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PART ONE

My name is Juliet Seven. The date is 264 PC. This year, I am going to wipe
out my father and my sister. And then I will off myself. The Machine will
record that I lived for fifteen years, worked as a drudge, and that my last
address was Room 33, Section D, Slum City. Everything I do this year was
spoken of before I existed. And it will be written in the blood of those who
survive me.

1

The Monster

A man flails in the breakers, thrashing the sea with windmill arms.
“Monster!” he shouts.
The Market Nags are the first to come screaming out of the shallows,
breasts bouncing free from their underwear. “Monster, it’s a monster!” They
swirl in circles on the beach, looking for a place to hide.
The monster siren pierces the squeals of children being pulled from the
breakers by beach wardens waving swimmers towards the dunes. “Get out
of the water. Get out!” Their eyes scan the sea.
Sun-worshippers jerk free of their torpor and abandon towels and bags.
They stumble for the shelter of the dunes, dragging children along with
them.
“Run. Before the monster gets you. Run!” They urge toddlers along,
slapping their blistered legs. The Market Nags gather their wits and clothes
scattered on the beach, and follow them to safety.
Glee swells my chest as I watch these fools. Buzzing around like flies
trapped crazy behind a mesh screen. The sand trickles through my fingers
as I wait for my moment.

Then, in the chaos of umbrellas toppling onto the sand, I scramble to my
feet and get busy. My hands rifle through baskets, slip under towels. What I
find goes into my bag. Those who run for the safety of the dunes do not
look back. They are oblivious to me and to the rest of us, with our quick
fingers, moving among their things.
But I watch out as I work. My hands are blind but my eyes see
everything and everyone around me. When I am done, I squat on the sand
and watch the rest slip away, absorbed by the shadows as though they were
never here. Except for one. Kitty. The girl I am always looking out for.
I watch Kitty as she sways along the beach, stepping over a bucket and
spade. As she kneels to adjust her sandal strap, she reaches into a discarded
bag and palms a purse.
My knees crack as I rise to follow her. I track Kitty across the sand,
watching her stop, scratch her leg, and fix her sandal again. She grabs
something off a towel and straightens a flag on a sandcastle. My bare feet
mirror her prints on the damp sand.
Kitty reaches the foot of the steps leading from the beach onto the main
road.
“Stop,” a voice shouts.
Kitty does not stop; nor does she turn around. She glides up the stairs
with the poise of a girl who works at one of the local pleasure clubs. Her
back is straight, her breasts thrust forward. All that is missing is a tray of
drinks balanced on her hand.
“Hey, I said stop.” The voice is too loud and too close.
My stomach leaps into my mouth and I swallow bile. Keep walking,
Kitty. Don’t look back.
But Kitty stops. She turns around, freezing as she recognises the uniform.
Green and yellow. A Locust. I read her face, open to me like the expanse of

beach sand. I must act now, before it is too late.
As the Locust races towards her, I scream and fall down, lie on my back.
I whip my head from side to side, roll my eyes, simulate spasms wracking
my chest. I whimper, like a child who has had her fingers slammed in a
door.
The Locust turns around, sprints away from the steps towards me. I tense
my body in preparation for a boot in my ribs. This is the Locusts’ favourite
way of dealing with children who cause trouble. Instead, though, he kneels
down on the sand and eases his hand under my neck. I try not to flinch.
I peep at him from under my sunglasses. His face is covered by a sun
shield. But he must be a young one, new to his trade. For sure he will soon
learn the mean tricks of the Locusts.
“Just calm down. You’re going to be all right.” The Locust soothes me
with gentle hands until I stop whimpering. Perhaps he is someone’s brother,
grown in the habit of comforting a younger sister.
A shadow blocks the sun on my face as a man leans over us. “Take your
hands off my daughter. She hasn’t done anything.”
The Locust turns to him. “She was having a fit. I was just trying to help .
. .” His protest trails away as he looks towards the stairs. But Kitty is gone.
She is safe; I can breathe again.
I wriggle away from the Locust’s gloves and pull myself up. I smile at
him. Thank you for caring, my smile says. I force it onto my face like I
would squeeze pus from a boil. Smiling at Locusts is one of my strengths
from years of practice.
I look up at the man glaring down on us. He is the one whose windmill
arms had warned about the monster. But he is not my father. He is my
handler.

I allow Handler Xavier to take me in his arms, and I rest my chin on his
shoulder. I bleed a tear through lids that have become cracked by the sun.
“Father, father,” I say. The unfamiliar words sting my lips. I cling to him
as I have learnt a daughter should.
“You can leave her with me,” Handler Xavier says. “She’s soft in the
head.”
The Locust smacks the sand off his gloves and walks away, rubbing his
jaw.
I relax and tell my heart to stop galloping. It’s fine. You won’t get caught.
Not today.
But the Locust stops, looks back, and touches the handset on his belt. I
hear the beep-beep as he presses the button.
My spine tingles.
The Locust straightens the handset and watches us. I shut my eyes tight.
If I cannot see him, he will not be there. And when I open my eyes again,
he is walking away across the sand. Slowly.
Handler Xavier pats my back, his expression tender. But it slides off his
face as soon as the Locust is gone. My handler is a man of many faces. The
face he made screaming in the water was that of a terrified man warning
swimmers he had seen a flesh-eating monster and they should get out of the
sea. Fast.
The face Handler Xavier shows me after the Locust has left us is of a
man alert to danger of a different sort. “The Locust saw something. He’s
tracked your number on his handset and he’s going to report it. Stay low
and get home fast.” The handler drops me on the sand and strides towards
the shoreline.
He jogs along the beach. His elbows slice the air and his fists punch the
sky. Now he is a jogger, taking his exercise by the seaside. He runs on the

spot, throws himself onto the sand, does a set of push-ups.
He glances in the direction of a group of Locusts patrolling the beach. As
soon as they have passed, he quits exercising and strolls towards the steps.
Whistling.
I crouch on the beach, watching swimmers go back into the water as the
beach wardens give the all-clear signal. The children settle onto the sand
and rebuild their sandcastles. The sun-worshippers ease back onto their
towels. They smear their skin with sunblocker and hide behind sunglasses.
The danger of the monster is past.
Umbrella shadows lengthen, and we do not have much longer to enjoy
the beach. When the curfew siren shrieks, many of us must return to the
ghetto.
I watch the Necromunda, the sea scavengers on their bobbing seacraft,
diving far beyond the surf line. The Scavvies’ bodies are black from the
sun, their skin leathered by sea salt. Soon their shift will be over and they
will return to shore and offload the spoils from the underwater city.
The loot is stored in Mangerian warehouses, where it is sorted and then
sold to the Posh – the only ones with enough credits to buy relics from the
time before the seas rose up and swallowed the world.
I wait until the beach has settled back into its rhythm, then force my feet
to dawdle up the stairs onto the main street. At some point, people will
search their bags for their things and find them missing. But I will not be
there to see it.
The Posh wander past me in the main street. Perfume fails to mask their
sweat smell. It curdles my stomach. There is nothing more disgusting than
the smell of the Posh.
They play racquet and ball on the sidewalks. They call out to each other
in high voices, each syllable an ice chip. Their slanted eyes, shuttered

behind dark glasses do not see me.
I am a girl of many masks. The one I wore for the Locust was a girl in
distress. The face I wear as I kill time on the pavements is the face of a
nobody. I become invisible to the somebodies.
The ball hits me on the side of my face. A Posh kid laughs. “Nice shot.”
The ball rolls into the street. “Hey, you there. Go fetch. Fetch our ball,” he
shouts, waving his racquet at me.
I fetch it.
I wander up and down the promenade, roasting the soles of my feet on
the concrete. I wipe sweat and seeping fluid from my blistered face.
The siren screams. Back to the ghetto. I check the sun. It hangs low in the
sky. Clouds like clots of blood lie over the taxi rank. I hustle for a ride,
along with everyone else on their way home. Too many people, too slow.
As a taxi rolls away, I jump on and squeeze myself inside. Sun-scorched
flesh traps me in my seat.
Market Nags laugh and slap their hands on their knees as they recall how
lucky they were to escape the monster.
“I felt it as I ran out of the water. Did you see the way it chased that child
onto the beach?”
“It nearly ate me, but I got away.”
I make my ears go deaf to their nonsense. The taxi Pulaks, harnessed in
pairs, strain as they haul the carriage. One stumbles, and his partner takes
his elbow to steady him. The taxi warden up front flicks his whip over the
Pulak’s back. “Move faster, you useless sack of bones,” he shouts.
My face, squashed against the moist arm of a Market Nag grows numb.
Sleep whispers to me. But I must stay alert. The wound on my spine warns
me. I claw at my back and the pain jolts me awake. Rule Number Four:

never shut your eyes until you are home safe. If I obey Handler Xavier’s
rules of the game, I will not get caught.
The Pulaks drag us through the gates and over the bridge that spans the
river separating the ghetto from Mangeria City. Water the colour of vomit
and thick with debris spills from the sewers.
The taxi empties at the entrance to our ghetto. Slum City we call it – its
official name rejected and long forgotten. My spine tingles. I check to see if
anyone is following me. Check again. I am safe. I fix my eyes to the ground
and trudge past the Locusts manning the booms.
“Where’s your pass?” a Locust says. I stop. He reaches past me and grabs
a man trying to slip under the boom. “We’re on curfew. You can’t leave the
ghetto without a pass.”
“I’ll be really quick,” the man says. The Locust silences him with a
gloved fist and turns him back.
I stop outside a block of flats in Section O. Home. High-rises shedding
their paint. Washing on balconies, people calling out across narrow
passages between the buildings. I do not look at them or listen to their
gossip. I pretend I am not there. They neither see me nor call out to me.
My feet fight with broken toys and rubbish cluttering the stairwell as I
take the stairs to the fourth floor. The stench of unwashed children assails
me. As I climb, I follow the fungus trail on the walls that is fed by leaking
pipes. I wipe my hands down my shorts when I reach my floor. I hear him
whistling outside my room.
Handler Xavier is pacing the corridor. “What took you so long?
Where’ve you been, Ettie?”
“I came home at final curfew.” I bow my head under his gaze and enter
my room.

A girl looks up at me from the mattress on the floor. Kitty Seven, my
roommate and partner in the game. Her eyes are red from crying while I
have been barbecuing my feet on the streets.
Unlike me, Kitty does not wear masks. Everything she thinks is written
on her face. And as much as I have tried to teach her to lock down her heart
and muffle her thoughts, nothing helps. She cannot learn the way of masks.
Even when Kitty is sad or scared, like now, she is always beautiful. Yet it
is a mystery. Her nose is too flat, her cheeks are too plump, her eyebrows
too thick. It is as though all the pieces have collaborated to make her lovely.
When I look at her, I feel that I must be lovely too. That it is something I
might catch, like sun sickness. But beauty is not something I have ever been
accused of.
I toss my sunglasses on the table by the mattress and step over the pile of
stuff on the floor: sunglasses, a stack of credits, some jewellery,
sunblockers. I empty my bag and add to the pile.
“Is that all? It’s a sad haul for such a long day.” Handler Xavier sweeps
his eyes across my face.
I promise with my hand on my heart and hope to starve to death. My
mask hides my deceit.
Handler Xavier spends his words like a scrooge. His curt ways make
people think he is stupid. But I know what he is. He is a sponge. Always
listening, watching, absorbing the words and actions of those in his
presence. I have to be careful around him.
“You were careless today, Kitty. That Locust saw something suspicious.
If it hadn’t been for Ettie over here acting as a distraction, he’d have bust
you.” Handler Xavier squeezes my arm. Hard, on my blisters. I do not want
his approval, but I must not shrug him off. He must never have reason to
doubt me. “Good thing that Locust didn’t report your number, Ettie.”

Kitty cowers on the mattress. “I’m sorry. I made a mistake. I’m sorry. I’ll
try harder next time.”
I dismiss her sorries. “She won’t learn. I’m sick of her.” I set my face in
stone, avoiding her swollen eyes. “She flies too close to the sun and I
always have to risk the burn for her when she messes up. I won’t pay the
price for her stupid mistakes any more.”
I know it is not going to work, but I try anyway. I want the handler to
take Kitty off the game. To let me work alone so that she will be safe. One
day I will not be there to protect her.
The handler shakes his head. “She’ll play the game with you until you’re
done. She may be slow, but she’s pretty. There’ll be days when we’ll need
the men to be looking her way.”
Handler Xavier pockets the credits and waves his hand over the stuff on
the floor. Yes, he’s counted it. “One of you take this to Cowboy at the
market. I’ve got to check on the others. Let’s hope they did better than you
two rubbishes today.”
When he is gone, I go to a corner of the room and lift a paver from the
floor. I reach inside the hole where we two keep our secrets. Safe from the
handler. Always looking to catch us out.
Among our special things that I had left behind this morning – Kitty’s
ribbons, Kitty’s lip paint, Kitty’s hair clips – were two mangoes. One of
these apparently exists in the past tense.
“Where’s the other mango? I know I had two this morning,” I say.
Kitty lowers her eyes.
“You’re a greedy-guts, Kitty. Those were mine.” But I am glad. I do not
want her getting sick.
I toss her the last mango and she catches it with her left hand. Bracelets
jangle, sliding from her wrist to her elbow, concealing the scar that reminds

me how much I owe her.
She tears the plastic off the mango with her teeth. I watch her eat, the
juice running down the sides of her mouth. I cannot mask the complaint that
comes from my stomach. She opens the doors to the balcony, sucks at the
mango as she watches the people below.
I slip the book from under my shirt. It has hidden against my stomach
most of the day. My skin has been branded with a red rectangle.
I open the book, and yellow paper crackles under my fingers. I had
snatched it off the beach towel of a Posh who was body-surfing. My mouth
fills with saliva at the thought of reading it.
Books like this are hard to come by. They are worth at least a hundred
credits. If the handler catches me with it he will make me pay in bruises.
And if Kitty saw it she would steal it, to buy stuff to make herself more
beautiful.
I remove the false bottom in the hole that holds our special things, and
put the book away. My secret library. Safe from Kitty’s fingers. From the
handler’s eyes.
There are people who say that a secret is something only one person can
know. As soon as you tell someone else it will spread around Slum City like
an infestation of flies, becoming everyone’s business.
They are right. I have carried my secret around with me since I was nine
years old. I have not told anyone about my library, and it has stayed mine. I
replace the paver and pack the stuff on the floor into my bag.
“I’ll go to Cowboy,” Kitty says, turning from the balcony. “I’ll be careful,
Ettie. I promise I won’t get caught.”
Not a chance. My Kitty is shedding lives like sunburnt skin. This little
piggy is not going to market. She must stay safe at home. “You act stupid. I
can’t trust you.”

Kitty gnaws at the mango, the stringy flesh catching in her teeth. “Watch
out, Ettie. Don’t let the Locusts get you.” She worries her teeth with a nail.
Fear prickles on my skin, coating me in an armour of cold sweat.

2

Cowboy

I spot Cowboy at the east side of the market next to the taxi rank. Today he
has hidden himself between stalls selling shoes and umbrellas. Tomorrow
he will be in a different place. If he does not keep moving, the Locusts will
catch him for fencing, and send him to Savage City.
It will serve him right. He is the worst kind of crook. He tries to steal
from thieves like me. People like him go to Savage City if they get careless.
And prisoners never escape. They serve their sentences or die, the sun
sucking them up like blood spilt on hot sand.
That is where my parents were sent, and they did not last long before the
sun sickness took them. So the orphan warden told me.
I was three days old when I was sent from the birthing station to live with
the orphan warden in Section O. All the rubbish kids in Slum City stay
there. There are lots of us, packed like lice eggs into blocks of flats
stretching from Section O to the edge of the slum.
The orphan warden’s deputy is Handler Xavier. They are as thick as
thieves. Which is what they are. They also share the same blood, the mother
and son. And our sweat, earning credits for them in the game.

At the beginning of each month, the orphan warden gives us Bigs our
living allowance. When it runs out we play the game with Handler Xavier
so we can eat. At the end of the month we get our share of the spoils. A
small number of credits that trickle back from Cowboy. Just enough to keep
us working.
We are the lucky ones. The ones who are quick to learn the tricks of the
game. Those who are not chosen by Handler Xavier must scavenge for food
in garbage bins at the end of market day.
Cowboy is the last link in our game’s chain. I check around the market
for Locusts. It is all clear. When I am sure, I wander over and hand Cowboy
the bag of stuff that Kitty and I nicked off the beach.
Cowboy spits on the jewellery. He scratches it and weighs it in his hands.
He counts the sunglasses and sunblockers before dropping them into a bin
under the table. I watch him as he counts – I want what is mine at the end of
the month, just like everyone else.
Handler Xavier says if we do not watch Cowboy he will cheat us quicker
than you can say, “Cowboy, you filthy thief,” which is something I often
think but never say.
Corks dangling from the brim of Cowboy’s hat dance and bob, keeping
the flies off his face. I slap one from my lip. They are the size of my fist and
bite sore. One day when Cowboy is not looking I am going to make that hat
mine. Until then, the flies get me.
“Twelve items of jewellery, seventeen sunglasses, and fifteen
sunblockers,” Cowboy says.
“Eighteen sunglasses. The handler counted.” I did too. He is not going to
rob me today.
Cowboy’s mouth twists. He knows I watch him. “One pair was broken.
I’m not counting it.” The tip of his tongue flickers over his lips. “Is this

everything?” He lowers his sunglasses and peers at me from under his hat.
His eyes are big. Like mine. Like my mouth. Always at odds. Forever
arguing as to which should claim the largest share of my face.
“Handler Xavier will be along later with the stuff from the others,” I say.
He grunts. “Another brand of sunblocker is on the market today. Double
strength. There’s a glut of the old stuff now. Tomorrow I won’t want it.”
New sunblockers crowd the market, each stronger than the next. But the
sun still manages to penetrate the cream, eating away at my skin.
Cowboy looks over my shoulder and jerks his chin in warning. I glance
behind me and catch a flash of green and yellow. When I turn around again,
all that is left of Cowboy is the flies, dazed from dodging corks. I slip away
from the table, my shoulders hunched against the patrolling uniforms.
The stalls are selling the usual goods. Everything plastic. Plastic sandals,
plastic umbrellas, plastic sunglasses and plastic tubes of sunblocker, five for
the price of one. But the sun is shutting its eyes on the day, and food stalls
are thin on the ground.
Before sunrise tomorrow, the market wardens will leave Slum City and
buy whatever is available from the warehouses at The Laboratory.
Sometimes the warehouses are empty, and Slum City dwellers roast flies
to stay alive. Not me. I do not eat flies. They eat me. And if I do not treat
the bites they make me sick.
The food queue snakes past a stall selling plastic flowers. I butt in, close
to the front.
“Hey, what you doing? You can’t squeeze in,” a man says.
I roll my eyes and drool as though I am afflicted with sun sickness.
“Dead-brain,” he says and leaves me alone.
The woman in front of me clutches her shopping bag to her chest, like I
am not to be trusted. She is right. If I was standing in front of me in a queue

I would also hold on tight to my stuff. I bump against her, and as I do so I
lift a shiny clip from her hair. It is the kind of thing Kitty would like.
Blood drips from the woman’s bag onto my foot. It is animal flesh, but I
do not know what kind. I have never tasted meat. It is expensive, and in any
case, Handler Xavier says if I eat meat I will get sick or go mad. You cannot
trust the meat that comes from The Laboratory.
By the time the queue has taken me to the front there is not much choice,
the slabs of banana tell me. The pulp under the plastic wrappers is mottled
black and yellow. Eeny meeny miny moe.
The queue pushes behind me. Hurry up, we also want some.
The Market Nag clicks her tongue. “Come on, girlie. Are you buying or
not?” She flaps her hands above the bananas and a glut of flies mosey on
over to the next pile.
“I want water. And don’t you have mango?” I cannot take banana home
to Kitty tonight. She will scream my ears deaf. Last month it was the only
fruit I could get and she swore her sweat turned yellow.
The Market Nag taps her nose. “Mango is eight times the price of
banana.”
Sometimes the Market Nags hold back on the food so that they can push
the prices up a few days later. That is Slum City for you, everyone out to
make a credit off the back of someone else. If the market wardens catch her
jigging the prices they will set the Locusts on her. But it is a risk all the
Nags take.
She hands me two bottles of water, and reaches under the table. She pulls
out three balls of fibrous mess, seeping from their plastic wrappers. They
are overripe, but they are still mango. I hide two in my bag. She takes my
credit, bites it to check it is not plastic, and gives me some change.

I suck on the water bottle and unwrap a mango as I wander through the
market, peeling the plastic off the flesh and flicking it on the ground. Before
the plastic touches the earth the flies are on it. They are greedy that way.
Like Kitty.
The flies follow me, sucking on my hair and trying to nestle in my neck.
People who know things say that in the olden days flies used to be smaller.
They were one of millions of species of insect, some of which were
beautiful and useful. I know this is true because I have seen pictures in a
book. The loveliest were called butterflies. But now there are only fleas and
cockroaches. And flies that drive me crazy with their bites.
As I draw near to the section where the Muti Nags sell their magic, a bird
screams, “Ettie, Ettie, you slimy Spaghetti. Looking for magic to save you
from Savage City?”
I do not know how she does it, but she senses me coming every time. I
am extra polite when I speak to her, which is silly because she is just a bird
and could not possibly understand. But she scares the skin off me.
“Good evening, Mistress Hadeda, I hope the day has treated you well?”
No I don’t. I hope the flies have eaten chunks from the back of your neck
where you can’t get at them.
The bird spears a fly with her beak and crunches it with her razor teeth.
She stares at me with blind eyes. Slimy white globes. The Muti Nags take
the birds’ eyes out the day they hatch to sharpen their telling sense. They
should have sewn her beak closed while they were at it. That would teach
her to call me names.
“I’ve come to see Witch. She’s expecting me,” I say.
The bird burps, and a trickle of black fluid escapes from her beak. She
hops away from the entrance of the building and allows me to pass. I climb
the stairs down to the cellar.

Witch glances up and moves a tile on the scrabble board with a sevenfingered hand.
“Don’t touch the board unless it’s your turn,” a man squatting opposite
her says. He places the tile back on its square.
I have never met the man, but I know of him. They call him Nelson. I do
not know his trade, but wherever he goes, people gather around him. I
expect he sells things that people want. He has a half-way-out-the-door
face. Looking for the next thing in case it gets away. Kitty would say
Nelson is good looking for an old guy, despite his sun-ruined skin. She is
forever checking out the men. It is what she is being trained for.
Witch laughs and spreads all fourteen fingers over the board. Taunting
him. I glance at her feet, but they are hidden in plastic sandals. One day I
will get to count her toes.
They are playing Extinct Species. The board is covered with tiles making
up names like zebra, buffalo and rhinoceros. Some of these animals were
not always extinct. Many survived the conflagration and were kept in the
zoo at Mangeria City. But this was long before I was born.
The zoo is now a sprawl of empty cages trapping sand and litter. There
was a problem at The Laboratory and food grew scarce. The flies got eaten
and still people were hungry. Some people got very hungry, so they broke
into the zoo and ate pretty much everything. No more zoo.
It is a pity. I would have liked to have seen what beef on the hoof looked
like. The pictures of cows show them having four legs. And eyes like mine.
What is left of them are packets of grey-brown flesh that come from The
Laboratory, smelling like open wounds.
Nelson’s eyes rest on me a moment, and then he places four tiles on the
board. “Horse. Double word score.” His voice is rough, as though strained
though a bucketful of rusty nails.

I kneel down next to him. His bare arm brushes my skin and I edge away.
I do not like touching. My eyes scan the board and my breath quickens. I
remove his tiles, placing them next to rhinoceros. “You could also get the
triple-letter along with a double-word score,” I blurt. Reading is not
something that kids like me are supposed to be able to do.
Nelson slaps my hand and rearranges the tiles. “If I do that, she’ll get
kangaroo and finish me off.”
Witch glances at the tiles behind her fingers. “Not fair, Nelson. How did
you know I had letters for kangaroo?” They laugh together, two cheats that
they are.
Witch reaches into a cupboard behind her. “Tell the orphan warden to
take two spoons a day. It’ll soothe her bones.” She hands me a bottle. “I’ll
see you next month when it’s finished.”
I leave them and stand at the top of the cellar stairs and listen. I like to do
this. To listen to people when they do not know I am there. You never know
what you will learn that may earn you a credit.
“She can read. That’s unusual,” Nelson says.
“Yes, it’s not usual. But in every other respect, she’s the most ordinary of
girls.”
“Could she be the one?”
“Of course not. She’s a rubbish from Section O. One of Xavier’s gamebabies who does exactly as she’s told,” Witch says. “There was a time when
I saw a spark in her. But now there’s not a Savage gene left in her body.”
“Are you sure the tellers have it correct?”
“The birds have spoken about a girl,” Witch says. “Xavier is convinced
he knows the one they cry out about. But I think he’s dreaming.” The
scrabble pieces rattle as they are swept off the board.

As I lean forward to hear better, pain hits me on the back of my neck. Not
a fly, but a beak. I turn and find the bird’s gooey eyes on me.
“Ettie Spaghetti. Your ears will burn in Savage City.”
I swat the bird away and run outside into the light.
I visit the orphan warden’s office on the ground floor. Most of this floor and
the two above overflow with cots. And kids with noses that run like sewers.
The warden avoids the cots the way I keep shy of Locusts. She gets the
older kids to look after the Smalls during the day. When kids turn five they
must look after themselves, so they move to the floors above with the Bigs.
Kids like Kitty and me.
At the end of the day, we have to clock in with the orphan warden and
report that all is well, whether this is true or not. She does not worry too
much about us as long as she gets her carer credits from the Mangerian
Welfare Department.
She is slumped over the table, snoring. Babies’ cries fill the air. The noise
does not seem to bother the warden. So I try not to let it bother me. I tap her
on the head and she jerks awake, grabbing the bottle of bug juice in front of
her.
“Don’t worry, I don’t want any. I’ve got water.” I have drunk bug juice
before, when water was scarce. After I had vomited my guts out, it made
me sleep. It is made from fruit that the Market Nags have not managed to
offload during trading hours. The rotting fruit attracts flies, which sink to
the bottom where their juices add to the flavour. It is sold outside the
pleasure clubs, huge stinking drums of the stuff.
“Ettie,” the orphan warden says, a smile splitting flesh made blotchy by
years of bug juice.

