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‘With a complicated heroine, richly-drawn characters and pulse-pounding action, Isabel’s story had me racing through the pages, gasping for breath. What an electrifying debut!’

Chelsea Pitcher, author of This Lie Will Kill You

‘Sharp and layered, with a bright beating heart. It will lure you deep into a fascinating and dangerous new world.’

Rory Power, author of Wilder Girls

‘A heart-in-your-mouth thriller that grips you from the first page until the very last.’

Benjamin Dean, author of The King is Dead

‘A bold, jagged and uncompromising thriller that will keep you guessing all the way to the end.’
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‘Dark, vivid and uncompromising – an utterly addictive story. I told myself “just one more chapter” well into the night.’
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‘Fierce, thrilling, and impossible to put down. Packed full of amazing friendships, plot twists and a desperate fight to survive’
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‘A masterful novel, powerfully executed and delicately handled.’
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‘A darkly compelling page turner.’

Sarah Bonner, author of Her Perfect Twin








[image: The Butterfly Assassin, by Finn Longman, UK Children's]






Content Warning:

This book contains: on-page depictions of murder, death, and associated violence; flashbacks to and discussion of past child abuse; hospital scenes and references to past medical abuse; and descriptions of illness, including vomiting.





For Caspian and Eleanor, who have known Isabel almost as long as I have.






‘For there lives in this house a certain form of anger, a dread devising everrecurring everremembering anger that longs to exact vengeance for a child.’

Agamemnon by Aeschylus

(translated by Anne Carson)
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1 ERARO (MISTAKE)


That first night in her tiny flat, she cuts off her hair and her name. The brown strands are easily binned, but Isabel Ryans is harder to get rid of. When she looks in the mirror, that’s who she sees, despite the asymmetrical crop of hair that half obscures her face. Not Bella Nicholls – the name on her new papers, her school records, the bank account with barely enough stolen money to cover next month’s rent. Isabel can’t hide from herself.

Which means she can’t hide from them, either.

She keeps trying anyway. Every night she triple-checks her locks and wedges a chair underneath the door handle, because if it won’t stop them, at least it’ll give her prior warning if – when – they come for her. Each undisturbed night is both relief and agony, and she spends her days waiting for it all to fall apart. They know she’s here. They must know she’s here. Nobody can hide from the guilds; they’re too good at what they do.

The fact she’s still alive just means they’re biding their time.

After two sleepless nights, Isabel starts keeping a knife under her pillow. After three, she abandons her bed for the battered settee where she has an unobstructed view of the door. She wakes every morning with a crick in her neck that nothing can entirely ease, unable to shake off her fear.

I got out, she tells herself. But is that even true, when she can’t bring herself to sleep in her own bed? This is nothing but a temporary reprieve, a moment’s breath before things get a hundred times worse. She shouldn’t have left. She’s going to spend the rest of her life looking over her shoulder.

Every morning she removes the chair, unbolts the locks, and reminds herself that she’s free. Then she clips back her hair, already regretting the fringe, and sets off at a jog, hitting the streets as the world transitions from night to day. In those hours, the city is empty of life but for a handful of early commuters and a trudging paperboy starting his morning round.

It’s on one of these early morning ventures that Isabel finds herself a job – a paper round that won’t pay her rent but at least keeps her from starving. The Echo’s circulation is small enough to complete before school and large enough to be worth Ashvin’s time to hire someone to replace a kid who moved out of the borough. Ashvin is the newsagent, and Isabel’s tether to the real world. His shop feels real in a way that school doesn’t, those early mornings and newsprint smudges on her hands doing more to convince her that she got out than any pile of homework. Sometimes she almost forgets that she heard about the vacancy because she was curled up in the alleyway behind his shop, shaking in the grip of a flashback.

And so it goes, for two and a half weeks. Two and a half weeks of normality, two and a half weeks of paranoia, until the night she’s proven right. The sound of her shitty locks giving way wakes her, and the sigh of the chair sliding across the floor as the intruder eases the door open has her reaching for her knife.

There’s somebody in her flat.

Isabel sits up slowly, willing the sofa springs not to squeak. The intruder’s attempt at stealth is ruined when they trip over her school bag, packed for the morning and left beside the door. No professional would make that mistake, unless they were trying to lure her into a false sense of security.

She reaches out and takes a second knife from the coffee table, keeping her movements slow. Here on the settee she’s invisible, shrouded in shadow, but as the intruder steps further into the flat, she can see his outline against the harsh, fluorescent lighting of the hallway.

He ducks to search her school bag for valuables, and Isabel throws the first of her knives. It embeds itself in the wall, inches from his head, and he shrieks, dropping the tablet he’s taken from her rucksack. The screen shatters on impact. By the time he spots Isabel, she’s already aiming the second knife.

‘Close the door,’ she orders him, because she has a good relationship with her neighbours. ‘Keep your hands where I can see them.’

He’s young, she realises as he shuts the door with a trembling hand and takes a single step towards her. Barely in his twenties, if she’s any judge. ‘I’m—’

‘Quiet.’ Weighing her knife from hand to hand, she listens. All she hears is the lacklustre hum of the elderly heating system. There’s no sound of anyone waiting in the hallway outside and no indication that he’s woken the rest of the building. She gestures with the blade towards the table. ‘Sit.’

After a moment’s hesitation, he obeys, hands on the table so she can see he’s unarmed.

Isabel closes the distance between them too quickly for him to flinch. With one hand, she slams her knife down, through his hand and into the table. With the other, she snatches up a tea towel and stuffs it into his mouth to muffle his scream. She waits until he subsides into ragged breaths before yanking the cloth away and taking a seat.

‘Mi havas du demandojn,’ she tells him, almost conversationally. ‘Kiu sendis vin tien ĉi, kaj kiel vi trovis min?’ I have two questions. Who sent you here, and how did you find me?

He shakes his head, skin shiny with sweat. ‘I don’t understand. Please…’

Isabel leans forward and applies pressure to the handle of the knife, watching his face as the blade twists. She’s met some good actors, but there’s no hiding pain – or fear. The stench of urine mingles with the scent of blood in the air, and she realises exactly how terrified he is.

