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1

That morning, with the dawn hanging wet and pale That morning, with the dawn hanging wet and pale T
over the marshes, Scarlett McCain woke up beside four dead 

men. Four! She hadn’t realized it had been so many. No wonder 

she felt stiff. 

She tipped her prayer mat from its tube and unrolled it on 

the ground. Sitting cross-legged upon it, she tried to meditate. 

No luck, not with four corpses staring at her, and a knife wound 

throbbing in her arm. A girl couldn’t concentrate in those condi-

tions. What she needed was food and coffee.

She got to her feet and glared down at the nearest body. It 

was a portly, black-bearded Woldsman in a denim shirt and jeans. 

He looked old enough to be her father. Perhaps it was her father. 

His face, half resting on mud and stones, wore an aggrieved 

expression. 

“Yeah, we’ve all got problems,” Scarlett said. “You try to rob 

me, that’s what you get.”

She stepped over the man and went down to the lake to in-

spect the animal snares. Yet again her luck was poor. The traps 

were broken, the noose strings bitten through. At the end of 
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a smear of blood a rabbit’s head lay tilted in the bent, wet grass. 

The long rust-brown ears were cocked upwards as if giving her 

a furry two-finger salute. It was like the mud-rats had deliber-

ately left it that way. 

Scarlett McCain swore feelingly in the direction of the forest. 

Then she took a penny from her pocket and transferred it to the 

leather cuss-box hanging at her neck. Already in the red! And she 

hadn’t even had her breakfast.

Back at camp, she brewed coffee over the remains of the 

night’s fire. She drank standing up, straining the dregs through 

her teeth and spitting the black grit into the water of the stream. 

It would be a clear day; cool at first, but no rain. The hilltops of 

the Wolds were picked out in buttery yellow, the western f lanks 

still dark and blue. Way off, beyond the edge of the fen, Scarlett 

could see the street lights of Cheltenham showing behind the 

fortifications. As she watched, they shut off the town generator 

and the lights winked out. In another half-hour, they’d open the 

gates and she could go in. 

She rolled up her blanket and slotted her prayer mat in its tube, 

then went to collect her sulphur sticks. Two had been trampled in 

the fight, but three were OK: the smell had kept the mud-rats off 

during the night. Scarlett shook her head. It was getting so you 

couldn’t take a kip in case one of those bristly bastards slunk out 

of a bush and bit your nose off. The bigger rats would do that. It 

had happened to people she knew.

She stooped to her rucksack, unclipped the two empty bottles 

and carried them to the stream. One of the men she’d killed was 

lying half in the water, face up, blond hair swirling with the river 

weed, a white hand f loating above the pebbles like a crimped and 
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curling starfish. Scarlett went upstream of the obstruction. She 

didn’t want to catch anything. 

Her leather coat brushed against the reed stalks as she waded 

a few steps in and refilled the bottles. Mud and water reached 

halfway up her boots. She glimpsed her pale, round face hanging 

distorted beyond the ripples. Scarlett frowned at it, and the face 

frowned back at her. Its long red hair was tangled worse than the 

river weed. She’d have to sort that out before she went into town. 

She was tightening the bottle tops when she felt the skin 

prickle on the back of her neck. She looked behind her, suddenly 

alert, her senses operating at a new intensity. 

The sun was rising over the Wessex Wilds; everything was lit 

a fiery, optimistic gold. There was almost no breeze. Out on the 

lake the motionless water clung about the reed stems, as f lat and 

blank as glass. 

Scarlett stood where she was, a bottle in each hand, trying to 

hollow herself out so that every available sensation came f looding 

in. Her eyes moved slowly round. 

No danger was visible, but that didn’t fool her. Something 

had come out of the forest, drawn by the smell of spilled blood. 

So where would it be?

A short distance from the shore, midway between the lake 

and the trees, the remains of ancient buildings protruded from 

humped grass. The melted walls were crags now, harder than 

rock and fused into strange black shapes. A f lock of birds, coil-

ing like a streamer, wheeled and darted high above, then swept 

off across the forest. She could see nothing else, nor was there 

any sound. 

Scarlett walked back to her rucksack, f ixed the bottles and 
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tube in place, and hoisted the bag over her shoulders. She kicked 

soil onto the f ire, circling slowly so as to scan the landscape in 

all directions. If time had allowed, she would have rif led the 

bodies of the outlaws in search of supplies, but now she just 

wanted to get away. She made a token inspection of the bearded 

man; just another failed farmer who thought possessing a knife, 

a paunch and a bad attitude made him capable of attacking a lone 

girl sitting by her campfire. The knife was not as sharp as the 

one Scarlett had in her belt, but he did have a greaseproof pack did have a greaseproof pack did

of sandwiches in the pocket of his jacket. So that was Scarlett’s 

lunch sorted. 

She left the camp and began threshing her way through the 

tall, wet grasses. Off to the west, clouds were massing to extra-

ordinary heights, mountains of pink and white towering over 

the Welsh frontier. Scarlett moved away from the lake and made 

directly for the crags. Better to face the creature now, out in the 

open with the sun at her back, than be stalked across the marshes. 

Hide-and-seek wasn’t her thing.

When she got within fifty yards of the walls, she stopped 

and waited. Presently a long, low-backed piece of darkness peeled 

off from the edge and loped into the sunlight. It was a brindled 

grey and black wolf, a mature adult, twice as long as Scarlett was 

tall. Its head was lowered, but the lazily swinging shoulder blades 

rose almost as high as her chest. The amber eyes were fixed upon 

her. It came forwards unhurriedly, with the confident swagger 

of a salesman about to close a deal. No fuss, no f lurry. It too was 

keen to get the job done. 

Scarlett’s hand moved slowly towards her belt. Otherwise she 

stood where she was, a slight, slim figure in a battered brown 



coat, weighed down with a rucksack and tube and bottles and all 

the paraphernalia of a girl who walked the Wilds. 

The wolf slowed its pace. When it was six yards away, it 

halted. It raised its head to the level of Scarlett’s, and she and the 

animal appraised each other. Scarlett took note of the wet fangs, 

the black lips, the intelligence burning in its gaze. Perhaps the 

wolf noted something in Scarlett McCain too. It turned its head; 

all at once it was trotting past her and away. Its thick sharp tang 

whipped against her face and was gone. 

Girl and beast separated. The wolf ambled towards the lake, 

following the scent of the bodies. Scarlett took a comb from 

a pocket and ran it through the worst knots in her hair. Then she 

located a piece of bubblegum, tightened the straps on her ruck-

sack, adjusted the hang of her gun-belt, and set off towards the 

distant town.

Enough dawdling. Time to get on with business. Time to 

demonstrate how a robbery should be done. 
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2

As always, Mr H. J. Appleby, manager of the Cheltenham 

Co-Operative Bank, was enjoying his lunchtime cup of tea. He 

had already eaten his sandwiches. His biscuits, coarse-cut oat 

and ginger, Mrs Simpson’s best, were happily still to come. His 

waistcoat felt tight, and the prospect of making it even tighter 

gave Mr Appleby a familiar sense of well-being. 

In the corner of the room the grandfather clock – known as 

“Old Glory” to four generations of his family – continued its deep, 

reassuring count-out of the seconds. The bank below was shut, all 

the tellers having gone to enjoy their lunch hour in the late spring 

sunshine. If he swivelled the chair, Mr Appleby could see them; 

in fact, he could see a fair few of the good people of Cheltenham 

on the high street below his window. The shop workers gossip-

ing, the post-girls finishing their rounds, his tellers queuing at 

Simpson’s the baker’s… Sunlight glinted on clean tarmac and on 

the chrome handlebars of the bicycles in their racks. Everything 

was nice and orderly, calm and quiet. Just the way, Mr Appleby 

ref lected, that things should be.should be.should

Without urgency, he surveyed the papers on his desk. They 
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had been carefully stacked and labelled by Miss Petersen. From 

the coloured tabs, he knew there were some Faith House docu-

ments to review, payments to be authorized, letters to sign. Not 

onerous, and certainly nothing as important as the biscuits. He 

chuckled to himself, reached out towards the plate—

—and paused. There had been no noise, but something had 

altered in the room. 

He looked up abruptly. 

A girl was standing in the doorway. 

“It’s lunch hour,” Mr Appleby said. He drew his hand back 

from the plate. “The bank is closed.” 

“I know,” the girl said. “That’s kind of the point.” One 

side of her mouth rose in a half-smile that did not reach her 

eyes. To Mr Appleby’s annoyance, she walked into the room.

She had long red hair, held back from her pale and freckled 

face with a black bone clasp. Jeans, boots, some kind of old white 

sweater. Her hands were stuffed deep in the side-pockets of a long 

brown coat. Mr Appleby had a teenage daughter, but seldom paid 

attention to what she wore. Still, even he could see this wasn’t the 

usual Cheltenham fashion. 

“How did you get in?” he asked.

The girl didn’t answer. Her eyes were a curious green colour, 

large and dark. They regarded him levelly. She was not showing 

much deference, Mr Appleby thought. Not any, in fact. And she 

was chewing something. Gum of some kind. Her jaws working 

steadily. His daughter did that too. He greatly disliked the habit. 

“I must insist you answer me,” he said.

The girl took a step or two towards him, past the clock, past 

Mr Appleby’s collection of photographs arranged on the stripy 
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papered wall. She peered casually at the photo of his wife at the 

cricket club fete, the one with her in the f lowery dress and the 

wide straw hat. “My gods, they build them big out here,” she said. 

“No food shortages in these parts, clearly.”these parts, clearly.”these

The bank manager’s lips drew tight. He half rose from his 

chair. “Young madam, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

With unexpected speed the girl came forward. She reached 

the leather chair in front of the desk. Like most of the study 

furniture, it had belonged to Mr Appleby’s father when he was 

manager here, and to his father before that. She swivelled it 

round, sat down and leaned back, her hands still in her pockets. 

“Hey, it reclines,” she said, chewing. “Fancy.” 

Mr Appleby returned his weight slowly to his own chair. 

After all, it was perhaps best not to make a scene. He ran dark fin-

gers through the tight black curls at the crown of his head. “Well, 

then,” he asked, “what can I do for you?”

“Oh, I want your money,” the girl said. Her jaws made an-

other couple of rotations. She f lashed her half-smile at him. “I’m 

here to rob the bank.”

Mr Appleby made an involuntary sound deep in his throat. 

Was she mad? It was incredible how even with all the checking, 

the monitoring, the weeding out in childhood, a few deviants 

kept slipping through. The red hair and pale skin should have 

given the game away. Or the weird eyes should. 

“Are you indeed?” he said. “Are you indeed, Miss… I’m 

sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

“That’s because I didn’t bloody give it, did I?” the girl said. 

“Right, there’s a safe in the wall behind you. You’ve got sixty 

seconds to open it, Mr…” She glanced at the silver nameplate on 
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his desk. “Mr Horace Appleby. Ooh, so I know your name. Isn’t 

it good to be able to read? Sixty seconds, Horace, starting now.”

“Maybe we can discuss this,” Mr Appleby said. “Would you 

take a cup of tea?”

“Don’t drink the muck.” The girl crossed her legs and checked 

her watch. “That’s five seconds gone and fifty-five seconds left.” 

She winked broadly at him. “I do maths too.”

“A biscuit, then?” He pushed the plate towards her. With 

the other hand he pressed the button under the desk. Eric would 

handle her. Eric was calm and big and not over-nice. He did 

what he was told. He’d take her to the quiet courtyard at the 

back. Nothing to scare the horses. Just a few slaps, bruises in soft 

places, send her weeping on her way. He smiled at the girl. His 

eyes f licked towards the door. Eric didn’t appear.

“Fifty seconds,” the girl said. “If you’re waiting for that big 

guy stationed in the lobby, I’m afraid he won’t be coming. He’s 

a little … tied up right now.”

Mr Appleby blinked at her; his surprise got the better of his 

caution. “You tied him up?”

Now the girl did grin properly, both sides of her face scrunch-did grin properly, both sides of her face scrunch-did

ing up like a goblin. “Course not! The very idea!” The grin 

vanished. “I knocked him senseless. And if you don’t open the 

safe,” she added, “I’ll do the same to you.”

Mr Appleby didn’t believe her about Eric, but all the same 

she was there, and Eric wasn’t. He sat slowly forwards, steepled 

his fingers, put his elbows on the desk. There was a gun in his 

drawer, a nice Cheltenham-made revolver. Bought from the gun-

smith’s two doors down. But he’d have to get it out, fast maybe, 

and the drawer was stiff. “If you knock me out,” he said, keeping 
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his voice light, “then I won’t open the safe. Will I? That’s logic, 

isn’t it?”

“Sure,” the girl said. “If I do it in that order. Forty seconds.”

Now that he was really looking, he could see the mud stains 

on her jeans and boots, the scuffs and patches on her coat, tell-

tale signs of life led beyond the town. There was a peculiar 

leather cylinder hanging round her neck too, held in place by 

a dirty string. Penance box, maybe. So she was mad. Some kind 

of zealot. Mad and bad. He’d been misled by her youth, when she 

was just another filthy outlaw crept in from the Wessex Wilds.

He could do it, though. Get the gun. He’d used to shoot 

birds out on the f lats, blast them down when the beaters blew 

the horns. Did it almost before they took to the air. He was older 

now, but he wasn’t so slow. He could do it. The question was 

when. He realized that his hands were shaking.

Maybe it was better to keep her talking. 

“You’re clearly rather an unhappy person, my dear,” he said. 

“You need guidance. If you want, we could pop along to the 

Faith House, get a Mentor to set you right.”

“Oh, I don’t think so,” the girl said. “Thirty-five seconds.”

Mr Appleby glanced at Old Glory. The hoary time- blackened 

face of the clock showed twelve twenty-seven. Miss Petersen 

never stayed out long. Yes, his staff would come back soon, find 

Eric, see something was wrong… 

“You’re not from here, I take it,” he said. “Maybe you didn’t 

see the cages in the square? Just opposite the tea shop?”

“Thirty seconds remaining,” the girl said. “Yeah, I saw 

them.”

“Those cages are where we put petty criminals here in 
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Cheltenham,” Mr Appleby said. “You quit this nonsense now, 

you’ll get away with a day or two in the cage. Nothing too 

painful – just a bit of public jeering, maybe some prodding with 

the poles of justice. Then you’re run out of town. But if you don’t 

quit it…” He tried to speak slow, put emphasis on every word. 

“If you don’t quit, we’ve got the iron posts at the far end of the don’t quit, we’ve got the iron posts at the far end of the don’t

fields. We’ll tether you there and leave you for the beasts. Or, who 

knows, maybe the Tainted will come out of the woods and carry 

you off alive. Do you want that, my dear? I’m an Appleby, one of 

the ruling families in this town. I can arrange it, easy as blinking. 

Thieves, deviants, bank robbers: that’s what we do to them.”

“Yeah?” The girl’s green eyes gazed at him, unblinking. 

“Seems you’re pretty tough. But I do things too. Ask the big guy I do things too. Ask the big guy I

in the lobby downstairs. Ask four dead outlaws out there in the 

fens.” She blew a tiny bubble of pink gum, let it pop back into her 

mouth, continued chewing. “One thing I won’t do,” she added, won’t do,” she added, won’t

“is waste time with my life on the line. Your speech there took 

fourteen seconds. I’ve used up another six. That’s ten left to get 

that safe open, to remember the combination and turn the wheel 

just right. And you with those poor old shaky hands and all.” 

Mr Appleby swallowed. “I’m not opening the safe,” he said. 

“Eight seconds.”

Just a quick movement would be all he needed. Distract her, 

wrench the drawer, pull out the gun… “I really think,” he said, 

“we should talk about this.” Gabbling now. Calm down. She 

wasn’t going to do anything. 

“Six.”

He looked towards the window.

“Five,” the girl said. “Four.”
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“You’re too late.” Mr Appleby pointed down into the street. 

“The militia are here.” 

The girl rolled her eyes, but she turned her head to look, and 

Mr Appleby yanked at the gun drawer. Stiff, yes – but he had it 

open! Goddamn it, the gun was wrapped in a hand kerchief! Why

had he done that? What was he thinking? Who wrapped their 

revolver like a birthday present? He f licked off the cloth, had it in 

his hand. He jerked his arm up, cocked the gun—

—and found the girl had a revolver of her own already 

pointed at his heart. She looked infinitely bored. Another bubble 

emerged, slowly, insolently, from the centre of her mouth. She 

moved a strand of hair away from her face.

Bang! The bubble popped. With a groan of fear, Mr Appleby Bang! The bubble popped. With a groan of fear, Mr Appleby Bang!

f linched backwards in his chair. He dropped the gun with a thump 

upon the desk.  

“Three, two, one,” the girl said. “Time’s up, Horace. Now 

open the bloody safe.” 

“All right!” Mr Appleby rose; in a f lurry of frantic move-

ments, he turned the circular dial, inputted his grandfather’s 

code, and swung the safe door open. He heaved the strongbox 

out and dumped it down between the revolver and the plate of 

biscuits. 

“There,” the girl said. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” She That wasn’t so hard, was it?” She That

gestured with the gun. “Now take off the lid.” 

He did so. Inside, as lovingly prepared by Mr Appleby 

himself, was the bank’s cash reserve: neatly wrapped wads of fifty-  

pound notes, Wessex-issue, stacked, spotless and vulnerable. It 

made Mr Appleby sick at heart to see them like that, so naked and 

exposed. He stared at them miserably.
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The girl took a string bag from somewhere, shook it out. “Put 

the notes in, please.” Her eyes f licked towards the door. 

A great hatred rose in Mr Appleby as he obeyed her. It was 

hatred for the chaos that ruled beyond the walls of the Surviving 

Towns, out there in the endless fens and forests; chaos that had 

the impudence to skip into his study wearing dirty boots and 

a leather coat.

“I’ll see you killed,” he said. “Where are you going to run to? 

Mercia? The Wilds? We’ve got trackers.”

“Yeah. But they’re no good.” She was doing up the bag, 

looking at her watch. 

“I have friends in every town.”

“Friends? With your personality? That I seriously doubt.”

“You are stealing Faith House money. You understand that 

they have operatives? They’ll hunt you down.”

The girl hefted the bag in her hand. “Will they? You heard of 

Jane Oakley, Mr Appleby?”

“No.”

“Jenny Blackwood?”

He shook his head. 

The grin became a glare. “Jeez. Don’t you ever read the read the read

news-sheets?”

“I assume they’re outlaws and brigands. Wicked females 

who beset the towns.” He leaned towards her across the desk, 

quivering with all the righteous fury of a rich, respectable man. 

“They’re your associates, I suppose?”

“No.” The girl bent in close. He caught the smell of woods 

and water, and of a none-too-fragrant woollen sweater. “They’re 

not my associates, Mr Appleby. They’re me.”
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There was a soft cry from the doorway. Mr Appleby and the 

girl looked up. Miss Petersen stood there, open-mouthed and an-

guished, and with her – thank Shiva! – a militiaman in his dark 

green bowler hat. 

For an instant no one moved. 

To his own surprise, Mr Appleby reacted first. He snatched at 

the string bag, yanking it towards him. The girl came with it; he 

struck out wildly at her, but she ducked beneath the blow, swiv-

elled and punched upwards with a strong, thin arm. Pain exploded 

in Mr Appleby’s midriff, in the region of his tea and sandwiches. 

He let go of the bag and toppled backwards in his chair. Moaning, 

f lailing, through his streaming tears, he saw the militiaman begin 

to move. But where was the girl? Above him, on the desk! She’d 

jumped so fast he’d barely seen it. She caught his eye, smiled. 

Bending low, she clutched the bag of notes to her, then sprang 

straight over Mr Appleby and out through the plate-glass window, 

pulling it away with her in a cone of sparkling shards. 

Gone.

Blue sky. Sunlight. A heartbeat of silence. 

A sudden outcry from below. 

Dead, surely! Clutching at his stomach, Mr Appleby hoisted 

himself up. He took a stumbling step, leaned out of the window, 

gazed down upon a wonderland of spreading glass and scattering 

pedestrians. 

Where was the body? He rubbed his eyes. 

Somewhere near, a bell gave a merry tinkle. Mr Appleby 

looked up the road.

There – a bicycle! The girl on it, pedalling like a demon, 

the string bag bouncing at her shoulder. She looked back once, 



saw him peering, made an abusive sign. Then she swerved round 

a toddler, upended an old lady into the gutter, and sped on. 

Mr Appleby could hear Miss Petersen behind him, yabbling 

like a crow. He heard the militiaman blowing his whistle, blun-

dering his way downstairs. He ignored these distractions, craned 

his head out of his broken window and watched his money reced-

ing up the street. Soon he could no longer see the bag, but only 

a dancing f lash of bright red hair, which seemed to wave cheerily 

at him as it passed the post office and the duck pond and the bus 

stop, and so vanished at last through the gates of Cheltenham and 

out into the Wilds.
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I incite this meeting to rebellion.

Emmeline Pankhurst
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Prologue

There weren’t many of them at fi rst. Just a few students 

standing outside the conference centre. Gabrielle lingered 

on the outskirts, trying not to give off the aura of someone 

skipping school. A girl in a pageant ribbon embossed with 

there is no planet b was painting green and blue splodges 

on people’s cheeks. 

The protest had seemed like a good idea when Gabrielle 

had read about it online. A climate forum thread had 

suggested people protest the annual Fuel Summit taking 

place inside the exhibition hall. 

The people who were contributing most to climate change 

were there, as the biggest energy companies in the world 

made deals to drill for more oil and open more power plants. 

But the crowd was just lingering around the car park, so none 

of the executives inside could even see them. It seemed such 

a waste, after coming all this way. 

Gabrielle had to do something. She slipped away as a boy 

shouted into a megaphone, “Hello, Climate Rebellion! Let 

me hear you repeat after me: Climate change is not a lie, do 
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not let our planet die!” He’d draped a sheet over his shoulders 

like a cape, hand-painted with the words save our future in 

messy strokes. 

Heading around the rear of the building, Gabrielle hid her 

cardboard sign behind an overflowing waste bin. She tucked 

her school tie into her pocket, so that her uniform looked 

vaguely like a business suit. 

She lingered around the staff entrance, pretending to send 

a text. Faint shouts of, “No more coal, no more oil! Keep our 

carbon in the soil!” drifted over from the car park.  

When a harried-looking employee unlocked the door with 

their key card, she slipped in after them. Head down, she 

moved along the corridor, adrenaline surging up her spine. 

As soon as she was alone in the network of corridors, she 

smashed a fire alarm with her elbow. 

A piercing alarm echoed down the empty hall. She 

followed the stream of staff out of the conference centre, 

where they joined up with the river of conference attendees. 

Hiding a grin, Gabrielle retrieved her sign from behind 

the bins and joined the group of protestors. 

“This world is not for sale, your pipeline plans will 

fail!” she chanted at the annoyed crowd of evacuated oil 

executives.

Even though this protest was only small, they had to 

make their voices heard whenever they could. The climate 

emergency was huge – an impossible crisis almost beyond 

solving. But if enough people, in enough cities, in enough 
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countries, spoke up, then maybe someone would listen. Their 

voices were all they had right now. Most of the students here 

were too young to vote or make any real political difference. 

“We will choose, we will decide, we will fight to turn the 

tide!” she shouted, adjusting her grip on her sign. Pins and 

needles tickled her fingertips. 

Gabrielle had been six when she’d found out that the 

carbon emissions from burning fossil fuels were raising 

global temperatures. She’d assumed that the grown-ups were 

dealing with it, back then. But even when wildfires burned up 

entire continents and hurricanes tore up coastlines, no one 

seemed to be doing anything. Her planet needed Gabrielle’s 

voice, because even though it was crying out for help, nobody 

was listening.

“There is no Planet A,” she mumbled, too late to correct 

herself. Her fingers were really aching from holding up the 

sign now. She kept losing track of the words. It was supposed 

to be “Planet B”. 

She swapped the hand holding the banner, rubbing her 

palm flat against her trousers. There was a throbbing pain as 

blood rushed back into her lowered arm. Her fingernails were 

pulsing, fire-hot blood beating below the skin in time with her 

racing heart. 

“Stop denying that the Earth is dying.”

There was something underneath her nail. Something 

green, twisting like it was trying to get free. Her fingernail felt 

like it was going to come loose.
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The chant changed to, “Say it loud, say it clear, polar bears 

are dying here!” as the green thing – insect? parasite? – writhed 

beneath her nail. It curled upwards, like it was searching for 

the light. 

Gabrielle’s panic was replaced by fascination as the tendril 

thickened into a flat surface. A leaf. 

“When the air we breathe is under attack, what do we do? 

