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I
THE GIRL WHO LOOKED BACK






CHAPTER ONE



Laughter burst out over the playground. Like a lot of weapons, laughter had two edges, and the tall girl in the green hijab was intimately familiar with both. She listened to it carefully, even while she joked, wary in case it turned.


‘Honestly, I spent a week in training, then I was plunged into this network of underground cage-fighting clubs. The face came from this one girl, vicious little thing half my height – she hid these tiny nails under the knuckles of her gloves. It was totally against the rules, but nobody cared. Every time she hit me it was like getting a facial from a wolverine.’


A handful of students, bundled up against the February cold, clustered around Pen. She resisted the urge to draw the headscarf closer around her face under their scrutiny.


One of her audience, a superior-looking blonde in a fake-fur coat hissed impatiently, ‘But seriously, Parva …’


‘Seriously, Gwen?’ Pen shrugged. ‘Seriously, it was a jealous lover, said if he couldn’t have me, no one could.’


Laughter again, but more hesitant this time, and it quickly petered out. Gwen Hardy’s eyes widened slightly and she said, ‘What … actually?’


‘Sure,’ Pen deadpanned. ‘Or maybe it was an angry cat – mutantly big – Catzilla, basically. Had claws out to here,’ she mimed. ‘I can’t quite remember, mind. It was a while ago—’


‘It was four months ago.’


‘Yeah, but it was only my face, it wasn’t like it was important …’


‘Parva!’ Gwen’s smile was achingly wide. ‘Will you just tell us already?’


Pen licked her uneven lips, wishing her current strategy involved a little less playing court jester to Gwen’s little crew. Still, she had disappeared without warning for three months and returned with a reconstructed lip and a tangled thatch of scar tissue over her cheeks. If you wanted back into school society with all that baggage, you needed the backing of somebody influential.


She made a show of sizing the three of them up, as though deciding how much truth they could take: Gwen Hardy, whom Allah in his loving wisdom had made pretty and bright and hard-edged as a diamond-cutter, stood next to her boyfriend Alan Jackson, who was just as smart, but given to speak only in soft monosyllables. Everything about him was as lean and efficient as the muscular frame zipped into his football team jacket. Next to Alan, and trying not to be too obviously excited about it, was tiny, freckled Trudi Stahl. Trudi had replaced recently graduated nightmare Harriet Williams at the crank-handle of the school’s rumour-mill, and still seemed to be catching her breath at finding herself in such exalted company.


Pen beckoned them forward and they shuffled in, obscuring the shapes and muffling the noise of the younger kids who were kicking tennis balls across the asphalt until a breathless kind of intimacy enveloped them.


‘Well?’ Gwen demanded.


Pen drew in a deep breath and said softly, ‘I was kidnapped by a living coil of barbed wire – the servant a of a demolition god whose fingers were cranes. I was its host, and it sent me to kill Beth Bradley, but she freed me from it instead. I held the monster down with my body while she cut it off with a sharpened park railing.’


There was a long moment’s silence, then Alan made a tchk sound in the back of his throat and laughed. Gwen actually stamped her foot and puffed out a little condensation-cloud of frustration even as she grinned, but it was Trudi who spoke.


‘Damn,’ she said. ‘I actually thought we were going to get something there.’


The bell sounded the end of morning break and, chatting, whooping and swearing, Frostfield students converged on the doors to the main block. Anyone under sixteen was at least nominally in a blue and grey uniform. From above, Pen thought, it must’ve looked like a tide of dirty water streaming towards a plughole.


Gwen shouldered her satchel and slung an arm around Alan’s neck. She pulled him in and kissed him ostentatiously. At length she broke away and asked, ‘What’s now?’


‘Maths,’ Alan replied.


She rolled her eyes and Trudi, taking her cue, groaned along.


‘Eff. Eff. Ess,’ Gwen said. ‘With the new woman? Foreign-Chick?’


‘Faranczek.’


‘Whatever. Can any of you even understand a word she’s saying with that accent? I never thought I’d say this, but I seriously miss Salt. Did you get anywhere finding out what happened to him, Tru?’


‘Nothing solid, but a couple of the year 7s are spreading it that he’s been suspended,’ Trudi replied. ‘Apparently some girl said he touched her up.’


Pen felt her stomach muscles clench. ‘Really?’ She managed to keep her voice even. ‘Who?’


Trudi looked a little crestfallen. ‘They didn’t know.’


‘Selfish, lying bitch.’ Gwen snorted in disgust. ‘Whoever she is, she’s just out for attention, and she’s going to screw up our exams while she’s at it. Now, if some boy had said Salt went for him …’


She left it hanging and everyone laughed, including Pen, even though it wasn’t funny and her ears and chest were burning, even though she could feel the laughter pressing its blade against her stomach, because sometimes that was what you had to do.


‘You not coming, Parva?’ Gwen asked when Pen didn’t follow them towards the door.


Pen shook her head. She pulled a cartoon-mournful face and drew an invisible tear down one cheek with a finger.


‘Still playing the trauma card?’ Gwen said with a good-humoured tut. ‘Lucky cow. Still, I don’t blame you. If I could get away with skiving it, I would.’ She tucked her arm through Alan’s, and the untouchable pair sauntered inside. Trudi hung back with Pen. She tucked a coil of red hair behind one ear. ‘You will tell us, though, Parva,’ she said, her voice kind; concerned. ‘The stories are fun and all, and Gwen’s cutting you some slack, but sooner or later you will tell us how your face got so fucked-up.’ She tilted her head and studied Pen’s cross-hatched cheeks. ‘I just wanted to make sure you knew that.’


Pen forced a smile. She felt her scars bend: a dozen mocking, mirroring mouths.


‘Sure, Tru,’ she said. ‘It’ll be good to talk to someone.’


‘That’s what friends are for.’ Trudi rose onto tiptoes, kissed her on the cheek and headed in through the doors.


Pen walked against the tide of the students into the playground. Something cold landed on her eyelash: snowflakes were drifting from the yellowing clouds. She pulled her headscarf tighter around her and shuddered.


You will tell us.


She should have known that was coming. Pen was hanging around with Gwen because her … patronage – she couldn’t think of it as anything other than that – kept the rest of Frostfield off her back, but Gwen didn’t do charity. She wanted to be seen to be the one the damaged girl opened up to, the one who could get the answers to the questions the whole school was buzzing with.


