 
jumble of chair legs and human legs, and had knocked his head 
against the bedpost.

He was trying to sit up, rubbing his head and feeling a little 
dizzy, when Julie jumped off the bed. The bedpost swayed with 
the force of her movement, and knocked against the back of 
Simon’s head once more.

“Well, I’ll leave you guys before the creature returns to his 
nest!” Julie announced. “Er . . . I mean, I’ll leave you guys . . . to 
it.” She paused in the doorway, staring in the direction the pos-
sum had gone. “Bye now,” she added, and bolted in the opposite 
direction.

“Ow,” Simon said, giving up on sitting up straight and lean-
ing back on his hands. He grimaced. “Very ow. Well . . . that 
was . . .”
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He gestured to the stool, the open doorway, the disgusting 
wardrobe, and his supine self.

“That was . . . ,” he continued, and found himself shaking 
his head and laughing. “Just such an impressive display from 
three future awesome demon hunters.”

The boy no longer on the stool looked startled, no doubt 
because he thought his new roommate was deranged and 
 giggled over possums. Simon could not help it. He could not 
stop laughing.

Any of the Shadowhunters he knew back in New York 
would have dealt with the situation without blinking an eye. 
He was sure Isabelle would have cut off the possum’s head with 
a sword. But now he was surrounded by people who panicked 
and screamed and stood on stools, flailing disasters of human 
beings who could not cope with a single rodent, and Simon was 
one of them. They were all just normal kids.

It was such a relief, Simon felt dizzy with it. Or maybe that 
was because he’d hit his head.

He kept laughing, and when he looked over at his roommate 
again, the other boy met his eyes.

“What a shame our teachers didn’t see that awesome perfor-
mance,” Simon’s new roommate said seriously. Then he burst 
out laughing too, hand against his mouth, laugh lines fanning 
out from the corners of his eyes, as if he laughed all the time 
and his face had just grown used to it. “We are gonna slay.”

After the slight burst of possum-related hysterics, Simon 
and his new roommate got up off the floor and got to unpack-
ing and introducing themselves.

“Sorry about all that. I’m not great with scuttling little 
things. I’m hoping to fight demons a bit higher off the ground. 
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I’m George Lovelace, by the way,” said the boy, sitting on the 
bed beside his open suitcase.

Simon stared at his own bag, full of its many hilarious 
T-shirts, and then suspiciously at the wardrobe. He didn’t know 
if he trusted the possum wardrobe with his T-shirts.

“So you’re a Shadowhunter, then?”
He’d worked out how Shadowhunter names were con-

structed by now, and he’d already figured George for a 
Shadowhunter at first sight. Only that had been before Simon 
thought George might be cool. Now he was disappointed. He 
knew what Shadowhunters thought of mundanes. It would 
have been nice to have someone new to all this to go through 
school with.

It would be nice to have a cool roommate again, Simon 
thought. Like Jordan. He could not remember Jordan, his 
roommate when he was a vampire, all that well, but what he 
remembered was good.

“Well, I’m a Lovelace,” said George. “My family quit 
Shadowhunting due to laziness in the 1700s, then went and 
settled outside Glasgow to become the best sheep thieves 
in the land. The only other branch of the Lovelaces gave up 
Shadowhunting in the 1800s—I think they had a daugh-
ter who came back, but she died, so we were all that was left. 
Shadowhunters used to come knocking to past generations, 
and my brave ancestors were all like, ‘Nope, think we’ll stick 
with the sheep,’ until finally the Clave stopped coming around 
because they were tired of our layabout ways. What can I tell 
you? The Lovelaces are quitters.”

George shrugged and made a what can you do? gesture with 
his tennis racket. The strings were broken. It was still their only 
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weapon in case the possum returned.
Simon checked his phone. Idris had no reception, big sur-

prise, and he tossed it in the suitcase among his T-shirts. “That’s 
a noble legacy.”

“Can you believe, I didn’t know anything about it until a few 
weeks ago? The Shadowhunters came to find us again, telling 
us they needed new, uh, demon hunters in the fight against evil 
because a bunch of them had died in a war. Can I just say, the 
Shadowhunters, man, they really know how to win over hearts 
and minds.”

“They should make flyers,” Simon suggested, and George 
grinned. “Just a bunch of them looking very cool and wearing 
black. The flyer could say ‘READY TO BE A BADASS?’ Put me 
in touch with the Shadowhunter marketing department, I have 
more gems where that came from.”

“I have some bad news to break to you about most 
Shadowhunters and their abilities with a photocopier,” George 
told him. “Anyway, it turned out my parents had known the 
whole time and just not informed me. Because why would I 
be interested in a little thing like that? They said my grandma 
was insane when she talked about dancing with the faeries! 
I made myself very clear on the subject of keeping intensely 
cool secrets from me before I left. Dad said, in fairness, that 
Gran is completely out of her tree. It’s just that faeries are 
also real. Probably not her four-inch-tall faerie lover called 
Bluebell, though.”

“I’d bet against it,” said Simon, thinking over all he remem-
bered about faeries. “But I wouldn’t bet a lot.”

“So, you’re from New York?” said George. “Pretty glam.”
Simon shrugged: He didn’t know what to say, when he had 
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been casually comfortable with New York his whole life, and 
then found that the city and his own soul had turned traitor. 
When he had been so painfully eager to leave.

“How did you find out about all this? Do you have the 
Sight?”

“No,” Simon said slowly. “No, I’m just ordinary, but my best 
friend found out she was a Shadowhunter, and the daughter 
of this really bad guy. And the sister of this other really bad 
guy. She has the worst luck with relatives. I got mixed up in it, 
and to tell you the truth, I don’t really remember everything, 
because—”

Simon paused and tried to think of some way to explain 
demon-related amnesia that would not convince George that 
Simon had the same problems as George’s grandma. Then he 
saw George was looking at him, his brown eyes wide.

“You’re Simon,” he breathed. “Simon Lewis.”
“Right,” Simon said. “Hey. Is my name on the door, or—is 

there some sort of register I’m meant to be signing—”
“The vampire,” said George. “Mary Morgenstern’s best friend!”
“Uh, Clary,” said Simon. “Uh, yeah. I like to think of myself 

as the ex-undead.”
The way George was looking at him, as if he was seriously 

impressed rather than disappointed or expectant, was a little 
embarrassing. Simon had to admit, it was also a little nice. It 
was so different from the way anyone else had looked at him, in 
his old life or his new one.

“You don’t understand. I arrived in this freezing hellhole 
full of slime and rodents, and the whole Academy was buzz-
ing with people talking about these heroes who are my age and 
actually went to a hell dimension. It gave real perspective to the 



38

Tales from the Shadowhunter Academy

fact that the toilets don’t work here.”
“The toilets don’t work? But what do we—how do we—”
George coughed. “We commune with nature, if you know 

what I’m saying.”
George and Simon looked out of their casement window 

to the forest below, leaves gently swaying in the wind beyond 
the diamond-shaped panes of glass. George and Simon looked, 
darkly, sadly, back at each other.

“Seriously, you and your hero group is all anybody talks 
about,” George said, returning to a more cheerful subject. 
“Well, that and the fact we have pigeons living in the ovens. 
You saved the world, didn’t you? And you don’t remember it. 
That’s got to be weird.”

“It is weird, George, thanks for mentioning that.”
George laughed, tossed his broken racket on the floor, and 

kept looking at Simon as if he was someone amazing. “Wow. 
Simon Lewis. I guess I have someone at Spinechilling Academy 
to thank for getting the cool roommate.”

George led Simon down to dinner, for which Simon was 
deeply grateful. The dining hall looked a lot like all the other 
square stone rooms in the Academy, except on one end it had 
a massive carved mantelpiece, displaying crossed swords and a 
motto so worn that Simon could not read it.

There were several round tables, with wooden chairs of 
varying sizes assembled around them. Simon was starting to 
genuinely believe they had furnished the Academy from an old 
person’s garage sale. The tables were crowded with kids. Most 
of them were at least two years younger than Simon. Quite a 
few were younger than that. Simon had not realized he was 
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on the elderly side for a trainee demon hunter, and it made 
him nervous. He was deeply relieved when he saw some mildly 
familiar faces his own age.

Julie of the pursed face, Beatriz, and another boy saw them 
and waved them over. Simon assumed the wave was for George, 
but when he sat down Julie actually leaned into him.

“I can’t believe you didn’t say you were Simon Lewis,” she 
said. “I thought you were just a mundane.”

Simon leaned slightly away. “I am just a mundane.”
Julie laughed. “You know what I mean.”
“She means we all owe you a debt, Simon,” said Beatriz 

Mendoza, smiling at him. She had a great smile. “We don’t for-
get that. It’s a pleasure to meet you, and it’s a pleasure to have 
you here. We might even be able to get sensible conversation 
out of a boy for once. No chance of that with Jon here.”

The boy, who had biceps the size of Simon’s head, reached 
across the table and offered a hand. Despite his extreme arm 
intimidation, Simon shook it.

“I’m Jonathan Cartwright. Pleasure.”
“Jonathan,” Simon repeated.
“It’s a very common name for Shadowhunters,” said Jon. 

“After Jonathan Shadowhun—”
“Er, no, I know, I have my copy of the Codex,” said Simon. 

Clary had given him hers, actually, and he’d had fun reading 
the scribbling of practically everybody in the Institute on the 
pages. He’d felt he was getting to know them, safely away from 
them where they could not see him fail and expose his gaps of 
knowledge. “It’s just . . . I know some people called Jonathan. 
Not that any of them call themselves Jonathan. Called them-
selves Jonathan.”
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He did not remember much about Clary’s brother, but he 
knew his name. He did not particularly want to remember more.

“Oh, right, Jonathan Herondale,” said Jon. “Of course you 
know him. I’m actually pretty good friends with him myself. 
Taught him a trick or two that probably helped you all out in 
the demon realms, am I right?”

“Do you mean—Jace?” Simon asked dubiously.
“Yeah, obviously,” said Jon. “He’s probably mentioned me.”
“Not that I recall . . . ,” said Simon. “But I do have demon 

amnesia. So there’s that.”
Jon nodded and shrugged. “Right. Bummer. He’s probably 

mentioned me and you forgot, on account of the demon amne-
sia. Not to brag, but we’re pretty close, me and Jace.”

“I wish I was close to Jace Herondale,” Julie sighed. “He is so 
gorgeous.”

“He is foxier than a fox fur in a fox hole on fox hunting day,” 
Beatriz agreed dreamily.

“Who’s this?” asked Jon, squinting at George, who was lean-
ing back in his chair and looking rather amused.