FIGHT BACK! What do we do? FIGHT BACK!”

The stem moved faster, growing more leaves over her palm. 

Another strand burst from her thumbnail, and another, until 

vines covered her arm in a green, seething mass of vegetation. 

It didn’t hurt, not physically. She should be terrified, but 

somehow it felt – good, like a release of pent-up tension. The 

vines grew stronger, stems thickening and sprouting strong, 

glossy leaves. They engulfed her banner, reaching up towards 

the sky. 

There were exclamations of alarm as the vines wove 

through her hair. Someone started filming her, as if the 

plant was some kind of art piece that Gabrielle had created 

especially for the protest. 

This was true and right and inevitable. This was what 

her hands were meant for. How had she not noticed that she 

could do this before? She was absolutely certain this was 

a good thing, not a danger at all. A gift. 

The other protestors circled her, shouting questions she 

couldn’t answer. Even the fuel executives drifted closer to 

stare at her. 



Gabrielle swayed in the centre of the pulsating layer of 

green leaves, peacefully lost in a glowing haze of endorphins. 

Her sign remained valiantly upright under the weight of 

the plants. Its carefully painted message was still visible:  

it’s time for a change. what you see is what you get – 

and you ain’t seen nothing yet.

She was calm. She was ready. The temperature was rising, 

but so were they.  
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Chapter 1

Theo was lugging a crate of iced haddock across the boat’s 

deck when a deafening alarm cut through the wind. He 

stumbled, fi sh fl ying everywhere as he sprinted towards the 

bridge. 

This was exactly why he hated helping his dad out on 

the weekends. Not the crashing waves, rocking boat or 

getting up at sparrow’s fart in the morning, but the constant 

threat of the ocean.

Theo swallowed back dizziness as the deck rolled beneath 

him. He fi xed his gaze on the oil rig looming on the horizon, 

its metal crane crouched over the water like an unnatural, 

ghastly insect. 

Theo’s family had been fi shing for generations – his dad, 

his grandad, and his dad, all the way back as far as they 

knew – but there wasn’t much money in it these days. Good 

hauls were rare everywhere now, but since Dalex Energy had 

arrived, it had got much worse. 

The energy company had built a new oil drilling rig right 

in the middle of the North Sea where Theo’s dad normally 
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fished. The hulking orange platform dumped bilge water 

into the ocean as they processed oil, covering the seabed in 

chemicals and dirty sediment. The shoals were moving to 

different waters.

“What’s going on?” Theo yelled at Dad, just as the deck 

shook with a dull scraping sound. He fell to his knees, chin 

banging on the sharp edge of the desk. 

A second alarm was sounding now, harsh and discordant 

on top of the first. Theo’s heart tripped over itself. This wasn’t 

a minor issue. This was real. 

Scanning readouts, Dad said, “We’ve hit something! 

Bloody Dalex must not have marked a wellhead platform.”

Theo wiped slick blood from his mouth as the boat shook 

around them. Dalex were supposed to put buoy markers in 

the water and send the coastguards the coordinates of their 

underwater structures. If they’d missed one, the boat’s early 

warning radar would have only picked up on the structure 

seconds before the collision. 

On the screen, a bright-red warning was flashing: bilge 

flood detected.

“We’re taking on water!” Dad yelled. “Lifejackets, 

everyone! Get the pumps!”

The deckhands rushed into action. They uncoiled the 

tubes of the bilge pumps, trying to slow the flood of water 

pouring into the boat through the damaged hull. 

As Dad steered the boat away from the underwater 

structure, Theo’s emergency training finally kicked into 
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action. He radioed the coastguard and gave their coordinates 

over the roar of the pumps’ engines. 

“Good lad,” Dad called, turning on the emergency radio 

beacon. “Inflate the life raft? It’s going to be close.”

Theo nodded. A calmness had washed over him. This 

was unreal. He’d been having nightmares about Dad’s boat 

sinking since he was a child. But he hadn’t imagined being on 

board when it happened.

The floodwater was pouring over the concrete ballast lining 

the fish hold now. Their pumps weren’t going to be enough.  

Two deckhands were already using the power block to lift 

the life raft down from the wheelhouse roof to the poop deck. 

Theo helped them to inflate it, his eyes going blurry. How 

could he be sweating? It was freezing out here.

Most of the time, Theo felt like the useless skipper’s 

son who mistook plaice for haddock, only worked on the 

weekends and couldn’t handle the early starts. But Dad didn’t 

have to pay another deckhand when Theo helped out. That 

was something, at least. 

“Time to leave,” Dad said grimly as the boat tilted steeply, 

heeling in the swell. “It’s no good.”

Theo desperately wanted to call his mum. But even if 

he could get a signal, what good would it do to tell her what 

was happening now? They were too far away. She would 

just panic. 

Instead he helped Dad climb onto the raft. The boat was 

almost too small for all the men in their bulky lifejackets. 
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Dad perched on the edge, holding tight to the roping as they 

untethered the raft from the sinking ship. 

Theo tried to make himself smaller, feeling young and 

useless and lost as the men guided the raft away from the 

boat. They were ten metres away when it finally sank below 

the waves. 

“We didn’t lose anyone, lads,” Dad said, a resigned note in 

his voice. “That’s all that matters. And this is what insurance 

is for.” 

Theo could hear the tremble hidden inside those words. 

He shivered, wriggling on the narrow wooden bench. The 

wind was scorching cold. 

He glared at the looming Dalex rig. Why couldn’t they 

mark their structures properly? They were already destroying 

the sea, and now they’d taken Dad’s boat too. 

The coastguards radioed with an update, saying they were 

fifteen minutes away. The crew sat in silence, teeth chattering 

audibly, until one of the deckhands turned the radio on. 

“Are you hoping they’ll mention us, Reg? The coastguards 

aren’t even here yet.”

“Eh, you never know.”

Theo could barely focus on the words through his 

white-hot panic. Dad tapped Theo’s boot with his toes 

reassuringly. 

On the radio, the news presenter was saying, “Warren 

Space unveiled their latest plans for Mars in a conference 

this morning. The company is opening up advance orders for 
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purchase of real estate in the settlement, though residencies 

won’t be built for several more decades.”

The red light of the sunken boat flickered into darkness 

below the water. What did this all mean for Dad? They 

barely had enough money to pay the bills normally. Even if 

the insurance covered the cost of the boat, they’d still lost 

a day’s haul. 

Theo was probably too young to be worried about 

mortgages, but he thought about bills constantly. If his 

parents could only hold on for another year, then Theo could 

lend them his student loan payment when he went to uni. 

He’d been planning it for ages. But this was too soon. He 

couldn’t help them yet.

The deckhands were chatting about the news now, voices 

forcefully bright and cheerful. “Would you go, though? Just 

give up your whole life on Earth?” 

Theo tried to think of a pun about Mars as Dad said, “As 

if any of us would ever get the chance to go there! It’ll be pure 

billionaires for the first hundred-odd years.”

“They’ll need manual workers, though, Jeff. Someone’s got 

to build all these fancy new houses in the colony.”

“Yeah, the maths lads won’t be faffing about digging 

foundations, will they?” 

The waves were getting bigger now, smashing over them as 

the sky split with a booming crack of thunder.

“I’d rather buy one of those new-fangled yacht-bungalows 

that move with the rising sea levels,” someone said dreamily. 
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“You probably need a Mars-ters degree to even apply,” 

Theo blurted out. 

They all stared at him. 

“To go to Mars,” he explained.

There was a pause, and then another huge wave rolled 

over the raft. Theo swallowed a mouthful of salt water, white 

froth splashing his eyes. Dad was shouting something into 

the wind, scrambling for purchase on the edge of the life raft. 

Knife-sharp fear tore into Theo’s chest. He flung himself 

forward, reaching for Dad’s outstretched arm. Another 

wave flooded the raft. When the water drained away, Dad 

was gone. 

A scream rose up Theo’s throat. He searched the dark 

ocean for any sign of movement. “DAD!”

A pale hand briefly cupped the crest of a wave, then 

disappeared again. 

Theo threw himself towards the edge of the raft, not 

knowing what he was going to do but needing to stop this. 

There was a feeling like pins and needles under his skin. 

Something shot from his palm – a slippery dark-green tendril 

that coiled into a tangled cord. The frilled rope sank into the 

water after Dad. 

The tendril curling from his palm looked like … seaweed? 

Was that possible? He’d seen that girl on the news who’d 

grown plants at a climate protest, but he’d dismissed it as 

a scam. Some kind of trick to try and go viral. But this was 

really happening. 



An enormous pressure pulled against the strands of 

seaweed. Theo heaved it in, barely able to hope.  

Dad broke the surface of the water, coughing as he fought 

to breathe. The seaweed was twisted around his chest, 

holding him tight. The deckhands tugged him onto the life 

raft as he choked on sea water.

“Dad?” Theo cried, desperately peeling away the strands of 

seaweed suctioned onto his father’s chest. “Are you all right?”

“Theodore? How did you do that?” 

This couldn’t be real. The girl from the viral video had been 

pretending. She’d hidden vines up her sleeves. Hadn’t she?

Something was writhing under his jumper. Theo shivered, 

ice-cold to the bone. Slick strands of kelp trailed down his 

chest. The plants were still growing. 

An RAF helicopter circled, a bright search beam passing 

overhead. But Theo just stared and stared. It was real. It was 

actually real.

 



PUBLIC SAFETY NOTICE 
All parents and guardians must report any new cases of plant 
growth to the government by filling out this form. Latest 
reports indicate that 3% of all young people aged 12–20  
are displaying some degree of ability to grow flora. The 
oldest case is a 20 year old in Cambodia, and the youngest  
is a Russian nine year old. 

All young people with the condition need to be monitored 
extremely closely for their own protection. The following 
protocol has been developed in response to several cases 
of suffocation due to a large mass of vegetation collecting  
in small rooms. 

While it is important not to panic, all parents must be 
aware of the potential for danger. 

 • Do not close inward-opening doors, such as in 
bedrooms or bathrooms

 • Keep a hammer or heavy object near to windows  
in case an emergency exit is needed

 • Avoid car journeys on motorways without regular 
laybys 

Investigation has found that the plants themselves 
are not dangerous and can be cut from the skin without 
damage to the young person. Do not be alarmed if the 
plants continue to grow after removal. Standard health 
and safety measures should be undertaken when handling 
unknown plant species.

 



#greenfingers	 Trending	worldwide

Top	 Latest	 People	 Photos	 Videos

Caroline	Price my daughter has #greenfingers, 
and the way she’s been treated by her school 
is despicable. Segregation & suspension like 
she’s got a contagious illness! The government 
should be ashamed of themselves.

Edgar	Warren ✓ disagree that the #greenfingers 
lunacy is a matter of public security. can’t see why 
senators are wasting the president’s time on safety 
briefings when warren space are still waiting for 
three separate bills to be put through congress 

Kate	Finchley BREAKING NEWS: 
Teenager Found Dead, Encased Inside Tree 
Trunk in Bedroom #greenfingers

CrossfitKing Are #greenfingers the new millennials? 
Join the discussion over at r/greenfingers. 

Lola	kpop	updates A new study has found 
that eating beetroot makes #greenfingers	
stronger! More info at mirrored.co.uk

Ellie	Hammond sick of these #greenfingers taking 
resources from underfunded schools. They should be 
pulled out of class for antisocial behaviour, not given 
more funding. The government needs to get off their 
arses instead of arguing whether it’s the responsibility 
of the Department for Environmental Affairs or Health 
and Social Care. They’re gonna waste another 
month opening up a dedicated Organization for the 
Management of Youth Magic before anything gets done.

Shen Zhang love that I can follow the trail of a 
#greenfingers through the city as they grow their 
fave plant. it’s like growing cow parsley or dock leaves 
or whatever has become a personal graffiti tag.
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1

Naloxone

I am no superhero. But I can save you from the one who claims 

to be.

I am no wizard. But I cast a spell that can bring back the 

dead.

Almost.

And never often enough.

I am, if nothing else, your � nal defense—your last hope 

when hope itself has spiraled into that singularity that crushes 

not just you, but everyone around you.

And so here we are, you and I. The scene is set. Never iden-

tical, yet always the same:

Today it’s a room in a house on a street that was born when 

dreams were milky-white appliances and cars were like land-

locked ships, too proud to ever be slung with seat belts.

This was once suburbia, but it was long ago consumed by 

a gelatinous urban tsunami. The neighborhood struggles and 

sometimes even thrives. But this street? This street is dead. It 

has been sacri� ced for the greater good.

The trees on either side have already been taken down, 

their trunks turned into � rewood, their limbs fed into a chip-

per. Most doors and windows have been stripped and salvaged, 

leaving the homes with the deadest of eyes and gaping, silent 
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mouths. Nearly a mile of this. And just beyond are bulldozers 

and rubble, and beyond that, towering concrete pillars reach 

skyward like the columns of an ancient temple.

Because a freeway is coming. A six-lane corridor that will 

cleave the neighborhood in half, right along this very street, in 

a brutal rite of passage called eminent domain.

When night falls, the doomed street is engulfed more 

completely than anywhere else in the city.

And there you are. In the � fth house on the left.

You’re not from this part of town, but somehow you found 

this place, drawn by darkness so dense you can wrap it around 

yourself like a blanket.

Now � ashlights illuminate a familiar tableau. One o�  cer, 

two paramedics. And me.

A medic leans over you—presses a � nger to your neck.

“Hard to � nd a pulse,” she says. “If it’s there, it’s weak.”

This room was once a bedroom. But there’s no bed, no 

dresser. All that remains is a warped desk and a broken chair 

that no one deemed worth saving. You lie on carpet mottled 

with mold that has left it looking like a wall-to-wall bruise. It 

is the very epicenter of abandoned hope.

“I can’t detect any breathing. Beginning CPR.”

Rats would complete the scene, but vector control has 

already been here with some of my more vicious cousins to kill 

the vermin. But they can’t get rid of the roaches no matter how 

hard they try. They are the victors of this world, the roaches. 

Truly undefeatable.

You, on the other hand, are defeated. How defeated is yet 

to be seen.
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Thirty chest compressions, two rescue breaths. Repeat.

The other medic prepares me for what I’ve come to do, 

while the o�  cer gives a description of you on his radio. They 

don’t know who you are. I don’t know who you are either—

but soon you and I will be close. I will be inside you. A kind of 

intimacy neither of us wants but both of us need. It is, after all, 

my purpose. And you? You have no choice.

“Administering the naloxone.”

“Make sure you get the muscle.”

“I never miss.”

The needle plunges deep in your left thigh—and I surge 

forth into muscle tissue, searching for capillaries that will carry 

me to larger and larger vessels. And yes—you’re still alive! I do 

hear your heartbeat! Slow, faint, but there!

I ride the long sluggish wave of your beat into the cham-

bers of your heart, and out again, up and up toward your brain. 

Only there can I save you. I will rip you free of the hold they 

have over you.

They.

The others. Who care for you only as long as they have 

you locked in their embrace, as if you are nothing more than 

a child’s tattered toy. They do not know love—only possession. 

They promise you deliverance and reward you . . . with this:

Thirty compressions, two breaths. And me.

It is you, and those like you, who gave them power, and 

continue to give them power day after day. Because who but 

you can generate current enough to feed the bright � ash-

ing lights of their eternal Party? How could you not see that 

the others—my brutal cousins—are the cancer at the core of 
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seduction? The void at the heart of your craving? They see 

themselves as gods, but in the end they are just like me. Noth-

ing but chemicals. In complex combinations, perhaps, but still 

no more than tinctures, distillations, and petty pharma. Chem-

icals designed by nature, or by man, to tweak your chemicals.

If they live, it is only because you gave them life. As well as 

the license to end yours. And if they act in roles beyond their 

purpose, it is only because you placed them upon the stage to 

perform.

Thus the stage has been set. The audience cool and dispas-

sionate—waiting to be entertained but too jaded to believe it 

ever will be.

But we must try, must we not?

And so here, between the chest compressions and the life-

saving breaths, I will do my part, struggling to wrest your fate 

back from the capricious “gods.”

I am no superhero. I am no wizard. But I can save you. 

Although half of the time I don’t. Too often I am too late. Vic-

tory and tragedy will forever � ght for purchase on this stage.

And today the dimming footlights � nd tragedy.

Your heart begins to � brillate. Then it seizes like a furious 

� st . . . and then releases. The wave is gone. I can’t do my work 

if I can’t get to your brain. Still, the medics keep working CPR, 

but it will not change the fact that you have surrendered your 

life in the bruised room of the rotting house, on the street that 

will soon be gone.

They tag your toe with the last name on your ID, and your 

� rst initial:

Ramey, I.



Then they wheel you out, and I have little left to do but 

settle in your veins—one more chemical to parse in the autopsy.

And I curse the others.

My soulless clan who brought you to the Party, then left 

you in this desolate place, where even those who tried to save 

you are too world-weary to shed a single tear.

If I had a voice, I swear to you I would tell your story. At 

least enough of it so that I might know who you are.
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2 

Isaac, Ivy, and the Infi nite Loser

TWO MONTHS EARLIER . . .

Ivy’s got to be here somewhere, thinks Isaac Rame y as he pushes 

through the door of the cesspool looking for his sister. No 

doubt about it; this is Ivy’s kind of party. The house reeks of puke, 

hormones, and beer, making Isaac wince as he wades through 

the living room. He’s ankle-deep in deadbeats, burnouts, and 

druggies—all of whom are far too wasted to realize that freak-

danc ing to techno looks like faking a seizure to someone 

who’s close to sober. Or worse, actually having a seizure while 

interpretive dancing—which would be a really sad way to die, 

because the audience would just slow clap while you writhe 

yourself into oblivion.

Isaac needs to stay on track. He searches through the muck 

and mire. A girl with a half-shaved head. A guy who clearly 

pissed himself. A seedy dude too old for this party, talking to a 

girl who’s too young for it. Nothing Isaac didn’t expect. And if 

this night is like any other Friday night, he’ll � nd Ivy here. Ivy 

is a year older than Isaac, but more often than not, Isaac feels 

like her older brother.

It’s not that he doesn’t like parties. He’s a junior, so he’s 

been to plenty in his time, where things were going on that 
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his parents wouldn’t want to know about. . . . But he doesn’t 

go to these kinds of parties—his sister’s kinds of parties. Where 

seedy things don’t happen in back rooms but are in your 

face—the dismal and the desperate shoving their brains into 

a hydraulic press just to make themselves forget how � nite 

they are.

He goes out to the backyard. It’s overgrown and features an 

amoeba-shaped pool not large enough to do anything but � oat, 

or secretly urinate. Which might be why the water is clouded 

and green like a study in bioterrorism.

It isn’t long before Isaac spots his sister—her Slurpee-

blue hair is a dead giveaway. Ivy’s by the pool with Craig, her 

in� nite-loser boyfriend, who lives here. He’s their parents’ 

perfect nightmare: ratlike � ngernails, competing tattoos, and a 

man-bun pr otruding from his head like a tumor.

“Ivy,” Isaac calls out as he gets close. He has to call her 

name three times to get her attention. She takes a moment to 

hide her surprise at seeing him.

“Mom and Dad know you snuck out, and they’re on the 

warpath.”

“So they sent you?”

“They have no clue where you are, or even that I went out 

looking for you.”

Ivy turns and is already marching away—her classic 

response to anything she doesn’t like. Especially when she’s 

been drinking. Isaac follows, grabbing her arm before she 

stumbles into an overgrown bush.

“If they get wind of this party and � nd you here like this, 

it’ll be bad. You’ll thank me tomorrow.”
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Suddenly Craig discovers enough brain cells to notice 

Isaac’s presence.

“Hey, is this guy bothering you?” he asks Ivy.

“Shut up, Craig. He’s my brother. You met, like, six times.” 

Ivy turns back to Isaac. “I’m not some basket case; I don’t need 

you to save me. So, go home and study, or whatever it is you do 

on Friday nights.”

“Yeah,” seconds Craig. “You heard her. She wants to party 

with me.”

That’s when Isaac sees the drug bag that Craig holds, dan-

gling like a little scrotum full of god-knows- what. Just the sight 

of it ignites something primal within Isaac, taking over his body 

and making him swat the bag out of Craig’s hand, sending it 

� ying into the pool.

“Oops, my bad,” Isaac says. He’s not the kind of guy who 

looks for a � ght, but some are worth starting.

“What the hell  .  .  .” Craig’s shock turns to fury, and he 

pounces on Isaac. They begin to grapple, and it quickly grows 

into a full-� edged � ght. A zombie horde of the stoned gather 

to gawk, making it the center of the party’s limited attention.

Isaac, who’s stronger, lands some blows, but Craig grabs a 

Solo cup of something 180 proof and hurls it in Isaac’s eyes. 

Craig has a distinct advantage in that dirty moves are his super-

power.

And now Craig is punching Isaac over and over again as 

Isaac � ghts the burn in his eyes. Hammer� sts over his head, 

body shots. Whatever Craig can do to in� ict damage before 

Isaac recovers his eyesight. Ivy tries to break it up, but Craig 

won’t have it.
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Finally Isaac regains enough of his bearings to deliver a 

shot to Craig’s nose that may just break it, but before Craig’s 

pain kicks in, he shoves Isaac with all his might, sending him 

� ying to the ground.

In an instant Ivy is at Isaac’s side, helping him stand. She 

looks up to Craig, who now rotates through every profanity he 

knows as he cradles his gushing nose.

“What the hell is wrong with you!” Ivy yells at Craig.

“He started it!” Craig yells back

But Ivy’s not having it. “Just get the hell away from us!”

Craig turns his back far too easily, making it clear how 

little he actually cares. “Fine. Whatever. You and your family 

are psycho anyway.” Then he goes over to the pool and stands 

there gazing into the murky water, mourning the loss of his 

little plastic scrotum.

It isn’t until Isaac’s adrenaline fades that he realizes his ankle 

is hurting. No—it doesn’t just hurt; it throbs. More than just a 

run-of-the-mill ankle twist, this is a bone-deep ache. He can 

already sense that it isn’t going away anytime soon. When his 

sister sees him limping and grimacing, she helps him through 

the side yard, and together they make their way to the street.

As they get to Isaac’s old silver Sebring by the curb, Isaac 

leans against it, exhaling, realizing he’d been holding his breath 

most of the way. Then, as he opens the car door, he puts too 

much weight on his injured ankle and nearly goes down. His 

vision darkens from the pain, then clears again—but the pain 

only subsides the slightest bit. That’s when he realizes that the 

simple task of getting home is no longer so simple.

“I can’t drive home with my ankle like this. . . .”
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“Uh—that’s why you have two feet.”

Isaac considers it, but shakes his head. “I drive right-footed. 

I don’t even know if I can use my left.”

“Fine. I’ll drive.” She puts out her hands for the keys, but 

Isaac knows better than to let her have them.

“No. You’re drunk. Or worse.”

She glares at him. “Not worse.”

“No? Looked like it was about to get that way.”

“Don’t you dare lecture me!”

Isaac backs o� . He knows that was out of line. “I’ll get an 

Uber,” he says. “I can pick up my car tomorrow.”

The app says their ride is three minutes away, which, as 

always, means ten. They watch people come and go from the 

house. Neighbors peer angrily out of windows. One comes to 

his porch and begins yelling at Isaac and Ivy, as if waiting by the 

curb makes them the o�  cial ambassadors of the party.

“If this doesn’t stop, I’m calling the police!”

“Be my guest, moron,” says Ivy, and Isaac raps her to shut 

her up. Their Uber can’t get here fast enough.

Finally, it arrives, and they slip in the back, Isaac putting 

too much weight on his foot again and grunting from the pain.

“You didn’t save me, you know,” Ivy tells him as they head 

o� . “I would have left on my own. Eventually.”

Isaac nods, choosing to believe her but wishing it came 

without e� ort.

Now they sit there in awkward silence, their dynamic 

going back to normal.

Ivy smirks. “The look on Craig’s face when you tossed his 

stash was classic. Like you took a dump in his Froot Loops.”
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Isaac, even through the pain, can’t help but smile, too. Ivy 

leans over, rests her head on Isaac’s shoulder, and closes her eyes.

“I’m sorry,” she says. And he can tell she means it. Although 

neither of them is sure what it is she’s sorry for.

Ivy truly believes she would have left on her own. Even though 

she’s never left a party before they released the proverbial 

hounds and threw everyone out. Believing something that you 

know is not true is Ivy’s superpower.

When they arrive home, she decides to walk in the door 

ahead of Isaac. She turns on the light, fully expecting to � nd 

their parents waiting for them in the dark. That’s how things 

work in this house. It’s a three-stage progression. Stage one: 

her parents explode after realizing she snuck out the window. 