“Yes, it’s me. I’ve brought you some medicine from Witch.” Both of us
know it is not for her sore bones. It is to keep the Smalls quiet at night. A
couple of drops before bedtime and they sleep like the dead until the Bigs
resume the morning shift.
“Were you a good girl today?”
“I was at school learning my drudge trade,” I say.
“And Kitty?”
I tell her Kitty also attended the class that would equip her to become a
pleasure worker. “She’s upstairs sleeping, but we’re both present and
correct and have eaten and are clean.”
“You’re a good girl, Ettie.”
Yes, I am. But of course I am not. She knows I have been gaming with
the handler. But this is another thing we pretend. I leave her with her bug
juice.
The cots in the adjacent rooms scream for me. I suck in my breath against
the smell and do what I have done for ever. I cannot help myself, cannot
ignore it all. But one day I will quit this dumb habit. I walk between the
cots and pat a twitching blanket and cover a small foot. Hush, go to sleep.
Things will be better in the morning, I promise. But when the sun rises they
will know me for a liar.
I turn down the wicks on the lamps. The cots will not burn on my watch.
I remove a plastic toy from a sleeping fist. She can have it back tomorrow.
There will be no chokers tonight.
A low whistle at the door warns me I am no longer alone. “What do you
think you’re doing?” Handler Xavier’s eyes bite my hand. “Stealing toys
from babies, Ettie? I see I’ve trained you too well.”
I silence my protest with a sly smile and pocket the toy. He must think
what he likes. I leave him in the nursery with his contempt.

I climb the stairs, but Kitty is not there when I open the door to our room.
I rage. I panic. And crack my knuckles from thumb to pinkie. When my
middle finger refuses to snap, I start again. Five cracks. That should keep
her safe.
As the sky darkens, balls of light flicker on in the streets, dispensing the
heat caught from the sun. The light from the pavement fills my room.
I lock the door and take a book from my library and reach for my other
secret. The tube of cream I hide under my books. The death mask on the
tube has been squeezed flat.
I lift my shirt. The fabric is stuck to the lesion on my back. I detach it
with care. I must not disturb the fresh scab. I squeeze the last of the cream
onto a piece of cloth and apply it to the base of my spine. It eats into my
skin. I ignore the pain and rub it into the wound. In a few days I will hit
bone.
I stretch out on the mattress and read my book. It is about a boy called
Peter Pan who loves stories and never wants to grow up. He has a fairy
called Tinker Bell who is as small as a flea. Many of which have taken
occupation of my mattress and are dining on my blisters.
I finish the book and try to fall asleep. I chant: “I believe in fairies.” Over
and over. But I do not believe in them. I do not believe in anything.
The sun has begun to warm the room when Kitty wakes me. She rolls me
over and curls into a ball, pulling a pillow over her head. I move closer to
her but she shifts away.
There was a time when Kitty could not hold me close enough. My skin
has grown cold since then. As Kitty snores, I hold onto a lock of hair that
has escaped from under the pillow. And cover her with a sheet.

Witch’s bird circles above my Section O flat. I try to sleep, but the
creature screams her warning, “Ettie Spaghetti is going to Savage City. Ettie
Spaghetti is going to fry in Savage City.”
The sore on my spine chafes against my shirt. I run my fingers over the
pain. I can no longer feel the raised numbers etched onto my skin. The
cream is working its magic. It must be.
I want to shout at the bird that she is wrong. I am not going to Savage
City. When my time comes to run, the Locusts will not be able to track me.

3

Drudge School

Kitty scowls at the morning with bloodshot eyes. She stinks of bug juice.
The smell is a dead giveaway: she broke curfew last night and crossed
the river without a pass to the pleasure clubs in Mangeria City. This is
where she goes. I know, because I have followed her.
“If the Locusts catch you, you’ll be in for it. Or if Handler Xavier finds
out he’ll give you a fat lip,” I say, glaring at her. “He says we must never do
things to draw the Locusts’ attention to us.”
I hand her a piece of soap.
She lathers her skin and splashes herself with the water ration I had
fetched from the outside tap. Rub-a-dub-dub. She likes to scrub her nights
away. She soaps her left arm, underneath the bangles, rubbing the scar there
pink and shiny.
“Oh, shut up and stop nagging,” Kitty says. “I can always dodge the
Locusts at the booms, and there’s more than one way of crossing the river.”
She snaps her fingers at me and I toss her a towel.
I am as familiar as Kitty is with the ways into Mangeria City after
curfew. I have tracked her to the banks of the river after the sun has gone
down. There, a hundred metres from the bridge, hidden among the dunes,

groups of Scavvies wait with their seacraft. For just one credit, they take us
across the river. But they do not promise to bring us back.
The Locusts patrol the river banks, and when they catch the Scavvies
they beat them up and threaten to lock them away in Savage City. But
mostly the Scavvies pay a bribe and go on their way.
“They’ll put you away in Section AR. You’re not old enough to go to the
clubs,” I say. Section AR is the place for attitude readjustment, for kids with
problems. There, they get sorted. And when they come out, they do not
have any attitude at all.
Kitty holds her head in her hands. “Buzz off, Ettie. You make me sick.
Just get off my back and mind your own business.”
When Kitty says things like this it makes my chest sore. But I must be
hard on her. If I am not around to watch out for her she could get hurt.
I pass her a pair of shorts. Kitty and I are the same height, but she
struggles to fasten the button around her belly. And her shirt strains over her
chest, where mine sags.
She grabs the water from the table by the mattress and downs it, wiping
her mouth with the back of her hand. She squeezes one of the mango balls.
“It’s too squishy. Couldn’t you have done better?” But Little Miss Muffet
eats it anyway.
Kitty talks with her mouth full. Greedy for the next bite. “I’ll graduate in
a few months. Then I’ll be legal and can hang out there all the time when
I’m working.” She spits a piece of plastic on the floor. So there.
I do not know what it is with Kitty and the pleasure clubs. Yes, I do,
actually. It is the Posh and their credits. Especially the men. They are
attracted to Kitty like the filth that is drawn to the banks of the river.
Always looking at her. Stroking her. Calling her “pretty Kitty”. She likes
this. I wish she did not. But it is what she has learnt at school.

Kitty guzzles the other mango ball while I cover my body with
sunblocker. Protecting her skin is not something Kitty has to worry about
too much. Her skin is the colour of roasted corn. She does not burn like me.
I have Posh skin. Pus-coloured flesh.
There is a familiar whistle outside the door, and I let Handler Xavier in.
He has plans for us today. I hope it is not more beach. My skin is raw from
yesterday. Sometimes, if I hope for something hard enough, it happens. And
other times I hope, but there’s nothing. It gets a bit tricky so I wear my
don’t-care mask and wait for Handler Xavier to call the shots.
“We need to stay off the beaches for a couple of days. The monster scam
worked lovely yesterday, but we can’t do it again soon,” he says.
One day people will get wise to it. They will realise that nothing lives in
the sea. That the only monsters are the ones in our minds, growing fat on
stories told by the Mangerians. Stories to keep us in the ghetto, away from
the cities across the seas that survived the big drowning after the
conflagration.
“Use this.” Handler Xavier hands me a tube of sunblocker. “The old stuff
won’t protect you.”
It is not like he cares when I burn. But if people do not see my eyes he
says I can pass for a Posh, and that could be useful in the game.
I smear the sunblocker on my face and arms. It smells of plastic.
Everything smells of plastic in Slum City. When I breathe, I smell plastic.
When I eat, I taste plastic. And when I sweat, my skin is coated with
abnormally shiny beads.
“So, if it’s not the beach, what’s it going to be?” I am hoping it is the
parade. Then, after gaming I can give the handler the slip and go to the Tree
Museum. Let it be the parade. I hope so. No, I do not.

I love trees the way Kitty loves mangoes. There is a forest that survived
the burnings, it is at the museum in Mangeria City. I used to save my credits
and visit the museum and stroll among the trees, looking for the magic
faraway tree. I had read about this tree when I was a lot younger. I did not
know if it was still alive or if it had been chopped down in the olden days to
boil someone a pot of soup. If it survived, though, I would recognise it.
I would find that tree and it would take me up the ladder to the place
where Moonface and the Saucepan Man lived. I would disappear into the
Land of Treats with Jo, Fanny and Bessie, and eat exploding toffees.
Lots of credits later, I still had not found the tree. When I stopped being a
dead-brain, I realised that the magic faraway tree never was. Just a bunch of
hocus in a book.
“We’re going to work the parade today,” Handler Xavier says.
Bingo!
“Kitty and I will handle the parade with a couple of the others, while you
do school, Ettie.”
See, I said bingo too soon. It is my own fault for wanting it too badly.
Handler Xavier searches my features. I give him my yippee-I’m-going-toschool face, even though school is hideous, right up there with flies and
plastic. And even though I do not like Kitty gaming without me.
“But Kitty hasn’t done school for days now. They’re going to notice and
ask questions.” I shake my head like this bothers me, as if I care about
people sticking their noses too close to the game.
“I cleared it with the scholar warden last night. I told him Kitty’s down
with sun sickness.” Handler Xavier sucks in my concerned face. “But it’s
good that you’re being careful, Ettie. You’re sweet. A real team-player.”
As sweet as the plastic taste of sunblocker on my fingers.

Kitty wipes a wand over her eyelashes. She smoothes her hair and fixes it
with the clip she has forgotten to thank me for. She gives the sliver of
mirror a smile. One of the smiles she has learnt at school. It is a pretty trick
that makes men look at her. It makes me want to smack her face. No, I do
not. Of course, I never could.
The handler peers out the window. “It’s going to be a hot one today.”
Black clouds are massing on the horizon. But they do not signal rain. It
only rains before the middle months. These clouds tell me a floater is
coming. Burning slicks of oil from the olden days, which still haunt the
seas.
Sometimes the wind drives the floaters back out to sea, but on calm days
they stay close to shore, brooding, until the Scavvies brave the fires and
drag them away. When the slicks lurk on the shoreline, the sky is dark for
days, and you cannot tell if it is day or night. Except when the sun’s face
burns a hole through the smoke.
I grab the nose shields from our box of possessions and give one to Kitty.
It will not block the taste or allow us to breathe better. But it helps filter the
poison and stops your nose clogging up.
I leave them both and fly off to school. I take the second star to the right,
straight on till morning. I am on my way to Neverland with Wendy and
Michael and John. Far below me, the taxis, packed with traders, cross the
river to Mangeria City. I swoop over the taxi Pulaks, flying high to dodge
the arrows of the Lost Boys. Higher than the trees in the museum. As high
as the magic faraway tree, where Dame Washalot hangs out her huge
panties before tossing the dirty water.
Dodge those arrows, Wendy. Dodge that soapy water, Jo, Fanny and
Bessie. “Watch where you’re going,” a Pulak shouts. I step off the road and

into a gutter full of muck. I clasp the shield over my nose and keep my eyes
on the road as I trudge to school.
Children loiter outside the education centre and wait for the scholar
warden and the teachers to arrive. I edge away from a group of girls leaping
in and out of squares on the concrete. Standing outside the circle, I make
myself invisible. The fewer people who see you, the less trouble they can
cause for you.
“It’s Ettie Spaghetti,” a girl says. The other girls stop jumping and crowd
around me, chanting. Their pinches tell me how much they like me.
I know why they do not like me. It is because I keep to myself. It is safer
that way. Apart from Kitty, friends are not something I do. This is one of
my rules. Not one of the set that Handler Xavier made me learn from day
one in the game. It is a rule I have made for myself.
I figure there is only one person you can trust in the world: you. Someone
has to be looking out for me one hundred percent. And I am the only one I
trust to do this. If I do not survive, there will not be anyone around to look
out for Kitty. And she is not strong enough to look after herself.
“Ettie Spaghetti,” the girls scream. They dance around and make cow
eyes at me.
Tick-tick-tick. I wait for Captain Hook’s crocodile to come and chew off
their hands. Instead, the scholar warden arrives with the teachers.
“Silence.” The warden whacks his cane on the ground and the noise dies.
“Get to your lessons. Now.”
We disperse into our classrooms, according to our trades. The room for
drudges like me is the largest in the education centre. We shuffle behind our
desks, and I pick the peeling skin off my knees as we wait for the teacher to
arrive. She will spend the day teaching us how to look after the homes and
children of the Posh. This is going to be my trade when I turn fifteen.

We are all assigned a trade at birth. Our trade numbers are spewed out by
The Machine and branded on the back of our spines. You can scrub as much
as you like and it never comes off. I know, because I have tried.
My trade is right down there in the gutter, with the Drainers who clean
the streets. I should have grown used to it by now, I have known about my
fate for nearly ten years. Ever since the day Kitty and I turned five, when
the orphan warden packed us off for our first day at school.
We arrived together, but got separated after the scholar warden examined
the marks on our backs.
Was it random? Or did The Machine somehow know Kitty would be
beautiful and that I would have large hands rough enough to mop up dirt?
The people who know things in Slum City could never give me the answer
to this.
“You were born to serve as drudges. You will work for the Posh until you
are of no further use,” the drudge teacher told us. “This is the trade that has
been chosen for you.”
Everyone clapped and cheered. Not me. I held my claps in my fists and
my tongue behind my teeth.
The drudge teacher is as old as my trees in the museum. She is retired
from her trade and has been tasked by the Mangerians to prepare the next
generation for their jobs. At the beginning of the day we are made to recite
the drudge pledge.
“Louder,” she instructs, scrutinising our faces to make sure we are
chanting the oath with pride: “I am proud to work in the homes of the Posh
and to raise their children and clean their homes.”
Hiding my fury, I spit out the words.
Every morning we learn skills that equip us to work in a Posh home.
Clean. Polish. Dust. In the middle of the day we are fed water boiled with

the discarded plastic that wraps the vegetables in the market. The drudge
teacher calls it soup. After eating, we practise what we have learnt. We
wash the plates and clean the kitchen and the classrooms. Wash. Scrub.
Sweep.
As I rinse the plates in the sink, the sounds of music and laughter from
the pleasure workers’ classroom taunt me. There, the boys and girls learn
how to serve drinks. How to dance and smile and amuse the Posh in the
pleasure clubs. And how to treat themselves when they get sick.
In the yard outside, I hear the grunts of boys training to be taxi Pulaks.
They are kneeling in the yard, tugging at ropes. The students have to stay
there, in the sun, until one of them keels over.
“Pull together,” the Pulak teacher shouts at them.
Our afternoon classes are for child-rearing and serving etiquette. “When
a Posh baby is hungry, what must you do?” the drudge teacher asks,
pointing at a girl staring out of the window. The girl mumbles and the class
gulps fetid air.
“Go to the scholar warden. He’ll help you learn your lesson today,” the
teacher says.
When the girl returns, she ignores the chair behind her desk and chooses
to stand. The lesson she learnt from the scholar warden is written in red
marks on the backs of her legs.
“What must you do when a child cries?” demands the drudge teacher.
A boy at the front of the class raises his hand. “You must pick it up and
soothe it,” he recites.
And pinch it when no one is looking and pull its hair.
The teacher looks at the boy, stretches her lips. “Yes, oh yes. And how
must you serve the master of the house his soup?”
“You must make sure it is hot. But never too hot.”

And when he is not looking you must spit in the bowl.
The teacher glances at me. “Ettie, you’ve got something to add?”
I am one of her favourites. Teacher’s pet. I slap on my sincere and
respectful mask. It must never slip. The backs of my legs were taught one
lesson too many before I got smart and learnt that teachers’ pets don’t go to
the scholar warden for special tutoring.
“When you serve the master of the house his soup you must not look at
him but keep your eyes on the ground.”
And curse him under your breath.
The teacher claps her hands. The prints on her fingers and the lines on
her palms have been worn smooth from scrubbing Posh floors. “Excellent,
Ettie. I can see that you’re almost ready to serve in your trade.”
I smile at her. It makes my face hurt. Since learning of my future as a
drudge I have tried to change it. Scrubbing the mark at the base of my spine
with steel wool was the first thing I attempted. I was seven years old then. It
left open sores on my back. The flies feasted on my flesh for weeks. When
the skin healed, the numbers showed themselves again.
The next time, I applied some of the acid we drudges use to clean pots. It
burnt my skin away. But when the scabs fell off, the numbers reappeared.
There are stories told by people who know things, stories about people
who have tried to escape their trades by running away across the desert. But
thirst always drives them back to the city, where they are caught again.
They are tracked down by the Locusts who use the handsets linked to The
Machine. No one knows precisely how it all works, but one thing is for sure
– as long as those numbers are on our spines, there is nowhere to hide from
the Locusts.
The day drags on, with nappies and teething and the correct way to cure
indigestion (hold the brat upside down). My fellow trainees listen and suck

it all in. Not me. I will never be a drudge. My fingers feel for the wound on
my back. I have seen what the cream does to people’s skin. Another tube
should do the trick. I must get another one fast. It is my last chance to get
rid of my mark. The months will not stop their march towards my fifteenth
birthday.
As the teacher closes her lips around the last syllable – “Drudge class
dismissed” – I am out of the classroom and running.

4

Reader

I run as far as I can, without stopping to put on my nose shield. The hot
wind buffets me; sand coats my face; black gob fills my nostrils. I stop
when I can no longer breathe.
Locusts question me at the boom before I cross the bridge to Mangeria
City.
“I’m going to the pleasure quarter,” I say.
A Locust grabs my arm. “No, you must stay with me.” He pushes me
against the boom, his breath foul on my face. “I’ll show you pleasure like
you’ve never had before.”
I soften my slap on his glove with a giggle, and pull away. It is not yet
curfew. He has to let me pass. Locusts jeer as I race in the direction of the
clubs where the Posh drink and laugh themselves silly.
People from Slum City party here too. Handler Xavier and the market
wardens shake hands with the Posh, making deals that the Locusts turn
blind eyes to for a cut of the credits.
If Kitty was with me, she would have pointed out her favourite places in
the quarter. She likes to hang out here when she is not at school or playing

the game with Handler Xavier. The men chase her like rats after a piece of
meat in the sewers.
I am not headed for the clubs for a good time. My destination is the
beauty parlour, one of many that service the Posh wanting a make-over
before hitting the clubs. But I do not want my hair straightened or my face
stretched tight, pinned to my skull so that my eyes appear like slits. I would
rather have big eyes and Savage hair than look like a Posh.
Traders bustle me off the pavement and I walk in the street, avoiding the
Drainers who are elbow deep in waste from the gutters. I dodge sweating
Pulaks pulling fat Posh to shops where they buy the food people like me
cannot afford and are not meant to eat. I leap over potholes, and three
blocks on I reach the Beautiful Like Me Beauty Parlour.
The salon is choked with men and women shouting out like a gaggle of
Market Nags at the beginning of trading day. Trussed in chairs, they gaze at
mirrors, their faces dripping with treatments; hair sweltering under caps.
The air is plastic.
The ways of the Posh are a mystery to me. They roast themselves on the
beach to turn brown. And burn their skin with acid to get white again.
“I’ll be voting for the candidate from the sixth family. He looks
trustworthy, I think,” a woman says as she bakes inside a plastic body wrap.
She has Kitty’s honey-corn skin. Except for her face. The flesh has been
burned off, leaving a mask of scab. Underneath, pale skin will grow. Fit for
a Posh.
“Oh no, I like the candidate from the ninth family,” another says. She
picks away at the crust on her cheek. And stops. She must not risk scarring.
One of the topics of conversation being thrashed to death in the beauty
parlour today is the forthcoming Mangerian election.

It should interest me because I am taking part this year. I have to. It is
Mangerian law. Everybody who has turned fifteen and is legal, from Posh
to trader, has to participate in this event. Or non-event, people who know
things say. Behind their hands.
There are exceptions to this rule. Past traders who are too old to work.
And the Rejects, who cannot work because they are sick or damaged. They
do not have any use, so do not matter.
Voting in the election has been beaten into me during civic responsibility
class for the past ten years. I know it as well as the mark on my spine.
Every three years, we must choose the Guardians who run our lives.
The slate of candidates is decided by an elite group of Posh who call
themselves the Mangerians. They are post-conflagration families who
banded together and got things running again after the world blew up and
fell apart. The moon’s face was ripped in half, and ever since, she has been
winking at us with one eye; the other half of her face is scarred black. These
things happened in a time that people who know things remember.
The election candidates all come from the Mangerian families. They
know best how our lives should be run. It has been like this since year Dot
PC. We are grateful: if it were not for them, we would be running around
like Savages instead of living happy, useful lives, gainfully employed in a
trade. Yes, I know my civic responsibility lessons by heart.
Twenty candidates put their faces on the ballot; every Posh, every trader
has twenty votes. So even though maths and I are not close friends, I can at
least count my fingers and toes. It is no surprise who is elected to play
Guardian for a three-year period.
I escape the chattering uglies and edge past the row of reclining chairs. I
take off my sunglasses and scan the different creams on a tray. I see it – the
tube marked with a black skull, hiding under a pile of hair dye. When I use

it tonight I will not dilute it. I will not be using it to have Posh skin. It has to
be strong. I want the mark on my spine gone.
“Ettie, my dear, are you looking for something?”
I jerk away from the tray as Me, the brains behind the Beautiful Like Me
Beauty Parlour, approaches. A smile lifts his chubby cheeks.
“Is there something I can help you with, Ettie dear?”
My hand fiddles behind my back for the edge of the tray and fumbles
among the tubes. Me comes closer as my fingers fret. No, not this one. That
one. My fingers tell me they have found it and I slip it into my shorts.
I begin to edge past Me. He darts left, and I go right. He goes right, and I
go left. Me thinks it is funny, this dodge-dodge game. I put on my goshthis-is-fun smile and dodge him a bit more until it gets boring. Humour is
not dominant in my personality make-up.
“Ettie, come into my parlour and let me make you lovely. With my eye
clips and my hair acid I can make you as perfect as any Posh mistress.” Me
touches my hair and tweaks the corners of my eyes. “Yes, these fat eyes
need a bit of work.”
I push his hands away; touching is not a game I play. Especially when
there is a tube of stolen cream hidden in my shorts. “Don’t touch Me,” I say.
I share name jokes with him sometimes to make him laugh. I stay friendly
with Me because on nights when I miss curfew and do not want to risk the
Locusts at the booms, I sleep on one of his reclining chairs.
I leave Me shadow-dodging, and walk past nail bars and massage
parlours to a flat on the seventh floor. I knock on the door and wait, tapping
my fingers against my leg as feet shuffle down the passage. Come on, old
man. Come on. I don’t have all day.
When he opens the door, he peers at me through his sunglasses. His
nostrils quiver as he sniffs the air. He sniffs again and gives a shy smile. His

gums, as pink as a baby’s, say he is happy it is me (and not Me, who bugs
him for rent).
I do not smile back. He must not know how happy I am to be here. I like
to keep my visits to Reader on a strictly professional basis.
“Ah, it is thee, the lovely Juliet,” Reader says. He is the only person I
know who calls me by my birthing name. I scowl at him in case he sees
how much I like it, and he stops. Reader talks funny. At first I used to think
he was ripping me. But now I know he talks like he does because this is
who he is.
He pulls me inside, his fingers touching my waist, pinching and probing.
“What is it you have concealed?”
I duck away from his hands. “Get off.” I clutch my stomach and follow
him into the flat, removing the book from under my shirt.
“What is it?” he says again, sniffing the book I am holding up to his face.
“Charlie and the Chocolate Factory.”
He handles the book as though it was the last surviving butterfly. He
turns the pages. “Ah, Charlie, how I remember you, my old friend.”
“I found it last week. It was chucked away near the beach.”
Baring his gums, Reader chuckles.
I come to him with books that have been discarded, abandoned, thrown
away. Never stolen.
“Chucked away? It is a good thing you rescued it.”
“You can have it for your library.”
“Ah, the bounteous Juliet. As generous as you are comely.”
It is not in my nature to be generous. There is a price for my gift and I
will be sure to claim it.
Reader runs his hands over the cover. He feels along the books in his
bookshelf until he finds it a home. “I do not own this one. But it is not a

very valuable book.”
He is lying. I know how much he wants it by the way he touched it.
He turns to me. “How much would you say it is worth? A half-hour,
perhaps?”
“Five hours,” I say.
He says one. I say four. He says one and a half. We haggle until we settle
on three hours.
“So, where were we?” he says.
“We had just started. She’d spotted the white rabbit and followed it down
the hole. She was about to drink something, and we stopped reading.”
I wait for him to fetch the book. “It’s where I left it last time I was here.”
“Yes, of course, Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland.”
Reader shuffles past the books on the shelf. Too slow, too slow. His
fingers tremble along the spines of the books. He is doing it on purpose to
drive me crazy.
“How many times have we read that book over the years?” He pulls a
face. “It is a bit young for you. Perhaps you could choose another?”
Not a chance. “I get to choose what I read in my three hours. Else I’ll
take Charlie and be gone.”
“If you must, you must. Get it yourself.” He adjusts the sunglasses on his
nose, turns around, stretches out on the couch.
I find the book and ease myself into a chair. Reader settles his head on a
cushion and raises his hand. “You may commence.”
I find my place and begin to read. I feel hungry for the story and gobble
up the words. Like Kitty with her mango.
Reader thumps the side of the couch. “Slow down, child, the words will
wait for you. Treat them with respect.” He pulls a blanket over his legs.
“When you read so fast it disturbs the rhythm of my dreams.”