Amateur, she thinks, but a deeper instinct still asks, ‘La gildoj. Kiun?’ The guilds. Which one?

‘Please,’ he begs. ‘I don’t… I’m not…’

He’s not acting. There’s a civilian’s desperation in his contorted face, and pain has stripped away any artifice.

Isabel leans back in her seat, folding her arms. ‘You don’t speak Esperanto,’ she says. ‘Which means you’re not guild. Why are you here?’

‘I…’ He’s pale. Shaking. ‘I was planning to rob you.’

‘You picked the wrong flat.’

‘I can see that now,’ he manages, voice tight with pain. He glances at his hand as though considering pulling the knife out, but turns a sickly shade of white at the sight of the blood and hastily looks away. ‘Please don’t kill me. I’m sorry. I-I’ll apologise to whichever guild you’re from, or whatever you want.’

‘Say a word to the guilds and I’ll cut out your tongue.’

‘Fine,’ he agrees at once. ‘I won’t say anything. Please. I didn’t take any—’

‘Tell me,’ she interrupts. ‘Why this flat? Why me, of everyone in this building?’

He swallows. ‘I knew you lived here alone. That you were young, that you haven’t changed the locks yet. I didn’t think… I mean, it’s Lutton, the guilds don’t—’

‘You were counting on me being a civilian,’ she says.

Of course he was. Even the most daring of thieves wouldn’t chance an encounter with Comma or Hummingbird, the two murderous guilds who dominate the city of Espera. Arms dealers and intelligence agents, poisoners and contract killers: their members have a diverse and bloody skill set.

And it never occurred to him that Isabel might be just as dangerous.

‘Yes. I’m sorry. I…’ He glances at his hand again and retches. When he looks back at Isabel, his eyes are wide and petrified. ‘Are you going to kill me?’

‘I haven’t decided. What’s your name?’

‘Ian.’

Oh. ‘That’s not a good answer.’

‘I’m not lying. My name’s Ian Crampton. I can… I can prove it.’

A civilian and an idiot, giving his full name to somebody he thinks is guild. Either he doesn’t think he’ll make it out of here, or it hasn’t occurred to him that he’s given Isabel all the information she needs to call a hit on him.

‘I didn’t say it wasn’t true,’ she says, and reaches over to grasp the knife, pulling it from his hand as easily as she put it there. Blood gushes from the wound and she tosses him the tea towel. ‘Put pressure on it. More,’ she adds. ‘Unless you want to bleed to death in my kitchen.’

She thinks he might be sobbing, but it’s hard to tell if the dampness on his cheeks is sweat or tears.

‘You’ve put me in a difficult position,’ Isabel confides. ‘It would be different if you were called, I don’t know, David. But Ian? It’s not a name that puts me in a good mood.’

‘Then – then I can be David,’ he stutters. ‘Whatever you want. Please.’

‘Too late.’ She dumps the bloodied knife in the sink and adds, ‘You know it’s a school night? I was trying to sleep.’

‘I don’t get it,’ he says. ‘You’re only a kid. You can’t be…’

Isabel turns, leaning against the edge of the counter. ‘Can’t be what?’

‘A contract killer.’ Ian stumbles over the words. ‘An assassin. The guilds don’t… they don’t train children.’

Funny the way everyone still believes that. ‘And I thought Lutton had a low crime rate,’ she says. ‘But it seems tonight is a learning experience for us both.’

‘I didn’t know,’ he insists. ‘I didn’t know you were guild.’

Killing him would cause problems, especially here in her flat. She’d have to deal with the body. It was a lot easier with Comma behind her. With her parents behind her.

Isabel disguises her shudder as a sharp movement towards the kitchen tap, rinsing the blood from her hands. When she’s composed her expression, she looks back at Ian. ‘Let’s get one thing clear. I’m not guild.’

‘But you—’

‘Get up.’

He staggers to his feet. ‘You can call the police. Turn me in. Whatever you want.’

‘Walk towards the door. Stay in front of me.’

He’s unsteady, but does as he’s told. Isabel yanks her other knife out of the wall as they pass and keeps it in her hand as she directs him down the stairs and out of the fire exit. To the right, the glittering solar panels of the main road send their coloured lights into the night. She tells Ian to turn left, towards the encroaching shadows of the narrow alleyway that runs beside her block of flats.

‘Do you know who I am?’ she asks him.

His face is ghostly-white in the gloom as he turns to look at her, washed out by blood loss. He manages to shake his head. ‘I don’t know anything.’

‘Let’s keep it that way.’

‘You’re letting me go?’

‘Looks like it. Now piss off before I change my mind.’

The thief looks at Isabel. He’s got half a foot on her, at least, but he cowers before her. ‘You’re fucking scary, you know that?’ he says, his fear tinged with grudging respect. Then he half runs, half stumbles down the alley away from her.

Ian. It’s not a name she associates with good things.

He’s maybe ten feet away when she throws the knife.

It hits him in the back and he crumples before she has time to register the absence of the hilt in her hand. She doesn’t remember deciding to kill him, choosing to take aim, but when she approaches him and bends to retrieve the weapon, his breath bubbles uncertainly through bloody lips, pain electric in his eyes.

It won’t take him long to die, but it’ll be long enough to hurt.

Isabel slits his throat, half mercy and half reflex, and the pain shatters into lifelessness: burglar to body, civilian to corpse, a vicious magic trick of a transformation that somehow feels like it should take longer.

It’s beginning to drizzle, the dampness clinging to her pyjamas and her hair. Fine droplets catch the inadequate glow of light from the open fire escape. When she checks her battered watch, it tells her it’s three in the morning.

She looks down at the body.

Fuck.

This is the last thing she needs.



‘Morning, Bella. Rough night?’

Isabel glances up at the boy waiting by the tram stop, his blond hair an unruly mass of curls as usual. Nick Larrington. He attached himself to her on the first day of school because they were both new transfers with no other friends. He doesn’t seem to have caught on that they have nothing else in common, and she can’t figure out what it is that he wants from her. She’d half hoped that missing her usual tram this morning would mean she could make the journey unremarked. Apparently not.

