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1 ŜANĜI (TO CHANGE)



A shower will never be enough to wash away the blood, but Isabel Ryans has made a ritual of it anyway: after a death, the scalding rain, thundering on her skin.


There have been a lot of deaths – more than she cares to count, in the two years since she sought safety in the arms of Comma and surrendered her future to the guild in exchange for her life. The whole city of Espera owes its prosperity to Comma and Hummingbird, funded and protected by the weapons the two guilds develop and the agents they train, but Isabel owes a larger debt. Poisoned by her father, rotting from the inside out, she would have paid any price to survive, and she did. She still does.


And after every death, she seeks this imperfect cleansing, losing herself beneath the stream of water as blood, sticky and invisible, stains her hands an ever-deeper red.


After the shower comes the silence, the suffocating quiet of the flat she shares with a large number of weapons and two years of solitude. This is neither ritual nor choice, but everyday life is a yawning void she doesn’t know how to fill, the hours stretching interminably between assignments and sleep. Isabel does whatever jobs Comma give her: hits motivated by politics or petty spite, hard jobs and easy ones, a knife here and a bullet there. Her signature on a dotted line and the commission paid neatly into her bank account. And, always, she comes back to this: a lonely flat in a city ruled by killers, eyes she doesn’t dare meet in the mirror, all sense of self lost behind the masks that used to be hard to don.


If this is safety, if this is what she fought for, then she was lied to, because it feels like a cage.


Isabel lives in a dull corner of Weaverthorpe, which offers few opportunities to escape the holding pattern she’s trapped in. The Comma borough is inhabited primarily by adjacents, the guild’s support staff: admin, medical, weapons manufacturing, and all the other cogs in the murderous machine. It takes a great many lives to sustain an organisation that deals death. If she wanted to, Isabel could take an adjacent role herself, something flexible enough not to interfere with her assignments, and then she’d have colleagues, and work that took her out of her flat for more than an hour at a time. But that would only tighten the stranglehold that Comma have on her life and her finances, and sometimes, late at night, she can’t help remembering the days when she would have killed to live any life but the one she’s living now.


Still, she can’t deny that she’s good at what she does. Killing comes naturally, the weight of a knife familiar and comforting in the hand of a girl trained since childhood to be the guild’s perfect weapon. The Moth – that’s what they call her, the butterfly of night, and she’s everything Comma wanted her to be. Never mind the scars that mark their failures and her own, her body a battleground and a memorial. None of it matters as long as she does what they ask, and she always does what they ask, because she owes them her life.


But she minds.


Her tattoos are a small act of reclamation, immortalising damage in ink and transforming her wounds into something less grotesque and more beautiful. The jagged memory of barbed wire across her back has been subsumed into wings, inked in blues and greens from her shoulder blades. A skull in the small of her back, all bright watercolour and harsh black edges, hides an old knife wound, and flowering vines trail their fronds around the surgery scars on her abdomen. Even her left hand is easier to look at with a rainbow of geometric lines across the damaged skin.


Only the butterfly burn in the centre of her chest has been left untouched.


On a day like today, when she’s still damp from the shower and antsy from the assignment that preceded it, Isabel’s empty flat crushes her mood like a vice. The silence allows her mind to wander, and being left alone with her thoughts is the last thing she wants. Her mental stability is dependent on avoidance and denial, a precarious network of self-delusions that can’t bear the weight of examination, and if she spends a moment too long thinking about any of it, it’ll collapse.


So she pulls on a hoodie and drags a comb through her wet hair, dyed a variety of bright and unnatural shades. The shaved side has largely grown out now, helped along by her impulsive decision to hack the rest off to a jagged bob, but it still takes several minutes to braid the hair out of her face, subduing the wispy, uncooperative strands with half a dozen clips. She doesn’t look in the mirror to see how good a job she’s done, just tosses the comb onto the coffee table and stomps into the hall to retrieve her boots.


Then she catches a tram out to Lutton, weaving through the familiar streets of the civilian borough she used to live in until she reaches a small shop squeezed between two larger, flashier stores. Sark Furniture. Isabel isn’t looking to buy cabinets or shelves: she’s here for the owner who gave his name to the business.


Mortimer Sark.


‘Oh, no,’ he says, when she walks in.


‘Hello to you too,’ says Isabel. ‘You could at least pretend to be glad to see me.’


Her former Woodwork teacher smiles, leaning on the polished wooden counter. As always, his face is scruffy with stubble, his dark hair verging on overgrown. He’s pushed the sleeves of his plaid shirt up to his elbows, exposing muscled forearms and a battered watch, and there’s a sprinkling of sawdust in his hair where he must have run his hands through it. ‘Obviously, I’m delighted,’ he says. ‘Now, what’s the crisis?’


‘Nothing,’ she says, puzzled.


‘Then it must be option two. You’re lonely and wondering how to deal with whatever passes for emotions in that stone heart of yours.’


Isabel’s confusion turns to exasperation. ‘Very funny.’


‘Well?’ says Mortimer, lifting the counter so that she can duck through and join him in the back room. This, like the main shop, is overcrowded. ‘What brings you here?’


‘Maybe I came to see how business is doing.’ She eyes the jam-packed furniture. ‘Booming, apparently. Have you given up selling and started a collection?’


He doesn’t rise to the bait. ‘It’s quiet, but it’s ticking over. Bookshelves don’t seem to be in high demand in Espera.’


‘Time to pivot to making coffins, clearly.’


The joke’s a little too true to be funny, and Mortimer doesn’t laugh. ‘Come on, Isabel,’ he says, filling the kettle in the corner. ‘I know there’s a reason you’re here.’


She sighs, passing him two mugs from the draining rack. ‘I need a hobby,’ she says. ‘Something to fill the time, some kind of… outlet. I’m bored, and restless, and…’


‘Lonely?’ he prompts, with half a smile.


‘Maybe,’ she admits reluctantly.


Mortimer adds soy milk to the tea, and they both avoid acknowledging that he only switched because Isabel is lactose intolerant and it makes things easier whenever she calls by, just as they never talk about the carefully labelled gluten free biscuit tin he acquired right after Isabel found out her wheat allergy was permanent. If they talk about it, Isabel will have to face up to how much she owes Mortimer, and he’ll have to reconcile his affection for a fucked-up contract killer with his abolitionist beliefs. So they don’t.