Where did Pen go for those three weeks last autumn?


What was it that had mutilated her face?


And where on earth had Beth Bradley, Pen’s best friend, a girl she never used to be seen without, gone?


Buried in her thoughts, Pen almost walked into the school perimeter wall. She shook herself and bent double against the snow. The wind had started up and now it shrieked up and down octaves and stripped her face raw. She was grateful for it – everyone else would have hurried indoors and there was less chance of being seen.


The old junior block jutted out into the playground in front of her, bandaged up in hi-vis tape like an injured brick limb. Some workmen had found asbestos in it while Pen had been gone and the whole structure had been cordoned off. Orange cones marked out the edge of the forbidden zone.


Secret spaces can open up so fast in the city, Pen thought.


Wary of the CCTV, she squeezed herself in behind the tangle of spiny evergreen bushes that grew by the wall and edged her way towards the fire escape at the back.


The air inside was dank and cave-like, but out of the wind it felt warm. What little light penetrated the muck-smeared windows silhouetted little funeral cairns of bluebottles. Pen picked her way along the corridor, climbing over a couple of toppled-over lockers, and ducked into a doorway on the right.


It had been the girls’ bathroom once. Toilet-stall doors stood open, plastic seat lids down and covered in dust. Sinks jutted from the wall like pugnacious chins, with a long frameless sheet of mirror-glass still screwed in above them.


Just to be sure, Pen checked inside the stalls, but she was alone in the room.


Anxiety bubbled in her throat as she stepped up to the mirror. She saw herself up close: the scars criss-crossed her cheeks like cracks in broken glass. Luckily Dr Walid had owed her father a favour from their university days, so he hadn’t charged when he rebuilt her nostril and her lower lip using a graft taken from her thigh. Camouflage, carefully applied, could conceal the border between them and the surrounding tissue, but it left a flat texture, a wrongness that couldn’t be disguised.


There was only so much you could hide from people if they got too close.


‘It’s all you, Pen,’ she whispered. ‘They just rearranged you a little bit.’


Gradually her gorge subsided. It helped to be here, in this mildewed, tumbledown bathroom, the only place in the world she could find someone who understood.


She leaned over the sink and rapped on the mirror with her knuckles. ‘Hello? Hello?’


Her voice echoed hollowly off the tiles.


Hello? Hello?


‘Hello.’


In the mirror, Pen saw a slender girl walk out of one of the toilet stalls; the same stalls Pen had looked into and knew were empty. The interloper stepped up behind her, put her arms around Pen’s waist and settled her chin on her shoulder. Pen felt the pressure from the girl’s hug and the comfortable heat from the cheek next to her own, but she didn’t bother looking sideways; she knew she’d see nothing there. She kept her eyes on the glass, studying the reflection that appeared not to be cast by anyone at all.


The clothes were different; the girl in the mirror had obviously been shopping. She wore tighter jeans, a stylishly cut leather jacket and a pair of heels that meant she had to stoop slightly to hug Pen. The girl’s headscarf looked new too, an expensive-looking raw silk in pigeon-grey.


The face though – the face was identical: fine-featured, brown-skinned, even down to the intricate asymmetry of the scars.


Pen looked into the mirror and saw her reflection doubled. Two copies of her looked back.


The girl next to her reflection broke into a grin and the slashes that framed her mouth became something quite beautiful. ‘You look good, girl,’ she said.





CHAPTER TWO



Pen’s new face was like a bully: the unstable, manipulative kind who sticks close to you like they’re your needy best friend, demands constant attention and care and then ridicules you the moment anyone else shows up.


After she came out of hospital, Pen spent hours at her dresser, skin camouflage cream open before her. She patted over the little ridges of twisted, discoloured skin with the sponge, the way she’d been taught, trying to change what she saw in the mirror back into someone she recognised.


The first week, she hadn’t worn any makeup at all. Burning with the energy of what she’d survived, she’d tried to catch the eye of total strangers and started conversations at the Number 57 bus stop about the weather or Downton Abbey. She’d been pugnaciously cheery, daring them to look at her.


It hadn’t been worth it.


Only little kids would let themselves gape openly; adults just became fascinated with the their own feet, not wanting to be caught staring, and more and more Pen had started to hide her new face.


She took to running in the middle of the night, keeping her eyes on the pavement so she wouldn’t see the Sodiumites dancing their burning dances inside the streetlamps. She ran until the freezing air turned to fire in her lungs and sweat drenched the scarf tied around her hair. She looked up strength-training regimes on the internet and practised them in her bedroom until calluses armoured the inside of her fingers and she could do chin-ups on the lintel over her door. The thrill as her body responded to her felt like defiance and she watched in satisfaction as her ribs emerged through her tightening skin. She became a little more careful about what she ate, then a little more, then a little more. Food felt risky; it could unpick the changes she had willed on herself. She’d chop and mix the chickpeas and spinach on her plate, prod at them with bread but take very few bites. Every refrained-from mouthful burned in her chest like another victory. She did her best to ignore the worried looks from her parents.


You know best, Pen, she told herself. It’s your body. Yours. Everything’s going to be fine.


Prayer had become almost impossible.


It wasn’t as though she’d never missed Salah, back in the time that she was beginning to think of as simply ‘Before’. She’d often overslept, or been out with Beth, or been so busy she’d just forgotten, but this was different. At first, she was careful to make the time: she wanted prayer to be something she could hold on to. But the familiar words of the rak’ah felt awkward in her mouth, and she faltered before she finished,  feeling horribly, intimately insincere. Eventually she’d stopped trying. When her dad tried to lead prayer at home, she told him she was going to pray in her room instead; she’d just stared at him, using her scars, until his protestations had faded away.


Once she had her morning makeup routine down to forty-five minutes and her hands no longer shook when she held the sponge, she went back to school.


The 57 drove her past a building site on Dalston High Road. From the upper deck Pen glimpsed cranes, spindly as winter trees, through the chilly fog. They were still, their motors stopped and voiceless, but she shrank back in her seat anyway. There was a flicker of movement inside the bulb of one of the still-lit street lamps and for an instant she saw a hand silhouetted against the glass.


Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out and read, Look left.


Outside, something darted across the mouth of an alley, human-shaped, hooded and impossibly fast.


Her phone buzzed again.