She narrows her eyes at his question. ‘Why?’

‘You look shattered. Plus your jumper’s inside out.’

By the time Isabel had dealt with the body, there was no point going back to bed before her paper round. Now she’s exhausted but wired, a hair’s breadth from snapping. Her paranoia whispers that Nick knows something, but logic points out that if he knew how she’d spent the night, he wouldn’t still be talking to her.

He’s smart enough that she’s yet to catch him actively badmouthing the guilds – even in a civilian borough like Lutton, that’s a sure-fire way to end up on a watchlist for suspected abolitionist activity. But on their third tram ride together, he admitted that he sometimes cries reading the death notices in the Echo, the week’s kills neatly broken down by borough and guild, and if he’s not desensitised to murder after seventeen years in Espera, he never will be. She hadn’t realised that was possible.

‘Didn’t sleep well,’ she says, scanning the crowd. It looks like the usual mix of students and commuters, but she hasn’t lived here long enough to notice anyone out of place.

She screwed up. She screwed up so badly. At least she dumped the body far enough away not to scream ISABEL RYANS IS HERE to anyone who cares to look, but there’s no way an unclaimed kill in a civilian borough will go unnoticed for long. Maybe they’ll send someone she knows, or maybe she’ll never see them coming and she’ll be nothing but another name on the list for Nick to cry over.

She should have called the police. Before throwing a knife at him, before giving away that she is – was – guild, when there was no risk in letting him walk away. That’s how it’s done in civilian boroughs, isn’t it? The Espera Met stays out of guild business, but a thief they could have handled.

Instead, she killed him.

Fuck.

‘Tram’s coming,’ says Nick. Soon she’s swept up in the crowd boarding the packed vehicle. That’s okay. She can hide in a crowd. They can’t do anything here, on a tram, in public…

Isabel wedges herself in a corner next to the emergency exit, too far away from Nick to chat. He looks disappointed, but it’s a relief to drop the façade of normality. Two and a half weeks. Eighteen bloody days. That’s all she managed.

She reaches out to grab the metal pole for support and catches sight of her nails. Shit. All that time spent scrubbing her hands in the sink last night and there’s still blood under her fingernails. There’s nothing she can do about it here without drawing attention to herself, so she shoves her hand in her pocket and tries to forget about it.

By now she’s had plenty of practice ignoring the blood on her hands.






2 TROMPO (DECEPTION)


Located in the middle of the civilian borough of Lutton, Fraser Secondary School is a mess of mismatched architecture, the grass-roofed extension with its glass and solar panels nestled against the brutalist concrete pile of its original building. It’s also the closest thing Isabel’s going to get to a new start. From now on, she’s an ordinary seventeen-year-old girl who is going to go to school, get some qualifications, and not kill anybody.

Else. Not kill anybody else.

Isabel’s an experienced liar, but establishing herself at the Fraser required more than a confident tone and an innocent expression. Being abruptly pulled out of school eighteen months ago by her parents means her real academic record is patchy, and smoothing over the gaps is a delicate operation. She forged herself a set of Level Two qualifications since, without them, she’d be limited to industrial jobs and apprenticeships. It doesn’t feel too dishonest: if she’d been given the chance to finish fifth year, she’d have taken them at sixteen like everybody else. But she can’t forge memories she doesn’t have, and it’s easier to drop down a year and start Level Threes from the beginning than try to muddle through with a year’s worth of missing knowledge.

The extra year also buys her time, putting off the moment she has to figure out what’s next. The University of Central Espera is theoretically neutral, but it’s a pie the guilds have their fingers in, and it’s not like she could afford the civilian fees. And if there’s a job out there that would let her stay hidden, she hasn’t found it yet. School is the safest place for her – the longer she can stay here, the better.

Her teachers have been told that Bella Nicholls was homeschooled due to poor health, which isn’t entirely a lie. This non-specific tragic backstory does double duty as an easy explanation for why she sometimes has to duck into an empty classroom when the chaos and noise of the crowded school corridors become overwhelming, and why she’s not up-to-date on all the pop culture references that pepper her classmates’ conversations. But blending in is about more than what’s on paper, and every day Isabel is confronted by the differences between herself and her classmates.

At Linnaeus Secondary, the highly selective Comma-funded school she used to attend, her path was clear. Top grades in the sciences would have earned her a place in the specialist track for pupils the guild was interested in sponsoring for training. Her academic classes would have been supplemented by specialised vocational courses designed to pave the way for future study: classes in poisons, weapons development, codebreaking… But those options are limited to spons – guild-sponsored schools – which means she won’t find them at the Fraser, even if she wanted (or needed) them. Here, the required vocational electives are geared towards civilian jobs. Woodwork. Textiles. Food Science. Training for a life Isabel was never expected to lead.

Her late transfer left her with limited options, of which Woodwork was the least objectionable. Mortimer Sark, the teacher, is known to staff and students alike by his first name and rewards exceptional homework with biscuits from a bright orange tin he keeps on his desk. She’d hoped that meant he was a soft touch, but so far he’s anything but.

‘Everyone else in this class,’ he told ‘Bella’ in their first lesson, ‘took Level Two Woodwork with me. That means they’ve sat through my lectures and demonstrations on workshop safety. They’re bored to tears of the topic, but at least I know they won’t saw off their own fingers. You, on the other hand…’

‘I’m not going to saw off my fingers.’

‘So you say, but I have no proof that it’s true.’ He placed a thick lever-arch file on the workbench in front of her. ‘I understand that your old school didn’t offer Woodwork, which is fine. Well, no, it’s tragic, but it’s not an insurmountable issue. However, since we don’t have time to cover everything you’ve missed, I’m going to need you to work through this by yourself. When you’re done, I’ll test you. If you pass, you get to use sharp things.’ He gave her a wry smile. ‘Yippee.’

Isabel eyed the folder. ‘Is this really necessary?’

‘You’d be amazed at the variety and quantity of accidents students managed to have before I rewrote the safety documentation. So, yes, it’s necessary. And,’ he added, ‘you’re staying on this bench where I can see you.’