Stage two: they blame each other’s parenting fails for seven 

to twelve minutes. Stage three: an hour of solitary brooding, 

where her father will retreat to his computer, while her mom 

invents household tasks that don’t actually exist, like alphabet-

izing kitchen spices or pairing other people’s socks. Stage � ve: 

at least one of them will sit in the living room in the dark, 

monitoring every sound from outside and each passing head-

light until Ivy comes home.

Since Isaac got her fairly early, it hasn’t reached the dark-

ened room stage yet. Instead, her father steps out from the 

kitchen. He’s already built up plenty of potential energy, and 

the look in his eyes tells Ivy it’s about to go kinetic.

“Good evening, Father,” Ivy says, trying to sound ironic 

and light, but instead it comes o�  as snarky. Well, the sooner she 

gets him yelling, the sooner this can be over.



18

Her mother comes out from the bathroom. Ah—so it’s an 

ambush. The only family member missing is Grandma, who’s 

been living with them for the past year. She’s wise enough not 

to embroil herself in the drama.

“Care to explain yourself?” Ivy’s mother asks her, but looks 

to Isaac instead. He’s an easier read than she is.

Ivy prepares to respond, but before she has the chance, 

Isaac blurts out, “I was on my way back from Shelby’s and � g-

ured I’d grab Ivy from the movies.”

It’s not an unbelievable lie. That is, if Ivy weren’t wobbling, 

still majorly buzzed. She wonders if they saw the Uber drop 

them o� . Oh, the rabbit hole of explanations ahead.

Isaac tries to hide his limp as he crosses the room, but 

almost trips. Their father is there to support him. “You okay?”

“I . . . twisted my ankle at practice this afternoon. It’s noth-

ing.” But if there’s anything that Ivy has learned, it’s that parents 

always know when you’re lying. Even if you’re just lying to 

yourself.

And so to prove his ankle is a non-issue, Isaac walks on 

it again, and he almost goes down. Ivy silently wonders if her 

boyfriend’s redeeming parts come anywhere close to out-

weighing his unredeeming ones.

“That looks pretty bad . . . ,” their father says.

“I’m � ne, Dad,” Isaac says with just enough exasperation. 

“I’ll go ice it, okay?”

Then their mother zeroes in on Isaac’s forehead. “Is that 

blood?”

And although part of Ivy is glad that the interrogation 

has been turned entirely to Isaac, it also pisses her o�  that her 
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brother’s boo-boos have completely blasted Ivy out of her par-

ents’ minds.

“I went to a party,” Ivy says without � inching. “Isaac came 

to bring me home. He’s like that because he beat up Craig.”

If she was going to tell the truth, she might as well make 

Isaac look good in the process and give their father the satis-

faction of knowing that Craig not only got beaten up but by 

his son, no less.

And now the negative attention has turned back to Ivy. 

Their mother starts haranguing Ivy about broken promises and 

patterns of bad behavior until she exhausts herself and shakes 

her head woefully. It’s the expression Ivy hates the most. That 

you-disappointed-us-again-and-guess-what? We’re-not-even-surprised

look.

“Ivy, I honestly don’t know what we’re going to do with 

you,” she says.

“Why do you have to do anything? Why can’t you just, for 

once, leave me alone?”

But they can’t. She knows they can’t. This is, after all, their 

job.

Then her father drops the boom. “We’re making an 

appointment for you to see Dr. Torres.”

“No!” says Ivy. “I am not a child—I will not go to a kiddie 

shrink!” Ivy would much rather choose her own humiliation 

than swallow theirs. Dr. Torres has a mural with Winnie-the-

Pooh in a pharmacist’s robe.

“Well, you’re going to see someone. All this self-medicat-

ing isn’t doing you any favors.”

Self-medicating. Ivy wonders when drinking with your 



friends became clinical. Ivy hates the idea of having to go see 

some sweater-vested pencil-neck “professional” with a cheaply 

framed diploma. But what if it’s the only way to avoid harder 

action? She knows a kid who knows a kid who got dragged 

out of their home in the middle of the night and taken to one 

of those forced labor camps for unruly teens. Would her parents 

do something like that to her? At this point in her life, she has 

no idea.

Isaac has slipped away from the scene. She hears him in the 

kitchen getting ice, but their fridge has a sadistic ice dispenser 

that hurls ice everywhere but where you want it to go. She 

� nds Isaac kneeling in pain, trying to pick ice up o�  the � oor. 

She helps him gather the remaining cubes and put them into 

a Ziploc.

“Shoulda used crushed,” she said. “Or a bag of frozen peas.”

“Crushed would be a bigger mess, and peas would be a 

waste of food—and you know how Mom is about wasted any-

thing lately.”

“Yeah,” says Ivy. “Especially wasted me.”

She hopes it might bring a smile from Isaac, but it doesn’t. 

Maybe he’s just in too much pain. “They’ll get over it by morn-

ing,” he says. “They just needed to vent.”

Maybe so. But Ivy’s not sure she’ll be over it. And that 

doesn’t just mean the hangover.
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Seven trees for seven wishes

Seven hearts for seven kisses

Seven deaths for seven dreams

Seven stitches in seven seams 

Try to jump from six to eight

Because seven is where you’ll meet your fate 

– unknown, The Fate of Seven
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One

I am a girl from Ember Grove, and these are my woods.

I grew up with the dark woods as my playground. Hide-and-

seek among the trees. Play pretend on the lake shore. I know 

every root and bramble, thorn and stone.

But there are parts of the woods I would never go to 

alone. 

Tonight is different. 

Tonight is the Revelry. 

Tonight the woods are ours for the taking. 

The Revelry is more than a party: the Revelry can 

change your entire future. 

Ember Grove is a town fuelled by rumours and super-

stition. Local myths and half-forgotten fables – and the 

Revelry is the most important of them all. 
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A night to change your destiny.

To find out if Ember Grove will let you go … or keep 

hold of you forever. 

Not me. I, Bitsy Clark, am going to get out of Ember 

Grove. Like my brother Harvey did. He’s at Cobalt 

University down the coast. We don’t hear from him much 

– when people leave, they don’t tend to come back, even 

to visit – but I think he’s happy down at Cobalt. 

Who wouldn’t be happier away from our small town, 

where secrets and success battle for space? Where the 

woods listen to every whisper?

Where one party can change everything?

The events of each Revelry are a closely guarded secret, 

kept between that year’s attendees. Nobody talks about 

their Revelry, there are no photos, no official guest list, 

no proof of anything that happens. Of course, whispers 

slither out, rumours spread and stories from Revelries 

gone by turn to local legend. Like one year, supposedly 

flowers bloomed between kissing couples all night long. 

And then everyone started to believe that when you have 

your first kiss, and it is with someone who likes you back, 

something green will grow. Amy agonized over this one, 

because she lives in an apartment with no green space at 

all, but then, and I’m telling the truth, the week after she 

kissed Mark Lee during spin the bottle, a little dandelion 
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sprout appeared on her windowsill. A Revelry rule that 

spilled out into town and lasted longer than one night. It 

happens all the time. 

The Revelry is meant to be just for the graduating 

high-school class, no exceptions. It happens every year, 

almost by magic, all the adults turning the other way, 

as if it’s not for them to worry about. Everyone in town 

knows when it is, and even though there are whispers 

of what could happen, what has happened in years past, 

what will happen, nobody tries to stop it. Trying to stop 

the Revelry would be like trying to stop the seasons from 

changing. It is just as much a part of Ember Grove as the 

woods themselves. 

It isn’t my year. I’m sixteen and shouldn’t be going for 

another two summers…

Apparently Amy has other plans.

Amy’s my best friend. She has been since she moved 

to Ember Grove eight years ago, when we were eight, and 

our own Revelry felt like a lifetime away. 

Just like Ember Grove doesn’t like to let go of its 

inhabitants, it doesn’t always welcome new ones. But I 

saw this new girl, standing in front of the class with her 

head high and secrets clutched tight to her chest, and I 

knew I wanted to be her friend. So I grabbed her hand 

and I pulled her deep into Ember Grove. She’d never 
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belong like I did, of course, but I did everything I could. 

I showed her the woods, showed her the town, made 

sure she felt welcome. Made her an Ember Grove girl in 

everything but birth. 

The night I told her about the Revelry we were sleep-

ing in a tent out in the apple orchard behind my house. 

The only light was from my little flashlight, propped up 

at the front of the tent by our feet. It was cold, colder 

than it should have been for a summer night. 

I told her about the Revelry the same way I told her 

the story about Mrs Glen found dead on her porch, sur-

rounded by nine snowy white owls. In hushed tones, awe 

and fear mingling in my voice, I told her everything I 

knew about the magic party in the woods, which wasn’t 

much, just stolen whispers and local legends. 

And Amy became obsessed.

Ever since, she’s tried to find out what day it falls, 

exactly where it happens – what happens. All we know is 

that it’s near the end of summer, before the new school 

year starts. And that it’s in the woods.

Once, when we were around nine, and still having 

sleepovers in the tent in the apple orchard, we saw 

people stumbling out of the woods at dawn. Two girls 

were laughing, high-pitched almost hysterical giggles, 

but one boy, I could have sworn he was bleeding. And 
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the strangest thing was they were all wearing wings. 

Costume wings, the kind you slip over your shoulders 

and the fake feathers moult in minutes, but as they came 

out of the woods, for a moment I thought those wings 

were real. And we knew, we knew they had come from 

the Revelry. We watched them in silence, waiting for a 

hint, a clue to what had happened.

But they didn’t notice us at all.

A girl disappeared that year. Florence Lonsdale. She 

went to the Revelry and never came back. But nobody 

talked about where she went. About what had happened. 

Or if they did, we never heard a word. 

The next year, the Revelry happened again. Like it 

always does. 

And this year, Amy is determined to go. She’s been set 

on this since the seasons changed, even though it isn’t 

our Revelry, even though she knows that wanting to isn’t 

enough. 

I keep telling her this and I’m ready to tell her again, 

but then she pulls out her trump card.

“I’ve got an invite.” Amy holds out a Revelry invitation. 

It’s the first time, ever, that she’s known something about 

Ember Grove before me.

“That isn’t how they do it,” I scoff. But I’m not sure. 

Maybe it is. I’m dismissive on purpose. I know more 
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about the Revelry than Amy, surely. But maybe I’m 

wrong: maybe this is how it is done.

“We might as well try,” she says, giving me a sly smile. 

“Unless you’re scared.” 

“I’m not scared,” I say quickly. “But someone’s playing 

a prank on you. No way is that legit.” But still. I take the 

invite out of her hands like it might go up in flames at any 

moment. 

It’s a small white card cut from thick, expensive paper 

that smells like the woods. And embossed on one side it 

says: 

Your Presence is Requested at

THE REVELRY
Dress code: Decadent Dionysian Bacchanalia

Location: Lake Lost

Time: Midnight 

And on the other side tomorrow’s date is handwritten in 

gold ink, as fine as lace. I delicately run my fingers over the 

writing, as if I could magically tell who had written it by 

mere touch. My fingers come away wet and flecked with 

gold: the ink still isn’t dry. My heart begins to hammer in 

my chest.
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“Where did you even find this?” I say. “Did you write 

the date?” 

Amy’s grin widened. “Of course I didn’t write the 

date. And as for the invite itself, I found it.”

“Where?” I demand.

“By the Founder’s Fountain,” she says. And I don’t 

know why, but I shudder. 

“Even if it is real, it isn’t for you,” I counter. “It isn’t 

for us. Invite or no invite, we can’t go.” The very thought 

makes my skin feel tight. If you find a set of keys on a 

lawn, you don’t get to let yourself into a stranger’s house, 

sleep in their bed and put on their clothes. 

“Can’t we?” Amy deftly grabs the card out of my hands 

and waves it in front of my eyes like a magician doing a 

trick. “Come on, Bits. It’s the Revelry.”

Exactly I want to say. She doesn’t get what a big deal 

it is to sneak into a Revelry that isn’t your own. What the 

consequences might be – even I don’t know what could 

happen. 

 There are so many unwritten rules that thread their 

way through the lives of everyone in Ember Grove. Pull 

at one and everything might unravel…

But. The idea has sunk its teeth into me – and Amy 

has a magic of her own, a way of always getting what she 

wants. Whether I go or not, Amy will – and there is no 



way I’d let her go without me. I’d die of jealousy if she 

experienced a Revelry before I did.

I let out a long breath, a smile spreading across my 

face. 

Amy knows she has me then. “It’s time for some new 

traditions in Ember Grove,” she says. And her smile 

matches mine.

 



11

Two

We don’t have much time to prepare. 

If it was our Revelry, the one meant for us, we would 

have had days, weeks, to get ready.

But Amy jumps into action. I’m not exactly sure what 

a dress code of “Dionysian Bacchanalia” even means, but 

Amy does. 

“Think togas. But like decadent togas. Greek gods and 

goddesses. That kind of thing,” she says as she leaves my 

house, invitation in hand. “I’ve got this covered.”

Like she’s been waiting years for this, which I guess in 

some ways she has. 

We decide to get ready at Amy’s apartment because her 

Aunt Lily is working the night shift at the hospital so she 

won’t know what we’re getting up to. My parents trust 
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me, but even they would be suspicious if we waltzed 

out of the front door at midnight dressed like Greeks or 

Romans or whatever we are supposed to be tonight.

My mom’s surprised enough that I’m sleeping over 

at Amy’s. She knows I don’t like staying over at Amy’s 

apartment.

It isn’t because Amy’s apartment is small and dark, 

and the lighting is terrible for getting ready. Or that it is 

almost always cold. Or that she lives right at the top of 

the main road in town, where you can always hear the 

traffic, even with the windows closed. 

I don’t like Amy’s apartment because I’m sure it’s 

haunted.

She lives in the old hospital. It isn’t a hospital any 

more, of course – it was turned into a series of apart-

ments years ago. It’s next door to the new hospital, where 

Amy’s Aunt Lily works.

When we were younger, we would try to figure out 

what her room used to be.

“Maybe babies were born in here,” I’d say, cradling a 

doll to my chest.

“Or maybe this is where they cut people open!” Amy 

would counter, brandishing a pencil like a scalpel.

Neither of us ever said what must have been on both 

our minds.
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Maybe somebody died in this room. 

I try not to think of this when I step into her building, 

where the air grows stale and the street noise fades as the 

door swings shut. The corridors are always empty and I 

pull my coat more closely around me as I hurry through 

them.

But when Amy opens her door, she’s already dressed. 

I immediately grin, because she’s taken the theme and 

put her own spin on it, like she always does. She’s in a 

colourful toga that she must have tie-dyed herself. The 

colours are a swirl of vibrant pinks and blues that com-

plement her bright purple hair and golden skin. Even in 

the harsh light of her apartment, she’s glowing, the way 

she always is.

She grabs my arm and pulls me inside, closing the 

door to the draughty hall and locking it. 

As if locking it could keep out anything that wanted 

to get in. 

I follow her into her room, with its narrow bed and 

small, square window. It’s nothing like my room, with 

its skylights and floor-to-ceiling mirrored closets and 

bed covered with overstuffed pillows. Despite how I feel 

about Amy’s apartment, I’ve slept here dozens and dozens 

of times over the years. When we were small, we fitted 

in the bed no problem, and used to sleep head to toe, 
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giggling as we tickled each other’s feet. And as we grew, 

we still managed to squeeze in together, falling asleep 

curled up like sisters, or cats.

Amy’s aunt isn’t a hugger like my parents. The first 

time I gave her a hug, she’d only been in Ember Grove 

for about a month, but we’d spent most days together 

after school. And then one day, she started crying at 

lunch. She’d just found out that she was staying with 

Aunt Lily for the foreseeable future, not just for a few 

weeks like she’d thought, and I did what I always did 

when someone was upset: I gave her a hug. But instead 

of hugging me back, she went stiff all over, like she didn’t 

know what to do. 

That was years ago, though. Since then there have 

been countless nights sharing a bed, fixing each other’s 

hair, doing each other’s make-up, snuggled up watch-

ing a movie. We’re always draped over each other – and 

Amy’s affectionate with everyone now, especially her 

theatre friends. But I’ll always remember that I was the 

one who brought her out of her shell all those years ago. 

I was the one that she needed. 

“You look great,” I say, and I mean it. She’s done dramatic 

eye make-up with purple shadow the same shade as her 

hair and thick black liner that goes up in perfect winged 
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tips, accentuating her dark eyes. Her lips are pink. Bright 

and attention-grabbing and high fashion all at once. 

“It’s not too much?” she says, spinning in a slow, dra-

matic circle. 

I laugh. “Too much is your signature.” 

“Purple hair is my signature”

“This week.”

Amy rolls her eyes but she smiles. “Fair.”

Today Amy’s hair is an almost electric purple, like 

bubblegum pink mixed with neon blue. Last Christmas 

it was soft lavender. And before that, it was the blue of 

peacock feathers. 

Sometimes I feel a little dull with my boring blonde 

hair. Always the same shade, always the same style. I 

know Amy would dye it for me if I asked, but I’m too 

chicken. What if I hated it? Amy never seems to worry 

about that; she dives in first, worries afterwards. 

Like she’s doing tonight… 

Amy never had this confidence when we were 

younger. It kind of grew over time. And meanwhile, I feel 

like I stayed the same. I mean, of course I grew. God 

knows I grew. I’m almost six feet now. Amy and my mom 

are always telling me I should celebrate my height, but 

I always feel a little out of place. When I was ten, I was 

so sure of myself. Now that I’m sixteen, I feel like my 
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confidence hasn’t grown with me. 

Tonight I’ll have to borrow a little of my best friend’s 

self-belief – something Amy is always happy to share. She 

believes in me like no one else. It’s one of the things I 

love most about her. 

“Enough about me.” She flashes me a wide smile. 

“Time to get you all dolled up.”

“If you insist,” I say, grinning back at her. She knows 

I love it when she helps me get ready. She leans back to 

appraise me. 

“We’ll start with your hair. You, my dear Bitsy, are 

going to look like a Greek goddess,” she says. “Here, sit 

on the floor.” I oblige, sitting on the worn carpet, and she 

sits on the bed behind me. I can feel her fingers knotting 

and twisting in my hair, pulling tightly on one section 

and then starting again somewhere else. “Almost done,” 

she says around a mouthful of hair pins. “Let me just 

touch up your make-up.” 

“I’m already wearing make-up.” I put on mascara and 

blusher before I came over. 

“Bitsy, you’re wearing everyday Bitsy make-up. Tonight, 

you’re a goddess, remember? Now close your eyes.” 

“Don’t do too much,” I say. What I mean is, don’t make 

me look like you. It looks amazing on Amy, genuinely, but 

I’d look and feel like a clown doll. 
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“I know what you like. Don’t worry.” 

I close my eyes and relax as Amy deftly applies eye-

shadow and shimmer and lipstick. Amy has spent years 

doing her own make-up for all the plays and musicals 

she’s in, and she’s now so good she could probably do it 

professionally. 

“Don’t worry,” she murmurs. “I’m going for a Helen of 

Troy vibe. You are going to love it. Dewy, radiant, a face 

to launch a thousand ships, all of that.”

I snort. “Amy, you’re good with make-up, but you aren’t 

that good.”

“Hush, ye of little faith. Hold on … one more second… 

Ta-da!”

When I open my eyes and look at my reflection in the 

mirror, I almost don’t recognize the person staring back at 

me. Amy has done something with my eyes to make the 

blue of my irises pop in a way they never have before, and 

I don’t know how she transformed my round cheeks into 

sculpted cheekbones you could ski off, but she has. Some 

of my hair is tied up in complicated braids, but the rest 

tumbles down my back in golden curls. I never knew my 

hair could look like this. I never knew I could look like this. 

“Well?” she asks, beaming at me.

“You have magic in your fingertips,” I say. “Only you 

could make me look like this.”
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“I had a good canvas to work with,” she says. “Now, 

time for your toga!” She picks up what looks like a blue 

sheet from her bed.

I realize it is a blue sheet. She must see my expression 

because she laughs. “It was the best I could do at such 

short notice.” She helps me tie the toga on, and when we 

go into the bathroom to get a better look, I can see how it 

all comes together. I look like someone who does exciting 

things, who has secrets, and always leaves people want-

ing more. And I like that. We lean against each other and 

grin. I want to take a picture, to remember this moment, 

to remember not only how I looked but how I felt, but…

Amy doesn’t suggest it and neither do I. Revelry rules 

apply to the whole night and there’s no point breaking 

more of them than necessary. 

“And for the final touch…” Amy reaches into her bag 

and pulls out two matching gold circlets. She places one 

on my head, and one on her own. 

“Now we’re ready,” she says. 

Even though I know I’m just wearing a cheap blue 

sheet wrapped around me, I feel regal. Powerful. Almost 

magical. 

Exactly as I always imagined I’d feel going to the 

Revelry. 

But then I get a sharp stab of apprehension. 
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“Maybe this isn’t a good idea,” I say. Because it isn’t 

our year. It isn’t for us. I don’t know what will happen 

when we get there. If we’ll even be able to find our way 

there in the woods. Or worse, if we do find our way there, 

and we’re punished for going to a Revelry that isn’t our 

own. 

“You’re right.” Relief floods through me when I hear 

Amy say this as she adjusts her toga. But then, “It isn’t a 

good idea – it’s a great idea. Besides, we can’t be the first 

people to ever sneak into a Revelry. We just haven’t heard 

about the others because, you know, secrecy.”

Perhaps she’s right. Perhaps I’m letting all the mystery 

and tradition get to me. It’s just a party, after all. 

Just a party, I repeat to myself as we do final checks on 

our make-up and hair. Right before we leave, Amy goes 

to the kitchen and comes back with a dusty bottle of red 

wine. She holds it aloft. “Liquid courage?”

I shake my head. I don’t like drinking, don’t like 

losing any sense of control. Things are strange enough 

in Ember Grove – I like to keep my wits about me. I 

know Amy drinks with her Drama Club friends on the 

final night of their performances, but I’m definitely not 

letting her drink tonight.

“No way,” I say. “And none for you either. We need to 

be sharp if we’re going to find our way there.”
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Amy sighs. “I suppose you’re right.” She comes back 

empty handed, but with a renewed sense of excitement. 

“I have an idea. I think we should leave here right on 

midnight. Like reverse Cinderellas.” 

I glance at the clock. It is already eleven; an hour isn’t 

too long to wait. And the idea appeals to me. So we sit 

on her bed in our togas and flip through old yearbooks, 

laughing at how young we used to look. Then, right 

before midnight, we count down, almost like it is New 

Year’s Eve, and right before the day ends, we open up the 

door, and, giggling, hurry out of the old hospital. As soon 

as we’re outside, I breathe in deeply, revelling in the fresh 

night air. 

We link arms and stroll down Main Street, passing 

Lee’s Bakery, the post office and the old movie theatre 

and arcade that are still in business somehow. The lights 

are off in every building. And we see nobody, unless 

you count the Ember Grove Founder’s statue, bursting 

proudly from its fountain base. 

The statue is so old its features have been worn away 

over time, and now it’s a faceless statue of a person grow-

ing out of a tree trunk, holding their cupped hands out 

in front of them. In their hands is a carving of a flame 

that sometimes looks like it is flickering, even though it’s 

made of stone. 
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“We should have brought a penny to toss in for good 

luck,” I say. My voice is light, but I mean it and on instinct 

I reach for one, but my toga doesn’t have pockets.

“I swear, all of your allowance when we were kids went 

to this damn statue,” says Amy. “I’ll throw in a penny 

tomorrow for you, OK?” 

“I don’t think it works like that.”

Amy snorts. “I don’t think it works at all.” Of course 

she doesn’t – she never has. “Anyway, tonight, we make 

our own luck.”

“Right,” I say. But I’m careful not to look at the Founder 

as we pass their silent beckoning. 

At the end of Main Street is the big brick library that 

stands sentinel. Beyond that the woods. 

Here, Amy pauses. We both know that once we go 

into the woods, we won’t be turning back. The trees loom 

over us, swaying in the wind, and I can’t tell if they are 

beckoning us to come closer, or warning us to stay away. 

“Come on,” I say, growing bold in the moment. After 

all, I’m a girl from Ember Grove. These are my woods, 

Revelry or no Revelry. 

“Wait,” says Amy. “We almost forgot.” And I know 

what she’s going to do. She tugs two strands of her hair 

from her head, and I do the same, and hand them to her. 

“So we don’t lose each other,” I say, with a smile. She 



quickly twists the hairs together, making two delicate 

rings, and we tie them on our index fingers, knotting 

them to make sure they stay on. 

