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Rudder hated Central Library. It wasn’t the rules pinned to the noticeboards or in plastic covers on the tables. Those were real rules, like the ones they’d had in the Pilgrims. Rules should be written down, so everyone knows what they are. It was the secret rules that hurt his head, the rules that seemed to be written in invisible ink everywhere he went.

He didn’t even want to be here, but Pitt Academy’s library was closed because two Year Nines had a fight in there at lunch time. Why did he have to be punished? He hadn’t been fighting. And why had he given Rose his unbreakable vow that he wouldn’t come home until six? Though, two hours in Central Library was better than walking in on her and Kye doing … stuff.

Rudder had almost walked straight back out of the library when he saw Bella. That seemed to be another secret rule: if he didn’t want something to happen, it did. He hadn’t wanted to see her, but there she was, sitting at a table over by the window. He quickly looked away. Rose said that Bella was just an attention-seeker and Rudder should ignore her. Rose didn’t know how hard that was. Bella always managed to catch Rudder’s eye and mouth wicked words at him. Today, she was staring into space, probably thinking up new jokes to play on him. If Rose and Kye got married, Bella would be like Rudder’s sister. God’s Pilgrims should see love in everyone, or else why else would they act to save souls? But when the End of Days came and the Clean Slate tallied the redeemed souls for ascension, Rudder wanted Kye’s and Bella’s to be right at the bottom of the list.

He spotted a space on a table near the checkout kiosk. Everyone else sitting there was from Merryvale’s Academy. Was it against the secret rules for him to join them? If he mucked up again, Bella would be quick to let everyone know. She always was. She hadn’t noticed him yet, so he took a deep breath, dodged round the Turkish bilingual shelves and sat down. A couple of the Merryvalers glanced up and then back at their work. This was a good thing to remember: in the library, no one cared where you sat. He breathed out again and pulled his folder of worksheets and pencil case from his bag. He laid them next to each other on the table. He needed his phone too. He found it and switched it on. Yes! Wi-Fi! Suddenly, it buzzed with a message notification. His heart banged. The real rules said he was in the quiet area. No one even looked at him. They were all busy scrolling through their own phones.

He slid the physics worksheets out of the folder. It was weird how being a Pilgrim made physics easier. It was just like the Bible. All he had to do was remember what the words and numbers meant, what order they came in and when to use them. He would never tell Rose that the Bible still felt more real than isotopes and neutrons. He wished he could talk to Dad about it. Maybe he could write him a letter.

Something soft hit the back of Rudder’s head. Rudder touched the spot and looked around. There was a scrunched-up ball of paper on the floor by the table leg. He straightened up and caught Bella’s eye from across the room. She didn’t make a face at him or do the finger thing. She just kept staring at him. Rudder couldn’t see a librarian. There was no special rule about throwing things, but he was sure it wasn’t allowed. If Bella did it again, he hoped she’d be caught and thrown out.

The Merryvale boy opposite was staring too. What had Rudder done wrong this time? Then he remembered. Last week the Deputy Head had been yelling at the Year Eights in assembly for fighting with Merryvalers outside the chicken shop by the roundabout. The girl on the bench behind him had whispered to her friend that the beef had been going on for years. Now Rudder was sitting here with his Pitt Academy logo shining from his blazer like leprechaun gold. He must not look at the boy. Looking at people you didn’t know was bad, even if you did it by accident. (That was a secret rule he’d learned early.) Rudder’s eyes dropped to the table. Someone had drawn a tiny … male thing in red ink, bang in the middle of the table top.

The boy was leaning forward. Rudder sensed it. He could whack Rudder and the librarian would be too far away to do anything. Rudder’s chest hurt. He’d forgotten to breathe.

The boy rapped the table near Rudder’s fingers. ‘What happened to your hands, man?’

‘My … my hands?’

‘Yeah.’

The girl next to the boy was looking too. Of course they were. He should have noticed where they were looking. He looked down too, even though he already knew the way the skin puckered on his palm and the lumpy scribble of scars on the back and how the nail on the little finger of his left hand might never grow back.

The girl said, ‘Did they get burnt or something?’

‘Yes.’

Rudder waited for more questions, but the boy just said ‘respect’ and went back to scrawling notes over his revision book. No, the burns happened because Rudder hadn’t respected. It was his rightful punishment.

‘Do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal that has come on you to test you, as though something strange were happening to you.’ Peter 4:12.

Rudder made sure his mouth stayed closed as the words flickered behind his eyes. That had been another painful lesson. The Worldly Wise weren’t impressed when you quoted scripture at them.

Rudder plugged his headphones into his phone and skimmed through his playlists. He’d start with the one Rose called Rudder’s Sound of Silence. The first track was ‘The Boxer’. Rudder’s mouth moved silently, his feet tapping and flexing their dance moves under the table. Gently, though, in case he kicked the girl opposite. He could probably do physics at home. He’d check history. Summarise the social, political and economic factors that contributed towards the Representation of the People Act 1918. Mrs Skermidge had told them to construct a detailed analysis of how, why and when some women gained the vote. He’d had to google voting. Pilgrim women didn’t do it. Nor did Pilgrim men.

His stomach rumbled. How many times had he told Mum that his lunch account was in debt? Even the nice supervisor had made him take his baked potato and cheese back. He’d decided to use his last coins on two cans of Coke from the vending machine because all those bubbles must take up space. Now he could feel every drop pushing down and his stomach was so full of gas he could make his own universe, if universes were really made that way. He couldn’t go to the toilet now or he’d lose his seat. He shifted in his chair and crossed his legs. It didn’t help. If he yawned too hard, Coke would probably shoot out of his belly button and knock the Merryvale girl out. If he sneezed … He uncrossed his legs. He needed a toilet straight away, because now he wanted to sneeze badly. The library toilets were probably as nasty as the school ones. It was three minutes to five o’clock on the library clock. He could hold on for another half an hour. He could. He crossed his other leg over, but it just made his waistband dig in. No. He couldn’t hold on. A loud laugh went up behind him as if everybody knew.