It’s like he knew Isabel had been planning to find the darkest corner of the room to crawl into. ‘Anything else?’

He gave her a placid, disarming smile. ‘Not yet. I’m sure I’ll think of something.’

Two and a half weeks of diligently working through the folder later, she’s still barely a third of the way through and, as such, Mortimer has yet to let her touch anything more lethal than sandpaper in his classroom. Sometimes she’s sure he’s deliberately testing her patience, though it’s difficult to hate him when it’s clear he’s motivated by genuine concern for his students.

Today, slowed by exhaustion, Isabel’s the last to leave, and he catches her. ‘Bella, if you need any help with the safety documentation, I’m happy to go over it with you in a free period. I know it’s a lot to work through alone.’

‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ she responds non-committally.

She expects him to try harder to convince her, but all he says is, ‘I’m not holding you back to be difficult, you know.’

‘I know that.’

They’re alone in the classroom, and Mortimer is between Isabel and the door. She tries not to notice things like that, but old instincts die hard.

‘I was sorry to hear about your poor health,’ he says, apparently sincerely. ‘But your Level Two scores were excellent. I’m sure you’ll catch up quickly.’

Her Level Two scores are a lie. ‘Thanks,’ she says awkwardly. ‘I’ll do my best.’

‘I do wonder, though,’ he says, ‘why you would move from Fordon to Lutton to attend an underfunded civ without the resources to support you properly.’

And there it is. It’s possible Mortimer’s remarks are innocent – anyone might question why she’d leave a guild borough and its opportunities behind for a civilian school like the Fraser. But the fact that he’s paying attention at all is dangerous. It means he’s looking at the joins where Isabel Ryans becomes Bella Nicholls, the places where truth and lie intersect. And she has no good answers for him. Her Level Two grades may be fake, but they’re not implausible: the teachers at Linnaeus honed her younger self to academic sharpness and, if she’d stayed, she could have continued along that trajectory. Few people would move to a civilian borough if they had the choice, since guild jobs have better pay and better benefits; fewer still would make the change before they’d even finished school. Mortimer probably assumes that either she’s an abolitionist, or she got expelled.

‘I’m not trying to pry,’ he says, clearly reading into her silence. ‘But I’m concerned that the Fraser can’t give you all the support you need, especially with your background.’

‘My background?’ She scrubbed her record of anything suspicious, anything too close to the guilds. And unless he knows about last night…

He doesn’t know about last night. Nobody knows about last night.

‘Your health issues,’ Mortimer clarifies.

‘I’m fine,’ says Isabel. ‘I was ill for a while, and now I’m not.’ The damage has been done. All that’s left are the scars, and her medical exemption from PE means nobody here will ever see those.

‘Okay,’ says Mortimer, sounding unconvinced.

She swings her rucksack onto her shoulder. ‘I’m late for Chemistry,’ she informs him, and leaves before he can ask any more questions.

She’s good at Chemistry. It’s one of the few subjects where she has to pretend to know less than she does, although little of what she learned in her father’s lab is on the syllabus. And Dr Garner is the kind of teacher Isabel can deal with: impersonal, straightforward, efficient. She’s strict enough that some of the other students dislike her, but Isabel appreciates it. At least she always knows where she stands.

Today, though, it’s hard to focus. She killed someone. A burglar, a civilian, an innocent. She dumped the body, but they’ll find it eventually, and they’ll trace it back to her. Maybe they already know. If they’re watching her – they must be watching her – they’ll have seen everything.

Eighteen days of freedom. She thought she was afraid before, but now it’s like she can feel the blade hanging over her head, waiting to fall.

Lack of sleep isn’t helping, and her notes grow messier as the textbook blurs. The words are a jumble of elements and properties, swimming on the paper. Isabel closes her eyes, and the voices of her fellow students fade. She feels only the cold resin of the table under her fingertips, her feet resting on the bar of her stool. It could be any lab.

No. Not any lab.

The fear is as instant as it is irrational, her left hand curling instinctively into a fist that couldn’t protect her then and won’t protect her now. She can’t feel her nails digging into her scarred palm, but she can feel her knuckles burning as she tries to remember how to loosen her grip.

‘Are you sleeping in my class, Bella?’ asks Dr Garner.

Isabel’s eyes snap open. Her panic-frozen muscles relax as the colourful classroom displays come into focus. She’s at school. She escaped, and she’s at school, and – and Dr Garner looks distinctly pissed off.

It takes every ounce of her willpower not to flinch. ‘Sorry,’ she mutters, staring down at the desk. ‘I was… thinking.’

Silence. She waits for punishment, but when she dares look up at her teacher, Dr Garner only frowns a little and says, ‘About covalent bonding, I hope.’

Is that what they’re studying? Isabel hasn’t taken in a word. ‘Yeah,’ she says vaguely. ‘Sorry.’

Dr Garner leaves it at that, but it’s a long time before Isabel can unclench her fist. She fights to stay present for the rest of the lesson, pressing the tip of her pen into her palm every time she feels herself drifting back into a flashback. By the time the bell rings, there’s a constellation of dots adorning the damaged skin.

Nick, inevitably, catches her at the tram stop after school. ‘Bad day?’

Is it that obvious? She doesn’t know how Nick reads her so easily – what signals she’s giving out, or how to stop them. ‘Feels like this week has lasted a month already,’ she admits.

‘It’s Tuesday.’

‘Well, then, kill me now and put me out of my misery.’ Isabel dredges up a smile and pretends she’s joking. Talking to Nick is at least better than staying stuck inside her own head, running through the potential consequences she might face for what happened last night. ‘Never get a paper round,’ she tells him. ‘Getting up at five isn’t worth it.’

Like that’s her biggest problem right now.

‘Wasn’t planning on it, but thanks for the tip. Is that why you always look so tired?’

Isabel scowls at him. ‘Wow, flattering.’

He pulls a face. ‘Sorry. That came out wrong. Obviously, I meant that the city of Espera is grateful for your noble sacrifice.’