‘You need a day job,’ he says at last, pushing a mug towards her. ‘And not an adjacent role. Something normal.’


It’s not that she hasn’t considered it, but there’s a flaw in his plan. ‘How am I meant to find a civilian job in Weaverthorpe?’


Mortimer shrugs. ‘Who says you have to stay in Weaverthorpe? You must be able to afford to live in Central Espera by now.’


He’s right: Isabel’s hits earn her enough to cover rent in the city centre, especially with her frugal lifestyle. But a girl of her age living alone in Central Espera would raise eyebrows, and then people might start wondering how, exactly, she makes her money…


‘It would look suspicious,’ she points out.


‘Not if you had a flatmate.’


Isabel tries to imagine living with another person, and can’t. The thought of somebody in her space fills her with panic, and the idea of hiding her identity and her assignments from them is exhausting.


But then she thinks again of her quiet flat, and how the empty hours echo as long days stretch out, interminable and bloodstained. Briefly, she contemplates spending the next five, ten, thirty years like that, silent and alone, and dread seeps through her. Risky or not, anything has to be better than that.


‘Okay,’ she says at last, and sees momentary surprise on Mortimer’s face. ‘How do I find one?’


‘Finally,’ says Mortimer. ‘A question I’m actually qualified to answer.’


Over the next half-hour, he helps her create a profile on a flatmate-hunting website. The hobbies section proves challenging; Mortimer vetoes ‘throwing knives at inanimate objects’, but eventually lets Isabel include ‘working out’, since she does spend too many hours down at the training gym. Next is personality, which requires a number of white lies to cover up the fact that she’s an emotionally stunted disaster with a pile of unresolved trauma and extremely murderous coping mechanisms. Eventually, however, they have something they’re both happy with.


‘They’ll be queuing up to live with you,’ says Mortimer, unconvincingly.


‘Uh-huh,’ says Isabel. With some trepidation, she adds her real name to the profile: Isabel Ryans. She hesitates before using it, but it’s not like anybody is looking for her any more, is it? Her parents are dead, and Comma already know where she is: right under their thumb. If there are any rules against moving in with a civilian flatmate, she’s never heard them.


Then she clicks post, and she and Mortimer treat themselves to another biscuit as a reward for a job well done. By the time Isabel leaves, an hour later, she’s shaken off some of the melancholy of the morning, and she feels almost cheerful as she boards the tram back towards Weaverthorpe.


Halfway home, her phone buzzes with a message, startling her.




Saw your advert looking for a flatmate. Mine just left abruptly and I need to find someone ASAP to cover the rent. If you’re interested, here’s my number.





Below that, there’s a short personal profile:




Laura Clarke. She/her. 18. Waitress.





Isabel reads it three times, looking for clues in the sparse message that might indicate a trap, but nothing stands out to her. It goes against her deeply ingrained instincts – not to mention her training – to trust that Laura Clarke is who she says she is, but calling the number can’t hurt, can it?


She wavers a moment longer, then makes the call.


‘Hello?’ The voice is cautious, maybe suspicious.


‘Is that Laura speaking?’ Isabel keeps her voice down, trying not to disturb her fellow passengers.


‘Depends who’s asking.’


‘Isabel. I got your message.’


‘Wow, that was quick.’ Laura sounds relieved. ‘Sorry, there’s this total jerk who— never mind. Does this mean you’re interested?’


‘I’d… like to know more,’ says Isabel uncertainly. ‘You said you’d lost your flatmate?’


‘Yeah, she promised me she’d stick around, right up until she got this girlfriend, and then she packed up and moved in with her, no warning, leaving me on the hook for the rent. My pay’s not terrible – I work at The Griffin’s Claw; do you know it? Fancy restaurant in Central Espera? But I can’t pay central rent on my own.’ Laura’s words fall out at high speed, piling on top of each other and leaving Isabel to sort them into the right order. It’s a little overwhelming, after two years of silence broken only by Mortimer’s fond sarcasm and Daragh’s gentle admonishments. Daragh has gone from being the doctor who saved Isabel’s life to another odd kind of friend, much like Mortimer: friendships formed in blood and the ash of the worst year of her life. But she’d forgotten what it’s like to talk to another teenager. ‘Anyway, the flat’s a two-bed,’ Laura continues. ‘Pretty good kitchen. No bath, which sucks, but the water pressure’s good in the shower. Want to come take a look?’


Isabel hesitates. This is progressing much faster than she’d anticipated – she needs to know way more about both the flat and Laura before she commits to anything. For a moment, she has the absurd desire to hang up and call Mortimer for advice.


Laura, apparently sensing her uncertainty, says, ‘You can totally back out once you’ve seen it. Or once you’ve met me, if it turns out you think I’m weird. I mean, hopefully you won’t, but I’m not asking you to commit to anything straight off.’


She definitely sounds like the eighteen-year-old she claims to be: unfiltered and enthusiastic. That doesn’t guarantee she’s not guild, but she’s younger than Isabel, and most people would barely have started training by then. Most people get a chance to grow up first.


She’s overthinking it. Laura just said it’s not a commitment. ‘Okay,’ Isabel replies.


‘Great,’ says Laura, sounding relieved. ‘This afternoon work for you? Sorry, I know it’s short notice, but my shifts—’


‘That’s fine. I’m not busy.’ An understatement. ‘Send me the address.’


‘Will do. It’s kind of hard to find, though, so maybe I should meet you. Do you know the tram stop near Fountain Square?’


‘Yes.’ Isabel took down a businessman a few months ago who tried to escape by jumping in the eponymous fountain. It didn’t end well for him. ‘Three o’clock?’


‘Wow, you’re efficient. All the monosyllables.’ Laura laughs.


‘Sorry,’ says Isabel uncertainly.


‘It’s fine. I’m sure I can get more words out of you in person.’ She laughs again. ‘Three o’clock works for me, so I guess I’ll see you then. Gives me time to clean the place up a bit.’


Isabel is torn between wanting to convey that Laura doesn’t need to clean for her and being distinctly nervous about the concept of moving in with somebody messy, with all the unpredictability that mess adds to an environment. ‘Okay,’ she says at last.