Two whole cans of Coke.

If he concentrated really hard, he might forget about it. He switched to another playlist. Audrey was singing ‘Suddenly Seymour’. It didn’t help.

‘All right, then! I’m going!’ A girl’s voice.

It sounded like Bella. Rudder muted Audrey. Chairs were scraping and there was another voice, a deeper one. Rudder sneaked a look. Bella was hoisting her bag on to her shoulder. She was with a boy. An older boy. Rudder hadn’t been expecting that. He was tall with a shaved head and looked about eighteen or nineteen. He was standing really close to her, like a boyfriend. Bella had a boyfriend? After all the horribleness she’d been giving Rudder about her brother being with Rose?

Bella flounced away from the boy, around the desks between the bilingual shelves. She was coming in Rudder’s direction, heading for the exit. He bent over his worksheet, but he could still feel her rage steaming towards him. He let his eyes slip sideways and down as she passed by, black lace up shoes and clean, bright trainers right behind. The rage faded away. Now she was gone, he could relax, but his bladder was starting to hurt. It would be bad enough if he sneezed, but if he coughed … There’d be no coming back from that. He turned off his music, popped out his ear buds and stuffed his phone and worksheets into his bag. As soon as he stood up, a Pitt girl slid into his empty seat. After he’d used the toilet, he’d walk home slowly. That way he wouldn’t be too early.

There was no queue for the toilet by the stairs, although the lock was turned to red. Rudder could try downstairs, but they might be busier. There were more people down there. Sometimes he imagined the queues were because it was a special type of toilet, one where you stood in the toilet bowl and flushed yourself away to the Ministry of Magic. Or maybe, if he could choose where to go, to Grandma Yellow’s. He’d have to make sure Grandma was out, though. And he had to keep reminding himself that magic was evil.

Rudder squeezed his thighs together as he waited. What if he’d had three cans of Coke? He had to think of something else! Anything else! The Old Testament books in order. Genesis. Exodus. Leviticus. Numbers. If the door wasn’t open by Judges, he was going to knock. Deuteronomy. Joshua. He strained to listen. He couldn’t hear banging or yelling from inside, so they weren’t stuck in there. Judges. He wouldn’t knock just yet. Ruth. Samuel one. What if they’d fainted? Samuel two. Kings one.

‘Are you waiting?’

The man standing at the top of the stairs looked even more desperate than Rudder.

‘Yes,’ Rudder said. ‘Sorry.’

The man glared at him. ‘Right.’

He stomped off. At last, though, the toilet door was opening! A boy came out. He was short, probably a couple of years older than Rose. His orangey-blonde hair was scraped back into a topknot. He smiled at Rudder.

‘You all right, mate?’

Rudder nodded. Another secret rule. If you’re not sure, nod. It must have been the right answer because the boy swaggered off towards the stairs.

Rudder went to open the door, but it was locked. How? HOW? Did one of the Merryvalers have an invisibility cloak? Or the one true ring? It felt like there were four Cokes inside him now. The drink molecules were expanding. He twisted one leg round the other. Hurry up! HURRY UP!

The door was opening again. Rudder moved forward, then jumped back. The boy coming out was the one who’d been in the library with Bella. His bald head and lined face made him look like an orc. He stood there, his eyes moving slowly up and down Rudder as if each blink was taking a picture of him. Rudder looked down at his shoes and at the black spot between them and the ice pole wrapper on the floor by the toilet door. Kings two. Chronicles one. Chronicles two. A blur of movement and a hand thumped against Rudder’s shoulder, knocking him back. He just managed to stop himself tumbling over. No words, just the slap before the orc moved away.

Rudder frowned. Why were the two boys in there together? He couldn’t think about that now. He lunged towards the door, twisted the handle and … it didn’t budge. This couldn’t be happening to him! Oh. Okay. He could feel movement behind the door, the lock was turning and the door was pushing against him. He let go and it swung open.

‘Rudder?’

‘Bella?’

She was different, all big eyes and whisper. She made a sobbing sound and wiped her eyes.

Bella was crying? Bella wouldn’t ever cry, because she was the one who always did the upsetting. It looked like real crying though. She made the sobbing sound again.

He said, ‘Are you … are you all right?’

She sort of shook her head and nodded at the same time. Her face was shiny, like she’d been splashing water over it. Splodges of make-up were smeared under her eyes and her fringe was wet and stuck to her forehead. Bella was in the toilet with two boys? Even for the worldly world, that wasn’t normal, was it?

She tried to flick the damp hair off her forehead. ‘You get my note, Rudder?’

Was she was trying to make him look stupid again? ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘You’ve got to tell Rose. Don’t let Kye do it.’

‘Bella? You coming?’

The orc was standing at the top of the stairs. His lips were pressed together, eyes taking those slow pictures of Rudder again.

Bella’s eyes narrowed and her face settled back into the smile that wasn’t a smile. Rudder knew what was coming next. It was a nasty name for him.

‘Don’t tell Rose I told you. Please, please don’t, Rudder.’ He looked from her mouth to her face. Yes, that was her nasty words expression, but she’d said …

She glanced at the orc then back at him, straightening herself up. Her make-up looked evil now, instead of sad. ‘Now go and pee for God, holy boy!’

