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For those working to repair harm, not perpetuate it.





Content warning: This is a book about grief, and the messy process of healing after trauma. It depicts depression, PTSD, and self-destructive behaviour, including drug and alcohol abuse and references to unsafe sexual activity. It also contains references to violence and past child abuse.






‘THESEUS: Stop. Give me your hand. I am your friend.

HERAKLES: I fear to stain your clothes with blood.

THESEUS: Stain them, I don’t care.’

Herakles by Euripides

(translated by Anne Carson in Grief Lessons: Four Plays by Euripides)








ANTAŬPAROLO (PROLOGUE)

A girl, running.

A dark tunnel: an artery for the blood she trails, a road to the unknowable, her only chance. When she stumbles, there’s nobody to see her fall, or hear the faint sobbing gasp of her breath. Dead. She’s left them all behind. Her city of death, her lost friends, any safety she’s ever known, and now she runs towards a world she doesn’t believe in, not knowing what she hopes to find at the other end. It’s a gradual abandonment, leaving behind her name and her self. Each step stitches the thread of her footprints into the black seam of the unlit tunnel, binding her to the earth.

It’s endless, interminable, unbearable. And then it isn’t. The faint glimmer of light through a manhole cover, reflected on the rungs of a ladder screwed into the wall, is a blinding sun. It sears her eyes and heart with undeserved hope, her bloodstained hands almost too weak to grip the rungs. She tries anyway, climbs anyway. It takes three attempts to shift the hatch.

The girl emerges into the world like a maggot from a corpse, grotesque and unwanted. The corpse makes a final attempt to claim her, tugging at her exhausted knees, but she stumbles onwards on a pilgrimage to nowhere. One foot in front of the other, survival by unwilling degrees, bloodied feet on potholed tarmac roads. Lost and losing: memories, strength, the will to continue. The place she’s left is a nightmare, vague and terrifying. The place she’s going is an emptiness, unfathomable.

They find her in the end. The darkness first, and then the people.

She falls again, and this time it’s a relief.






1 PERDITA (LOST)


She wakes nameless and fragmented in an unfamiliar room, her fingers clenched around weapons and blood sticky and persistent on her hands. The air conditioning bites, stripping her of her skin one layer at a time and leaving her flayed and exposed, and the sound of approaching footsteps thunders like her heartbeat in her ears. She lashes out, protecting herself, but the blade in her hand is an illusion and a memory, dissolving inches from the stranger’s throat, and she’s unarmed and helpless to resist as they pin her arms and wrap thick restraints around her wrists.

‘And I thought you said she wasn’t dangerous, doctor,’ says a voice.

‘While she was unconscious,’ says another voice, ‘she wasn’t.’ The doctor, she presumes. Here to cut her up and slice her open to find out what it is that made her a monster. Maybe if they peel off enough of her skin, they’ll see her rotten core; maybe they’ll see the damage on her, written into her bones.

She doesn’t know where she is. Barely knows who she is. But she knows she’s not there any more, wherever there was, trapped in a crowd that hated her. Nor is she out on the road, running, running, trying to outrun the need to kill anybody else because there’s enough blood on her hands already. All she remembers is the tunnel, dark and endless, and the thought that she might really be dying this time.

But here she is. And there’s a doctor watching her, and restraints around her wrists, and she doesn’t have a weapon.

She considers opening her eyes and demanding to know where she is, who they are, what they want – but that would require curiosity, and the ability to care about the answers. And that’s gone, lost somewhere along the road to the exhaustion and the blood and the hollow inside her where her name should live.

‘Is she awake?’ says the first voice.

‘Oh, I think so.’ The doctor sounds vaguely amused. She would resent that, if she had the capacity to resent anything. Instead, it washes over her as a fact of her current situation: she is here, and she is being watched, and they will not let her fight back. ‘But we can wait until she’s ready to talk. There’s no rush.’

A laugh from the first voice. ‘True. She’s not going anywhere.’

And maybe that should frighten her. But fear, like curiosity, requires her to care about consequences. What can they do – kill her? Everybody else is already dead. She should have joined them, given her scars to the earth and her bones to the dust, and now, here, it’s impossible to remember why it is that she didn’t.

Eventually they tire of watching her. She hears them walk away, leaving her to the bed and the restraints and the images behind her eyelids.

They’re all dead. And it’s her fault.



The next time she wakes – an hour later, or a week, or anything in between – she’s alone in the room. She knows this instinctively, but she takes the time to double-check, listening for breathing and all the soft noises the living can’t help but make. Nothing. Only the faint buzz of electronics and the sound of rain against a closed window.

She opens her eyes.

The room is as grey as her thoughts, washed out and made meaningless. She’s still restrained, tied to a simple metal bedframe. She can’t see her hands from this angle, but they feel clean. Dry. Somebody washed off the blood. Took her clothes, too, by the feel of it, and the scratchy T-shirt and trousers they’ve given her instead are abrasive against her skin.

The window – she can see it if she cranes her neck – is a small, high pane of clouded glass, firmly closed, letting in no sight of the outside world.

Outside. Is that where she is? Maybe. She remembers running. She remembers leaving everything behind.

Leaving everyone behind.

She’d thought, because of the doctor, that this might be a hospital, but it looks less like a place where people are brought to get better, and more like a place they’re left to be forgotten. There are worse fates, she thinks, than being forgotten; she might even welcome it. Maybe, if she tries hard enough, she can forget herself.

You are not allowed to forget, her brain tells her, ever-cruel. Forgetting is a luxury reserved for those who aren’t monstrous, who haven’t committed atrocities. Her mind denies her the knowledge of her name, but it gives her this: the memory of her hands wrapped around necks, holding weapons, lathered in blood. An endless parade of deaths in high definition.

The door opens. She can’t see that, either; it’s in the corner, beyond the narrow line of sight her restraints allow. But she hears the steady tread of comfortable shoes across linoleum flooring, and closes her eyes pre-emptively before the blow lands.

It never does. A voice – the doctor – says, ‘I know you’re awake.’

She doesn’t answer. She wouldn’t know how to speak even if she wanted to, her words swallowed deep in her dry throat.

The next question: ‘Do you know where you are?’

No. She can guess, from the room, their unfamiliar accents, the wariness with which they approach her. She guesses that she got out, or someone got her out, and they brought her here: a holding place for the fugitives nobody wants. Perhaps they’ve been waiting for her to wake so they can send her back. They won’t want her if they know who she is, and they must know. They must have seen her, and the blood, and the knives she carried.

Maybe they know her name.

She might have asked them that, if she had her voice, and if the words would obey her. But she’s not sure she wants it back. She’s crawled out from under her name, and she sees no reason to go clawing to retrieve it. Let them have it. Let them take all the words people use to explain her, to make her, and do what they like with them. She’ll stay here, grey thoughts in a grey room, and wait to be allowed to follow the others.

The others. Her fault.