We’ve been doing it for years, tying ourselves together 

with our hair when we go into the woods, so we can 

always find our way back to each other. 

For all of her teasing about the traditions and myths 

of Ember Grove, this is one superstition that Amy takes 

seriously.

I do too. 
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Three

There is a lake in the middle of the woods that isn’t 

always there. 

It doesn’t matter how often you’ve been there, how well 

you think you know the way, sometimes you can’t ever find 

it. 

It’s called Lake Lost. 

This is where the Revelry is. On the shore of Lake 

Lost, deep in the woods of Ember Grove. 

We’ll either find it, or we won’t. And I know in my 

heart that if we truly aren’t meant to be at this Revelry, 

we’ll never find the lake.

The woods are dark. 

Amy uses her phone as a flashlight. It’s the only 

thing it’s good for – there’s no reception and the maps 

are meaningless when all you can see are trees. I haven’t 
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even brought mine. I left it back at her apartment. At first 

the trail is well travelled and obvious, but the deeper we 

go, the narrower it grows. Until there isn’t a trail at all. 

“Which way do you think we go?” I hear a hint of 

nerves in Amy’s voice. 

The trees around us begin to change, shifting from 

sturdy cedar and familiar pine, to trees I don’t usually 

see, like pale birch and towering eucalyptus. But this 

doesn’t frighten me. It makes me think we must be 

getting closer. 

Branches scratch my bare shoulders and twigs snap 

underfoot. The moonlight filters down through the leaves 

above us, making the white birches glow in the night and 

the pink and green of the peeling eucalyptus trunks look 

otherworldly. I blink and the moonlight shifts, and the 

tree I was just looking at has disappeared. My senses are 

playing tricks on me. 

The air is growing heavier around us, like we’re 

walking through an invisible fog. My skin is damp 

with a mist I can’t see, and the earth beneath my feet 

begins to feel spongy. The way that fresh dirt feels 

when it has been tilled. It’s strange, and unsettling, 

but not unpleasant. 

I have the very particular sensation of being watched, 

but that isn’t unusual in the woods. Legend says the 
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trees themselves pay attention. Especially on the night 

of the Revelry. 

Suddenly, for the first time in my entire life, I’m truly 

lost in my woods. Even if we wanted to turn around now 

and find our way out, I don’t know if we could. 

We have to find the lake. 

We silently wind our way through the trees, our togas 

catching on the occasional branch, before I hear it: the 

gentle lapping of water against the shore somewhere up 

ahead. We’re close. I start to walk faster, eager to get 

there, my heart flapping in my chest like a bird beating 

against a window. 

I’m not watching where I’m going and suddenly there’s 

a crunch and a quiet squeak beneath my foot. I feel the 

wrongness of what I’ve stepped on reverberate through 

the thin soles of my silver sandals and up my leg. 

Something small and delicate has cracked beneath me. 

I don’t want to look. 

“What is it?” says Amy, because I’ve stopped so 

suddenly. 

“I … I think I stepped on something,” I whisper. I 

don’t want to lift my foot to see what it is. I feel dizzy, 

and a little sick. 

Amy scrunches her face, not getting it. “Yeah, like 

leaves or sticks, Bits.” 
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“Not leaves,” I say, trembling now. “Can you help 

me look?”

I slowly raise my foot as Amy points the light down. 

There, nestled in the imprint of my sandal, is a tiny 

baby bird. Its wings are splayed, and it is very clearly 

dead. Its feathers are grey and fluffy, and its little beak is 

open, like it’s trying to speak. 

Its eyes are open too. 

I stagger back, bile rising along with the horror. 

“Oh, man,” says Amy, turning the light on her phone 

off, and drenching us in welcome darkness. “Poor baby 

bird.”

“What was it doing on the ground?” I say, bracing 

myself on the tree next to me. “At night?”

“It was probably already dead,” says Amy, but she 

doesn’t sound very convincing. “It must have fallen out of 

its nest. Broke its neck.” She strokes my arm. “It wasn’t 

your fault.” 

I remember the soft pressure I felt under my foot, 

right before the crunch, and the small squeak. I know 

that I killed it.

“We should get going. We’re almost there,” says Amy 

gently, tugging on my arm. 

All my excitement and apprehension about tonight, 

about the Revelry, has coalesced into this moment. I 
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can’t see anything but the broken bird on the ground in 

front of me. 

You don’t grow up in Ember Grove without believing 

in omens, in the weight of warnings. 

We shouldn’t be here.

This isn’t our night.

This isn’t our Revelry. 

But I can hear the lake up ahead, and the sound is 

pulling me towards it. I glance back down at the baby 

bird, and clasp my hand over my mouth again. 

Amy looks at me and sighs with resignation. And for 

a moment I think she’s going to say that we should turn 

back, even though I don’t know how we’ll find our way 

out of the woods now, but then she squats down, and digs 

a little hole in the dirt, then, using the bottom of her tie-

dyed toga, she scoops up the broken bird and gently puts 

it in the makeshift grave.

The bird is still dead, but at least now it is buried.  

I sigh in relief, and swear I hear the woods do the 

same. 

“Thank you,” I whisper. And I’m grateful, I am, but I 

also wish that I hadn’t stepped on the bird at all. And that 

I had been strong enough to clean up my own mess. But 

Amy knew what I wanted even before I did. She knew I 

wanted it dealt with, and she did it for me.
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“It’s OK, Bits,” she says, resting her hand on my arm. 

“It was an accident. It isn’t your fault.” And I know she 

wants to put it behind us, to go into the Revelry glowing. 

Because we’ve made it. I can hear voices now too, and 

music. 

But all of my excitement has evaporated away, leaving 

only a sticky residue of apprehension. Which isn’t how I 

want to go into the Revelry.

There is no turning back now. There is only me, and 

Amy, and the Revelry. 

So I take a deep breath and take a shaky step forward. 

Watching where I step this time. 

“Let’s go,” I say. She grabs my hand, and squeezes 

three times: one long, two short. A variation on the hand-

shake we used to do when we were little. I squeeze her 

hand back, suddenly filled with confidence that we’ll be 

fine. Because we’re together. And we have our rings, so 

we won’t lose each other. 

We follow the distant sounds of the lake lapping 

against the shore. There’s something else too, a song that 

winds and twists its way towards us. An eerie, pale light 

grows brighter and brighter the closer we get. It shifts 

in the trees, and shadows move inside it. Mixed in with 

the damp smell of the woods, and the fresh smell of the 

eucalyptus, is a faint tang of smoke. And I realize I don’t 



know what we’ll find at the lake shore, what we’ll find at 

the Revelry. 

Amy squeezes my hand again. Just once this time. 

“This is going to be the best night of our lives,” she whis-

pers, eyes alight. “I can feel it.”
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JaimeJaime

There’s so much blood – too much blood. I can’t There’s so much blood – too much blood. I can’t T
stop it. My hands are sodden, drenched in its warmth, 

as I press down on where the arrow protrudes from 

her body. The girl stares up at me, disorientated and 

confused.

“Agatha, go! Quickly! Find help or she’s going to 

die.” Desperation rips my voice.

Agatha takes one more look at her, then stumbles 

away, shouting for help to anyone who might hear. 

The girl in my arms starts choking, so I shift her body 

towards me. From this angle, I have a clear view of the 

tattoo that stretches from her neck, over her jawline and 

onto her cheek. It’s some sort of raven or crow, but its 

neck is at an awkward angle, as if it’s been snapped. The 

tattoo makes it clear she’s a deamhan, but she seems dif-

ferent from the others.

I am friend. I help you.
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That’s what she said, right before the arrow punc-

tured her chest. Why is she here? What does she want 

from us?

Then there’s the other deamhan – the one who shot 

her. The one who thundered towards us on his giant elk 

as Agatha and I hurried the girl into the enclave, then 

roared in frustration when we shut the gate on him. 

Whatever this girl came here to tell us, he was deter-

mined for us not to find out.

“It’s okay,” I say to the girl. “You’re going to be all 

right.” But even as I say it, I know it’s not true. She’s lost 

too much blood. With every moment that passes, she 

slips further away. She tries to say something but can’t 

form the words. Speckles of blood pop from her lips, 

and she scrunches her eyes in pain.

Beside me, the horse she rode here on keeps stamp-

ing its feet as it watches the girl slowly die in my arms. 

It slipped into the enclave straight after we did, not 

wanting to leave the girl’s side. It towers over me, wild 

and beautiful. The wind whips its hair around its glossy 

black head.

There are muffled shouts to my right as a small group 

emerges from behind the nearest bothan. At the front is 

Lenox – the Hawk who’s been a temporary clan elder 

since we returned from Norveg – and I also recognize 

one of Clann-na-Bruthaich’s Herbists, a broad lady 

called Una. Agatha is with them, her cheeks puffing as 

she struggles to keep pace.

“She’s been shot,” I say as they draw near, although 
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that much is obvious. “I’ve been trying to stop the bleed-

ing, but I don’t know how.”

“We’ll take it from here,” says Una, replacing my 

hands with her own and pressing hard on the wound. 

The girl’s head flops to one side, and Una lets out 

an audible gasp at the sight of the tattoo. “She’s a 

deamhan,” she says.

“Yes, but she’s not the enemy,” I say. “At least, I don’t 

think she is. There’s another one outside, though. He’s 

the one who shot her.”

“Get to the wall,” Lenox says to a couple of Hawks 

who’ve joined us. They leave at once. “What makes you 

think this girl is different?” Lenox asks me.

“She came here to warn us about something. She said 

she’s a friend and that bad men are coming.”

“How did she get in here? Did you let her in?” asks 

Una, her face stiff with scorn. I open my mouth but 

can’t reply. “Did it not cross your mind that it could be 

a trap?”

“It’s not,” I say. I don’t know how I know it but I do. 

“She has something important to tell us. You have to 

save her.”

Una looks at Lenox, who gives an almost impercep-

tible nod.

“Fine,” she says. “We need to get her to the sickboth. 

Although I fear it may already be too late… Lenox, take 

her legs. And the two of you,” she says to two other 

members of Clann-na-Bruthaich, “one under each arm. 

On my count, we lift. Three, two, one.”
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Without releasing the pressure on the girl’s wound, 

the four of them lift her limp body and carry it across 

the enclave. Her head lolls, first to one side and then to 

the other, as she slips in and out of consciousness.

“Out of our way,” Una barks at the small crowd 

that’s gathered.

Agatha and I follow them all the way to the sickboth, 

sidestepping the trail of blood that spatters the grass. 

Once there, the Herbists refuse to let me and Agatha in, 

claiming they need space to work, so we’re left outside, 

pressing our ears against the door. The wait is agonizing.

“Is she going to d- die?” Agatha asks me.

“I don’t know,” I reply. “She’s lost a lot of blood.”

Blood. Of course. If the Herbists can’t save her, 

maybe there’s someone else who can.

I turn away from the sickboth and start sprinting 

towards the loch.

“Where are you—   going?” Agatha shouts after me.

“I’ll be back soon,” I say.

The loch in Clann-na-Bruthaich’s enclave is huge, but 

I spot the Badhbh straight away. He’s in the same posi-

tion he’s been in since last night, after we won the battle 

against the sgàilean: sitting cross-legged on a large rock 

that overlooks the water. I still haven’t forgiven him 

for abandoning us during the fight – for choosing to 

cower in the nursery instead – but maybe he can redeem 

himself now.

By the time I reach him, I’m out of breath.

“Excuse me! Hello?” I call, but he continues to stare 
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at the loch as if I haven’t spoken.

I climb onto the rock and stand in front of him, block-

ing his view. He’s wearing the same tatty robe he’s worn 

ever since I found him in his small hut off the Scotian 

coast. The thick Grey locks of his hair twist away from 

his head like tortured snakes.

“We need your help. I mean, I’d like to request your request your request

help.” I correct myself, remembering how particular 

he can be. “There’s a girl. She’s lost a lot of blood and 

I think she’s going to die. Can you help her?” He still 

doesn’t meet my eyes. “Look at me, dammit!” I draw 

the sword that hangs at my hip. It still has a faint red 

glow from the magic the Badhbh instilled in it – magic 

that grew stronger when I fed it my blood during the 

battle against the sgàilean. Seeing it again sends a secret 

thrill through my body. The Badhbh’s eyes flick to the 

blade, betraying mild curiosity at the fact that it’s still 

glowing.

“Are you threatening me?” he asks, his rich voice 

seeping into my bones.

“No, I…” I don’t know why I drew my sword. I just 

wanted to get his attention. “She’s only a girl,” I say. 

“She’s young. Please.”

“Your emotional bribery is wasted on me. Leave, 

unless you wish to be forced.”

“She said we’re in danger, that someone bad is coming. 

That means all our lives are at risk, including yours.”

That got his attention.

“Who’s coming?”
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“I don’t know. She didn’t say. That’s why you need to 

save her.”

“What makes you think I could help even if 

I wanted to?”

“Because you’re the Badhbh! Blood magic is what 

you do, isn’t it? She’s bleeding to death… There must be 

something you can do.” 

He’s wasting so much time.

“You want another lesson in blood magic, do you?” 

His eyes are intense, boring straight though my own. 

Before I can utter a response, he stands up and lowers 

himself off the rock. “Take me to her, then.”

I slip my sword back into its scabbard and jump 

down from the rock, stumbling in my haste to lead the 

Badhbh back to the sickboth. “It’s this way,” I say.

The Badhbh doesn’t exactly hurry, but he moves with 

a bit more speed than his accustomed stroll, which is the 

best I can hope for.

Agatha sees us approaching. “Is he going to help?” 

she asks. “Are you going to—   h-help?”

“Move,” says the Badhbh.

Agatha steps aside, and he swings open the sickboth 

door. Inside is a frenzy of shouting and repressed panic. 

Six Herbists surround one of the beds, their bodies 

crammed together, hiding the girl from view. Most of 

the other patients are sitting up, craning their necks to 

see what’s happening. The arrow that tore through the 

girl lies in two bloody pieces on the floor. The Badhbh 

strides straight over to her.
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“What’s he doing here?” Una asks, adding, “Jaime, 

Agatha, out,” when she notices we’ve crept in as well.

“You’re not going to save her,” says the Badhbh.

“Not with you breathing down our necks we’re not.”

I take a few steps closer to the bed, peering between 

the Herbists’ backs. The girl’s eyes are closed and 

her face is ashen. The Badhbh picks up a short blade 

from the side of the bed, then reaches out and grabs 

my wrist.

“What are you doing?” I ask. I try to pull away but 

his grip is firm.

“Do you want to save her or not?” he says.

“Yes, but…”

“I’ve told you before: blood magic cannot occur 

without blood.”

Without another word, he prises apart my fingers and 

slices the blade across my palm.

“Wh—?” My knees buckle as the blood spills out and 

a scream catches in my throat.

The Herbist nearest to us turns his head. “What on 

earth…?” he says.

The Badhbh pushes him aside and makes a similar 

incision across the girl’s hand, which hangs lifeless at 

the side of the bed. He then forces me onto my knees 

and presses our two palms together.

“Don’t stop what you’re doing,” the Badhbh says to 

the Herbists, who are all staring at him open-mouthed. 

“This will help, but she needs you as well. You,” he says 

to one of them, “bind these two together.”
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The Herbist wraps a length of cloth around our 

hands and fastens it with a tight knot. Above me, the 

Badhbh mutters a string of indecipherable words. A 

harsh burning sensation rushes from my shoulder to my 

fingertips. I clench my teeth and squeeze the girl’s cold 

hand in my own. I’m starting to feel dizzy. I focus on her 

face, willing it to show some sign of life. The Badhbh’s 

muttering gets louder, and then he tuts and shoves the 

blade he’s still holding into my free hand.

“Cut me,” he says.

“What?”

“Do it now.” He holds his palm towards me, his eyes 

ablaze. Something tells me I need to obey.

With trembling fingers, I trace the blade across his 

leathery skin.

“Deeper!” he says.

I press the blade in harder. A thick sweat breaks out 

over my forehead.

“Enough.”

I drop the blade and it clatters to the floor as another 

wave of dizziness spills over me. The Badhbh slaps the 

Herbists away and places his cut hand over the girl’s 

wound, repeating the same words over and over. He bares 

his teeth and his nostrils flare. Everyone in the room holds 

a collective breath. The searing pain in my own hand 

grows more intense as if every part of who I am is being 

sucked out of me. I scrunch up my face and grab a fistful 

of blanket. Just when I think I can’t take any more, the 

Badhbh stops talking and the pain trickles away.



“Her eyes,” Agatha says. “She’s o- opening 

her—   eyes.”

It’s true: the girl’s eyes flutter open and she takes a 

deep, life-affirming breath.

The Badhbh removes his hand from the girl’s body 

and wipes it on the side of the bed. “You can take that 

off now,” he says, indicating the cloth that binds me to 

the girl. 

Una helps me remove it, unable to hide her disbelief 

at what she’s just witnessed. I expect there to be a messy 

gash across my palm, but when the cloth drops away, 

the wound has already healed. All that remains is a 

crooked line, tender to touch.

I stand up, feeling every drop of blood that pounds 

through my body. Traces of the Badhbh’s magic are still 

inside me, which is both terrifying and exhilarating.

I turn to the Badhbh. “What happens now?” I ask.

The Badhbh looks at me as if the answer is obvious. 

“Now we find out what it is she has to say.” 
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AgathaAgatha

Lenox says I’m not allowed to visit the deamhan 

girl because she needs to rest but it was me who saw her 

first. Also I saved her from the deamhan man on the big 

white deer. That means I’m allowed to visit her, so I’m 

going to do it. It is a little bit sneaky to do that but only 

a little bit. I want to talk to her and say hello to be kind. 

I’m good at being kind.

It was the Badhbh man who saved her with the blood 

magic. I saw him do it and I couldn’t even believe it. 

It is good she didn’t die. I already know why she came 

here. She said it to Maistreas Eilionoir and Kenrick 

when they asked her the questions, and now everyone 

is talking about it. People are saying that King Edmund 

is coming to get us with a big army. He is the Ingland 

king. He has the biggest army ever and he wants to kill 

us dead. That is why I want to speak to the deamhan 

girl. First I want to say hello and be kind, and then 
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I want to know more about the Ingland king as well.

The big animal horse is outside the sickboth. It is the 

girl’s one she rode here on. I have never seen a real horse 

before. It is black and shiny all over and it has white hair 

that is long and pretty.

“Hello, horse,” I say to it. It does not reply because 

I didn’t say it in my head. It will hurt my brain if I do 

that and I am fed up of all the headaches. I want to 

touch the pretty hair so I put out my hand. The horse 

shakes its head a little bit and then lets me stroke it. 

I think it is a friendly one.

I do lots of strokes on the horse hair and some pats on 

its head and then I go inside the sickboth. There are lots 

of people in the beds. They are the ones that got hurt by 

the shadow things when we had to fight them. Most of 

them are sleeping because it is nearly night-time.

“Agatha, what are you doing in here?” asks Una. She 

is a Herbist from Clann-na-Bruthaich.

“I came to see the—   the deamhan girl,” I say.

Una shakes her head. “She needs rest. I made that 

very clear to Eilionoir and Kenrick.”

“She had lots already,” I say. She rested half of yester-

day and all of today. That is a lot of rest.

“Yes, but she still needs more.”

“I will only say hello quickly,” I say. “I f- found her 

so that’s what’s—   fair.” I do a pretty smile and say, 

“Pleeeease,” a very long one.

Una does a scrunched-up face which I think will 

mean that she will say no, but then she says, “Okay, but 
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don’t stay long. And don’t exhaust her.”

“I won’t,” I say.

She let me because she likes me. When we had to fight 

the shadow things, Una was in the nursery with me, 

helping the children. She had a sword and she killed a 

shadow thing. She is very brave.

She shows me where the deamhan girl is and then 

goes to check on the other people. The girl has her eyes 

a bit closed, but when she sees me she opens them more.

“Hello,” I say to her. “I’m—   A- Agatha.”

“Hello,” she says. “I Sigrid.” Oh yes, she said that 

was her name when she was on the horse. I forgot it and 

now I remember it.

“Are you poorly?” I ask her.

“Hurt,” she says, “but alive. You open gate. You help. 

Thank you.”

She’s right: it was me who had the plan to open the 

gate and also I helped Jaime carry her into the enclave. 

“You’re welcome,” I say. “I’m g- good at—   helping. 

You are in Clann-na-Bruthaich’s enclave now. It is not 

m- my enclave because I am Clann-a-Tuath but we are 

staying here because the—   the nasty Raasay people are 

in our—   enclave and they won’t leave even though we 

asked them nicely.”

She looks at me confused. I think I said too many 

words. “Would you like to be my—   friend?” I say. I say 

it slow so it is easier for her to understand. Also I take 

her hand and pat it two times.

“Yes, friend,” she says and she smiles.
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“You are a deamhan,” I say.

“Deamhan your name for us, yes.”

I point at her face. “I l- like your—   tattoo,” I say.

“Thank you,” she says. “Raven.” A raven is a type of 

bird. I know that. “Sorry my speak bad.”

She means her talking. She speaks our language 

strange because she doesn’t know how to do it properly. 

That’s okay though.

“Would you like me to—   stroke your hair?” I ask 

her. It is a nice thing to do sometimes.

“No,” she says. She doesn’t want that.

I think of something else nice to say. “Would you like 

to meet Milkwort?”

She is confused face again because she does not know 

who Milkwort is. I take him out of my pocket and put 

him on her bed. He runs up her legs to her tummy to 

say hello.

“He is a vole,” I tell her.

“Vole,” she says. “In Norveg language we say snoti.”

I laugh at that a lot. It is very funny because of snotty 

nose. “Shall I call you Snotty?” I ask to Milkwort and 

I say it in my head as well so he can hear me. He does 

not think it is funny and he ignores me. Sigrid is strok-

ing him and he likes that.

I have done lots of being nice now, so I can ask about 

the Ingland king. “Is it t- true the Ingland king is coming 

with an—   army?”

“Yes,” she says. It is a bit hard for her to speak and 

her voice is breaths. “Ingland king coming. Big, big 



2 3

army. Konge Grímr coming too.”

No, that’s not right. Konge Grímr is dead.

“Konge Grímr is d- dead,” I say. “The sh- shadow 

things got him in the—   the mountain room.”

“Not dead. Shadows not kill him. He in Ingland. He 

come here.”

This is even more bad and the worst. Konge Grímr is 

the most horrible man ever. He made the Nice Queen 

Nathara be killed and he wanted to kill me and Jaime 

as well.

“Why is he in—   in Ingland?” I ask. “Why is he 

c- coming—   here?”

“Revenge,” says Sigrid. “He want to kill all Skye 

people who escape mountain – most of all the boy who 

bring shadows and girl who make bats rip his eyes.”

That’s me. I’m the girl and Jaime is the boy. But he is 

wrong because I didn’t make the bats do that. All I said 

to them was to put out the fires so the shadow things 

could come in and help us. They did the ripping out his 

eyes by themselves. My stomach is sick on the insides. 

I do not want Konge Grímr to get me.

“I am the g- girl,” I say.

Sigrid’s eyes go wide surprise. “He say you speak to 

animals.”

“Yes,” I say, although I don’t want to talk about that. 

People always ask me and it is more boring to speak 

about it now. Sigrid does a yawn and looks sleepy tired. 

“Do you want to sleep now?” I ask her.

“Yes. Tired.”
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I stroke her arm a little bit. “You are a g- good—   

friend to help us,” I say, then I pick up Milkwort and 

I wave goodbye. She is a nice one Sigrid but what she 

said is bad bad bad. I have to find Jaime and tell him 

what I found out.

I open the sickboth door and there is a surprise there. 

It is a man. The outside is dark so I nearly bumped into 

him. It is the Badhbh man. He looks at me not happy 

and he does not move out of the way.

“E- excuse me,” I say, which is being polite.

He doesn’t say anything and also he still doesn’t 

move. He does not like me I think. It is because I took 

his sword when the shadow things came, which made 

him cross. I was being the hero and he was being the 

coward so I am the right one.

“Agatha,” he says. “The girl who speaks to animals.”

“Y- yes,” I say. 

We have not talked much before. He looks at me for 

a long time and I do not like it.

“I h- had to take your sword,” I say. “I—   needed it 

to get the sh- shadow things.”

He doesn’t say anything else. He is an old face and a 

tangle beard. I step to the side to get past him. Still he 

doesn’t move so I have to squeeze. Why is he doing that 

staring? It is rude to stare and he is rude.

I walk away from him. I look back lots of times and 

he is still outside the sickboth and watching me go. 