She laughs despite herself, adopting a heroic expression. ‘Come rain or shine, brave newsies of the city are there, delivering the Echo to your door. Now for the low, low price of three shillings a week, you too could have the latest headlines with your breakfast.’

Nick snorts. ‘And by “latest headlines”, you mean death, death, and… oh! More death.’

Isabel drops the pose. ‘That’s a little unfair to the Echo,’ she says. ‘Last week they had a fascinating exposé on Lutton Borough Council’s mismanagement of local recycling services.’

‘Scintillating journalism,’ he agrees. ‘I apologise for maligning your employer.’

‘And it could be worse,’ she points out. ‘It could be the Times. They put their kill column on the second page, as though you might somehow miss it. At least the Echo keeps the obits at the back, and misses out the lurid details.’

‘There’s always the Bulletin,’ says Nick, and Isabel’s smile fades. He catches sight of her expression and gives an awkward shrug, hunched and nowhere near as casual as he wants it to be. ‘What? I didn’t say I read it. I’m just saying it’s out there.’

The Weekly Bulletin of the Free Press – known widely as the Bulletin – is the illegal newssheet of the abolitionists, the people who want the guilds disbanded. Nobody’s ever identified the leaders of the Free Press, if it’s even a single organisation and not a convenient smokescreen for a dozen radical factions, but the guilds have certainly tried. Isabel knew Nick was soft-hearted, but there’s a difference between squeamishness and revolutionary politics. ‘Didn’t peg you for a radical,’ she says.

‘I’m not,’ he says, immediately defensive. ‘But, you know, not every paper has to follow the guilds’ agenda.’

Which is as good as saying he sympathises.

‘Somehow,’ she says, carefully pasting humour over her discomfort, ‘I don’t think the Free Press is recruiting kids for paper rounds.’ It makes Nick laugh, and they change the subject.

But the whole way home, all Isabel can think about is what Nick would do if he knew she was one of them. If she told him the things she’s done. That would be one way to make him leave her alone, to ensure her journey to school is undisturbed by any attempt at friendship. He’d be afraid of her.

Maybe he should be.

Maybe they all should be.






3 MEMOROJ (MEMORIES)


Her hands are barely large enough to grip the gun. She strains to reach the trigger, feeling the pull in her fingers. This gun wasn’t designed with children in mind.

That’s because it isn’t her gun. She wasn’t meant to need one. This isn’t how today was supposed to go.

When she looks up, he’s still got his back to her, radio in hand. If he calls for help, it’s already too late. Her mother’s voice urges her to fire, to get it over with.

And she always obeys her mother.

The discordant screech of her alarm wakes Isabel with a start. Five a.m. The fact she slept through the night is more surprising than the nightmare, though she’d thought she was past the night terrors. She’d also believed she wasn’t going to kill the first person to threaten her precious freedom, so she doesn’t know herself as well as she thought.

Isabel sighs and sits up, steadying her breathing. I’m alive. I got out, and I’m alive. At some point in the night, she threw her blanket halfway across the room, but better the blanket than the knife under her pillow. She tilts her head, listening to her neck crack after another night on the settee, and tries to ground herself. In the weird pre-dawn light, the flat hardly seems real.

Maybe it isn’t. There’s something dreamlike about the silence as she hunts for coffee. Where are the sirens, the click of guns being cocked, the steady breathing of a Comma agent waiting to take her out? The tap water thunders into the kettle, deafening in the absence of other sounds.

Who will notice the body first – the guild or her parents?

Ashvin’s on the phone when she gets to his shop, but her bag of papers is waiting for her. She grabs it and sets off, shoving the Echo through letterboxes without looking at what she’s doing. Twitchy with nervous energy and walking faster than usual, she’s covered half her route by the time she slows down enough to read the headline screaming from the front page.

UNCLAIMED KILL IN LUTTON

Isabel stops dead, midway up somebody’s garden path. Her world narrows to the thick, black letters on the page, proclaiming her mistake to everyone in the city. They found the body. They found the body, and with a headline like this, the guilds will know too. She’s surprised they haven’t sent somebody for her already. She wonders how much longer she’s got.

Muscles rigid with the effort of keeping calm, she folds the paper and pushes it through the house’s narrow letterbox. A dog barks inside as the Echo hits the doormat, and Isabel walks steadily down the path, through the gate and around the corner. There, out of sight, she sinks to the floor, back against a lamppost, and tries to breathe.

Unclaimed kill.

She could read the report. Find out what they know, guess how long it’ll be before they join the dots. But it’s not worth it. It’s safest to assume they’re already a step ahead, and that all the newspaper can offer is sensationalist speculation.

Get up, she tells herself. Somebody will notice. Get up. She knows how to follow orders, even from herself. Some defensive instinct forces her to her feet and back to her task, mechanical and efficient. When the final paper has been pushed through its letterbox, Isabel tucks the empty bag close to her body and begins to run: first a steady jog, then faster. The air is crisp and autumnal, but the pavement beneath her feet is dry.

It should feel like freedom. But the thunder of her pulse in her ears can’t drown out the memories following her like spectres: her mother in the training hall, giving orders; her father and his lab, full of cruelties; a woman with moss-green eyes and a much-broken nose, signing the order that almost killed her. They chase her through the safe civilian streets of Lutton, inescapable as dread.

The headline is a reminder that there are some things she can’t outrun.

She gets back to her flat with enough time for a shower and a rest before school, but her blood’s static with anxiety and she can’t sit still. She ends up leaving early, catching a tram before the morning rush. In a just world, this would mean a morning without Nick, but the city of Espera is anything but just: there he is at the tram stop, bleary-eyed and clutching a thermos of tea.

‘You’re early today,’ he says.

‘Ashvin’s trialling a new stimulant on his minions,’ she tells him, her tongue sharpened by exhaustion and resisting efforts at sincerity. ‘We’re all seeing double, but, on the plus side, we’re moving twice as fast.’ The joke is a friendlier lie than anything else she might have offered, but Nick’s eyeing her warily, so she adds, ‘I’m kidding. Though I wouldn’t say no to some caffeine right now. What’s dragged you here so early?’