This is the deal I have with Reader. I bring him books I nick during the
game, and he lets me read the books in his library. But I have to read out
loud to him. And slowly. He says my voice is so boring it helps him sleep.
The arrangement used to work fine for me when I first learnt to read, but
now I wish I could speed through all his books by myself.
People who know things say that in the olden days people read books on
machines. All the books in the world lived on machines so small you could
hold them in your hand like a real live book. The books in Reader’s library
had all been dumped in landfills because no one wanted them any more.
They liked their machines better than the books.
But everything went melt-down. The virus ate the books on the
machines. And when most of the trees died and the oil dried up or spilled
into the ocean, people burned the books they found in the dumps.
I hunt down any that escaped the burnings. They are sold in special shops
in Mangeria City, together with the stuff the Scavvies salvage from the
underwater city. Only the Posh can afford to buy these books.
I read chapter after chapter, as Reader snores. He shudders awake and
asks, “How long have you been reading?”
“An hour.” I know it has been close on three hours, but if he learns the
truth he will send me home, saying he has paid me in full.
“No, I mean when did I first teach you?”
Reader knows when it started. But he likes me to tell him again and
again. It is as though he wants us to have a story that we share together.
Like friends.
I tell him the story as quickly as I can. I want to get back to the Queen of
Hearts who hates white roses.
I was nine years old when we started. I had been gaming at a Mangerian
sports show with Handler Xavier and Kitty. The pickings were rich. Silver

necklaces and gold timepieces. And there was a book. I did not know what
it was when I found it at the bottom of a Posh bag. I picked it up and held it
in my hands. I turned the pages. It was a picture book of birds. Not beastly
ones like Mistress Hadeda, but birds of many colours.
I knew, as I looked at the pictures, that I was holding magic in my hands,
so I took it to Witch to trade.
“I want magic to get rid of my mark,” I said.
Witch laughed at me. “Oh, Ettie, no magic under the sun can remove the
mark.” She looked at the book, grimaced. “I’ve got no use for pictures. All
the wisdom I want lives with the tellers. But I know someone who may
want this.”
She sent me to Reader. In return for the book, he taught me the alphabet.
The next book I brought him, he traded a lesson in reading words. The
words became sentences. We stumbled through nursery rhymes and fairy
tales. Eventually, I could read.
I visited him at the end of his working day, and he squeezed in a few
hours before curfew. Some people get lucky with their trades. He got to be a
teacher, instructing Posh children how to read.
Now he is useless, and he has been forgotten among his books in the flat
above the salon. If the Locusts caught him living behind the city gates, they
would send him to the place in Slum City for people who have outlived
their use. They call it Section PT. It is the place for the past traders, run by
people like the orphan warden who take money from Mangerian Welfare
for keeping old rubbish out of the way of useful people. Mostly, they are
left to rot in their beds. But I have never visited Section PT, so I do not
know for sure. It is not a place I have ever had a use for.
The first book I read by myself was The Wizard of Oz. It is a book about
a girl called Dorothy who is an orphan like me and lives in a place that is

grey. She must be the most dead-brain girl in the whole world, because all
she wants to do once she gets to Oz, is go back to her grey home and her
grim carers. For Dorothy, there is no place like home. But I like the wizard.
He is a fraud who keeps everyone guessing.
Reader repeats his question, and I answer: “I found a book and you
taught me to read when I was nine years old.” One sentence is the most he
will ever get from me.
Reader sighs and settles back on the couch. “You may now continue with
Alice.”
An hour later, I come to the end of the book. The couch is snoring. I push
myself off the chair and steal across to the bookshelf. My fingers travel over
Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. My eyes stop. I see another copy of the
book. And two more. Four copies of the same book. Foolish old man. When
he realises he has given me three hours’ reading time for a book he already
owns he will be mad. I cannot help grinning.
My fingers travel over another set of books and I pick one out. The pages
are covered in tiny bumps. The work of insects, I suppose. Rows and rows
of hard little eggs. My fingers start itching and I put it down.
“Why have you stopped reading? You woke me,” the couch says.
I grab another book and tuck it under my shirt. “I’m finished. I have to
go.”
Reader walks me to the door. I stop to scratch my leg and he bumps into
me. His sunglasses fall onto the floor. And so does the stolen book.
“What is it?” Reader says, sniffing. We stand, looking down. I wait for
him to chase me away from his library for ever. If he does, I will rat on him
and the Locusts will take him to Section PT where he will rot.
“You have dropped something.” He is not looking at the book. He is
looking past it. His eyes are covered in a gooey film, they remind me of

Witch’s bird.
“Yes, my bag.” I crouch, pick up the book. I hold it in front of his face. I
move it from side to side. The eyes, like litchi pulp, do not flicker.
“Make sure you hang onto your bag as you walk the streets, Juliet. There
are tricksters out there.” He gives me his baby-pink smile.
I do not scowl at him. I allow my face to mirror how I really feel; for
once, I put my feelings on my face. It is not like I care squashed banana for
the blind old mouse. But sadness puckers my face as I look at Reader,
surrounded by books he can no longer read.
He lets me out and stands at the door. As I walk down the corridor to the
stairs he shouts, “Juliet, perhaps I will see you next week?”
I know he will not see me because he cannot. But I stop and call back.
“Maybe.”
The sun’s face dips behind oil clouds as I race to the bridge. The curfew
siren has sounded and this billy goat gruff is late. The troll is waiting. I
should have stayed at Me’s. The Locusts must not search me tonight. There
is a book against my stomach and the tube of cream in the back of my
shorts. Two secrets they cannot discover.
The mark on my spine tingles as I approach the boom. I slow my feet and
loll my head. I gather my spit and allow it to dribble down the sides of my
mouth. I stagger up to the Locusts and lurch like the Posh after a night in
the pleasure clubs.
“Fly sickness. She has it bad,” a Locust says. “Let her through. But don’t
touch her.”
I reach the boom and they step away.
“Stop,” a voice says.
It was Kitty’s terror yesterday. Today it is mine. I stumble on.
“Hey, I said stop!”

I turn around. And the Locust attaches his glove to my shoulder.

5

Posh Trouble

I am reading The Hobbit, the book I had snatched off Reader’s bookshelf
fourteen suns ago. It is about a fat creature with hairy toes called Bilbo
Baggins, who does not like adventures. Except he gets dragged into one by
Gandalf the wizard and some dwarfs. He meets trolls and orcs too. And
Gollum, who loves riddles as much as he loves his precious ring. The story
happened long before the conflagration. It was a savage time for sure.
I feel under my shirt for the base of my spine. I finished off the last of
Me’s tube of cream last night, and the scab is hard and crusty at the edges. I
must not pick it until I am sure it is dead.
It is not in my nature to thank a Locust. But if the Locust at the boom had
not noticed the tube fall that day I visited Reader, my mark would be half
cooked.
“You dropped something,” he had said to me, releasing his hand from my
shoulder.
I glanced down at the tube of cream in his gloved palm, but when I
reached out to take it he pulled back. I looked up into the face obscured by
sunglasses and a nose shield. A smile like the half moon brightened the

lower part of his face as he placed the tube in my hand. His glove holding
mine.
“Thank you,” I said to him. Then pulled away and ran. And slowed to the
gait of a girl afflicted with fly sickness when my senses returned.
There is a whistle outside my door and I conceal the book. I arrange my
face and open the door to the handler.
“Where’s she?” Handler Xavier says, looking around for Kitty. It is not a
riddle, it is a question. So I do not have to think too hard about it.
Kitty was at the pleasure clubs last night and did not come home. I spent
the night pacing, cracking my knuckles and toes, hoping.
If I told the handler the truth he would spend the morning searching for
her and I would have to go to school. Not that he would be worried. He
would want to give her a black eye for breaking curfew. And he would
know she was gaming on the side and had credits he could take off her. The
Posh at the clubs become stupid with their credit purses when watching the
dancing boys and girls.
“She heard there’s a wagon load of fig coming to the market. You know
how she likes fig?” Not as much as mango. But fig is Kitty’s next-best
thing.
Handler Xavier checks my face, but my honest mask is plastered on.
“She was going straight on to school after the market. That’s what she said
this morning.”
Kitty has not said anything like this for days. She is not talking to me.
“You’re not the boss of me. You must leave me alone,” she said the last
time we spoke. “I can’t wait for the months to pass until we graduate and
I’ll be free of you.”
“Ditto,” I said back to her. With a sore chest.

The Kitty I once knew never beat me with hard words. She was too
young then. She arrived at Section O when she was four years old. Yet
another of us Smalls I was tasked to dose each night before bedtime.
“Please, I don’t want it,” she had said, closing her lips against the spoon.
“You won’t be able to sleep if you don’t have some,” I said, and pushed
the spoon against her teeth. “The orphan warden says we all have to take it.
So that we don’t make noise.”
“It doesn’t let me dream,” Kitty said.
“No one dreams here. Look, I’m having mine. It’s better like this.”
But Kitty never would take the mixture. Each night she curled up next to
me, and while we slept dead, she dreamed. When I got up, I had to slip
away from her arms. I got used to this. And then she stopped holding me.
Handler Xavier looks me over. “I want you to smarten up a little, Ettie.
You need to be a Posh today and not a grubby beach troll. And do
something with that hair. You look like a Savage.” And so I am. Savage.
His eyes sweep my room, but there is no place for Kitty to hide. “I’m off
to hustle some of the others. They’ll work the square while you and me do
the gig,” he says.
I open the doors to the balcony and check the sky. The oil clouds have
shifted and the sun is back, shining white-faced. There is not one cloud to
mask its glare.
I sheathe myself in sunblocker and slip on my Posh leggings and collared
shirt. I search in vain for my smart sandals in our box of possessions. Blast
Kitty. If she ruins them I will slap her. No, I won’t. I wear the other pair of
shoes I own. One, two, buckle my shoe. They will have to do.
Using one of Kitty’s ribbons I tame my hair into a plait, and make my
lips red with her paint. That will teach her to mess with my best shoes. The
slice of mirror on the wall tells me I am a Posh. Except for my cow eyes.

They give me away, so I hide them behind sunglasses. And go to meet the
handler and the others waiting for a taxi outside.
The taxi Pulaks struggle in the heat as we cross the bridge to the square.
“Put your backs into it, you spineless trash,” the taxi warden shouts,
wielding his whip when one of them stumbles. The scars on the Pulaks’
backs tell me they have been in harness for nearly six years. Most do not
serve in a trade beyond seven. Then it is over for them and they join the
Rejects.
I sit up front with the Posh who have been to the market to buy some fig.
Yes, there was some! Handler Xavier and the others squash up at the back
with traders and other scum from Slum City.
Handler Xavier squeezes a bag between his legs, out of the way of the
passengers. “My bag of tricks,” he winks at the others. For sure, he is a
tricksy hobbit.
The handler and I do not talk. We do not know each other.
“Did you get some fig?” a Posh asks me. He does not know I am scum.
I never talk to Posh – not even to the poorer ones who have to share taxis.
I open my mouth and release a snore.
On the way to the square we pass the buildings where the people who
make the decisions that affect our lives work. The Guardians and their
teams of Posh ankle lickers.
The red building on my right is for Population Control. It is guarded
night and day by the Locusts in case some sun-crazed Savage from Slum
City has it in mind to break in or blow it up.
The Machine that tracks us lives here. It has a record of all of us. The
Posh too. We are filed by name, birthing date, residential address, trade, and
tracker number. I am Juliet Seven. 249 PC. Month Seven. Section O. Block

15, Room 47. Designated Drudge. The six digit number 756875 is used to
track me. The one tingling under my scab.
“They’ve caught another bunch of Savages,” a trader shouts from the
back of the taxi. “Look, they’re offloading them outside the building.”
I do not need to open my eyes to know where she is pointing. The green
building opposite Population Control is for Justice and Peace, staffed with
those that decide who goes to Savage City and who should be free. The
Locusts hang out here and plot our many pleasures.
There are stories about this building that keep me awake at night,
stopping me from breathing. People who know things say that as high as the
building stretches to the sky, that’s how far it goes down into the ground.
Cellars, where no one can hear you. Savages are kept here before the courts
find them guilty and dispatch them to Savage City.
The smallest of the government buildings is Parliament, where the twenty
Guardians pass laws that keep us all in our places.
“They must be busy, these last few months before the elections,” says the
Posh next to me. I do not hear her. I am Sleeping Beauty, doomed to
slumber for a hundred years in a hidden castle after pricking my finger on a
spindle. But not so beautiful. And there are no princes in this smelly taxi.
Although the day is still young, crowds of Posh wait in the square to be
entertained. Handler Xavier sets the others loose among them; their fingers
will hit the bags. He slips me some credits in case of an emergency.
While he gets things organised, I wander around and act Posh. I smirk
and sneer and arrange my features in the faces they wear. I do the things
they do, pushing traders out of my way like I own the place. But I do not
talk in a high voice, because chatting away to myself would make me
appear dead-brain.

I do a couple of circuits around the square. I check out the card sharps
shuffling their decks with quick fingers to see if there are new tricks worth
learning. And head back in the direction where Handler Xavier has found a
spot. I hope he has found somewhere with shade. No, of course I do not
hope. I find him under an umbrella. Bingo!
His bag of tricks is a musical instrument and a pile of plastic characters: a
Locust, a Market Nag and a Scavvie. The Locust is the star performer.
Handler Xavier runs his stick over the instrument and the Locust throws
out his legs and dances. Yes, he does. It is amazing! When Handler Xavier
stops the music, the Locust topples over.
The dancing Locust draws the Posh. They throw credits at Handler
Xavier and choose their favourites. “I can’t wait to take my Scavvies home
to jig about,” a Posh says, handing over two credits.
I stand on the sidelines, sipping water and watching for trouble. This is
my job. I notice a Posh boy staring at the dancing Locust. He takes off his
sunglasses and drills holes in the green and yellow uniform with his eyes.
More credits change hands, and the Locust dances and falls. The Posh
boy keeps watching. His eyes follow the Locust like the hungry fly
targeting my arm. I smack the fly away and watch the Posh. He has been
hanging around too long without buying. Trouble, my nose tells me.
The boy looks at me. His green eyes are the same colour as the pebbles
of glass I find on the beach when I play the monster game. Posh eyes. The
eyes touch me all over my face and I close my mouth, making it tight,
hiding its bigness. I move away from his gaze and grab some shade from
under the umbrella. It is not good to have a Posh staring at you too hard.
“How does it work?” he asks Handler Xavier. His voice is gritty like the
sand on the beaches. He sees me looking at him and winks. I ignore that
wink because a winking Posh scares the sunglasses off me.

Handler Xavier cracks a grin on his tricksy face. “I’m a wizard and a
magician,” he says. Of course, he is not like Gandalf at all. He is Gollum, a
liar and a thief.
“The instructions are here.” He shows the Posh boy the writing on a
piece of paper attached to the back of the Locust. The writing is as small as
the trail of spots the lice leave on my head. “You can read?”
“Of course,” says the boy. The Posh are allowed to read whenever they
like. They even go to school to learn to read. Spoilt rotten.
“It’s incredible. The way he responds to the musical instrument. It’s
magic,” the boy says. The words rush out of his mouth.
To prove him right, Handler Xavier grabs the Locust and sets him
straight. He wipes the stick over the musical instrument and the Locust
dances.
The boy watches the dancing Locust. And he watches me. I feel his eyes
on the curve of my cheek, counting my freckles. Yes, there are seven
billion. You can stop counting. I take sunblocker out my bag and apply
some to my nose.
He watches me smooth the cream over my face. His eyes travel down my
neck, then pause. My skin grows hot under his glass eyes. I want to say,
“Hey, what you looking at? Don’t be looking at me.” I grip my top lip
tightly with my bottom teeth and tell my mouth to stay buttoned. Because I
must not talk to him.
I have never spoken to a Posh before. No, I lie. I have spoken to them in
the game. When my mask is stitched to my ears and I am taking their
credits. But I have never spoken to one in the way you would speak to a real
person. Because I have noticed that when they speak to me, they treat me as
though I was a different species. Like, if I were to cut off my finger I would

not feel pain. Or if I felt sad, I could not feel as sad as one of them. I know
they think this about me because when I look at them, I think the same.
“Will the Locust dance to any music?”
Handler Xavier appears to consider the question and puts his hand on the
instrument, stopping its vibrations. The Locust falls flat on his face. The
handler takes a breath and whistles the Mangerian anthem. I hum the words
because it is something that is whipped into me at school. Dirty habits are
hard to break.
The Locust is back on his feet, dancing in time to the tune.
“He’ll dance to anything if you give him a chance,” Handler Xavier says.
“They all will. They love any music.” He glances my way and draws a line
across his throat so subtly that only I notice it. It means: get rid of this
troublesome kid. His questions are messing with the customer base.
I look around at the Posh faces. One of the tricks I learnt early on in the
game was how to read people’s lips. It has saved my skin a couple of times.
Words like: “That dirty kid is acting suspicious,” or, “I’ve just been to the
bank,” are useful to lip-read when you do not want to get nicked by the
Locusts or are looking for a credit-fat target.
As I read the lips of the Posh kids I learn that some have doubts about
what they are seeing.
“Is there something in the feet that is tuned in to the vibrations of the
music?” the Posh boy says.
Handler Xavier’s face is slipping. I must act before things go wrong.
Before too many questions are asked, and more kids start doubting.
“I’ll take three, please. A Locust, a Scavvie and a Market Nag.” I speak
Posh, my voice high and cold. “I am going to start a band at my house.” I
give Handler Xavier my emergency credits and he hands me three plastic
characters.

“This is the last Locust,” the handler says, and the Posh boy’s face
crumples.
I turn to him. “I’m okay with the two others. Really I am. You take the
Locust.” My generous mask sits square on my face.
The Posh boy hesitates and takes the Locust from me. When he hands
over his credit, a dozen more kids buy Scavvies and some Market Nags.
Customer confidence in the product is restored.
The game is over. I take my two characters and move away from Handler
Xavier’s bag of tricks. I stroll towards the taxi rank, cautioning my feet not
to hurry. I am a regular Posh, checking out the sights.
“Wait up,” the gritty voice says.
The Posh boy is stalking me. I should follow Handler Xavier’s Rule
Number Three: do not talk to Posh unless you are taking their credits. But I
cannot help myself and turn around. “You want something?”
“Thanks for the Locust,” he says. “I’ll think of you when he dances.”
A fist closes on my chest and I want to collapse to the ground. Like I do
on the beach, to distract nosy parkers. But instead I say, “Okay.”
He says, “I think you’re okay.”
I keel over into those glass-green pools that say he likes my big mouth
and my skinny legs and he does not think I am ugly. He is talking to me like
I am a real person and not a troll from Slum City.
He says, “What’s your name?”
I cannot break Rule Number Two: always remain anonymous. So I say,
“What’s your name?”
He says, “Nicolas.” I repeat his name and roll it in my mouth like a ball
of strawberry. The sweet juice of his name fills my mouth. Nicolas, Nic,
Nici, Nice.
“Tell me your name,” he says.

I should not. But I cannot stop staring at him. He smells lovely, too. And
he is looking at me like I am also lovely and smell nice.
My name is tipping from my tongue when it smacks me in the face.
Dead-brain, Ettie. Of course, he thinks you’re a Posh. He would never
speak to you nice and look at you this way if he knew you were a rubbish
from Slum City.
I feel stupid, so I spin around and walk away. Fast. Then I run so he
cannot follow. I hear him call out to me, but I do not stop or look back.
Handler Xavier returns from the square with a pocketful of credits. The
others made a killing off the bags, and the dancing characters sold like hot
figs. “It was touch and go with that nosy kid and all his questions. But you
sorted him, Ettie.”
Yes, I did.
I climb the four flights to my room. My feet drag. I try not to think of the
boy reading the instructions on the back of the Locust.
Attach a safety pin to the back of the character. Thread a line of string
through the safety pin, and tie one end to your finger and the other end to a
level surface. Now jerk the string in time to some music. Jerk!
I see the boy crushing the plastic Locust and chucking it on the floor. It is
not magic. It is a trick. What a dead-brain he was to believe that a piece of
plastic could dance to music. I laugh my way upstairs. My chest hurts when
I reach my room.
As I undress, my shirt catches on the scab. It lifts from my skin. I hold
the piece of mirror to my back and peel back the rest of the scab. The blue
numbers wink back at me. 756875.
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The Festival

Kitty hogs the mirror. She peers at herself and makes faces in the sliver of
glass. Pout, simper, smile. Fragments of her face, like pieces of a puzzle.
She combs her hair and attaches a clip to one side, drawing a silky strand
behind her ear.
She flounces, and smiles with red lips. “Will I do?” She is in a good
mood today. She is talking to me.
“Do what?” I say. Like make the bed and pick your clothes off the floor?
I cannot shake off the grims. They haunt me, like the Posh boy’s eyes. And
the numbers on my spine.
Kitty groans. “Oh, Ettie, why must you always be so cross? It’s festival
today. Time to have some fun.”
Today is the festival of fate-mates. When citizens of a certain age get
matched for life until death parts them. People who know things say that, in
the olden days, couples chose each other and paired up at ceremonies called
weddings. These were usually held after the couple had known each other
for a while. Sometimes, though, the pair had only met once or twice before.
When they got sick of being together they parted, usually after fighting and

even trying to kill each other. It caused chaos. Things work better now.
They say.
Kitty moves away from the mirror and hands me the comb. “Make an
effort, Ettie. You don’t always have to look so Savage.”
Yes, I do. But I must try not to. Savages get locked up. I drag the comb
through my hair and tie it back with a piece of elastic. It snarls my curls.
“You know, with a bit of work you could look quite decent. Not so
drudgy.” Kitty arches a thick eyebrow. “Come on, Ettie. Maybe you’ll find
your fate-mate at the festival.” She makes dreamy eyes at the mirror.
Cold sweat prickles my skin. I have never given my fate-mate a thought.
He always seemed too far away to be real. But in a year’s time, I will be
among a crowd of girls, waiting to be coupled with a boy. A person I have
never seen before. Fiddle dee dee, fiddle dee dee, Ettie will marry a bumble
bee.
People who pay attention in civic responsibility class know that fatemates are twinned to the numbers on our spines. We are matched to breed
healthy servants for the state of Mangeria. Trader with trader. Keeping the
gene lines pure. With my luck, I will land up with a Drainer. It does not get
more romantic than that.
“Don’t be silly, Kitty. We’ll only know after we turn sixteen.” My voice
snaps. But I rearrange my features so they match hers. Gooey with longing.
Gagging for my sixteenth year, when I meet my life partner. “It’s just so
long to wait until I get to meet him. It makes me bad-tempered.”
Kitty sighs. “But just imagine if he’s there today. And you meet and
somehow recognise each other. How romantic would that be?”
As lovey-dovey as picking bits of lice out of my hair. “It would be the
best thing in the world,” I say. Up there with fig and mango.

Boys have never held much interest for me. This is Kitty’s turf. She
searches their faces in the pleasure quarter, drooling over any one that might
be hers. And when the Mangerian Department of Population Control
decides she is ripe, she will breed. Healthy babies – otherwise they will land
up in the Reject pile and she will have to try again until she gets it right.
Kitty kisses herself in the mirror and removes the clip from her hair.
“Perhaps a ribbon?” A ribbon to strangle her with and wipe that dumb
expression off her face.
I drag myself off the mattress. “Hurry up, Kitty. You don’t want to miss
out on the food.”
The streets are buzzing. Everyone is gussied up. Even the Drainers have
drowned themselves in their annual bath. Still, they cannot scrub the filth
from under their nails or from the furrows around their eyes.
Market Nags and traders hurry towards the parade. “Taxi. Taxi,” they
shout. No one wants to ruin their best shoes in the mud. But the Pulaks have
deserted their taxis for the party.
The festival of fate-mates happens twice a year. They are highlights on
the Mangerian calendar, and both cities shut down. No one has to work or
go to school. We all have permission to play. Even Handler Xavier gives the
game down-time.
The residents of the two cities come together to celebrate, rubbing
shoulders, eating and dancing together. But when it is over and the curfew
signal sounds, we again cross the bridge that divides us.
Kitty and I hurry towards the parade with the rest of Slum City. No
Locusts at the bridge. They have abandoned their booms and we are free to
move around without the usual checks.
Plastic flowers decorate balconies; children swat each other with flags
and shriek from the windows. Fires blaze. Fuel rations are used to cook

food. Slabs of potato and corn and pots of rice. And burnt animal. I breathe
through my mouth. Cockroaches gather in the drains, together with the
flies. All wanting their share.
The Posh crowd the parade. They take the chairs at the front of the stage
and leave standing room only. Umbrellas shoot up to block the sun – and
the view to the stage.
“We can’t see. We can’t see the stage,” traders behind them rage. The
umbrellas click down and the Posh whip out their fans.
The Guardian of Population Control smoothes his pink hands down the
front of an ornate cloak. He dons it for special occasions like this. Festivals.
And funerals. Helpers join him on the stage, draping coloured ribbons over
his arms. They pour love potion into cups that the fate-mates will drink
from as part of the ceremony. The juice drips a sticky mess onto trays.
“Where are they? When are they coming?” Eyes strain towards the
holding pens next to the stage. Impatient for the happy lovers to be
shepherded from their quarters, where they have been coached for the past
three days. They are kept here, isolated from their families in case they get
cold feet and try to hot-foot it away.
I have heard stories of young men and women who attempted to dodge
the festival of fate-mates. People who decided they would like to choose a
mate of their own. Or had met someone and found true love. But no one
escapes the Locusts.
“Come on, Ettie. I want to get closer to the stage,” Kitty says, pulling my
arm. I follow her, elbowing flesh. We find a place behind the last row of
chairs. It is hard to breathe, the air is full of sweat and perfume.
Drainers and Scavvies perch on the balconies of buildings lining the
streets. They swing their legs over the sides. “Why are we waiting? Why

are we waiting? It’s time for celebrating.” They pass around bottles of bug
juice and say “Cheers” to the headaches that will visit them in the morning.
The band on the stage strikes the first chord. The musicians beat drums
and shake bells and chant festival songs. The crowd sways. Even the Posh
forget their fanning and tap their feet on the ground. Everyone knows the
words.
Kitty sings like the sun will not rise tomorrow. Her eyes shine, and she
does the jig of a pleasure worker. Eyes to the sky, chest out, and butt
shaking like a bag of cooked rice. The men cannot help looking at her. But
she pretends not to notice.
“Come on, Ettie. Come on,” Kitty says, grabbing my hands. But I do not
want to sing or dance. I watch the pens fill up with those who have been
readied to take their vow.
They are herded in by the Locusts. In the front. At the back. On the sides.
There is no getting away. I search the faces of the fate-mates. Many smile
and laugh. They are happy Oompa-Loompas in Willie Wonka’s chocolate
factory. Some seem unsure whether to smile or cry. They have fallen down
the rabbit hole with Alice and wonder if they are living a dream or a
nightmare. If they breathe out hard enough, like Alice with the Queen’s
soldiers in Wonderland, will the Locusts fold like a pack of cards? Others
have been swept up in a tornado with Dorothy and Toto and all they want is
to go home, back to Kansas where the sky is grey.
The band stops playing, and the dancing dies. The Guardian straightens
the scarf on his head and appears at the podium. He clears his throat and
waits for silence.
Some at the back push forward. “Shhhhh. Be quiet,” they hiss, their
fingers tapping their lips. Many have sons and daughters in the pens, and