Laura doesn’t seem to notice her hesitation. ‘Great! Later.’ And before Isabel can muster a goodbye, Laura hangs up on her, leaving her with her mouth half open and a vague feeling of having missed a step while walking upstairs.


Isabel shakes off the awkwardness of the call and disembarks from the tram, glancing at the time. Two hours left before she’s due to meet Laura. Plenty of time to run some background checks – and ruminate on the fact that she has no idea how to make a good impression on a total stranger.


She sends Mortimer a quick text, asking for tips, and his reply comes through just as she unlocks the three locks of her current front door.




You’ll be fine. Just try not to be yourself.













2 RENKONTI (TO MEET)



There’s only one person waiting by the tram stop in Fountain Square. She’s blonde, her short curly hair kept out of her face by a blue headband tied in a bow on one side. The blue matches her eyes as well as her skirt, and the collar of her white blouse is bright and clean where it emerges from her grey cardigan. The overall effect is of a porcelain doll, incongruously human-sized among the unprepossessing landscape of Central Espera, and Isabel suddenly feels threatening in her habitual ripped jeans and clumpy boots. She wonders if she should have left the leather jacket at home.


But the other girl grins as Isabel approaches her. ‘You must be Isabel,’ she says. ‘Laura. Love the hair, by the way.’


Isabel tucks an errant strand behind her ear. ‘Thanks.’


‘Gotta say, I didn’t expect someone so quiet to dress like a punk. You’re the strong and silent type, are you?’


‘I’m… I live alone,’ Isabel offers, unsure if she’s being criticised or not. ‘I’m not used to talking. Sorry.’


‘Makes sense.’ Laura’s smile reveals perfect white teeth. ‘Well, stop me if I’m talking too much. I tend to go on a bit when I meet new people, but I run out of words eventually. Wouldn’t want you to get freaked out and back out on me.’


Isabel manages a tight smile. ‘It’s fine.’


‘Good, because I don’t know how to turn it off.’ Laura starts walking and Isabel follows her, one hand straying absently to the pocket where she keeps a trusty switchblade. So far, Laura doesn’t seem like a threat, but that doesn’t mean Isabel’s getting comfortable. ‘So, what do you do for a living, then?’


‘I’m… between jobs at the moment,’ says Isabel. ‘I’m hoping Central Espera might have more opportunities than Lutton.’ She thought hard about her story, and lying to Laura about her current address was the only option that made sense. Weaverthorpe is a Comma borough, and that invites curiosity, whereas nobody would question trading a poor civilian borough like Lutton for greener pastures. ‘Is that a problem? The landlord…’


‘Doesn’t care who lives there, as long as the rent gets paid.’ Laura doesn’t seem concerned that she’s unemployed. ‘Honestly, I’ve met the guy, like, once. You don’t need to worry about him.’


That’s not necessarily a good thing, but Isabel doesn’t push it. She can see why Laura suggested meeting her somewhere central: these narrow streets twist and turn, doubling back on each other and branching into shadowed alleyways that lack street signs or names. She knows some of them, but soon the artwork covering the walls becomes unfamiliar, new colours and shapes adorning the concrete and plaster of the buildings they pass. She’ll have to come back later to look at it properly and catalogue these new corners of the city.


‘You come to Central Espera much?’ Laura asks. ‘Lutton’s a bit of a trek, isn’t it? I can see why you’d want to move.’


Isabel shrugs. ‘Sometimes,’ she says, choosing not to mention that most of her targets live in the city centre. ‘To go to the shops, or the cemetery.’ She still visits Emma’s grave more often than she’d like to admit, sitting by the headstone to tell her friend stories, even though she knows it’s pointless. She tells them to Emma’s sister Jean, too, even though she never knew her, because Emma isn’t there to do it. She always leaves feeling both comforted and ashamed.


She’s the reason Emma was killed. She doesn’t deserve to mourn her, to miss her, to pull the weeds from her grave.


Laura’s expression has turned sympathetic, and Isabel realises too late what she’s given away. ‘Who’ve you got there, then?’ Laura asks.


‘What?’


‘The cemetery. If you’re visiting regularly, you must—’ Laura cuts herself off. ‘Sorry. Forget I asked. None of my business.’


‘A friend of mine,’ Isabel admits. ‘It was a couple of years ago now.’


Laura nods. ‘My mum’s down near the south gate, beside the rose garden.’


‘I’m… sorry to hear that,’ says Isabel, wrong-footed.


‘Oh, don’t be. She was awful. Roses are too good for her.’


A small laugh escapes Isabel before she can stop it. ‘We’ve got something in common, then.’


‘Shitty parents?’ says Laura. She gives Isabel a sympathetic grimace when she nods. ‘Everyone always tells me I must have loved her really, and expects me to be traumatised by her death, but… I hated her. I was mainly relieved that it was over. Sometimes I visit her grave just to remind myself that she’s actually dead and I never have to see her again.’


Isabel has never visited her father’s grave – she doesn’t need to, when the memory of shooting him is still vivid in her mind. As for her mother, she has no idea where Judith is buried. After the Ryans’ inglorious defection and the spectacular failure of their attempts to start their own guild, Judith wound up in Hummingbird custody, and no doubt they disposed of her once they were done with their interrogation. Isabel doubts Comma would have asked for the body back.


She decides against mentioning this to Laura. ‘I know the feeling,’ she says instead.


‘Right? It’s like, sometimes a death isn’t sad. Not when the world’s better off without them. But people look at me like I’m disturbed if I tell them that.’ She glances sideways at Isabel. ‘Sorry. I just met you, and here I am, throwing all my dirty laundry at you. It’s nerves, I swear. I’m not always like this.’


‘I make you nervous?’ says Isabel. She’s been trying not to seem threatening, but she’s obviously not succeeding. ‘Why?’


‘Have you seen yourself?’ says Laura incredulously. ‘With the boots and the piercings and the leather jacket? You’re clearly a thousand times cooler than me, and you could definitely beat me in a fight.’


She could. ‘I’m not going to fight you.’


‘Not yet. Wait until I forget to do the washing-up, though.’ Laura gestures to a building up ahead. ‘This is us.’