‘You’ve been asleep for several days,’ says the doctor, as though volunteering this information might encourage her. ‘You were dehydrated and suffering from blood loss. There were a dozen injuries—’

She opens her eyes. The doctor stops speaking, lips parted expectantly, waiting for her explanation. She doesn’t have one. She’s not sure she knew she was wounded.

The doctor is not grey, which comes as a surprise. Blue, instead: pale blue scrubs and cap, like this is a real hospital and not a forgetting-place. He wears an expression of professional interest, not concern. To him, she is an anecdote more than a person.

She thinks perhaps she’s okay with being a story, if only somebody will let it end.

‘We have some questions for you,’ says the doctor finally. ‘When you’re feeling up to answering.’

She closes her eyes.



The next bout of wakefulness brings light but not clarity, the room lanced with sharp beams of filtered sunlight streaming through the dirty window. Around her is the babble of words she can’t understand, her grasp of English fragmenting under the weight of pain and grief as the threat of memory grows in her shattered mind. Questions – she knows they’re questions by the inflections, and some part of her wants to explain that she doesn’t understand, can’t answer them, but the rest of her only wants to close her eyes and wait for the darkness to claim her again.

Nokto. Night. It was always her home: softer than day, sharper than morning.

Their daylight’s no use to her now, and their words mean nothing.



The first thing she notices is that the restraints are gone.

No. Not the first thing. The first thing she notices is that she is no longer alone in this room. The second thing is that this is a different room. And the third thing, after all of that, is that the restraints are gone, which she notices because her hands have curled into defensive fists even before she knows that she’s afraid.

In this room are other beds, neatly spaced with a small locker in between. The beds closest to hers are empty, but the sound of raspy sleep-breathing from the corner near the door confirms a second occupant. The walls are as grey as the last room, but perhaps that’s her, her weak incurious vision filtering out the unnecessary colours that might tell her whether or not she’s alive.

She knows, though, that she’s alive. She resents it. She resents the fact that she’s grateful, hates herself for the small relief of drawing breath. The rest of them don’t get this. Why should she? Just because she ran? Just because she killed? She hasn’t earned her survival.

She knows this with a certainty she lacks about all else. Her name, their names, their faces, are nothing more than the memory of a knife in her hands and the pounding of her heart and the need to run. But she knows she doesn’t deserve this.

Footsteps. A figure stops just out of sight at the end of her bed. She’d have to sit up to see them, and her exhausted body won’t allow that. She’s made of rocks and lead, so heavy she’s surprised she hasn’t sunk straight through the mattress and deep into the ground.

They ask her a question. She doesn’t understand the words. She tries to tell them this: I don’t understand you. But her tongue’s as leaden as the rest of her, and the words won’t take shape. Her mouth is sandpaper-dry.

‘Akvon,’ she manages, in a rasp of a voice. ‘Akvon, mi petas.’

They say something else, but the blackness is already creeping back in. She closes her eyes and waits for it to be over.

The next thing she knows, something is being held against her lips. Her first instinct is to recoil, until she realises it’s what she asked for. Water. Greedily, she latches onto the bottle, swallowing in great gulps. They pull it out of reach, a note of warning in their voice, but she doesn’t care if it’ll make her sick. She needs water.

With the water comes a clarity she’s lacked these last few times she’s woken. She blinks grit and sleep from her eyes and sees the person the voice belongs to, their grey clothes blending in with the room. They wear a lanyard and a staff badge with a logo she doesn’t recognise. It tells her nothing of use, and their expression is unreadable. But they gave her water.

‘Dankon,’ she says, her gratitude genuine.

They give her the bottle. She holds it herself in shaking hands and tries to ration it with care. She fails, is sick on the floor beside the bed, and sinks back into unconsciousness because it’s easier that way.



Gradually, she comes back to herself. Still no name. Still not sure she wants one. She senses that it’s there, somewhere, inside her head, waiting to be claimed, but it’s tangled up in a world of hurt she doesn’t dare to touch. When she prods at it, she remembers nothing but death, and fear, and flight. There’ll be no kindness in the memory of herself.

She learns that these people keep her alive out of duty, not care, and that they’re only waiting for her to be well enough to speak. Sometimes her mind cooperates, sifting meaning from their words, but sometimes English abandons her, and she’s left with only fragmentary Esperanto, Russian, German – nothing that belongs here – to package her scattered thoughts.

She’s not sure if she’s a prisoner or a patient, but that, at least, is a familiar state of affairs.

Finally, there comes a day when they take her from her bed and along grey corridors to a room, where they sit her on a chair and shackle her hands to a table and say, ‘Are you ready to talk now?’

She’s got enough English today to ask them what she’s supposed to be talking about.

‘Espera,’ they say, and she—

She remembers.

Espera. City of hope, city of fear, city of death. Walls and art and murder. Her whole world playing out within a few dozen square miles, the outside as unknowable as eternity. Espera that made her and Espera that would have unmade her again.

Remembering the city means remembering the rest of it.

‘Papilio,’ she says. The word tastes strange on her tongue and she tries again. ‘Noktopapilio.’ It comes with the rotten scent of something forgotten, but this, this is the closest she can get to her name.

The Moth. Trapped now and burning.



In the end, she talks.

They tell her it’s the only way she’ll be allowed to leave this place, and though she’s got no interest in the world beyond these grey walls, she still feels them closing in on her, the ceiling heavy and ready to crush her hateful body. She’s got nowhere else to go, but this is not a place where anyone can live, and she’s not sure she’s ready to die.

They ask a lot of questions. She didn’t realise how many answers she’d be able to give them until they come spilling out of her. There are gaps, lacunae, languages layered over each other until meaning is lost, but she can give them enough to keep feeding the wolves. Enough to earn herself a brief walk around the grey courtyard they call a garden. Enough for a glimpse of the sky.

She keeps talking, and all the while a part of her mind whispers, you will pay for this, says, they will kill you for this, says, traitor traitor traitor, but she can’t think about who she’s betraying without remembering who she is, and she’s got no interest in remembering who she is, remembering her guild and the blood on her hands. It comes back anyway. Comma. Ronan’s face in her dreams, smiling as he makes a weapon of her. Nightmares of Daragh crumpling to a bloody hospital floor, the doctor unmade in a place of healing. Running, trapped and cornered, knowing the whole city wants her dead.

But she’s not in Espera any more, and she doesn’t truly know why she ran.

Coward.

Too afraid to die. Let everyone else do it and couldn’t bear it for herself.

The names come back one by one, when she lets them. Mortimer is next; she remembers his smile and his carpenter’s hands before his name, but she gets there eventually. Laura she puts off as long as she can, not wanting to recall the look on her flatmate’s face when she left her behind in her hospital bed, but she can’t hide from it for ever.

One day she remembers Leo, and for the first time it occurs to her that she might not be completely adrift in this strange, unfriendly world.

‘Leo Jura,’ she says, tentative. ‘In this city?’

They don’t know what to do with that. She tries to clarify, scrambling for details that might help – he’s a librarian, he left Espera, he’s good, please find him – but her English is slipping away again. The Esperanto always comes back first, a relic of a childhood spent learning to kill before she ever learned how to live. So in the end she can only beg them: ‘Leo Jura. Mi petas.’