want to hear. Will my daughter bag a Pulak or a teacher? Will my son pull a
pleasure worker or a Drainer?
Anxious to hear, the Posh agitate their fans. Will their sons and daughters
be matched to someone close enough to the Mangerian family tree? What
advantage might they gain from this match?
Not everyone who has turned sixteen is paired with a fate-mate. There
are exceptions. Especially if you are among those making the rules. So the
Mangerians keep their children out of the festival. They use negotiation and
barter to match their offspring with other Mangerians. In this way, they
keep their blood pure and untainted. And power stays with them, where it
can never be challenged.
The noise stills to a murmur and the Guardian reads from a slate.
People call out as they hear the names of their sons and daughters.
“That’s him. That’s my son,” a woman at the back shouts. “Nice one, my
boy.”
Some Posh stand as they recognise a name, but they do not cheer or
shout. They acknowledge their offspring with smiles and discreet taps of
their fans.
As the names of the couples are twinned, they walk onto the stage to
meet their fate-mates. Bare feet either drag or skip across it. They offer
themselves. Posh and trader alike. Are you beautiful? Are you kind? Will I
like you and will you like me?
The helpers hand the fate-mates a cup of love potion, then tie their wrists
together with a coloured ribbon. The couples teeter on the stage, their eyes
glazed, either with love or from the drink, as they look out over the blur of
faces.
The pens empty as the stage fills up. Kitty nudges me. “Do we have to
wait for the vow? I’m hungry. I hear there’s horse today. Not just boring

chicken. I don’t want to miss out.”
The crowds have hemmed us in, so I tell her to hold her horses. I am not
ready to head off for the food queues – she may not be fussy, but meat is not
something I want to eat. And sometimes the festival throws up a surprise.
A couple of years back, a boy jumped off the stage and tried to run away
from his fate-mate – a fierce goblin of a girl. He was hard-tackled by some
in the audience and handed over to the Locusts.
The boy spent several weeks in quarantine, fed on a liquid diet of love
potion. And drilled in lessons of intimacy before being handed back to his
fate-mate. They say he is docile now. He never forgets to carry out the night
soil. And the goblin girl seems content.
The holding pens are empty, and the Guardian passes the slate to a helper.
The couples begin to chant their vow. They promise to stay together until
death parts them. To work loyally for the state of Mangeria, and to breed
healthy children. After many festivals, I know the words by rote. I will be
ready when my time comes next year. Acid eats away inside my chest.
“Look,” Kitty says. She grips my arm. “Look, over there, Ettie. That
boy.”
I glance up at the stage. A boy has stepped forward. The girl he is tied to
is pulled forward with him. The coloured ribbon bites into their wrists as he
tries to wrench away. The chanting stops.
“I can’t. I can’t do it,” the boy shouts. He resists the girl, her face the
colour of sunburn, as she tries to drag him back. He searches the faces in
the crowd. “She’s not the one I want to be with.” His voice cracks.
Two Posh who are standing in the front sink down into their chairs and
hide their faces behind fans.
“It’s a Posh. He’s got slitty green eyes,” Kitty says. For once, it is a Posh
that is causing trouble. Before today he was just a Posh boy. Now everyone

knows his name.
A voice cries out behind me. I turn to look, along with the rest. Kitty’s
neck whips around so fast, for sure she has put her back out. She hates not
being the first to know something. Kitty and I have this in common. But I
hide it better.
A girl has collapsed. She clutches her stomach and whimpers. Ugly,
desperate cries.
“I know her. She’s in my class at school,” Kitty says.
The girl looks as though she has been caught in the lair of Smaug the
dragon. Except there is no chink in this dragon’s armour. And there is no
Bard to save her. She scrambles to her feet and dodges under people’s arms.
She pushes traders out of the way as she runs. But she is not fast enough.
Because the crowd will not let her pass. And there are no eagles to lift her
high in the sky away from the goblins and wargs.
“Stop her!” Traders trap the girl and hold her arms. They pin her legs
down as she fights to get free. The Locusts part the crowd. They haul the
girl up by her arms and lead her away. She glances back at the boy on the
stage. The look they share silences the crowd.
She is gone, and the parade squawks and shrieks like a nest of birds.
What was the boy thinking? What sort of person tries to defy the festival of
fate-mates? Who is this girl? How could this have happened?
Their words censure, but their voices are oiled with glee. Everyone likes
to have something to gossip about when they are waiting in the food queues
for their piece of burnt horse. Some know the girl. Today, and on many days
to follow, they will be able to tell stories of the girl who caused all the
trouble.
“I knew. I just knew there was something up with her,” says Kitty. “She
was missing school. Always sick, and she was really getting fat.” Her eyes

widen, and she gasps. “Oh, no, she’s going down the river.”
The news gets around like an epidemic of fly sickness. The girl is
pregnant – as the people of Slum City put it, she is going down the river.
Breeding without permission is a crime, so girls conceal their condition
from the Locusts for as long as they can. When their time comes, many take
the path down to the river and hide in the dunes. There, they deal with
things. And when they return, there is always a part of them missing.
Going down the river is the worst thing that could happen to the girl. And
the best. The story has grown meat on the bone.
The boy on the stage allows his hands to be untied from those of his fatemate. As he is dragged away, he averts his eyes from the two Posh slumped
behind fans. The fate-mate is forgotten on the stage, until her parents,
whose faces look like they have fallen into a fire, take her home.
“Silence,” the Guardian says, his mouth is a tight fist. He turns to the
remaining couples on the stage. “The vow will continue.”
But we have lost interest.
I follow Kitty towards the gossip and food in the queues. Kitty squeezes
ahead, while I get trapped. She looks back. “I’ll keep you a place,” she
mouths. But when I free myself from the crowd, I do not find her.
A hand taps me on the shoulder. “Hey, I thought it was you.” I do not
need to turn around. I know that gritty voice. Nicolas, Nic, Nici, Nice. The
taste of his name sweetens my mouth.
I fiddle with my hair. If I had taken some trouble I would be looking halfdecent, like Kitty said. I smoothe my grubby shorts. If only I had bothered.
“Why did you run away the other day? After you were so generous in
giving me the Locust?”
My cheeks grow hot as I recall the trick we had played. I turn to look at
him. “I’m sorry. I know you wanted so badly to see it dance.”

He laughs when he sees my flushed face. The sound comes from his
belly. It makes people look at us, wanting to share the fun.
Nicolas rubs his nose, as if he still feels like a jerk for being caught. “I
knew it was a scam from the start. But I just couldn’t figure it out.” He
laughs again. “But it wasn’t the Locust that I wanted to see dance.”
He wags a finger at my face. “Oops, there’s another freckle. Let’s get out
of the sun.” He is teasing me. His smile says he likes my freckles. My shirt
sticks to me under my arms.
We stand in the shade of a balcony. My tongue has attached itself to the
top of my mouth. I cannot think of anything to say to him. I am behaving
like a dead-brain.
He reaches over and lifts the sunglasses off my face. I grab them back,
and hold them at my side.
“I knew you had pretty eyes,” he says. I stare into the green glass of his
eyes and see myself looking back. A ghost, with black holes for eyes, and
Savage hair.
“So, come on, tell me your name,” he says.
The birds circle above the parade and warn me with hoarse cries.
I gesture to Nicolas to come closer, so that those who keep the rules of
the game will not hear me. His hair brushes my cheek as I whisper, “My
name is Juliet.” Then I jerk away and put the sunglasses back on my face.
“Ettie. Hey, Ettie. I’m over here,” Kitty shouts. She is in the queue across
the parade, waving at me.
“Who’s that?” Nicolas says, looking in Kitty’s direction. She is smiling at
him with red lips. The silk of her hair catches the light.
“I have to go,” I say. I do not want Nicolas to meet her. I do not want him
to look at Kitty the way all boys do.
“Hey Juliet, do you want to hang out? Another time?” Nicolas says.

I run towards Kitty and shout back. “The Tree Museum next week.
Sunday?”
Yes! He snaps his fingers as if he has won a pile of credits off a card
sharp.

7

The Riot

Shrill screams wake me. I pat the bed, feeling for Kitty. I sit up and look
around for her. She is on the balcony, peering down into the street. “Get up,
Ettie. Hurry,” she says. She is shivering.
I join her and we look across at the ghetto. It is dark there, even in
daylight. Traders are hanging from their balconies, pointing and shouting to
friends below.
The smell of smoke reaches my nostrils and I begin to cough. “The
market’s burning. Let’s go,” I say, grabbing Kitty’s arm.
We pull on our clothes in silence – we know we must save our breath for
what is to come. We skip down the stairs, two at a time, shoving past others
who have the same idea.
“Don’t forget me. Don’t forget the one who loves you,” the orphan
warden calls as we race away. Her fat thighs keep her from running with the
rest of us.
The sun blisters us with her glare. I reach into my bag for my sunglasses
and sunblocker. As we run towards the smoke, I apply cream to my arms
and face.

Kitty and I are not the only ones sprinting towards the screams and the
burning. Pulaks abandon their stations and stumble ahead, hobbled by their
empty taxis rattling behind them. The Drainers chase the Pulaks, waving
their shovels in excitement and flinging handfuls of dirt around. The whites
of their eyes shine from their faces. It is a riot!
I drop my sunblocker, but Kitty yanks me along. “Just leave it, Ettie.
There’s no time now.” A man falls in front of me and I jump over him. I
ignore his protest as I step on his hand. Crunch.
A child stands in the middle of the street and howls for his mother. She
runs back and slaps his face. “I told you to keep up.” She heaves him onto
her hip, starts running again. She does not bother to wipe the mucus
streaming from his nose.
We are on the outskirts of the market when we reach a wagon that has
been overturned in the dust and set alight. A Market Nag cowers nearby, her
face scorched red by the flames. “You filthy rubbish. You bunch of scum,”
she curses.
Packets of fruit have been crushed underfoot. What has not been
destroyed by the fire and heavy feet has been stolen by people quicker than
us. There is nothing left to take, so Kitty and I run on, scanning the streets
for another target.
Again, we pass a burning wagon. People are fighting over produce that
spills onto the street. They reach into the flames, grabbing at wads of
cabbage. A Market Nag shakes her fists and cries, “Shame on you. Shame
on you!” But we have no shame. Kitty and I swap glances. Cabbages. We
like? She shakes her head. Not so much. There is better ahead, so we keep
running.
Children crawl under overturned stalls. They stuff shoes and sunglasses
into bags. Market Nags kick at them on the ground and they laugh and

scamper away. They pelt the Nags with shoes and throw sunglasses at each
other. It is one big game. Joy fizzes on my tongue.
We speed on towards the depot at the centre of the market where wagons
are offloaded at the beginning of the day. We will find the best stuff there.
Mango balls and tomato and maybe even orange. We will be eating fruit
until we burst.
As we draw closer to the depot, we are forced to a halt by a crowd. I try
to squeeze past, but I am blocked. Elbows jab my stomach and fingers
scratch my face as people jostle for space. I must get out before I am
crushed. I look around for Kitty. She was at my side a second ago. But she
has vanished into the smoke.
Edging away from the mass of bodies towards the entrance of a building,
I climb the fire escape to gain some height. I need to find out what is
happening. And I must find Kitty. I join some others half-way up the stairs,
my eyes sweeping over the heads bobbing below. There is a mass of green
and yellow. Locusts.
They march on the spot behind their shields in front of the depot,
drumming a tattoo with their boots. Their batons are unclipped at their
sides. Ready for action. Behind them, a laager of wagons protects a huddle
of Market Nags and their produce from the crowd. I was right. The wagons
are piled with tomato and orange flesh. I wipe the saliva from the sides of
my mouth.
I balance on the steps, watching the crowd and the Locusts. I wait for
some nut to throw a rock. The Locusts will charge. It always happens. And
when it does, the wagons will be left unprotected.
As I wait, two Locusts emerge from behind the laager, dragging a man
between them. They approach a Locust warden with a red badge of
seniority on his shoulder.

One of the Locusts addresses the warden. He has his back to me and I
cannot hear what he says or read his lips. But others repeat his words so
they filter through the crowd, passed from one mouth to another like an
echo. We caught him. We caught him. We caught him. “They caught him,”
a Pulak near me says.
A Locust pushes the man to the ground. Boots grind his face into the dirt.
The prisoner’s arms are shackled behind him, and as fists pound his ribs his
shirt rides up, revealing his back. The skin is clear where the numbers
should be. I blink. As the man curls up to protect himself, the shirt covers
his back again.
The prisoner struggles to sit up. Another Locust kicks him in the face.
Blood fills his mouth and he spits out a tooth. I run my tongue over the
front of my teeth and taste his blood.
“They say he hid himself in one of the food wagons coming into the
city,” a market warden says. “He set fire to the wagon and tried to burn the
market down.”
“Crazy. He must be afflicted with sun sickness,” another warden says.
She raises a finger to her head, twirls it to indicate craziness.
Shouts come from behind me and I turn around. Smoke is billowing
above the parade in Mangeria City.
“It’s the Tree Museum. They’ve set fire to the trees.” A Drainer shouts
and claps his hands. “That wood is going to make the best bonfire.”
I gnaw at my hands to stop them pushing him off the fire escape onto the
street.
The sky fills with colour. Red and orange and pink. But it is not a
rainbow, the kind that comes before the middle months when it storms. The
colours are the tears of my trees weeping into the skies as they burn. I take

off my sunglasses, trying to trap the colours in my chest. It hurts, but it is
the last sight I will have of my trees.
A bunch of Locusts speed in the direction of the bridge towards the fire.
Please don’t be too late. Don’t let all my trees burn.
We are accustomed to fires in Slum City. All it takes is one spark, and the
rotten old buildings burst into flame. The Locusts often let us burn. Because
sometimes it is the only way to clean out the rubbish.
But fires in Mangeria City are rare. When they do occur, the Locusts pipe
water from Posh swimming pools to douse the flames.
I bow my head and mourn my trees while the others laugh and chatter on
the stairs. This is something they will be able to tell their grandchildren
about. The day the burnings came to the trees in Mangeria City.
I scour the crowd for Kitty. Big fires terrify her. The scar under her
bangles never lets her forget that fire eats flesh. And nor can I forget the day
the fire came to the Smalls’ room. As we slept without dreaming.
Kitty patted my face that day. “Wake up, Ettie. Else you’ll burn.”
I shrugged her off. I was sleeping. It was not time to get up.
Her hands dug into my flesh and she dragged me off the mattress across
the floor. I slapped her away. I was happy sleeping dead.
“Leave her. You can’t save all of them,” Handler Xavier said. I opened
my eyes and saw him smacking Kitty’s arm.
“Don’t hit her,” I said. He must not hurt her like that. I struggled to stand.
I clawed at his leg, and his fist hit my mouth.
When I woke up again, my skin smelt of smoke. I looked outside and
watched the Drainers shift the bodies out of Section O. Four tiny heaps on
each stretcher. The stretchers did not stop coming. The rest of the injured
formed a mangled queue for the taxis to cart off to the Reject dumps.
“You mustn’t look, Ettie. Come away from the window,” Kitty said.

She flinched when I touched her bandaged arm. “I saved your life. This
means you belong to me for ever,” she said, smiling.
I told her no one owned me. But I promised I would pay her back.
This was ten years ago, and I still have not kept my promise.
“Look, look. The two of them over there,” says the Drainer clinging to
the fire escape.
I glance over to where his finger is pointing. A man and a woman are
running through the market. The man is struggling to keep up. Behind them
come the Locusts. They have the two cornered, and are on top of them.
Truncheons hammer down on them until the writhing stops. Their twitching
bodies are dragged to the edge of the laager to the Locust warden.
His words echo from the crowds: “They caught the other two under the
bridge.”
The Locusts shackle the couple at their wrists and throw them on the
ground with the other prisoner. Attracted by the smell of blood, flies attack.
“That one is so young,” a Scavvie says, pointing at the woman. I examine
her bloodied face. A couple of years past legal. Maybe eighteen years old.
One of her eyes is swollen shut, but the other fixes mine. I hold her gaze
and think of my trees. “Murderer,” I whisper. She blinks me away.
A woman next to me elbows the Scavvie in the ribs. “Be quiet, I want to
hear.”
The Locust warden holds up a loudhailer and tries to address the crowd.
The shouting continues. He taps the loudhailer and a whine pierces the air.
The voices quieten.
“People of this fine city, this morning these Savages hijacked a food
wagon. When the protectors of the city pursued them, they set fire to our
trees.”
The crowd rumbles. My heartbeat is in tune with their anger.

“But they didn’t stop at destroying our city’s most precious heritage.
They have tried to burn down your market.”
“I told you. Didn’t I tell you?” A woman says to her companion. They
click their tongues.
“These Savages have sought to create chaos. They will be tried for their
crimes and sentenced to Savage City where they will stay until they have
served their time.”
The warden hands his loudhailer to another Locust. It is over. The
prisoners will be taken to the cellars at the building for Justice and Peace.
May the Locusts break every bone in their bodies, and drain their blood.
One bone for every branch. One drop of blood for every leaf.
“Make way for Cockroach. Make way for Cockroach,” voices shout.
People move aside for the man who merely looks like that insect.
A scaly black face, whiskers that twitch when he talks, a body like a
skeleton. Except for his stomach, which bursts over the belt of his trousers.
He darts about, pauses, darts again.
The crowd parts for the number-one henchman of the Guardian of Justice
and Peace. They are careful not to touch him, in case they catch something,
like his attention. Which is not something they want from the head of the
Locusts.
When I was a child, I had many monsters. Cockroach was the main one.
As Director of Justice and Peace, Cockroach is the man who holds the keys
to Savage City.
He darts to the edge of the laager and talks to the Locust warden. The
Locust warden shakes his head. I do not agree, his lips say, I cannot do that.
He realises his mistake, and nods. I will do as you have suggested. I agree.
Of course he does. No one disagrees with Cockroach.

As Cockroach scurries off, the Locust warden retrieves the loudhailer. It
is not over. Sweat stains the sides of the warden’s uniform. “If these
Savages had succeeded, the citizens of Slum City would have faced food
shortages and starvation,” he says.
A prisoner – the oldest of the three – raises his head, tries to say
something. A Locust gives him a flat nose for his trouble.
“These Savages are not your friends. They are the enemies of peace and
prosperity,” says the warden. “They are scum who should not be allowed to
live.”
“They must be punished,” a Market Nag shouts, shaking her fist in the
air. “Give them to us.”
The Locust warden issues an instruction, and the Locusts pull the
prisoners to their feet. They hang suspended, each between two captors.
The warden prods the back of their necks with his baton. “Lift up your
heads,” he says, “so that people can see the faces of the Savages that tried to
starve them.” But the prisoners do not respond. The Locusts grab their
heads, yanking their faces up to the sun.
“Give them to us,” a Pulak shouts. “Give them to us,” traders scream in
agreement.
No one likes eating flies.
It is a rock. No, a wedge of cabbage, hurled into the midst of the Locusts.
I pinch the arm of the Drainer in front of me. I have to get to the wagons of
food. But as some of us try to climb down, others scramble higher. Out of
the way of the Locusts.
“Charge!” the Locust warden shouts. Rows of Locusts beat their shields
and storm into the crowd. The action is a blur, as some run away screaming,
while others fight back and are knocked to the ground where they are
trampled.

Traders arm themselves with rocks and run for the prisoners. “Get them!
Get them Savages.”
I keep my eyes on the prisoners. A Locust tries to push them into the
laager, but the warden stops him. He saves them for the traders and their
rocks. Ignoring the prisoners’ cries, the Locusts pile into the crowd with
their batons.
I turn away and watch the smoke form death shapes above the Tree
Museum. Below, people are fighting. The air thickens, the shapes darken,
the fighting goes on, it goes on. Until, exhausted and defeated, the traders
start to disperse. Survivors crawl away, with some daring to help them. The
Locusts pick up the dead and drag them to the side of the road. Drainers
arrive to dispose of them.
The bodies of the prisoners are loaded into a taxi that will take them to
the dumps outside the city to be burned. The tree murderers will never see a
rainbow again.
The blood dries, and it is business as usual. The Market Nags leave the
laager and begin to unload slabs of fruit and vegetable at their stalls.
Shoppers emerge, stand in queues. The Market Nags crack jokes with
people who, minutes earlier, had wanted to burn their wagons and steal their
produce. They exchange credits for food – and overcharge for mango.
I sit on the stairs of the fire escape, searching for Kitty. Maybe she has
managed to salvage something fruity in the chaos.
A man is wandering about in the market. His sun-ravaged face matches
that of the man called Nelson who played scrabble with Witch. Nelson is
acting as edgy as a kid at his first day at school. His eyes dart around the
market. Mine follow his. No Locusts.
I shift my gaze away from Nelson, look down. This is another trick I
have learnt in the game – people can sense it if you look at them too hard.

When I glance up again, I see him disappearing into the entrance of a
building.
As I watch and wait; another person enters the building. And six more,
one after the other, though at intervals. I stay where I am and wait for them
to emerge again. They should have no business there.
At least, none that I should not know about.

8

The Experiment

One of the rules Handler Xavier has taught me is to avoid the front door
when crashing a party. And so, I use the roof.
I climb the fire escape to the top of the building and leap across the
rooftops. It is as busy as a sewer full of rats. I run past the shanties, the
cooking fires, the lines of washing. From grimy windows, grim stares
monitor my progress, but I run on. Wee Willie Winkie has no time to chat.
The Slum City rooftops are home to the Rejects: people with missing
limbs or frazzled brains. For sure, they must have been useful at some point
in their lives. But many traders get damaged on the job – the Scavvies and
Pulaks especially – and all too soon, they are unable to work. Damaged
goods do not receive credits and housing. No work, no pay. It is the
Mangerian way.
The Rejects are dumped at the outskirts of Slum City with the trash.
There, they forage in the landfills, trying to stay alive. Some attempt to slip
past the booms to get back to the city, and if they succeed they sleep rough
on the rooftops.
They survive at the end of the food chain, together with flies and
cockroaches. To earn credits, they act as the eyes and ears of the Locusts,

doing whatever it takes to survive. Most of it is so nasty I do not want to
think about it. So I never do.
Some Rejects have never worked a trade day. They were born useless,
marked Reject, and discarded at the dumps as babies. A few of these are
salvaged by the older Rejects, and get to live. The more fortunate ones do
not. The retrieved Rejects grow up bonded, earning their keep doing
whatever their owners tell them to do. It is in the category of nasty stuff I
refuse to think about. Everyone plays a game in Slum City. Theirs is the
most brutal.
Sometimes the Locusts do a sweep of the rooftops and drive the Rejects
back to the dumps. But mostly they do not bother with them, unless they
have caused some trouble. Then they track them down, round them up, and
take them back where they belong.
I tear away from hands that grab me as I pass. “Help me,” a voice cries at
my back. I skid to a stop. A creature of slack skin and jutting bones strains
against the rope around its neck. Flies gorge on festering sores. I cannot tell
if it is a boy or a girl.
I search around my feet and find a sharp-pointed stone. “Catch,” I say,
and leap across to the next roof. When I look back, the creature is sawing
away at the rope anchoring it to the side of a garbage bin.
I block out the image of its stringy neck and seeping wounds, and
continue to leap and jump. I am not an athlete, but it is no big deal. The
buildings are so close together, even a cripple could cross from roof to roof.
Which is something the Rejects often manage to do.
I take the fire escape at the side of the building and peer in at the
windows until I find something that interests me. Three floors down, I stop.
People are crowding into a room.

Through the windowpane, I read their lips as they gossip about the riot. I
learn how this one got hurt and that one bagged a dozen tomatoes and
another lost a shoe. Cock a doodle doo! And what good is only one shoe
when you have two feet? Perhaps she can sell it off to a one-legged Reject.
My eyes water as I lip-read their chatter.
A huddle at the front of the room grabs my attention. A woman blows her
nose into her skirt, next to a man who is holding his head in his hands.
People pat and stroke them. “It was brutal out there. I am sorry for your
loss,” a man says with a frown.
Thoughts of the riot make me want to weep too. My trees. And all those
oranges and tomatoes. If only I had acted smarter.
Nelson arrives, his restless eyes scoping the room. People close their
mouths and gather around him. If he has something to sell, I do not see
anything in his hands.
They settle on the floor as Nelson reaches the front of the room.
Everyone watches in anticipation. As he begins to speak, an urgent arm
waves in the air. A man with a face the colour of a tomato mops his cheeks
and points. His finger is aimed at me. I duck, flattening myself against the
wall as a hand stretches up and pushes open the window. The room sighs as
a thin breeze drifts into the room. I wait, head down, my ears straining to
hear.
I listen, taking furtive glances through the window as Nelson talks. And
this is what I learn: The two younger prisoners are known personally to
those in the room. The woman crying into her skirt is the mother of the girl.
Next to her, still holding his head in his hands, is the man’s father. Both
young people were sentenced to Savage City a year ago after being found
guilty of treason: they had defaced a statue of a Guardian at the entrance to
the square.

A month ago, their parents were told by the department for Justice and
Peace that their children had passed on. The assumption was that both had
died from sun sickness – a common malady among prisoners forced to
work in the heat, breaking rocks for building projects in Mangeria City.
“It’s true. They showed me her record from The Machine. My daughter
was officially deceased,” the mother says. She kneads her skirt. The man
next to her stills her hand. Yes, it was the same with his son, he tells the
room.
They were supposed to be dead. And now they definitely were dead.
Some people get to grieve twice.
“Why did The Machine lie and say my son was dead?” the father asks.
“And why did the Locust warden allow the people to kill them?”
There is a loud, bewildered murmur.
Yet I could answer that question – if they would allow me. Cockroach
issued the order and the Locust warden obeyed. The two prisoners had to
die. Otherwise people would ask awkward questions about Savages who
had risen from the dead appearing in court for sabotaging the market.
Things are never what they seem when Cockroach gets involved.
Nelson’s voice rises above the hubbub, and it soon becomes clear that the
older prisoner was known to the people in the room by reputation only. I
remember the man, he was a cleaner by trade, tasked by the Mangerians to
keep public buildings tidy.
His crime was to steal a pencil. Not any pencil. A pencil belonging to
Cockroach. The cleaner was either stupid or crazy. The courts were packed
when he was sentenced. Public entertainment is lean during the hottest
months, and people were keen to see the man who was mad enough to steal
Cockroach’s pencil. Also to get out of the sun.