“Speaking of people being foxy, do you mean? I’m George 
Lovelace,” said George. “I say my surname without shame, 
because I am secure in my masculinity like that.”

“Oh, a Lovelace,” said Jon, his brow clearing. “Yeah, you can 
sit with us.”

“I’ve got to say, my surname has never actually been a sell-
ing point before, though,” George remarked. “Shadowhunters, 
go figure.”

“Well, you know,” said Julie. “You’re going to want to hang 
out with people in your own stream.”

“Come again?” Simon asked.
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“There are two different streams in the Academy,” Beatriz 
explained. “The stream for mundanes, where they inform 
the students more fully about the world and give them badly 
needed basic training, and the stream for real Shadowhunter 
kids, where we’re taught from a more advanced curriculum.”

Julie’s lip curled. “What Beatriz’s saying is, there’s the elite 
and there’s the dregs.”

Simon stared at them, with a sinking feeling. “So . . . I’m 
going to be in the dregs course.”

“No, Simon, no!” Jon exclaimed, looking shocked. “Of 
course you won’t be.”

“But I’m a mundane,” Simon said again.
“You’re not a regular mundane, Simon,” Julie told him. 

“You’re an exceptional mundane. That means exceptions are 
going to be made.”

“If anyone tried to put you in with the mundanes, I’d have 
words with them,” Jon continued loftily. “Any friend of Jace 
Herondale’s is, naturally, a friend of mine.”

Julie patted Simon’s hand. Simon stared at his hand as if it 
did not belong to him. He did not want to be put in the stream 
for losers, but he didn’t feel comfortable about being assured 
he would not be either.

But he did think he remembered Isabelle, Jace, and Alec 
saying some sketchy things about mundanes, now and then. 
Isabelle, Jace, and Alec weren’t so bad. It was just the way they 
were brought up: They didn’t mean what it seemed like they 
meant. Simon was pretty sure.

Beatriz, who Simon had liked on sight, leaned in across Julie 
and said: “You’ve more than earned your place.”

She smiled shyly at him. Simon could not help smiling back.
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“So . . . I’m going to be in the dregs course?” George asked 
slowly. “I don’t know anything about Shadowhunters and 
Downworlders and demons.”

“Oh no,” said Jon. “You’re a Lovelace. You’ll find it will all 
come very easily to you: It’s in your blood.”

George bit his lip. “If you say so.”
“Most students in the Academy will be in the elite course,” 

Beatriz said hastily. “Our new recruits are mostly like you, 
George. Shadowhunters are searching all over the world for lost 
and scattered people with Shadowhunter blood.”

“So it’s Shadowhunter blood that gets you into the elite 
stream,” George clarified. “And not knowledge at all.”

“It’s perfectly fair,” Julie argued. “Look at Simon. Of course 
he’s in the elite stream. He has proven himself worthy.”

“Simon had to save the world, and the rest of us get in 
because we have the right surname?” George asked lightly. He 
winked at Simon. “Hard luck on you, mate.”

There was an uncomfortable silence around the table, but 
Simon suspected nobody felt as uncomfortable as he did.

“Sometimes those of Shadowhunter blood are put in the 
dregs stream, if they disgrace themselves,” Julie said shortly. 
“Mainly, yes, it is reserved for mundanes. That’s the way the 
Academy always worked in the past; it’s how it will work in the 
future. We take some mundanes, those with the Sight or with 
remarkable athletic promise, into the Academy. It’s a wonder-
ful opportunity for them, a chance to become more than they 
could have ever dreamed. But they cannot keep up with real 
Shadowhunters. It would hardly be fair to expect them to. They 
can’t all be Simon.”

“Some of them simply will not have the aptitude,” Jon 
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remarked in a lofty tone. “Some of them won’t live through 
Ascension.”

Simon opened his mouth, but before he could ask any fur-
ther questions he was interrupted by the sound of a lone clap.

“My dear students, my present and future Shadowhunters,” 
said Dean Penhallow, rising from her chair. “Welcome, wel-
come! To Shadowhunter Academy. It is such a joy to see you all 
here at the auspicious official opening of the Academy, where 
we will be training a whole new generation to obey the Law laid 
down by the Angel. It is an honor to have been chosen to come 
here, and a joy for us to have you.”

Simon looked around. There were about two hundred stu-
dents here, he thought, uncomfortably crammed around rickety 
tables. He noticed again that several of them were very young, 
and grubby and desolate. Simon’s heart went out to them, even 
as he wondered exactly what the running water situation at the 
Academy was.

Nobody looked as if they felt honored to be here. Simon found 
himself wondering again about the Shadowhunters’ recruiting 
methods. Julie talked about them as if they were noble, search-
ing for lost Shadowhunter families and offering mundanes 
amazing opportunities, but some of these kids looked about 
twelve. Simon had to wonder what your life must be like, if you 
were ready to leave it all and go fight demons at twelve.

“There have been a few unexpected losses from the staff, 
but I’m certain we will do splendidly with the excellent per-
sonnel we have remaining,” Dean Penhallow continued. “May I 
introduce Delaney Scarsbury, your training master.”

The man sitting next to her got up. He made Jon Cartwright’s 
biceps look like grapes held up to a grapefruit, and he actually 
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had an eye patch, like the angel in the stained-glass window.
Simon turned slowly and looked at George, who he hoped 

would feel him on this one. He mouthed: No way.
George, who obviously did feel him on this one, nodded and 

mouthed: Pirate Shadowhunter!
“I look forward to crushing you all into a pulp and molding 

that pulp into ferocious warriors,” announced Scarsbury.
George and Simon exchanged another speaking glance.
A girl at the table behind Simon began to cry. She looked 

about thirteen.
“And this is Catarina Loss, a very estimable warlock who 

will be teaching you a great deal about—history and so on!”
“Yay,” said Catarina Loss, with a desultory wave of her blue 

fingers, as if she’d decided to try clapping without bothering to 
lift both hands.

The dean soldiered on. “In past years at the Academy, because 
Shadowhunters come from all over the globe, every day of the 
week we would serve a delicious dish from a different nation. 
We certainly intend to keep up that tradition! But the kitchens 
are in a slight state of disrepair and for now we have—”

“Soup,” said Catarina flatly. “Vats and vats of murky brown 
soup. Enjoy, kids.”

Dean Penhallow continued her one-woman applause. 
“That’s right. Enjoy, everyone. And again, welcome.”

There really was nothing on offer but huge metal vats full of 
very questionable soup.

Simon lined up for food, and peered into the greasy depths 
of the dark liquid. “Are there alligators in there?”

“I won’t make you any promises,” said Catarina, inspecting 
her own bowl.
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Simon was exhausted and still starving when he crawled 
into bed that night. He tried to cheer himself up thinking again 
about how lately a girl had been on the bed. A girl on his bed for 
the first time ever, Simon thought, but then memories came 
like a wisp of cloud over the moon, dimming all certainty. He 
remembered Clary sleeping in his bed, when they were so little 
their pajamas had trucks and ponies on them. He remembered 
kissing Clary, and how she had tasted like fresh lemonade. And 
he remembered Isabelle, her dark hair flowing over his pillow, 
her throat bared to him, her toenails scratching his leg, like a 
sexy vampire movie aside from the bit about the toenails. The 
other Simon had been not only a hero but a lady-killer. Well, 
more of a lady-killer than Simon was now.

Isabelle. Simon’s mouth moved to form the shape of her 
name, pressing it into his pillow. He’d told himself he wasn’t 
going to think about her, not until he was really getting some-
where in the Academy. Not until he was on his way to being 
better, being the person she wanted him to be.

He turned so he was flat on his back and stared up at the 
stone ceiling.

“Are you awake?” George whispered. “Me too. I keep wor-
rying that the possum will come back. Where did it even come 
from, Simon? Where did it go?”

The trials of transforming himself into a Shadowhunter became 
apparent to Simon the very next day.

First, because Scarsbury was measuring them for their 
gear, which was a terrifying experience on its own. Second, 
because it involved hurtful personal comments about Simon’s 
physique.
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“You have such narrow shoulders,” Scarsbury said thought-
fully. “Like a lady.”

“I’m lithe,” Simon informed him, with dignity.
He looked bitterly over at George, who was lounging on a 

bench waiting for Simon to finish being measured. George’s 
gear was sleeveless; Julie had already come over to compliment 
him on how good the fit was and touch his arms.

“Tell you what,” said Scarsbury. “I have some gear here 
meant for a girl—”

“Fine,” said Simon. “I mean, terrible, but fine! Give it to me.”
Scarsbury shoved the folded black material into Simon’s 

arms. “It’s meant for a tall girl,” he said in a voice that was pos-
sibly intended to be comforting, and definitely too loud.

Everyone looked around and stared at them. Simon pre-
vented himself from taking a sarcastic bow, and stomped off to 
put on his gear.

After they got gear, they were given weapons. Mundane stu-
dents could not wear runes or use steles or most Shadowhunter 
weapons, so they were all given mundane weapons; it was meant 
to broaden the Shadowhunter kids’ weapons knowledge. Simon 
feared his own weapons knowledge was as broad as spaghetti.

Dean Penhallow brought around giant boxes of terrifying 
knives, which seemed very strange in an academic setting, and 
asked them to select a dagger that suited them.

Simon picked a dagger completely at random, then sat at 
his desk waggling it about.

Jon nodded to it. “Nice.”
“Yeah,” Simon said, nodding back and gesturing with it. 

“That’s what I thought. Nice. Very stabby.”
He stabbed the dagger into the desk, where it got stuck and 
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Simon had to pry it out of the wood.
Simon thought being trained could not possibly be as bad 

as being prepared to be trained, but as it turned out it was much 
worse.

The Academy days were half physical activity. It was like half 
the day was gym. Stabby, stabby gym.

When they were learning the basics of swordplay, Simon 
was paired up with the girl he’d noticed in the dining hall, the 
one who had cried when Scarsbury was introduced.

“She’s from the dregs stream, but I understand you’re not 
particularly experienced with swordplay,” Scarsbury told him. 
“If she’s not enough of a challenge, let me know.”

Simon stared at Scarsbury instead of doing what he wanted 
to do, which was saying he could not believe an adult was call-
ing someone “dregs” to their face.

He looked at the girl, her dark head bowed, her sword shin-
ing in her trembling hand.

“Hey. I’m Simon.”
“I know who you are,” she muttered.
Right, apparently Simon was a celebrity. If he had all his 

memories, maybe this would seem normal to him. Maybe he 
would know that he deserved it, instead of knowing he did not.