Too slow. Look right.


Through the far window, Pen saw a figure fly across the gap between two rooftops.


Pen! This is harder than it looks, you know. Try and keep up! Look behind you.


Pen rolled her eyes and then, very slowly, craned her neck to face the back of the bus.


Upside down, hanging somehow by her toes from the roof, her nose pressed to the glass, a teenage girl with skin the colour of concrete blew her a long, slow kiss.


Didn’t think I’d miss your first day back in the madhouse, did you?


*


They stood at Frostfield High’s metal gates. It was still early. A few uniformed kids, hunched like Sherpas under their rucksacks, made their way in from their parents’ cars. A couple of them looked, but no one recognised Pen. She glanced back over her shoulder and took in the landscape. East London’s terracotta roofs overlapped like insect-chitin in the long shadows of the tower blocks.


Beth leaned with one foot against the gatepost, hood up, head down, thumbs flickering while she texted. The spiked iron railing she always carried now rested in the crook of her elbow. She showed Pen her screen. Sure you’re ready?


Pen exhaled. ‘Nope,’ she said, ‘but I’m not sure I ever will be, so I might as well do it now.’


Hardcore, Pencil Khan. I’m proud of you. Pavement-grey eyes met Pen’s.


Beth held her gaze and typed blind. I’ll come in with you if you want, you know that, right? Screw ’em. I’m still enrolled. Just give the word and we’ll be sitting together in French.


Pen looked at her curiously. ‘When I suggested that before you didn’t seem so up for it.’


Beth shrugged, a little shyly. Just for me, no. But I’d line up next to you in front of a firing squad if that’s where you wanted me.


She would too.


Pen touched her cheek. ‘No thanks, B. I could use a bit of upstaging, mind, but I think you might draw a bit too much focus.’


Be all right. Got a spear.


She was joking. Probably. Nevertheless, Pen winced at the thought of Beth prodding the railing into anyone who looked at her funny. There was a wild edge to her friend now and she couldn’t entirely rule that out.


‘Still,’ she said, ‘I think it might put a bit of a dent in Operation Normality.’


She caught the guilty flicker in her friend’s eyes, but her own voice echoed back to her.


No further down the rabbit hole, B. She’d said it and she had to hold to it; she couldn’t look back.


Beth stretched out her hand, Pen pressed her palm to hers and they interlaced fingers. She felt the uncanny texture of Beth’s skin graze over her own, warm and rough as summer pavement.


Beth texted one-handed, I’ll find you at the end of the day.


The street-skinned girl kicked herself off the gate, tucked the railing under one arm and sauntered into the slowly thickening morning crowd. Pen caught a couple of disapproving glances from older, stuffier-looking pedestrians. Hooded head bent as though against the cold, Beth could have been any teenager who’d eyed up a Monday morning at school and decided she couldn’t be arsed.


‘You’re still you,’ Pen muttered to herself turning back to the gates. ‘And school’s still just school.’


Like that wasn’t the problem.


Gripping the straps of her rucksack like it was an escape parachute, she pushed past the gate.


*


Frostfield’s hallways were the usual cacophony of laughter, shouts, phone-speakers leaking bass, trainers, squeaky lino and slamming lockers. Under it all, Pen heard the muttered snatches and the cut-off gasps. She saw the hurried looks away.


‘—look who’s back—’


‘—what happened to her?—’


‘—where’s her punky little mate?—’


‘—She got kicked out for that graffiti stunt, remember?’


‘Nah, Salt never made that stick … where is Salt, anyway?’
 

Pen knew exactly where Dr Julian Salt was: out on bloody bail. The DI in charge of her case had called her the day before to tell her. The same brown-haired, tired-eyed woman had spent four hours a week ago asking Pen painfully blunt questions in a gentle voice.


‘No,’ Pen had answered, feeling small and resentful, clutching her mum’s hand while she spoke. ‘No we never did … that. But he touched me. No, he never physically forced me. No, it was – it was blackmail. He said he could get Beth put in a foster-home. She’s my best friend. No, she doesn’t know. No, I don’t know why you can’t reach her.


And, ‘No, the scars were something else. An accident.’


And she’d trotted out the same ridiculous plate-glass window lie she’d sold her folks – because how could they ever, ever come close to believing the truth?


It had taken Pen a long time to recognise the black, choking feeling in her throat for the anger it was. Even though she was assured that things were ‘progressing’, even though ‘action was being taken’, the fact that Pen had screwed up her courage and made the call and that Salt was still free for Sunday lunch at home with his wife blistered her with rage.


‘Hey, Parva.’


Pen looked up in surprise. Gwen Hardy’s smile had the voltage of West End signage. Pen blinked and faltered and stammered, ‘G-Gwen.’


Gwen had nodded approvingly, as if Pen deserved a prize for remembering her name. The hallway was silent now. Everyone was watching. Pen felt their scrutiny like an icy wind. She braced herself for the question she was sure was coming …


‘What the hell happened to your—’


‘Beth not with you?’ Gwen asked. Pen shook her head, more in confusion than in denial. It was probably the first time that name had passed Gwen’s glossy lips, but she used it with casual intimacy, as if Beth was her best friend, not Pen’s.


‘Too bad. Good to have you back anyway. If you want to catch up at lunchtime, you know where we usually sit?’


Pen inclined her head slowly, trying not to let her puzzlement show. The oh-so symmetrical lines of Gwen’s face creased as her smile grew wider, but the expression never reached her eyes, and it was only when Pen looked past her to the shocked expressions of the other students and heard the scandalised whispers, that she understood what had just happened.


Pen was marked out, ugly and untouchable. She was ready for that, she’d geared herself up to fight it.


Gwen Hardy had just undercut it all, and she’d done it on purpose. She’d stepped out and offered the poor unfortunate a refuge, just because she could. Gwen was the only one who didn’t need to fear the social taint the wounded girl carried with her. She was untouchable in a different way, and she’d just used Pen to rub everyone’s faces in it.


… she’d just used Pen …


Without warning, the trembling started.


Everyone was looking at her.


Her fingertips started to drum on her thigh; she tried to stop them, but she couldn’t.


Hot and cold shivers rippled her skin.


—used Pen—


She blinked fast and images came: a face carved in the collapsed masonry of a building site, cranes like metal claws, metal barbs hooked in her skin. Her chest was tight, as though bound by a wire tourniquet. She remembered blood drying on her cheeks. She fought to still her muscles and hot shame flooded through her as she failed.