She doesn’t really think they’ll find him.

When he comes to visit her for the first time, the kindness in his eyes undoes her.

‘Isabel,’ he says, and just like that, as though it’s easy, he gives her back her name.



There is a lot of paperwork involved in being saved.

They’ve explained it to her, expressions serious and words heavy with technicalities: defector, asylum, conditional, responsibility. Isabel sits silently beside Leo and nods when she’s supposed to, pretending she understands, but she heard nothing after they told her she’d be leaving this place. She’s not alone. Leo is here, and he came for her.

Now Leo’s filling out the forms, acres of them, occasionally looking up to ask her for a detail. His voice is gentle, and his pity flays her open: when he asks her for her date of birth and she admits that she can’t remember, beyond that it’s in April, the look in his eyes almost unmakes her. She can’t explain how entirely she’s lost herself, jettisoning every piece of information that seemed inessential. If he hadn’t come, maybe she would still be nameless.

There are only three things she knows for sure:

Her name is Isabel Ryans.

She’s a killer and a coward.

Everybody else is dead.

In the end that’s all that matters.






2 MALHELA (DARK)


The corners of the room are dark and full of shadows.

The main light is on, washed out by the pale grey lampshade. Isabel crosses the room and turns on both the lamps, angling them so that they chase away the darkness. It doesn’t work. She can still see it in the corner of her vision. Is still consumed by it every time she closes her eyes.

She can’t fall asleep because it feels too much like dying.

This room – the spare room of the house Leo shares with Ant and Sam, fellow Esperan fugitives – is softer and darker than the hard edges and fluorescent glare of the detention centre. It should be comforting, and isn’t. Isabel sits on the edge of the unfamiliar bed, unarmed and useless, and waits to forget the terror of closing her eyes, or for sleep to overtake her before she can think long enough to panic.

‘Isabel.’ Leo opens the door a little way, lingering on the threshold. ‘I saw your light was on. Do you need anything?’

She shakes her head. ‘Foriru.’

He doesn’t go away. The open door casts a rectangular stain of darkness on the carpet. ‘Can’t you sleep?’

‘Vi permesas la ombrojn eniri.’ You’re letting the shadows in.

‘You can’t stay awake for ever, Isabel,’ he says, coming into the room.

‘Tro malhele.’

‘You’ve got every light on.’

She looks up at him, fights her shattered mind for the English to make him understand. Says, ‘It’s too dark when I close my eyes.’

Leo sighs and sits down next to her on the bed. ‘You’re scared,’ he says. ‘I get it. And I’m sorry I didn’t come for you sooner. If I’d known you were there…’

But he didn’t know, because she didn’t know how to ask for him.

Isabel doesn’t want to talk. Talking is exhausting, language betraying and abandoning her, and Leo, though he understands her Esperanto well enough, seems reluctant to speak to her in it. Maybe he wants to pretend they can leave Espera behind, but she can’t do that without leaving herself behind, too.

He puts his arm around her. She wants to shudder away from the touch, but it’s helpful to him, so she doesn’t. ‘I understand how you’re feeling,’ he begins.

‘I’m not feeling anything,’ Isabel tells him, and she thinks it’s true. All that’s left is emptiness. Too much emptiness even to inject any emotion into the monotone of her voice, or to know what she hopes to achieve by telling him this. ‘Foriru. Mi petas.’ Go away. Please.

Leo doesn’t go away. He’s got it into his head that he should help her, too noble to leave her to suffer alone like she deserves, so he says, ‘Tell me what I can do that will help, and I’ll do it.’

Her voice is flat, but the words burn her throat. ‘Bring Laura back,’ she says. ‘Bring Daragh back. Bring Mortimer back. Kill my mother a thousand times over. Unmake me.’

‘Isabel—’

‘Unmake me, so that I was never the Moth, and they never died, and none of this happened. Pull me apart and make me into something and somebody else, because—’

‘Isabel,’ he says, more sharply. ‘Haltu.’

She stops. If Leo wants it enough to ask in Esperanto, she’ll oblige. But she says, ‘Why?’

‘Because you’re only making yourself feel worse.’

Again with the feeling. Again with the assumption that there’s anything left inside her except rot and ashes. He’s casting a shadow on the floor that the lamps can’t chase away, bringing darkness into the over-bright haven of her room. She tries not to look at the shape of him thrown across the floor and walls like an insubstantial corpse. Too dark. Too dark. Like she’s half closed her eyes already.

‘You can’t be unmade,’ he says, very gently.

‘Shows how little you know.’

‘Isabel.’ He keeps saying her name, as though to remind her who she is. It won’t work. She’s gone lost somewhere on the road. ‘None of this is your fault. If they’re dead, it’s—’

He breaks off, and all she hears is that word if.

She hadn’t told him they were dead. She hadn’t told him what happened. She didn’t mean to do it like this: throw her grief in his face and leave him to draw his own conclusions. Something that might be regret worms its way through the hard shell around Isabel’s heart and trickles like acid through her veins.

‘Mortimer?’ he asks finally, her saviour made supplicant as he looks at her. ‘He’s dead?’

‘They’re all fucking dead.’ She should soften it, but she doesn’t know how. They were friends, Leo and Mortimer, since before she knew either of them, and she – she forgot, so wrapped up in her own grief it didn’t occur to her that it might hurt Leo to find out like this. But it’s not like there’s a way of saying it that’ll make it better, undo the damage. And Daragh… Leo knew Daragh, too, worked with him at the Sunshine Project. Isabel just keeps taking people from him. ‘They beat Mortimer to death,’ she says at last, brutal and efficient. ‘Hummingbird. He never regained consciousness, but it still took him days to die. My mother shot Daragh – at least that was quick. And Laura…’

Laura she abandoned to the mercy of Comma and Hummingbird, injured in a hospital bed and entirely lacking in allies. Isabel didn’t see her die, but she hopes it was quick.

Mortimer, Daragh, Laura: none of them chose to get caught up in her shit. She’s the one who tangled them in this sticky web of death, and she didn’t deserve to escape it. Maybe if Leo understands her culpability, he’ll stop looking at her like she’s worth pitying.

‘It’s not your fault,’ says Leo, but he sounds less sure this time, grief pulling certainty away from him and cutting him down to size.

‘They’d still be alive if it weren’t for me. Suzie would still be alive.’

His expression shifts from lost to bewildered. ‘Who’s Suzie?’ Still that gentle voice, like she’ll spook if he asks too loudly.

‘A girl. A Hummingbird trainee.’

He sighs. ‘Don’t think about—’

‘I killed her, Leo.’

‘You killed a lot of people. I’m aware of that.’ He doesn’t know the half of it. He might understand academically that she fought her way out of Espera – they’d have told him that when he came to claim her at the detention centre, their explanations pieced together from her fragmentary confession. But he didn’t see it, the bloody wretch it left of her by the end. If he did, he wouldn’t still be sitting here. ‘That’s the past, Isabel.’