She turned away and ran past the orc and down the stairs. Rudder stared after her, even though his body was moving him through the open toilet door. The seat cover was down and all the toilet paper was strewn across the damp floor, dirty footprints stamped across it. Bella had been in this toilet with two older boys. Bella, who’d always made Rudder feel lower than a troll, had been in here with two older boys! She’d been crying, though. Or had she? He closed the door, locked it and did what he needed to. Peeing for God. Yeah, that was more like her. She was trying to get in his head. His hands were itching and he tried to run the cold water tap hard, but the flow wouldn’t go beyond a dribble. He wiped his hands on his trousers and left.

He went down the stairs to the next floor. It felt like all his thoughts were bashing into each other. Bella was in the toilet with boys. Older boys. What were they doing? Rudder’s cheeks were getting hot. Grandma Yellow used to lecture Rose about worldly girls and how they didn’t wait for their husbands. Rudder used to think worldly girls were sprinting along the street, too fast for their husbands to catch up. Rose had put him right on that one. His cheeks were getting even hotter just thinking about it. Rose said that the Pilgrims wanted to take all the fun out of life, but Bella hadn’t looked like she was having fun.

He was on the first floor now. Bella had been on at Rudder from the moment he started at Pitt. Since Rose and Bella’s brother got together, it had been even worse. But those had been proper tears, the sort of tears that were so big, they blocked up your throat. No one could fake that. Rudder knew. She’d given him a message for Rose. Rose mustn’t let Kye do it. Whatever ‘it’ was, Rudder agreed. Maybe Bella’s note said more. Note? He touched his head. That note.

Rudder span round and ran back up the stairs to the library, puffing into the study space. The ball of crumpled paper was still on the floor. The girl who’d taken his seat frowned down at him as he scooped it up from by her feet. He went back out on to the stairway and uncrumpled it. The writing was in pencil, light and faint. He squinted at it. It looked like three words. The first two, were they ‘HOT DOGZ’? The third sort-of word was just a muddle of letters and numbers and didn’t make sense. It was all merged into the paper, which made it even harder to read. It didn’t mean anything.

This must be the wrong note, or else Bella was making fun of him again. It was all a big act. She was probably outside, sniggering at him. He shoved the note into his pocket and walked down the stairs. Only last month, she’d got her friend, Jamal, to hide Rudder’s shoes in the changing room during PE. Rudder had been late to history because he’d been trying to find them. They’d been jammed under the lockers.

Rudder didn’t care what Rose said. He was going to go catch his bus and go home. She’d just have to tell Kye to go. He stepped out on to the square outside the library. It was like the different benches were reserved for different schools. A group of Pitt Academy girls were grouped near the fountains, shrieking and laughing. On the bench opposite, a Merryvale’s boy had slung his arm around a girl’s shoulder, both studying his phone. Traffic lights beeped. Cars eased to a halt. Rudder checked down the road to see if his bus was coming. He looked back. There she was, Bella, across the road by the alleyway in a huddle with the blond boy and the orc. Any second now, she’d see Rudder. In school, she’d point at him and laugh. But the way she was stepping back from them, mouth moving like she was shouting … She glanced over the orc’s shoulder, seemed to meet Rudder’s eyes, then look away.

The lights turned green. A bus chugged past, then a cyclist, another cyclist, a van advertising Eskimo Ice. Bella had come out of the library toilet crying. The orc had stared at Rudder like he wanted rip out his soul. Rudder should just walk on.

Except – he was still a Pilgrim. Even if Rose said he wasn’t, he was. He had to atone, amend and act to save souls. He couldn’t just memorise the scriptures – he had to act on them. When one cheek is smiteth, he had to offer the other. He had to prove that Pilgrims were better than the Worldly Wise.

A woman with a buggy was waiting by the crossing. These lights always took ages. Rudder could see Bella between the gaps of speeding traffic. The orc and the blond boy were still with her. The lights flicked to amber and then red. Traffic trailed off either side of the lights. The woman with the buggy was halfway across the road. Why wouldn’t his legs move? The traffic light timer said eight seconds left. Move! Rudder tipped himself forward and the rest of his body followed. Three seconds. One second. Red man, green light.

Rudder ran across. He looked up and down the street. They couldn’t have disappeared that quickly. He moved closer to the alleyway and peered in. They were there, at the far end, their backs to him.

His heart was beating so hard his ears hurt. Now what? Pilgrims fought with prayer, but these boys looked like they’d need the biggest prayer circle in the world to help them. It was just Rudder, and he had to do something. Now. He peered around into the alleyway again. The orc was looking straight at him. He came towards Rudder, with the blond one behind him, both filling the air with bad words.

Bella dodged round them and shot past Rudder. ‘Just go!’

The orc froze, his eyes on the road. He held up his hands like a shield. ‘Bella! No!’

Bella was still running, looking back at Rudder, calling him. Rudder turned towards the road. He tried to yell but his tongue wouldn’t move and his mouth stayed shut.

Smack the robot! Yellow alert!

It was the most powerful warning ever, the one he and Rose had always used when trouble was seconds away.

Smack the robot! Yellow alert!

A delivery cyclist had overtaken the bus, body raised off the saddle, feet hammering the pedals, too fast to stop for the red light.

SMACK THE ROBOT! YELLOW ALERT!

When the bike hit Bella, it felt like the whole world moved.
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Rose checked her phone one more time, then slid it behind the toothbrush mug. Kye’d said he was on his way. He better be here soon or else he’d be walking up the stairs next to Rudder. She peeled off her jumper. According to Bicchi Blogger, woke girls went braless. Rose wasn’t quite ready for that yet. Eighteen months ago, she’d been wearing tights so thick you could lay them down as carpet. Her skirts would have taken up two seats on the bus, if she’d ever been allowed out to go on a bus. Her long hair had been pulled tight off her face and just, well, abandoned, without even a smudge of edge control gel to calm down the front. Mum used to say Rose had her own halo, but never so Grandma Yellow heard. ‘Favour is deceitful, and beauty is vain: but a woman that feareth the Lord, she shall be praised.’ Comparing a lowly human to an angel, that would have been blasphemy and at least another week spent in the atonement room.