When I get to the bothan where Jaime sleeps, I do not 

go in the door. I walk around to the back and then look 
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out from behind the wall. Now I can see the Badhbh 

man and he cannot see me. It is called spying and it is 

clever. It is how you know more things.

The Badhbh man is far away now and small but I am a 

good Hawk so I can see him. He goes to Sigrid’s animal 

horse and puts his hand on its neck. I think maybe he is 

going to take the horse away but he doesn’t. He walks 

back to the sickboth door and looks around him. Then 

he opens the door and goes inside. He is not sick. Why 

did he go in there? He is being sneaky about something.

I am finished doing the spying now so I go inside the 

bothan. The lanterns are still lit and people are awake 

talking. Jaime is at the other end sitting on one of the 

beds. Aileen is there and so is Crayton and Maistreas 

Eilionoir. I smile my biggest smile when I see Crayton. 

I wave at him and he waves back. He is one of the bull 

people. I like the bull people. Also I think one of them 

is my father. It was Maistreas Eilionoir who made me 

think that when she told me my father was not from 

our clan. She wouldn’t tell me anything else about him 

though and I am not allowed to ask. If he’s not from our 

clan then he must be one of the bull people. Maybe one 

day I will meet him and I cannot wait.

Maistreas Eilionoir does her hand flappy which is 

saying “Come here” to me. I was going to come anyway. 

She didn’t need to do that flapping.

“Agatha, good timing,” says Maistreas Eilionoir 

when I am close. “I was planning on finding you after-

wards but as it is, I can speak to you all at once.” She 
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pats her hand on the bed and Jaime moves up so there 

is more space for me to sit. “As I’m sure you will have 

heard, there is an army marching north from Ingland, 

intent on our destruction. At least, that is what the 

deamhan girl claims, and I am inclined to believe her. 

Both Kenrick and I have questioned her extensively and 

I can fathom no reason for her to lie; all she has prompt-

ed us to do is increase our guard and prepare for battle, 

neither of which would be to our enemy’s advantage.

“The army is the biggest that has ever been known. 

The girl overheard the kings boasting that it may contain 

as many as a hundred thousand men…” Everyone is 

quiet when Maistreas Eilionoir says that. It is so many 

soldiers coming. She makes a small cough sound in 

her throat and keeps talking. “Not only that, but the 

girl says they’ll be armed with powerful weapons and 

accompanied by dark creatures, whatever that might 

mean.” Aileen holds on to Jaime’s hand. His mouth is 

open wide. “Needless to say, the situation is … desper-

ate,” says Maistreas Eilionoir, “and we need all the help 

we can get. Our sole aim right now is to bring together 

as many allies as we can – to forge an army of our own.”

“Have you spoken to the other Skye clans?” Jaime 

asks. “They’ll help us, won’t they?”

“We’ve sent messengers, yes, imploring them to 

march here with the utmost haste. Apparently, the king 

of Ingland is intent on killing every living Scotian, so 

they are in as much danger as we are. If the clans agree, 

they should arrive in the next couple of days, but even 
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with their support, we are likely to be outnumbered 

fifty to one.” 

That is not good. The army is too big.

“What about the Bó Riders?” Jaime asks Cray. “Will 

they come? They’d be safer here, behind the enclave 

walls.”

“I can certainly ask,” says Crayton. “It makes sense 

to me. I’ll go back tomorrow at first light.”

“Your support is received with gratitude,” says 

Maistreas Eilionoir. She holds Crayton’s fists and 

squeezes them tight. “The more of us there are, the 

greater our chances of survival.”

“We should ask the R- Raasay people to come—   

too,” I say. 

They all look at me when I say it.

“They’re not our allies, Agatha; they’re our enemy,” 

says Aileen.

“Not all of them are—   enemies,” I say. “Hector and 

Edme are nice ones.”

Hector and Edme are Lileas’s parents. They are 

Raasay people but they are kind because they helped me 

and Aileen when we were locked in the prison bothan. It 

still makes me sad when I remember Lileas because she 

was my friend and the nasty deamhan Knútr killed her.

“I can go to them and a- ask them for help to be our—   

allies,” I say. “I know how to get there. We were n- nice 

and told them about the shadow things, so maybe they 

will—   like us now.”

“Hmm…” says Maistreas Eilionoir, which is a 
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thinking noise. “Perhaps you’re right. We share a greater 

mutual enemy, so may need to lay our differences aside.”

“But they locked me and Agatha up,” says Aileen. 

“We nearly died! Not to mention the fact that they’re 

responsible for the deamhain invading us in the first 

place.”

“Aileen, keep your voice down,” says Maistreas 

Eilionoir. “That sort of talk will only spread panic, 

which is the last thing we need right now.”

Aileen shuts her mouth. The people close to us turn 

their heads away. They are only pretending not to listen. 

Everyone knows about the deamhan girl and the army 

and they want to know more. I think again about what 

Sigrid told me, that Konge Grímr is still alive. I cannot 

even believe it.

“That won’t be necessary,” Maistreas Eilionoir says 

to a question Jaime asked. “Perhaps it would be best for 

them to go alone. What do you think, Agatha?”

I forgot to do good listening so I don’t know what to 

answer. I look at Aileen and she looks big surprised so 

I do a big surprised face too. I think that is the right one.

“Let me discuss it with Kenrick and the others,” says 

Maistreas Eilionoir. She stands up to leave.

“What about K- Konge Grímr?” I say.

“What about him?” asks Maistreas Eilionoir.

“He is c- coming too and he wants to get me 

and—   Jaime.”

“What?” says Jaime.

“I thought he was dead?” says Aileen.



“Where did you hear that?” Maistreas Eilionoir 

asks me.

I don’t want to say it because I wasn’t supposed to 

speak to Sigrid but I did. Maistreas Eilionoir is cross. 

I think she knows I spoke to her.

“Yes,” Maistreas Eilionoir says in a whisper voice. 

“According to the girl, the Norvegian king survived 

the attack in the mountain and has travelled to Ingland 

seeking vengeance.”

Jaime stands up. “He can’t be…?” He is breathing 

fast.

“Jaime, look at me,” says Maistreas Eilionoir. “He 

may be coming, but know this: our entire clan and all 

of our allies will do everything in their power to protect 

you. Both you and Agatha. We won’t let him get his 

hands on you. You have my word.”

“But how can you promise that?” says Jaime. “How 

can we ever win? Even with all of the Skye clans and the and the and

Raasay islanders and the Bó Riders, there still won’t be 

enough of us.”

Maistreas Eilionoir scrunches her mouth into a small 

crinkle. “We’ll find a way,” she says.

Jaime bites on his knuckle and shakes his head. 

Aileen and Crayton don’t say anything either. They do 

not think we can do it but we can. We are Clann-a-

Tuath and we are the best one.

I am not afraid. 
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Chapter One 
Questioning

Breathe.

Just breathe.

There’s a high chance that there are a lot of questions in 

your head right now, such as:

“How do I 
make sense 

of this?” 

“Why do I 
feel like this?”

“What exactly 
do I feel 

anyway?”

“Is this 
normal?”

“Is it OK 
to feel like 

this?”

“Does anybody 
else feel like 

this?”

“Am I 
supposed 
to feel this 

way?”

“Will this 
feeling go 
away?”
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Phew! That’s a lot of questions, and there’s possibly even 

a whole load more. Even maybe, “Oh god, what will they 

think of me if they see me reading this book?” So, for now, just 

breathe. You’re gonna be OK. 

In this book, we’re not always going to be giving you 

straight answers, or even gay answers. We’re here (and I 

really do mean we, because I’ve enlisted a fantastic group 

of glittering people from all along the queer spectrum to help 

give us their views and share their own life experiences, too) 

to help you find some of your own answers and navigate you 

through when it all gets confusing. Sure, there will be pearls 

of wisdom, we’ll share embarrassing mistakes and things 

we wish we’d not gone through – so that hopefully you don’t 

have to make the same cringe mistakes (you’re welcome, 

BTW) – and there will be tips and tricks along the way. 

So, who am I, anyway, and how can I help? Well, one of 

the things I do with my time is work in the field of mental health. 

I talk a lot about feelings and help people figure out why 

we’re here and what we’re doing. This book is NOT therapy, 

and don’t worry, it’s also not going to be filled with unrealistic 

suggestions for wellness, like wafting your nether regions with 

sage. What I will be sharing, though, is some practical tips for 

how to hack your head and check in on your emotions (a bit 

like when I reminded you to breathe just now) all taken from 

my experiences as a therapist and doing crisis intervention – 

keep an eye out for those Looking After You boxes.
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In the beginning there  
was … confusion?

Questions can be confusing, they can feel overwhelming, 

they can feel so numerous that the weight of them all stops 

us from thinking of anything else. But questions are also 

powerful. They’re the ignition spark or the key in the engine 

for a journey of self-discovery. Having questions shows you 

are smart; you are in tune with yourself; and have not just 

accepted the cookie cutter template of “how to be” that is 

pressured onto us all from society and tradition. So that’s 

your first answer – no, you are not alone, it is “normal” to 

have questions and it’s “normal” to be confused. You are 

not the first person to have questions about how they feel, 

about their body, about how they identify or who they are.

But let’s get to a really big question … Are you queer? 

Are you a lesbian? Trans? Gay? Bisexual? Perhaps none of 

those, but something else not quite straight? I don’t know. I 

can’t tell you the answer to that. There’s a chance that you 

might be, if so – firstly … CONGRATULATIONS! (Caps lock 

intended, I mean that to be read as though I am shouting my 

excitement and congratulations to you.) 

Welcome to the club, or rather, welcome to the family. 

I’m queer, too, loads of us are. In fact more and more 

people than ever before are openly identifying as “other 

than the heterosexual-cisgender norm” (a really academic, 

boring phrase which we’ll explain in just a moment) and 
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more people are finding themselves somewhere under the 

rainbow in the LGBTQ+ family – or, queer, for short (that’s 

how I’m going to be using it in this book).

But who and WHAT is the  
“LGBTQ+ community”?! 

Sometimes known simply as LGBT, or LGBT+, LGBTQIA+, 

queer people or smaller groups, such as the gay community 

and the trans community – we’re a proud, diverse and 

varied group of people, and all of is (in one way or 

another) identify as not entirely heterosexual (“straight”) or 

cisgender. And together, we stand as a ragtag bunch under 

our rainbow banner, known as “the pride flag”.

Now, the name of the community is ever-changing and 

evolving as we broaden out our understanding of gender 

and sexual identities. No one name is right; no one name is 

wrong. Use what is best for you. 

Our most supportive friends and family can often sit here!

The “L” to the “+” of the queer alphabet…  
Lesbian: a woman, who is attracted to other women

Gay: a man, who is attracted to other men

Bisexual: someone of any gender, attracted to both male and female genders

Transgender: people whose gender identity and expression differs from 
the gender that they were assigned at birth. Note: transgender does not imply 

anything on attraction, so trans people can identify as any sexuality.

or gender and is taking some time to fi nd themselves
Questioning: someone who isn’t yet sure of their sexuality  

Queer: anyone who isn’t either straight or cisgender

for someone to identify themself by this term, if they so choose.

changes to one’s gender, such as surgery or hormones. It is best left  
Transsexual: a word similar to transgender, but this implies medical  

Ally: people who identify as cisgender and heterosexual, and  
believe in the total social and legal equality for all queer people.  

who either don’t experience any or experience little sexual attraction

Asexual: also known as “ace”, this is an umbrella term for people 

stereotypically understood as being male or female
have biological gender traits which do not match with what is 

Intersex: people who naturally (not through medical intervention)  
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So, what about the “+”s?

Pansexual: a.k.a. “Pan” – people who are attracted to others 

regardless of their sex or gender identity. Is this the same as bisexuality? 
Some say yes, some say no, some say it specifi cally includes attraction  
to people with non-traditional gender expression. What matters is how people who identify as pansexual feel about it – that’s all!

Demisexual: “demi” is when someone can only experience  
sexual attraction after an emotional bond. Like asexuality, 

anybody of any sexual orientation can experience this

Sapiosexual: the attraction to intelligence and the mind over gender

Gender Queer: there are a whole host of non-conforming gender 

Agender: sometimes referred to as “genderless” or “ungendered” – it’s 

identities and names like gender queer, gender fl uid, pangender, which 

exactly as it so
unds! It’s for people who identify as having no gender identity

includes people whose gender feels moveable, fl exible and unfi xed to them

This list is not definitive, these are not the only ways people 

do/can/should identify, and there are many more identities 

than those stated here – but that’s one of the wonders of life 

and the spectrum we live in. With SO many different colours 

and shades out there, colour your life as best suits you.
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So, what about the “+”s?

Pansexual: a.k.a. “Pan” – people who are attracted to others 

regardless of their sex or gender identity. Is this the same as bisexuality? 
Some say yes, some say no, some say it specifi cally includes attraction  
to people with non-traditional gender expression. What matters is how people who identify as pansexual feel about it – that’s all!

Demisexual: “demi” is when someone can only experience  
sexual attraction after an emotional bond. Like asexuality, 

anybody of any sexual orientation can experience this

Sapiosexual: the attraction to intelligence and the mind over gender

Gender Queer: there are a whole host of non-conforming gender 

Agender: sometimes referred to as “genderless” or “ungendered” – it’s 

identities and names like gender queer, gender fl uid, pangender, which 

exactly as it so
unds! It’s for people who identify as having no gender identity

includes people whose gender feels moveable, fl exible and unfi xed to them

What is the spectrum?

One of the ways that we can take the pressure off ourselves 

and make the big, scary questions of “What am I?”, “Am 

I?”, “How will I know” all a lot less heavy is by thinking in 

terms of spectrums, rather than binaries. A binary, like in 

computers, is a choice between two things, such as black 

and white or one and zero. Traditional (outdated and old-

fashioned) thinking would have us believe that we are faced 

with a binary choice of being heterosexual or homosexual 

… and that’s it. One or the other. Of course, human sexuality 

and identity is waaaaaaaaay more complicated than that. 

That’s why we like to think of sexuality (and gender!) as a 

spectrum. Rather than thinking of it as either black or white, 

a spectrum would have the brightest shade of white at one 

end and the deepest darkest shade of black at the other, 

with a multitude of shades and variants in the middle. 

Don’t worry if this still sounds confusing – that’s 

precisely what this book is here to help, and exactly why 

we’ve started it with this chapter on questions.



12

Chapter One

Years of Queers 
Did you know that there is evidence of same sex 

attraction, desire and marriage from the ancient 

world? A diary entry of a priestess and small statues 

of a same-sex couple have shown same sex unions 

existed in older civilisations. The skeletons of 

two men, known as the Lovers of Modena, were 

found holding hands and are almost 3,000 years 

old. Similarly, trans people have been present in 

ancient cultures across the world. In the Czech 

Republic in 2011, the grave of what could well be 

the oldest example of a trans person was discovered 

– archaeologists found a 5,000-year-old burial site, 

where the skeleton had been buried as a woman, 

with burial gifts and commemorations typically 

associated with women’s graves, yet the skeleton 

was male.

We’ve gone by many different names, including 

sometimes with no names at all, but what we now 

broadly describe as the LGBTQ+ community has 

always been here.
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But what do these labels mean to me?

It’s helpful to have an understanding of what these terms 

mean, because it is an important thing to many people, 

and it helps us better understand where we’re each coming 

from so that we can understand each other better. But the 

terms we use to identify ourselves, the pronouns we use, the 

labels we choose to use (or not) are not the entire story and 

do not define who we are – they’re just the blurb. All that 

fun and fascinating narrative and character development 

happens in the pages as we write our own story. So yes, it 

is important to know what these things mean, but it’s also 

really important to not feel weighed down heavily by them, 

or like you have to force yourself into an exact box. You 

are entirely free to choose not to label yourself. Rather than 

see each other through defined labels, we should see it as 

a rough guide and allow all of us to determine what that 

means for us, and express it however we feel. 

For me, personally, I refer to myself as “LGBTQ+” or 

“queer”. Some people don’t like the term queer, because 

it did get co-opted and used as a slur against us, but it’s 

actually a very old term for our community and as it’s been 

reclaimed many of us have grown to love it again. This is 

why I really like the term queer; it gives us all some flexibility 

and freedom. But that is my preference! 

In terms of understanding my own identity, I shape it 
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for myself. For me, what that looks like is this: I identify as 

a gay man, who sits within the queer spectrum. On paper, 

if we take the “box ticking” approach, that means I am 

exclusively male, and exclusively attracted to other males. 

But the reality is I’ve had romantic, emotional and sexual 

relationships and encounters with both men and women, 

and people who are trans and genderqueer. My own 

gender remains fluid – I’ve been incredibly androgynous in 

my time, presenting myself with characteristics stereotypically 

male and female, where people haven’t been able to 

“gender” me by appearance. These days, I’ve got muscles 

and a beard because I enjoy the presentation of this “man 

drag”, yet feel happily more feminine inside. I know my 

insides – my spirit, heart, head and essence – are pretty 

fluid and would fall into the “non-binary” camp. My mum 

can remember when I was five or six and would rush home 

from school to put on a dress and suddenly relax – it’s just 

an innate part of me, even though now I predominantly 

wear “male assigned” clothing and look more masculine, 

because (despite the old saying) the clothes don’t make  

the man. 

The important thing is that you go at your own pace, 

and work out who you are inside and how you want to live, 

moving towards creating peace between the two. As I said 

before, what you are matters less than who you are. You are 

YOU, loveable and special regardless of how you identify.
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Of course, you might not be queer – perhaps you’ve 

picked up this book because you’ve seen it on a bookshelf 

and all your questions are about the lives and experiences 

of other people. That’s cool, too – in fact, having interest 

in other people and wanting to learn how you can better 

support those people is the coolest thing. Straight people 

who are like this are known as “allies” and throughout this 

book you’ll find little Allyship boxes. Now, of course – 

queer people can also be allies. For example, a lesbian 

cisgender woman can be an ally to a heterosexual trans 

woman – that’s like backing up your sibling and looking out 

for your family members or best mates.

Then there’s another option – what if you just don’t 

know? What if you don’t know where you fit in; you’re not 

quite sure what’s going on with your emotions, thoughts and 

feelings? That, too, is absolutely OK. For some people (like 

me) their queerness was just an ever-present part of them. 

Like a lot of 9-year-old boys, I loved the Power Rangers, 

except ... ya know … I really loved the Power Rangers. For 

others, it’s a slower, more gradual experience, or for some 

it was like a lightning bolt out of nowhere. We’re all unique 

and because we’re all different the way that we grow into 

ourselves is different for everyone. Because our sexuality 

and our identity is not just a spectrum, it is a limitless cosmos 

of opportunity to express how you feel – and shine brightly 

for it.
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Looking After You: How to handle 
overwhelming questions
When we have a million questions running around 

our head, particularly when they feel heavy and 

important, it can feel overwhelming. The following 

advice will help you cope when you are feeling 

overwhelmed, whether it’s stress about the questions 

in this book or even exams at school.

•	Acknowledge	and	accept	the	feelings: Take 

a second to pause and just think – how are you 

feeling? Anxious? Stressed? Nervous? Scared?  

That is OK. These aren’t particularly nice feelings, 

but they are a reality of life and an inescapable 

part of being human. Stop exhausting yourself by 

fighting off these emotions or making yourself feel 

guilty for how you feel. Acknowledge how you feel 

and remind yourself that it’s OK – it’s just part of 

being human.

“I	feel	pretty	stressed	right	now.	That’s	

understandable.	I	haven’t	been	through	

this	before	–	it’s	normal	to	feel	nervous	

about	something	you	don’t	know”.	
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•	Reframe	your	thoughts:	It can sometimes be a 

little tough to think of a way to reframe things 

that feel bad or scary, and it’s not as simple as 

“cancelling out”, but think of it as consciously 

choosing to change the channel. Whenever a show 

you don’t like is on TV you can change the channel. 

Sure, your favourite show might not be on either, 

but it’s better than before. We can try to change 

how we view the thoughts that are worrying us 

and move towards feeling better and more positive.

•	Remember	to	breathe:	It can sound silly 

reminding people to breathe – it’s something we 

do instinctively all the time. Except, we don’t, 

actually. Sometimes when we’re stressed, we 

can unconsciously hold our breath, or take shallow 

breaths. Breathing deeply makes your body and 

brain relax. When you feel stressed, try to relax your 

shoulders, breathing slow and deep.

“OK,	I	don’t	have	all	of	the	answers	right	

now.	That’s	confusing.	But	I’m	going	to	get	

them,	and	I’ll	know	so	much	more	about	

myself.	I	can’t	wait	to	see	how	I	grow.”
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•	Live	in	the	moment: It’s understandable to 

worry about the future. When there are so many 

unknown answers, never ending questions and 

endless possibilities we can get overwhelmed with 

scary “What if?” questions. We can trick ourselves 

that thinking ahead to them will help us plan, 

but actually it just exhausts us. If you’re feeling 

emotionally overwhelmed by future events or 

thoughts, try to focus on the present. Look around 

you, remind yourself where you are. 

So, now that we’ve equipped ourselves with a way to 

handle it when the pressure of unanswered questions can 

get too much, how about we look at some of those BIG 

questions together?

“How	are	my	shoulders	feeling?	How’s	

my	breathing?	I’ll	feel	better	if	I	slow	

this	down	and	just	breathe.”	

“I’m	worried	about	what’s	ahead.	It’s	scary.	

But	if	I	focus	on	where	I	am	right	now,	I’ll	feel	

more	grounded.	I	can	tackle	what’s	coming.”
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When did you first know?

It’s a question so many queer people get asked. Sometimes, 

it’s a glib and pithy answer, “When did I realise that I was 

a lesbian? When I realized the alternative was straight 

men.” (Courtesy of a mate of mine.) Other times it’s a more 

thoughtful answer, “I realized that the feelings I had for a 

friend went beyond wanting them to be my best friend, and 

suddenly realising that I was in love with another man.” 

(An answer from a teammate of mine.) Knowing we’re 

somewhere in the LGBTQ+ spectrum is one thing, and 

many of us do have moments where the realisation formed 

and we levelled up in our understanding and knowledge of 

ourselves. But before that there comes questioning. What if? 

What am I? How will I know? Is it OK to feel like this? Is feeling 

like this normal? And yes, even sometimes we ask ourselves, 

will this go away? There are, of course, lots of other questions, 

which we’ll come to throughout this book, but for now let’s start 

with these ones and have a little look one by one.  

What if…

Well, what if you are? Does it change who you are as a 

person? Does it make you odd? Does it make you the only 

one? Does it mean anything bad? The answer to all of these 

questions is a resounding, warm and comforting no. Being 

anywhere on the LGBTQ+ spectrum means nothing bad; it 

?
??

…
……
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does not make you a different person. You are still you –  

just in bold, bright colour.

What am I?

Well, there’s no easy answer there. I can’t “diagnose” 

you from afar. And you also shouldn’t feel pressured into 

accepting a label that others are putting on you for their 

own convenience and comfort. Ultimately, it matters less 

about what you are and more about who you are – and 

however you identify, who you are doesn’t change. You 

may fancy people of the same gender, you might fancy 

nobody, you might fancy both genders – and speaking of 

gender, you might question your own or feel as though you 

have none. Don’t overthink, just take your time and be open 

to exploring your heart and mind.

How will I know?

Perhaps you’ve had some new feelings arise after seeing 

a scene in a film, which made you have some interesting 

thoughts about one of the characters, and that got your brain 

asking questions... Perhaps it was realising that hang on, you 

like-like a friend. Perhaps it was wearing nail varnish “as a 

joke” and something just feels right. This might sound odd – 

but you’ll know when you’re ready to accept yourself and 

it’ll suddenly make sense. And speaking of acceptance…

?
??

?
??
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Is it OK to feel like this?

Absolutely. That I can answer for you, yes – one hundred, 

ten thousand per cent – yes, it is OK. It might still feel scary, 

but being queer, any way that you identify, is absolutely 

OK. There are complications, admittedly, sometimes our 

background and culture can play a role in making us feel 

like we’re bringing shame on ourselves or our family and 

friends. Religion can also play a part, as some religious 

texts were written long ago, and they can have very 

different views on tolerance and acceptance of others. 

But times do change, the Christian church has begun a 

journey forward to modernisation. Judaism has seen many 

high-profile rabbis speak in favour of LGBTQ+ equality, 

while Islam has seen many imams do the same. If you are 

struggling, there are queer religious support groups for 

people who are coming to terms with their faith and their heart.

Is it normal?

A recent study of census data said that the LGBTQ+ 

community makes up roughly one in ten of the general 

population – or ten per cent. That’s actually the exact 

same percentage of the population that is left-handed. Just 

because people who are left-handed do things slightly 

differently doesn’t mean they’re not normal – and the same 

goes for us. In fact, another study has suggested that the 

?
??