It’s one of the older blocks in this part of the borough, a brutalist stack made slightly more appealing by the faded artwork covering its concrete frontage: the delicate outlines of woodland creatures, pastel shadows of their true nature, against a peeling geometric background interrupted only by the punctuation of windows. To one side is a narrow alleyway that looks like it probably leads back down to the main road; to the other an uninspiring strip of grass overshadowed by the neighbouring building.


Isabel gives it a once-over. At a guess, she’d say there are ten flats in the block – two to a floor, five floors. Maybe only eight or nine, if the ground floor has been given over to the security theatre that so many of these Central Espera buildings buy into: a burly guard on a front desk and a metal detector to pass through, as though that would stop the guilds. If it’s one of those, she’s leaving right now. She doesn’t need that bullshit in her life.


‘I know,’ says Laura, reading into her critical look. ‘It’s not much to look at. But the flat itself was refurbed a couple of years ago, so I swear it’s better on the inside.’


Isabel shakes herself out of it. ‘Sorry. It’s not that. It’s—’ She hunts for an explanation. ‘The artwork. It looks familiar. Do you know who painted it?’


‘The mural?’ Laura sounds surprised. ‘No idea. I don’t pay much attention to that stuff. Are you an artist?’


‘No, but… my friend.’ It feels odd, talking about Emma to a girl who doesn’t give art a second glance. ‘The one who died. She was. She painted all over the city.’ This isn’t one of Emma’s pieces – it’s too quiet and restrained, lacking her fire. But Isabel recognises the style from somewhere, and can’t place it.


‘The landlord’s not a fan,’ says Laura, heading towards the front door. ‘He wants the council to pressure-wash it, but they keep saying no.’


‘Good,’ says Isabel emphatically, almost without meaning to, and Laura shoots her a curious glance. ‘I like it.’ A weak excuse. But sometimes, she thinks, the colours and the art are the only reason Espera is bearable.


Laura says, ‘Should’ve known you’d be the arty type, with that hair.’ She pushes open the front door, denying Isabel the chance to explain that she borrowed all her appreciation of art from Emma and she doesn’t really know what she’s doing, never has, she just knows that the colours mean something. ‘Come on, then.’


There’s no security guard or metal detector in the lobby, though there’s a curved reception area and a secure post room, suggesting the building has pretensions to grandeur far beyond its uninspiring architecture.


‘Lift’s broken,’ says Laura, leading her towards the stairs. ‘Happens a lot. Hope that doesn’t put you off.’


Isabel shakes her head. Lifts feel claustrophobic, dangerous, a metal box with no escape. She’s happy to take the stairs up to the third floor, where Laura unlocks one of the doors and gestures grandly inside.


‘This is it, then?’ says Isabel, stepping inside.


‘Yep. Take a look around.’


Isabel’s standards for a flat are a little esoteric for her to feel comfortable examining this place in company, but she doesn’t have a choice. The front door looks solid enough; the main lock isn’t guild-grade, but it might actually take her a couple of minutes to pick, so it would defeat most people. Inside, three doors open off an open-plan living room and kitchen.


‘I’ve got the master at the end,’ Laura tells her. ‘The first room would be yours, if you want it.’


Isabel nods, glancing into the room. It’s a good-sized double bedroom, plainly furnished with everything she’d need, even if the pale grey walls are depressingly monochrome. Between the two bedrooms is a bathroom, glossy and recently re-tiled. The kitchen, when she gives it a look, is well equipped and easily large enough for them to stay out of each other’s way, and although there are signs of habitation in the living room – a haphazard handful of books on the shelves, a mug on the coffee table – it doesn’t feel cluttered.


She can’t tell yet how safe this place is, how well the windows fit, whether the cameras on the outside of the building are enough to discourage attacks. But while her current flat is secure, it’s a Comma signature on the lease, her rent going straight back into the coffers of the guild. Safety at the cost of freedom, the way it always is.


This flat is a risk. Laura is a risk. Isabel knows better than to ignore that. But it’s hard to see any threat in the girl in front of her, and Laura’s chatter promises to fill the silence of Isabel’s life. Besides, Central Espera means opportunities, the chance to do more with her time than kill people and while away the empty hours in melancholic distraction.


Between her parents and the guild, Isabel’s never had the chance to figure out who she is, or what she wants from life. Maybe with Laura, she can find out – rediscover the civilian world that’s slipped away from her these past couple of years, become something other than a knife in Comma’s hand. If she turns down this opportunity, she might not get another chance.


‘Works for me,’ she says finally, and tries not to sound too hopeful. ‘If you still want to live with me.’


‘No objections here,’ says Laura, and grins. ‘When can you move in?’










3 SKOLTI (TO SCOUT)



It’s a rash decision, and Isabel spends the next two days making up for it. She researches Laura Clarke, whose online presence is minimal. Comma aren’t keeping any files on her that Isabel can find, either, so all she manages to prove for sure is that Laura does work at The Griffin’s Claw. The building’s owner is a nondescript civilian landlord who owns two such properties and lives pretty off the profits in Grindale, unremarked by anybody much. Laura has been renting the flat for five months; until a week ago, the second tenant was listed as Heather Markham, now living in Swaythorpe.


In other words, Laura’s story checks out, and there are no obvious red flags. So Isabel turns her attention to the area around the new flat. It’s not completely unfamiliar, but she doesn’t know it as well as she’d like. The building is low risk for snipers, at least, with no good sightlines from neighbouring buildings. Most of them are smaller: squat squares of apartments or narrow terraced tenements. It’s closer quarters than she’s used to, after living in Weaverthorpe, but that’s the nature of the city centre.


On one of her reconnaissance missions, Isabel passes a library, less than a mile from the flat. She’s had little use for books since her last attempt at a civilian life went up in smoke and she dropped out of Fraser Secondary School, but nostalgia – or perhaps faded memories of Grace, the librarian-poisoner who tried to save her – makes her slow her pace to read the poster in the window.


WE’RE HIRING, it reads. LIBRARY ASSISTANT WANTED. P/T 20+ HOURS.


Below the printed text, somebody has scrawled, The pay’s crap, but the books are good.