She ran from the hall.


The banned junior block was the only place she knew she could be alone. She found herself in the bathroom by accident, sitting on the chilly floor and hugging her knees until she stopped shaking. Unsteadily, she stood and gulped chalky water from the tap.


‘So,’ she muttered to herself when she’d gathered her breath, ‘that’s what a flashback feels like. Well, okay, we coped, didn’t we? We’ll just have to cope better next time.’


She’d turned away from the mirror on the wall and instead snapped her compact open. That was the ritual, and rituals were important.


‘It’s all still you,’ she whispered. ‘They just rearranged you a little bit.’


She looked at herself, caught between the tiny round makeup mirror and the massive frameless slab screwed to the tiles: an infinity of scarred, headscarved girls with smeared makeup stretched back into the reflection, as if there was one for every choice that had brought her here.


And then, suddenly, all those images of her concertinaed hard together into one.


An instant later the compact mirror shattered, pain shot through her skull and she cried out. It felt like a fault-line was shaking open right down the middle of her head.


The world shuddered and blurred around her.


The tiles were cold against her palms and her knees hurt. She didn’t remember falling. Nausea swelled up, but she fought it back down.


Her fast, shallow breathing was the only sound in the silence. She rose unsteadily and reached back to steady herself on the sink behind her.


‘Pen.’


It was her own voice. It sounded a little weird, the way it did when she heard it recorded on her answerphone, but still it was unmistakable.


Except she hadn’t spoken.


‘Pen—’ The voice came from behind her, where there was only a tiled brick wall and mirrored glass. It sounded confused, and very, very frightened. ‘Pen, please …’


Pen sucked her reconstructed lip between her teeth and bit it.


She looked back.





CHAPTER THREE



‘Gwen’s not so bad,’ Pen said, stretching out on the cold concrete floor. ‘At least, not next to the crowd she runs with. They’re …’ She groped for the right word.


‘Toxic?’ the girl behind the mirror put in. For reasons of mutual convenience, they’d agreed she was ‘Parva’ rather than ‘Pen’.


‘I honestly think that if Iran stockpiled Gwen Hardy’s friends, the Americans would invade. There’s probably a UN convention just against Trudi Stahl.’


Parva laughed, the sound echoing through the glass. ‘Well, here’s to your new crew—’ The reflected girl rummaged around in her ostrich leather handbag and, to Pen’s astonishment, pulled out a bottle of wine. ‘I hope they make you happy.’


‘You’re drinking now?’


‘Pen,’ Parva said patiently, ‘in the last four months I’ve been kidnapped by a barbed-wire monster, ridden to war at the head of an army of giant scaffolding wolves and rejoined school in the middle of term. There’s only one girl I know who deserves a drink as much as I do, and I’ll happily share.’ She unscrewed the cap and swigged straight from the bottle before offering it to the lips of Pen’s own mortified reflection.


Pen shrank back. ‘But I never—’ she started.


Her double grinned at her through the mirror and said, ‘But I’m not you any more.’


Pen knew that. She’d plied Beth with careful questions, feigning idle interest, and learned as much as she could about the mirrorstocracy and their city behind the mirrors. The girl on the other side of the glass had come from her – she was composed of all the infinite reflections of her that had been caught between the two mirrors – but that was when their coexistence had ended.


Pen and Parva had diverged from that moment in time like beams of refracted light; now Parva had her own feelings, her own life, built up in the weeks since she’d first stepped into whatever lay outside the bathroom door in the reflection. She drank wine, ate meat and swore like a squaddie with haemorrhoids. Much to Pen’s chagrined envy, she’d even managed to land herself a job, although she wouldn’t say doing what.


But still, she had been Pen: for nearly seventeen years they’d been one. Parva had seen everything Pen had seen, felt everything Pen had felt. It was like having a sister, a bizarre twin – a twin who understood everything. Not even Beth could do that.


‘I want to show you something.’ Parva blew softly over the neck of the bottle and the liquid pipe-sound echoed through both bathrooms. ‘Give me your hand.’ In the mirrored bathroom she extended her own hand towards Pen’s reflection.


Pen reached into the empty space in front of her and felt warm, invisible fingers close over her skin.


‘What are you—?’


‘Shhh.’ Parva was digging in her handbag again. She pulled out a phone and earbuds and put one bud into her own ear and the other into the ear of Pen’s reflection.


Pen heard the crackle of an old-fashioned waltz and felt her double’s ghostly hand on the small of her back.


‘Come on,’ Parva said, ‘one–two–three, one–two–three!’


And then they were off, dancing to the creaky music. Pen followed the rhythm uncertainly, her feet stumbling a little, her arms curved around empty air. In the mirror, she saw her expensively dressed double leading her.


‘One–two–three, one–two–three – that’s it.’


Pen felt her arm lifted over her head and she spun under it as Parva whooped. Pen found herself laughing as they pirouetted around the tumbledown toilets like they were in a nineteenth-century ballroom.


‘Where did you learn this?’


‘One–two–three. It’s the job, they’re teaching me all kinds of things, it’s—’


‘Ow!’ Pen abruptly broke away. She hopped in a circle as pain spiked through her foot.


‘Sorry!’ Parva winced. ‘I’m not used to leading, and, uh … the shoes are new too.’


‘Yeah, I noticed them.’ Pen slid down the bathroom wall and tugged off her trainer and her sock. The impression of Parva’s vertiginous heel had gone all the way through to the skin, but at least there was no blood. ‘You have to go back to Reach to hoist you into them?’


Parva smiled from the mirror. Jokes about the slain Crane King were part of their routine. They felt weirdly daring, disarming the memories of their abduction.


‘I managed by myself,’ she said. ‘Just.’


‘Pretty fancy. Are they from the new job too?’ Pen clutched theatrically at her heart. ‘That’s it: that’s the lethal dose. I am now officially too jealous to live. Fancy new shoes, fancy dancing lessons – at least say your new boss is a slave-driving creep.’


Parva shrugged. ‘Sorry, sis. The new boss is really sweet, actually. Everyone is – well, most of the time.’


‘Most of the time?’