“What’s your name?” he asked.
“Marisol,” she told him reluctantly. She was not shaking 

anymore, he noted, now that Scarsbury had retreated.
“Don’t worry,” he said encouragingly. “I’ll go easy on you.”
“Hmm,” said Marisol. She did not look like she was going to 

cry now; her eyes were narrowed.
Simon was not used to much younger kids, but they were 
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both mundanes. Simon had an awkward fellow feeling. “You 
settling in okay? Do you miss your parents?”

“I don’t have parents,” Marisol said in a small, hard voice.
Simon stood stricken. He was such an idiot. He’d thought 

about it, why mundane kids might come to the Academy. 
Mundanes would have to choose to give up their parents, their 
families, their former lives. Unless, of course, they already 
had no parents and no families. He’d thought about that, but 
he’d forgotten, obsessing about his own memories and how he 
would fit in, thinking only about himself. He had a home to go 
back to, even though it wasn’t perfect. He’d had a choice.

“What did the Shadowhunters tell you, when they came to 
recruit you?”

Marisol stared at him, her gaze clear and cold. “They told 
me,” she said, “that I was going to fight.”

She had been taking fencing classes since she could walk, as 
it turned out. She cut him off at the knees and left him literally 
in the dust, stumbling as a tiny, swordy whirlwind came at him 
across the practice grounds, and falling.

He also stabbed himself in the leg with his own sword as he 
fell, but that was a very minor injury.

“Went a little too easy on her,” Jon said, passing by and 
helping Simon up. “The dregs won’t learn if they’re not taught, 
you know.”

His voice was kind; his glance at Marisol was not.
“Leave her alone,” Simon muttered, but he did not say that 

Marisol had beaten him fairly. They all thought he was a hero.
Jon grinned at him and walked on. Marisol did not even look 

at him. Simon studied his leg, which stung.
It was not all stabbing. Some of it was regular stuff, like 
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running, but as Simon tried to run and keep up with people 
a lot more athletic than he had ever been, he was constantly 
plagued by memories of how his lungs had never burned for 
lack of air, how his heart had never pounded from overexertion. 
He had been fast, once, faster than any of these Shadowhunter 
trainees, cold and predatory and powerful.

And dead, he reminded himself as he fell behind the others 
yet again. He didn’t want to be dead.

Running was still a lot better than horseback riding. The 
Academy introduced them to horseback riding on their first 
Friday there. Simon thought it was supposed to be a treat.

Everyone else acted as if it was a treat. Only those of the 
elite stream were allowed to go riding, and at mealtimes they 
had been mocking the dregs for missing out. It seemed to cheer 
Julie and Jon up, in the face of the endless terrible soup.

Simon, precariously balanced on top of a huge beast that 
was both rolling its eyes and apparently trying to tap-dance, did 
not feel this was any sort of treat. The dregs had been sent off 
to learn elementary facts about Shadowhunting. They had most 
of their classes apart from the elite, and Jon assured Simon they 
were boring. Simon felt he could really do with being bored, 
right about now.

“Si,” said George in an undertone. “Quick tip. Riding works 
better if you keep your eyes open.”

“My previous riding experience is the carousel at Central 
Park,” Simon snapped. “Forgive me for not being Mr. Darcy!”

George was, as several of the ladies were remarking, an excel-
lent horseman. He barely had to move for the horse to respond 
to him, both of them moving smoothly together, sunlight rip-
pling off his stupid curls. He looked right, made it all look easy 
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and graceful, like a knight in the movies. Simon remembered 
reading books about magic horses that read their rider’s every 
thought, books about horses born of the North Wind. It was all 
part of being a magical warrior, having a noble steed.

Simon’s horse was defective, or possibly a genius that had 
worked out that Simon could not possibly control it. It went off 
for a wander in the woods, with Simon on its back alternately 
pleading, threatening, and offering bribes. If Simon’s horse 
could read his every thought, then Simon’s horse was a sadist.

As night drew in and the evening grew cold, the horse wan-
dered back to its stall. Simon had no choice in the matter, but 
he did manage to tumble off the horse and stagger into the 
Academy, his fingers and knees gone entirely numb.

“Ah, there you are,” said Scarsbury. “George Lovelace was 
beside himself. He wanted to assemble a search party for you.”

Simon regretted his spiteful thoughts about George’s 
horsemanship.

“Let me guess,” said Simon. “Everyone else said, ‘Nah, being 
left for dead builds character.’ ”

“I was not concerned you were going to be eaten by bears in 
the deep dark woods,” said Scarsbury, who did not look as if he 
had ever been concerned about anything in his life, ever.

“Of course you weren’t, that would be abs—”
“You had your dagger,” added Scarsbury casually, and 

walked away, leaving Simon to call after him.
“My—my bear-killing dagger? Do you really think me kill-

ing bears with a dagger is a plausible scenario? What informa-
tion do you have about bears in these woods? I think it’s your 
responsibility as an educator to tell me if there are bears in the 
woods.”
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“See you at javelin practice bright and early, Lewis,” said 
Scarsbury, and marched on without looking back.

“Are there bears in the woods?” Simon repeated to him-
self. “It’s a simple question. Why are Shadowhunters so bad at 
simple questions?”

The days passed in a blur of horrible violent activity. If it wasn’t 
javelin practice, Simon was getting thrown around a room 
(George was very apologetic later, but that did not help). If it 
wasn’t dagger work, it was more swordplay and humiliating 
defeat before the blades of tiny, evil trainee Shadowhunters. 
If it wasn’t swordplay, it was the obstacle course, and Simon 
refused to speak of the obstacle course. Julie and Jon were grow-
ing noticeably cool at mealtimes, and a few comments about 
mundies were passed.

At last Simon staggered wearily to the next exercise in futil-
ity and sharp objects, and Scarsbury placed a bow in his hands.

“I want everyone to try to hit the targets,” said Scarsbury. 
“And, Lewis, I want you to try not to hit any of the other trainees.”

Simon felt the weight of the bow in his hands. It had a nice 
balance, he thought, easy to lift and manipulate. He nocked 
the arrow, and felt the tautness of the string, ready to release, 
primed to let it fly along the path Simon wanted.

He drew his arm back, and it was that easy: bull’s-eye. He 
fired once more, and then again, arrows flying to find their 
targets, and his arms burned and his heart pounded with some-
thing like joy. He was glad to be able to feel his muscles work-
ing and his heart thumping. He was so glad to be alive again, 
and able to feel every moment of this.

Simon lowered his bow to find everybody staring at him.
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“Can you do that again?” asked Scarsbury.
He’d learned to shoot arrows in summer camp, but stand-

ing here holding a bow, he remembered something else. He 
remembered breathing, his heart beating, Shadowhunters 
watching him. He’d still been human then, a mundane they all 
despised, but he’d killed a demon. He remembered: He’d seen 
something had to be done, and he’d done it.

A guy not so different from who he was now.
Simon felt a smile spread across his face, hurting his cheeks. 

“Yeah. I think I can.”
Julie and Jon were both much more friendly over dinner 

than they had been for the last few days. Simon told them about 
killing the demon, what he remembered, and Jon offered to 
teach him some swordplay tricks.

“I would really love to hear more about your adventures,” 
said Julie. “Whatever you can remember. Especially if they 
involve Jace Herondale. Do you know how he got that sexy scar 
on his throat?”

“Ah,” said Simon. “Actually . . . yes. Actually . . . that was me.”
Everybody stared at him.
“I might have bitten him. A tiny bit. It was more like a 

 nibble, really.”
“Was he delicious?” asked Julie, after a thoughtful pause. 

“He looks like he would be delicious.”
“Um,” said Simon. “He’s not a juice box.”
Beatriz nodded earnestly. Both the girls seemed very 

interested in this discussion. Too interested. Their eyes were 
glazed.

“Did you maybe climb on top of him slowly and then lower 
your head to his tender, pulsing throat?” Beatriz said. “Could 
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you feel the heat radiating off his body and into yours?”
“Did you lick his throat before you bit him?” Julie asked. 

“Oh, and did you get a chance to feel his biceps?” She shrugged. 
“I’m just curious about, you know, vampire techniques.”

“I imagine Simon was both gentle and commanding during 
his special moment with Jace,” said Beatriz dreamily. “I mean, 
it was special, wasn’t it?”

“No!” said Simon. “I can’t stress that enough. I’ve bitten 
several Shadowhunters. I bit Isabelle Lightwood and Alec 
Lightwood; biting Jace was not a tender and unique moment!”

“You bit Isabelle and Alec Lightwood?!” asked Julie, who 
was starting to sound freaked-out. “What did the Lightwoods 
ever do to you?”

“Wow,” said George. “I imagined the demon realms were 
fearsome and terrifying, but seems like it was pretty much non-
stop nom nom nom.”

“That is not how it was!” Simon said.
“Can we stop talking about this?” Jon demanded, his voice 

sharp. “I’m sure you all did what you had to do, but the idea of 
Shadowhunters being prey for a Downworlder is disgusting.”

Simon did not love the way Jon said “Downworlder,” as if 
the words “Downworlder” and “disgusting” were more or less 
the same thing. But maybe it was natural for Jon to be disturbed. 
Simon could remember being disturbed about it himself. Simon 
hadn’t wanted to make his friends into his prey either.

Today had gone pretty well. Simon didn’t want to ruin it. He 
decided he was in a good enough mood to let it go.

Simon felt better about the Academy until that night, when 
he woke from a doze to a deluge of memory.

The memories hit like that sometimes, not in sharp tiny 
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jabs but in an insistent and terrible cascade. He had thought of 
his former roommate before. He’d known he’d had a friend, a 
roommate, named Jordan, and that Jordan had been killed. But 
he hadn’t recalled the feelings of it—the way Jordan had taken 
him in when his mother had barred her door, talking about 
Maia with Jordan, hearing Clary laugh that Jordan was cute, 
talking to Jordan, patient and kind and always seeing Simon as 
more than a job, more than a vampire. He remembered seeing 
Jordan and Jace snarl at each other and then play video games 
like idiots, and Jordan finding him sleeping in a garage, and 
Jordan looking at Maia with such regret.

And he remembered holding Jordan’s Praetor Lupus pen-
dant in his hands, in Idris, after Jordan was dead. Simon had 
held that pendant again since then, once he had regained some 
of his memories, feeling the weight of it and wondering what 
the Latin motto meant.

He had known Jordan was his roommate, and known he was 
one of the many casualties of the war.

He had never truly felt the weight of it, until now.
The sheer weight of memory made him feel as if stones were 

being piled on his chest, crushing him. Simon couldn’t breathe. 
He erupted from his sheets, swinging his legs over the side of the 
bed, his feet hitting the stone floor with a shock of cold.