Libraries hadn’t been high on Isabel’s list of possible job opportunities, and she doubts they’d offer her a work schedule that could disguise the irregular hours of her assignments. But she stares at the poster, running through possibilities in her mind. It’s local, at least. And if they’re reduced to putting a sign in their window, they’re probably not going to insist on qualifications, and references she’d have to forge.


‘You know, if you keep staring at the window like that, it’ll shatter,’ says a voice.


Isabel turns. The speaker is a few years older than her, wearing a startling orange coat and thick glasses with bright yellow frames that stand out vividly against their brown skin and hair. They look at her expectantly.


She takes a second to adjust to the sight and the surprise, and then manages, ‘I was looking at the advert.’


‘No shit,’ they say. ‘If you’re looking for a job, it’s Jem you should talk to.’


‘Jem?’


‘Inside. We usually go through the doors, but you can keep trying to teleport through that window if you want.’


Isabel doesn’t remember the last time anyone other than Mortimer made fun of her, and his teasing has a different tone to it, a softness born of familiarity. It’s a strange experience, but not entirely unpleasant. ‘I’m not qualified.’


‘You know the alphabet?’


‘Yes.’


‘You’re qualified. And we’re desperate. Talk to Jem.’


‘Talk to me about what?’ A tall woman in jeans and a tartan jumper emerges from the library. She looks stressed: her dark hair has been haphazardly swept up into a messy bun, a pen thrust through it, and her pale, freckled skin is lined with care. Isabel would guess she’s in her early thirties, but it’s hard to be sure. ‘Beth, you’re late. What were you saying?’


Beth, the brightly coloured librarian, gestures to Isabel. ‘A job applicant for you.’


‘Hang on,’ begins Isabel, ‘I’m not… that is, I haven’t…’


Jem quirks an eyebrow at her. ‘Please don’t feel obliged to apply, if Beth has been trying to press-gang you. I’ve told them they can’t do that, but it doesn’t seem to sink in.’


‘I was curious,’ Isabel says hesitantly. She still is, mainly about what kind of library is desperate enough to recruit strangers off the street. ‘I’m about to move here, tomorrow. From Lutton. I’m looking for work, but—’


‘Know anything about libraries?’ Jem cuts in.


‘I’ve been in one. Two. A long time ago.’


‘Read much?’


Isabel hasn’t read anything that wasn’t a Comma intel file in months, if not longer. ‘Not really.’ It’s clearly not the answer they wanted, but she tries, on the rare occasions it’s possible, to tell the truth.


Beth says, ‘Ask her the alphabet question.’


Jem rolls her eyes. ‘Do you know the alphabet?’


An odd urge to impress them and make up for her lack of expertise pushes Isabel to say, ‘Latin or Cyrillic?’


For the first time, the librarian’s expression brightens. ‘A linguist!’ she says. ‘Tell me more. Are you a student?’


Pretending to be a student at the University of Central Espera would have been a good cover, if she’d had time to construct it, but she can’t risk lying without watertight details. ‘No,’ she says. ‘But I read Russian. I learned from books.’ This is partially true. ‘Is that useful?’


‘More than you’d expect.’ The two librarians exchange a look Isabel can’t interpret. ‘You said you’re moving tomorrow? Come here when you’re done, and I’ll interview you. If you’re nice to Beth, they’ll give you a tour.’


Once again, Isabel’s struck by the sense of everything moving much faster than she anticipated. After two years of letting Comma make her decisions for her, she’s been thrown back into the world at full speed, and she’s not sure she can keep up. ‘Okay,’ she says helplessly. ‘If you’re sure.’


‘Like I said,’ says Beth, ‘we’re desperate.’


‘And like I said,’ Jem tells her colleague, ‘you’re late. They’re waiting for you in the children’s section. Get a move on.’ Beth grins, waves at Isabel, and disappears inside. Jem adds, ‘I wish I could say Beth’s exaggerating and we’re flooded with applicants, but they’re right. We’re seriously short-staffed. So between you and me, the interview’s a formality, but… you’ll come, won’t you?’


The hope and uncertainty on Jem’s face makes her look younger. ‘I’ll come,’ Isabel promises, before she has time to talk herself out of it. ‘Although, I’m not sure when I’ll be done moving.’


‘We’re open until six. Come whenever. And, here,’ Jem adds, rummaging in her pocket for a scrap of paper and taking the pen from her hair to scrawl a number on it. ‘If you can’t make it, call and let us know.’


Isabel takes the paper. ‘Okay,’ she says again. ‘I’ll be there.’





In the end, moving doesn’t take long. Laura raises an eyebrow at Isabel’s lack of luggage, but she doesn’t own much. Just a suitcase full of clothes and another full of weapons. Even the crockery at her old flat technically belongs to Comma.


She’ll buy more. Like a civilian. But first, she has an appointment to keep.


Isabel hesitates for a few moments outside the library, wondering if ripped jeans were the right choice for a job interview. Too late now if not, she concludes, and plucks up the courage to go in.


The library’s bigger than it looks from outside, the small lobby opening out into a large room with other doors branching off it. She expected dark wood and tightly packed shelves, but instead the shelving is pale and low enough to see over, colourful paperbacks jostling against thick tomes. Comfortable-looking chairs are scattered conveniently in each section.


It takes a few moments to locate the issue desk, and Jem behind it. She’s helping an older woman fill out an application form, but she glances up and grins when she sees Isabel. ‘Be right with you,’ she says. ‘Feel free to look around.’


Isabel looks but doesn’t stray. From here, she has a clear line of sight to the door, but there’s probably a back entrance, which she hasn’t located. The windows are all partially blocked by posters and artwork, which is vaguely distracting, but the maze of shelves is a bigger risk. So many hiding places, so many blind spots: a killer’s playground. There are a few CCTV cameras, but nothing that wouldn’t be easy to avoid.


She’s never been sent here before. That doesn’t mean nobody has. Isabel shifts uncomfortably, wondering if there’s a way to ask Jem about the library’s body count without seeming like a paranoid freak. She’s not concerned for her own safety – she’s carrying three knives and a small pistol, though you wouldn’t know it to look at her – but if the guilds are active here, it’ll be a pain to get the security clearance to declare it as her day job.