He had been sentenced to Savage City a couple of years ago, but no one
in the room recalls any reports of his death. The demise of the foolish pencil
thief would have made big news in the market place. Now, he too was well
and truly dead. But no one in the room seems to grieve for him.
“When I saw my son in the market today, he didn’t have the mark on his
spine,” the father says. “What does this mean? Why did they remove my
son’s mark?”
So, I had been right. My eyes had not deceived me.
Voices rise, with everyone in the room wanting to know the answer to the
father’s question. As I do.
Nelson begins to explain, but newcomers enter the room and ask to be
brought up to speed. There is an undercurrent of chatter as Nelson talks, so
I keep my eyes fixed on his lips.
“Members of our movement have reported the presence of prisoners from
Savage City at The Laboratory. At first, we didn’t know what to make of
this.”
I have never seen The Laboratory. It is the place where our food comes
from. Every morning, wagons are sent from The Laboratory to the market.
Sometimes food falls off the wagons, only to reappear on the stalls, where it
is sold by the people who helped it fall off the wagons. It is a fly-eat-fly
world.
In the olden days, food grew in soil, and animals ate plants that grew in
the soil. I have read about this in books. But the plants died, and the seeds
were useless and could not germinate. The production of food was
controlled by people as greedy as those who control it today.
Nowadays, the only way to get food is to slice and dice and multiply it in
The Laboratory – the food is made from the few plants as well as the animal
flesh that was saved after the conflagration. Working in The Laboratory is

one of the top trades. You get to eat on the job. All the Labors are as fat as
the orphan warden.
Questions shoot across the room at Nelson. “What are they up to? What
are they doing to our children in The Laboratory?”
“Our information indicates that the Mangerians are conducting
experiments. For this, they are using prisoners from Savage City.” Nelson
nods at a man in the middle of the room and continues, “They like them
young. And the subjects are paired.”
The room rumbles with disquiet. I wait with my head down, my ears
straining to hear more.
“The two members of our organisation who were killed today in the riot
managed to escape from The Laboratory together with the old man. I
believe our pencil thief had been set to work cleaning The Laboratory.” The
room titters as they recall the silly man’s crime. And is silent.
I raise my head to see. A woman stands up to ask a question. Her voice is
soft, I cannot hear what she says, and her head is turned away, so I cannot
read her lips. As I watch Nelson’s mouth move in reply, my heart races.
“Yes, you’re correct. The Mangerians are erasing the mark, and they are
doing this at the start of their experiments. Once the mark is erased, The
Machine automatically records the person as officially deceased. If we find
out how they’re doing it, we’ll have our freedom.”
I whisper the word. Freedom. It feels strange on my lips. It is not a word
we are taught in drudge school. Without a mark on your spine, the Locusts
cannot track you. You become as invisible as Bilbo Baggins who wore the
precious ring.
Without my own mark, I would not be a drudge. I would have no fatemate. Without the marks, there would be no control. It would be chaos, like

the olden days. Savage. My lips like the feel of the word, so I whisper it
again. Freedom.
“We must get into The Laboratory and find out what experiments they’re
doing. And discover how the mark is being erased,” Nelson says. “We need
a volunteer. No, two volunteers. The experiments are conducted in pairs.”
In my experience, the volunteer word is a mood killer. No one wants to
do work that they do not have to do. Or in this case, be a candidate for a
dodgy experiment that gets you nabbed by Locusts and beaten to a pulp by
a crowd. They cannot see me, but instinctively I lower my head into my
shoulders. Me volunteer? No, thank you very much. In situations like this, I
find it useful to listen to music in my head, it gives the impression that I am
occupied with something else.
The room is silent. I imagine them looking down, fiddling in their bags,
avoiding eye contact.
“I volunteer. Let me be part of this,” a voice says.
The music freezes in my head. There is only one person I know who has
this voice. I have lived with it most of my life and know it as well as my
own. I raise my eyes to the level of the windowsill and peep down into the
room to make sure. A girl at the back is striding with purpose past the silent
faces, to the front. I had not noticed her before, she must have crept in.
“I want to go to The Laboratory,” Kitty says.
Oblivious to the risk, I stare down at her beautiful face. It is at this
moment that everything I know, or thought I knew, falls away. My world
flips on its axis. I cannot look away from her face. I search the features for
the Kitty I know. She has not changed. She still appears to be the selfish,
vain girl always looking for a good time. But she does not speak like my
Kitty, who whines about mangoes and giggles about boys.

“I promised myself when I was seven years old that I’d do anything to
get back at the Mangerians.” Her voice wavers, but her eyes are steady. “I
want to volunteer.”
The room cheers. Everyone talks at once and shouts out, keen to have
their opinions heard.
“Hold on, everyone calm down,” Nelson says. “One at a time.”
A woman stands up to speak. It is Witch. As she talks, the world as I
know it seems to flip again, sideways this time. Witch argues for Kitty. Her
fourteen fingers spin magic around her words until half the room is nodding
in agreement.
“She’s young. But she’s proved herself. She’s been a good worker for the
movement since she was recruited eight years ago. We couldn’t have done
without the information she’s gathered from the pleasure clubs. Let her
volunteer.” Witch ruffles the feathers on Mistress Hadeda’s head, and sits
down.
Not everyone agrees. As Handler Xavier steps forward, I feel like the kid
who thought she was part of a team – and realises that the real game was
being played somewhere else. Both Kitty and the handler had deceived me.
Handler Xavier’s words are clumsy and his sentences are broken. He
does not have Witch’s way with words. “She mustn’t. We need her at the
pleasure clubs. She has to graduate and carry on working there.” His everabsorbent sponge eyes soften as they fall on Kitty, “She’s so young. It’s too
risky.”
Cowboy supports the handler. At first I do not recognise him without his
bobbing hat. Kitty must continue working at the clubs, he says. The
movement depends on the credits from the game and also the information
she gathers.

A man dodges around Cowboy’s arguments. It is Me from the Beauty
Parlour. He backs Witch. “She’s young. But that’s what the Mangerians
want for their experiments.” He pulls his mouth down at Kitty as he adds,
“And she’s an orphan. No one will ask questions or care what happens to
her.”
I want to shout out, But I would care! I would ask questions and weep for
Kitty. But I cannot.
“I promised her parents I would look out for her. I can’t put her at risk.”
Handler Xavier points an accusing finger at Nelson. “You know we made
that pledge before they were sentenced to death.”
“Yes, Xavier, we did.” Nelson’s shrug breaks the promise as casually as
if he had flicked a bit of fluff off the sleeve of his shirt.
The room sways with the sounds of arguments, like a sea with battered
seacraft in a storm. Until all the words are used up, die down.
A harsh cry fills the room, and a blur of wings sweeps above the heads
below. “She is the one! She is the one! She is the one!” Black globs of
digested fly spatter against the window. I am the bird’s target, and I pull
back. The faces look up, but all they see is gunk dripping down the glass.
They all turn to gaze at Kitty. Handler Xavier’s face pales. It is a sign.
“The teller has decided it,” Witch says. “So, you were right all along,
Xavier. She is the one.” The discussion is over. Nobody can argue against a
teller.
“We need a second volunteer,” Nelson says.
Handler Xavier steps forward. But no, he is not volunteering. “I’ve got an
idea for the second volunteer,” he says.
Nelson nods, pats Kitty’s shoulder. “We’ll discuss it and work out a
plan.” He points at Witch and Me. “Join us?”

The room empties. People pass Kitty and touch her arm. They smile
wanly and wish her well.
I crouch at the window and watch as Nelson and the others make their
plans – but their backs are turned towards me. Kitty gesticulates. She
shakes her head. The handler’s fingers stab her shoulder. Nelson frowns,
then agrees. His hand raised. Me’s plump cheeks wobble as he nods his
head. Witch merely looks on, smacking Mistress Hadeda when she tries to
chew on Kitty’s hair.
I watch them until they leave. I hold onto the window ledge, gazing into
the empty room. The mark on my spine taunts me. It will be Kitty who gets
to do it. Not you. She will succeed where you have failed. She will be free
and you will be a drudge. Dead-brain. Coward.
I climb down the fire escape to the market below. This is one game Kitty
is not going to play without me. I have to find out what they are planning. I
must be part of it.
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Graduation

I watch Kitty. Every day. Wherever she goes, I follow.
At night I track her as she slips past the Locust booms to the Scavvies
under the bridge where she takes a seacraft across the river to the pleasure
quarter. Sometimes credits are exchanged for the service. But when Nelson
is there, he does not charge her. I should have guessed his trade would be
that of a Scavvie. His weathered skin has been stiffened by the sun and the
sea.
He takes her across the river and sometimes waits for her to come back.
They talk, hidden when the one-eyed moon is up. But never from me. Made
invisible by Gollum’s precious ring, I am always watching her.
I follow Kitty to the pleasure clubs where, hiding at the back of rooms
dim with smoke, I spy. Her glass is full, but she never drinks. She laughs
and talks with the Posh. They spill their bug juice on her clothes and she
giggles her pretty laugh. She dances for them with the other beautiful boys
and girls. But her face never betrays what she thinks of them.
I see her with Handler Xavier before each dawn. They meet in the
doorway to our building in Section O where she tells him all she has heard
and seen. He soaks up her stories to pass on to people who hate Mangerians

as much as she does. They do not see me because I am Peter Pan’s shadow,
cut off from my body. And I put on my sleep mask when she tiptoes into
our room.
But no matter how close I stay to Kitty, I cannot gain a sense of what she
has planned. I do not know when it will happen and why she is waiting. The
mark pulses on my spine as the days pass. The fear I feel for her eats me
away.
The heat-filled days of the fifth month reach a zenith. The roads burn red
and Pulaks buckle over in their harnesses, throwing customers out of taxis
onto the street. Taxi wardens whip the Pulaks to their feet. Sometimes they
just lie there and cannot get up. And the Locusts call the Drainers to dispose
of them at the dumps with the Rejects and the rest of the garbage.
The Posh leave their homes and dried-up swimming pools, heading for
pleasure resorts along the coast where it is cooler. They keep out of the sun,
and in the shade of their umbrellas complain about how hot it is and how
tired they are of the heat. Resort traders fan them as they drink long,
coloured cocktails.
We are trapped in our ghetto by the sun. Careless sparks from kitchen
fires ignite into infernos. Ladybirds cannot fly from their burning homes
and there is no baking pan to protect Ann from the fire. The community of
Rejects grows larger in these months.
Some fires are not careless. Buildings in Section PT, where the past
traders live, are set alight. They burn in their beds or carry their charred
limbs out into the streets where the Locusts wait to cart them away to the
Reject dumps. The Mangerian Welfare Department celebrates successful
budget cuts.
The heat gives way to the rain. Water pours from the skies in hard sheets,
flooding the drains and sweeping the roads away. The rain cuts us like

glass. It shreds the umbrellas and slices through the awnings in the
marketplace, submerging the Market Nags and their wares. Along with the
flies, Eencey Weencey Spider is washed down the water spout and into a
drain.
Rats emerge from flooded sewers. Their bloated bodies float down streets
where they are eaten by cockroaches. And by the Rejects, who wade into
the water, fighting with the cockroaches over the flesh. Meat is meat.
The Posh at the pleasure resorts watch the thunderstorms from their
warm, dry rooms. They clap their hands as the heavens light up and bolts
shoot across the skies of Mangeria City.
It rains and rains, and I long for the smell of dry plastic.
The rains subside as the sixth month begins to surrender to the seventh,
when it is cool and dry. The mark on my spine beats time. Counting down
the days I spend with Kitty. We will graduate soon and I will no longer be
around to protect her.
On the last of these remaining days, after I have seen Kitty safely off to
school, I slip away and return to Section O. I strip our room, searching for
her secret place. But she is too careful. She carries her secrets with her.
I wrack my soggy brain. Think, Ettie, think. My brain, desiccated during
the burning months, is now mushy from the rain. But there is one place I
have not looked. I go down to the orphan warden’s flat, to the last place I
know that could tell me why Kitty has hidden her true self from me all these
years.
The orphan warden is in the kitchen, boiling up cabbage water to feed the
Smalls. I slip past her to the room she uses as her office. A cabinet stuffed
with files wobbles against the wall.
Every month, an official from the Mangerian Welfare Department visits
to make sure the orphan warden is doing her job. Or not. But instead of

inspecting the files, the two of them share a bottle of bug juice. And when
he leaves, his pockets are still fairly full – he’s kept back half the credits
that he is supposed to pay her for feeding us. You do not get something for
nothing in Slum City.
I open the cabinet and search for her file. Kitty, Kitty, Kitty. I find a Juliet
file. My file. There is no Kitty. Just Katherine. Katherine-Kitty. I take both
files and find a spot under the table.
Kitty’s file contains two pages. The first page tells me Kitty was taken
away from her parents when she was four years old. They were declared
unfit after committing treason against the Mangerian state. Their crime:
organising a protest against the festival of fate-mates.
They were sentenced to death three months later for trying to break out of
Savage City. It was a daring attempt assisted by two Savages from the
outside. They both remained undiscovered and at large.
Their death is described in one line: The prisoners were thrown into holes
in the desert and lived for six days until they were eaten by rats. Now I
know. Kitty’s parents were prisoners at Savage City. Just like mine. She
must hate the Mangerians as much as I do.
I begin to read the next page when a Small races into the room. I stiffen
and become part of the furniture. He reaches for a crust under the table, his
hand touching my leg. When he looks up and sees me, I bare my teeth and
growl.
“Come see! A monster! Cockroach is under the table!” He screams and
runs off in search of the orphan warden. “Come chase it away before it gets
me.”
I take a few seconds to scan the second page. My eyes flicker over the
words: Placed in Section AR for two months at the age of seven. Refused to
dance at school.

A flash of memory: I was down with the sun sickness, and they told me
Kitty had broken her leg, recuperating at the medical centre.
I was almost jealous then of Kitty when she returned, both legs in plaster
casts, her stick arms swinging about on crutches. It took two broken legs
and sixty days of cockroach soup in Section AR before they believed they
had crushed her. She would not let me play with her crutches. She did not
want to play with me at all. After that, Kitty stopped holding me at night
and telling me her dreams. And I had no more stories until I found Reader.
I begin to read the single page in my file. I hear a muffled sound in the
corridor. I pause, my finger on a sentence. It tells me something about my
parents that I never knew before.
“Let’s see now if you’re telling fibs to your old orphan warden,” a voice
says as slippers shuffle along the floor.
I leap up, shove the files back into the cabinet. I am across the room,
hoping to slip away. But the orphan warden is at the door.
“Ettie, why aren’t you at school?”
My mind is on the words in my file. A whirlwind of thoughts; swirling
around the lies I have been fed. I cannot think of an answer that will satisfy
her.
“What mischief are you up to in here?” The warden’s red eyes search my
face, darting between me and the filing cabinet.
“School closed early today. It’s my birthing day next week,” I say. This is
not a lie. I do not know what day I was birthed. But next week marks the
beginning of the seventh month and on this day, all us Sevens, including
Kitty, celebrate our birthing day and graduate from school. For those who
were born fifteen years ago, we become legal.
“I want you to be my guest at my graduation,” I add. After next week the
orphan warden will never see me again. I will pass from school to my trade

and join the family that I must work for as a drudge. “I’ll miss you,” I say
with my honest mask. Inside, I say I never want to see your lying fat face
again in my life.
The orphan warden smiles at me. “Oh, I’ll miss your funny little face.”
The night before our graduation Kitty is in a frenzy of excitement.
“Tomorrow is the best day of my life. I can’t wait! I can’t wait for
tomorrow,” she says. “To get out of Section O and start working at the
clubs.”
My insides fall out of me. After graduation I will also leave here, and go
and live in new quarters. And I will not be able to watch Kitty.
Kitty says she has a new room lined up, in the area where all the other
pleasure workers live. “I expect you’ll get to room with a nice drudge girl
just like you, Ettie. She won’t mess or make a noise or get on your nerves,”
she says.
I want to scream at her and tell her to shut up with her nonsense. “I
expect I’ll like it a lot,” I say instead.
When the sun turns its face away, I cannot sleep. Kitty’s body is stiff next
to mine, and while her chest sighs, slowly rising and falling, I know she is
awake. Because she forgets to snore. I cannot sleep either. I am thinking
about my parents.
It is funny how you think you know who you are. And then, one day you
are not the same. Because everything you were told you are, is a lie. I
remember the words in my file, they do not make me laugh.
I have always believed my parents died in Savage City. That I was an
orphan. Now I know I am a discarded piece of rubbish, abandoned by
parents who had no time for me. These are the words I read: The child-thing
was left outside the door of the birthing station. Parents unknown.

Things did not happen the way the orphan warden told me. I wonder why
she lied. And who named me. Somewhere out there, my parents may still be
breathing. For sure a pleasure worker and a Drainer. I hope with all my
heart that they are dead. No, I do not. Yes, I do. No.
I drift in and out of half-sleep. In the morning, the bones in my body have
turned to water. I rouse Kitty on our significant day with a plate of fig and a
cup of mango juice. Her eyes struggle to open.
“Happy birthing day,” I say.
Her hands shake as she takes the cup of juice. “It’s come so quick,” she
says. “We’re legal. Isn’t this great?” Kitty drinks half the juice but leaves
the fig. She says she is too excited to be hungry.
There is a whole bunch of us Sevens who have reached our fifteenth year
and are leaving Section O. The orphan warden reminisces about all the
good times we have had. She mops her face. “Oh, how I’m going to miss
you all,” she says. And our orphan credits too.
We are accompanied to school by a bunch of Smalls, who have turned
five today. It is their first day of school. I hear the anxiety in their voices –
and I hear my own voice, Kitty’s voice, ten years ago.
The Bigs in the nursery had told us we would get cake and presents when
we woke up on our fifth birthday. “There’s going to be a party and everyone
will sing happy birthing day to you. You’ll be able to choose any game you
want to play,” they had said. It would be our special day.
When it seemed we could not wait another moment, we had woken up, it
was our special day. But there was no cake or singing. Instead, the orphan
warden just packed us off to our first day at school. How those Bigs
laughed!
The education centre is decorated with brightly coloured banners and
flags, signalling the trades we are joining. The Smalls are dispatched to the

rooms where they will have their marks read and be assigned to their trade
classes. The rest of us hurry to the hall.
As my name is called I receive my certificate of graduation. The scholar
warden congratulates me. I am top of the class; the drudgiest of all drudges.
No one cheers for me except the orphan warden. She is so proud of her little
Ettie.
Towards the end of the ceremony I slip away, before Kitty sings and
dances on the stage with the other pleasure workers. There are some things
I cannot be made to watch.
I pass the Locusts and cross the bridge to my place near the parade. I
have not been here since the riot. If Nicolas had kept our date that Sunday
he would have given up on me.
There is no heritage worker to take my credits at the entrance to the Tree
Museum. I walk through the gates and smell charred wood. I walk further,
searching for green. My feet trample burnt twigs.
“Ettie Spaghetti, Ettie Spaghetti,” a shrill voice cries.
I look up at the boughs of the tree above. Buds of green wink at me from
blackened branches. Wisha-wisha-wisha-wisha-wisha, something whispers.
The tree is alive. I search for other signs of growth. As I see the nest,
Mistress Hadeda dives, pecking at me with her razor teeth. Her blind eyes
are black with rage.
I duck away from her claws and cover my face. “I won’t tell Witch,” I
shout at her. “I won’t tell on you.” The chicks of birds are prized by the
Muti Nags. When they catch them, they pluck their eyes out and force them
to tell them things.
The bird does not let up. She swoops down at me again so that I am on
my knees. My graduation uniform is covered in ash. I start crawling away.

“Pretty Kitty will go to Savage City. Pretty Kitty will go to Savage City,”
the bird screams. She drives me out of the museum with her curses.
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The Plan

Kitty and I are packing up. It is the day before we leave Section O to go and
work at our trades. The things I will carry away with me fill a bag, with
room to spare – for my library of books that is still hidden in the secret
place.
Kitty is singing, mincing about in her graduation dress, doing as little as
possible. I hear an echo of the voice that had volunteered in the room after
the riot, and search behind the facade of the lazy Kitty for the Kitty who is
real. But everything she shows me is fake. She is mistress of the mask.
As I pass Kitty one of her skirts, I touch her hand. “Are you nervous
about tomorrow?” But what I am really asking is for her to trust me and to
tell me what she has planned.
She allows my hand to rest on hers for a moment and then snatches the
skirt, giggling. I search for a true sound in that giggle, but she is Kitty, the
foolish pleasure worker.
I try one last time to reach her. “You’ve always called me Ettie, but my
real name is Juliet.” She moves away and lowers her eyes. Hiding
Katherine from me.

Handler Xavier pushes open the door. “Business at the seaside resorts is
booming. It’s your last chance to score big with Kitty before we say
goodbye.”
When I leave Section O, the game I play with Handler Xavier is over.
Drudges get only one day off a month, and the drudge wardens keep a close
eye on the activities of their charges. After work I will find Kitty at the
pleasure clubs, but during the day she will be on her own and I will not be
able to watch her. Or be around to participate when she makes her planned
move.
“Ettie can’t play today. The orphan warden wants her to help with the
Smalls,” Kitty says to Handler Xavier.
He fixes his sponge eyes on Kitty. “I’ll speak to her. She must get
someone else to help her in the nursery today.”
“But Ettie has to stay behind. All the other Bigs are down with a bug,”
Kitty says.
“Don’t push it, Kitty. You know we agreed. She’s coming with us,” the
handler says, holding up a finger in front of Kitty’s face.
When Handler Xavier leaves us to sort out the orphan warden, I dress in
my Posh clothes. As Kitty plaits my hair, I feel her hands tremble on my
neck.
We pack our swimming costumes and beach towels in our bags and head
off. Three flights down, Kitty stops and slaps her palm against her forehead.
“I’ve forgotten my lip paint in the room. I’ll see you in a minute.” Vain girl.
I kick a dead rat around in the street until Kitty and Handler Xavier
appear. Their faces are flushed, but they stop arguing when they see me.
The taxi Pulaks pull us towards our destination, the strip of hotels along
the beachfront. Kitty and I take our seats with the Posh, while Handler
Xavier glares at Kitty from the back.

The long journey across the bridge and to the resorts along the sea chews
up the sun. Kitty is not in the mood to chatter. She stares outside. Nothing
escapes her eyes today. I watch with her, seeing everything she sees.
Kids dart among the taxis, trying to trip the Pulaks in their harnesses.
Drainers chase the kids, whacking the backs of their heels with their
shovels. We pass the green building for Justice and Peace, and Kitty closes
her eyes for the rest of the journey.
The taxi drops us outside a hotel complex. “I’ll wait for you in the street
until you’re done,” Handler Xavier says. He reaches over to tuck a strand of
hair behind Kitty’s ear. And drops his hand.
An hour later I am lying by the pool of the hotel. My hat is pulled down
to cast my face in shadow but I have a clear view of the area. Posh children
and their parents splash in the water, floating about on inflated toys. Pool
drudges shovel buckets of ice into the water to keep it cool. Older Posh lie
around on deckchairs, ice clinking against their teeth as they gulp their
drinks.
I apply more sunblocker to my legs. And watch for the one that I am
always looking out for.
Kitty sashays past a deckchair and kneels down to adjust her sandal. She
pushes up her sunglasses and passes by the swimming pool. She trails a
hand in the water and wrinkles her nose. Too hot. I know these moves like I
know the number of freckles on my knees. I will miss playing this
particular game.
She glides in the direction of a cluster of nearby deckchairs, no one there,
so she dries her hand on a towel and picks up a glass next to an open
handbag. She takes a sip, sets it down on the table next to a credit purse.
She palms something near the glass, taps a quick tune on the side of a

deckchair. Twenty three beats. And strolls towards the stairs that take the
Posh to their rooms.
I count, one little, two little, fifty little Indians, then pick up my bag, toss
my swimming towel over my shoulder and follow Kitty. Not too fast, not
too slow. I am just a Posh kid going back to her room after a swim in the
hotel pool.
My spine tingles as I climb the stairs to the second floor. It smells of
sunblocker and Posh sweat. I reach Room 23. This is the number Kitty
signalled to me. It is the number of the key she nicked from the credit purse.
A Posh room full of credits and stuff for Cowboy.
The door is ajar and a family of Posh are on their way out with towels
and sun hats. There is no sign of Kitty. But she definitely signalled Room
23. Dead-brain Ettie. Think.
I race back down the passage and up the stairs. There are seventeen
floors in this hotel. I am looking for a flea in a sewer. I emerge onto level
three and glance down the passage. Empty. My heart beats in my throat as I
climb. Level four is clear.
I emerge on level five and hear screams from down the passage. I race
towards Kitty’s cries. I check the numbers on the doors, and as I get near to
Room 56, I hear a man’s voice.
“You thief! Don’t give me those lies.” I hear the sound of flesh hitting
flesh and edge closer. “I’m going to beat the truth out of that pretty mouth
of yours so even your mother won’t recognise you. And then I’m handing
you over to the Locusts.”
“Please, don’t hurt me. Just call the Locusts,” Kitty says.
The man grunts and Kitty stumbles out of the room. The man is behind
her, his hand gripping her hair, holding her head back like she is a bonded
Reject. Kitty’s face is pulled ugly with fear. When she sees me, she gives a

sharp jerk of her chin. It is a sign I know from the game. It means: Go
away, I’m handling this.
But I will not leave her. “What are you doing? Take your hands off my
sister,” I say. My tears fall without me telling them to.
The man looks up and his face deepens to a coarser shade of mud. He
loosens his hold on Kitty’s hair and then shakes his head. “Oh no, I’m not
falling for this. You’re part of this thief’s little racket. You’re both coming
with me.”
He pushes Kitty in front of him and grabs me. His sausage fingers
squeeze my arm. I look to Kitty for the signal. One word, one look and my
teeth will rip a chunk of flesh out of the man’s hairy arm. My nails will
gouge him a third eye.
But she does not give me that sign. Just another jerk of her chin. Run, her
chin says. Run away.
I fling my fist towards the man’s face and hit his nose. He releases my
arm as the flesh explodes. He pushes me on the ground and punches Kitty
in her beautiful face. As she falls his boots swing into her stomach. Again,
again.
I lie on the ground, listening to Kitty’s cries, winded by rage. A Frisbee
slices past my legs and bounces off the side of the passage wall. It spins on
the ground, almost in slow motion, and flops over.
“Juliet! What’s going on? I’ve been waiting outside for you.” ´The voice
is a handful of gritty sand in my face. I am too dazed to even begin
wondering what he is doing here. Nicolas breathes heavily as he races up
the passage towards us. I look up at him from the floor. Nicolas. His name
tastes like salt on my lips.
“What the hell is happening here? Who are you?” he demands.