Her mirror-sister frowned. ‘It’s nothing really, just … the very top people here – only some of them, mind, and only some of the time – but … The way they look at me. I feel like they’re watching me when my back’s turned. Sometimes – sometimes I can’t shake the feeling they mean me harm.’


Pen sighed. That sounded familiar. ‘I reckon, after everything, maybe feeling like that’s normal for us, you know?’


‘I guess.’ Parva chewed her reflected lip. ‘They just look at me funny.’


‘Hate to be the one to break it to you, hon,’ said Pen, ‘but you are toting three-fifths of the western world’s total supply of scar-tissue around on your face.’ She smiled gently. ‘So, are you actually going to tell me what this magic new job is?’


Parva was about to speak when the distant sound of the period bell carried through the closed window.


‘Tell you next time,’ the girl in the mirror said. It was what she always promised, like Scheherazade, keeping back one last story.


Pen pouted and headed for the door. ‘Whatever. Have fun at work.’


‘Pen, wait.’


Pen paused in the doorway. The lonely note in her double’s voice was stronger now.


‘How’s Beth?’


‘Chatty,’ Pen said drily. ‘Supposedly she’s still living at home, but I don’t think Paul sees her much. Things are okay, but a bit …’ She struggled to phrase it. ‘She thinks I—’


‘—blame her,’ Parva finished quietly. ‘You do, a little. I do. It’ll take time.’


Pen didn’t reply.


‘Listen …’ Parva hesitated. ‘Do you think … do you think she’d come here? I get why you haven’t told her about me yet, but – well, it would be good to see her, you know?’


Pen imagined leading the silent, grey-skinned girl here; letting her in on this one last secret, and a resentful flare ignited in her throat. She loved B, but this was her sanctuary, her respite from the life she was living because of Beth.


The resentment burnt out fast. She loved B, and so did Parva. And unlike Pen, Parva hadn’t seen their best friend in months. ‘I’ll ask her.’


‘Thank you.’ Parva smiled in relief. ‘What you got now?’


‘English: Richard Three.’ Pen mimicked a movie-trailer voice: ‘The hunch is back!’


Parva snorted at the weak pun. ‘With jokes like that, it’s a good thing you’re pretty.’


‘Narcissist,’ Pen countered.


Her double laughed. ‘Get out.’





CHAPTER FOUR



Beth pulled her hood up and crossed the threshold into the sewers, gripping her iron railing like a spear. She fed on the city around her with every step she took, drawing power and information through the bare soles of her concrete-grey feet:


A railwraith clatters across Blackfriars Bridge like an iron heart attack. A pair of streetlamps flicker angrily at each other across Electric Avenue as an argument between Sodiumite sisters flares up into insults and duelling challenges. Masonry Men move through the walls of an old house in Hampstead, rippling the brickwork and making it groan, while in an upstairs bedroom, a mother reassures her frightened daughter, whispering, ‘Old houses just creak a bit, sweetheart.’ Pylon spiders race along cables beneath the pavements, whispering to each other with white noise, static and stolen syllables.


Underneath the distortion there was a familiarity to the arachnoid voices that made Beth’s chest ache.


It was a typical London night, only not quite typical, because deep in the tunnels ahead was something very unusual, and so subtle that had she not been within a hundred feet of it and listening intently for that very thing, she would have missed it utterly:


A tiny sphere of perfect silence.


It was no bigger than her clenched fist, but she could hear the way London’s other sounds contorted around it. It had to be what she was looking for.


Beth had been trawling London’s sewers for five straight nights now and this was the first sign she’d found. Her pulse quickened. She tightened her grip on her spear and picked up her pace, all the while straining to listen past the swish of the water across her ankles.


The stream widened and deepened and she began to wade. The rich sewer gases fugged around her and she shook her head, trying to clear it. To her right, two vaguely human-shaped lights, one orange, the other white, flitted across the mouth of an access tunnel, safely away from the water. There was a flushed excitement in their glow which made Beth smile. Mixed-spectrum couples were still rare, but more and more had got together in the months since the war – those few brief days when Blankleit and Sodiumite had fought side by side against the Crane King had unlocked something. She wondered just how many of them were sneaking around down here while their disapproving elders dozed in the daylight. These two were late getting back.


Lamp-crossed lovers, she thought, and her smile stretched to a grin.


The last of their light faded and the darkness crowded back. A few months earlier Beth would have been blind down here, but now she saw the brick tunnels in new colours: bruise and thundercloud hues. She remembered the boy, cocksure and scrawny and loose-limbed, who’d possessed the same spear she now carried.


Is this how you saw the city, Fil? she wondered. Is this how you saw me?


The thought was like being stabbed in the heart with a safety pin.


She took another corner, and came face to face with her prey.


The lizard didn’t look like much, but, to be fair, it seemed equally unimpressed with her. It clung to the bricks, an inch and a half of greenish-brown leather. It rolled a black, liquid eye to track her, but otherwise didn’t move.


Without realising it, Beth held her breath.


Slow now, B, she told herself, slow as a sloth with a hangover. Remember what Candleman said: don’t piss it off ’til it’s pinned.


She didn’t so much walk as allow herself to accrete towards it. The hairs were standing up on her neck and her forearms and she was aware of every single one of them.


The unimpressive lizard blinked slowly. Not only did it make no sound, but Beth could hear the sounds in the tunnel bending themselves around it. Dripping water and scurrying rats struck countless echoes from the sewer’s brick walls, but none of those echoes penetrated the tiny reptile’s cocoon of silence. Its tongue glinted like metal as it tasted the air.


Just stay there, just a few more seconds …


She reached over her shoulder into her backpack and drew out a lidless glass jar. The lizard stared at her.


She stared back.


It blinked again.


Beth lunged.


Glass clinked on brick and she pressed the jar down hard. The lizard scrambled around the inside of it.


Got you! Beth crowed inside her head. She could hear the clicking of its claws now its sealed bubble of gas was broken. She clung to the base of the jar. Her fingers were sweaty. The muscles in her arm felt as taut as guitar strings and she realised she was actually trembling.


The creature froze. It glared at her through the glass with a single, furious, magnified eye.


Well, she thought, thank Thames for th—’


A heavy guitar riff crackled from the phone in Beth’s pocket and she jumped. Her fingertips slid greasily over the glass; she tried to clutch it again, but it was too late. The ringtone cut off just in time for her to hear the jar splinter on the floor.