Keeping it hidden from Comma isn’t an option: if she starts working here, it needs to be in her file so they don’t send someone on a hit that’ll blow her cover. But they’ll be a lot less likely to approve it if it interferes with their business.


‘All right, I’m all yours,’ says Jem, emerging from behind the desk. ‘Let’s head into one of the meeting rooms.’


Isabel follows Jem obediently. ‘So why are you short-staffed?’ she asks.


‘Bunch of reasons,’ Jem says, unlocking the door. ‘But it’s mostly because we lost three members of staff this month. One got another job, one’s taken long-term medical leave, and one was a guild hit.’


Isabel swallows. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘It’s shaken us pretty badly. He didn’t seem like the type to warrant a Hummingbird contract, so it was a shock when we got the news.’


Hummingbird. At least he wasn’t one of her own assignments; it’s more of a relief than it should be. ‘Do you get a lot of guild hits?’


Jem shakes her head. ‘None in the library itself for decades, and few on the staff. Most of our clientele aren’t desirable targets, and Ed… Well, it just goes to show that you can’t tell.’ She takes a seat and gestures for Isabel to do the same. ‘So, like I said, this is a formality. If we can’t fill their shifts, we’re going to struggle to keep the library open. Me and Beth are already pulling doubles to manage it. If you’re even vaguely competent, it’ll save us from having to cut our opening hours.’


‘I really don’t have any experience,’ Isabel admits. ‘But I need a job, and you need me…’


‘You said you read Russian. Tell me about that.’


She can’t explain that her father taught her languages in case she needed to cut a deal with a foreign government or kill somebody overseas; she probably shouldn’t have mentioned it at all. But she can’t take it back now. ‘I’m reasonably fluent in Russian. I also speak German, French, Spanish. My Korean is both rudimentary and rusty, but I can read the basics.’


There’s a short silence before Jem says, ‘And you learned those from books.’


She wants an explanation, and Isabel doesn’t blame her. Modern languages are a rare skill in Espera. Unless she can come up with a story, she’s basically just outed herself as guild. ‘My father,’ she says. ‘His family were, uh, refugees. He thought it was important. Not to forget the world.’


Jem’s expression clears. ‘You’re from Lutton, right?’ Isabel nods. ‘That explains it.’


Does it? Espera’s population has always been bolstered by refugees, its unfounded reputation as a safe space from global conflicts drawing people in like moths to a flame. Most of them live in the industrial boroughs, because that’s the deal. You get a life behind the walls, but you’ve got to work for it.


And once you arrive, you can’t leave.


Lutton, although a civilian borough, is bordered by industrials, and maybe Jem knows something Isabel doesn’t about how people keep their languages and cultures alive, decades after they left their own countries. If she’s willing to accept that as an explanation, Isabel won’t argue.


‘Where’s your father now?’ Jem asks.


‘Dead,’ says Isabel shortly. ‘Just over two years ago.’


‘Guild?’ says the librarian, and for a second Isabel panics, until she realises Jem’s only asking how her father died.


‘Yes,’ she confirms, and adds, ‘Comma,’ which is technically true.


‘All right.’ Jem leans back in her chair. ‘Well, we have a bunch of material in the archives that we don’t know how to deal with because nobody here can speak anything except English and a smattering of Esperanto—’ She catches Isabel’s surprised look and says, ‘What?’


‘I didn’t think anyone here was guild.’ Esperanto is the language Comma and Hummingbird use for business, a remnant of their history; it’s rare for civilians to speak it.


‘They’re not,’ says Jem. ‘But Mark’s family are adjacents, and he’s clever as shit, so they sent him to a spon. Fortunately, he decided guild life wasn’t for him, but now he’s our go-to translation guy.’


Attending a guild-sponsored school is one way of learning the language. Linnaeus Secondary, the school Isabel once attended, taught exclusively in Esperanto from fifth year – not that she made it that far.


‘So you have guild materials, then?’ Isabel asks.


‘Not many. But we try to get all the newspapers, including La Revuo. Mark tells us if there’s anything interesting in there.’


Intriguing. Isabel always thought it was tricky to obtain the guild paper without a direct connection, so they must have one, somewhere. She’s beginning to think there’s more to the library than meets the eye.


‘I suppose,’ she begins tentatively, ‘being in Central Espera, not everyone who uses the library is a civilian?’


Jem shrugs. ‘I mean, we don’t ask, obviously. And the guilds have their own resources, so I’m not sure what they’d want from our library. But, yeah, it’s always possible some of them are guild.’ She adds, ‘It must be weird for you, after living in Lutton, suddenly not knowing if your neighbours are civilians or not.’


Right, because Isabel has no idea what it’s like not to trust people, and no familiarity with being surrounded by threats. ‘I was on the border,’ she says. ‘Close to Weaverthorpe. But Central Espera is… different.’


‘You can say that again. Still, they mostly leave us alone. Apart from when they don’t.’ Her expression slips, slightly – a glimpse of sadness, and something like anger, as she remembers her lost colleague. ‘Anyway,’ she continues, recovering, ‘we’ll need help dealing with the archive once we’ve taught you to catalogue. In the meantime, we need a junior library assistant. Somebody to shelve books, help people find things, work the front desk, and generally keep things ticking over while me and Beth do the actual hard stuff. Think you can handle that?’


Shelving books she can handle. Patiently helping strangers fill out paperwork, as Jem was doing when she arrived, might be beyond her skill set. But Isabel nods.


‘Good. One last question. We’re open to everyone, but we’re not interested in inviting trouble. So are you, or have you ever been, a member of Comma or Hummingbird?’


A civilian life, a day job, friends – they were always going to be built on a foundation of lies. ‘No,’ says Isabel Ryans, the Moth, Comma’s most notorious contract killer, and her tone doesn’t change at all. ‘Civilian through and through.’


Jem holds out her hand for Isabel to shake. ‘Great,’ she says. ‘You’re hired.’










4 BONVENIGI (TO WELCOME)



‘How’d it go?’ asks Laura later, returning from her afternoon shift at the restaurant.


Isabel’s curled up on the settee with one of the books she brought home from the library, hoping that if she pretends to be comfortable in a communal space for long enough, eventually she’ll stop feeling like she needs to watch her back. ‘I got the job,’ she says, watching her flatmate kick off her high-heeled shoes and loosen her tie. ‘I start on Monday.’