The man turns away from Kitty, wiping the spittle from his lips. “I am
drudge driver Festis Four. This rubbish came to my room to steal from my
master.” He lowers his eyes. “Sir, these Savages are thieves.”
Nicolas helps me to my feet. His hands are gentle. “You fool, this is my
cousin.”
The man touches his pulpy nose. “You know this one?”
Nicolas looks at Kitty lying at the man’s feet. “They’re both my cousins.
This is our room over here. My aunt is swimming at the pool.” He pulls me
closer and glares at Festis Four. “She’s going to go crazy when she sees
what you’ve done to them.”
The man drags his hands through his hair. “You three stay right here. I’m
getting the Locusts. They’ll sort this out,” he says and stumbles towards the
stairs.
I kneel down to check on Kitty. The blood is sticky on my fingers. I
touch her broken lips and pat her face. But she appears to be out cold.
“She needs a doctor,” Nicolas says.
“No, we can’t. We must get out of here before the Locusts come.” I try to
raise Kitty from the floor.
“Come quick, let’s get some ice. It’ll stop the bleeding,” Nicolas says.
We run down the passage to the ice machine in the stairwell. He is about
to tip cubes into my outstretched palms, but I reach out and grip his wrists. I
have to know. “Why did you lie for us?” Because he did not have to do this.
He could have ratted on us to the man and got us bust.
Nicolas chuckles. A sigh from his belly. “Because we have a date at the
Tree Museum. I wait for you every Sunday.”
A noise comes from my throat. A laugh. No, a cry.
We climb the stairs up to the fifth floor. The ice burns my hands as I see
her standing in the passage. And the Locusts, their batons unclasped, their

boots ready for her, thundering down the passage.
“Kitty!” I scream.
She looks around, and shouts, “Run, Ettie. Run!” Turning her back on
me, she walks towards the Locusts and the man from room 56. She
stretches out her hands, offering her wrists to their shackles. “It was me. I
tried to rob the room. Take me to Savage City.” They grab her, force her to
her knees.
“Get those two. They’re also part of it!” Festis Four points at Nicolas and
me.
Nicolas pulls my arm and pushes me into the stairwell, blocking me from
the Locusts who are racing towards us. “Run, Juliet,” he shouts, and shuts
the door at the top of the stairs.
I stand in the stairwell and slam my fists against the door. “Open the
door,” I scream. I push against it and it starts to give. But Nicolas shoves
harder, bolting the door against me.
So I run. Down the stairs, elbowing aside drudges carrying trays up to the
rooms. I ignore their cries as the plates crash behind me. I am out of the
hotel and into the street. I search among the taxis and the pedestrians until I
see him.
Handler Xavier strolls towards the promenade, a towel draped over his
shoulder. Whistling. A regular trader off to the beach for a dip in the ocean.
I dodge the taxi Pulaks in the road and catch up to him. “They’ve taken
her. The Locusts have got Kitty,” I shout.
He looks around the busy street and silences my mouth with his hand.
“You got away? You left her? Don’t you remember the rules, Ettie? You
never leave a game-mate.”
But Nicolas stopped me.

“You were meant to stay with her. You have to go back.” Handler Xavier
grabs me and shouts. “Thief! Thief! Call the Locusts.”
I wrench myself free and run from him as he calls out, “Catch her, don’t
let her get away!”
I take a taxi to Section O and go to my room. I tear open our secret place
and toss out Kitty’s special things. I must save my books and get out before
the Locusts come. As I grab my books, a piece of paper falls onto the floor.
I pick it up and read:
Dear Ettie
Yes, I can write. And I know you can read. By the time you find this, I will
be gone. I was supposed to get caught today and you were meant to get
caught with me. But I couldn’t let it happen. It’s all part of a crazy new
game the handler wants us to play. But I want to play it alone to see how it
works out. I could win thousands of credits. Sorry, I’m being greedy and
selfish!! I’m going to do stuff you won’t understand but you mustn’t worry
about me, OK? It’s just a game. I’ll see you soon and I’ll buy you a whole
basket of strawberry.
Your friend, Kitty
PS: Be the happiest drudge ever!!!
I crumple her note in my fist. She should have trusted me. If only I had
gone back. I pack my books in my bag and run for the pleasure quarter.
The sun burns me as I stagger across the bridge. I let it, because I am
yellow and I should pay for my cowardice in blisters. I let Kitty down. I ran
away when she needed me. It is all Nicolas’s fault. He stopped me from
being with her. No, it was me. I wanted to run.
The Beautiful Like Me Beauty Parlour is humming with plastic smells.
Me tries to catch me as I head for the stairs. I shove him aside. I do not have
time for his dodge-dodge games. “Ettie, wait. Ettie, stop,” he calls after me.

The door to Reader’s flat has been torn off its hinges. The sofa where
Reader used to lie and listen, pretending to sleep while I read to him, has
been ripped apart, the stuffing tossed onto the floor. His bookshelves are
bare. The books that lie on the floor are those where booklice have nested. I
get down on my knees and search through them. Filthy useless books. I kick
them.
I go from room to room, calling for Reader. “Hey, old man. Hey, where
are you?” But the rooms answer me with silence.
Me stands at the door, his chubby cheeks collapsed on his face. “I’m
sorry, Ettie dear. The Locusts came for him yesterday. They’ve taken him to
Section PT.”
My fists are bunched. “Where are his books?” It is a stupid question. Of
course they have been taken by the Locusts and traded. They are on the
shelves in Posh stores.
I leave Me and take a taxi to a beach where the waves are usually too
rough for day trippers. I take my precious books out of my bag and tear the
pages from their spines and throw handfuls into the air. Peter Pan and
Wendy and Dorothy and Toto fly away in a tornado of yellowed paper.
The mark on my spine tells me I will never be free. And Kitty will go to
Savage City. That is where I should be.
I run along the stretch of sand like the orcs are chasing me, and I scream
Kitty’s name at the sky. The birds swoop and screech above me. I cry out
until my voice has gone from my mouth and Kitty floats away in the wind
to the sounds of the mocking birds.

PART TWO
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The Drudges

My new roommate’s name is Dora. She is as dull as her name suggests.
Dora the droning-on-and-on-drudge.
“I know we’re going to be friends, Ettie,” she says in her slow voice.
I know we are not going to be friends. “Only the very best of friends,” I
say.
We are to share Room 33 on the third floor in one of the buildings of
Section D, which houses the drudges of Slum City.
“I was top of my class at school, you know. I suppose I’ll be placed with
one of the better families,” Dora says.
I was not at the same school as Dora, but I do not tell her that I was top
of my class too. That would be sharing something personal. And the only
thing I want to share with Dora is the room. And the mattress, which is
smaller than the one I shared with Kitty though it has fewer fleas.
Dora sobs. Of course she is happy to be starting her trade. But she is sad
to leave her parents and six younger brothers and sisters in Block F where
the families are housed. “I used to look after them all the time. I love small
children.”

I tell Dora I hope her new family has many small children for her to clean
up after. Dora says she wishes me the same.
The drudge warden barges into our room and sticks her nose in our
belongings. “Ettie, there’s been a change of plan. The drudge who was
supposed to work with Dora was hit by a taxi yesterday. You’ll have to take
her place,” she says.
She gives us our drudge passes and the address of our new employer.
Yes, Dora and I have been assigned to one of the better families.
“We can also spend our days off together?” Dora says. “You can meet my
parents and all my brothers and sisters.”
I tell Dora families are overrated. She says I have a strange sense of
humour for a drudge.
“I expect to find this room tidy at all times. A clean room is the sign of a
clean mind,” the drudge warden says. She will not tolerate any food or
visitors in our rooms. And no beverages, other than water. She waddles out
of the room with three boxes of Dora’s mother’s home-made corn cakes.
Dora and I take a taxi across the bridge to Mangeria City. We pass the
green building and I send special thoughts to Kitty who is being kept in the
Justice and Peace cellars until her trial is over. Be strong. Be brave. Forgive
me for being yellow.
Kitty’s trial begins next month after the Locusts have completed their
investigations. Her crime has made the pencil thief’s felony look minor. To
steal from Cockroach is one kind of stupid. But to burgle the room of a
Mangerian is foolishness indeed.
But I know Kitty is not stupid. It was part of the plan. She is going to
stew in Savage City until her eyeballs melt. Unless she gets sent to The
Laboratory.

I was a dead-brain not to guess their strategy. The only way into The
Laboratory is by way of Savage City. So they waited until she turned legal.
If she had been caught before that, she would have been sent to Section AR
for attitude therapy, with all the other kids who cause trouble.
The talk among the Market Nags is that the little thief had an accomplice;
a boy from a Posh family. Some say this is nonsense; it was a girl from the
ghetto. But the prisoner is not talking. While the interrogations continue, I
listen to the talk in the market, but say nothing.
We pass the Posh houses. Behind the walls the pool drudges make sure
that the swimming pools shimmer, and the window drudges keep the houses
clear-eyed as panes wink at the paved driveways.
The children of the Posh play in the entertainment zones. Their drudge
carers push them on swings and the kids run around, playing catch-me-ifyou-can. And if the carers cannot catch them, the kids get to tie the carers
up. Then the game changes to Reject, and they tell Mother that the carers
are useless and should go to the dumps.
“Adorable. I could just squeeze the breath out of them,” Dora says. I tell
her I have had the same thoughts on occasion.
Dora checks the address the drudge warden gave us. “I knew we would
be well-placed, but this is more than I expected,” she says. It is worse that I
would have hoped for.
Razor wire circles the walls of the Mangerian compound and Locusts at
the entrance check our drudge passes against an official employee slate.
They confiscate our bags and send the taxi away. We must enter the
compound with only the clothes on our backs. And this is how we must
leave when our shifts are over. The Locusts take no risks with the security
of the Mangerian families.

We walk inside, check the numbers on the gates of the large houses. And
stop. The house is as big as the drudge building where Dora and I now live.
Like all the mansions in the compound, it is built from rock quarried close
to Savage City.
As I reach for the knocker on the front door, a voice stops me. “Round
the back. Drudges never use the front door.” The voice belongs to an orc, or
someone that matches the description of an orc in the Hobbit book. Pig-ape
features are slop-slapped onto grey flesh.
The orc’s name is Madam Merriem. She is the housekeeper in charge of
all the staff employed inside the house and she will boss us about for as
long as we work in this home. Which is for ever, unless we mess up or
become useless and are then sent packing to the dumps.
She bustles about, taking us behind the house, past life-size statues of
ugly Mangerians. “Yes, you can look at them now, my girl. But when
you’re in the presence of the family, you won’t look at their faces. You’ll
always look down,” Madam Merriem says.
Before we reach the back door, we pass a walled enclosure. Leaves
whisper to me. Wisha-wisha-wisha-wisha-wisha. A tree. My heart stippitystops.
“Don’t be looking at things that aren’t your business. That place is out of
bounds to staff, unless one of the family tells you to go there,” says the orc,
pulling me by the arm into the kitchen.
My nose greets smells it has never met before. I hope I will work in the
kitchen. I will never stop eating and grow as large as the orphan warden.
No, I do not hope that. I hope I will be assigned nappy duty in a nursery full
of brats.
“Dora, you and Ettie must come and meet the family. They’ll decide
which one will be nursery drudge to the daughter of the house. The other

will work in the kitchen and help Cook prepare the meals.”
Cook mashes apple at the kitchen counter. Her body is a collection of
angles and edges. The sum of her does not suggest she has spent her days
stuffing her face with Posh leftovers.
Dull Dora’s hope is written on her face. She wants to work in the nursery.
I make my face blank in case the gods who decide choose to act mean.
Madame Merriam instructs us to take off our shoes and put on our drudge
booties before leaving the kitchen. “I don’t ever, ever want to see your
shoes mark the floors of the house,” she says.
We take the staff stairs up two floors to the sleeping quarters. Madam
Merriam opens the door to the nursery and cautions us to be quiet. This is
how we must always be. So quiet that the family does not know we are
here.
In this nursery there are no overflowing cots, no smelly babies. It is the
picture of Wendy’s nursery from Peter Pan, minus the dog Nana and the two
boys.
We enter the room, and a woman sitting by the bed carries on reading out
loud because we are so quiet she does not know we are here. Madam
Merriam clears her throat and the woman stops mid-sentence. “Yes, Merry,”
she says. She smiles at Madam Merriam with a genuine smile as if she is
pleased to see the orc.
I try not to stare at the woman, because it is something drudges are not
supposed to do. I thought I had seen beautiful when I looked at Kitty. But
this woman is beautiful in ways that Kitty never was. Because she is a
Mangerian. And beautiful and Mangerian are two words that do not sit next
to each other in my mind.
When she rises from the chair next to the bed, I see that she is tall, but
her tallness is not awkward like mine. It does not fight its surroundings for

space.
“These are the new ones, Mistress,” Madam Merriem says. She nudges
Dora and me forward.
The woman smiles at us. It feels like a gift and I am annoyed that I have
to share it with Dora.
“Which one of you is Dora and which is Ettie?” Her voice is high-pitched
and cold, just like all Mangerians. But it does not grate my ears.
Madame Merriem prods Dora. “This is Dora.” She pokes me. “And this
is Ettie.”
I lower my head, my eyes to the ground and dip my knees the way I was
taught at drudge school.
“You must call me Mistress. And this is my daughter Larissa,” the
woman says.
The child in the bed is the woman’s duplicate, but she is not beautiful.
And the smile she gives Dora and me is not sweet. It is as sour as the lemon
paste used in Me’s salon to bleach the teeth of his Posh clients.
The girl sits up in bed. “I like to be called Little Miss. And I will call
both of you whatever I like.”
Mistress sighs. “Really Larissa, they will address you by your birthing
name. And you must call them by theirs. Ettie and Dora.” Her pale hands
place the book on the table and straighten the blankets on the bed. I am
amazed to see that she has dirt under her nails. Like a Drainer’s after a long
day’s shovelling in the sewers.
“So, my darling, which will it be? Perhaps one of these will suit you
better than the last one?”
Madame Merriem snaps her fingers at us. “Chins up, look straight ahead.
Let Little Miss decide.”

I stare at a spot above the little brat’s head as she looks us over. “But they
are both so ugly. I can’t make up my mind between them. Ugly One or Ugly
Two,” she says, flicking her finger between us.
Mistress sighs again and says to Larissa, “I have to go to work. Perhaps
they can both be with you today and you can tell me later which one you
choose?”
At the sound of a knock my eyes swivel left and a man pokes his head
around the door. “There you are, darling.” He sees Dora and me, and I make
my eyes look forward again. “Oh good, Merriem has brought the new ones.
They come highly recommended.” He nods at Madam Merriem and she
bobs a knee. The man does not appear to find it necessary to introduce
himself to us.
“I wanted to wish you well for today, darling. I think you must see it as a
new beginning, rather than a terrible ending,” he says. His voice has been
carved from ice at the top of a mountain. Too high and too cold.
I do that thing with my eyes again so I can watch them. Mistress smiles
at the man, but it is different to the smile she had given Madam Merriem. It
is a beautiful smile, but it is not real. It is a half-faced moon trapped behind
cloud.
“Yes, today they start clearing all the burnt trees. After this we can start
replanting with the saplings from The Laboratory.” Mistress touches the
gold necklace at her throat. “It will never be the same, but at least my
grandchildren will have a forest.”
Before I can suck the words back into my mouth they are out. “But you
can’t clear the museum. One of my trees is still alive.” They must not kill
my last tree. My precious tree, where that rude bird has made her nest.
“What did you say?” Mistress walks towards me, her stride long under
her full skirt. But I notice that she treads lightly, her bare feet hardly

touching the floor. They do not punish the ground as mine do.
Madam Merriem stabs me in the ribs with her elbow. “She didn’t say
nothing, Mistress. I’ll deal with her downstairs.”
“No, wait, Merry. I want to hear what she said.” Mistress tilts her head at
me.
Now is the time for me to sew my lips shut, but I cannot bear for my tree
to die. I put on my dumb mask and speak the way Dora does. Heavy and
dull. “They say at the market that one of the trees didn’t burn. It’s the large
tree near the west entrance.”
Mistress claps her hands. “Did you hear that, Hylton? One of my trees
survived.”
Madam Merriem looks at me like she wants to rip the tongue out of my
mouth.
The man called Hylton shrugs. “Do not get your hopes up, darling. It is
probably idle gossip. You know how these people like to talk.” He removes
his sunglasses and looks at me now as though I interest him. Like a fly
kebabbed on a stick. His eyes are slivers of jade. There is no light at their
centre.
I peer at him from under my eyebrows, but I find nothing that interests
me. He looks like all Mangerian men and smells like them too. The sweat
off his skin is perfumed meat.
“But I must check for myself, Hylton. Yes, I must,” Mistress says. Her
eyes search mine. “You say I will find it at the west entrance?”
“It’s what they say,” I tell her with my dumb mask and keep my eyes
averted from hers.
Hylton hugs the little brat, touches his fingers to Mistress’ cheek, and
leaves. He seems to have forgotten our presence because he does not hug

us, touch our cheeks or even say goodbye. When he is gone, the air enters
the room again.
“I’ll go and see if Cook has prepared Little Miss her breakfast?” Madam
Merriem says.
“Yes, Doctor will be here shortly and you can bring it once he has left,”
Mistress says.
Madam Merriem shoves us down the stairs, her jaws grinding. “If I ever,
ever hear you talk to Mistress without first being addressed, it’ll be the
dumps for you before you can say Reject, my girl.”
I say nothing. Not even Reject. But Dora smiles. It is not the smile of a
new best friend. She gives me a pinch and a push so I squeak and grab
Madam Merriem by the arm to stop myself from falling.
“Are you trying to cheek me?” Madam Merriem says.
I shake my head. It was a mistake, I want to say.
But for sure it was not. Dora will do anything to get into that Peter Pan
bedroom and become the nursery drudge. Even if it sends me to the dumps.
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The Party

Little Miss plays with Dora and me like we are two cockroaches trapped in
a bottle fighting over a piece of donkey flesh.
We have been at Number 3 Mangeria Compound for a day short of a
month and she has still not decided which of us she prefers to be her carer.
I cannot decide which I like more. Slaving in the kitchen for Cook or
being tormented by Little Miss. It is either two bags of rat skat or two boxes
of fly vomit. Hard to choose.
The days pass, and I am ever more alert. This is because my best friend
Dora is determined I should mess up so that she can get into the nursery.
She has managed to catch me out a couple of times. I should know never to
trust.
On my second working day I wake to find my uniform on the floor,
covered in dirt. Best friend Dora is ever so obliging. “You can use my spare
uniform, Ettie,” she says.
It fits me like a sack and Madam Merriem looks like she wants to tie a
rope around it, and with me trussed up, toss it in the river. “Why can’t you
show more pride in your appearance. Like Dora?” she says. Strike one for
Dora.

On the third day at Number 3 I take a glass of orange juice to the nursery.
“I told Dora I wanted apple juice, Ugly One,” Little Miss yells. Strike two
for Dora.
On the fourth day I serve Master hot porridge instead of cold. “But Ettie,
I did say cold,” Dora says. With strike three I catch a wake-up. I watch
Dora like a bird guarding her chicks against a hungry rat.
Dora is not the only one who wants to catch me out. Mistress calls me to
her sitting room one evening before I knock off. Hylton, or Master, as
Madam Merriem has instructed Dora and me to call him, does not look up
from his book as I enter.
“You were right, Ettie. It is as you said, one of the trees is still living,”
Mistress says. “And it appears to be flourishing.”
I cannot allow her to see my pleasure. I stare down at my booties and
sing a song of sixpence in my head.
“I want to thank you, Ettie. If you had not told me, it would have been
destroyed. I don’t think you could ever understand how much it means to
me.” She touches my face, lifting my chin and gifts me a smile. Another
that I will store in my secret place for special things.
Master glances up. “Don’t be silly, darling. She is a mere drudge, and
you are Guardian of Heritage and Culture. For heaven’s sake! She couldn’t
understand these things.”
Mistress’ chest colours. “I think she might.” She appeals to me. “Ettie,
what do trees mean to you?”
Master tosses the book on the table. “Oh, darling. Is this necessary?”
“Yes, Hylton. It is,” she says. “Ettie?”
“I like trees. If you cut them down you can cook with the wood,” I say in
my Dora voice.

Master laughs. “You see, you see. Oh, darling, I told you. They don’t
think like us.”
His laughter makes me want to take back my words and give another
answer – one that would make Mistress smile at me again. But it would not
be the clever thing to do. And at Number 3, I have to act dumb.
I am pleased to learn that Mistress is the Guardian, and that she is in
charge of replanting the forest in the museum. I have not been able to visit
it, but tomorrow is the end of the month, and after attending Kitty’s trial I
plan to spend the rest of my day off at the museum.
Apart from Dora’s tricks to get me to mess up, I also have Little Miss to
watch out for. Each day, our duties are determined by her whims. She
somehow appears to sense when her actions will give me most pain. And
the more discomfort she causes me, the more she seems to like it.
Yesterday morning is a good example. I was in the kitchen helping Cook
bake a cake. I had placed it in the oven and I was about to apply my tongue
to the mixing bowl while Cook’s back was turned, when the orc called me
to go upstairs. Little Miss needed me to remove the hair from the plughole
in her bath.
I performed this grim task and was sent back to the kitchen, by which
time Dora had licked the bowl clean and there was a sink full of pots ready
for me to scrub. And Dora was sent to take her charge outside, beyond the
enclosing walls, for a walk.
I have not managed to see what lies behind the enclosure. It is as though
Little Miss suspects this is something I want to do more than anything else
in the world. Along with getting into the library.
Master has a library on the third floor. I know this only because I was
sent by Madame Merriem to call him for supper one evening.

“Fifth door on the left, my girl,” she told me. “You must knock, but don’t
dare enter the room unless Master invites you. I’m the only staff member he
trusts to keep his study clean.”
I knocked, gave my name, and when instructed I opened the door. Master
kept me standing in the doorway but I managed to sneak a look inside. The
room was lined with cabinets. And shelves of books.
“What is it, drudge?” he said, not bothering to look up from something he
was examining with a round piece of glass. I passed on the message and
Master dismissed me with a scornful wave of his hand.
Master speaks to Dora and me as if we are a species of insect, and only
when he has to. He never addresses us by name, never looks at us. And
when he talks to Mistress and Little Miss, it is as though we are not present.
We are like the statues in the garden. Still and silent.
During the past month, I have got used to many things at Number 3. I
have learnt the moods of the house as I have fallen into the routine of a
drudge. Dora and I work from sunrise until Madame Merriem tells us we
can go. I am always half a foot out the back door when Little Miss demands
I do something. Like picking her clothes up from the floor where she has
thrown them down, just so that she can watch me on my knees in front of
her. She always allows Dora to leave early, though.
But we are both dirt to her. She is bored rotten. Setting Dora and me
against each other is a game, and we are her toys.
Madam Merriem and Mistress are as thick as Dora’s ankles. When
Mistress was born, the orc was tasked with being her carer. They have been
together for thirty-one years.
They have a special way of speaking that does not use words. Madam
Merriem understands Mistress’ shrugs and sighs and responds to her needs

before she utters them. And Mistress reads every grimace that passes across
the orc’s face.
“Oh, Merry. Cheer up, my heart. Things aren’t that bad,” she says and
laughs into her monstrous face. The orc often makes Mistress laugh. When
I make Mistress laugh it feels like strawberries on market day.
Master and Mistress also have a special way of talking. They play to a
well-rehearsed script. When Master smiles on Mistress, she accepts it,
though it seems she is being asked to carry something heavy. Her face never
shows this, but I see past her mask.
The only time Mistress displays real pleasure in Master’s company is
when they are with their daughter. They are crazy about her. There are some
things that I have not been taught to understand, and this madness is one of
them.
Little Miss is as lazy as a fly that has gorged itself on a rat carcass. She
seldom gets out of bed, and only occasionally takes a walk beyond the
enclosure. She has her meals in the nursery, served by me or Dora. When it
is my turn, I am always sent back with a complaint. The toast is cold, the
mango is stringy, the porridge is lumpy. “Take it away, Ugly One. I won’t
eat this!” she screams. And I am made to toss the food in the trash. Drudges
can never eat leftovers on Cook’s watch.
After the brat has eaten, Dora must run her bath. Only Dora. Little Miss
seems to know that watching all that clean water pouring out of taps would
give me too much joy. Bathing is something the family at Number 3 does
daily. Sometimes they even have two a day, not only to keep themselves
clean, but as a recreational activity. When she is not in bed, the brat
wallows in the tub for hours, calling Dora to add more warm water and
bubbles.

The water that comes from the taps at Number 3 is heated in metal
cylinders next to the glass panels on the roof. There are panelled boxes to
cool the air in the house, and panels to make the lights go on inside when
the sun has set. The Mangerians harness the power of the sun for their
comfort.
Three other drudges work in the house, but they must never speak to
Little Miss. They have not told me their names so I call them Balin, Bifur
and Bombur. Like the Hobbit dwarfs, they are short, and their faces are
hairy.
They have worked at Number 3 for eight years and their tasks are to
clean the house. They are not allowed in the nursery or the kitchen. Except
for today. Because Master and Mistress are throwing a party tonight and
Cook has all of us in the kitchen stirring, beating, chopping, slicing, and
burning our hands in the oven.
I am counting the hours until my day off tomorrow when I will see Kitty
in court. I am wearing Gollum’s precious ring and trying to keep out of
Madam Merriem’s sights until then.
But the orc comes into the kitchen and sees me. “Make yourself clean,
my girl. You and Dora are waiting table tonight.”
In the evening, Dora and I stand at opposite ends of the dining room as
people enter. Even Little Miss has been forced out of bed for the occasion.
Her face is a bitter lemon. I catch her eye, even though I should not, and
throw her my Dora smile. She tosses it back at me with a scowl.
The smell of them fills the room. Perfumed sweat. They laugh and
chatter among themselves and do not see Dora or me, our eyes lowered,
statues at either end of the room.
The stars stutter and dim as the evening drags on. Dora and I are rushed
off our bootie-clad feet. We pour drinks, and more drinks. Mango, banana

and orange juice. And stuff that smells like bug juice, but does not make me
want to hurl. Balin, Bifur and Bombur stagger in under platters, and place
the food on tables that line the room. And stagger out for more.
The Mangerians talk more than they eat. I would be too busy guzzling to
talk. But they push food away as though it does not appeal. I fill plates and
clear food away and I listen. They begin to tell jokes.
“How do you kill twenty flies in one go?” Master says, looking around
the room grinning. “You hit a Reject in the face with a frying pan.” The
guffaws have barely faded when a voice cries out, “Wait, wait, what does a
Locust call a Pulak after chopping both his legs off at the knee? Neil, of
course!” This is met by groans and jeers.
When they are done picking at their food or rearranging it on their plates,
they put a few pinches of dried-out stuff onto paper. They roll this up into
slim cylinders, which they put between their lips, inhaling, exhaling, and
then flicking ash onto their plates. They blow smoke across the table at each
other and discuss serious matters. The Mangerian election.
Madam Merriem hisses at me to stop slouching and snaps her jaws at me
as I yawn.
“Our families must decide which Guardians will step down for the next
three years to allow others a turn,” Master makes a sweeping gesture as he
looks at the seated guests. The heat rises in the room at the same rate as the
volume of the voices.
A woman speaks, her voice flaying the skin off the back of my neck. She
is clearly annoyed. “I know mine is a small family, but even so, we haven’t
had a single Guardian position in six years.” She taps the man next to her.
“And this lot, they had two Guardians after each of the past three elections.”
Her hard eyes scan the guests for a reaction, but there is merely low
muttering.