‘Homework.’ He shrugs. ‘The library seemed like the most reliable way to escape my brothers long enough to finish it.’

Isabel has yet to set foot in the library. The rows of shelves and the hushed atmosphere intimidate her, like the books know she doesn’t belong. ‘How many brothers do you have?’ she asks. It’s possibly the first time she’s shown an interest in Nick’s life.

‘Four, and a sister. So it’s pretty hard to hear myself think sometimes, as you can imagine.’

She can’t, but she nods vaguely anyway, and the rest of the journey passes in silence. Tiredness makes Nick quiet – and clumsy too, stumbling as they disembark outside the Fraser. His bag falls open, vomiting books and pens across the pavement. He swears, crouching to gather them up, and Isabel darts forward to save a pen from disappearing down a drain.

She holds it out to him. ‘Here. Rescued from the sewer.’

‘Thanks,’ says Nick, reaching out to take it. And then he notices her hand.

It’s not the worst of her scars, only the most visible, but Nick’s expression is horrified as he takes in the ugly, damaged skin of her left hand and the crooked fingers that no longer fully straighten, warped by scar tissue. Revulsion flickers across his face before he can hide it, and she flinches, curling her fingers around the injury and stuffing her hand in her pocket.

‘Accident,’ she says, forestalling his questions. ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

This is the part she hates – the moment horror turns to pity. ‘What happened?’ he asks in a hushed voice. ‘Some kind of burn?’

‘What part of “I don’t want to talk about it” didn’t you understand?’ Isabel snatches up the last couple of pens and hands them to him. ‘Maybe zip up your bag next time.’

Without waiting for an answer, she sets off towards the school.

‘Wait—’ Nick’s wheezing slightly as he jogs to catch up with her. She remembers him mentioning his asthma, during one of those early conversations where he talked incessantly in her direction and she answered in monosyllables. ‘I’m sorry. Really. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.’

She wonders how he’d react to the rest of her scars. ‘Don’t let me keep you from the library,’ she says, without looking at him.

‘Come with me,’ he suggests.

Now she glances at him, at his expectant expression, but it answers nothing. ‘Why?’ she asks. ‘Because you feel guilty for staring at my hand?’

‘Because I could use the company.’

She wants to refuse, but she doesn’t have a better plan for how to kill the forty minutes until the bell goes; hanging around on the cold playing field is less than appealing.

‘Fine,’ she concedes, without softening her tone. ‘Lead the way.’

The library is on the top floor. Nick marches confidently in and dumps his stuff on a desk, but Isabel freezes at the sight of the packed shelves, books jostling for space. The last time she was in a library…

‘You look bewildered,’ says a voice, and she turns to see a short-haired woman in an ugly grey jumper. ‘I’m Grace Whittock. The librarian. Anything I can help you with?’

Do you have any books on getting away with murder when they’ve already found the body? ‘I…’ What do you know about flashbacks and nightmares and how do I make them stop? ‘I haven’t been up here before. I’m new to the school.’

‘Well, this might help a little.’ Grace Whittock hands her a bookmark printed with the library classification system and layout. Isabel takes it despite having no intention of checking out any of the books. ‘I’d give you the grand tour, but I have a staff meeting in five minutes. Do you have a name?’

It takes Isabel a moment to remember the correct answer to that question. ‘Bella. Bella Nicholls.’

‘Nice to meet you, Bella,’ says the librarian. ‘Come back at break sometime and I’ll get Emma to show you around. It’s less confusing than it looks.’

‘Right.’ She has no intention of doing that either. ‘Uh, thanks.’

The woman smiles. ‘Great! In the meantime, I think your friend is waiting for you.’

Isabel follows her gaze and sees Nick beckoning to her from his table. ‘He’s not my friend,’ she says automatically.

‘Does he know that?’ asks the librarian, and leaves before Isabel has time to answer.

She wants to turn around and walk straight out of this book-filled room, but Nick looks so expectant that it feels cruel, so she pulls out the chair across from him and sits down. He already has his homework spread across the table.

‘So,’ he says, ‘is it true you were homeschooled?’

‘For a while,’ says Isabel, with no intention of elaborating on that answer. ‘I thought libraries were supposed to be silent.’

‘Ms Whittock isn’t here.’

If she’d realised that following him to the library meant she’d agreed to reciprocate his attempts at friendship, she wouldn’t have come. ‘We’re not doing this,’ Isabel tells him, pulling out her History book. ‘I’m here because there’s half an hour until the bell rings and I don’t have a better way to fill the time, not because I want to talk about myself.’

Nick shrugs. ‘Fine. You can help me with my Latin homework.’

She snorts. ‘You’re better off without my help there.’ Latin’s for civilians – for people who don’t need a modern language because they’ll never leave Espera and who haven’t been raised with the guild tongue of Esperanto everywhere around them. ‘How about you help me with my History essay?’

He grimaces. ‘Go on, then. Hit me.’

‘Espera and Europe in the 1940s,’ reads Isabel, with considerable distaste. ‘Question one. Explore the implications of Esperan neutrality on the movement of refugees. You may choose to focus on specific aspects of the 1942 Sanctuary Act.’

‘Ugh,’ says Nick. ‘That module.’

Isabel feels the same way. The Fraser requires at least one humanities subject at Level Three, and History seemed like the easiest option. But she’s painfully aware that, at best, the syllabus offers an incomplete picture of Espera’s past; at worst, it’s propaganda designed to flatter the guilds and their power. The Fraser may have a more balanced curriculum than Linnaeus, but it still tends towards the sycophantic. Isabel knows her teachers are expecting an essay about Espera, the City of Hope, which took in refugees from bombed-out cities across Europe and gave them security and a new life behind its high walls – not Espera, the City of Fear, which murdered its way to independence and built those walls in the first place.

But for a brief moment, she allows herself to wonder what would happen if she answered truthfully.

‘Sure you can’t do it for me?’ she asks Nick.

He grimaces. ‘I’ll stick to Latin, thanks.’

Probably a good choice. ‘Quod nocet saepe docet.’