‘Congrats.’ Laura comes into the living room and nods at the book in Isabel’s hand. ‘Homework already?’


‘Curiosity.’ Isabel holds it up to show Laura the cover.


The other girl chokes at the sight of the figure in a black catsuit embracing an unrealistically muscular shirtless man. ‘You’re reading Holly Emerald?’ she says incredulously. ‘By choice?’


Isabel turns the book to see the author’s name. ‘You know her work?’


‘By reputation. You know there are good romance novels out there, don’t you? Why would you inflict that on yourself?’


She shrugs. ‘I had a friend who collected these. I wanted to know if they were as bad as she made them sound.’


‘And?’


‘Worse.’ Isabel puts the book on the coffee table without bothering to mark her place. ‘The prose isn’t terrible, but I can’t get past the idea of somebody willingly sleeping with the person paid to kill them. Besides,’ she adds, ‘that catsuit would be completely impractical. Where’s she going to keep her weapons?’


‘I’m not sure I want to know,’ says Laura lightly, and goes into the kitchen. ‘Do you want a cup of— Why do we have two toasters?’


The book had been sufficiently bizarre for Isabel to forget she’d gone shopping for kitchen equipment on her way home. ‘Oh,’ she says. ‘That’s mine. I’m allergic to wheat. And a bunch of other things, but that’s the worst.’ A lasting legacy of the poison that almost killed her when she was seventeen – a parting gift in the form of a fucked-up immune system and a temperamental gut. ‘I thought it would help. Reduce the risk, that is. I can keep it in my room if it’s a problem.’


‘Why would I make you keep your toaster in your room?’ Laura says, as if it’s the most absurd thing she’s ever heard. ‘Obviously, we should avoid poisoning you. We can label the utensils too, if that helps. Do you want to stick a list of your allergies on the fridge, so I can make sure to be careful?’


Isabel swallows the unexpected lump in her throat. ‘Really?’


Her flatmate frowns. ‘What did you think I was going to say? “Sorry, Isabel, I’d rather make you sick than mildly inconvenience myself”?’


She hadn’t thought that far ahead. The last time she shared a kitchen, it was with her parents, and they actually poisoned her, on purpose, so she has low expectations for people’s willingness to adapt to her needs. ‘I don’t know. I thought it might annoy you.’


‘Trying to protect your own health isn’t being annoying.’ Laura looks around the kitchen, counting the cupboards. ‘Do you want the left-hand cupboards as a wheat-free zone? I can shift my stuff over and give it a bit of a clean. Better safe than sorry, right?’


Isabel has known Laura a scant handful of days, and already the other girl is trying to think of ways to keep her safe. It says a lot about her life that this small kindness makes her eyes prick with unfamiliar heat. ‘Thanks,’ she says, voice small.


‘While we’re on the topic, I guess we should discuss some ground rules. I’m pretty chill, but if your hair dye turns the shower blue, it’s your job to clean it.’


Isabel’s had too much practice scrubbing away bloodstains to need the warning, but she nods anyway. ‘Anything else I should bear in mind?’


‘Sometimes I like to bring people home. Would that bother you?’


Laura’s watching her carefully, like the answer matters, but Isabel barely understands the question. ‘As in friends?’


‘As in sex,’ says Laura baldly, and laughs at the look on Isabel’s face. ‘Please, you’re reading The Assassin’s Fuckfest, or whatever that book’s called—’


‘That is definitely not the title.’


‘—I hadn’t pegged you for a prude.’


‘I’m not a prude,’ says Isabel, put on the defensive by Laura’s amusement. ‘I just don’t get it. Or this book, for that matter. It’s all so… unappealing.’


‘Well, if you’re getting sex ed from Holly Emerald and her hunky heroes’ throbbing members, I’m not surprised it doesn’t appeal.’ Laura fills the kettle and takes two mugs from the cupboard. ‘If it’s not your thing, it’s not your thing. Personally, it’s the whole “eternal love, staring into each other’s eyes, die for each other” side of things that I don’t understand. Sex without the love complication is a lot more fun.’


‘Really?’ Isabel’s horrified and fascinated at the same time, and she hates how obvious they both are to Laura. ‘But why would you sleep with people you’re not in love with?’ She suspects the question she’s really trying to ask is, Why does anyone sleep with anyone?


‘Mostly because they’re hot and it’s fun,’ says Laura, and shrugs. ‘We’re all wired the way we’re wired. If you’re not into it, that’s cool with me. But maybe you should ask your librarian friends for some better book recommendations. No doubt they can find you something with no kissing whatsoever, if you want – though it’ll probably be replaced by brutal death and everyone will be tragically destroyed before the end.’


If those are really the only two options, Isabel has a horrible feeling she knows which path her life is on. ‘Noted,’ she says.


‘So would it bother you?’ Laura measures a teaspoon of tea leaves from one of the jars she’s got lined up on the counter. ‘If I brought someone home of an evening?’


Isabel hesitates. It’s not the sex part that bothers her. It’s the ‘strangers in her home that she hasn’t vetted’ part. Laura obviously has vastly different standards for personal safety, and Isabel’s beginning to feel like she’s made a mistake moving in with a civilian so unconcerned by the city’s dangers. ‘Maybe?’ she says. ‘But I don’t want to stop you having… fun.’


Laura laughs. ‘You won’t, trust me. I’ll make sure I check with you if someone’s coming over, deal?’


That doesn’t fix the problem, only offsets it to a later date, but Isabel nods. ‘Okay.’


‘Okay,’ agrees her flatmate. ‘Well, if that’s everything…’ She pushes the second mug towards Isabel. ‘I reckon this will work out just fine.’


It seems to work out just fine for the next couple of days, at least. Isabel begins to acquire the trappings of a normal life, and her bedroom goes from sterile to colourful, with lurid bedsheets and a wall covered in prints. She still barely understands art – still wishes Emma were there to explain the colours to her, the significance of the shapes, or the meaning behind the way two figures are positioned – but the colours are comforting, and there’s something about the confusion that feels like a choice. All her life, she’s been given the answers; for once, she wants to ask her own questions.