For the rest of the evening, they argue and haggle like Market Nags over
a stack of bruised banana. Every family has its eyes on a prize. Alliances
form over fate-mates. This one’s son is married to that one’s daughter, and
the other is the brother to that one’s sister. Their power lies in blood ties. If
they stick together they will secure the best positions.
Little Miss’s head is lolling on the table, and Madam Merriem is
instructed to take her to the nursery.
“Our family is keeping Science and Technology. It’s been in our care for
a hundred and eighty years,” says Master.
Voices from across the table shout him down and one bellows, “You have
more chance of finding fish in the sea!” The conversation becomes even
more heated as families refuse to compromise in any way.
“Our family is prepared to give up Heritage and Culture – in return for
keeping Science and Technology,” Master says, colour creeping up his neck
above his high collar.
Mistress rises to her feet. “Hylton, how dare you,” she hisses. Then she
covers her mouth with a trembling hand and sits down. Fate-mates do not
squabble in public.
One man attempts to lighten the mood. He is the joker who told the story
about the Locust and the Pulak. “Look, I’m happy to relinquish Justice and
Peace – anything to avoid working with Cockroach.” The room chuckles,
but warily.
“Yes, our Justice and Peace Director is a despicable creature,” Master
says, slowly nodding, “but at least he’s effective.” He smiles and says,
“Sorry, Bartholomew, but your family gets to keep that one.”
The woman with the voice like a flaying knife is unhappy with the way
things have turned out. She takes another long sip from the glass I have

spent the night refilling. “That position should be ours. You’re a dirty thief,
Bartholomew, just like your son.”
There is a titter, followed by an uneasy silence. Bartholomew laughs, but
he is not joking around any more. “How dare you suggest that I’m a
protector of thieves? I’m tired of this gossip.”
“You’ve got Cockroach in your back pocket. Of course your son has your
protection,” the woman says, her cheeks stained red.
Bartholomew slams his fist on the table. “I invite all of you seated here to
come to court tomorrow and hear my son clear his name.”
He points to the other end of the table, far across the room from me.
“Nicolas, my boy. Stand up and let the family see the face of someone who
is not afraid to speak the truth.”
Nicolas, Nici, Nic, Nice.
He stands up, stares across the table at his father. He notices me, but I
look away. “Yes, Father?” he says.
“I was just telling the families around this table that you will give
evidence tomorrow in the trial of Katherine Seven.”
“But, Father, I have already told you what happened.”
“And you will tell it again tomorrow. The whole truth.” Bartholomew’s
set expression warns that he will brook no argument. My hands shake as I
collect the plates. If Nicolas testifies against me in court tomorrow, I am rat
food.
Nicolas is waiting for me in the stairwell as I go down to the kitchen.
“Juliet. Hey, Juliet, wait up.” He touches my arm. “Look, I’m sorry. I
can’t argue against my father.”
Madam Merriem comes down the stairs from the nursery. Her orc eyes
flicker from Nicolas to me, and I fling his hand off my arm.
“I’m really sorry,” he whispers as I turn away.

I am sorry too. Because tomorrow the son of the Guardian of Justice and
Peace is going to testify against my Kitty. I should have known Nicolas
would be trouble. He knows my name. He knows where I work. And he has
the power to send both Kitty and me to Savage City.
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The Trial

I only get to leave for Section D a few hours before the sun rises. As soon
as supper ended, Cook dispatched Dora and the three dwarfs, but she made
me stay.
“You’ll scrub every last pot, and clean the kitchen to an inch of its life
before you go,” she said to me.
When I am done, she sends me to Madam Merriem. Unlike most traders,
who are not allowed to live in Mangeria City, the orc has living quarters at
Number 3. The people who make the rules bend them to suit.
As I reach the door on the fourth floor I hear sobbing. Now this is
something I want to hear, so I lean closer and listen. May the orc weep until
she is as empty and dry as the vats of bug juice at the pleasure clubs after
wage day.
“But who will look after my saplings, Merry? I can’t believe Hylton
betrayed me,” I hear Mistress cry out. “The Guardian that will take my
place in parliament is a fool.”
“You must understand that he didn’t do it lightly. Little Miss isn’t getting
better, ” Madam Merriem says in a soothing voice.
I push open the door. “Cook said you wanted to see me before I leave.”

Madam Merriem flashes yellow teeth at me. “Don’t you knock? How
many times have I told you to knock before you enter my room?”
Mistress raises her head from the orc’s lap. “Oh, Merry, don’t be so
harsh. The child is falling asleep on her feet.” Her face is blotchy and her
hair is a bird’s nest. But she is still beautiful.
Madam Merriem fiddles in a cupboard and hands me an envelope. “Make
sure you give part of your wages to your family, Ettie.” She clucks as she
realises her mistake. “No, you’re the other one. You come from Section O,
don’t you?”
Yes, I am the other one. The drudge without the six darling brothers and
sisters and a father and mother.
Mistress sits up and tilts her head at me. “I wonder, Ettie, do you know
the girl, Katherine Seven, who is to stand trial today?” She turns to Madam
Merriem. “She was an orphan, too, wasn’t she, Merry?”
“Yes, she was also rubbish,” the orc says. “Well, Ettie, do you know
her?”
Knowing thieves is not a skill that is highly rated on a drudge’s
references. So I lie. “I never knew her,” I say. But I am not really lying.
Because the girl who will be in court in a few hours is not the Kitty I knew.
I leave Number 3 and walk through the security booms at the exit to the
compound. The Locusts search me and finger my envelope. “Hello, hello,
what’s this then?” They do not let me pass until I have parted with a few
credits. It is wage day. The day Locusts come out to feed.
With a bounce in their step, the taxi Pulaks pull me through Mangeria
City, past the pleasure quarter. Posh stumble about in the dim streets, their
rude songs keeping rats and cockroaches awake. They throw credits about
as if the stars will not fade with the morning. We pass through the gates and

cross the bridge to Slum City. Bright lights shine on the river as Scavvies
ferry sated traders across; they have broken curfew, and are on their way
back from the pleasure clubs.
The taxi stops. The Pulaks will go no further until I part with more
credits. They pocket these, and drop me outside my block in Section D. I
stumble up the stairs to my room. Dora is at home with her family in
Section F and is not pigging the mattress as usual. I take some more credits
out of the envelope and tuck them inside my shirt.
For the first time in my life, I dream. I see pictures as I sleep. But the
pictures are not like those in a book, there are no words to go with them.
Kitty is in a pit and cannot climb out. As I reach down to help her, her face
changes. It is Nicolas. He drags me into the pit and stuffs my mouth with
exploding toffees.
I awaken to the shouts of news traders: “trial of the pleasure club thief
starts today!”; “This brazen beauty dared to rob a Mangerian!”; “Come and
hear the confession of the darling of the clubs!”; “Will this beauty burn in
Savage City?”
They stand on street corners and compete for an audience. But I do not
want to hear about what is going to happen to Kitty in court today. I go to
the window and tip my pot of night soil onto the shouting heads below.
Splish, splash, splatter. I pull back as they begin to curse. But it has shut
them up, and they move away.
The drudge warden is at my door. “Hand it over, Ettie. It’s end-ofmonth.” She wants rent. And some extra credits for water and for keeping
the room free of rats and fleas.
She empties the envelope, drags the pillow off my bed, feels under the
mattress. “Either the Mangerians have got meaner, or you’re a sly one,” she
says, putting the rest of my credits into her pocket.

Today the sun is hiding behind clouds. Now you see me, now you don’t.
It is playing with me, showing off its power. I hunch my shoulders against
it. I am not in the mood for games today.
People jostle in the street, their pockets full of credits to spend on their
day off. Some want to be entertained, and, like me, they are headed for the
courts.
I reach the building for Justice and Peace and stand in the queue. The
Posh walk past the Locusts, tossing credits into a bowl as they enter the
building. No queues for them. When I reach the front of the line, the Locust
blocks my hand. “The stalls are full. There’s no more space. Get lost.”
I search my pockets for more credits and offer them to the Locust. There
is immediately space for one more.
The stalls are stuffed with people and their smells. I elbow and push my
way to the front so I can stare over the railing into the courtroom. I watch
the Posh as they open boxes of sweets and wait for the entertainment to
begin.
A section below, with seats reserved for Mangerians, is filling up fast.
Word has got out that the son of one of the top families is to testify in court.
Everyone wants to show their support. Or laugh behind their fans.
“All rise for Judge,” a voice says, and the Posh stand up. Not the
Mangerians – they stay seated. The rest of us are already standing as there
are no chairs in the stalls.
The person who walks into the courtroom is bent double, as though
searching for the fine legal print on the floor. She settles back in her chair at
the front of the court, straightens her wig, and closes her eyes.
A door opens at the side of the room. There is a sudden surge and voices
clamour: “Let us see her, we want to see!”
The brazen pleasure worker, the daring thief.

My chest shatters and the shards slice my stomach open as Kitty enters
the courtroom. Her honey skin is grey and her hair looks like it has been
rinsed in a sewer. She walks with small steps as her shackles clang around
her ankles. Locusts lead her to a box next to Judge, and push her down on
the bench.
“Look up, Kitty. Look up. I’m here,” I whisper. But she keeps her head
bowed; of course, she cannot hear me.
A news trader near me sketches her on a sheet of paper. People who did
not make it into court will pay credits to see a good likeness of her.
“Beautiful? Did they say she was a beauty? Not this bag of bones.”
Judge stirs and slams a gavel down. The court is silent. The trial of
Katherine Seven has begun.
“The prisoner is not asked to plead and must remain seated,” Judge says.
All the accused are presumed guilty. And even those who profess innocence
plead guilty after a month in the cellars. “The Director of Justice and Peace
will lead the evidence.” Judge pats her wig and settles back in her chair.
“Look, it’s Cockroach! Cockroach!” The whispers are loud, insistent.
The head of the Locusts darts across the courtroom towards Kitty. He
pauses in front of her, his face twitching. People lean backwards, as if afraid
that he might stretch up into the stalls and grab them. He turns to Judge, and
we all press forward to hear him.
“On the third day of the month of Seven, the accused, Katherine Seven,
known as Kitty, also known by patrons of the pleasure clubs as Beauty, was
caught attempting to steal from the room of a member of the sixteenth
Mangerian family. This being Room 56, pleasure resort Havianna,”
Cockroach says. “When apprehended, the accused confessed. There is
nothing more to be said.” He scurries over to a chair at the front of the
courtroom and sits down.

Traders next to me mutter. They want more. They have paid good credits
for the entertainment.
“Oh yes, there is,” Judge says, her eyes widening. Not so asleep after all.
Cockroach rises. “Excuse me?”
“Your honour,” Judge reminds him.
“Excuse me, your honour,” Cockroach says.
The stalls snigger. That’ll teach Cockroach. He must show respect.
“I said there is more to be said on the matter. We have a witness. We
must hear his testimony.”
Cockroach spreads his palms, shrugs helplessly.
“Is there a problem, Director? The witness was supposed to appear,”
Judge says.
“I beg your honour’s indulgence, the witness is indisposed. But we do
have his statement,” Cockroach says.
Judge rolls her eyes, sighs. “Yes, I have read it.” She pulls a sheet of
paper from the stack in front of her. Her eyes focus as she frowns.
“According to the statement made by drudge driver Festis Four, who was
present at the time of the attempted theft, the accused was assisted in her
crime by two others. A male and a female. One of them, the female, fled the
premises.”
“The accused denies this. Under intense questioning she claims there
were no conspirators,” Cockroach says.
“Your honour,” Judge again reminds him.
“Yes. Your honour. I have read the statement made by Festis Four and –”
Judge raises a finger and says, “I heard you. But I am informed there is
another witness who will shed light on this contradictory evidence. I would
like to hear his testimony. Or is he also indisposed?”
“The Posh, the Posh . . .the Posh is going to testify,” the stalls murmur.

“If it is necessary. Your honour,” Cockroach says, casting nervous looks
in the direction of the Mangerians.
“It is. Necessary.”
Hand clapping echoes through the courtroom. Now, this is entertainment
worth paying for.
Nicolas enters and stands to the side of Judge. He towers over her. If she
stood up, she would be looking straight at his belly. And not into his eyes,
the way I could.
“State you name, age, trade and address for the record,” says Judge. Her
face is split wide with glee. It is not every day you get the boss’s son in
court.
“I am Nicolas of the fifth Mangerian family. I am sixteen years old. I live
at Number 5 Mangeria Compound. Mangeria City. I am in the family
trade.”
“Which is?”
“Our family trade is Justice and Peace. Last year I started my apprentice
as a Locust. When I am of age I will be a Guardian.”
I gaze at the face of a Locust-in-training. If there is one trade I despise
more than any other, even more than that of a drudge, it is the Locust trade.
Nicolas, Nici, Nic. Not so Nice.
Judge turns to Cockroach. “Your witness,” she says.
Cockroach’s hands twitch at his sides. He stills them by hooking his
fingers into the belt around his bloated stomach. “Tell the court what
happened on the third day of the seventh month,” Cockroach says.
Nicolas clears his throat, inhales sharply. “I was playing with my Frisbee
in the passage outside my room, when I observed an argument between
drudge driver Festis Four and the accused, Katherine Seven. I mistook them
both for my cousins.”

“You mistook a drudge driver and a pleasure worker for your cousins?”
Cockroach says, trying to hide a sneer.
The stalls bellow and whistle. And the gavel shuts them up.
“I was hallucinating. I had the sun sickness,” Nicolas says.
Cockroach nods and Nicolas continues. “During the course of the
argument, the accused was injured and I went to get some ice. Officers for
Justice and Peace appeared and arrested her. This is all I can remember.”
“And there were no others present, apart from the accused and the drudge
driver, Festis Four?”
Nicolas glances up at the stalls and I stare into his Locust eyes. Clear
green glass. He looks across at his father seated with the other Mangerians.
“No,” he says.
“No? You mean there was someone else?” says Cockroach. “No. Yes.
What I mean, is that there was no one else present,” Nicolas says.
“With respect, this is contrary to the statement of drudge driver, Festis
Four. Which of you is telling the truth?”
“There was no one else.”
“Do you swear to this on your family’s honour?”
There is frantic fan-tapping in the Mangerian section. The stalls hold
their breath. The Guardian of Justice and Peace taps his chin, shoots a
glance at Cockroach. Nicolas hesitates and looks up, his eye catching mine.
“On my family’s honour. I will not lie.”
“I thank you for your testimony,” Cockroach says.
Judge shuffles some papers. “The prisoner may now rise for sentencing.”
Kitty struggles to stand up and steadies herself, holding onto both sides
of the box. The news trader glances at her hands and sketches. In his
drawing, there are no fingernails.

“Is there any one of you in this courtroom who will speak for the accused
before I pass sentence?” Judge says. She looks around the courtroom.
Heads are lowered. No one looks up. Judge sighs. “Is there no one who will
speak for the character of the accused?”
I thrust myself forward, lean over the railing. Kitty is cruel and vain. She
is sweet and funny and brave and loyal. There are many things I could tell
them about my Kitty.
Kitty raises her head and sees me. She does that movement with her jaw.
It says, No, Ettie. No.
“Ten years,” one trader whispers loudly. “Double on ten and quits on
seven,” another says as the stalls take bets on her sentence.
“I sentence the accused, Katherine Seven, to five years in Savage City,”
says Judge. “Court dismissed.”
Traders exchange credits and the losers curse Judge’s feeble sense of
justice.
I leave the courtroom and run towards the parade. I pay my credit at the
west entrance of the museum and enter the new forest. As I walk, I stroke
the leaves of the saplings until I reach my tree. It is surrounded by iron
railings so I cannot touch it. It does not speak to me today.
I look up into the branches but there is no sign of the nest. A mess of
feathers lies at the foot of the tree. The chicks are no more. Mistress Hadeda
could not protect them. And I will not be able to protect Kitty in Savage
City.
I take a taxi back to Section D. It is packed with Market Nags on their
way back from the beach. “There was a monster in the sea today.”
“Not just one. I saw two.” They argue among themselves and laugh about
the monster that nearly caught them on the beach. The game never stops.

Outside my block in Section D, whistling warns me that Handler Xavier
is waiting. But he sees me before I can run away, and pulls me into a back
alley off the busy street.
“I need you to do something for me,” he says.
“Not a chance. I don’t play the game any more. I have a trade.”
“Do you think I don’t know who you work for?” I feel his spit on my
face. “How many drudges have you heard of who were accidentally hit by a
taxi?” His face is a snarl. “Look, I got you sent there for a reason.”
“I don’t care. I won’t help you. I owe you nothing.”
Handler Xavier grips my arms with hard fingers. “Do it for yourself then.
Do it to keep out of Savage City. If you don’t work for me I’ll report you to
the Locusts. There’ll always be another witness to say that you were with
Kitty the day she tried to rob the room.”
I pull myself free of his grasp and laugh in his face. “It’s too late. The
trial is over. You can’t threaten me.”
Handler Xavier turns to walk away, and then stops. “Do it for Kitty, then.
Remember, Ettie, she saved your miserable life. Now she needs your help.”
I stare at him. I do not trust him. But if I know their plan I may be able to
help her.
“Keep those rat ears of yours wide open. Learn everything you can about
your master at Number 3 and report back to me. I’m interested in the place
he works. Get close to his family. And to that boyfriend of yours.”
“What boyfriend?”
“Don’t act dumb, Ettie. He’s that kid we scammed in the game. I saw the
way he lied on his family’s honour for you in court today. His father is the
Guardian of Justice and Peace. The kid’s got a thing for you.”
I have learnt what I need to know. But I will not work for him. The
handler will not think twice before setting the Locusts on me again.

“I’d only do it for credits. But I don’t think you can pay me enough,” I
say.
Handler Xavier looks at me the way I look at cockroaches. “You don’t
care about anyone, do you? Who made you this way?” He walks away, not
waiting to hear my answer.
I climb the stairs to my room, my heart singing. I know what I must do. I
am back in the game. But this time, I play alone.

14

Porridge

Idon’t know why I have to go away with you, Hylton. It is not as if my
name is on the ballot,” Mistress says.
“But, darling, mine is. And it’s what the masses expect. You and I
together at the hustings.” Master’s eyes are cold and hard. “It is what I
expect too,” he adds.
“Yes, Hylton. You have come to expect an awful lot from me.”
Master and Mistress are supposed to be going on the election trail, but
Mistress is clearly reluctant. Things have been awkward ever since last
week’s dinner party, where he traded her Guardian position to secure his
own in parliament.
They do not bother to hide their feelings from the staff, because we do
not have ears and so we cannot hear them when they argue.
“It was the only way, darling. If I had given up my position, I could not
continue with the trials in The Laboratory. And the doctors are so close to a
solution. Larissa is not getting any better, as you know,” Master says.
“Are you trying to suggest that I care more about my position in
parliament than our daughter?” Mistress flounces out of the room.

It goes on and on throughout the week, every time we pour the tea, slice
the cakes, spoon peas and mash onto their plates. The only time they stop
squabbling is in front of Little Miss. They try never to upset her.
For a drudge, these arguments are a form of free entertainment. Still,
when Master gets his way, I am pleased that I will see the back of them
today.
The staff is standing like a guard of honour on the steps of Number 3 as
the Pulaks pile the luggage in the back of their taxi. “Come on, darling. Get
in,” Master says. Yes, Mistress. Get in, I urge.
“Merry, I can trust you to hold my home together,” Mistress says. “You
know what to do. But if anything . . . you know . . . please send word . . . ”
“Come on, darling. We are on a tight schedule,” says Master.
“Ettie, Dora, I know Madam Merriem can rely on you while she is in
charge. And you will make sure that Larissa is comfortable and happy?”
She appeals to me when she says this. But I am making no promises on that
score.
“They’ll do as I tell them, Mistress. I’ve got everything under control and
they’ll be kept very busy,” the orc says.
I plan to be very busy over the next few days. Without Madam Merriem’s
help. There are three things I want to do while the cats are away. These
things do not involve playing. The first is to get into Master’s study and
look at the books in his library. This one is for me. The second is to snoop
around Master’s study, to search for a way to help Kitty. And the other is to
see Nicolas and get as close to him as I can, without touching. Also for
Kitty.
While I do my thing, the staff must be kept too busy to watch me. I tap
the bulge in my pocket. My bottle of tricks.

The Pulaks speed Master and Mistress down the road and the orc sends
me to the kitchen to prepare the brat’s breakfast. Dora offers to bring
Madam Merriem a bowl of porridge – she is about to put a pot on the stove.
I rely on Dora to be always sucking up.
Concealed in the pocket of my uniform is a bottle containing scrapings
from every filthy surface in the house. From places like plug holes and the
doormat. A person would be better off licking a Drainer’s shovel than
sampling what I have prepared for the pot of porridge. Bubble, bubble, toil
and trouble.
I ask Cook to save me some porridge while I take Little Miss her
breakfast. “Take a bowl for her. She likes her porridge,” Cook says.
I hesitate. It is one thing to poison the staff; it is another to kill off a
Mangerian Miss. But I do not want to act suspicious, so I scoop a small
portion and take the tray up to the Peter Pan room.
“What have you brought to poison me with this morning, Ugly One?” the
brat says. How did she know? I place the tray on her lap. As I turn towards
the door I feel oats scalding the back of my neck and see bits of bowl
scattering at my feet.
“I don’t want porridge,” she screams. But I am relieved when I bend
down to pick up the shards. Death by porridge would be too kind a way for
her to die.
Back in the kitchen, Dora has scoffed all the porridge. She is as
predictable as sunrise. “Sorry, Ettie, did you want some?”
I tell Goldilocks I have already eaten. After the two helpings she has
guzzled, Dora is sure to die first. There is a special oven in the sky for
greedy-gutses like her.
I watch and wait for them all to die.

Dora hurls the contents of her stomach into the drain outside. It is barely an
hour since breakfast, and the retching is music to my ears.
“I’m dying, Ettie,” she says.
“I’ll fetch Madam Merriem to bury you,” I say, handing her a cloth to
wipe the mess off her chin.
I knock on the door to the orc’s room, as I have been instructed to do. I
wait, and knock again. I know she is in there, but if she is dead she will not
be able to answer. So I enter. Instead of a corpse, I find her lying on the
couch. Alive.
“My stomach. Oh, I can’t bear the pain,” she says, clutching herself. “I
don’t know what I ate.”
I could tell her, but I do not. “Dora is also feeling unwell. There must be
a bug going around.” I cannot imagine how many species of bug there were
in that porridge. At least a thousand and one.
“Dora? Unwell? I must go and see to Little Miss immediately. She may
also be sick.” The orc struggles to rise but falls back on the couch. She
bends over a pot on the floor and heaves. “I can’t. You must go, Ettie.”
I think not. While Madam Merriem is indisposed I will go to Master’s
study instead. I leave the orc to her vomit.
I push open the heavy study door and pull it closed behind me. Rays of
the late-morning sun accuse me through half-shuttered windows. I pull the
shutters closed. Now there is no one to watch me.
I run my fingers over the spines of the books. There are too many to read
over the next few days. I could take some back to Section D with me. But
there is no way I would get them past the Locusts. And Dora would be
there, watching me, waiting for me to slip up so that she could rat on me.
But I am a thief, and cannot help myself. I take a book and conceal it
under my uniform. It feels cool against my stomach. Master will not miss

one book. I did not see its title, so it will be a surprise. Like Posh children
get on their birthing days. A present from Master to Ettie. Thank you, kind
Master.
I linger as I pass the cabinets. I cannot make sense of what I see behind
the glass. Rows of white bone, stuck onto hard pieces of paper. Some are
bigger than others, but they are the same shape, and all of them are
numbered.
The round glass that I saw Master looking through sits on top of the desk.
Next to it lies a piece of bone. I take the piece of bone and look at it under
the glass. I see what Master sees. The numbers zoom straight up at me from
under the glass: 798785. Any Reject with half a brain could tell me what I
am looking at. It is the mark on a piece of bone from someone’s spine. It is
the mark of a drudge, born in the seventh month. I know what each number
in the sequence means.
A sound outside the study door makes me drop the glass. It falls to the
floor and shatters. I am uncertain what to do. If I sweep up the pieces and
confess, it means I broke the rule and entered Master’s study. If I take the
glass and bury it in the trash, then someone has stolen it. Thieves go to
Savage City. Drudges who break things get dumped.
When in doubt, do nothing (Handler Xavier’s Rule Number Fifteen). I
run from the study and pull the door shut. I see a shadow in the corridor and
duck into a doorway. My heart beats like a festival drum: Savage-CitySavage-City-Savage-City. I stop and compose myself. Dump-DumpDumpity-Dump.
I wait. It is quiet, so I go down to the second floor. I should check on the
brat. Madam Merriem will be expecting me to report back to her. I enter the
Peter Pan room and breathe in its smell. Meaty Mangerian child sweat.

“Little Miss, are you sleeping?” There is no reply. I move closer to the
bed and say it again, a little louder. This is something that drives her
bananas. There is nothing worse than someone waking you with a loud
voice to find out if you are sleeping. Usually, she screams at me.
Little Miss moans. Good, she has been poisoned. But the cut on the back
of my neck reminds me that she did not eat any porridge. I pinch the foot
sticking out from under the covers. It is hot. The face above the blankets is
as pale as the bone displayed in Master’s study.
She stirs, her eyes still closed. “Mother, I’m so sore. It’s burning me.”
I fetch a glass of water and hold her as she drinks. She is small in my
arms. Her bones feel like they are about to pierce her flesh, and the blood
runs close to her skin. Blue veins show, like those on a leaf that has been
bleached dead by the sun.
The smell of sickness offends my nose and I want to get out of here. “Just
stay still, Little Miss. I’m going to get Madam Merriem. She’ll know what
to do.”
Her eyelids flicker open. “No, don’t leave me. There’s nothing she can
do. Stay with me, Ettie. Please don’t leave me alone.” The brat used my
name. And she said please – this alarms me more than anything.
“Tell me a story. About one of my mother’s trees,” she says. She holds
onto me as the fever takes her.
I do not want to stay, but I cannot leave her, so I tell her the story about
the Faraway Tree. About Moonface and Silky the Fairy. I know it by heart. I
do not know if she is listening, but she lies still in my arms.
I can feel her heart beat against mine, her skin touching my skin. I feel
her hair on my cheek, her breath on my neck. I grow used to her smell. My
arm goes dead and I feel a spasm in my neck. I try to shift away but she will
not let me.