Just thinking about it ramped up Rose’s decommissioning gauge. She must be a good seventy-five per cent ex-Pilgrim by now. All those years with no braids, no bunches, no straighteners, nothing except the coconut oil that Mum had claimed she kept for cooking. Even bloody lip balm had been banned, so every winter Rose’s mouth had turned to elephant skin until Mum had convinced Dad that Vaseline wasn’t adornment; it was medicinal. Then Dad had to persuade the Actualizar Committee to agree – bloody Uncle Micah and bloody Uncle Joshua, with bloody Elder Enoch lording it over them, poring over every letter of their rule books to decide whether Rose could lick her lips without tasting blood.

Now her Bad Memories Box had been flung wide open and all those past Roses were swirling around the inside of her head. She touched her temples.

Decommissioning in progress.

Decommissioning in progress.

The light in the bathroom was rubbish. The one window was tiny and no amount of tugging was going to make it close properly. Or open properly. The fluorescent bulb over the mirror made her look like she’d just died, and it wasn’t like she was pale to start off with. She flicked her bra strap down then back up on to her shoulder. She’d definitely keep it on for now. For now? She lifted her arm and squinted in the mirror at her armpit. Was that stubble or shadow under her arm? She ran her fingers across the skin. Stubble. She didn’t have time to sort it out and it wasn’t like Kye headed anywhere near her pits. She grabbed Mum’s Sure deodorant and swiped the roller up and down. She didn’t want to sweat over him.

She emptied her make-up bag on to the toilet lid. She better not go full fairy kei, because that freaked him out. So yes, lilac eye shadow and mascara, but no matching lenses or wig. She’d leave off the freckles too, but she’d definitely have to sort out her eyebrows soon. They looked like two cats having a fight. She’d distract him with her short pink skirt and the knee highs, but that would mean tights as well because, according to Bicchi Blogger, her eyebrows weren’t the only hair she was supposed to get sorted. Bicchi suggested keeping a strip down the middle. Maybe Rose could dye it pink. Not today, though.

Was Kye busy doing all this too? When he’d taken off his t-shirt last week, his back had been very smooth, so maybe he did wax and moisturise. But it didn’t matter. She wanted to do all this for him.

In those early days, when she’d been lurking on the Cast Outs site, an ex-Jehovah’s Witness girl had asked about getting a boyfriend. Nearly everyone had advised her not to try too hard. They said it was a lot of hard work and not always worth it.

Kye was worth it. He was delicious. He was delicious in the way chocolate was delicious. He turned her into a cartoon. Homer Simpson licking his lips, or Scooby Doo nose-deep in Scooby snacks, or No-Face in ‘Spirited Away’ gorging on a feast. She didn’t need to see Kye looking at her – she could taste his gaze. They didn’t need to be kissing for her tongue to prickle. If only she could get keys cut for him so he could sneak in and surprise her. It would be like missing lunch and turning a corner to find a van full of free ice cream and no queue.

Just as well Rudder didn’t know about last week. When Kye had kissed her neck, she’d licked his head. It was just the tip of her tongue running along a loop of curl, but still. She’d felt the tickle of him across her lips. Then his fingers had worked up beneath her shirt, pressing beneath the elastic of her crop top. Her heart had been like a … yes! Thank you, Avengers! … like a tesseract. It had been holding energy that she couldn’t contain.

She touched her chest. It was like her heart was remembering. Kye had been unbuttoning her shirt and she hadn’t tried to stop him. She’d even twisted round slightly to make it easier. And then he’d picked up his phone and turned the camera on her. What are you doing? The words had come out of her even though it was obvious what he was doing. Everybody did it, he’d said. She’d thrown a pillow at him and he’d dropped the phone and sworn. She’d made a dash for the bathroom, buttoned herself up and said ‘goodbye’.

He’d texted afterwards to apologise. He’d even made a joke about it, saying that he was helping her with the decommissioning. He’d said that he’d go at the speed she wanted to and wait until she was ready. In the meantime, he’d said, she could always send him a boob flash. Maybe the joke was her? According to Cast Outs, he was right. Everyone did do it.

She slicked Pink Zinc across her lips. It was greasy but it only cost 50p from a Chinese wholesale site, so she couldn’t complain. Though did it have to be a choice between topping up her phone, some decent lipstick or helping out Rudder with his lunch account? Dad had to increase their allowance. It was ridiculous.

Her phone buzzed. Already? She glanced in the mirror. She’d Pink Zinced her front teeth. She tugged off a piece of toilet roll, wiped off the lipstick and dropped the tissue in the bin. She pulled her jumper back on, mussing up her hair. For God’s sake! It was a pity Kye hated the wigs. Rose dug out a finger full of edge control and massaged it into the roots above her forehead, swishing the soft bristle brush over it. Why did it work for Bicchi and not her? Rose looked like she’d dunked her head in the kebab shop fryer downstairs. She dabbed her head with a towel and brushed some more. That was a bit better.

Her phone buzzed again. She ran into the bedroom, tore her skirt off the hanger and buttoned it on. Where were her knee highs? She should have planned this better. She pulled out her pink fishnets and struggled into them. Damn! She’d forgotten to light the incense! She fished for a stick of Summer Happiness from the crate by her bed, skidded into the kitchen, grabbed the matches and wasted two of them trying to light the stupid thing. Finally, a curl of smoke. She propped it up in a mug near the sink. Then back through the living room, holding the flat door open with a stool. She took the stairs down to the street two at a time and paused for a second. There’d never be a time when she wouldn’t recognise Kye. Even with wood and reinforced glass between them, she knew it was him. His Kyeness seeped under the door and squeezed through the cracked putty. She closed her eyes. Her tongue tingled. He was looking at her right now.