“Wuzz—wuzzit?” mumbled George. “Did the possum come 
back?”

“Jordan’s dead,” Simon said bleakly, and put his face in his 
hands.

There was a silence.
George did not ask him who Jordan had been, or why he 

suddenly cared. Simon would not have known how to explain 
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the tangle of grief and guilt in his chest: how he hated himself 
for forgetting Jordan, even though he could not have helped 
it, how this was like finding out Jordan was dead for the first 
time and like having a scarred-over wound reopened, both at 
once. There was a bitter taste in Simon’s mouth, like old, old 
blood.

George reached out and put a hand on Simon’s shoulder. He 
kept it there, grip firm, hand warm and steady, something to 
anchor Simon in the cold, dark night of memory.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. Simon was sorry too.

At dinner the next day, it was soup again. It had been soup 
for every meal for many days now. Simon did not remember a 
life before soup, and he despaired of ever achieving a life after 
soup. Simon wondered if the Shadowhunters had runes to pro-
tect against scurvy.

Their usual group was clustered around their usual table, 
chatting, when Jon said: “I wish we were being taught about 
demons by someone with less of an agenda, if you know what 
I mean.”

“Uh,” said Simon, who mostly sat through their classes on 
demons through the ages in deep relief that he was not being 
asked to move. “Don’t we all have the same . . . demon-hunting 
. . . agenda?”

“You know what I mean,” Jon said. “We’ve got to be taught 
about the past crimes of warlocks as well. We have to fight the 
Downworlders, too. It’s naive to pretend they’re all tame.”

“The Downworlders,” Simon repeated. The soup turned to 
ashes in his mouth, which was actually an improvement. “Like 
vampires?”
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“No!” said Julie hastily. “Vampires are great. They have, 
you know, class. Compared to the other Downworlders. But 
if you’re talking about creatures like werewolves, Simon, you 
must see they’re not exactly our kind of people. If you can call 
them people at all.”

She said “werewolves” and Simon could not help but think 
of Jordan, flinching as if he’d been struck and unable to keep his 
mouth shut a moment longer.

Simon pushed his bowl of soup away and shoved his 
chair back.

“Don’t tell me about what I must, Julie,” he said coldly. 
“I must inform you there are werewolves worth a hundred of 
your and Jon’s Shadowhunter asses. I must say that I am sick 
to the teeth of you insulting mundanes and telling me I’m your 
special pet exception, as if I want to be the pet of people who 
bully kids younger and weaker than they are. And I must tell 
you, you’d better hope this Academy works out and mundanes 
like me Ascend, because from all I can see of you, the next gen-
eration of Shadowhunters is going to be nothing without us.”

He looked toward George, the way he looked to George to 
share jokes in class and over meals, to see if George agreed with 
him at all.

George was staring at his plate.
“Come on, man,” he muttered. “Don’t—don’t do this. They’ll 

make you move rooms. Just sit down, and everybody can apolo-
gize, and we can go on as we were.”

Simon took a deep breath, absorbed the disappointment, 
and said: “I don’t want things to go on as they were. I want 
things to change.”

He turned away from the table, from all of them, marched 
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over to where the dean and Scarsbury were sitting, and 
announced at the top of his voice: “Dean Penhallow, I want to 
be placed in the stream for mundanes.”

“What?” Scarsbury exclaimed. “The dregs?”
The dean dropped her spoon into her soup with a noisy 

splash. “The mundane course, Mr. Scarsbury, if you please! Do 
not refer to our students in that manner. I’m glad you came to 
me with this, Simon,” she said after a moment of hesitation. 
“I understand you may be having difficulties with the course, 
given your mundane nature, but—”

“It’s not that I’m having difficulty,” said Simon. “It’s that I’d 
rather not associate with the elite Shadowhunter families. I just 
don’t think they’re my kind of people.”

His voice rang out against the stone ceiling. There were a lot 
of young kids staring at him. One was little Marisol, regarding 
him with a startled, thoughtful expression. Nobody said any-
thing. They just looked.

“Okay, I’ve said all I had to say, I’m feeling bashful, and I’m 
gonna go now,” Simon said, and fled the room.

He almost walked right into Catarina Loss, who had been 
watching from the doorway.

“Sorry,” he mumbled.
“Don’t be,” Catarina said. “In fact, I’m going to come with 

you. I’ll help you pack.”
“What?” Simon asked, hurrying after her. “I actually have 

to move?”
“Yeah, they put the dregs in the underground level,” 

Catarina said.
“They put some kids in the dungeons, and nobody has ever 

pointed out that this is a disgusting system before now?”
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“Is it?” asked Catarina. “Do tell me more about the Shadow-
hunters, and their occasional tendency to be unfair. I will find it 
fascinating and surprising. Their excuse is that the lower levels 
are easier to defend, for the kids who cannot fight as well as 
their fellow students.”

She strode into Simon’s room and looked around for his 
things.

“I actually haven’t unpacked very much,” Simon said. “I was 
afraid of the possum in the wardrobe.”

“The what?”
“George and I found it very mysterious too,” Simon told her 

earnestly, picking up his bag and stuffing in the few things he 
had left lying out. He wouldn’t want to forget his lady gear.

“Well,” Catarina said. “Whatever about possums. The point 
I want to make is . . . I may have gotten you wrong, Simon.”

Simon blinked. “Oh?”
Catarina smiled at him. It was astonishing, like a blue 

sunrise. “I was not looking forward to coming to teach here. 
Shadowhunters and Downworlders do not get along, and I try 
to keep myself more separated from the Nephilim even than 
most others of my kind. But I had a dear friend called Ragnor 
Fell, who used to live in Idris and taught in the Academy for 
decades before it was closed. He never had the greatest opinion 
of Shadowhunters, but he was fond of this place. I—lost him 
recently, and I knew this place could not operate without teach-
ers. I wanted to do something in memory of him, even though 
I hated the idea of teaching a pack of arrogant Nephilim brats. 
But I loved my friend more than I hate Shadowhunters.”

Simon nodded. He thought of his remembrance of Jordan, 
thought of how it hurt to even look at Isabelle and Clary. 
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Without memory, they were lost. And nobody wanted someone 
they loved to be lost.

“So I may have been a little cranky about coming,” Catarina 
admitted. “I may have been a little cranky about you, because—
from all I know, you didn’t think much of being a vampire. And 
now you’re cured, what a miracle, and the Shadowhunters are 
so quick to pull you into the fold. You truly get to be one of 
them, what you always wanted. You had the stain of being one 
of us wiped away.”

“I didn’t . . . ,” Simon said, and swallowed. “I can’t remem-
ber it all. So it’s like defending the actions of someone else 
sometimes.”

“Must be frustrating.”
Simon laughed. “You have no idea. I don’t—I didn’t want 

to be a vampire, I don’t think. I wouldn’t want to be made 
one again. Being stuck at age sixteen when all my friends and 
my family would’ve grown up without me; having the urge 
to—to hurt people? I didn’t want any of that. But—look, I 
don’t remember much, but I remember enough. I remember 
I was a person back then, just as much as I am now. Becom-
ing a Shadow hunter won’t change that, if I ever do become a 
Shadow hunter. I’ve forgotten enough. I will not forget that.”

He lifted his bag onto his shoulder, and gestured for 
Catarina to lead the way to his new room. She did, descending 
down stone steps Simon had figured were to the basement. He 
had not figured they kept kids in the basement.

It was dark on the stairs. Simon put a hand to the wall to 
steady himself, and then snatched it back.

“Oh, disgusting!”
“Yes, most of the subterranean surfaces are coated in black 
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slime,” said Catarina, in a matter-of-fact tone. “Watch yourself.”
“Thank you. Thanks for that warning.”
“You’re welcome,” said Catarina, a hint of a laugh in her 

voice. For the first time, it occurred to Simon that Catarina 
might actually be nice. “You said—if you ever do become a 
Shadowhunter. Are you thinking about leaving?”

“Now that I’ve touched the slime, I am,” Simon muttered. 
“No. I don’t know what I want, except that I don’t want to give 
up yet.”

He almost reconsidered when Catarina led him to his room. 
It was much darker than the last room, though laid out in the 
same way. The wooden bedposts of the two narrow beds looked 
decayed, and in the corners of the room the black slime had 
grown almost viscous, turning into tiny black slime waterfalls.

“I don’t remember hell all that well,” Simon said. “But I 
think I recall it was nicer than this.”

Catarina laughed, then shocked Simon by leaning in and 
giving him a peck on the cheek. “Good luck, Daylighter,” she 
told him, laughing at his expression. “And whatever you do, 
don’t use the bathrooms on this floor. Not on any floor, obvi-
ously, but especially on this one!”

Simon did not ask her to explain, because he was terrified. 
He sat down on his new bed, and then stood hastily back up 
at the resulting long creak and cloud of dust. Hey, at least this 
time he didn’t have a roommate—he was king of this claus-
trophobic, slimy domain. He set his mind to unpacking. The 
wardrobe in this room was actually clean and empty, which was 
a definite improvement. Simon might go live in the wardrobe 
with his funny T-shirts.

He was long finished unpacking by the time George 
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sauntered in, dragging his suitcase behind him and bearing his 
broken racket on his shoulder like a sword. “Hey, man.”

“Hey,” Simon said cautiously. “Er, what—what are you 
doing here?”

George dumped his suitcase and his racket on the slimy 
floor, and threw himself down on the bed. He stretched luxuri-
ously, ignoring the ominous creak of the bed beneath him.

“The thing is, the advanced course is actually pretty hard,” 
George said, as Simon started to smile. “And you may have 
heard: Lovelaces are quitters.”

Simon was even more relieved to have George the next day, 
so they could sit together rather than at one of the tables of 
thirteen- year-old mundanes, who were all giving them the 
side-eye when they were not whispering brokenly about their 
phones.

The day brightened further when Beatriz plopped down at 
their new table as well.

“I’m not going to drop out of advanced training to follow 
you around like Curlytop here,” Beatriz announced, “but we 
can still be friends, right?”

She pulled George’s hair affectionately.
“Be careful,” George said in a tired, humble voice. “I did not 

sleep in our small, slimy room. There is, I believe, a creature 
living in our walls. I hear it. Scuttling. I have to admit, I may not 
have made the brightest decision in following Simon. It’s pos-
sible I’m not that bright. It’s possible that looks are all I have.”

“Actually . . . even though I’m not willing to follow you into 
boring classes and the endless disrespect of my classmates . . . 
I think it was a very cool thing you did, Simon,” said Beatriz.
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She smiled, teeth flashing white against her brown skin, 
and her smile was warm and admiring—about the nicest thing 
Simon had seen all day.