‘What’s that?’

‘The only Latin I know. What harms often teaches. It’s what—’ She breaks off, realises Nick’s looking at her, and gives him a lopsided smile. ‘It’s what my father used to say.’

His look is a little too understanding, though whatever conclusion he’s come to is only a fraction of the truth. ‘He sounds… lovely.’

Isabel hides her expression by rummaging through her school bag for a pen. ‘Yeah, homeschooling was a right bundle of fun,’ she says finally. She can’t even bring herself to make it sound like a joke, because none of this is funny.

UNCLAIMED KILL IN LUTTON scream the papers lying on doormats across the borough, her own death warrant hand-delivered. She swallows, uncaps her pen, and pretends she can’t see her hands shaking.

And she’ll say this much for Nick: he does her the small kindness of pretending he can’t either.






4 SEKVOJ (CONSEQUENCES)


The rest of the day passes in a haze, Isabel’s fear tearing at her stomach like claws. She’s never noticed students reading the newspaper before, but by lunchtime she’s seen half a dozen of them huddled around a single copy of the Echo.

‘They’re saying it’s a freelancer,’ says one boy.

‘Bullshit,’ says his friend. ‘In Lutton? My money’s on a crime of passion. There’s probably some big drama behind it.’

‘On the radio, they said it was too good to be a one-off,’ says a third. ‘They think the killer must have been trained.’

‘Doesn’t mean it wasn’t personal,’ says the second student. ‘It could be a guild killer settling scores, and they didn’t claim it because it wasn’t a commission.’

‘I don’t think it works like that,’ says the first boy, but he sounds uncertain. Which is understandable, given that knowledge of how the guilds’ contract killers conduct business isn’t easy to come by. ‘And why would a guild killer be in Lutton, except on a hit?’

Isabel leaves them to their speculation without contributing, but she hears it echoed again and again before the end of the day. It feels like nobody’s talking about anything else, and by the time the final bell rings, she’s tense enough to snap.

She tries not to look over her shoulder on the way home, but she can’t shake the feeling of being followed. When she finally reaches her flat, she locks the door and wedges a chair under the handle before she’s even put her bag down.

Somebody clears their throat.

She thought they might be following her. She never imagined they’d have beaten her home. But there at her table is a man in his thirties, wearing black suit trousers and a grey shirt with the top button undone. The colour matches his eyes, which aren’t friendly. Leaning against the leg of the table is a slim, officious-looking briefcase.

‘Isabel Ryans,’ he says. It’s not a question.

She swallows. Knowing this was inevitable doesn’t make it any easier to face now that it’s happening. ‘Is this… What’s this about?’

‘Ni bezonas paroli,’ he says. We need to talk. His language choice punctures any hope she had that he isn’t guild. ‘Why don’t you take a seat?’

It doesn’t look like he’s armed, which only means he’s too important to carry his own weapons. Isabel puts down her school bag and forces herself to cross the room, pull out a chair and sit down, as though he doesn’t scare her at all.

His slight smile suggests he’s not fooled. ‘I’ll be frank with you,’ he says. ‘I’m here on behalf of Comma.’

‘How did you find me?’ she asks. Her mind is screaming: run, run, run.

‘We never lost you. We had no reason to seek you out before now.’

Until she killed Ian. She should have let him live. If Comma already knew she was here, it wouldn’t have mattered if he’d talked. But his death is a problem. His death makes her a problem.

‘Be honest with me, Miss Ryans,’ he says. ‘What do you know about the whereabouts of your parents?’

It takes a moment for his question to register. ‘Wait, what? You’re not here about—’

‘That young man you killed? We’ll come to that, but no, it’s not my primary concern. Your father is missing.’

Missing. A word so passive has no business being applied to her father. If he can’t be found, it’s because he doesn’t want to be. ‘I don’t know anything.’

‘Are you sure?’ His voice is calm, but she can see the tension in his posture.

Missing. What does that even mean? ‘You think he’s been abducted or something? That he’s in danger?’

The man pauses. ‘Maybe.’

So that’s a no, then. ‘You think he’s defected.’

For a second, he considers lying to her; she sees it in his momentary hesitation. Then he says, ‘We’re considering the possibility.’

Defected. She thought she was the only one trying to leave. ‘That sounds like a you problem,’ she points out.

‘It is,’ he responds tightly. ‘Your father’s absence, whatever the explanation, is economically problematic for the guild. It’s important that we retrieve him as soon as possible.’

‘And my mother?’ she asks, noting the wording of his questions.

‘Also missing,’ he admits. ‘But Judith is close to retirement and only takes a few contracts these days. We’re far more concerned about Ian.’

She tries not to flinch at the name, of the reminder that she let her emotions get the better of her two nights ago. ‘You have other poisoners,’ she points out.

‘Not like him.’

No, her father’s brand of monstrosity always was unique. The poisons he develops secure Comma’s dominance in the industry, not only against Hummingbird, their rival within Espera, but worldwide: governments have killed for the chance to obtain a nerve agent from Ian Ryans’ lab. No wonder they’re freaking out about losing him.

‘I don’t know or care where my father is,’ she says. ‘I haven’t spoken to my parents in weeks. If that’s all you came for, then we’re done.’

‘You haven’t heard from them since you ran away.’

It isn’t exactly a question, but Isabel nods. ‘If anyone knows where they are, it’ll be Michael.’

The man looks up sharply at the mention of her parents’ protégé. ‘Do you know where he is?’

‘Michael? No, last time I—’ She breaks off as the implication of his question sinks in. ‘He’s missing too?’

‘We spoke to him shortly after you left, but since then we’ve lost contact. We don’t know if he’s with your parents.’

‘Probably,’ she says dismissively. ‘Michael’s a coward. He’ll do whatever they tell him.’

‘And yet I understand that he helped you, the night you ran away.’

Helped is a strong word. ‘He didn’t stop me,’ she clarifies. ‘That’s not the same thing.’

‘Your parents don’t seem to have seen it that way.’

‘They punished him?’