She opened the door. They were nose to nose.

He grinned. ‘What took you so long?’

She took his hand and led him up the stairs, kicking away the stool so the door swung shut. He pulled her towards him, twisting round so she was between him and the door. He kissed her again. No, she was she kissing him. No way was she going to open her mouth and just let herself be kissed. She didn’t want passive immodesty. Decommissioning meant making the immodesty happen.

His hand slipped underneath her jumper pressing either side of her belly like he was trying to narrow her down. His thumbs stroked the edge of her bra. She swallowed. Immodesty. Actually, forget immodesty, armpits. His fingers were getting too close. She wriggled away from him, then reached around and hugged him in to her. For a second, he was stuck to her like spare clothes. She let her fingers burrow under the back of his jacket and—

Kye pulled away. ‘Was that your phone?’

‘I don’t think so.’ Hers was somewhere under her clothes on her bed.

He kept one arm round her and pulled his phone out of his jacket pocket with the other, angling away from her and letting the cold air in between them as he studied his screen. The smell of doner kebab curled up from the shop below. The enormous cone of meat would be slowly rotating next to the grill.

His arm around her body tensed. His eyes were still on his phone. ‘Shit!’

‘What is it?’

‘Don’t sound like that.’

‘I … ?’ How had she sounded? It’s not like she stressed out on him every time he looked at his phone instead of her. ‘Sorry. I thought it was bad news.’

‘It is. Bella’s been in an accident.’

‘Oh my God! Is she okay?’ She’d made the ‘okay’ sound genuine, even if the little cow made Rudder’s life a misery. Rose had to make sure her face matched her voice. ‘What happened?’

He showed her the message. His thumb was over the sender. Sis ran in the road. Hit by bike. Ambulance taking her to hospital.

‘Jesus! That’s terrible! Is it bad?’

‘She’s been hit by a bike. What do you think?’ Kye unhooked himself from her, still scrolling through his phone. ‘I have to go.’

‘Yeah. Of course.’

He dropped a kiss on to her forehead. ‘Talk later.’

‘Do you want me to come …’

He was already out of the door. She flicked it shut and ran over to the sofa, pushing her face against the window. She felt the vibration of the street door bang downstairs. There he was. Would he look up for her? God, she spent so much time watching out for him that if she ever had to pick him out in a police parade, she’d ask to do it from a high platform. She knew every detail of the top of his head. His dark brown hair, radiating from a spot on his crown like someone was trying to stir it. It wasn’t quite central, so his hair fell longer on the right. It was those strands of hair that lifted in the breeze, his right hand automatically trying to flatten it. That’s how she’d first seen the mole on the tip of his ear. He’d said that when he was little, people used to think it was dirt and try and wipe it off.

He was on his phone, hurrying to the bus stop. A 55 pulled up. When it glided off, he was gone. He hadn’t looked up.

Rose peeled away from the sofa and went back to the bedroom. It was just as well she hadn’t started scraping away at her armpits. God, if that was the first thing she thought right now, did that make her a really bad person? Her boyfriend’s – boyfriend’s – little sister had been knocked over by a bike and Rose was here thinking about pit stubble. She tapped her password into her phone. There was a message from Rudder.

 

Bella got run over! I’m scared!

 

Rose blinked. How the hell did Rudder know? He was supposed to be in the library!

 

Where are you, Ruds?

 

Why didn’t you reply before?

 

Oh, God. She’d missed an earlier message from him. He’d be launching into stress mode. She called him.

‘I’m sorry, Ruds. I just got your message. Are you okay?’

‘No. I’m scared.’

He was outside somewhere. His voice kept blowing away.

‘Why are you scared?’

‘I saw it.’

‘You saw Bella get knocked over? Fuck, Ruds. What happened?’

He sniffed. ‘You don’t need to use that word.’

She let a swear-shaped breath out through her nose. ‘Ruds?’

Another sniff.

‘Do you want me to come and find you?’

‘I’m nearly home. My battery’s—’ The line cut off. Rose peered over to Rudder’s side of their bedroom. His charger was plugged into the wall.

She lay back on her bed. Trust Rudder to witness something like that. He was always in the wrong place at the wrong time. It was like his head was still so full of scripture there was no room for him to figure out how their new world worked.

She tapped on Kye’s number.

 

How’s Bella? Let me know if you need me xxxxxx

 

Six kisses were too much. She deleted three, added a heart and pressed send. She let the phone flop on to the bed and stared up at the ceiling. The brown patch around the light fitting seemed to be spreading. Mum said it was just water damage, but it looked like something worse.

If the Pilgrims saw where they were now, they’d say it was just punishment. Her, Mum and Rudder crammed into two and a half rooms, their hair and skin coated with the smell of chips and grilled lamb. The fact that she and Rudder had to share a room would make any righteous Pilgrim explode with outrage.

Mum had done her best when they moved in, flipping the mattresses and folding blankets over them before putting a sheet on top. She’d gone out and come back with a cheap clothes rail that they’d spent the afternoon trying to put together, installing it between the two skinny beds. They’d hung their clothes up straight away. The floor lamp came in from the main room so Rose could have her own light, because no matter how much they shifted things about, they couldn’t find space for a bedside table. Most of Rose’s best stuff was stashed in the drawers beneath her bed. Most of her secret stuff was in the cabinet in the corner. Mum had tried to hang a mirror on the back of the door, but the wood was flaking so she’d lent it against Rose’s cabinet instead. Rudder had hooked a coat rack over the top of the door so it couldn’t close properly. His Harry Potter robes hung there next to Rose’s old Pitt blazer. Poor Ruds! How could Mum ever think it was a good idea for him to wear it?