“You’re right, our morals are sound even though our walls 
are infested. And we’ll still have some interesting classes, Si,” 
George said. “Plus, don’t worry, we still get sent on missions to 
fight demons and rogue Downworlders.”

Simon choked on his soup. “I was not worrying about that. 
Are any of our teachers at all worried that sending out people 
with no superpowers to fight demons might prove just a teeny 
bit, not to put too fine a point on it, fatal?”

“They have to face trials of courage before they must face 
Ascension,” said Beatriz. “Better for them to drop out because 
they are scared, or even because a demon ate their leg, than to 
have them try to Ascend without being suitable, and die in the 
attempt.”

“That’s a cool, cheerful, and normal thing to say,” Simon 
said. “Shadowhunters are great at saying normal things.”

“Well, I’m looking forward to the missions,” said George. 
“And tomorrow a Shadowhunter is coming in to give a guest 
lecture on the lesser-utilized weapons. I hope there’ll be a prac-
tical demonstration.”

“Not in a classroom,” said Beatriz. “Think of what one heavy-
duty crossbow could do to the walls.”

That was all the warning Simon got before he clattered hap-
pily into class the next day, George on his heels, and found Dean 
Penhallow already there, talking with nervous good cheer. The 
classroom was very full—both the regular stream and the mun-
dane stream were in attendance.

“—despite her tender years, a Shadowhunter of some 
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renown and noted expertise with less-used weapons such as 
the whip. May I welcome to Shadowhunter Academy our first 
guest lecturer: Isabelle Lightwood!”

Isabelle turned, sleek black hair flaring around her shoul-
ders and black skirt flaring around her pale legs. She was wear-
ing glittery plum lipstick, so dark it looked almost black. Her 
eyes did look black, but another small knife of memory pierced 
Simon, of course at the worst time possible: He remembered 
the colors of her eyes from close up, very dark brown, like 
brown velvet, so close to black as to make no difference, but 
with paler rings of color. . . .

He stumbled over to his desk, and folded into his chair with 
a thump.

When the dean left, Isabelle turned and regarded her class with 
absolute contempt.

“I am not actually here to instruct any of you idiots,” she 
told them, walking up and down the rows of desks. “If you want 
to use a whip, train with one, and if you lose an ear, don’t be a 
big whiny baby.”

Several of the boys nodded, as if hypnotized. Almost all the 
boys were watching Isabelle as if they were a nest of snakes 
intent on being charmed. Some of the girls were watching her 
that way too.

“I am here,” Isabelle announced, finishing her prowl of the 
perimeter and turning to face them all again with snapping 
eyes, “to determine my relationship.”

Simon goggled. She couldn’t be talking about him. Could she?
“Do you see that man?” Isabelle asked, pointing at Simon. 

Apparently she was talking about him. “That’s Simon Lewis, 
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and he is my boyfriend. So if any of you think about trying to 
hurt him because he’s a mundie or—may the Angel have mercy 
on your soul—pursuing him romantically, I will come after 
you, I will hunt you down, and I will crush you to powder.”

“We’re just bros,” said George hastily.
Beatriz edged her desk away from Simon’s.
Isabelle lowered her hand. The flush of excitement was 

receding from her face as well, as though she had come to say 
what she had said, and now that she was out of adrenaline she 
was actually processing what had come out of her mouth.

“I am going to go now,” Isabelle announced. “Thank you for 
your attention. Class dismissed.”

She turned and walked out of the room.
“I have to—” Simon began, rising from his desk on legs that 

felt a little unsteady. “I have to go.”
“Yeah, you do,” George said.
Simon went out the door, and ran down the stone corridors 

of the Academy. He knew Isabelle was fast, so he ran, faster 
than he’d ever run on the training grounds, and he caught up to 
her in the hall. She stopped in the dim light of the stained-glass 
window as he called her name.

“Isabelle!”
She stood waiting for him. Her lips parted and gleamed, like 

plums under a winter frost, ready to be tasted. Simon could see 
himself running up to her, catching her in his arms, and kissing 
her mouth, knowing what it had taken for her to do that—his 
brave, brilliant Isabelle—and carried away in a whirl of love and 
joy, but he saw it as if through a pane of glass, as if looking into 
another dimension, one he could see but not quite touch.

Simon felt a hot pang of grief through his whole body, not 
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just through his chest, as if he had been struck by lightning. 
But he had to say it.

“I’m not your boyfriend, Isabelle,” he called out.
She went white. Simon was horrified by how badly his 

words had come out.
“I mean, I can’t be your boyfriend, Isabelle,” he said. “I’m not 

him—that guy who was your boyfriend. That guy you want.”
He almost said: I wish I could be. He had wished he could be. 

That was why he had come to the Academy, to learn how to be 
that guy they all wanted back. He’d wanted to be that way, be 
an awesome hero like in a game or a movie. He’d been so sure, 
at first, that was what he wanted.

Except wishing he could be that guy was like wishing to 
obliterate the guy he was now: the normal, happy guy in a 
band, who could still love his mother, who did not wake up in 
the coldest, darkest hour of the night weeping for dead friends.

And he did not know if he could be that guy she wanted, 
whether he wished it or not.

“You remember everything, and I—I don’t remember 
enough,” Simon went on. “I hurt you when I don’t mean to, and 
I thought I could come to the Academy and come back better, 
but it’s not looking good. The whole game has changed. My 
skill level has decreased and the difficulty level has been jacked 
up to impossible—”

“Simon,” Isabelle interrupted, “you’re talking like a nerd.”
She said it almost fondly, but it freaked Simon out more. 

“And I don’t know how to be smooth, sexy vampire Simon for 
you, either!”

Isabelle’s perfect mouth curved, like a dark half-moon in 
her pale face. “You were never that smooth, Simon.”
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“Oh,” said Simon. “Oh, thank God. I know you’ve had a lot 
of boyfriends. I remember there was a faerie, and”—another 
flash of memory, this time most unwelcome—“a . . . Lord 
Montgomery? You dated a member of the nobility? How am I 
ever going to compete with that?”

Isabelle still looked fond, but it was diluted with a good deal 
of impatience. “You’re Lord Montgomery, Simon!”

“I don’t understand,” said Simon. “When you’re made a 
vampire, are you also given a title?”

Maybe that made sense. Vampires were aristocratic.
Isabelle put her fingers up to touch her brow. It was a ges-

ture that seemed like disdainful weariness, like Isabelle was 
tired of all this, but Simon saw the way her eyes closed, as if 
she could not look at him when she spoke. “It was just a joke 
between you and me, Simon.”

Simon was tired of all this: of knowing pieces of her so well 
and others not at all, of knowing he was not what she wanted.

“No,” he said. “It was a joke between you and him.”
“You are him, Simon!”
“I’m not,” Simon told her. “I don’t—I don’t know how to be, 

that’s what I’ve been realizing all this time. I thought I could 
learn to be him, but since I got to the Academy I learned that I 
can’t. I can’t experience everything we did over again. I’m never 
going to be the guy who did all that. I’m going to do different 
things. I’m going to be a different guy.”

“Once you Ascend, you’ll get all your memories back!” 
Isabelle shouted at him.

“If I Ascend, it will be in two years. I’m not going to be the 
same guy in two years, even if I do get all the memories back, 
because there will be so many other memories. You’re not going 
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to be the same girl. I know you believed in me, Isabelle, I know 
you believed because you—you cared about him. That means 
more than I can tell you. But, Isabelle, Isabelle, it isn’t fair of me 
to take advantage of your belief. It isn’t fair to keep you waiting 
for him, when he isn’t ever coming back.”

Isabelle had her arms crossed, fingers curled into the dark 
plum velvet of her own jacket as if she was offering herself com-
fort. “None of this is fair. It isn’t fair that part of your life was 
ripped from you. It’s not fair that you were ripped away from 
me. I’m so angry, Simon.”

Simon took a step toward her and took one of her hands, 
uncurling her fingers from her jacket. He did not take her in his 
arms but he stood a little distance away from her, their hands 
linked across the distance. Her trembling mouth  sparkled, and 
so did her eyelashes. He did not know if this was indomitable 
Isabelle crying, or whether it was sparkly mascara. All he knew 
was that she shone, like a constellation in the shape of a girl.

“Isabelle,” he said. “Isabelle.”
She was so much herself, and he had scarcely any idea who 

he was.
“Do you know why you’re here?” she demanded.
He just looked at her. There were so many things that ques-

tion could mean, and so many ways to answer.
“I mean at the Academy,” she said. “Do you know why you 

want to be a Shadowhunter?”
He hesitated. “I wanted to be that guy again,” he said. “That 

hero that you all remember . . . and this seems like a training 
school for heroes.”

“It’s not,” Isabelle said flatly. “It’s a training school for 
Shadowhunters. And yeah, I think that’s a pretty cool thing, 
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and yeah, I think protecting the world is pretty heroic. But 
there are cowardly Shadowhunters and evil Shadowhunters 
and hopeless Shadowhunters. If you’re going to get through 
the Academy, you have to figure out why you want to be a 
Shadowhunter and what that means to you, Simon. Not just why 
you want to be special.”

He winced, but it was true. “You’re right. I don’t know. I 
know that I want to be here. I know I need to be here. Believe 
me, if you’d seen the bathrooms, you’d know I didn’t make this 
decision lightly.”

She gave him a withering look.
“But,” he said, “I don’t know why. I don’t know myself well 

enough yet. I know what I said to you, at first, and I know what 
you hoped. That I could turn back into who I was before. I was 
really wrong and I am really sorry.”

“Sorry?” Isabelle demanded. “Do you know what a big deal 
it was for me to come here, to make a fool of myself in front of 
all these people? Do you know—of course you don’t. You don’t 
want me to believe in you? You don’t want me to choose you?”

Isabelle pulled her hands away from him, turned her face 
away as she had in the garden of the Institute that was her 
home. This time Simon knew it was absolutely his fault.

She was already leaving as she said:
“Have it your way, Simon Lewis. I won’t.”

Simon was so depressed after Isabelle had gone—after he had 
driven her away—that he didn’t think he’d ever move off his cot 
bed again. He lay there, listening to George chatter and scrub 
the walls. He’d removed an impressive amount of the slime.

Simon retreated to where he believed nobody would ever 
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find him. He went and sat in the bathroom. The stone flags 
were cracked in the bathrooms; there was something dark in 
one of the toilets. Simon hoped it was just a result of people 
throwing away the soup.

He had half an hour of peace in the bathroom, alone with the 
horrible toilets, until George poked his head around the door.