His nod is small and sharp – uncertain, Isabel realises. He’s unwilling to commit to acknowledging her parents’ capacity for cruelty. She has no difficulty believing it, but it’s hard to know what to feel about Michael suffering for her. Vindication, that he finally experienced what he always denied? Regret, that the boy who once saved her life should bear that punishment? Neither feels like enough, but it doesn’t matter. Michael made his choice. He, unlike her, actually had one.

‘Maybe he’s with them, maybe he’s not,’ she concedes finally. ‘But if anyone knows anything, it’ll be him. Are we done here?’

‘Not quite.’ He appraises her. ‘I’ll admit, you’ve pulled an impressive fugitive act. But you’re a valuable asset, Isabel. We’d be shooting ourselves in the foot to let you walk away like this.’

‘I’m not an asset,’ she says. ‘I’m a person. And I don’t want to be a Comma agent.’

‘But you killed that young man.’

Of course it comes back to this. ‘It was a stupid mistake, and it won’t happen again.’ A stupid mistake that’s ruined everything. She knows he wants more from her than an apology. ‘What are you going to do to me?’

He drums his fingers lightly against the table. ‘When you left, I was in favour of leaving you alone. You’re young, and a few years of education will do you good. But now that this little mistake of yours has made the news, Hummingbird will have noticed. You might as well have publicly announced that there’s a trained killer in Lutton who isn’t affiliated with a guild – someone to be either neutralised or assimilated.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘They want you, or they want you dead.’

Oh, shit. She’s been so focused on Comma and the target already on her back that she almost forgot about the brand new one she’s painted. ‘I… didn’t think of that.’

‘Of course you didn’t.’ He leans forward suddenly, and she recoils. ‘Say Hummingbird find you. What next? They’ll see you’re a child and put two and two together to equal Cocoon. Maybe they’ll try to recruit you, maybe they’ll kill you – either way, it’s not in any of our interests. You’re too useful a weapon to lose.’

Isabel’s mouth is dry. She knew she’d screwed herself over, but she hadn’t even thought about the impact on Comma if news of Cocoon leaked to Hummingbird or the public. Cocoon: the guild’s final secret, kept hidden from all but a select few, with the power to undermine every shred of credibility in their promises.

The guilds don’t train children. Except Comma did.

‘I’m not a weapon,’ she manages, voice hoarse.

‘But you’ve proved you have no problem with killing.’

‘So what?’

‘So why did you leave?’

The question catches her off-guard. ‘Why the fuck do you think?’ she spits. But despite the vicious bite of her words, her voice cracks as though she’s about to cry. She hates herself for letting him see that, but not as much as she hates him for watching.

There’s a moment’s pause, and then he says, ‘I see,’ in a tone that suggests he doesn’t. From his briefcase, he takes a couple of sheets of paper and places them on the table. ‘Let’s discuss how we’re going to resolve your current predicament, Isabel.’

The pages are densely typed, with enough brackets and numbers for Isabel to guess it’s a legal document before she’s read a word.

‘What’s this?’

‘Comma are prepared to offer you a deal.’

It’s what she expected. It still takes all her restraint not to push back her chair and walk away, and what stops her is less interest in what he has to say and more the knowledge that she has nowhere to go.

‘There’s nothing you could offer me that would make me come back.’

‘We’ll claim the kill.’

Which means no police investigation, no Hummingbird target on her back; the body will be dealt with, and she can move on as though she didn’t screw up her one chance at freedom. It may be in Comma’s interests to keep Isabel out of their rival’s hands, but they won’t give her this for free.

‘What do you want from me?’

‘Shockingly little, under the circumstances. Simply that when you finish school, you join us.’

It’s not a bad deal. But it feels like a death sentence, like cold metal around her wrists. ‘No.’

‘You told Michael you wanted to go back to school.’ Did she? She doesn’t remember letting herself be that vulnerable around him. ‘This way, we both get what we want.’

‘I wanted out of Comma, not to be dragged back to my parents the moment I pass my exams.’

He regards her steadily. The silence is so tangible she can taste it, bitter and sharp as bile. At last he says, ‘So it’s about your parents, then.’

‘Why do you ask so many questions when you already know the answers?’

‘What makes you think I know the answers?’

‘Because…’ Because they told me that you did. That Comma knew and approved, so nobody was going to listen to my stories. ‘Because the guild knows everything, doesn’t it?’

‘If only.’ His mouth twists in what might be a smile. ‘There’s more to Comma than your parents, Isabel.’

‘I don’t care. I’m not making the deal.’

He pushes back his chair and stands. ‘You know,’ he says easily, ‘some of my colleagues are placing bets on whether the police or Hummingbird will find you first.’

‘Which did you bet on?’

‘Neither. I’m more intrigued to see how long you survive on your own.’ He returns the contract to his briefcase and snaps the clasps shut. ‘My name’s Ronan, by the way. Ronan Atwood. I highly doubt this will be the last time we cross paths.’

Isabel says nothing. At the door, Ronan turns back as if to speak, but only shakes his head and leaves the flat.

She crumples, pulling her feet up onto the chair and hugging her knees to her chest. Her whole body feels sticky, unclean; the scars under her clothes burn as though they’re days old instead of years.

They weren’t meant to come here. This flat is hers, and only hers.

But they knew all along, and they sent Ronan Atwood to deal with her.

She knows the name, even if this is the first time she’s had a face to put with it. It’s impossible not to have heard of him when he controls half of Comma; everybody knows he’s aiming to be Director one day, and he’s most of the way there. If he came to see her in person, she’s in even more trouble than she realised.

As for her parents, she doesn’t believe for one second that they’re really gone. They won’t have left the city. That Comma can’t find them is… significant, she supposes, but it doesn’t mean she’s safe. If anything, it’s the opposite.

Isabel can’t be sure how long she stays curled against the wall, one arm wrapped around her knees, but her legs are half numb by the time she stumbles into the kitchen. She opens the cupboards and stares at the contents, but she has no appetite, so she locks her shitty locks, stacks her textbooks on top of the chair underneath her door handle, and puts a clean set of bedding on the settee.

But she already knows she won’t be sleeping tonight.
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