She tried to sit up. It was like Kye had taken all her energy with him. What if Bella was hurt really badly and Kye felt guilty and dumped her? Some of the Cast Out girls said that worldy boys could be really unpredictable and made up the rules as they went along.

She checked her phone. Nothing back from him yet. Why should there be? His sister had been in an accident. Rose had to be patient.

She leaned over and fished out the new package from under her bed. Thank God Ali Express was cheap, but by the time the stuff arrived from China, she’d forgotten she’d ordered it. She dug her nail into the bubble wrap and peeled off the sticky tape. It was the Totoro tights.

In a few minutes’ time, the flat would be filled with Rudder’s panic. She mustn’t roll her eyes at him, even in her imagination. He still needed to grow his tough worldy skin to cover the Pilgrim one.

She checked her phone again. Kye had seen her message. What if something really bad had happened to Bella? She clicked on his newsfeed. Would he put something on there? No, he hadn’t been on here for ages. She’d tried to get him to post a picture of them together, but he wouldn’t. That had hurt a bit. He’d never been shy about it with other girls. She scrolled through his gallery. Was he ever going to delete that pic with the blonde girl at the musical festival? Or this one, with her and loads of others. Rose counted. There were eight of them, four girls and four boys, their arms round each other, with the boys at the end flipping peace signs. Eight. A nice neat number. Four pairs. Kye was smiling at the blonde girl, like he was every time she stopped on this bloody picture. Why did she do it? It always made her feel like she’d swallowed a chip of glass. The blonde girl wouldn’t have minded when he got the camera out in his bedroom. She’d have thrown a special pose.

Rose made the blonde girl disappear, but the glass splinter poked itself in deeper, because she’d got to the picture of Kye with a black girl, darker than Rose, with natural hair twisted into bumps. She was tall and his eyes were level with her boobs. He looked happy. Did she let him take photos? Maybe she even suggested it.

Her phone rang. She almost jumped in the air. It was Mum.

‘Can you get potatoes, Rose?’

‘Potatoes?’

‘For supper tonight.’

‘I don’t like potatoes.’

‘Yes, you do. Nip to the Turkish grocer’s and pick some up, please. Not the big sack. The ones at the bottom are usually rotten. Just three big ones for baking. Are you still there, Rose?’

‘Yes, Mum.’

‘I need you to help, Rose.’

‘Yes, Mum.’

‘You’ve got time to put them in the oven so they bake properly. Prick them first, or they’ll explode.’

‘Yes, Mum.’

‘Are those “I’ll do it” yes-Mums or “I can’t be bothered to listen” yes-Mums?’

‘I’ll do it!’

‘Good. How was college?’

‘Educational.’

She felt Mum smile on the other end. The glass splinter had almost disappeared. It was all just sharpness and ache.

‘I think I’m pleased to hear that. I’ll see you later. Probably around seven.’

‘That will be eight, then, Mum.’

‘It depends on the trains. You know that.’

Mum rang off. Rose’s phone seemed to release itself from her hand and thump on to the bed. The flat door had opened. She’d missed the ‘click’ but felt the wave of hot, meaty air. Rudder was back. She kicked the bedroom door shut – or as shut as it would go. She needed a few seconds to pull back all the energy that Kye had taken with him.
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Rudder stared at the closed bedroom door.

‘Rose?’

She must be on the phone to Kye again. He was the only person she wanted to talk to these days. He knocked. ‘Can I come in?’

‘Just a minute.’

‘I need to talk to you, but I can’t with the door closed.’ His words would get stuck in the wood or caught in the folds of his robes. Anyway, it wasn’t all words. He’d show her Bella’s note. He didn’t have to say who it was from. He dipped his hand in his pocket. It was scrunched up like rubbish. His mouth was by the crack of the door and he let his voice sink to a whisper. ‘Are you sure Kye’s not there?’

The bedroom door swung open. ‘Of course he’s not. I told you.’

Even without those chunky shoes she wore, Rose could still almost rest her chin on Rudder’s head. She hadn’t done it for ages though, since Mum had told her it was demeaning. Rudder wished she would now and hug him like she used to do. And sometimes, he wished she’d look like she used to do. It was hard to remember this new Rose was Rose. She had three colours of make-up on each eye. She wasn’t wearing her monstery purple contact lenses, but the light in the bedroom made her eyes look like they were full of fog.

She stepped out and her eyes cleared. ‘Sorry, Ruds. Are you okay?’

He nodded, then shook his head. ‘Bella was lying in the road. I thought she was dead.’

At last, she reached out and hugged him. She didn’t look like Rose, but as he closed his eyes, he knew it could only be a Rose hug.

She let him go. ‘You must have been terrified. Come and tell me what happened.’

She pulled him on to the sofa, crossed her legs and turned towards him. A corner of Bella’s note was digging into his thumb. He took his hand out of his pocket.

Rose said, ‘So?’

He just needed his words to settle down in his head so he could put them in the right order.

‘I was in the library and so was Bella. I needed to go to the toilet and—’

‘Too much information, Ruds! How come she got hit by a bicycle?’

She hadn’t seen it coming. She’d been looking back at Rudder. He’d seen it, the cyclist, the glint of sun on their helmet, their feet on the pedals a blur and the skid, too late. Bella had screamed but it had sounded far away. The bus driver had jumped out and run over to her. The cyclist’s cheek was streaked with blood and his helmet was on the ground beside him. Another cyclist wheeled the crooked bicycle to the kerb. So many people crowded round that all Rudder could see was Bella’s foot. Her shoe had flopped off and her tights were ripped across the ankle.