“Hey, buddy,” said George. “Do not use these bathrooms. I 
cannot stress that enough.”

“I’m not going to use the bathroom,” Simon said drearily. 
“I’m a mess, but I’m not an idiot. I just wanted to be alone and 
think depressing thoughts. You want to know a secret?”

George was silent for a moment. “If you want to tell me. You 
don’t have to. We all have secrets.”

“I chased away the most amazing girl I have ever met, because 
I’m too much of a loser to manage being myself. That’s my secret: 
I want to be a hero, but I’m not one. Everybody thinks I’m some 
amazing warrior who summoned angels and rescued Shadow-
hunters and saved the world, but it’s a joke. I can’t even remem-
ber what I did. I can’t imagine how I did it. I’m no one special, and 
no one’s going to be fooled for long, and I don’t even know what 
I’m doing here. So. You have a secret that can beat that?”

There was a low gurgle from one of the toilets. Simon did 
not even look toward it. He was not interested in investigating 
that sound.

“I’m not a Shadowhunter at all,” George said in a rush.
Sitting on a bathroom floor was not an ideal way to receive 

monumental revelations. Simon frowned. “You’re not a Lovelace?”
“No, I’m a Lovelace.” George’s normally lighthearted voice 

was stern. “But I’m not a Shadowhunter. I’m adopted. The 
Shadowhunters who came to recruit me didn’t even think of 
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that—of people with Shadowhunter blood wanting mundane 
children, giving them Shadowhunter names and thinking of 
them as their own. I was always planning to tell the truth, but 
I figured it would be easier when I got here—less trouble to 
decide to let me stay than to work out whether they wanted to 
bring me. And then I met the others, and I started the course, 
and I figured out I could keep up with them pretty easily. I saw 
what they thought of mundanes. I figured it wouldn’t do any 
harm to keep the secret and stay in the elite class and be like the 
rest of the guys, just for a while.”

George shoved his hands in his pockets, and stared at the 
floor.

“But I’d met you, too, and you didn’t have any special pow-
ers, and you’d already done more than all the rest of them put 
together. You do things now, like transfer to the mundane class 
when you didn’t have to, and that made me man up and tell 
the dean I was a mundie and get transferred too. You did that. 
The way you are now, okay? So stop talking about what a loser 
you are, because I wouldn’t follow a loser into a slime-covered 
bedroom or a slime-covered bathroom, and I’ve followed you 
into both.” George paused and said aggressively: “And I would 
really like to change the phrasing of that last sentence, because 
it sounded so bad, but I’m not sure how.”

“I’ll take it in the spirit it was meant,” said Simon. “And 
I—I’m really glad you told me. I was hoping for a cool mundie 
roommate from the start.”

“Wanna know another secret?” George asked.
Simon was slightly terrified of another revelation, and wor-

ried George was a secret agent, but he nodded anyway.
“Everybody in this academy, Shadowhunters and mundanes, 
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people with the Sight and without it, every one of them is look-
ing to be a hero. We are all hoping for it, and trying for it, and 
soon we will be bleeding for it. You’re just like the rest of us, 
Si. Except there’s one thing about you that’s different: We all 
want to be heroes, but you know you can be one. You know 
in another life, in an alternate universe, however you want to 
think of it, you were a hero. You can be one again. Maybe not 
the same hero, but you have it in you to make the right choices, 
to make the big sacrifices. That’s a lot of pressure. But it’s a lot 
more hope than any of the rest of us have. Think about it that 
way, Simon Lewis, and I think you’re pretty lucky.”

Simon had not thought about it that way. He’d just kept 
thinking that a switch was going to be flipped, and he was going 
to be special again. But Isabelle was right: This could not just be 
about being special. He remembered seeing the Academy for 
the first time, how glamorous and impressive it had looked 
from a distance, and how different it had looked close up. He 
was starting to think the process of becoming a Shadowhunter 
was the same way. He was starting to believe it would all be cut-
ting himself with a sword and having his horse run away with 
him, eating terrible soup and scraping slime off the walls, and 
figuring out slowly and awkwardly who he really wanted to be, 
this time around.

George leaned against the bathroom wall, which was an 
obviously rash and dangerous move, and grinned at him. See-
ing that grin, seeing George refuse to be serious for more than 
a second, reminded Simon of something else about his first day 
at the Academy. It reminded him of hope.

“Speaking of luck, Isabelle Lightwood is a total babe. 
Actually, she’s better than a babe: She’s a hero. She came all the 
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way here to tell the world you were hers. You’re telling me she 
doesn’t know another hero when she sees one? You’re going to 
figure out what you’re doing here. Isabelle Lightwood believes 
in you, and for what it’s worth, I do too.”

Simon stared up at George.
“It’s worth a lot,” he said finally. “Thanks for saying all that.”
“You’re welcome. Now please get up off the floor,” George 

implored. “It is so nasty.”
Simon did get up off the floor. He left the bathroom, George 

ahead of him, and both of them almost plowed into Catarina 
Loss, who was dragging a huge covered tureen over the flag-
stones with a scraping sound.

“Ms. Loss . . . ,” said Simon. “Can I ask you—what you’re 
doing?”

“Dean Penhallow has decided that she is not going to order 
fresh food supplies until all this delicious, nutritious soup 
has been consumed. So I am going to bury this soup in the 
woods,” announced Catarina Loss. “Grab the other handle.”

“Huh. Okay, good plan,” said Simon, grabbing the other 
handle of the tureen and falling in with Catarina. George fol-
lowed them as they went, unsteadily balancing the soup tureen 
between them. As they walked through the drafty, echoing 
corri dors of the Academy, Simon added: “I just have one quick 
question about the woods. And bears.”
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P H O E B E
Luke Taylor was right there and I did not feel prepared.

I kept dancing but the sight of him had kind of electrified

my insides. The boy he was with passed him a pint of some-

thing green; Luke took a sip and grimaced. The klaxon went off

and everyone started shrieking.

‘Jutland College, make some noise!’ the DJ yelled. ‘And

don’t forget to introduce yourself when you swap clothes!’ 

A girl bopping next to me gave me a big smile and said

something I had absolutely zero chance of hearing. I nodded

and shouted ‘Phoebe’ as loudly as I could before taking the

Yoda ears she handed to me and giving her my mirrored waist-

coat. The song changed and she started dancing like she was at

a rave.

I needed to compose myself. And share the hysteria. I

needed to call Flora. I dodged my way off the dance floor but

got stuck in front of a T-shirt with a picture of Princess Diana
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on it that said ‘Queen of Hearts’. A head emerged from it – that

girl Negin from my corridor. The one in the room opposite me. 

‘Hey.’ I smiled really widely.

She said something, but the music was too loud.

‘A really weird thing just happened to me,’ I yelled.

She pressed her finger in her ear and leant towards me.

‘Sorry?’

‘I just saw someone—’

She kept shaking her head. In a weird moment of madness

I grabbed her hand and started to weave us between people.

We stumbled out into the bar area and I realized I was still

gripping on to her hand, which was a bit bonkers, as we had

only met a few hours ago. But now it felt like I couldn’t just

randomly let it go. I led her into the toilets and inside a cubicle.

‘Are you OK? Are you going to be sick?’ She sounded 

mildly concerned, but mostly grossed out. ‘I’m not really a

hair-holding person.’

‘No, I’m fine. I’m just—’

‘Sorry, it’s just I actually hate puke.’

‘I thought you were doing medicine?’

She frowned. ‘You don’t have to love puke to study medicine.’

‘Sorry, obviously, yeah.’ I went to sit on the toilet but it had

no lid. ‘I’m not gonna puke, anyway.’ I was bobbing up and

down on the spot, peeling my shoes from the sticky floor. ‘It’s

not a physical problem.’

Negin’s eyebrows disappeared slowly into her fringe. ‘You

are having an emotional problem.’

It was actually ridiculous. I snorted, which must have made
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me seem mental. ‘Sorry, I snort sometimes. I can’t control it.

Anyway, yes, it’s an urgent emotional problem.’ I took a deep

breath. ‘Basically, a boy that I went to school with . . . is here.’ I

whispered the ‘is here’ bit, and pointed at the floor.

The eyebrows dropped back down again. ‘That does

sound emotional.’ There was a hint of a smile at the side of 

her mouth.

I didn’t know how to explain it. I couldn’t think of a way to

describe the last seven years of nothingness accurately. I tried

again: ‘OK, this boy I have wanted – to different levels – for,

like, my entire existence, is here.’ I was waving my hands about

insanely.

‘Oh.’ Clearly, Negin had no idea how to respond to my

 declaration. ‘Did you not know he was coming to York?’

‘No, I totally did.’

‘Right . . .’

‘I’m not explaining it well because I’m drunk.’

‘O-kay.’ She nodded solemnly. She was actually pulling the

same face as Princess Diana.

‘I just feel like I need time to prepare myself for seeing him,

you know? Like I need to regroup and get my game face on.’

Negin didn’t sound that convinced. ‘I would hug you,’ she

said, ‘but I’m not really a hugger.’ 

She wasn’t a hugger. She wasn’t a hair-holder. What was

she? I really needed Flora. Flora could hug and hair-hold at 

the same time, as expertly demonstrated on my seventeenth

birthday. Ugh – I needed to stop rose-tinting my old friends

and focus on my potential new ones. It was Flora who gave me
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those tequila shots in the first place now I thought about it.

‘Do you want to go and talk to him?’ Negin said.

‘NO! Oh my god. No.’

She looked at the door again and took a deep breath. ‘OK.

So, what do you want to do? We have been in this cubicle 

for like . . . a while. I mean, I’m not that into the crazy first-

night-of-Freshers’ thing, but, I was hoping for more than . . .’

We both stared down the bowl of the toilet.

‘What the fuck? Are you lot dead in there?’ a girl shouted

from outside.

‘Not dead.’ I shouted back. ‘We’re just . . . one second.’

Negin tucked her hair behind her ears. ‘My brother told me

this story about how a girl he knew went to uni and the day she

got there, she tripped up putting her duvet cover on, hit her

head and knocked herself unconscious. And because her door

was shut, no one knew she had even arrived. They found her,

like, six days later.’

‘What . . . dead?’

‘Well, she hadn’t just been trapped in her duvet for six days.’

Negin smiled awkwardly and I burst out laughing.

‘I’m sorry, that is the most awful thing I have ever heard.’