Isabel looks at the floor, her bare feet pale against the carpet. The month she spent in that place gave the bruises and blisters of her journey time to heal, but she still feels the ache of them. ‘She was twelve.’

Leo goes still. ‘What?’

‘She was twelve years old, and I killed her. That’s why… that’s why I had to leave. She was a kid.’

‘She was my sister.’

There’s a shadow on the floor that wasn’t there before. Not quite as dark, not quite as defined. They both look up at Sam, standing in the doorway in her oversized pink pyjamas, the colour clashing with her red hair. It’s the first time Isabel’s seen her since arriving here, and she’d almost convinced herself it wouldn’t feel like looking at Suzie’s ghost. She was wrong. Sam’s shorter than her twin, slender, a hacker rather than a fighter – but she still wears a dead girl’s face.

It hurts, in the numb, distant way that things hurt these days.

‘Sam, you should be in bed,’ says Leo automatically, well settled by now in his role of surrogate parent to the young abolitionist criminal he helped escape from the safehouse under the library after Isabel blew their cover.

‘I heard you talking.’ Sam looks at Isabel, fearless. ‘Suzie was my sister.’

‘Yes.’ She says it hesitantly, as though unsure of the facts, but of course she’s sure. Of course she knows. ‘Your twin.’

Sam nods, takes a step further inside. ‘You know, you saved her once. Or thought you did.’

Isabel frowns. ‘I saved her?’ she echoes, thinking of the girl with her cloud of red hair and the scissors clutched in her hands, and then she remembers – all of a sudden – another redhead, a lifetime ago. Shielding a child with her body. Trying to get her out. ‘That was her,’ Isabel breathes. ‘That was her? Katipo?’ But she got that girl out. She blew up her parents’ guild and she got the children they were training out. They were meant to be safe. Emma died so that that girl could be safe. ‘But you… you weren’t there, were you?’ Surely she would remember.

Sam shakes her head. ‘They didn’t want me. I wasn’t as strong as Suzie.’ Her tone is matter-of-fact. ‘Then Hummingbird took her when we were ten. I didn’t see her again. I thought maybe she was dead anyway.’

Isabel hasn’t got the words for what she’s trying to say, in any language. She saved that kid – the one good thing she’s ever done, the one selfless thing – only for her to be dragged right back into the same lethal trap. And then Isabel killed her. Without even knowing.

‘I didn’t know,’ she manages. ‘That she was yours. Or that she was—’ My father’s. But she knew the girl was her mirror. It just hadn’t seemed to matter at the time.

‘You killed a child,’ says Leo. It would be easier if he sounded disgusted, or better, furious. Instead, he’s carefully stripped all emotion from the statement until it’s neither an accusation nor a question.

‘I wasn’t given a choice.’ The lie Isabel tells herself. She had a choice – a choice to kill Suzie, or face the wrath of a city with every reason to hate her, exposed by the very man who made her a monster. A choice between murder and death, the same choice she’s always had – just as she had a choice between leaving Laura to die and staying to fight. I always choose the wrong one. ‘I didn’t… want to.’

As if that fucking helps.

Sam nods, expression unreadable, and turns to leave. Isabel can’t tell if her calm is grief or fury or both, but neither would be any less than she deserves.

Leo watches Sam go, his expression torn as he wars with his conscience about whether to follow.

‘Iru,’ Isabel tells him. Go.

‘No,’ he says, without conviction.

‘She needs you more than I do.’ Isabel pulls her legs up onto the bed and wraps her arms around them, trying to keep warm. She’s been cold ever since she stumbled into this city, blood-soaked and helpless, like the ghosts of all the people she’s killed have crawled into bed with her and are draping themselves over her skin. ‘And I’d rather be alone.’

‘You didn’t tell me—’

‘That I killed a child? Somehow I didn’t think that would convince them to let me stay here with you.’ He’s bringing all the shadows back in, letting them crawl from the walls towards her, and soon they’ll slither across her face and inside her nose and mouth until she chokes on them and – and – they’re not real, Isabel. She knows they’re not. That it’s only the light shifting with Leo’s agitated movements.

They look real.

‘Or that Mortimer’s dead. Or Daragh.’ His grief makes him sad and quiet. She wishes it made him angry, wants him to rage the way she can’t.

‘Do you think I’d be here if they were alive back in Espera?’ she asks.

‘I just meant—’

‘Leave me alone, Leo.’

‘Isabel…’ He looks at her, shakes his head. ‘Twelve,’ he says. It’s still not a question, but he wants an answer, and nothing she says will fix this.

‘No blood,’ she tells him. ‘Cleanest job I ever did. She’d have barely felt it.’ A bitter smile. ‘Guess I’m good for something after all.’

Now she’s made him uncomfortable. He’s trying to find something to say that will make this okay, and he can’t. He wants to tell her she’s wrong, even though he knows she’s telling the truth. I’m a monster, Leo. Stop trying to pretend otherwise.

The dancing shadows grin with delight, and she can’t look away for fear that they’ll laugh at her.

‘I’m next door if you need me,’ he says eventually. ‘Try to sleep. Things will be better in the morning.’

‘Will they?’

‘You’re out of Espera. You’ve got a whole world now to make a future in, all the choices you never had.’

Out of Espera. Out of water, a helpless fish. ‘Sure.’

‘You’ll be all right.’ His smile is unconvincing. ‘I should check on Sam.’

Always ignoring his own grief to help somebody else. Isabel watches Leo leave and, when he’s gone, closes the door as firmly as she can. At least now the shadows are predictable, locked within the box of her room instead of creeping in from the corridor. They can’t sneak up on her. They’re all here already.

All her shadows. All her ghosts.

Isabel hardly notices her eyes closing; the dark has rushed in on her, settled itself around her neck like fear. She’s curled in a tight ball, tense with the instinct to run, and only when she hears the bedroom door open does she realise she’s not watching it any more.

Ant. He stands in the doorway, as crumpled and grey as the day she met him in the secret room at the library, and doesn’t attempt to comfort her. He watches for a second, silent even when she scowls and spits a few profanities in his direction.

‘Leo told me what happened,’ he says eventually, when she’s run out of unearned insults to throw at him. ‘Sounds like Comma used you for jobs they shouldn’t have been doing in the first place.’

It makes no difference. ‘I didn’t say no.’

‘The guilds have ways of making your answers not matter at all.’ He keeps his distance. She’s grateful. This way his shadow barely touches the edge of the bed, and the lamps soften its outlines. ‘You’re scared.’

‘I’m not anything. Just empty.’

‘You’re scared of the dark.’

Isabel looks up at him. ‘How…?’

‘How do I know? You’re flinching at shadows. They’ve made a moth of you after all, haven’t they? Sent you fleeing towards flames.’ Ant sounds like he doesn’t care if it’s her wings or all of her that burns. ‘There’s no point hiding. The shadows are already inside you.’

He’s gone. She wants to reply, but he’s gone. The door’s closed, and there’s no sound of footsteps. It’s like he’s vanished.