Rudder had leaned back against the chicken shop window, pressing his palms flat against the glass. If he’d let go, he would have been the third person lying there. He should have let himself sink, so he could go in the ambulance too. He’d have held Bella’s hand and told her he was sorry – he’d wanted to do something, but he hadn’t known what. He’d have promised he’d make amends.

Rose tapped his knee. ‘Ruds! Speak to me!’

‘Some boys chased her,’ he said.

Rose’s eyebrows shot up. At least they were normal today, not pink or pale green. ‘You saw her being chased?’

Rudder rubbed his face. Had he? No. Not exactly. The orc had been coming towards Rudder and Bella had pushed past them all. ‘Not really chased her, but they’d been near her.’

‘Near her? Rudder, you aren’t making sense.’

His brain was throwing his words in the air and not catching them.

Don’t let Kye— What was he supposed to say? She mustn’t let Kye … do it? Was it that? He looked at Rose. She raised an eyebrow back at him.

He took the note out of his pocket and tried to flatten it. The pencil writing had faded into the creases.

‘What’s this, Rudder?’

‘It’s …’ Don’t tell her I told you. ‘I can’t tell you. But you mustn’t let Kye do … do something.’

‘Do what, Rudder?’ She’d put on her tough face, the one she always used when he mentioned Kye. ‘You seriously aren’t making sense.’

He kept trying to smooth the wrinkles out of the note. The side of his hand was shiny with pencil.

‘I was given this.’ The words were stretching themselves into proper sentences now. ‘And I was told that you shouldn’t do something with Kye.’

‘Can we leave the bit about doing something with Kye, Rudder? I’m not sure how it’s connected to Bella getting knocked over.’

Every time he got his thoughts straight, Rose picked them up and shuffled them.

‘I was waiting for the toilet, and—’

‘Like I said, I don’t need to hear that bit, neither. What happened outside the library?’

‘Bella was with the two older boys. I think they were having an argument and she ran into the road.’

‘Have you looked at this?’ Rose held up the note. ‘What’s Hot Dogz? Where did you get it?’

‘It was on the floor.’

She sat up straight. ‘On the floor? God, Rudder.’ She dropped the note on to the sofa, suddenly alert. ‘I think I’ve got a message.’

She dived back into the bedroom and the note fluttered on to the floor. She left the bedroom door open and Rudder could see her sprawled on her tummy, thumbs going full speed. There was only one person that made her act like that. It was like Kye had given her a love potion. Amortentia was the strongest and Kye must have made her drink a whole bath full of it.

Rudder leaned over and tried to rub more wrinkles out of the note. The pencil smeared even more. Rose swung off the bed and came towards the bedroom door, clutching her phone tight. She shut the door with her on the other side.

Rose?

Rudder turned, kneeled up on the sofa and jemmied open the window. A crowd of pigeons were squatting on the roof of the hostel opposite. If he could choose to be an animagus, he’d be a pigeon. He’d climb out on to the windowsill, push himself away from the wall and just as he was about to hit the ground, flap his wings and take off. He’d never be short of food and if he didn’t fancy what was left on the pavement, he’d swoop down and grab the snack of his choice from the food vans by the market. No one would pick on him because he’d look like every other pigeon. He’d fly across London and visit the Queen. Even though Pilgrims didn’t believe in queens, there’d still be quality snacks in her kitchen. After that, he’d make his way over to see Dad. He’d change back to his Rudder shape around the corner from Grandma Yellow’s house. He’d walk up the path, knock on the door and tell Dad he was never leaving him again.

Rudder shut the window. Their bedroom door was open a crack. He could hear the murmur of Rose’s voice.

He went over and pulled the door open wider. Rose looked up. ‘Can I help you?’

‘I just wanted to know about Bella.’

‘Just one sec.’ That was to Kye. Rudder had been right. She gave Rudder half the smile she’d been giving to the phone. ‘She’s fractured some bones and has concussion, but she’ll be all right.’

She waved Rudder away. He closed the door and sat back down. Bella wasn’t dead. She was going to be all right. Why did he still feel like he had the Devil’s weight on him? Because it still didn’t change the fact that he should have done something. He wondered if Rose was going to be much longer. He wanted his robes and his throw. He’d drape them over his head and his shoulders and across his face until only his eyes peeped out. He curled up on the sofa and let his hand flop over the side. The sofa must have been bright gold once, a long time before Rudder was born. Now the worn-down material was different shades of brown, the same as his hands. It was like camouflage. He scooped up the note, folded it into a small square and stuck it in his trouser pocket. When he was allowed back into their room, he’d put it in his book box. It was important. Bella had definitely wanted him to have it, even if it didn’t make sense. He’d have to wait until he could ask her, after she came out of hospital.

If he could really transfigure into a pigeon, he’d fly to every hospital in London with the note in his beak until he found her. He’d start with the closest hospital. He knew that one well. His brain wouldn’t let him remember too much about the first hospital they’d rushed him to as an emergency, but the one near here had the special burns clinic. Mum had complained that it was typical that they were moving closer to it now that he didn’t have to go so much.

Rudder held his breath so he could listen. Rose was quiet, then she said ‘What?’ so loud Rudder jumped. The Devil’s weight got heavier. Kye was probably telling Rose how useless Rudder had been. Rudder closed his eyes. It made the bang in his head louder and the Devil press down harder. He could almost feel the sharp edges of hooves as they carved grooves in his skin.

He opened his eyes and went into the bathroom. Rose had left her stuff everywhere. Mum was going to hate that. He swished water over his face and looked in the mirror. Rudder was a Pilgrim. He had to remember it. What did Pilgrims do when they were overcome with worldly burdens? They prayed and atoned.

‘There are seven stages of atonement. Number one, recognition. Number two, embarkation. Number three, exploration. Number four, connection.’ The glass Rudder mouthed the instruction along with him. ‘Number five, immersion.’