Beth just had time to wonder how in Thames’ name she had a signal all the way down here, and then the lizard dropped off the wall.


Oh shit.


The reptile fell for a split second, and then it stopped in mid-air. It lashed its little tail in a corkscrew-like propeller motion and lazily, like a crocodile in the water, the lizard began to spin.


Double shit.


It spun faster and faster until it blurred. Beth felt the foetid air in the sewer begin to move. The edges of her clothes rippled. The atmosphere thickened, clinging to her lips as the sewer gases flew in. The lizard’s tail dipped and twisted, mixing methane and ammonia like an artist mixing paint. Beth tried to reach for it, but her hand kept slipping off the air currents. The tendrils of gas were flowing so fast around her that they were dragging vacuum. Beth couldn’t smell anything; she couldn’t hear anything. She was caught in skeins of silence. She gritted her teeth and hooked her fingers, but she was trapped in the coils of swiftly moving gas and couldn’t even lift her arm.


Not coils, she thought, uneasily eyeing the spinning lizard. Claws.


Her stomach lurched as her feet left the floor.


Supersize buy-one-get-one-free bargain buckets of shit.


Abruptly, it stopped spinning and hung motionless in the air, though the gas continued to rush around it, pummelling Beth even as it held her suspended. The lizard bobbed gently in the eye of the miniature storm it had created. It tasted its handiwork with a flick of its tongue. It rolled an eye to look at Beth and she could’ve sworn she saw a self-satisfied smirk on its reptile face.


It cracked its tail once and shot down the tunnel like an arrow from a bow. Beth’s stomach plummeted as she was dragged in its wake.


Bricks whipped past, skinning her fingertips where she touched them. Pain flared, oily blood bubbled out and coagulated with cement speed. She could barely breathe. Her internal organs felt like they’d been crushed to the back of her ribcage.


They were flying too fast and the light was too meagre for her to see anything. Desperately she clicked her tongue, but the rushing air stole the sound and she got no echoes back. As they twisted and jack-knifed around corners her spear struck the walls, jarring her arm, but she clung to the iron railing – drop it here and she might never find it …


… I don’t know where I am.


The realisation shuddered through her. London was her city – she could touch any inch of it and know right where she was. But she wasn’t in contact; she was cut off, trapped in empty space. Disorientation welled up in her like nausea.


A little more light bled into the tunnel and glimmered in the lizard’s eye. The floor dropped away suddenly and Beth saw the sewer stream crash into a waterfall beneath her feet, its base lost in darkness. She craned her neck upwards, but she couldn’t see the roof of the tunnel either. They were flying down the centre of a brick-sided gorge, capped and shod in shadow. Light shone from tiny alcoves gouged into the wall on her right – thousands of them, irregularly spaced embers, networked like stars in constellations. Beth peered into one of the crevices as they passed and saw a stoppered glass flask, shining with a queasy phosphorescence.


Something flapped past her face and she recoiled sharply. The winged thing settled on the lip of the one of the alcoves and cooed softly. A pigeon, down here? Beth thought incredulously, craning to watch it as it shrank behind them. It cleared its ragged wings – its feathers were coated in some liquid that gleamed in the dim light. An acrid smell stung Beth’s nostrils: oil.


Memories surged up, triggered by the scent: her, immersed in a polluted pool, where the chemicals and city essences clawed at her skin, invading her and changing her while oil-soaked men in oil-soaked suits waited for her on the bank.


She thought of the price those oil-soaked men had exacted for granting her that transformation: the scrawny, city-skinned boy they’d mined for the essence that made him human. Panic stabbed her in the gut as she imagined falling into the darkness below her, and wondered what price those men might extract to guide her out of it again.


At last she knew where she was. But this was not her place; this place belonged to the oil-soaked men of the Chemical Synod.


Away. Away. The thought pounded urgently around the inside of her head. We have to get away.


But she had no voice to sound her plea for she’d already sold that.


The lizard kept its diamond-shaped head pointed straight as it flew, dragging her at breakneck pace. Beth thrashed, and she felt its claws of ammonia and methane flex around her. Take us—


She kept wriggling, and managed to free an arm. She flailed, and without even meaning to, she brushed the belly of the tiny lizard itself.


—away!


Its head twitched and it looked upwards, as if it had scented something: only a tiny movement, but Beth saw it.


Hardly daring to hope, she stretched out her fingers again – but it was no good; she couldn’t reach. Straining every joint against the flowing gas that held her, she just managed to lay a finger on the little reptile’s skin.


In the wall above them she made out the mouth of a tunnel.


Please, she thought again, please, take us away from here.


Something like a static-electric shock rippled from her forehead to her fingertips. The reptile’s head swung upwards and she felt its invisible methane wings beat as it fought to gain height. Beth’s heart leapt in incredulous relief, but then it stuttered.


The lizard couldn’t get enough lift …


I’m too heavy. A hot shiver broke over her skin. It can’t climb—


The lizard banked to the right, hard and sudden, and Beth’s stomach flipped. Its metallic tongue lashed out and struck sparks from the brick walls. The heat as the gas ignited was like a punch.


Beth screwed up her eyes against the glare. Beads of oily sweat stippled her forehead. Every muscle clenched as she waited for the flames to engulf her, but no coruscating tide consumed her. Seconds passed until, slowly, she eased her eyelids apart.


For the first time, she saw the whole of the creature that held her.


The little lizard was swimming through the boiling air at the centre of a far vaster ghostly reptile, an exo-self, outlined in blue fire where the methane burned. The zephyrkinetic creature wriggled its muddy toes and Beth saw massive fiery claws curl in answer beside her. It swayed its head and the burning muzzle swung, puppet-like, with it. It twitched the little nubs on its back and the fiery wings responded.


Talons like torches pincered Beth’s waist. The flames burned holes in her hoodie and left sooty marks on her arms, but they didn’t hurt her; her concrete skin was equal to the flame.


The sewermander beat its burning wings, the updraught took them and they surged into the tunnel mouth. Beth crowed silently, cocooned in blue fire in the tunnel’s confines. They zigzagged through junctures, left, right, left again, then a different kind of light permeated the space. Fresh air washed over her as they burst from an archway in the riverbank.


They soared straight up. Beth risked a look over her shoulder and saw the industrial porcupine of the Millennium Dome shrinking into the distance. Night-time London stretched out below them, streets lit like rivers of magma running between rooftops.