Like he was never there at all.

I’m seeing things.

And the shadows mock her and keep dancing, dancing, dancing, until eventually they dance across her vision and force her down into a sleep she can’t resist.






3 KOMPATA (MERCIFUL)


‘I made you breakfast.’ Leo nudges the door open, precariously balancing a tray. ‘You didn’t eat much last night.’

‘I’m not hungry.’

‘Your body still needs fuel.’ He puts the tray on the bedside cabinet. Toast, tea, a glass of juice. Nothing special, but more than Isabel deserves after last night’s confession.

‘I can’t eat that,’ she says. Leo opens his mouth to argue, so she clarifies: ‘The toast. I can’t eat wheat.’

‘I know,’ he says. ‘I bought special bread for you. Please.’

Isabel eyes the toast again. It looks different here, less like cardboard. Another thing she should be grateful for, she supposes, but all she wants is to go home.

She sips the tea, though, for Leo’s sake. It washes away the dry, bitter taste of sleep and chases some of the cold from her body. ‘Thanks.’

Leo takes this as an invitation, sitting down on the end of the bed as though he plans to stay until the breakfast tray is empty. He says, ‘Do you remember what medication you were taking, back in Espera?’

Isabel blinks at him over the edge of the mug. ‘What?’

‘I know your immune system is…’ He waves a hand vaguely. ‘Fucked. From the poison. I need to know what meds to get for you.’

It hadn’t occurred to Isabel that some of her ongoing nausea and disorientation might be withdrawal disrupting the delicate equilibrium of her damaged body, which is possibly the longest she’s managed to forget about her misfiring immune system since the day she barely survived her father’s poison. Amidst the complete loss of all familiar routines, her medication was a small absence, easily overlooked. But of course Leo would remember.

She takes a mouthful of toast to buy herself time, then lists the medications she recalls, all the pills that do the jobs her body can’t do any more. Leo makes a note of them in his phone, frowning down at it when she’s done.

‘Okay,’ he says eventually. ‘I know who can get you the HRT; she’s already getting my T. I’ll have to ask around for the others.’

Isabel chews uneasily, swallows the toast, and then says, ‘You’re not going to ask… them? The doctors?’

A pang of guilt crosses his face. ‘I thought perhaps you’d prefer as few people as possible to know about your… vulnerabilities,’ says Leo, so maybe he understands her after all. ‘And it’s easier to get black-market meds here than in Espera. Don’t need to smuggle them across the walls.’

If she’d wondered whether he still had contact with the smugglers, that would be all the confirmation she needed. Of course he hasn’t abandoned Espera and his friends there – he cares too much for that. But Isabel, who’s got nothing to go back to, is meant to be making a clean break.

And she doesn’t want to.

As if he’s read her mind, Leo says, ‘I’ve been thinking about what you should do next.’

‘Does it involve getting out of bed? Because I’m not interested.’

He sighs. ‘Look, that paperwork I signed was a commitment to ensuring you make some level of effort to integrate into society.’

Isabel puts down her half-eaten toast. ‘I don’t want to integrate into society,’ she says. ‘And society doesn’t want me.’

‘Society’s going to have to get over it,’ says Leo. ‘And you need to look like you’re trying, because otherwise…’ He trails off. He doesn’t need to voice the threat: Isabel already knows they’ll take her away from him, back to the detention centre, if she doesn’t jump through their hoops. ‘It’s in your best interests,’ he finishes instead. ‘If you want to stay in Leeds, with us, you’ve got to try.’

Leeds. He’s probably told her the city’s name before, but it feels like the first time. Isabel mouths the word, tasting it, but it means nothing to her beyond not-Espera, not-home, not-mine.

‘Go on then,’ she says. ‘Get it over with. What are you suggesting?’

‘I don’t know yet,’ says Leo, in the patient tone of voice he used to use on irascible library patrons when they worked together. ‘You haven’t got much work experience, and you’ve got fuck all qualifications. We could enrol you in adult education classes, but…’

‘Don’t waste your money.’

‘Yeah, I thought you’d say that.’ He watches her fiddle with her breakfast. ‘Have you got any ideas?’

‘Funnily enough, I didn’t do much career planning while running for my life.’ The toast is nearly cold, but Isabel forces herself to finish it. ‘I don’t want to do anything. Don’t really want to exist, to be honest.’

‘Yes, well, that’s not an option.’ Leo folds his arms. ‘You’ve been given a second chance, Bel.’

‘Don’t. Don’t do that.’

‘Do what?’

Call me Bel, like you’re Emma, like I deserve that friendship. ‘Act like this is a good thing, like good people didn’t die so that I could live.’

Leo says nothing for a while, so she focuses on finishing her tea, ignoring his pensive look.

At last he says, ‘What are you good at?’

‘Killing people.’

He doesn’t flinch, she’ll give him that. ‘Apart from that.’

Developing poisons. Running. Lying to everyone she meets. Making enemies. ‘Knowing when you’re avoiding talking about something because if we actually discuss the fact that everyone’s dead, you’ll be forced to face the idea that you were wrong to help me.’

‘I’m not avoiding it,’ he says, a tiny flare of anger in his eyes. Finally. ‘I’m still… processing, okay? You’re not the only one who’s lost friends.’

‘So then ask me.’

‘What?’

‘Ask me what happened to Mortimer.’

‘Isabel, I don’t need—’

‘Ask me about how they used his own furniture to beat him. Ask me what I did to make Hummingbird want revenge that badly in the first place. Ask me about how he never woke up and he didn’t know, nobody told him, I couldn’t tell him I was sorry, I just left him, because I leave everybody, I fail everybody. Just like I failed Emma. I left Laura, when I could have stayed to fight, and now – now I’m here, buried in second chances I don’t want, and she’s dead, she must be dead, they’re all dead. I should have stayed, and instead—’

‘There was nothing you could have done,’ interrupts Leo. And maybe he’s not wrong, but it doesn’t matter, because she’s alive when she shouldn’t be and he’s refusing to accept that.

‘So that’s why you don’t ask,’ she says. ‘Because you think you already know.’

He watches her for a moment. ‘You’re more coherent this morning,’ he says at last. ‘Last night, I was worried that you were…’

‘Crazy?’

‘It seemed like you weren’t sure what was real and what wasn’t.’

Isabel doesn’t ask if Ant genuinely came to talk to her, in case it turns out he didn’t. ‘Are you hoping I hallucinated Suzie? Because you’re out of luck there.’

‘I know.’ That even tone hides a dozen emotions. ‘I talked to Sam.’

She wonders if Sam’s plotting revenge. ‘You’ll have to face it eventually. Decide whether I’m worth sacrificing your principles for.’

Leo picks up the now-empty tray. ‘My principles,’ he says, ‘tell me that people deserve a shot at redemption. Even people like you. No matter how little you want it.’

It’s smothering, this mercy of his, the way he refuses to encompass a possibility that isn’t loving. She wants his hatred far more than she wants to be redeemed.

Being hated is a much more comfortable feeling than being loved.