Immersion. Embracing a programme of re-education through prayer and mission. Making amends to those you have hurt.

Suddenly, Rudder felt a little lighter. Making amends. Of course! He didn’t have to be a pigeon to find Bella. He’d go and say sorry and check what she wanted him to do. He dried his face and crept back to the bedroom door.

‘Rose?’ He drew back his fist to knock. She laughed, a whispery laugh he’d never heard before she met Kye. Rudder let his hand drop. He’d leave her a message. No, why should he bother? She’d probably still be on the phone when he got back. He shoved his travel card in his pocket and closed the flat door quietly behind him.

 

The bus stopped right outside the hospital. Half the people on the bus got off with him, heading towards the large automatic doors at the other side of the car park. The ambulance would have taken Bella to the children’s emergency department. Rose said that’s what had happened to him. The burns clinic was in the opposite direction. Mum always made them stick to the pedestrian pathway, but Rudder wasn’t with Mum now. He zigzagged between the cars and followed an old man on a walking frame into the foyer.

He took a sharp right into the reception for children’s A&E. A man was leaning against the desk while the receptionists checked the computer. About ten or eleven people waited behind him. Rudder joined the end of the queue, scanning the rows of seats. Was any of Bella’s family in here? Two white women sat together with a toddler slumped across their laps. One of them stroked the little one’s head. A young woman in a headscarf was comforting a boy a bit younger than Rudder. He was holding one of those cardboard cups they give you when they think you’re going to be sick.

‘I’m afraid we’re not allowed to do that.’

A receptionist’s voice had risen. The man was leaning right over the desk now. Rudder could hear the sharpness of his whisper, but not the words.

‘Yes, we do understand.’ The second receptionist was even louder. ‘Unfortunately, we can’t divulge confidential information without the carer’s permission.’

A security guard was walking towards the desk. The man saw him, straightened up and walked off. He was crying. Rudder rubbed his hands together. They felt hot and tender. Under this light, the pale streaks of skin looked almost white.

‘What are you doing here?’

The voice was behind Rudder. He turned around. It was the orc, taller than before, his eyes bigger, unblinking. Just behind the orc, a porter pushed a bed. Rudder could make out a person-shape under a blanket, a tube snaking out into a canister. They carried on down a corridor, stopping by what must be the lift. The security guard passed by on his way back to his desk.

The orc’s finger jabbed into the soft spot between Rudder’s ribs. ‘Answer me.’

Rudder nodded. In the library, a nod had been right. It didn’t look like it was now.

The orc’s eye narrowed. ‘That’s not an answer.’

‘I … I come here a lot.’

The finger pushed harder into Rudder’s skin. ‘First I see your ugly face in the library. Then you’re busy minding our business on the street. And now, you’re right here in front of me.’ The orc’s voice sunk to a whisper. ‘Are you following me?’

Rudder shook his head.

‘So it’s just a coincidence, right?’

Rudder took a deep breath and held out his hands. ‘I come here for treatment. There’s a special clinic.’

He could feel the tips of his ears turning red, but the orc wouldn’t know that was Rudder’s lie alert.

The orc screwed up his face. ‘What’s wrong with your hands?’

‘They got burnt.’

‘Jesus!’ The orc poked harder like he wanted to burst Rudder’s heart. ‘Get out of here.’

Rudder nodded again and turned around. He could feel the orc standing there, waiting and watching as the door slid open and Rudder ran out across the car park.
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Rose let the plastic bag swing in her hand. She wanted to spin round like a tornado, let the bag go and watch how much damage three baking potatoes could inflict. Maybe one of them would bounce off the side of a bus and smash that moped driver in the mouth. He’d never want to yell crap like that at any girl again. Maybe one potato would go right up to heaven, so that if there really was a God, He’d write a message on it to prove it. That would make Rudder happy, at least. And the other one – that would be reserved for Rudder himself. Straight between the eyes. How dare he disappear like that and not tell her? She’d spent so long worrying about him that she’d been late getting the potatoes and Mum was in mood evil, because somehow it was also Rose’s fault that the agency had mucked up Mum’s last shift and someone else was busy cleaning the office when Mum got there. But since that little git Rudder came back, all he would do was sit on his bed and not talk to her.
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Rose's Ten Poiut Programme for Being a Perfect
Worldly Wise
Also Knownt As
The Complete, Absolute and Final Decommissioning
from God's P;ljrivus (Wood{ord Sanc+uar7)
and Al Other Sanctuaries Thereof

Worship idols. Actors, musicians and fictional

characters are all allowed.

Dress immodestly

Act immodcsHj

Find out how to vote.

Get worldly boy(ricnd/s

.ﬁcﬂc{' immode sty with worldly boy(r;e,vxd/s,

Send Christmas cards to Graudma Yellow enormous

ones that play carols lovdly when she opes them,

8. Visit the Natural History Museum aud the Science
Museunm every month wttil it feels wormal,

. Watch the prohibited films and read the prohibited
books (or read reviews if H\cy're, bo"lﬂj).

10, Make sure Rudderis comrfc%cb’, absolu+c!y and (MaHy

decommissioned too.
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Rudder's list of Ffood he never Wants to eat agamn

/. Bananas that are squishy at the bottom

Z. Cornflakes when the £lap hasn't been put back
proper/ly

3. Pink meat in atin

i Tinned tomatoes beated vp

5. Milk lvmps

Rudder's list of Food be Wants to eat again

BISCUtS With lumps of Chocolate inside them
Butter beer, but not the one Rose tried to make
Tinned spaghetti and bot dogs

Beefburgers With a slice of Flat cheese on top

aE N

Mum's special rice With cut up ham and peas