Beth’s fingers were still on the soft scales of the lizard’s underbelly. An idea struck her.


Left, she thought at it, and the sewermander dipped its left wing and they banked westwards.


Right. The long neck curled the opposite way. The heat of the fire washed back over Beth’s face as the drake corrected. She stared at the reptile, unnerved and awed by its obedience.


Okay, why are you doing what I tell you?


Her pocket buzzed – then again, and again: three messages. Only one girl was likely to be texting her in the middle of the night.


Beth tucked the spear under one arm and tugged her phone out. She scrolled down and read, Can you come tonight?


Then, I want to ask you something.


Please … ? Tonight. P


Beth grinned wickedly and felt the flames on her teeth.


Yeah, Pen, she thought, I can come. I’ve got a ride.


The sewermander banked and twisted on its own thermals, finding its new heading. Beth looked down into the dark mirror of the Thames and saw a winged streak of fire, heading north.


*


Pen was just beginning to doze again when her phone went off. Blearily, she checked the display.


Pen? The one word was all Beth had texted. Pen frowned.


Beth, she thumbed, and hit ‘send’.


An instant later, the device buzzed in her fist. Pen? it buzzed again and again, in quick succession, like an insistent child:


Pen?


Pen?


Pen?


She sighed. For a girl steeped in all the strange powers and essences of the city, Beth loved to abuse an unlimited text package.


What? Pen texted back irritably. It was five a.m. She’d stayed awake, trying out the conversation over and over in her head, honing the words she’d use to reveal Parva to Beth, to explain why she’d kept her secret – but B had kept her waiting and she’d felt her concentration slip as the sky paled. Anxiety swilled around in her gut: she was sure she was going to screw this up. Part of her hoped Beth was texting to say that she was off chasing railwraiths on the other side of town and couldn’t make it. Pen’s phone buzzed once more:


Open your curtains.


Pen clambered off the single bed and stomped over to the window. She dragged the curtain aside—


The floor had jolted her tailbone before she’d even realised she’d fallen down. She stared upwards, wide-eyed and open-mouthed. Beth was squatting on the windowsill, impossibly balanced with only the very tips of her grey toes on the ledge. Hovering behind her, its wings spread like a heraldic beast, was a monster made of fire.


Beth grinned. She thumbed her phone, and Pen’s own buzzed once more. Numbly, she lifted it between her eyes and the monster.


I ONLY WENT AND GOT A BLOODY DRAGON!


Pen shook her head like a fly was spinning round it. There was a high-pitched sound in her ears. Slowly she leaned forward and slid up the sash window.


At last she found her voice. ‘Um, B—? That – uh … Is it yours?’


Beth’s grin widened. She shrugged, a happy ‘Looks that way’ gesture. She texted rapidly, Think I’m gonna call him Oscar.


‘Well, do you reckon you could back Oscar up a bit before it sets fire to my house?’


Beth’s grin vanished, replaced with alarm. She turned somehow on that tiny ledge and reached into the fire. There was a dark shape in middle of the monster, like the little patch of black at the heart of a gas flame. As Beth’s fingers brushed that shape, the fire abruptly flickered out. A tiny lizard scrambled up over her arm and perched on her shoulder. If flicked its tongue and blinked its little black eyes at Pen.


Beth was texting again.


He’s a sewermander, he can manipulate gases … Like methane and stuff. I think he can suck them out of the mains too – play havoc with your gas bill. Isn’t he cool!?!


Pen looked at her best friend. ‘Sewer gases?’ she said levelly. ‘Seriously? You found a fart dragon?’


Beth’s face fell a little, then she grinned. She showed off her hand with its concrete-and-oil complexion as if to say, Who am I to judge?


Pen backed away from the window and Beth wriggled inside. She moved differently now, insinuating herself around the corner like a street rat. She left oily thumbprints on the white paint. Once inside, she let the little lizard move from hand to hand, stroking it with her fingertip. The rasps of pleasure the reptile made were almost cat-like. As Pen looked at the two of them, she felt a pebble of frustration settle in her diaphragm.


Beth pulled out her phone again and Pen watched the screen over her shoulder: It’s amazing. I went for it in the tunnels and it totally had my arse kicked but the minute I touched it … It just changed – like it wanted to protect me. Like it wanted to do what I wanted it to do. It—


‘B.’ Pen stilled Beth’s hand with her own.


Beth lowered her phone and raised her eyebrows expectantly.


‘Sometimes I just wish you’d use the front door, you know?’


Beth assumed an expression of mock scandal. She gestured to the lizard in her palm and out of the window at the city. With all this at my disposal, she seemed to say, the front door would be criminally boring.


‘Yeah, I know,’ Pen snapped, her temper rising. ‘You’re the princess of the city, you’ve got your fancy grey skin and your metal rod and your big chair on top of Canary Wharf and I’m happy for you, I really am, but I don’t need it in my face every minute of the damn day.’


Perhaps she’d leaned a little heavy on the word ‘face’ – she wasn’t sure. She didn’t think she’d meant to, but Beth blanched, her pavement-skin lightening a couple of shades.


‘I’m sorry, B.’ Pen let her tone soften. ‘I’ve just – it’s been heavy at school, and what with …’


She tailed off before mentioning Dr Salt. Beth still didn’t know what the maths teacher had done. She was all but nocturnal now, and with her out in the streets most of the time, the secret hadn’t been hard to keep.


‘… it’s been hard, you know?’


Beth raised a hand to protest, but Pen gathered herself and went on, ‘Listen, I know you’d come with me if I asked, B – I know you would, but you can’t, can you? Not without bringing that world with you. It’s who you are now, and I won’t have it there, B. I won’t. I carry enough of it with me every day.’


She touched her cheek. She’d stripped away the makeup. Beth held her gaze for a moment, a pained expression on her grey features, and then she went to the window. For a moment Pen thought she was going to leave, but instead she leaned out, hoisted herself up onto the sill and started rooting about under the eaves.


When she swung back inside, she dropped a fragile object into Pen’s outstretched hand.


It was an eggshell, stippled white on red, one end of it crumbled away. For a second, Pen thought it was just a pigeon’s egg, but then she felt the texture of it, coarse against her palm.