She shook her head. ‘It’s probably not even true. My brother

probably just made it up to freak me out even more about

going away.’ It made me feel better to hear that someone else

was nervous, too. She opened her bag and got out a tin of Vase-

line. She had a black bob with no hair out of place, almost like

a Lego person. Apart from the faded Princess Di T-shirt, she

looked neat. Black jeans, Converse, no make-up. Like if a
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 newsreader fronted an indie band.

‘Either way,’ I said, ‘I’m never shutting my door again. Or

changing my duvet.’

Negin carefully dabbed Vaseline on her lip. ‘Don’t worry,

we can just check on each other every night. You know, just in

case the other person is dead.’

‘Yay,’ I said. ‘Death pact.’

What was wrong with me? I hate the word ‘yay’. ‘Yay’ is the

worst. It’s so cheerleader-enthusiastic. It’s not something I even

say. The stress of Luke Taylor was making me nuts.

The girl outside banged on the door again. ‘If you’re not

dead, then maybe let some other people piss, yeah?’

‘OK,’ Negin shouted, and then turned back to me. ‘All right.

Are you ready to go out there and face . . .’

‘Luke,’ I said. ‘I don’t think I’ll ever be ready to face Luke

Taylor. I feel like if you saw him you would understand.’

I got my phone out and searched for a picture of him. ‘See?’

Negin looked down at the photo. It was from two weeks

ago. Luke Taylor holding up his L-plates after passing his

 driving test. He was wearing a white T-shirt and his hair had

been bleached really, really blond by the sun. It almost looked

dyed because there were dark roots coming through. He

looked a bit sheepish, like someone had made him pose for it.

I pressed the phone into her hands and she dutifully leant in to

look closer. She didn’t say anything.

‘That’s him,’ I hissed.

She nodded. ‘I got that.’

I waited for her to speak. She must have realized she was
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supposed to say something else. ‘He looks . . . like a standard

hot boy.’

My seven-year loyalty to him bristled. ‘His hair looks 

better longer.’

‘Where is he?’ she asked.

‘At the driving test place, I guess.’

‘No,’ she sighed. ‘Where is he now?’

‘Oh. On the side bit next to the dance floor.’

‘OK, well, we’ll walk past and if he sees you, just casually

say hello.’ Negin sounded confident so I went with it.

‘OK.’

We opened the cubicle door and the girl outside huffed and

barged straight in past us. We washed our hands, even though

neither of us had actually been to the toilet. I tried to arrange

my tutu, sweatbands and Yoda ears. Negin offered me some of

her Vaseline.

‘I wish I looked a bit less . . . random,’ I said.

‘It’s a clothes swap party,’ she said. ‘You’d look weirder if

you were wearing a matching outfit.’

‘Yeah, you’re right.’

I took a deep breath and we walked out. But Luke Taylor

had vanished.

L U K E
I was doing my best to focus on what Arthur was saying, but

the buzzing in my pocket kept distracting me.

If I’d counted right – and I was pretty sure I had – this buzz

was the eleventh buzz since we’d got down to the bar. The
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eleventh. A sudden rush of anger cut through me. Did she really

expect me to spend the first night of Freshers’ stood outside

talking to her? Wasn’t the whole point of this week to talk to

new people?

The buzzing stopped as Arthur pushed a luminous blue shot

and a pint of lager along the bar to me. He was wearing a

bright-red bathrobe over a sleeveless denim jacket, his sweaty

black hair just about tucked into a yellow swimming cap. I had

on my mum’s 2007 Bon Jovi tour T-shirt under a massive,

multi-coloured Mexican poncho. We both looked absolutely

ridiculous. But then, so did everybody else. Even the barman

was wearing a kimono.

I realized Arthur’s mouth was moving again, so I leant in

and tried to concentrate.

‘I was supposed to be off-campus this year,’ he was shout-

ing over the music. ‘Me and some mates had a house sorted

and everything. Even put the deposit down.’

‘So, what happened?’ I yelled back.

‘It got fucking condemned. Like, literally, two weeks ago.

 Asbestos. So that’s why I’ve ended up back in B Block next

door to you.’ He did his shot and winced. ‘Still, could be worse.

Most second years don’t get to do Freshers’ Week again, 

do they?’

I nodded and drank my shot. It tasted like vodka-flavoured

toothpaste. ‘What is asbestos?’ I shouted.

Arthur necked half his pint in one go. ‘It’s this sort of invis-

ible presence that lives inside your house.’

‘A bit like Wi-Fi.’
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As the vastly outnumbered Scottish forces looked out over 

the looming ranks of the English army on a September 

morning in 1297, William Wallace, the Scottish knight and 

leader, roared: They may take our lives, but they will never take 

our freedom!

In that moment, Wallace – or rather Mel Gibson play-

ing Wallace in the screen version Braveheart – was tapping 

into the deep truth that the freedoms we enjoy today are 

worth dying for; and have in fact been paid for, in blood, 

many times over. 

Today our freedoms and liberties include the right to 

vote for our leaders, the prohibition on the use of torture, 

the right not to be arbitrarily detained, the right to speak 

freely and the right to protest. 

Freedoms do not spontaneously arrive, and they are not 

handed to citizens by benevolent rulers. Our freedoms in 

the UK were gained through a long and often bloody his-

tory of slowly establishing limits on the powers of mighty 

monarchs and tyrannical rulers.

The history of Western freedoms has many impor-

tant milestones, including King John signing Magna 

Carta in 1215; the Bill of Rights in 1689; the US Bill of 

Rights in 1791; the 1833 Slavery Abolition Act; the 1948 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, to name but a 
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few. Campaigns, demonstrations, protests and legal battles 

have resulted in many people now being able to vote in 

their leaders, enjoy greater protections at work and have 

the right not to be discriminated against.

But we need to be ever vigilant, because the freedoms 

that have been hard won for us can be lost in a moment by 

the stroke of a politician’s pen – as they were in the UK 

during the World Wars, when the army was given control 

over almost every aspect of civilian life and many injustices 

were suffered by ordinary people.

The greatest threats to liberty today come not from ter-

rorism but from the fear of terrorism and our politicians’ 

misguided quest for absolute security. Unlike Wallace, the 

cry of the modern government at the first whiff of a ter-

rorist threat is: They can take our freedoms, but they cannot take 

our lives.

We should not go along with governments’ counter-

terrorism strategies that attempt to criminalize thought, 

limit free speech, restrict access to courts, ban protests and 

put society under continuous CCTV and internet surveil-

lance. We must all be jealous guardians of our freedoms, 

and appreciate that many of the liberties that we enjoy in 

the West are still being fought for by citizens in other parts 

of the world who are ruled by dictators and tyrannical 

regimes. 

To protect our freedoms and ensure that they are not 

diluted or removed, we need to:



• CARE about rights and freedoms, want them for 

society and speak up for them when they are under 

attack; 

• QUESTION politicians and leaders when they say 

it is necessary to remove freedoms to create a safer 

society: ask them where their actions will lead;

• ACT – there are many small actions we can all take 

to safeguard our freedoms: write letters (see page 

313), speak out against injustice, vote, join cam-

paigns and attend demonstrations.  

Every gain for human rights and those freedoms we enjoy 

began with one or two people recognizing that something 

was worth fighting for, and joining with other like-minded 

people to make a difference. I hope you will all be inspired 

to do the same.

Jules Carey, Partner, Bindmans LLP
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Damien, age 8

I still miss my dad. I don’t remember him very well because 

I was only four when he got cancer and died. Mum said 

that he hadn’t been feeling well so he went in for tests but 

by then it was already too late and he was gone within a 

few weeks. Mark says that I’m the only one who can stop 

Mum from getting cancer and dying too. So far, I must be 

doing a good job because she’s really healthy and last week 

she won a badminton tournament and took home a trophy 

that she put on the mantelpiece next to my music prizes.  

I can tell she’s really proud of it. She doesn’t know that if  
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it weren’t for me, she wouldn’t have won anything. She 

probably wouldn’t even be alive.

I used to call Mark “Dr Richardson”, but when he 

moved into our house on Harvester Road he said that  

I should call him Mark. After he and Mum got married 

he asked me if I wanted to call him Dad, but I said no and 

he seemed a bit disappointed. He wasn’t trying to take my 

real dad’s place, he told me, no one could ever do that,  

but I should know that he would always be there for me just 

like my real dad would have been if he hadn’t got cancer 

and died.

On Tuesdays and Thursdays Mum plays badminton and 

then she goes for a drink with the girls and doesn’t get 

home till I’m asleep. She calls it her Me Time. When I go 

up to bed, Mark comes with me. First he reads me a story 

and then we play the game that stops Mum getting cancer 

and dying.

I wish I’d known Mark when I was four because then 

we could have started playing it earlier and maybe Dad 

wouldn’t have got cancer and died. He was the one who 

explained to me the way medicine works and told me that 

I couldn’t tell anyone or it wouldn’t work and then Mum 

would get cancer and die and it would just be him and me, 

and I didn’t want that to happen.

Months ago, Mum started to get sick and I asked Mark 

if we should play the game more often, but he said no, 

twice a week was enough. Mum was throwing up every 
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morning and I got really worried. After a few months, 

though, she stopped getting sick and got fat instead and last 

week my baby brother was born. Mark said we should call 

him Edward after my real dad, and Mum cried and said that 

was the most thoughtful thing she had ever heard in her life 

and she was so lucky to have found a man like him, a second 

chance of happiness when lots of people don’t even get one. 

All babies look the same to me but Mark says that Edward is 

something special and will be very handsome one day. Just 

give him a few years, he tells me, just give him till he’s your 

age, Damien, and you’ll see how beautiful he is.

Rachel, age 14

Julia Sheers used to be my best friend but she’s not any 

more. I hate her: she smells and she’s got spots. She hates 

me too because I’m prettier than her and she knows it. She 

used to like Steven Hailey and she sent him a note in class 

one day saying, Do you like me? with two boxes underneath 

that said Yes and No. It was so embarrassing. Steven sent 

it back with a third box saying, I’m out of your league, and 

put a big X inside it. I took a photo of the note and sent 

it to Donna Wilton, who I really want to be friends with 

because she’s the prettiest girl in our class. When I showed 

it to Justin, he said that was mean and I felt a bit ashamed of 

myself. I didn’t want him to stop liking me so I deleted the 
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photo and told him that I was going to punch Steven in the 

face for what he’d done but Justin said that violence doesn’t 

solve anything and I should just let things be.

I knew that I was in love with Justin on the first day of 

Mrs Richardson’s maternity leave, when he came in and 

told us that he would be our substitute teacher for the rest 

of the year. He was wearing blue jeans, a white shirt and 

a really cool tie that he kept loosened in front of an open 

collar. He had sexy stubble and glasses but he only put them 

on when he was reading. When he asked my name I could 

tell that he liked me. And, no, it’s not some silly schoolgirl 

crush, actually, because he’s told me that he loves me and 

that we’re going to spend the rest of our lives together and 

buy a house and go to concerts and have dinner parties 

where our friends come over and we try out recipes from 

Jamie Oliver’s books.