On Sunday, Laura presents her with a mug that reads No bread. Only pain in ornate script over the crossed-grain symbol that’s stamped on the packaging of Isabel’s wheat-free alternatives.


‘Because seriously,’ she says, ‘I’ve seen that stuff you make toast with, and I’m pretty sure that’s cardboard, not bread.’


Isabel concurs. She also appreciates the bilingual pun, although she doesn’t remember telling Laura that she speaks French.


And on Monday, Isabel starts work at the library.


Jem’s busy in the archives, so it’s Beth who has been tasked with showing Isabel the ropes. Today, their outfit is less eye-wateringly bright, but their smile makes up for it. ‘Hope you’re ready for this,’ they say. ‘Time for the grand tour. We’ll start in the children’s section.’


Isabel hopes they won’t expect her to sit and read stories to children. She has absolutely no experience of working with kids, and her own memories of childhood won’t help her much. But she doesn’t want Beth to think she’s reconsidering the job already, so she forces a smile. ‘Lead the way.’


The children’s section is in a state of chaos, which Beth sadly confides is its usual state, small children not being overly keen on things like putting books back on shelves and alphabetising. After introducing Isabel to the classification system – fairly basic, clearly indicated by the coloured labels on the books’ spines – they test her on her ability to shelve a few items, and when she succeeds, they give her a thumbs up.


‘See, totally qualified,’ they say. ‘The rest of the library’s pretty similar, but it’s organised by genre rather than age. Fortunately for you, me and Jem are still doing most of the cataloguing, so all you lowly assistants have to do is obey the labels.’


They leave the children’s section, and Beth points out the different genres as they pass. ‘Sci-fi and fantasy. Historical. Romance. Non-fiction. That’s by topic, so shelve by the numbers on the label, not by author. Crime. General fiction. Research suite is over there, that’s mostly used by teachers. Getting your bearings yet?’


‘Just about.’ Isabel pauses by one of the shelves to pull out a book. There’s a guild stamp on the copyright page, but it was originally published outside the city. Most of the books must have been; she can’t imagine Espera’s literary scene sustaining a whole library of this size. Putting the book back, she asks, ‘What would you say is popular?’


‘Crime and thrillers, weirdly.’ They shrug. ‘Why people want more murder when they already live in Espera, I have no idea, but they’re consistently popular. Sci-fi’s taken a real nosedive in recent years. Less of it gets past the censors, for some reason, though I’ve no idea why the guilds object so much, and I guess people aren’t as keen to read about going to space when they can’t even leave the city.’


‘So everything here has passed the censors?’ says Isabel, an innocent request for clarification that comes out sounding accusatory.


Beth hesitates. ‘I don’t know what you’re implying, but we do things legally around here. Our collections—’


‘I wasn’t implying anything,’ says Isabel honestly, although their defensiveness is intriguing, so perhaps she should have been. ‘I was curious. Do you ever have books that used to be approved and aren’t any more? What happens to them?’


The librarian relaxes slightly. ‘They get pulled. Some are destroyed. It depends why their permit wasn’t renewed, really. Some of the less controversial ones end up in the store.’


‘The store?’


‘Part of our archive. We have access to material that isn’t permitted on the open shelves.’ They give Isabel a mischievous smile. ‘Librarians are the keepers of knowledge – including the things nobody else is allowed to know.’


And they’ve welcomed Isabel into their fold. She suspects it’ll be a while before they let her anywhere near the illegal books, but even the way Beth trusts her with knowledge of their existence sends a frisson of excitement through her – and guilt. Because Beth definitely shouldn’t be trusting her. Isabel’s guild, and if she chose to hurt the library staff, she could do so very badly.


But she isn’t going to choose to. Because this is a chance, a bridge, an opportunity, and maybe if she plays her cards right, she can access some of that knowledge, too.


‘Okay then,’ she says. ‘Put me to work. What do you need me to do?’










5 LABORI (TO WORK)



Library work is more tiring than Isabel anticipated. Spending all day surrounded by people is a shock to her system after months alone in her flat, and Beth thinks shelving is the best way for her to learn the lie of the land, so most of her shifts have involved carting piles of books around. Her muscles are suffering, despite her workouts.


Although she’d texted Mortimer her new address, it takes a week to muster the energy to get the tram out to Lutton to see him. It’s unlike her not to call by more often, and checking in on him via the surveillance she has on his shop and the little flat above it just isn’t the same.


‘I was beginning to think this Laura had kidnapped you,’ Mortimer says, when he opens the door to her.


It’s late, and the shop is closed; it looks like she disturbed him settling in with a book for the evening. She’s told him before that she can pick the locks and save him the effort of getting up, but he informed her in no uncertain terms that she was forbidden to do so.


Isabel sinks onto the settee. ‘I took your advice. Got myself a day job.’


‘Doing what?’ he asks, settling back into his seat.


‘Library assistant.’


‘Grace would be proud,’ he notes, sounding faintly pleased.


Isabel feels a flush of embarrassment. ‘They told me they were desperate. I’m wildly unqualified, but so far it’s mostly carrying books and putting them on shelves, and even I can manage that. Now all I’ve got to do is fill out the Comma paperwork, and it’s official.’


Mortimer nudges the gluten free biscuit tin closer to her end of the coffee table. ‘I think that warrants a biscuit,’ he says. ‘Congratulatory sugar, and all that.’ As she leans forward to take one, he asks, ‘So where’s the library?’


‘On Chartrand Street. It’s about fifteen minutes—’ His expression, which was friendly and interested, has become fixed. ‘What’s wrong? Do you know it?’


‘Not exactly.’ He gets up, goes to the kitchen, pours himself a glass of water despite there being one on the coffee table already. ‘You haven’t filled in the paperwork yet?’


‘I keep getting distracted. I’m working on it.’ Something’s bothering him, but if there’s one thing Isabel’s learned about Mortimer, it’s that he’ll tell her what’s on his mind as and when he decides she needs to know, and not before, no matter how much she pushes.


‘Give them the bare minimum,’ he says. It could be advice to make the process less onerous, but somehow, she doesn’t think so. ‘Tell them what you have to, nothing more.’


Isabel eyes him. ‘Any particular reason?’
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