?
??
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figure might actually be one in seven of the population – 

meaning there are MORE of us than left-handies!

And it’s not just the human world – there are gay 

animals! SERIOUSLY! Google the gay penguins at Sydney 

Zoo in Australia or ZSL in London! Similarly, there are trans 

animals, non-binary animals and animals that don’t match 

up to the narrow definition of male or female characteristics 

– male sea horses are the ones that give birth! So yes – we 

are “normal”.

Will this go away?

This answer is an odd one. Our sexual and gender identity 

is not a phase, not something we’ll “grow out of”, but there is 

a slight caveat here, though – there are some people who, 

with a rush of puberty hormones, do experience momentary 

same-sex attraction. If we think back to the LGBTQ+ 

spectrum, maybe they’d be “E” for “Experimenting”. For 

those people, a passing attraction is just that – passing. 

But this in no way means that our identity is “just a phase” 

which will go away. But nor should it, there’s nothing wrong 

with who we are, how we feel or who we love. What will 

go away, and I promise you this, is any fear or concern 

that you may be holding. That goes away, and leaves in its 

place confidence, acceptance, power and pride.

?
??
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Embracing Growth

As people, as we live our lives, we want to continue to 

grow and evolve. Personal growth and development are 

rooted in being open to change and (you can probably 

guess the next bit) in order to change we have to be open 

to questions. As a therapist, my most important job is helping 

people feel secure and supported as they ask themselves 

big questions about their lives – are they happy? What 

do they want? How would they like to be known and 

remembered? What will make them feel whole?

In order to find the answers to these questions, to live 

our lives as fully as possible, we have to stay open to new 

experiences and questions. Think of it like food – sure, 

you’ve got your favourite foods, which you love and you 

know you enjoy, but one day you asked yourself, “I wonder 

what that’s like?” and tried something new. Asking questions 

about ourselves is how we find new, enjoyable flavours to 

bring into our lives. Some of the most interesting people 

I know are the people who still ask big questions about 

themselves well into their 50s, 60s and 70s, and even 

beyond. The coolest people I know are the ones who are 

always open to questions or new feelings and adventures. 

People who are more open have what’s known as a growth 

mindset, and are often happier embracing life and its 

challenges. People who have a closed mindset, where they 
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see themselves as being fixed at birth, often struggle to find 

the opportunity for development and growth. Embrace your 

questions and stay open to your own evolution, because 

getting to know ourselves is a life’s work.

Allyship 
How was reading all of that? Did it raise questions for 

you about how you “knew” you were heterosexual? 

Has it raised any questions for you about your own 

experiences of attraction or how you feel about your 

gender? 

As you can see, there are many BIG questions 

which can be going through peoples’ heads. Deep, 

existential questions which can carry a lot of weight 

with them. That’s why it’s important that as allies – 

as friends, as family – we give people space, time  

and our unconditional support. By picking up this 

book and engaging, you’re already on your way to 

doing that.
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Happy and Gay

Did you know that the original meaning of the word “gay” 

wasn’t about same-sex attraction, but was a word meaning 

happy?

Gay

adjective: to be light-hearted and free.

Yes! So, it’s with a deep sense of cruel irony that I have 

to let you know some quite alarming figures. Unfortunately, 

mental health in our community is a big problem. Now, you 

don’t need to worry – categorically, there is NOTHING 

inherent about being queer that causes any mental health 

issues. It’s not a default setting; it’s not a sign that we’re 

wrong or defective – and certainly, being LGBTQ+ does 

not mean you are guaranteed to experience issues with 

your mental health. However, it is a difficult thing for 

our community. Fifty-two per cent of LGBTQ+ people 

experience some form of mental health issue in their lifetime 
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– this is compared to an estimated twenty-two per cent of 

the general population. 

As with the rest of this book, I don’t tell you these things 

to scare or worry you. I share this with you out of a sense of 

love and compassion, trusting that with this knowledge you 

can be forewarned and better prepared as you step out into 

this big world. Through this chapter, we’re going to look at 

ways to help you feel light-hearted and gay. And, on those 

days where you don’t feel so good, look at some ways you 

can support yourself.

Is how I feel normal?

In my day job, when I’m not writing books like this, I practise 

as a counsellor and psychotherapist. For years I’ve been 

volunteering and working in the field of mental health, and 

so, in my professional (and personal) opinion it is not being 

queer that causes us to be more at risk of mental health 

issues, it is society’s problem with queerness that creates 

this risk. By that I mean the shame, stigma, aggression and 

marginalisation lumped upon our community for generations 

has side effects. One of those side effects is the impact 

upon our collective mental health. Think of it like this – there 

is nothing in the genetics of someone with red hair that 

predisposes them to depression or anxiety, and yet a study 

has shown that people with ginger hair are more likely to 

feel these emotions. Why? Because of the ridiculous anti-
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ginger bullying that goes on in schools. As a result of this 

emotional pressure they get put under, they’re more likely to 

feel anxiety and depression as a result. Sound familiar?

What is gay shame?

For generations, we’ve had cultural, religious and political 

judgement heaped upon us – and, unfortunately, that’s 

left its mark. If we think back to those lovely left-handies 

– there’s nothing wrong with being left-handed, but if 

everybody and every institution tells you that people who 

are left-handed are sinful and depraved, then you’re gonna 

start to feel ashamed of being left-handed.

Gay shame is that residual inner voice, the inner 

homophobe, who is like a horrible playground bully that’s 

learned its prejudice from other people. But why is that 

so powerful? Well, shame is one of the most toxic and 

dangerous emotions that people can feel, it has long-lasting 

effects on our self-worth and how we see and think of 

ourselves.

Gay shame and internalised homophobia are one 

reason why there’s gay-on-gay judgement of people who 

are “too” flamboyant, effeminate and camp – this is known 

as femmephobia. It’s not that there is anything inherently 

wrong with any level of campness – it’s that, for some, it 

triggers their inner feelings of shame. In turn, we shame 

and judge ourselves – believing and internalising the 
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corrosive thoughts of us being unworthy of love and fair 

treatment. Often, we police ourselves and stifle our own self-

expression and happiness for fear of our own judgement 

and the judgement of others.

So, how do we fight back against gay shame? By living 

with pride. By resolutely being proud of who we are, by 

embracing ourselves (faults and all) and trying to live as 

honestly and authentically and as unashamedly as we can. 

Years of Queers
Even as far back as 1935 a “concerned” mother wrote 

to the founding father of psychology, Sigmund Freud, 

about her homosexual son, asking if Freud would 

treat him and “cure” his homosexuality. Freud’s 

response was a flat out no – “but it is nothing to 

be ashamed of, no vice, no degradation; it cannot 

be classified as an illness.” Freud refused, and 

explained that there was nothing wrong with her 

son. And that’s true – there isn’t anything “wrong” 

with us. Aside from being one of the first health 

care professionals to advocate for LGBTQ+ people, 

Freud actually argued that everybody experiences 

some form of same-sex attraction, big or small. Yep, 

according to Freud, we’re all a little bit queer. 
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Help Box 
If you are ever feeling alone, overwhelmed, anxious 

or you need to talk, Text PRIDE to 85258 for free, 

confidential and non-judgemental support and 

advice from Shout Crisis Line. I’m one of the many 

volunteers that help staff this service, and, no matter 

how big or small your problem, you deserve support 

and we’re there to listen if you need us. 

Living with pride

A powerful way to protect yourself from shame and other 

negative feelings is to live with pride (whatever that means 

to you) and to be proud of who you are. Part of living 

proudly is looking after ourselves, because self-love and 

self-care is a revolutionary act. You matter, and you deserve 

to be happy and gay, and nothing will ever change that.

Connecting with your community is a great way to look 

after you and others, helping your mental health through 

positive action. For our mental and spiritual wellbeing, there 

are two essential things for a healthy mind and a happy life: 

1. belonging and 2. purpose.

Belonging: we all need to belong somewhere, to 

find a place where we’re accepted, loved and valued; 

a place free of judgement. By “finding your tribe” and 
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connecting with your own fab queer family – whether that’s 

musical theatre gays, artsy trans people, hiking lesbians, 

boardgame bis or sporty queers. One of the things that I 

love about being LGBTQ+ is that there is (quite literally) a 

community group for everything you could think of, just get 

searching online and you’ll find one perfect for you and 

whatever you’re interested in.

Purpose: we all need a reason for being, a reason to 

get up in the morning, a reason to carry on. One of the best 

things that you can do for yourself is to get involved in a 

cause you care about. Volunteering, for example, is not only 

scientifically proven to make you feel better about yourself, 

but it also connects you to likeminded people and helps 

you find a place you belong. Doing something good for 

someone else, like volunteering for an LGBTQ+ cause, gives 

a sense of pride, of worth and of value that can’t be bought. 

Getting stuck in, joining an LGBTQ+ youth group (whether 

IRL or online) and finding ways to help your community can 

really help you feel better about yourself, too. All you need 

to do is search online for volunteer programmes in your 

local area, or Young Stonewall is a fantastic place to start.
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Looking After You: The Joy Diamond
The reality is that there will be down days – we’re 

only human. And that’s OK – sadness, moments of 

anxiety and depression are inevitable parts of life. 

Everyone experiences them at some point, 

regardless of their sexuality. We can’t remove them 

from our lives, but we can give ourselves the best 

chance of facing them and managing them, and  

we can do that by setting ourselves up in the best 

way possible. 

A “life hack” that I like to do is to create a tick list 

for myself – it’s simple, I promise! All you have to do 

is try to tick off a bunch of things each day from what 

I call “The Joy Diamond”. To help you build up your 

chances of having a great day, try and tick off one of the 

things from each box. You can use this example that I 

created for myself, or try making your own.



Release
Watch your favourite  

comedy and LOL

Enjoy some dark chocolate

Exercise – aerobic  

exercise, like a quick  

walk or gentle run

Smell something you  

like – try perfume  

or even freshly  

baked bread!

These release 

endorphins, helping 

us to feel happy 

and positive.

Reward
Complete a  

task – start small, 

like making your 

bed, then build up  

to bigger ones.

Practise self-care 

activities

Eat nutritious food

Celebrate those wins

These create dopamine that 

helps us think more clearly.

Balance
Meditation

Journaling

Enjoy nature and 

sunshine 

Gentle exercise – give 

yoga a try and practise 

your breathing, too.

These make serotonin, 

which stabilizes our mood.

Love
Dance to music

Be kind to others

Give compliments

Hug a friend

These release 

oxytocin, making  

us feel loved.
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Don’t worry if you struggle with this activity. Sometimes 

when we feel low, we need to give ourselves a little reboot. 

It helps to go back to our basic needs and focus on making 

sure those are well met, allowing us to go again. If you’re 

having a bad day and feeling down, check in with yourself:

• Have you had enough sleep?

• Have you eaten good, nutritious food?

• Have you been out into daylight and fresh air?

• Have you taken care of your body, washed and put 

on clean clothes?

Doing these simple things can make a big difference 

to our everyday lives. From here, we can then restart and 

slowly try again.

The power of self-love

Now, I want you to say something good about yourself 

– and I really mean it. Being kind to yourself is especially 

important when someone has said something negative or 

upset you. This is based on a concept we therapists call 

“unconditional positive regard”. This is the idea of placing 

zero judgement, zero condemnation and zero conditions 

for acceptance upon others – and we have to practise 

that for ourselves, too. Unconditional positive self-regard is 

important – we have to learn to love ourselves regardless 

of whether we think we’re “being good” or “being bad”; 

whether we’re “doing well” or “doing badly” at school; 
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or whether we’re “cool” or “uncool” in the eyes of other 

people. We have to accept ourselves as we are, for who 

we are. It’s not easy, it’s lifelong work, but the sooner that 

you start practising it, the sooner you can get that work 

underway.

One of the reasons why it’s so important to be 

authentic, to be genuinely yourself, and not a developed 

“character” that you may play to please others or to be 

like someone off Drag Race or TikTok, is that authenticity 

and accepting ourselves for who we are is the bedrock of 

self-worth. In therapy, we call this “congruence” – whether 

your inner self (who you are at your core) matches with 

your outer self (the person that you project to the world) – 

it’s being your genuine, authentic self, without editing it for 

others. The closer aligned these two are the happier we 

tend to be, while the further apart these two are the more 

stress our minds and emotions come under. That’s why 

“living in the closet” and denying who we are can place 

such a high emotional toll on us. Similarly, copying someone 

else’s mannerisms, their way of presenting themselves and 

talking, isn’t going to make us feel better, it can actually 

make us feel worse – as if people only like us if we’re not 

our genuine selves. And that’s wrong – your genuine, 

authentic self is so loveable, you just have to fall in love with 

that special person inside of you first.
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Now, does all this mean that we’re devoid of any flaws 

and have no bad bits about ourselves? No. The reality is, 

we’re all human, we’ve all got some bits about us that aren’t 

so great. But beating ourselves up for our shortcomings only 

makes us feel worse. We end up using our energy having 

a go at ourselves, rather than doing what we can to grow, 

develop and learn. By being compassionate and kind to 

yourself you give yourself the best chance of becoming the 

best you possible.

Other people and our moods

Honestly, navigating other people is often not that easy – 

they can be difficult, annoying and just plain ignorant. One 

of the most frustrating parts of it is that if we want others to 

be accepting of us then we have to be accepting of them. 

Now, to be clear, I do not mean accepting someone else’s 

bad treatment of you – that is not something you have to 

accept. But we do have to accept that we can’t change or 

control others. We can only change and control ourselves.  

I like to think of it as a journey:

You live your life

And others live theirs

Sometimes, you’ll walk the path together

Sometimes, you’ll walk it alone
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Companions on our journeys can make the time pass faster

And though our paths may diverge

When you love yourself, you’re never truly alone

Relationships that we hold with others do not have to 

be built upon obligation, expectation and demands. They 

should be built upon mutual acceptance – acceptance of 

ourselves and of others. When we find those people it’s 

beautiful. Some people don’t accept us, it can’t be helped, 

but that is not our fight to change. Instead, we move on, 

knowing that we accept ourselves, and that is powerful. 

That is self-love.

Bullying

Sadly, bullying is still an incredibly prevalent experience, 

and a horrible one which can have long-term effects. 

Understandably, it can also have a big impact upon how 

you’re feeling, your mood and confidence. Here are some 

tips that can help you if you’re being bullied.

1. Talk. Talk to somebody about how you’re feeling, 

whether that is a favourite teacher, a supportive parent, 

a trusted friend or a support line, talking is a great way 

to release some of the pressure, find support and work 

through your emotions.
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2. Don’t get down in the mud. It’s really, really unfair 

that the burden to “do the right thing” falls onto the 

person who has been wronged and picked on, but, as 

the old saying goes, “two wrongs don’t make a right.” 

You have to be happy with your own behaviour, and 

stooping as low as someone else will only make you feel 

worse. Hold your head high and know that retaliation will 

only make you as bad as them. It feels unfair, but it’s true.

3. Disengage. When something is hot, we don’t touch it – 

don’t burn yourself by engaging when there’s fire raging. 

Be empowered in your right to walk away from heated 

conversations and situations – both in real life and on 

social media. You don’t have to read everything, turning 

your phone off and putting it away is a great way to set 

boundaries and give yourself some distance. 

4. Understand. Understand that happy, confident and 

secure people don’t bully others. Happy people don’t 

need to tear others down. If somebody is bullying 

you, this is often a reflection on how they feel about 

themselves and what scares them. It doesn’t make it right; 

it doesn’t make it fair – but know that your confidence 

and authenticity is what scares them because they’re 

jealous of you. You’ve done nothing wrong.

5. Find outlets for your emotions. Don’t bottle up all 

the sad feelings, write them down, journal, cry them out, 

talk them through, sing along LOUDLY to a punk song. 
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Whatever you do, just don’t leave those feelings to build 

up inside of you – remember, when dams let out that 

water in a controlled way, it creates energy and power 

that turns the light on. What can you do to help channel 

the power inside of you to help fuel you on? 

6. Cherish yourself. When someone else is putting you 

down, it is EVEN MORE important to big yourself up, to 

treat yourself, to celebrate yourself and to take care of 

yourself. Every time they say something bad about you, 

immediately either write down or say something GOOD 

about you, and repeat it at least three times. I’m serious, 

this has been proven to work!



Happy and Gay

41

Allyship
Everybody has mental health and we all have 

challenges – when we’re facing them that’s the most 

important time for our allies to stand with us and 

help share some of the burden. So, there are a few 

principles I want us all to adopt into our lives:

1.	Never	be	a	bystander.	Whether you are seeing 

someone being bullied, or think that someone may be 

going through a hard time emotional, never passively 

observe it. Not doing or saying anything leaves 

them alone in their moment of need. That’s the most 

important time to step up and take a stand.

2.	Ask	twice.	We can brush things off when 

someone reaches out to us, so asking twice is a great 

tip. “How are you?”, “I’m fine”, “How are you really? 

Because I noticed X/Y/Z and I wondered how you 

were feeling…”. Give them an opportunity to reach 

out, show them it’s a safe space.

3.	Don’t	be	scared.	We can put a lot of pressure on 

ourselves to make sure we say the right thing, but the 

reality is we have to say very little – we’re making 

space for them to talk and feel supported, the most 

powerful thing here is to listen.
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Your power will protect you

However we identify in life, wherever we’re from, whatever 

we look like, there will unfortunately be people who try 

to come for us and tear us down. In recent years (thanks 

in part to social media) it’s begun to feel like any public 

dialogue is just people YELLING back and forth at one 

another, trying to shout the other down, name call, shame 

and score points.

And our phones have only thrown fuel on this fire, 

bringing hate from the streets and schoolground into 

our homes and bedrooms, carried in our pockets by 

smartphones. But remember, you don’t have to read 

everything or engage – switching off, disengaging from 

threads and fights is an act of strength, not cowardice. 

The power you have to protect yourself is to love 

yourself. I keep banging on about it, because it is so 

important, it is so special and it is so powerful. In the face of 

any adversity that life throws at you, cherishing, celebrating 

and loving yourself is the best defence. 

Your worth is not defined by the clothes you wear, how 

you look, how many followers or likes you have. What truly 

matters is your opinion of yourself – we can too easily be 

our own worst critic, when really, we should be our own 

best friend and cheerleader. 
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Your story

One of the first things that mankind ever did was tell 

stories – it’s something we’ve done for thousands of years, 

because stories have power. That includes the stories we 

tell ourselves. These stories are powerful and can have a 

big impact upon our hearts, minds and the way we see the 

world, so be careful about the story you tell yourself.

It’s important to think about the story we tell ourselves 

and be mindful about how we label our emotions and 

experiences. Accidentally writing our narrative to have 

a negative slant is very easy to do if we don’t watch 

our words. Good mental health is not an absence of all 

negative emotions (they’re just a part of life), nobody is 

permanently one hundred per cent happy; we all have 

moments of sadness, anxiety and even times when we feel 

depressed – but they pass. 

As an example, if we always tell ourselves that we 

“have anxiety”, then that can become a limit that we put 

on ourselves, and actually means we’re far more likely to 

experience anxiety because we end up becoming anxious 

about getting anxious! We need to tell ourselves, and 

remind ourselves, of the positive parts of us, too. This is 

where practising affirmations can come in. An affirmation 

is a little bit like an empowering quote or mantra that you 

repeat to yourself. It helps set your intention and helps 

you set yourself with a positive narrative. The three most 
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Chapter Six

powerful things I want you to say to yourself are this:

Even if you have to start by saying them in your mind, 

do. Take a moment for yourself, breathe, and really focus 

your intention and on the meaning behind those words. Try 

to really feel them.

Forgiveness: Forgiving yourself is important. We can 

carry around guilt for all sorts of things and it will start to 

weigh you down. But let me be clear, nothing about your 

sexuality or identity is in need of forgiveness. Sure, your 

identity may upset somebody – but forgive yourself of 

any guilt that you may feel, that’s not yours to carry, and  

let it go.

Acceptance: Accept yourself for who you are, as you 

are – flaws and all! Your gender, expression or who you’re 

attracted to is not a flaw. All you need to do is accept 

yourself as you are as your authentic, true self.

Love: Loving yourself gives you power. We can get 

so awkward about this idea – “Oh, they love themselves!” 

is thrown around in a negative sense as a way of taking 

someone down. But we SHOULD love ourselves. Loving 

yourself is the work of a lifetime, and it’s never too early to start. 

I love 
you.

I forgive 

you.
I accept 

you.
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Forgive your imperfections; accept yourself as you are; 

and love yourself for you. That is how we can live happily 

and gayly. 
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CHAPTER ONE

I suppose I’ll always remember this as the summer that 
Roe learned to drive and that I learned to read minds.

He got his license in June, was promptly insured on his 
mum’s car, and since then, the car has been a part of him. 
A part of us. They’re always interviewing TV actors who say 
things like “Really, New York City was the fi fth character 
on the show,” and I suppose you could apply the same logic 
to Mrs O’Callaghan’s Nissan Micra. Roe calls her Linda. 
My mum calls it “the galloping maggot.”

“Maeve,” she calls up the stairs. “The galloping maggot 
is outside.”

I bounce down into the hallway heavily, not having 
quite broken in my Doc Martens, the new leather rubbing 
away at the skin. Mum is giving the dog his eye drops, 
trying to hold his head steady, her fi ngers prying open 
an eyelid. I take my little drawstring handbag from the 
coatrack in the hall.

“Take your coat.”
“I don’t need it,” I reply. “It’s balmy.”
“Hmm?”
I realize then that my mother didn’t say that out loud, 

and that I am responding to a coat request that was only 
thought, never uttered. She looks at me oddly.
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Roe may have taken to driving quickly, but telepathy 
is a gift that comes slowly, strangely, and, ideally, with a lot 
of eye contact. You should really know when someone’s 
mouth is moving. I double back. Wary, tense.

“I thought I heard you say...”
Tutu wrestles his head free and tries to wander off. Mum 

snatches him back.
“It’s not that warm.”
“It’s August!”
“It’s Ireland.”
I shrug and head for the door. Her voice, again.
“Do you need ... money?”
I stall. “No, Nuala paid me yesterday, I’m grand.”
I’ve been doing shifts at Divination, the occult shop in 

town, since school fi nished. Nuala can’t afford to pay me 
much, but given that all I seem to buy is tarot cards and 
McDonald’s, it generally lasts me.

Another pause. “There’s a tenner in my bag, if you want 
to take it.”

“I’m fi ne, Mum.”
“Just...” The dog is free now, each drop having been in-

effectively applied to the outer rims of his eyes, Mum giving 
up on holding him still.

“Take it,” she says. “Just in case.”
Everyone still thinks the ritual was a suicide attempt.
Oh, Fiona lied all right. She played the part of silly 

drama student trying to construct a stabbing scene with her 
friends so well that we were convinced everyone believed 
us, not realizing that they were merely humouring us, wait-
ing for the moment when things had calmed down and they 
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could fi nd out what really happened. It’s made my telepathy 
very useful.

When I concentrate, I can see the light in people. I fi nd 
my mother’s light – a sort of lilac tinged with silver – and 
I follow it straight to her until I know exactly what she 
wants to hear. I know when to reassure her, when to be 
elusive, when to imply that there is more information to 
disclose and that I will tell her, but just not today.will tell her, but just not today.will

It has been fi ve months since the ritual. Five months 
since Lily O’Callaghan disappeared for all of February. 
Since a spell and a struggle with a knife almost killed me and 
Roe. Since she climbed out of the river, dripping wet and 
angry. She’s not interested in lying, like the rest of us are. 
Her answer is clear every time. “I was the river,” she says, 
a touch of mourning in her voice. “And the river was me.”

The most common thought my mother has is worry, 
which is not surprising, but the shape of the worry is. She is 
constantly thinking that I have gone to a place beyond her, 
a place where I am sure to meet danger. She wants, very 
badly, for me to need her. So she tries to give me money, and 
when I take it, she feels happier.

“OK,” I say, taking it out of her bag. I kiss her on the 
cheek. “Thanks.”

And the lilac light glows.
Fiona is in the front seat and, seeing me emerge from the 

house, gets out to join Lily in the back. It’s very pleasing, this 
little car hierarchy. I’m the girlfriend, and therefore I sit in 
the front. I’ve always admired those girls in school with the 
long-term boyfriends: the sort of elder-stateswoman energy 
they give off, the First Lady air of dignity. I never thought 
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I would be one of them. And now that I’m fi rmly that kind 
of girl – a girlfriend girl – I can’t help but feel older. More 
legitimate somehow.