‘How about you take a shower?’ he says, before she can respond. ‘You’ll feel better when you’re clean. And we’ll get you some new shoes soon, too. I know the ones they gave you at that place aren’t much to speak of.’

That place. Leo hasn’t asked her about the detention centre. She wonders if he was taken there too when he arrived, or if turning up with a child and smuggled papers allowed him to skip that step. A civilian with abolitionist contacts is a much more sympathetic candidate for asylum than a fucked-up ex-assassin who arrives armed and covered in blood, regardless of the technicalities of law that protect defectors from the consequences of their Esperan history.

‘My knives,’ she says. ‘Will I get them back?’

‘Probably not,’ says Leo, half apologetic. ‘They’re a murder weapon, Isabel.’

It’s not murder inside the walls. Just guild business. Always just fucking guild business. ‘That was Espera,’ she says. ‘That’s none of their business. I want them back.’

‘Why? You’re not allowed to use them here.’

Like she doesn’t know that. She’s not even allowed scissors, though maybe Leo thinks he’s being subtle about removing the tags on the new clothes he gave her before she’d be in a position to need them. ‘I want them back,’ she repeats.

‘Because you don’t feel safe without a weapon?’ Leo leans against the door frame. ‘It’s different here, Bel. You don’t need blades to look after yourself. I know it’ll take time to adjust, but…’

‘They’re mine.’ What doesn’t he understand about that? ‘They’re all I’ve got left. They’re mine.’

‘I know.’ Maybe she’s getting through to him; there’s something like sympathy on his face now. ‘I’m sorry. But this is for the best.’

He leaves with the tray, and Isabel sits numbly, surrounded by the crumpled sheets of her unsettled night in a room that doesn’t belong to her. Maybe he’s right about getting up and into the world, but this bed is warm, and comfortable; it gives her something to hold and a place to hide from the sharp, cold air of the room and the unknown world outside.

Despite the caffeine slowly spreading through her system, she curls up again, pulling the duvet up to her chin and defiantly closing her eyes. The shadows, the darkness – they don’t scare her today, not the way sunlight does. The familiar smiles of the dark are a comfort, like an old enemy in a crowd of strangers.

‘You can’t stay in bed for ever, you know,’ comes Sam’s voice, and the bed dips abruptly beneath her weight as she sits down, narrowly missing Isabel’s feet. ‘Especially since we’re going shopping.’

‘No, we’re not,’ says Isabel. With her face buried in the pillow, it comes out as an incoherent grumble.

‘Oh, so you don’t want any shoes apart from those shitty plimsolls?’

Not really. Shoes are for leaving the house, and she doesn’t want to leave the house, although they’ll probably make her eventually.

Isabel cracks one eye open to look at her tormentor. ‘Did Leo put you up to this?’

‘No,’ says Sam squarely. ‘Actually, he told me to stay out of your way for a bit, but I thought that would only make things worse.’ She regards Isabel, looking older than her years. ‘He doesn’t get what it means that Hummingbird took Suzie. When he thinks about sisters, he only thinks about Emma and Jean. I tried to tell him it’s different, but he wouldn’t listen.’

Isabel rolls over and stares up at the ceiling. ‘Is it different?’ she asks.

‘You know why I hacked Hummingbird?’ says Sam, and doesn’t wait for an answer: ‘To find out if she was dead. Three times I did it, and I couldn’t find a trace of her. So I assumed she must be, and that made it easier.’

‘Why, because dead’s better?’ Isabel’s hyper-aware of the girl perched on the edge of the mattress. She wants to be alone, but she’s lost the ability to make people leave. Funny. She used to be good at that. ‘Better dead than like me, is that it? I don’t blame you.’

‘Will you stop trying to tell me what I’m feeling?’ Sam snaps. ‘She was my sister. Of course I wanted her to live. But I saw what it was doing to her. After you saved her, the first time… she didn’t want Katipo, and when she came back, she was different. She didn’t want Hummingbird either, but they took her anyway. I lost my sister when we were eight and I lost her again when we were ten and I was never going to get her back. I just didn’t want to think she was suffering.’

Isabel closes her eyes. She didn’t want Katipo. Her father said the children were grateful, and she never believed him, but she wanted to. She wanted to think maybe they’d chosen it. ‘Didn’t your parents care?’

‘Our parents are dead. We lived with our aunt, and the guilds paid better than the council did.’ Sam’s voice is flat. That’s a hurt she’s learned to squash over the years, but that doesn’t mean it’s gone. Only means it’s pressed down into a hard little ball inside her, ready to be used as a weapon. ‘There wasn’t anyone to fight for us, once they decided they wanted Suzie.’

‘Still,’ says Isabel, because she’s a masochist, ‘dead isn’t better. At least being part of Hummingbird, there was always a chance she’d get out.’

‘Just like you got out,’ says Sam. ‘Right?’

Leo doesn’t understand Isabel, or the way she left part of herself behind. But Sam does, even though she’s just a kid and shouldn’t know what it’s like to be this broken. She looks at Isabel and sees straight through to the shackles that still bind her to the guild, making butterflies of her heartbeats and knives of her breath. Sees the girl who never got out. Will never get out.

Maybe, deep down, there’s still a part of Isabel that’s twelve years old, too.

‘What do you want from me, Sam?’ she asks, laid bare by the girl’s understanding. ‘Do you want me to tell you your sister was screwed either way and it didn’t matter if she lived? Because it mattered. It matters that she’s dead and it matters that I killed her.’

‘So you regret it.’

‘Of course I fucking regret it,’ says Isabel. ‘I didn’t want to do it in the first place. They told me – they told me if she died that Mortimer would live, but he didn’t, he died anyway, and I killed her for nothing. Fuck, I regret that Hummingbird had her at all, that she didn’t… that she wasn’t safe, even after Katipo. But it doesn’t matter. My regrets won’t fix it.’

Sam gets up. ‘I liked Mortimer,’ she says thoughtfully. ‘I don’t know if I’d have chosen him over my sister. If they’d asked. But nobody asked me.’

This would be so much easier if Sam was angry. ‘If you want to take your revenge,’ says Isabel, ‘do it soon, will you? Don’t drag it out.’

Sam seems genuinely bewildered. ‘Why would I want revenge?’

‘Why wouldn’t you?’ retorts Isabel. ‘I killed your twin sister. Most people would consider that grounds to smother me in my sleep.’

‘Right, because killing people has solved our problems in the past.’ Sam shakes her head. ‘You saved her once. I know you didn’t choose to get to the point where killing her felt like the only option.’

Everyone in this house seems determined to offer her mercy. Everyone wants to point out some speck of goodness as though it makes up for the rest. But they’re ignoring the truth, which is that she’s fucked up in the head and rotten to the core. Why would they bother to save her, when this is all there is?

‘They broke you, Isabel,’ says Sam. ‘They hurt you so much that they ripped all the kindness out of you.’

Maybe they did. Maybe they knocked it out like teeth and it’ll never grow back. ‘I deserve whatever you’d do to me. No one would blame you.’