It was made of brick; the stippling was tiny flecks of mortar. Something rattled around inside as she turned it, and she shook it out onto her palm: a tiny wisp of feather nestled against her skin. It was made out of roof slate.


Beth picked up her phone, hammered out a message and turned the display towards Pen.


Tilequill pigeon. It was under your eaves, Pen. Your roof. There is only one world, and you live in it every day.


Pen stiffened slightly as Beth pulled her into a hug.


I’m sorry, Beth typed, after she’d let her go. What did you want to talk to me about?


‘I wanted to ask you something,’ Pen said. She braced herself to say Parva’s name, to break the secret of her doppel, and then she stalled. There’s only one world. Her mirror-sister’s smiling face floated in her mind.


‘Is there a way to go behind the mirrors?’ It was only as the question left her lips that she realised how long she’d been thinking about it. ‘To where the mirrorstocracy live?’


Beth frowned. She typed, deleted, and then typed again. Pen half expected to read a suspicious query, but all Beth wrote was: I don’t know. Fil never mentioned one, and neither did Gutterglass.


She hesitated before adding, The Chemical Synod might know a way, but the price they’d charge wouldn’t be worth it.


‘Oh.’ Pen deflated slightly. ‘Okay.’ Her head dipped, but pavement-textured fingers caught her chin.


Beth’s grey face almost looked like it would crack under her concern. You still writing?


Pen blinked; she looked away, flustered. ‘Yeah, B. I write all the time.’


Beth spread her hands, raised an eyebrow: Yeah, but?


It was true, Pen would jot down half-lines in her notebook, but she invariably scratched them out the next day. They looked so limp and inadequate on the page. She hadn’t written a full verse since she’d left the hospital four months before.


Pen, are you okay? We never used to keep secrets.


Pen gently pushed Beth’s phone away. ‘I know, B,’ she said. ‘But maybe we should have.’


*


Out of deference to Pen, Beth let herself be guided down the stairs and escorted through the Khans’ front door. She loitered on the frosty pavement, watching as Pen’s slim silhouette returned to her window. She’d watched like this, from the street or the rooftops opposite, more than once over the last few months. She’d seen Pen throwing herself into exercise or holding herself with rigid discipline, demanding ever-greater control over her body. She thought she understood why and it worried her, but she didn’t know how to intervene.


Tonight, though, Pen did something Beth had never seen before: her arm was crooked in the air as though around an invisible partner, and she danced.





CHAPTER FIVE



‘Parva.’


As soon as Pen heard her name, she knew something was wrong. She felt the premonition of it curl tight up tight in her gut. Gwen had a tone she kept for members of the flock who had stepped out of line: a gentle tone, tinged with sadness and the promise of terrible correction.


She was using it now.


Pen eyed the sanctuary of the abandoned junior block, then turned around.


Gwen, Trudi and Alan stood amidst the playground’s semi-frozen sludge, and they weren’t alone. There was Harry Baker and Faisal Hamed and Leila Akhmal and Susie Thomas and … and— Figures bundled up in scarves and hats crowded behind Gwen’s immediate entourage, all looking expectantly at Pen. Trudi smiled and nibbled on a lock of ginger hair. This wasn’t impromptu. They’d arranged an audience.


‘It’s a real shame,’ Gwen said. Her green eyes were tinged with what looked like genuine sorrow. Her voice carried clear in the winter air. ‘I really wanted it to work out for you.’ She reached out and laid a hand on Pen’s cheek.


Pen flinched backwards, brushing up against Trudi, who had quietly stepped around behind her.


‘I wanted us to be friends,’ Gwen carried on, ‘but what kind of friends can we be if we lie to each other, Parva?’


Puffs of condensation were suddenly coming too fast from Pen’s mouth. She was snatching at breath. She tugged her hijab closer and dug into herself to try to find the bravado she’d faced Gwen with before. She came up with nothing.


Pen stuttered, her teeth suddenly chattering in the cold, ‘W-w-what— what are you talking about?’


Gwen’s expression didn’t change. ‘What am I talking about, Tru?’ she echoed.


‘We know it was you.’ Like a well-trained pet, Trudi mimicked her mistress, even down to the air of patronising regret. ‘We know it was you who said Salt touched you up.’ She sighed. ‘That’s sad, Parva, really heart-breaking.’


A rumble of surprise went through the crowd, punctuated by a couple of startled laughs. The teenagers started to spread out, to get a better look at her. They stretched right across her vision, as though they were surrounding her. And then she twigged what the crowd had in common: they were all in her maths class.


Pen felt her stomach clench. Like any bully who had a shortlist of victims, Salt had been popular with everyone who wasn’t on that list.


‘We all know it’s bullshit,’ Gwen said. ‘After all, Salt hated you – it was obvious; we all saw it. And you had it in for him, you and Beth Bradley and that graffiti stunt. Now that I think of it, you always were grabbing after attention, weren’t you?’


She tailed off, looking solemn, then said, ‘Don’t you feel at least a little bad? Lying like that?’


Pen’s chest was tight. For an instant she felt invisible metal barbs digging into her skin, inside her elbow, between her fingers, pricking her throat.


‘Still’ – Gwen’s smile was positively beatific – ‘we’re not here to punish you, Parva. We’re here to help. We understand it’s not your fault. It’s a compulsion.’


‘All it takes is the truth,’ said Trudi, but she wasn’t smiling. ‘All you have to do is tell the truth, here and now. Admit he never touched you, and tell us how you really got those scars.’


Pen’s hand went to her face without her willing it. She could feel the panic like another too-tight layer of skin, just under the surface.


Trudi had to come up on tiptoe to speak into Pen’s ear. ‘Tell us. You did it to yourself, didn’t you?’


Pen recoiled. She tried to retreat, but there was nowhere to go; the crowd was hemming her in, trapping her like wires – like a metal cage. They’d all heard what Trudi said. They were all letting themselves stare at her now. Little black oblongs appeared in gloved hands: phones, filming her.


‘You did it for attention. You did it so people would look at you.’ Trudi snorted. ‘So let us look.’ Her wool-gloved hand flashed out towards Pen’s hijab, but Pen snatched it tight around her. She could feel her pulse hammering where her fingertips rested against her neck.


‘Yeah!’


Pen felt a sick little lurch at the first call from the crowd. It was Leila Akhmal. She’d always liked Leila.


‘Tell us—!’


‘Let us look—!’
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