Roe likes to use gender-neutral phrases where he can, 
but he and I haven’t found a word better than boyfriend yet. boyfriend yet. boyfriend
We’ve Googled it. Lover is icky and technically incorrect. Lover is icky and technically incorrect. Lover
Partner is too dull, too grown-up. After that you start falling Partner is too dull, too grown-up. After that you start falling Partner
into terms like my sweetheart, and the idea of saying that in 
front of people is nauseating to both of us.

“All right, Chambers,” Fiona says as she fl icks the front 
seat forward, ready to climb into the back. “Docs still giving 
you trouble?”

I grimace down at my feet, my heels still bleeding despite 
the two pairs of socks I’m wearing. “How can you tell?”

“You’re walking like a duck on Prozac.”
“Can you sort me out?”
“Cost you a milkshake.”
“Done.”
“Go on, take off your shoes in the car, then.”
We climb into the car, and I kiss Roe on the cheek, his 

long earrings brushing my nose. I bought him these, for his 
birthday, back in June. Long seed pearls on a golden chain, 
the kind he fell in love with when we watched Shakespeare 
in Love together. He’s into a kind of Elizabethan look at the in Love together. He’s into a kind of Elizabethan look at the in Love
moment. He’s trying to track down a ruff to wear onstage.

“Hey, you,” he says, putting his arm around me. “How 
are the shoes?”

“You could tell, too?”
“You walked out of the house like you’ve only just 

achieved sentience.”
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Lily, in the back, says nothing. She has no suggestions 
of what I might look like when I walk, and it’s not because 
she wants to preserve my feelings. When we were kids and 
Lily’s hearing aid wasn’t as good as the one she has now, she 
would fi nd group conversations hard. She would lose track 
and eventually zone out, and people would think she was 
being deliberately rude. That’s not what’s happening here.

If you were to see the four of us out together, you’d 
probably think we were four best friends, and that the best-
friendship held an equilibrium that shot in all directions. 
But if you looked closer, really watched us, you’d see that 
Lily rarely speaks directly to me, and often looks out the car 
window when I’m speaking. My heart sinks a little when 
I catch her blank expression in the rearview mirror. Please, 
I think. Please make fun of me.

“Fiona,” she says instead. “Can you help me tomorrow 
with my maths stuff?”

“Maths,” I say. “In summer?”
Silence. Then, Fiona: “Lily is doing Leaving Cert prep, 

aren’t you, Lil?”
“Yes,” she answers bluntly.
Even the mention of the Leaving Cert has me swaying 

with nerves. No one expected much from me toward the 
end of last year. Everyone assumed I was too traumatized by 
Lily’s sudden disappearance and my odd role in it. A tarot 
reading, a strange card, a public fi ght, and then – poof – girl 
gone. Then she turns up on the same day that I’m hospital-
ized with wrist wounds? It was all too odd for anyone to 
compute. I was frequently checked up on, which I hated, 
and then I was ignored, which I loved. There’s nothing that 
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annoys me more than an is she ok look, closely rivalled by an 
aren’t you brave head tilt. aren’t you brave head tilt. aren’t you brave

It’s not going to be the same this year. Teachers won’t just 
leave me alone. It’s our exam year, after all.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” I say grimly.
“You’ll be fi ne,” Roe says. “It’s not as bad as everyone 

says. They love making a big drama out of exams.”
“Easy for you to say, you’re basically a genius.”
He pulls down his mirror and starts doing his eyeliner, 

black ringing around his eyes. My heart thumps a little, 
a sucker for eyes that smoulder like burning coal, even if it is 
via a Rimmel pencil. The steering wheel moves effortlessly 
as he does his makeup, the gear stick shifting without his 
touching it. No wonder he learned to drive so quickly, when 
he can talk to the car without putting his hands on the wheel.

“I’m not a genius. I’m just good at taking tests,” he 
replies. It’s what he always says whenever I talk about the 
huge gap between our school careers. “Anyway, results 
aren’t for weeks.”

His tone is breezy. Roe’s problems aren’t so much about 
his results, but the way in which he plans to throw his results 
away. Everyone’s expecting him to get at least 550 points, 
which is enough to get into some of the best schools in 
Ireland as well as the UK. Roe, however, has already decided 
that he wants to go to Kilbeg University, which is nowhere 
near a top university. His band, Small Private Ceremony, is 
starting to get some recognition, and he feels like breaking 
up the band for a different county at this point would be 
stupid. His parents, unsurprisingly, feel the opposite.
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“You taking those torture devices off, Maeve, or what?”
“Yeah, OK, then.”
I take off my boots and socks, but then deal with the 

problem of getting my feet to Fiona. I curl into a ball and 
roll my body around, sticking my legs through the space 
between the driver’s and passenger’s seats.

“What are you doing?” Roe says, his face almost colliding 
with my foot.

“My heels are in agony,” I say. “Fiona’s going to heal 
them.” Then I laugh, because I hadn’t realized that both 
words sound exactly the same. “She’s going to fi x them, 
I mean.”

“Can’t you wait until...?”
Fiona holds my feet.
“Jesus, Maeve, you know there is such a thing as polish 

remover? I mean you don’t have to wait until it just erodes
off your toes?”

“I have a job, Fi, I’m a career woman.”career woman.”career
“Right,” she says, and I feel her small, warm hands wrap 

around my ankles as I’m upside down in the passenger seat.
I feel the heat under her hands, and there’s an odd 

sensation of tightness in my legs, of skin building and 
knitting together. It’s still incredible to me that she can do 
this, even though she has done everything from banishing 
period cramps to making stitches dissolve.

“You’re incredible,” I say. “Thanks, babe.”
I then try to slide my feet back and, in the process, kick 

Roe in the head. The car swerves slightly, and we all yelp. 
Within half a second, it’s fi ne, and he’s regained control 
again, but he’s annoyed.



“Maeve,” he says snappishly, “you couldn’t have waited?”
“Waited until what?” I reply. “We don’t have anywhere have anywhere have

except here.”
This is a problem for us. Our gifts are starting to grow, 

from little kittens in cardboard boxes to full-grown tomcats. 
We need our own space. It’s not like we can risk normal 
people seeing us. People think we’re weird enough already. 
But it’s hard: Fiona’s house is out because her cousin Jos is 
there during the day. The O’Callaghans are too jumpy, and 
Mr. O’Callaghan works from home. My mum is on summer 
break from college. All that’s left is the car. Linda.

Lily clears her throat. “I’ve been practicing,” she says.
Fiona and I look at her. Roe looks in the rearview 

mirror, scrutinizing his sister.
“Where?” We all ask it, a choir of voices.
“School.”
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CHAPTER TWO

  St Bernadette’s is a school that should have never 
been a school. It’s two Victorian townhouses on the top of 
a hill in Kilbeg city centre, and it has almost no facilities 
to speak of. There’s no PE because there’s nowhere to do 
sports. The music room has just an out-of-tune piano, and 
Lily has to do all her cello lessons at the School of Music 
on the other side of the river. Having said that, whenever 
I meet girls from other schools, they always say how lucky 
we are. Lucky that we’re in the middle of town and not in 
some austere building at the end of a suburb. 

For years, St Bernadette’s was supposed to have this 
brilliant reputation for educating girls to a college standard, 
back when sending your daughter to college was as rare as 
owning a racehorse. Now that everyone’s daughter is a race-
horse, and every school competing to be a stable, Bernie’s 
has lost its sheen. It’s now just a run-down old building that 
people still inexplicably spend a few grand a year sending 
their daughter to, when most of the free schools are prob-
ably just as good.

Roe drives to St Bernadette’s, the summer twilight is 
settling into night, the sky turning dark blue.

“When you say you’ve been practicing in school,” Fiona 
says to Lily, “what exactly...”
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“Around the back,” she says.
“It’s only garbage around the back,” I say, remembering 

the scrubby patches of grass where an old garden used to be. 
Now it’s where the wheelie bins are.

“They’ve cleared all that,” Lily responds, but looking at 
Roe, as if he had asked the question. 

“They?”
“I go there for tutorials, and they’ve got builders in, 

doing stuff. Miss Harris says they’re doing up the place.”
“So, you hang around after and practice magic?” Roe 

cocks an eyebrow at his sister.
Lily shrugs. “No one notices. They’ve all gone home 

by then.”
When we get to the school, the fi rst thing we see is 

a skip in the car park, fi lled with pieces of wood and rubbish, 
old curtains and mouldy wallpaper. Roe parks outside the 
grounds, in case they have cameras. We walk up, the whole 
building fresh with the chaotic air of a dancer with half 
her outfi t on. The downstairs windows have been totally 
replaced; the heavy old Victorian windows that you need at 
least two people to pull up are now shining walls of new glass. 
The paint has been scraped off the old door, the wood naked 
and chipped, almost shivering in its desire for a new coat.

“Can we just...” Fiona begins, but Roe is already making 
his way up the steps. All summer long, he has been salivating 
at the idea of a locked door. But no one wants to risk break-
ing and entering, least of all a nonbinary teenager in a dress.

“Wait,” Lily says. She sidles up the steps, leaning on the 
iron guardrail, and then climbs onto the rail like a gymnast 
on a balance beam. My eye follows her, and I see what she’s 
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going toward: the security camera, angled above the school 
door. She’s tall already, almost six foot, and with one hand 
on the old building for balance, she’s able to reach the cord 
connecting the camera to the electrical system within the 
school. She holds on. She closes her eyes.

The air fi zzes and pops. I stare at Lily, her eyes briefl y 
meeting mine, and I swear I can see something fl ashing 
behind her pupils. A fevered yellow underscoring the grey-
green of her irises, like a fi re in a forest.

“There,” she says simply. “Roe?”
Roe goes quickly to the door. I follow him, fascinated 

by the way his gift manifests itself. With his right hand on 
the door handle and his left thumb on the keyhole, he cocks 
his ear. He listens. Listens for the four pins in the lock, lis-
tens for the soft rotating of the cuff, for the fi rm nod of 
a spring. I look at my watch. Thirty seconds. One minute. 
One minute thirty. No one says a word.

Just before the two-minute mark, the door opens.
It’s funny, being in your own school in the summertime. 

You realize that all the things that usually make it famil-
iar are built around the people, not the place. The smell of 
perfume and deodorant and old sandwiches and books and 
toilet cleaner and bins – all that is gone. There is no real 
odour to speak of, except for the light hum of drying paint. 
The only sound is my boots, hissing quietly off the new 
parquet fl oor.

“It looks good in here,” Fiona says. “Where on earth are good in here,” Fiona says. “Where on earth are good
they fi nding the money?”

“What do you mean? They’re loaded, aren’t they? It 
costs enough to send us here.”
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“Not enough to pay for all this,” Fiona replies, shaking 
her head. “And besides, half our year are gone. Ran into 
Michelle Breen. She’s not coming back, either. People are 
starting to realize that Bernie’s isn’t worth the money.”

“Plus,” Lily calls, looking inside of a pot. “No one wants 
to send their daughter to school with the head case.”

She’s not entirely wrong. The end of spring term last 
year was tense, and there were too many stories about 
Lily O’Callaghan to make most parents feel comfortable. 
Lightbulbs exploding near her. A small electrical fi re in the 
bathroom. Her gift is wilder than the rest of ours, more 
dangerous. And even though Nuala is the only adult who 
knows what she can do, they all suspect something is off.

The hexagonal entry hall has Miss Harris’s offi ce on the 
left and Sister Assumpta’s on the right. Roe examines the 
locked door of Sister Assumpta’s, and I put my hand on his.

“Not this one,” I say. “She wouldn’t like it.”
I feel oddly protective of the somewhat senile ex-nun 

who owns the school. She’s so particular about her offi ce. 
He nods and wanders off into one of the bigger classrooms.

“So where are they getting all this fl oor money?” Fiona 
says, squeaking her trainers off of the shiny wood.

“Holy shit,” says Roe from the classroom. “Where are 
they getting tennis court money?”

We follow his voice and see him at the back window, 
peering out. We join him, and Fiona lets out a sharp whistle.

“Jesus,” she says. “I remember when all this was all bins.”
“They’ve obviously bought the land behind,” I say, as-

tonished. “God, it’s huge.”
And it is. I’m trying to remember what was here before. 
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An old newsagent, a few anonymous apartments, something 
like that? Now the ground has been completely fl attened, 
and there’s a proper tennis court, the net not yet mounted. 
The beginnings of a changing room appears to be in the 
works, a tin structure that I shudder to think of actually 
using. Surely they won’t make the sixth-years do exercise? 
Not this late in the game?

Tall privacy hedges have been installed around the court 
fence, bald and alien looking. It all looks too strange, like the 
school has been picked up and plopped on another planet.

“Let’s have a look, then,” Roe says.
We wander out through the back fi re exit, back into the 

warm summer air, where the tennis court gates are open.
“You’ve been practicing here?” I ask Lily, and as usual, 

she doesn’t bother answering me directly. She just takes her 
backpack off, unzips it, and produces a bottle of water.

It’s starting to get dark now, as we inch closer to ten 
p.m. The sun sets two minutes earlier every day, summer 
slowly trickling away without our consent. I feel my stomach 
drop. I’m not ready for summer to be over. For Roe to start 
college, for me to start my exam year, for the daily, crushing 
inadequacies of school life to take over again. I like life how it 
is now. I like having my job, and my people, and my schedule.

Lily unscrews the cap of the water bottle and slowly 
walks to the other end of the court. The fl oodlights don’t 
seem to be hooked up yet, so we can barely see her. All that 
is visible is the moon bouncing off her blond hair.

“Are you guys ready?” she calls.
“Yeah!” Fiona and Roe call back, while I murmur a soft 

no under my breath.
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We hear her shake the bottle into the air, water spraying 
everywhere. And before you can say That was it? there’s 
a crackling sound, and the whole court is illuminated in 
a split second of white light. In that moment, all you can 
see are Lily’s hands up, pointing at the airborne water. The 
spray is conducting her sparks, lighting her like a strobe.

A moment later, we’re in darkness again. We hear the 
spray of water and another crackle. White light fi lls the 
space, and Lily’s face is in the middle of it. She does it again 
and again as the three of us stare at her, dumbfounded.

Darkness. Water. Crackle. Light. Lily.
Darkness. Water. Crackle. Light. Lily.
And we stand there, dazzled at this light show, these 

fi reworks just for us.

No one wants to feel like they’ve been outdone by Lily. So 
we all throw ourselves into practicing, showing up at the 
tennis court night after night, long after the builders have 
left for the day. If anyone has noticed that the security cam-
eras are no longer working, they haven’t done a thing.

This is our place now. For as long as there’s a summer 
left, we have somewhere to be ourselves.

“Who wants to see a magic trick?” Fiona says on the 
second night, her voice full of mischief.

“Go on, then,” I call back, lying on the sunbaked clay 
of the court. My head is on Roe’s stomach. I can smell him, 
that special Roe smell, that combination of roses, jasmine, 
charcoal, and salt. Sure for Men and Chanel No. 5.

She takes an apple out of her bag. “Observe: the apple.”
“All right, Steve Jobs.”
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She sticks her tongue out and produces a sharp kitchen 
knife.

“All right ... Jack the Ripper.”
She starts to peel it in front of us, the long strip of skin 

coming off in one curling layer. I peer at her, the sun still 
bright enough to see what she’s doing. She’s focusing hard, 
biting on the side of her lip in concentration. And I can see, 
as the peel gets longer, that the skin on the apple is grow-
ing back. By the time the strip has hit the fl oor, the apple is 
almost perfect again. Untouched.

“Jesus Christ!” I yelp, jumping up. “Fi, that’s amazing!”
She takes a deep bow from the waist.
“So it’s not just human skin you can heal? You can do 

other things, too?”
“Yeah! Loads more, I think. The other day I got a hole 

in my tights, and I sort of pinched it together and imagined 
the material like it was skin. And it came together.”

“That’s amazing,” Lily says. “You’re so good at magic, 
Fiona.” She says it with such bald admiration that I feel 
a twinge of jealousy. She’s very fond of Fiona. The two of 
them have formed a kind of separate friendship, indepen-
dent of me and Roe. It seems like a natural thing for two 
people who hang around with a couple to do, but it makes 
me feel a bit left out nonetheless.

When Lily fi rst came back from the river, she found 
adjusting to real life hard. It took a little while for her to get 
clothes right again. For weeks after the ritual, she struggled 
with buttons, zippers, laces. It was like she had completely 
forgotten how they worked. Once, she came down the stairs 
of the O’Callaghan house wearing her dad’s work shirt 
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backward, the buttons fastened halfway up her spine. No 
bra. “Fiona,” she said plaintively. “This isn’t right, is it?”

“No, babe,” Fi had said softly. “It isn’t.”
The two of them disappeared up to Lily’s room while 

Roe and I worried downstairs whether Lily had been the 
river for too long. Her magic was bizarrely strong. If we all 
gained more magic from simply accessing the world of the 
Housekeeper, how had it changed her, someone who had 
been soaking in it for weeks?

Fiona helped her develop a method for her clothes. If 
everything is the same colour, then you can’t get too con-
fused. So Lily picked a colour, and now everything is blue. 
If everything is blue, then nothing can clash or look strange. 
If everything is blue, then everything is OK.

I just wish I could have been the one to work it out 
with her.

“All right, Maeve,” Roe says now. “Your turn.”
I sigh. “Mine isn’t cool like yours all are.”
“Dude, you can read minds,” Fiona responds drily.
“I know, but it’s very ... internal, y’know? It’s not the-

atrical, like electricity or machinery or healing. There’s 
nothing to see. No dog and pony show.”

“I’m thinking of a number,” Fiona says. “Go on.”
“It’s really tiring,” I protest.
“You’ll never build the muscle if you don’t work the 

muscle,” she retorts, like she’s a personal trainer.
“Try it, Maeve,” Roe prods. “Do the Process.”
Sometimes, with people I know well, random thoughts 

of theirs will slip into my ear like a whispered secret. But 
most of the time, I have to try really hard. There’s a series 
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of mental exercises I have to do before I can look properly 
into someone’s brain. Roe started calling it “the Process” 
for a laugh. It was one of those things that we started saying 
ironically and now we just say it. The Process starts with me 
closing my eyes and clearing my mind.

“Clearing your mind” is one of those dumb things you 
always catch YouTubers saying when they decide they sud-
denly care about meditation, but it’s the only way I can 
explain it. I visualize my brain like the desktop screen on 
my laptop, and I drag everything – my friends, my family, 
the country, the earth – into a recycle bin in the bottom 
right corner. When the screen is fi nally empty, the inside of 
my brain is tar black. That’s when the lights come.

The lights are harder to explain. I tried to tell Fiona 
and Roe a million times what it looks like, until one day 
I saw a picture of the northern lights. The streaks and swirls 
of endless light, the explosion of colour that seemed to be 
perfectly organized without being the remotest bit planned.

Breathe in. Breathe out.
That’s the easy part. The pretty part. Now is when it gets 

complicated. Roe must feel my shoulders tense, because he 
starts to stroke the soft skin behind my ear with his thumb. 
I lean into it, feeling his touch reverberating through my 
spinal cord like a volt through copper wire.

Focus, Maeve. Focus. Back to the lights.
I look for Fiona’s light, trying to separate it from the 

countless others: the deep shimmering blue of Lily’s, the 
crystal white of Roe’s, the blips of brown and green that 
must represent every beating heart of each tiny, unseen life. 
The mosquitoes, the roosting birds, the urban foxes in the 
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bushes. There are bigger streaks just outside them, fl ecks 
of colour standing for the countless sleeping humans in the 
city around us. I don’t know how to follow them. I can’t 
read the minds of strangers or animals or anyone that I’m 
not directly looking at. What seems like a gift of limitless 
potential is actually very limited: I can read the minds of 
people I know extremely well already, which sort of feels 
like a waste of time.

Fiona’s light is a shimmering orange. It’s important to 
fi nd the tail, to grab on to it, and to follow it until you can 
feel yourself riding the wave like a surfer, crashing right into 
the frayed coastline of your best friend’s brain. I explain it 
to myself like I’m writing a guide for future telepaths. I have 
no idea whether these people exist.

Then, I fi nd it. At the end of the tail, there are two black 
digits, sitting at the front of Fiona’s brain.

“Fiona.”
“Maeve.”
“Fifty-seven.”
She sits up, stunned as ever.
“Have I ever told you that you’re a genius?”
“Not nearly enough.”
“How do you know? How does it look?”
“I told you.”
“Like the northern lights?”
“Exactly.”
“Wow.” She lies back on the tennis court and stares at 

the stars, knowing that we’re in the wrong country to see 
the northern lights, but peering for them anyway. “How’s 
my colour today?”
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“A shade earthier, now that you mention it. Deeper. 
More clay than orange, like a plant pot.”

“Oh, I love it. What do you think it means?”love it. What do you think it means?”love
“No idea,” I say, biting a hangnail off my thumb. “I feel 

like everyone’s colours are a bit deeper when we’re at the 
tennis courts. Richer or something.”

Roe sits up and stretches. “What about me, Mae? What 
am I thinking about?”

Now that my mind is settled, I can see into Roe easily. 
“Your gig tomorrow night,” I say.

“Well, that’s easy. You could have guessed that.”
I root further. And then I grab something more specifi c, 

hold it like a squirming puppy in my hands.
If the Children of Brigid show up again, he thinks, we’re 

fucked.
I sit up. “Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why are you worried about the Children of Brigid?”
For a little while after Lily came back, the Children 

were frighteningly active. There was an antiabortion rally 
in Dublin, a protest at a gay club in Cork. But whatever 
interest they had in Kilbeg in particular seemed to quell. 
They were horrifying. But it was all so far away from us, 
so beyond our pay grade, and frankly, we were tired. We 
had Lily to worry about. A religious group at the other side 
of the country doesn’t seem as pressing as your best friend 
forgetting how to put clothes on.

“I saw him the other day,” Roe says. “Aaron.”
We’re all silent. The air around us seems to chill.
“Where?” Fiona says eventually.
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“He...” Roe is silent for a second. “I saw him at city 
hall. Just for a second. He was with people. He was wearing 
a suit. It looked like a business thing. But... I don’t know. 
I was wearing my ModCloth skirt, and he ... the way he 
looked at me. He knew exactly who I was.”

“Of course he knows who you are,” I say. “He crashed 
your gig. You crashed his meeting.”

“No,” Roe corrects me, then stops, because even he 
doesn’t seem to know what he means. “I mean ... like he 
could see inside me. Like he could see literally who I was. 
Remember, at his meeting, how he made all those people 
confess their weird non-sins to him? I felt like how they 
must have felt. Exposed or something. It was horrible.”

I put my hand on the back of his neck, my arm falling 
down the length of his shoulder blade. “I’m sorry, babe.”

If the girls weren’t here, I would wrap my arms around 
him. If the girls weren’t here, I’d tell him that there’s not 
a single horrible thing about him. That he is calmer and 
kinder than anyone I’ve ever met. That he has taken the 
best traits I typically associate with each gender and made 
a cocktail of them all. The deepest part of chivalry. The 
oldest kind of beauty.

But the girls are here, so instead I say: “Why were you 
at city hall, then?”

His face fl ushes.
“Oh,” he says. “I was going to wait until...” He gestures 

around, subtly inferring the word alone. “But I’m changing 
my name. Legally, I mean.”

“Roe!” we all gasp at once.
“That’s amazing!”
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“That’s so grown-up!”
“Does Mum know?”
“No, Mum doesn’t know,” he says, answering Lily 

fi rst. “But the thought of starting college, doing all that 
paperwork and class enrolment, I mean, and having Rory 
O’Callaghan on everything. Felt a bit. Ugh. Y’know?”

Back in February, when Lily fi rst went missing, Roe was 
a secret name. Only a few people in the world knew it. Me, 
Miel, a couple of people Roe spoke to online. Now almost 
everyone knows him as Roe. His interest in a double life is 
limited. Which is, I suppose, something that happens when 
you come close to losing the one life you actually have.

“I was just getting the forms from city hall,” he says, 
turning to me. “I’ll have to go to Dublin to do it offi cially. 
Will you come with me?”

“Of course!” I say, pulling him into a hug. “Road trip!”
“This is a cause for celebration,” Fi says, jumping up.
“McFlurries on me,” I say, thinking of Mum’s tenner.
And we all troop back to the car, congratulating Roe. 

We focus on the future. We count our blessings. Then we 
fall into quiet.

I don’t need to read minds to know that we’re all think-
ing about Aaron at city hall. Why is he back in Kilbeg?

“I’ve been thinking,” Fiona suddenly says, breaking the si-
lence, “that we’ve been given these gifts for a reason, y’know?”