‘I know,’ says Sam. ‘But I’m not going to be the kind of person who does it.’

Not forgiveness, but kindness. A moment of grace.

Isabel watches Sam walk towards the door, and then says, ‘I can’t say I’d make a different choice now, if given the same options. But I… I am sorry.’

‘I know.’ So certain of everything, when Isabel’s sure of nothing at all.

Sam leaves while Isabel’s still hunting for a response. Would it have changed anything if she’d known who Suzie was when Ronan gave her the assignment? Did he know – did he remember the girl she saved when she was barely more than a child herself?

Would it have mattered to him?

That was Espera. That’s over now.

But that’s the thing about death: no amount of running and no amount of wishing will ever make it over.






4 NEVOLATA (UNWANTED)


Three days later and Isabel is perched on the deep windowsill in the front room, looking out at her new world. The street is red and black and grey: a shabby terrace of narrow houses with their crimson bricks; black railings around the gardens and black detailing on the windowsills and porches; grey concrete pavement. She misses the colours of Espera, the shifting solar panels of the roads and the street art covering every surface. This place looks the way grief feels: blood red and washed out and fading under the pale sun.

In the kitchen, Leo and Ant are arguing. The closed door does little to muffle their voices, and the threads of conversation drift through along with the scent of cooking.

‘You need to claim it,’ says Ant, with the tone of somebody who has said this before.

‘You know I can’t.’ Leo. Tired. He always sounds tired. He works too much: days at a nearby bookshop, long hours into the night for the smugglers, in whatever role they need him to play.

‘Why not? In Espera, sure, anonymity was the only option – but we’re safe now.’

‘We don’t know that.’

‘It would help, Leo.’ A crash, like Ant’s punctuated this by slamming a saucepan onto the hob. ‘A named author’s way more convincing than an anonymous source. Plus it’s evidence that you’re an abolitionist. That we’re all abolitionists. And after that picture of Isabel—’

‘It’s not her fault,’ Leo cuts in, leaping instinctively to her defence.

‘It’s not about whose fault it is. The fact remains that when people think of Espera, when they think of us, that’ll be what comes to mind first.’

The picture. They showed it to Isabel at the detention centre. She didn’t realise it was being taken, but she was beyond realising anything much by that point. It shows her when they first found her, before the van and the detention centre and trying to remember who the fuck she was and how she got there: squinting in the sunlight after days in the dark, covered in blood and delirious with dehydration.

Isabel’s got to admit, it’s not her best angle.

‘But we’re civilians,’ says Leo. ‘And they know that. They know it’s not the same.’

‘Do they?’ says Ant, cynical as ever. ‘They’ve got no idea what it means to be Esperan. As far as they know, we’re all killers.’

‘We’ve got papers.’

‘You’ve got papers. Me and Sam have got the best forgeries that twenty-four hours’ notice could provide, and yours are hardly legal, anyway.’ Ant sighs heavily, followed by another thump. ‘Look, I can’t make you claim it. But I think you should.’

‘It’s not just my work.’ A pause, and then: ‘You could claim it, if it matters so much. I don’t mind.’

‘You’re a better option,’ says Ant. ‘I’m a hunted man, Leo. Wouldn’t take much digging to find out why. But you – pacifist adoptee library assistant with a tragic backstory? Even an outsider couldn’t be afraid of that.’

Isabel hears a dull smack, like Leo’s punched Ant in the shoulder. ‘Not so much of a pacifist that I can’t do that,’ says Leo, but his tone is light. ‘And I was fostered. Not adopted.’

‘Even better. They’d eat it up. And you’re Black. And you’re trans.’

‘Oh, fuck off, Ant. Don’t tell me you’re buying into their shit about that.’

‘Outsiders care about that stuff,’ says Ant. ‘Might as well take advantage of it.’

‘They care in the wrong way,’ says Leo, the humour fading from his voice. ‘It would only make me a target.’ The pots and pans clatter. ‘I’ll think about it. But Sam doesn’t need the attention at school, and with Isabel living here… well, that won’t help our image as abolitionists, will it? Better not to draw attention to ourselves.’

‘So she’s staying, is she?’

A deep sigh from Leo. ‘I signed the papers, Ant, we agreed—’

‘You decided,’ Ant interrupts. ‘You decided to take her in. She killed Sam’s sister, and you—’

Leo cuts him off. ‘I didn’t know about that.’ He sounds wretched, wrecked, because Ant’s right: Isabel is fundamentally unworthy of Leo’s help, and she’ll only bring more trouble. If she had anywhere to go, she’d leave right now, save them the awkwardness of kicking her out.

But she’s only here in the first place because she’s got no other options, so Isabel stays curled up on her windowsill, half listening, half staring out at a world she doesn’t recognise.

‘Well, don’t come crying to me when it bites you in the arse,’ says Ant. ‘Where is she, anyway?’

‘Front room,’ says Leo immediately. Isabel’s surprised; she didn’t think he’d noticed her here. ‘Probably listening to every word we’re saying. Which reminds me.’ There’s a scrape – a pot being dragged across to another hob. ‘Keep an eye on this for a minute, will you?’

Footsteps. The kitchen door opens, and a moment later Leo comes into the front room. He gives Isabel a small smile. ‘All right?’

She shrugs in response.

‘I brought you a present,’ he offers, and holds up his rucksack. ‘Thought it might cheer you up.’

That seems unlikely. But she says, ‘What is it?’, because showing interest will make Leo smile again.

It does. He rummages through the bag and produces two small paperbacks, which he puts on the windowsill next to Isabel. ‘Here. These are for you.’

Classic Leo, still thinking books can fix everything. She regards them for a moment, then picks them up. One is in German, the other in Russian. They’re a little battered, their barcodes hidden behind discount stickers, but they’re a gift. Hers. Something she owns, in a world where she has nothing.

‘I remembered you were good at languages, before,’ he says. ‘Couldn’t remember the whole list, but those two came in today…’

The bookshop pays him a pittance, but he loves it: she sees his old passion for stories in his face as he watches her examine the books.

‘When did I tell you I spoke Russian?’ Isabel asks, flicking through the first book. A long-neglected part of her brain stirs into life as she tries to puzzle out the language. She’s rusty, unable to pick out more than a few words, but it’ll come back. That kind of thing always does.

‘You didn’t,’ he says. ‘Jem did. Said it was why she hired you.’

Jem – the librarian who gave Isabel a job, and a brief taste of a normal life. That feels like a lifetime ago. ‘How do you even remember that?’

Leo shrugs. ‘I figured it was worth a try. Knew I could always return the books if I was wrong.’

Instinctively, Isabel grips it a little tighter. Hers. ‘You… you weren’t wrong,’ she says, stumbling on her gratitude. ‘Thank you.’

He’s still watching her. ‘See,’ he says. ‘You’re good at something other than killing people.’

Isabel considers asking him why he thinks her father taught her half a dozen languages, constantly testing her to ensure she kept them sharp. But if he hasn’t figured out how far the guilds’ power reaches, she won’t be the one to break it to him. ‘Still haven’t got any qualifications.’