Every time we do it, Justin cries afterwards and says 

that we can’t do it ever again but then he texts me the next 

day and asks if I want to come over after choir practice, 

which actually just proves how much he loves me. When 

we first did it, it really hurt and it still does sometimes 

because he goes so quickly. It’s like he just wants to get it 

over with but I’ve read in magazines that if you do it slowly 

it’s even better. I’ve told him this but he says that we’ll 

do it slowly in a few years’ time when I’m out of school 

and we can tell people that we’re in love and going to live 

together for the rest of our lives. Until then I’m supposed 
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to keep shtum, which is a word from when he was my age 

that means quiet.

We’ve seen the house that we want to live in, too. It’s 

on Harvester Road, a few doors down from where Mrs 

Richardson lives. It has three bedrooms and a granny flat 

that Justin says he could use as his studio because he’s really 

artistic actually. The people who live there need to just sell 

it and move to a village somewhere with a pub and a garden 

centre like those posh twats you always see on Relocation, 

Relocation.

Melissa, age 26

I don’t care what anyone says; I know for a fact that the boys 

love it. It’s not like I force them to do anything they don’t 

want to do, after all. They’re the ones who look like they’ll 

explode if I don’t let them. They’re so sweet, actually, and 

so grateful. I honestly think that I’m doing a really kind 

thing. Years from now, when they’re grown up and having 

proper adult relationships, they’ll think of me and probably 

want to thank me.

Anyway, it’s not like I do it that often. Four times a 

year at most, when my company holds its quarterly sales 

conference in London. I stay in a hotel and make sure to 

give myself a free day after work is over to do a bit of shop-

ping and have some time away from James. I love James, of 
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course I do, but everyone needs a little space, don’t they? 

And then, once I’ve had a little drink or two, I go into one 

of the chat rooms and see who’s around.

Eric was the first but he was a little older than I usually 

go for. He was sixteen, and when he turned his webcam on 

he reminded me a little of a young Adam Sandler. Kind of 

goofy looking but kind of cute too. He was only two tube 

stops away, Harvester Road, and he was in my room in less 

than thirty minutes. I learnt a lesson after that, though. It 

was obvious that it wasn’t his first time, and that’s not what 

I’m into. I prefer it when the boy is completely innocent. 

Even a little frightened.

So the second time, the boy – I think his name was 

Jack – was fourteen. He was incredibly nervous but when 

I said he could leave if he wanted, he shook his head and 

looked so confused that it was totally adorable and I told 

him that we would take things very slow. Afterwards he 

asked, could we meet again? And I didn’t want to disap-

point him so I gave him my phone number. Well, it wasn’t 

my real number, of course, just a set of random digits that 

I scribbled on a piece of hotel stationery, but he seemed 

pleased.

Since then I’ve probably met about fifteen to twenty 

boys. All types: I don’t discriminate. Black, white, tall, 

short. Spots, no spots. Sometimes I take pity on some fat 

kid and let him come over so he’ll have a story to tell his 

friends, even though there’s no chance that they’ll believe 
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him. One boy tried to take a photo once, for proof, but I 

made him delete it. I thought that was incredibly disre-

spectful of him.

I’ve stopped using my preferred hotel, though, because 

a maid walked in on me one time and went pale before 

running out again. Then I got a call from the manager ask-

ing me to leave. Now I always put the Do Not Disturb sign 

on and latch the door so there can be no surprises. The new 

hotel is nice but the towels in the other one were fluffier. 

Still, you can’t have everything.

Anyway, I don’t care what anyone says. There’s nothing 

wrong with it, there’s nothing dirty about it and no boy has 

ever left my room without a smile on his face. You could 

say that I’m providing a public service. Not that anyone will 

ever find out. I wouldn’t let that happen. I’m too careful. 

But I’m a good person, really I am.

Justin, age 34

I didn’t want to be a teacher. I wanted to be an actor. I 

applied to RADA when I left school but I failed my audi-

tion. Then I tried my hand at playwriting but I could never 

get one finished. Then I thought about novels but it was 

even harder to get one of those started. I just feel that inside 

me, at my core, I’m an artist, you know? A creative person. 

Perhaps I’m still too young and I simply haven’t found my 
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voice yet. I mean, I’m only thirty-four. Practically still in 

my twenties.

Anyway, I know one thing for sure: I’m never going 

to be a real teacher, only a substitute. That way I can leave 

a place pretty quickly when whoever I’m replacing comes 

back. School isn’t like it was when I was a boy. The kids all 

know so much and they seem to despise me, which doesn’t 

make any sense as I’m not that much older than they are. 

The boys try to act hard by taking the piss out of me, but 

the girls are worse, with all their flirting. Don’t take this the 

wrong way, but even at fourteen you can tell whether or not 

a girl is going to be hot in the future. Julia, for example: no. 

Rachel: absolutely. Carla: no. Donna: well, she already is.

Of course the thing about Donna is that she’s not really 

fourteen at all. I mean, yes, she’s fourteen in terms of her 

actual age, but at heart she’s at least nineteen or twenty. 

Which is only a few years younger than me. A woman 

trapped in a child’s body. She’s so knowing and always 

dresses to impress. I can see her working in a solicitor’s 

office in the future, maybe. Or managing a commercial 

radio station. Something like that. 

Rachel was a mistake that should never have happened. 

Samantha and Karen: well, if I could go back in time, no,  

I wouldn’t have asked them, though they seemed pleased to 

be chosen. But Donna? Donna is something different. The 

truth is she seduced me, not the other way around. I know 

that sounds crazy, a kid that age seducing a grown man, 
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but it’s what happened. I actually had no say in the mat-

ter, none at all. If I told you the things she said to me you 

would absolutely agree that no healthy man could have said 

no to her. It’s her fault, when you think of it, although I’m 

not really keen on apportioning blame. I wonder what her 

family background is like? She must have had a troubled 

childhood. Well, maybe I’ve taken her out of herself a bit.  

I hope so. She’s a nice kid really. But such a flirt!

Joseph, age 92

There’s not many of us left alive who remember the Blitz. 

Historians write about it and I’ve seen it portrayed in films 

but they never get it right. They don’t understand how 

frightening it was, the terror that would descend on us 

every evening when the sun went down and we knew it 

wouldn’t be long before the sirens sounded, the skies were 

full of Luftwaffe bombers and it was a race to the bomb 

shelters. I had a rotten time of it because I was nineteen and 

everyone looked at me as if to say, What’s the matter with 

you, Sunshine? Why aren’t you out there doing your bit like the 

rest of them? Sometimes I’d explain about my heart condi-

tion but I could see they didn’t believe me and thought I 

was a coward. I wished I had an ailment that was more 

obvious: a patch on one eye or a set of crutches.

It was dark down there in the tunnels and people got 
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lost easily. Children became separated from their parents.  

I tried to help them. I’d take hold of one, a little girl usually, 

and tell her there was nothing to worry about. I’d wrap my 

arms around her when the lights went out and the bombs 

fell over Eastman Street and Harvester Road and none of 

us knew whether or not our houses would still be stand-

ing when we got out again. If we got out again. There was 

always the chance that the roof of the shelter would cave in 

and crush us all.

The little girls liked it when I held them. I know they 

did, because they always stopped crying and snuggled in 

like kittens. They couldn’t see me in the darkness and I 

thought I was doing the right thing, holding them close 

like that. But the other things I did, when I look back I 

can see that perhaps they weren’t quite right. And if any of 

those little girls were here beside me now perhaps I’d even 

apologize to them. But they’ve probably forgotten all about 

it anyway, so no harm done. Children are very resilient; 

everyone says so. If they think of me at all, they might think 

fondly of the man who took good care of them when they 

were frightened.

Sometimes when I watch the television news and see a 

woman in her seventies, someone in the public eye like a 

politician or an actress, I look at her and wonder where she 

grew up and does she remember the Blitz and, if she does, 

can she recall the underground bunkers and the man who 

took care of her and showed her a little tenderness when 



20

she most needed it? And then I think, well look at her now! 

She’s made a real go of her life. Which sets my mind at ease 

because then I know that I didn’t do any harm, not really.

Stephen, age 32

Today was a good day. Some of the kids, when they first 

start to talk, are embarrassed or ashamed or frightened. 

They’re worried what their friends will think of them, if 

people will blame them or say they’re just making it up. 

But Damien? I’ve never met a fourteen-year-old like him. 

Smart. Brave. And angry too, of course, but able to control 

that anger. Able to use it.

He wasn’t intimidated by the courtroom, the press gal-

lery or the judge. When the defence counsel accused him 

of being a liar, he looked her right in the eye and said, “Of 

course I’m a liar. I’m a teenager. I tell lies every day to get 

me out of trouble or detention or to rent an 18 game. But 

I’m not lying about this. Every word I’ve said here today is 

true. Every single one. You can twist them; you can call me 

names; you can choose to believe me or not. It’s up to you. 

But I’m telling the truth.”

When he talked about his little brother, I knew that we 

were going to get a conviction. “Edward is really annoy-

ing most of the time,” he said. “He comes into my room 

without knocking. He steals my Xbox. He jumps on top 



of me on a Saturday morning when I’m trying to sleep. He 

drives me nuts. But that night, when I saw Mark looking 

at him the way he had looked at me when he first moved 

in, I knew I had to say something. Now that it’s come out, 

all the lads in my year are calling me gay. They can call me 

whatever they want: I don’t care. So can you. But this is 

what happened. And it will happen to Edward too if you 

don’t stop him.”

Moments like this make my job worthwhile. My mates 

ask me, how can I do it? Does it not affect me? And of 

course it does. Sometimes when I go down the pub after 

a case has gone badly, it’s all I can do not to scream out 

loud in frustration. But when Damien stood tall in the wit-

ness box and didn’t flinch as he recounted every detail, I 

looked across at Dr Richardson, saw the complete lack of 

emotion on his face and knew that I was doing something 

worthwhile. The man just didn’t care. Unlike that teacher 

we caught last year who blamed it all on the girls in his 

class. That guy broke down and cried like a baby when they 

sentenced him and I felt even more disgusted by him than  

I had before.

Anyway, the case is closed. And it’s an early night for 

me. But I won’t forget Damien in a hurry. That boy is going 

to do something important with his life: I can just tell.

What am I talking about? He already has.
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