“I survived the Housekeeper,” Roe chirps, “and all I got 
was this lousy T-shirt.”

“No, I mean...” She gazes out the window. “I mean, the 
Children are coming back, aren’t they? To Kilbeg. We can’t 
ignore them anymore.”



Quiet again. “No,” Roe says.
The whole time we’re driving, I feel a dark bloom in my 

stomach and pressure behind my eyes. Like if I turned my 
head toward the window, I’d see the Housekeeper stand-
ing on the overpass. Like I might see Aaron standing in the 
road.

I lean my head on Roe’s shoulder and close my eyes so 
I don’t have to look at anything at all. 
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P R O L O G U E

¥ H E N Himura was nine years old, his home 
town was attacked by a giant tortoise. 

Whenever he told this story, he made sure to emphasize 
the “giant” part. Tortoises don’t seem frightening until 
you are leaning out of your window, staring up at the 
craggy face of a reptile the size of a mountain.

Trees grew from the back of its shell. Its head was 
covered with moss. Its claws – eating up the ground at 
an alarming speed – were stained with mud and the 
remains of animals it had trampled beneath its feet. Roads 
buckled. The earth shook. Those who weren’t fast enough 
to escape were crushed beneath its body. 

Himura remembered the way his fi ngers gripped the 
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windowsill as the tortoise barrelled through the village. 
He remembered staring up at its wrinkled face as mon-
strous as the living earth. Yet beneath the layers of soil 
covering its shell, he could still see the yellowing folds of 
its body. 

Paper. The tortoise was made of paper. A perfect con-
struction of crimp folds and reverse pleats so beautiful 
Himura could only stare at it in wonder even as it thun-
dered towards his house. 

The tortoise’s foot swung over the roof of his home, 
but the snap of wooden beams and the crash of the col-
lapsing ceiling never came. He could not remember the 
exact order of what happened next; only the sound and 
the heat. A whistle screamed above him as something 
struck the tortoise’s back, exploding into fl ames that 
licked up the creature’s body faster than wildfi re. 

When Himura looked up again, dark ships fi lled the 
sky. 

Rearing its head back in agony, the tortoise burned 
and— 

The ground moved beneath Himura’s feet, jolting him 
out of his memories. The airship’s deck bobbed like a boat 
on the open sea. Turbines hummed. Propellers churned 
through the warm summer air. The lights of the capital 
city twinkled across the ground below, but the night was 
fading and the fi rst strings of dawn were about to sound.

It had been a long time since Himura had thought 
about his home town or the shikigami that had been 
burned down by hunters. A fi ery end befi tting a paper 
beast. No normal person would cry over the death of 
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a shikigami, especially not one as masterless and mad as 
the tortoise had been, and yet Himura had felt something 
like grief as he had watched it burn.

It had been such a waste. 
“Are you still here?” An annoyed voice drew Himura’s 

attention away from his thoughts. He turned to fi nd the 
airship’s navigator clambering up onto the ship’s deck. 

As she pulled herself through the hatch, Himura 
noticed that the rings beneath her eyes had grown darker. 
Both her hair and her kimono were in disarray: one 
a tangle of knots, the other a wrinkled mess. Sleep did 
not come easy when one had an entire airship to keep on 
course. 

Himura took a piece of paper from his pocket and bal-
anced it on the tip of his fi nger. “I was thinking, Sayo –”  
without him even touching it, the paper folded itself into 
an origami crane – “about a shikigami I met when I was 
younger. Even though it destroyed my home, it was such 
a magnifi cent beast I wish it had lived.”

He fl icked the crane into the air and caught it, crush-
ing it in his fi st. When he opened his palm, the origami 
bird was in pieces. With a puff of breath, he scattered the 
scraps into the air. They billowed over the deck like petals 
of snow.

Sayo snorted. “You only say that because you’re 
a Crafter. Most normal folk would be glad to see a shi-
kigami burn.”

With a fl ick of his fi ngers, Himura made the scraps of 
paper swirl around his feet.

Crafter. People had spat that word at him as though 
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it were a curse. Others had whispered it in terror. But 
when Sayo said the word “Crafter”, it was with the scorn 
of someone who knew Himura and was deeply unim-
pressed by him. 

“Speaking of Crafters –” Sayo glanced from the 
dawning sky to the city lights glittering across the land 
below – “you should get going. You’ll need to arrive at the 
Midori by sunrise. According to the captain’s informant, 
the girl should be serving breakfast in the banquet hall. 
Come back with her or don’t come back at all.” 

Himura turned his gaze towards the clouds. A single 
light glimmered against the plum-coloured sky. Though 
from a distance it looked like a stranded star, he knew the 
light was coming from the Midori – the empire’s fi rst and 
only airborne banqueting hall.

What’s a Crafter doing serving breakfast all the way out 
here? he wondered. What strange twist of fate had reduced here? he wondered. What strange twist of fate had reduced here?
someone who could control paper at command, whose 
blood ran thick with the power of their ancestors, to the 
life of a mere waitress?

Himura supposed it was a good thing he was saving 
the girl from such ignoble work. He longed for the 
company, too. Travelling with Sayo and the rest of the 
airship’s crew was like being a wolf among sparrows. It 
was tiring to be surrounded by people who could never 
understand the buzz of power in his veins or how the 
rustle of paper tugged at his heart. 

“Don’t make any trouble,” Sayo warned him. “Just get 
the girl and go. You’ll know who it is when you see her, 
right? You won’t bring back some random maid?”
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“I always recognize my own kind.” Himura snapped 
his fi ngers and the pieces of paper fl uttering around his 
feet swirled upwards. With a fl ick of his hand, they melted 
together into a white bracelet around his wrist. 

Climbing onto the ship’s guard rail, Himura held his 
hands out like a tightrope walker for balance. His legs tee-
tered between the deck and the open sky. The city lights 
spun below him like the lights of deep-sea fi sh luring 
prey to their doom. 

It was a long way down. Swinging a leg out into the 
open air, he stepped forward and dropped. 

At fi rst there was nothing but the whistling wind. The 
summer air cut at his skin as he fell. Squinting through 
his watering eyes, Himura waited until he was a distance 
from the ship before pulling the bracelet off his wrist. 

It broke into a thousand tiny squares of paper that 
spun below him in a furious cyclone. The pieces merged a furious cyclone. The pieces merged a f
together to create a pair of wings, stretching down into 
tail feathers, and folding into talons. 

A giant, white falcon formed beneath him. Everything 
from the tip of its beak to the curve of its claws was as 
white as snow; even its pupils were invisible against the 
whites of its eyes.

“Show-off!” Himura heard Sayo shout as he landed on 
the bird.

Himura smirked. He made no apologies for talent. 
Holding tight to its feathers, he repositioned himself so 
that he was sitting astride its neck. It was not like riding 
an actual shikigami – there was no intelligence in this 
paper puppet – but the thrill of it was the same. 



Carried by the falcon’s giant wings, he soared towards 
the Midori, where the banquet hall’s red arches and wide 
golden gates lay open in a salute to the sky. 
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¥ H E N Kurara awoke to the ear-splitting sound 
of morning bells, her fi rst thought was: 

I would burn this whole place to the ground if it gave me ten 
more minutes of sleep.

Lights pierced her eyelids as they fl ickered on. The 
bells blared against the walls of her box room. Outside, an 
attendant marched down the servants’ hallway, bashing 
a gong and crying; “Up, up, everyone up! Give thanks to 
our great Emperor for this beautiful day!” 

“Our great Emperor can go suck on a lemon!” Kurara 
rolled over with a groan. There were no windows in her 
room, but the glaring electric lights insisted that it was 
morning.
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“Up! Up! Give thanks to our great Emperor that we 
may see another sunrise!” The attendant’s voice echoed 
through the paper-thin walls. “Give thanks to our great 
Emperor who protects us from the shikigami!” 

Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, the world slowly 
came into focus – the walls of her quarters, the balls of 
crumpled paper scattered across the fl oor, the twin bed 
on the other side of the room and the person still sleeping 
in it. A shock of coal-black hair poked out from under the 
sheets.

“Haru,” she called. “Haru, time to get up!”
The lump on the opposite bed shifted. 
“Look at the koi pond. The water … sparkles like gem-

stones…” A voice mumbled from inside the tight cocoon 
of sheets. Talking in his sleep again.

It sounded pleasant. Kurara wondered if he was 
dreaming about their home, their village. She wished that 
she could have dreams like that, but all of her memories 
before the Midori were hazy at best: a village in the moun-
tains, a home by a small pond, blurred faces of villagers 
that left only a lingering feeling of emptiness like cold 
smoke after a fi re.

“Nessai Harbour. Crab … big as … dinner plates…” 
The mop of black hair mumbled. 

No matter how pleasant the dream, there was still 
work to be done. Kurara plucked a ball of crumpled 
paper from the fl oor and chucked it across the room. As it 
bounced off Haru’s bed, Kurara snapped her fi ngers and 
the ball froze in mid-air. A pleasant tingle ran through 
her body, the sensation both exhilarating and soothing. 
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With a fl ick of her wrist, the ball began to spin, folding 
with each rotation – crimp, petal fold and pleat – into an 
origami rabbit.

She was not supposed to do this. The head cook had 
explicitly forbidden her any activity that was not cooking 
or cleaning, but within the walls of her room she was 
safe from prying eyes. What other people didn’t know 
wouldn’t hurt them, and Haru liked her paper animals. 
At least, when he was awake enough to appreciate them. 

At her command, the rabbit hopped across the bed 
and tugged at a lock of black hair poking out from the 
sheets. 

“Sky cities…” A sleepy hand batted the rabbit to the 
fl oor.

Kurara gave an indignant squawk. She scooped the 
rabbit up, cradling it close before setting it on her pillow.

The attendant banged the gong. Doors along the cor-
ridor slammed open as the last sleep-addled servants 
scrambled down the hallway. 

“Haru!” Kurara stalked over to his bed and gave him 
a fi rm shove. 

At last, a pair of dark eyes peeked out from beneath 
the sheets. 

“All right, all right… I’m up!” Haru groaned. 
“Good! Come on!” Kurara tugged him to his feet. They 

would both make it in time if they ran. 

Kurara’s earliest memory was of the Midori. Of Haru’s 
hand clasped tight in her own as the round hoverpod 
transported them past the red gates. Of a stern-faced man 



12

who told them that this would be their new home. 
The Midori was a place made for giants, an immobile 

castle of feasting rooms and private residences hover-
ing six thousand feet in the air. Its gleaming pearl-glass 
windows loomed above the clouds. Birds built their nests 
inside moss-covered cannons while sky fi sh slipped 
between the Midori’s clockwork gears. Large rotor blades 
cut through the air like an upside-down halo, the golden 
rings growing smaller until they tapered to a drill-like 
point. 

Dazzled by its appearance, Kurara had not realized 
that the Midori’s gleaming exterior hid a dark and chaotic 
heart. 

“You’re late! This is coming out of your pay!” An at-
tendant sneered at her as she arrived just as the breakfast 
gong sounded. Scrambling to her work station, she hur-
riedly tied the strings of her apron over her brown work 
dress. 

Servants scurried past her, piling food onto silver 
trays. Another airship had just arrived and the demands 
for food and wine were already pouring in. These days, 
the docks were full of nothing but warships. The confl ict 
in Estia had been dragging on for years – a war that would 
add another colony to Mikoshima’s growing empire – and 
the soldiers returning from abroad wanted nothing more 
than to wine, dine and forget about their battles beyond 
the sea. 

Kurara hurried to her station, skidding past stacks of 
unwashed pots towering towards the ceiling. The fi res 
turned the kitchens into one giant furnace. The stone 
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pillars that held up the cavernous ceiling seemed to sweat 
beneath the heat. A hundred different smells assaulted 
her nose: mirin, togarashi root, soy sauce and burnt sugar. 
Bells rang, tea kettles screeched, pans sizzled and plates 
slipped and smashed against red-tiled fl oors as the serv-
ants dashed back and forth with generously stacked 
platters of food.

“KURARA!” a voice bellowed. An empty pot sailed 
through the air, hitting the far wall with a bang that star-
tled the other servants. “For God’s sake, girl, where is 
the plum wine? You were supposed to prepare the plum 
wine!”

A portly woman marched across the kitchen, bran-
dishing a ladle in one hand and an iron poker in the 
other. Kurara’s eyes widened, her feet snapped together 
and her limbs arranged themselves into what was com-
monly known in the kitchens as “Position B”. (Hands 
behind back, head bowed, eyes to the fl oor: the “I’m 
sorry, it won’t happen again” position.)

“My apologies, Madam Ito, I forgot.” I forgot.” I f
No one had told her anything about plum wine, but 

there was no point in telling Madam Ito that. 
“I forgot?!” Madam Ito squawked in a high-pitched imi-

tation of Kurara’s voice. Her face was red, both from anger 
and from the heat of the fi res. Her black hair, streaked 
with strands of silver, was pulled into a frizzy bun that a frizzy bun that a f
wobbled at the top of her head every time she moved. As 
the head cook, she ruled over the kitchens of the Midori
with an iron fi st and an arsenal of iron pots, which she 
would often throw at whoever earned her displeasure. 
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Maids jumped in her presence, serving girls fl ed from her 
scowls. Even the attendants would tread carefully when in 
the kitchens, knowing that this was Madam Ito’s domain. 

Kurara averted her gaze, letting her eyes rest on the 
pot the cook had thrown as it rolled to a stop just inches 
from her foot. Its curved refl ection revealed a suitably 
penitent girl, round-faced and pale, with a nose too round 
and ears too big, and hair that had been cut every month 
using the very same pot that now lay in front of her.

“Kurara!”
“Yes, Madam Ito, I’m listening!” She had not been 

listening. 
The head cook’s eyes narrowed. The veins on the side 

of her neck bulged.
“Girl.” Her voice trembled with menace. “Do you 

know who is in charge of these kitchens?”
Kurara said nothing. The price for insolence was 

fi fteen lashes, and the head attendant had recently bought 
a new whip. She had seen him just yesterday morning 
with it tucked under one arm, his hand curling around 
its handle a little too affectionately. 

“You, Madam Ito.” 
“And who is it that provides for you, clothes and feeds 

you, while other, much more deserving little girls waste 
away out in the fi elds or the levistone mines?”

“You, Madam Ito.” 
“And who was the airheaded fool who forgot to fetch 

the plum wine today?”
“You, Madam – I – I mean—”
Madam Ito’s chest heaved like a ship’s bellows.



“I’ll go and fetch it right away!” Kurara bowed and 
hurried out of the kitchens before Madam Ito could throw 
another pot at her. As she made her way to the door, one 
of the maids thrust a large, silver tray in front of her. 

“Girl, if you’re going upstairs, deliver this to the 
Wisteria Room.”

“But the plum wine!” she cried. 
The woman shoved the tray into her arms. “Madam 

Ito is already in a bad mood. What do you think she’ll do 
if this tray doesn’t get to the room in time?”

“Clean out the cannons and shoot us into the sunrise,” 
Kurara sighed. It was one of the cook’s favourite threats. 

“Then go.” 
Kurara knew a lost battle when she saw one. Taking 

the tray with her, she headed out of the kitchens, pausing 
only to check her crumpled list of chores for the day. 
Someone had scribbled all over it, making it impossible 
to read. With a sigh, she stuffed the note back into her 
pocket.

One day, I’m going to get out of here. One day, I’m going to 
leave all this behind.

She just had to survive until then.
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¥ H E N E V E R Kurara climbed out of the 
kitchens, she had to pause and 

wait for her eyes to adjust to the sudden presence of sun-
light. The reception hall blinked into focus. A semicircle 
of golden lattice windows gave a perfect, one-hundred-
and-eighty-degree view of the blue sky. A domed, glass 
ceiling extended far above her head. When Kurara had 
been younger, it had felt like the sky itself, beautiful and 
distant. Now, it merely loomed like everything else inside 
the Midori, making her feel small. 

Shadows of clouds fl oated across the tiled fl oor. Real 
fl owers bordered the foot of the marble walls; vibrant 
red and gold orchids, royal-purple chrysanthemums and 
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pink lotuses that bloomed as large as a person’s head. 
Mechanical parrots made of steel and stained glass beat 
their wings among the leafy plants, fl ying off whenever 
Kurara approached. There was a coldness to the Midori’s 
splendour. It was a beautiful birdcage.

“Rara!” A voice shouted from the top of the curling, 
grand staircase. Kurara looked up to see Haru making his 
way down the carpeted steps.

“Haru!” She rushed to meet him. “Did you make it to 
the banquet hall on time?”

“Fifteen minutes late!” The boy thumped his chest. 
Such confi dence could only come from the very brave 

or the very stupid, but Haru had a long history of getting 
away with things no one else could. Gap-toothed, crook-
ed-nosed and with a pair of dark, mischievous eyes, he 
was awkward and coltish in a way that made others want 
to indulge him. Letting one’s guard down around Haru 
when he had some half-baked plan in his head was the 
perfect way to end up sneaking into the food stores at 
midnight or releasing sky fi sh into the Midori’s pipes – ac-
tivities which always ended with a beating. 

From the look in Haru’s eyes, he was in the mood for 
mischief, but Kurara knew him far too well to take part 
in his schemes. 

“Well, since you’re here, do me a favour. a favour. a f I need to 
deliver this to the Wisteria Room, and you –” she snatched 
the tray out of range as he tried to swipe a sweet roll – “are 
going to help me get there in time.”

Servants were not supposed to use the elevators. The 
stern-faced attendants who operated them would shoo 
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her away the moment they caught even a glimpse of 
Kurara’s brown work dress, but Haru was different. The 
other servants often said that he could talk a chicken into 
buying its own eggs. Kurara had to stamp down on a fa-a fa-a f
miliar fl utter of jealousy when the attendants opened the 
elevator doors for him without complaint. 

Inside the elevator, Haru pressed the button for the 
fi fteenth fl oor and allowed the doors to slide closed. 
Kurara ran a hand along the gold-plated interior as the 
steel cables hauled them upwards. The metal box was so 
shiny she could see her own refl ection. 

“So,” she said, fi nally allowing Haru to take a sweet 
roll, “why aren’t you in the banquet halls?”

When Haru grinned, his mouth appeared too big 
for his face. The black gap where his right incisor was 
missing tugged at her attention. 

“I was coming to fi nd you! One of the ships just came 
back from the Grand Stream! The Grand Stream, Rara! 
And the soldiers have the best stories about it! I didn’t 
want you to miss out on the excitement.”

Kurara turned her full attention to him. The world 
beyond the Midori only reached them through the stories 
the soldiers brought to the banquet halls; tales fi ltered 
and distilled into hours of idle, excited gossip. 

“Did they see any shikigami?”
“I bet they did!” Haru grinned. Only he could be excited 

by the possibility of running into one of those paper mon-
sters. “One day, let’s visit the Grand Stream, too!”

Kurara scrunched up her face. “How about we go 
somewhere less dangerous?” 
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The Grand Stream was not just known for being full 
of with shikigami, but for its winds that would tear ships 
asunder. It was not a place any sane person should visit.

Haru grinned. “One day, we’ll go everywhere!”
One day, yes one day. That’s what they always told one 

another. One day they’d leave this cage and travel the 
world. To the Aogaki waterfalls, to snow-capped moun-
tain ridges and green valleys carpeted with fl owers. To 
the ocean where people said the water stretched all the 
way to the sun. To the very edge of the world. 

“One day, we’ll go home.” The thought crossed Kurara’s 
mind before she could stamp it out. Maybe if they trav-
elled enough, they would fi nd it again. Perhaps then she 
would fi nally remember something more than the Midori.

Haru’s expression turned grim. He only ever frowned 
like that when they talked about the past. “I told you. 
That place is in ruins.”

“That’s all you ever tell me,” muttered Kurara. 
Whenever she brought up the past, he always skirted 

around the topic with an annoying look of pity in his 
eyes. It irritated her. Haru had memories of their child-
hood and their home, their old neighbours and friends, 
and she had nothing. 

“They found you and Haru,” Madam Ito had told her 
once, “lying together in an empty barn. There was a great big 
shaft of wood sticking through his chest. Almost went straight 
through his heart, it did. He was lucky to survive. Made of 
stronger stuff than most people. It was almost unnatural.”

Even the head cook knew more about her past than 
she did! Kurara did not remember the incident. Trauma, 
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Madam Ito called it. The result of whatever had led her to 
being found in an empty barn with a shaft of wood impal-
ing Haru’s chest. Though Haru always denied it, she had 
never been able to shake the feeling that his injuries had 
been her fault in some way. Guilt haunted her as much as 
her missing memories.

“I tell you about the past! About the rice paddies and 
the lotuses that used to grow by the village ponds.”

“You don’t tell me about anything that matters!” she 
snapped. Inside the elevator, her own anger echoed in her 
ears. 

Haru held a hand over his chest. Over the place the 
shaft of wood had impaled him. He always knew what she 
was thinking. “I don’t like talking about things that hurt.” 

They stood in awkward silence as the elevator contin-
ued upwards. 

“We could go to the sky cities,” said Haru, after a beat. 
Though he did not say so, Kurara recognized it for the 
peace offering that it was. 

“What about Nessai Harbour?” Kurara softened. She 
did not want to fi ght. “You were talking about it in your 
sleep. Something about crabs.” 

She pulled the crumpled note from her apron pocket 
and fl icked it at Haru. It bounced off his nose and froze in 
mid-air. A pleasant tingle of electricity shivered through 
her body as the note blossomed into a paper crab with 
brittle, twitching legs.

“Madam Ito said that you weren’t allowed to do that 
outside,” said Haru.

Kurara remembered when he used to delight in her 
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creations, requesting a new animal each night to dance 
between their beds. She remembered the swell of pride in 
her chest each time her paper creations made him laugh. 
That had been before she had got careless. Before Madam 
Ito had caught them. Now he only wanted her to do these 
things in their room. 

A prison within a prison, she thought bitterly. Although 
she knew it was Haru’s way of keeping her out of trouble, 
sometimes she could not help the tiny spark of resent-
ment. It was easy for Haru to say. He didn’t have to fold 
himself up like origami, smaller and smaller, for someone 
else’s sake. 

“We’re in a moving metal box. Who’s going to see?” 
Haru remained unconvinced. Bouncing from one foot 

to the other, he lowered his voice and hissed, “Remember 
what Madam Ito said about, you know, people…”

“People?” said Kurara.
“Crafters.” Haru gestured to the paper crab fl oating 

between them. “People who can control paper.”
Kurara remembered the beating more than Madam 

Ito’s furious shouts. The bruises had remained for weeks. 
Between the pain, she vaguely remembered something 
about being sold off to the imperial family. 

“That’s where Crafters go. To serve the Emperor and his 
children. If you get caught, you’ll end up as one of Prince 
Taketori’s war dogs. Or as Princess Tsukimi’s plaything.” 

The way Madam Ito had sneered made her think that 
the princess was the worst of the lot, but Kurara was 
not afraid. Princess Tsukimi and the rest of the imperial 
family were a distant threat, the kind of horror story that 
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mothers told their children to make them behave. She 
was a Crafter. The urge to take control of paper, to move 
and reshape it, fi ltered through her veins. Like wanting 
to run after a long day of sitting still, or the itch to take 
a shower after spending hours cleaning grease out of the 
kitchen pipes, the desire built up and built up until she 
would explode if she did not let it out.

“Seriously, Rara,” said Haru. “What if – what if they 
separate us?” 

Never. Before Kurara could open her mouth, the el-
evator jolted to a stop. The Wisteria Room was on the 
fi fteenth fl oor, but they had stopped on the tenth. She 
glanced at Haru. Had the stupid thing broken? It was 
early morning and the feasts were well underway. There 
should not be anyone outside the banquet halls to stop 
them. 

“What’s—?” she began, but before she could fi nish her 
sentence, the doors slid open. 

Kurara snatched the crab out of the air and stuffed it 
into her apron pocket. 

A man stood on the other side of the doors. He was 
young, teetering on the edge of adulthood, though some-
thing in his high cheekbones and thick, proud nose made 
him seem more adult than child. A white bracelet in the 
shape of a snake wound around his wrist. His eyes were 
as grey as thunderclouds.

Something about him made Kurara’s nerves skitter 
on a knife’s edge. His presence was like a thunderstorm 
striking her spine. The man stepped into the elevator, 
forcing her to shuffl e aside to make room. The doors 



closed behind him. 
Kurara and Haru shared a nervous look. 
“Well, this is interesting.” 
The man moved forward so suddenly Kurara had to 

press herself against the elevator wall so that he didn’t 
step on her toes. 

He wore an ominous smile.
“I’ve been looking for you, Crafter girl.”
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