‘True,’ he admits. ‘Maybe you should talk to Emily about that.’

‘Emily?’

‘Your caseworker. You’ve got a meeting tomorrow.’ He perches for a moment on the arm of the nearest chair, pretending to settle, unwilling to commit. ‘She might have some ideas.’

Isabel had forgotten about her caseworker, let alone that she was called Emily and that they’ve got a meeting tomorrow. She listens to the muffled sound of Ant swearing in the kitchen and then looks at Leo. ‘What is it he wants you to claim?’

‘So you were listening,’ he says, looking faintly pleased to be proved right. ‘You remember our history book?’

Isabel nods: the illegal, unlicensed history the abolitionists wrote and began distributing across Espera is half the reason they’re here, since Leo’s part in writing it is what made him a fugitive.

‘Well, it’s a pretty different perspective on Espera than anything these outsiders have got access to,’ he continues. ‘Civilian history, you know? They barely even know Espera’s got civilians. So the smugglers were helping us distribute copies out here, trying to raise money to keep the Free Press afloat, but it’s begun circulating beyond that.’

The Free Press is the voice of the radical abolitionist underworld in Espera, its newssheet their main way of coordinating resistance and its publications the home of their ideologies. It’s how Leo and Mortimer met, and it’s a good reason why Isabel should never have been friends with either of them. It was the Free Press who published her identity and ensured she’d never be safe in Espera again – the Free Press who forced her to run.

But the Free Press is also Leo, and Leo is all Isabel’s got left in the world.

‘The book’s still anonymous, isn’t it?’ she says, piecing together Leo’s words and the argument she overheard. ‘And Ant thinks it shouldn’t be.’

Inside Espera, claiming authorship would have got them all killed. Outside, it might still: if the guilds think they’re influencing global opinion of Espera, they could easily send an external operative to eliminate them. Escaping the walls doesn’t mean escaping the threat.

‘Right.’ Leo shrugs. ‘I’d prefer to stay anonymous. But there’ve been doubts about its authenticity, and about our status as abolitionists. Once people know we’re from Espera, they tend to automatically assume we’re a threat – Ant’s right about that much. So we’ll see.’

Isabel swallows her instinct to beg him to keep it secret and leave the guilds hunting for an author inside the city walls. ‘Is he right about me, too? About the photo?’

He frowns, like he hoped she’d have conveniently missed that part of the conversation. ‘No,’ he says decisively. ‘Ant’s being a knob. Besides, they didn’t print your name, nobody knows you’re living here, and nobody will recognise you now that you’ve showered. Forget the photo.’

But Isabel can’t, because it’s proof. Proof of how she got here, proof that it wasn’t a nightmare. ‘I didn’t mean to cause trouble. When I asked for you. I just…’ I didn’t want to be alone.

‘Never apologise to me for that,’ says Leo. ‘You said you’d follow me one day, and you did. That’s it. That’s all there is to it.’ There’s so much more to it than that. ‘But you can do me a favour, if you want to be helpful.’

Isabel can’t imagine what she can do for Leo, when she’s useless and he’s carrying the weight of the world already. ‘What is it?’

‘I need you to take Sam to her book club on Saturday. I’ve got work and can’t rearrange.’

Panic rushes in on her. ‘I can’t.’

‘She knows the way. She just needs someone to go on the bus with her. You can wait in the library café until she’s done.’

It’s Tuesday now, and Saturday is too soon, too sudden. She hasn’t dared go further than the garden path since she was brought here, and the thought of taking a bus across the unfamiliar city triggers choking fear. ‘Why can’t Ant do it?’

‘He’s working too. It’ll be fine, Isabel. I know you can do this.’

‘Can’t she… can’t she go by herself, if she knows the way?’

‘She’s twelve,’ says Leo, as if that’s an answer. ‘We’re supposed to be responsible guardians.’

Isabel isn’t a responsible guardian for anyone, not even herself – though perhaps Leo’s trying to be kind by pretending she’s not the one who needs looking after. She wants to agree, to take some of the weight he’s carrying, but her old fearlessness is long gone and the task seems impossible. She’s lost, rendered helpless by the strangeness of the city.

She leans her head against the window and looks out. All those people, walking unafraid beneath the empty grey sky. People who can go anywhere, be anything, and if that means turning their back on the walled city to the east and pretending they’re not witness to its atrocities, they’ll do so readily and without a twinge of conscience, because it’s easier that way.

‘I know you’re scared,’ says Leo, and she doesn’t bother to deny it. ‘But Sam will be with you, and it’s only a library. This will be good for you.’

Good for you. Like a vitamin, or an exercise regime.

‘Leo?’ calls Ant from the kitchen. ‘Something’s burning.’

Leo swears, then calls back, ‘I don’t know how you survived in that basement if you’re this bad at cooking.’ He looks at Isabel. ‘Will you eat dinner with us today?’

He’s been patient, bringing her a plate and letting her pick at it on her own, away from prying eyes. But after nearly a week in this house, it’s about time she started pretending to function. ‘Okay,’ she says, unwillingly.

Leo smiles in triumph and pushes himself up from the chair. ‘Then I’d better go and rescue it,’ he says. ‘Come through in a few and see if I’ve succeeded.’

Isabel nods, and watches Leo head back to the kitchen. Very carefully, she stretches out her legs and places them on the floor. They’re stiff, and her feet have forgotten how to bear her weight. As soon as she’s upright, she’s conscious that she needs to pee, and wonders why her body didn’t tell her that sooner.

My body doesn’t care any more, she thinks. It’d kill me if it could. But that’s not news; she’s been fighting a long, quiet war with her body since she was seventeen and her father’s poison turned it against her.

The bathroom means confronting the horror of the mirror and a face she hardly recognises. Her hair’s getting longer, the turquoise dye faded; she uses one of Sam’s abandoned hairclips to pin it back from her face, though that doesn’t disguise the state of it. The zip of her hoodie is only pulled up to her sternum, and the tattoos twined around the scars on her collarbones and chest are easily visible. It doesn’t matter outside Espera. She doesn’t have to hide here.

But without the masks, she’s not sure she can bear the sight of herself. That girl in the mirror – that’s Isabel Ryans, Isabel before the Moth, a girl who died at seventeen now resurrected and wearing her face. A girl who is scared, directionless and broken.

At least the old Isabel knew what she wanted. Now she’s got the escape she dreamed of, it feels like another kind of captivity.

It’s a relief, after that, to close the bathroom door and go into the kitchen, where Leo is spooning food onto plates. It only looks slightly charred, and she doesn’t need to ask to know that he’s made sure it’s safe for her.

‘Ah, good,’ he says, at the sight of her. ‘Will you call Sam, please? She’s upstairs.’

Sam’s bedroom is in the attic, tucked under the eaves. The door is open, the sound of her music drifting out, and she’s sitting at the little desk in the corner, ostensibly doing homework. Even from the doorway, it’s clear she’s struggling to focus, drawing spirals in the margins of the page.
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