When the story has come to an end she sighs. “That is the most beautiful
story I have ever heard. Even better than Mother’s stories. Please, Ettie, tell
me some more.” Her hair is still damp, but her skin is dry. She is better, I
can leave her now.
“But that’s the end of the story. There is nothing more to tell,” I say. I try
to untangle myself from her arms. “I must go, Little Miss. Madam Merriem
will be wondering where I’ve been.”
But she is not wondering any longer. The orc stands at the doorway, her
teeth bared. “I certainly have been looking for you. I told you to find out
how she was and come back to me. The whole house is down with the bug.
I have only just managed to send the pool drudge for Doctor.”
Little Miss pushes herself up on the pillows. “But Merry, I don’t have a
bug. It was just the same old fever. There is nothing Doctor can do for me.”
Madam Merriem fusses over the blankets, pulling them straight. “I don’t
like to hear you talk like this. Your father will make you better.”
Little Miss pushes the blankets aside. She says she is feeling perfectly
well and wants to go outside for a walk.
“I’ll take you. If you just wait a little longer until my stomach has
settled,” says Madam Merriem. She gulps and holds a hand to her mouth.
“Oh dear, my insides are rising again.”
“No, it’s fine, Merry. Go and lie down. Ettie can take me.”
Butterflies dance in my chest. I will get to see the tree. Payment for one
story. It was worth it.
We enter the gate of the enclosure and I see rainbows.
“It’s my secret garden,” Little Miss says. “Actually, it’s not really a
secret. Everyone knows about it. But that’s what I call it. Mother made it for
me. All the families have them.”

The colours in front of my eyes are masses of flowers. Not plastic ones
like in the market, but living flowers. It is something I have never seen
before. My legs are jelly.
“These are the sweetest of my flowers. We call them Love-in-the-Mist.”
Blue and pink faces surrounded by fine tendrils peep up at me. “Love in
the mist,” I say. I do not know much about love. But the flowers look like
the feeling I have for books and trees. And Kitty.
“And these are Mother’s favourites. Forget-Me-Not. She is forever
digging in this bed. She doesn’t care about getting her nails dirty.”
Forget me not, I silently repeat. It is a scrubby plant, its small blue
flowers trailing all over the place. Something to be overlooked and crushed
under foot. Another flower for Kitty. I lean down and press my palm against
the petals. When I lift it, all I can smell is hot earth.
“They take the smell out of the flowers at The Laboratory. It attracts
flies,” Little Miss says.
I stroll along the beds, bend down to touch the flowers. Real flowers. I
feel the texture of the leaves. Some waxy, others furred, or smooth.
Wisha-wish-wisha-wisha-wisha. The tree calls me. I stroke its trunk. I
lean my cheek against the bark, I breathe in the smell of the sap inside. My
eyes are bathed by light that filters through the leaves.
“This is my tree,” says Little Miss. “From now on I am going to call it
my faraway tree. When I am stronger, I am going to climb to the highest
branch.”
“And drink tea with Moonface?”
“Yes, and dodge Dame Washalot’s filthy water.” Little Miss laughs. She
has the same laugh as her mother. It makes me want to laugh with her.
Something rustles above us and I look up. A feathery bomb swoops down
from the branches and lands at our feet. The chick pecks at the ground and

at my booties, stabbing at my toes with its razor beak. I try to kick it away.
“Stop, Ettie. Pick it up, I want to hold it.”
I brave the beak and grab the bird. It claws at my hands and pecks at the
skin around my nails.
“I don’t think it likes you, Ettie. Give it to me.”
“They don’t like anybody. They are tellers, they know things that people
don’t. They belong to the Muti Nags.” I shove it towards Little Miss. It
flails about in her hands and then relaxes.
“Does it talk?”
“You have to blind it first. Then they never shut up. For sure they drive
you crazy.”
“You mean take its eyes out? I won’t do that.” She rests her cheek against
the bird’s feathers. “Oh, no, I’d never do that. I promise you, little bird, I’ll
never allow that to happen.”
I tell her to put it down. The bird is dirty and it carries germs. She cannot
keep it. But Little Miss holds the chick close to her chest.
“I want to have it, Ettie. I’m going to keep it safe in my room from the
people who want to blind it. Swear you won’t tell. That it will be our
secret?”
I know about secrets. One is lying against my stomach; the other is the
game I am playing for Kitty. Yes, we can both have our secrets.
We go back to the nursery where Little Miss settles the bird on a blanket
in her drawer. “I don’t let anyone look in my cupboards. Not Mother, or
Merry, or anyone. It will be safe here.”
Yes, it will be safe. I tell Little Miss I will catch flies for it every day and
come and feed it. These birds like flies.
I slide the book from under my uniform and tuck it under the bird’s
blanket. Not even Little Miss will know it is there, and the bird cannot tell.

“Will you tell me another story, Ettie?”
I make myself comfortable on her bed. “Come close to me, Little Miss,”
I say. As she nestles into my arms, I smile inside. For as long as I keep
close to Little Miss, my secrets are safe from the people at Number 3. And I
can learn theirs.
“Closer,” I say.
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No,” Dora says the next day. “It wasn’t me. I didn’t do it.”
Dull Dora is so distraught I almost feel sorry for her. Almost.
“That is quite enough, Dora. Doctor examined all of us and it was
definitely the porridge,” Madam Merriem says. “You obviously didn’t wash
your hands before you cooked it.”
“But I’m the cleanest drudge. I came top of my class for cleanliness. Tell
her, Ettie,” Dora says, her voice rising. “Tell her.”
Dora suspects I had something to do with it. I am the only member of
staff who did not eat the porridge and get sick. But she has no proof.
“She’s clean, Madam Merriem. She washes at least once a month,” I say.
Madam Merriem shudders. “I’m not sure what we are going to do with
you, Dora. You obviously can’t work in the kitchen any longer.”
Cook agrees. No, the filthy rubbish certainly cannot continue there.
How about the Reject dumps, I want to suggest. But I do not. I keep
silent. Poor Dora, my silence says.
Dora is cornered. She spots a gap and takes it. “Maybe I’ll be better in
the nursery?” She is half-way through when the orc’s jaws snap shut and
then open again.

“Are you out of your mind with sun sickness? I would sooner send a
Drainer to the nursery.” The orc smiles at me. I wish she would not; it is as
nasty as her snarl. “In any event, Little Miss has decided she wants our Ettie
to be her carer.”
After nursing Little Miss yesterday, when everyone else was indisposed,
I am Madam Merriem’s favourite. I am the brightest star in the sky; the
sweetest flower in Little Miss’s garden. I am happy to be the orc’s pet.
There is nothing I will not be able to do now.
It is decided. Balin, the biggest of the three dwarfs – or Agnes, as I must
now call her – will work in the kitchen, and Dora is to be condemned to the
mop. From Dora’s expression, it is as if night soil has been dumped on her
head. The scowl she throws me as she wipes her feet before being banished
from the kitchen tells me she will get me. Oh yes she will.
The next few days pass peacefully, and Master and Mistress return from the
campaign trail to a clean and ordered house.
“It was a most fruitful trip. The masses went wild for me,” Master says
across the table to his wife. “The election is going to be a great success.”
“Yes, Hylton, it always is. The people are forced to vote,” Mistress says.
“You are as popular as the next name on the ballot.”
“There is no need for that attitude, darling. The masses don’t think like
us.”
I am standing behind Mistress, and she turns to me. “Ettie, what do you
think about the elections?”
They are at each other’s throats again, and I am not going to get caught in
the middle. “I have to vote in the election. It is the law,” I say. Mistress
makes a there-I-told-you-so face at Master, and I add, “I can’t wait to

choose my twenty favourite candidates.” Master rewards the chair next to
me with a grin.
“Come, darling, today is very important. For our daughter’s sake.
Peace?”
Mistress agrees to a truce and sends me to prepare Little Miss for an
outing. This is unusual. For as long as I have worked at Number 3, Little
Miss has never left the premises.
Little Miss has her head in the drawer. “Ettie, come see. It’s eating.”
“Yes, they’re greedy. Don’t give it too much. It mustn’t get used to it.” At
some point, I plan to toss the dirty bird into the drain. But not yet. Only
when I have no further use for it. For now, it keeps Little Miss sweet – and
my book safe.
“It’s such a darling, Ettie. Come look. I’ve decided to call it Fanny like
the girl in your story. Princess Fanny.”
“It’s a good name for a girl. But what if it’s a boy?” I keep a safe
distance. The bird appears to have taken a dislike to me and attacks me
whenever I try to get my book.
“Then I will call him Prince Fanny,” she giggles. I catch myself laughing
with her.
On the way down to the taxi we pass Dora on the stairs, scrubbing floors.
“Oh look, it’s Ugly Two,” Little Miss says.
“Her name is Dora. You mustn’t speak about people like that,” I say. I do
not know why I feel the need to defend Dora. I am as fond of her as I am of
toe jam.
“She’s just a drudge,” says Little Miss.
“I’m a drudge too,” I say.
“But you’re pretty, Ettie, and clever. You’re not like a drudge. You’re
different.”

“No, I’m not.” Yes, I am. I am savage. But she must not know this.
Dora scowls and slops water on my feet. She will thank me in her own
time and in her own way.
Little Miss stops me on the staircase. “Please don’t be angry with me,
Ettie. I say things I don’t mean sometimes.”
I stare at her anxious face. A Mangerian pleading with a drudge! It must
be the stories I have been telling her, it is the only thing that could explain
this change.
“It’s whenever I feel sick and scared. Today I feel more frightened than
most days.” Little Miss tries to put her arms around my waist but I push her
away.
“Come, your parents are waiting.” I muss her hair, and relief softens her
features. I taste power.
Master and Mistress are waiting outside with the taxi. Mistress says I
must go back to the kitchen and tell Madam Merriem they will be back for
supper.
“No, she’s coming with me. She must come too,” Little Miss says.
I stand deaf on the steps as they argue.
Master flatly refuses his daughter’s request. “Definitely not,” Mistress
concurs. This, at least, is one thing they agree on.
Little Miss sits on the ground and refuses to budge.
“We cannot have her upset, Hylton. Not today,” says Mistress.
“Right. Come, drudge,” Master commands.
I climb into the back of the taxi with the umbrellas and coats. The family
sits in the front, looking at the view.
The Pulaks run like the wind, and nothing gets in our way. The sun fights
with the clouds. It shoves them out of the way but they regroup. The clouds
win, and we travel in shade. We speed past the Locusts at their booms. They

do not stop us to feel under our clothes and search us. Or take our wages
and pinch our bottoms.
We sweep down the streets of Mangeria City, and Drainers jump out of
our way. The Pulaks hardly break a sweat in their harnesses, and the taxi
warden merely taps them with his whip.
“They are pulling nicely today,” Mistress says.
“Yes, darling, that’s because we feed them oats,” Master says. “By
treating them well we only need to replace them every four years.”
We travel some distance until we hit a queue of food wagons. “Tell them
who I am,” Master tells the taxi warden. “You should know that I do not
wait in queues.”
The taxi warden shouts out instructions and the wagons give way. “Make
way for the Guardian.”
We pass though several booms, but we do not stop for the security
checks. We draw up outside a huge cluster of buildings. They stretch further
than my eyes can see.
Mistress nudges Little Miss awake. “This is where Father works. Come
and see The Laboratory.”
We pass a warehouse where wagons are waiting. “Where is the potato?”
a market warden shouts.
“There was a hold-up in the final product testing. It should be cleared
next week,” a Labor replies.
We follow Master into a building and down long passages. Labors in
white coats pass, lowering their eyes when they see Master. “Good
morning, Guardian,” they murmur and step out of his way. Locusts stand
guard at every doorway.
“Goodness, Hylton, I had no idea of the extent of the security in this
place,” says Mistress.

“Well, we beefed it up this morning in preparation for the new intake. We
cannot have them getting out and running wild.”
“New intake? You mean the prisoners from Savage City?”
“No, darling. That lot arrived more than a week ago. This is the little
project Bartholomew is working on.”
“Well, it will never get my approval in parliament. Never.” Mistress
tightens her lips.
“There’s a funny smell in here,” says Little Miss. She pulls a face. “It
makes my eyes sting.”
I know the smell from when I visited Witch. She and the Muti Nags store
things in bottles of fluid that smell like this. The smell makes my chest
close up. It gets stronger as we approach a large metal door.
Master nudges Little Miss forward. “Come, Larissa, the doctors are
expecting you.”
“No! What are they going to do to me in there?” she says. “I can’t.
Please, Mother, I don’t want to go.”
Master and Mistress are once again united in their concern.
“Perhaps we can first see where Father makes the fruit and vegetables.
You will see, Larissa, this place is fine, there is nothing to be afraid of,”
Mistress says.
“Yes, let’s do that. Come along, Larissa. And then afterwards I want you
to behave,” Master says and leads us along another corridor.
The room we enter is the size of the Slum City market and as high as its
tallest building. It smells of open sores.
“Please, not the meat, Hylton. Let us rather show her the plants,”
Mistress says.
Master shrugs. “Sorry, darling, we are having a problem with the potato
culture at the moment. There is a lock-down in that section. But the way we

make meat is a similar process. Larissa will get an idea of the work we do.”
We pass rows of fridges with glass doors. Inside, strips of flesh hang
suspended on hooks. A leg, a hoof, a fleshy skull – its teeth bared, its skin
stripped. A stomach, entrails, lie wobbling in a dish. An eye suspended in
fluid blinks blindly at me. I look away.
“We keep the temperatures here strictly monitored to preserve the parent
cultures. We have managed to keep them fresh for close on two hundred
and fifty years,” Master says.
I cup Little Miss’s head against my side, shielding her as we walk past
the fridges into the next room. Giant tubes crawl across the floor like
worms. Their grey-brown contents pulsate along their length towards vats at
the end of the room.
“And once it is here, it gets sealed in plastic, and before you know it, it is
on your plate at home. Delicious meat,” Master says. “Any questions,
Larissa?”
Little Miss has no words.
“Perhaps we have seen enough?” Mistress says, her face green under the
light. “It is surely time for Larissa’s appointment.”
We go back along the corridor. Master holds the large metal door open
for us to pass. But he stops me before I can go through. “I think it would be
best if she stayed outside.” By she, he means me, the drudge whose name
he cannot be bothered to use.
“I’m sorry, Ettie,” Mistress says with a sigh.
“No, Mother, I’m not doing this unless Ettie is with me. She must come
too.”
“Come now, Larissa, don’t be ridiculous.” Master’s voice is on edge as
he taps the side of the door.

Little Miss puts her arms around my waist, shuts her eyes, shakes her
head from side to side, and shouts, “I can’t hear you, I can’t hear you, I
can’t hear you!”
Master and Mistress have lost the argument.
Together, we enter the room and two Labors rise to greet us. They wipe
their hands down the front of their white coats before holding them out.
Master introduces them to Mistress and Little Miss as doctors, giving their
names. He does not bother introducing them to me, of course, so I call them
Frankenstein One and Two.
The Labors seat Little Miss in a raised chair and strap her in. She pushes
against the belt and looks at me with bleak eyes. I make monster horns on
my head and she smiles.
“Is the belt necessary?” Mistress says.
“We don’t want her falling out, now do we,” Master says. “Shall we
begin?”
“We will start with the nails,” says Frankenstein One. They take off Little
Miss’s shoes, then clip a piece of nail from each toe and from her fingers.
They place the bits of nail in a jar, which they label.
“Now that didn’t hurt at all, did it?” Mistress says. Little Miss shakes her
head.
“Now for some hair.” Frankenstein Two takes a pair of scissors from a
drawer and stands behind the chair.
“Not too much. Please don’t take all my hair,” Little Miss says, tossing
her head about. Frankenstein Two places a hand on top of her head to
steady it. His hand is not too gentle.
“Just a piece. See, snip-snip and I’m done,” he says, putting away the
scissors. He hands the hair to Frankenstein One, who puts it in a jar and
labels it.

For the next hour, they take pieces of Little Miss. They swab her mouth;
they dig wax from her ears; they take scrapings from her skin. I wait for
them to hurt her, fists ready at my side. But they do not.
“That tickles,” Little Miss says as they scrape some skin off the heel of
her foot.
The doctors place all the labelled samples away in a cupboard. “There is
just one more thing we need to do,” says Frankenstein One.
“Two more things,” says Frankenstein Two.
“Yes,” Mistress says. “What next?”
“We need a tooth,” says Frankenstein One.
“A tooth?” Mistress turns to Master. “What on earth do they mean,
Hylton?”
“My teeth? They want to take my teeth!” Little Miss struggles to get off
the chair. But she is strapped in. “They can’t take my teeth. It will hurt!”
She strains against the belt and begins to whimper.
Master tries to calm her. “Come on, Larissa. Just one tooth. The bottom
one is already wiggly and is about to come out any day now. It won’t hurt a
bit.”
“But I was going to put it under my pillow,” she wails, “for the Tooth
Fairy to give me credits. Tell them they can’t have my tooth, Mother.”
I want to tell Little Miss that the Tooth Fairy does not exist. It is hocus. I
knew this long before I lost one of mine. When a tooth falls out you must
just toss it. The rats are the only things that have any use for them. But I say
nothing. Little Miss will learn.
“Please, Larissa, let them pull it out. The tooth will come out easily, and
I’ll make the credits up to you,” Master says, fingering his credit purse.
“See, I’ll pay you now.”
“I won’t! I won’t!”

Frankenstein One glances at Master, who closes his eyes and gives a nod
to the doctors.
“No, stop this,” Mistress cries. She reaches towards the chair but Master
holds her back.
“Do you think I would allow anyone to hurt our daughter unless it was
necessary? This must be done. It is the only way.”
Frankenstein One holds a cloth over the child’s face. Little Miss stops
struggling and lies limp in the chair.
My own eyes are watering, and my chest tightens.
Mistress turns away and sobs. But I watch: Frankenstein One grips the
little head, his partner wrenches open the mouth, pulls out a tooth. He
removes a shred of flesh attached to it, flicks it away. He puts the
bloodstained tooth in a jar. Labels it.
“We need you to assist us with the last thing, Guardian,” Frankenstein
One says to Master.
“There’s something else?” says Mistress. “No, Hylton, this must stop. I
can’t bear any more.”
Master holds her tightly to his side. She slaps him away and he snaps his
fingers at me. “Help them. Do as they tell you.”
We loosen the belt and lift Little Miss out of the chair.
“Careful there, drudge,” says Master. I cradle her head as they carry her
to a gurney and stretch her out, face down.
“Lift her shirt,” Frankenstein One says to me. I lift it up and see the mark
on her spine. I knew we all had one, but I have never seen a Mangerian
mark before. It has six numbers, just like mine. And mine is tingling.
Frankenstein One takes a large syringe and inserts it into her lower back,
where the mark is. The needle goes in deep. I sponge the sweat off her face

and wipe the drool from her mouth. He places the filled syringe into a test
tube and labels it.
“It shouldn’t be long before she is awake. She didn’t feel a thing,” says
Frankenstein Two to Master. “Apart from a small bruise on her back, there
should be no side effects.”
I pull her shirt down and wait. I find myself stroking her hair and rubbing
her back. And stop myself. We lift her off the table and place her in the
chair again. After a few minutes she opens her eyes. They swivel wildly
around the room, but when she sees me she relaxes. “Ettie, I had the
strangest dream about Princess Fanny,” she says. “She was trying to tell me
something. But of course she can’t talk.”
“Princess Fanny? What is she saying?” says Mistress.
“She’s babbling, darling. It must be the sedative,” Master says and helps
Little Miss out of the chair.
He turns to the doctors. “You have everything you need from her. You
will begin immediately?”
“Yes, we have already made progress with the initial tests – on last
week’s arrivals from Savage City,” says Frankenstein One. “We will soon
be able to determine an outcome.”
I hold Little Miss’s hand as we enter the main corridor and go towards
the exit. The corridor chatters with activity as Locusts escort a group of
children. The Smalls giggle and dance. It is their birthing day tomorrow.
There will be cake and singing and they can choose any game they like.
Handler Xavier walks behind the children, pushing them along. He stops
when he sees us. But he dismisses me, his sponge eyes are on Mistress. She
catches his eye and looks down, her hands pressed together as if in prayer.
He brushes past her and she reaches up to the necklace at her throat, her
hands trembling.

Labors in white coats clap their hands and herd the singing children into
a room. Handler Xavier and the Locusts follow them, making sure that none
duck away.
A Locust lingers outside as the door closes on the laughing children. The
creases in the legs of his green and yellow uniform are ironed sharp.
Nicolas. Not so nice.
Master sees him too. “Hello, my boy,” he says, holding out his hand. “Is
your father around? I’d like a few words with him.”
Nicolas greets Mistress and Little Miss. She twines her arms behind her
back and will not shake his hand.
“Come on, Larissa. You must not be so shy. It’s Nicolas,” Master says.
Little Miss scowls and hangs her head.
“I hope to see you again soon,” Nicolas says, moving past me. His eyes
tell me that his words are directed at me.
My eyes tell him that I want to see him too. There are things I must learn
from him.
We wait outside while Master and the Guardian of Justice and Peace talk.
“Any problems with the new intake, Bartholomew?” Master says.
“No, the orphan warden was glad to be rid of them in exchange for
credits. We will send them back when we have finished,” he says.
“I suppose that if things go wrong they can always go to the dumps?”
Master says.
“We are confident we will succeed this time. The prisoners from Savage
City were too old and not strong enough. These young bodies are more
suitable for my little project,” the Guardian says. “In any event, the dumps
are where most of those rubbishes from Section O belong.”
Little Miss insists on sitting in the back of the taxi with me, and the
Pulaks fly us home. Away from The Laboratory, and the glance that

Mistress and Handler Xavier shared: the two of them obviously know each
other – my eyes do not lie. Away from Nicolas and his Locusts. And away
from the children of Section O who will be playing a special game in The
Laboratory on their birthing day tomorrow.
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Master presents himself at the kitchen door. He stretches out his palm to
Madam Merriem. On it, there are four broken bits of glass.
“I never broke it, Master,” Madam Merriem says. “I’m the only staff
member allowed in your study. And the last time I cleaned, the looking
glass was on your desk.”
Master believes the orc. And he wants blood. I am sent to call the staff,
and Master lines us up against the kitchen wall. The dwarfs, Dora, Cook,
Madam Merriem – and me.
“Someone was in my study,” Master says. He sniffs us as he walks past,
as if trusting his nose to identify the culprit. “Someone was fiddling with
my things and broke one of my possessions.”
We stare down at the floor. “Unless one of you owns up, I am calling in
the Locusts.” His nose examines the tops of our lowered heads, sniff after
sniff, and the threat sinks in. I can almost see Cook’s dough rise as Master
paces. “Fine, the whole lot of you can go to the dumps for all I care.”
As he turns to leave, a dull voice stops him. “It was Ettie,” Dora says. “I
saw her the day you and Mistress went away.” She points a finger at me. I
notice it is clean.

I shake my head and stare down at my booties, counting the cracks on the
kitchen floor.
“It’s true. Cook sent me for medicine and I saw you coming out the
study, Ettie.”
Cook nods. “I sent Dora to the third-floor store room for something to
calm our insides. We had all been taken by a bug that day.”
I remember it now: the fleeting presence in the corridor as I had come out
of Master’s study. Dora has bided her time, waiting for the best moment to
get even.
The evidence is stacked against me like a pile of dirty pots. Madam
Merriem’s star dims and her sweetest flower starts smelling like a Pulak’s
armpits. I stare at the twenty-seven cracks on the floor, waiting for Master
to decide what to do with me. The dumps, or Savage City?
Before I hear my fate, Mistress and Little Miss enter. “What’s going on
here? A staff meeting?” Mistress says.
“She entered my study without permission and broke my looking glass.”
Master grabs my arm. And releases it. Because touching a drudge is not
something he does. “She must go immediately. I can’t have her in the
house.”
Little Miss stares at me with eyes that are too big for her face. “But you
can’t send her away. It was me, Father. I did it.” She begins to cry. She is
sorry, she could not help herself. She was curious to know what was inside
his study.
Mistress hugs her. “There, there, Larissa. Father isn’t cross with you.”
She whips Master with her glare. “We don’t want her getting upset. Do we,
Hylton?”
I do not know why Little Miss has lied for me. She could not possibly
care pease porridge cold for what happens to a drudge. Perhaps she thought

I would tell on her and get Princess Fanny banished to the sewer. Or that the
greedy bird would starve without the flies I bring for it each day. Because
by lying, our secrets remain safe in her drawer.
The staff is dispatched back to work and Mistress sends Little Miss to
wash her face. “We have important guests coming for tea. I don’t want you
looking so forlorn.” Mistress turns to Cook. “I came to check that you have
enough juice. You know my mother is partial to apple.”
Cook clicks her tongue. She is clean out of apple juice. Her eyes go to the
oven. A cake is baking and she needs to keep a close watch on it.
Mistress hands me some credits. “Go quickly to the store, Ettie. Tell them
I have sent you, and they will serve you,” she says.
I ride like a Posh in the front of the taxi. The sun has been banished from
the sky and the clouds form a cool blanket above me. I fly with the Pulaks
as we pass the Locusts; they salute me through the booms without the
customary search.
The taxi drops me outside the store and I enter. I look around on the
shelves for apple juice, but there is so much other food and drink I cannot
find it. I have never seen so much variety in one place before. The
storekeeper looks past me, he will not serve a mere drudge. But when I state
the number of the family home, he trips over his eagerness to help.
As I leave with the apple juice and walk towards the waiting taxi, a
plump hand waves at me from across the road. “Ettie, over here. Ettie, my
dear, it’s Me.”
The last time I had seen Me was at the beauty parlour after the Locusts
took Reader away to Section PT. Since then, I have had no reason to go
there.
Me wants to play the dodge-dodge game for old times’ sake. I go this
way and he goes that way. We dodge each other and laugh. The pleasure in

his chubby cheeks matches the smile I allow myself to show.
“Funny that I should bump into you now, Ettie dear. I’m on my way to
see our old friend from upstairs,” Me says. “He asked me to bring him a
few things. I don’t think he has much in that nasty place.”
My hands are empty. I have no more credits to buy from the Posh store.
And I have no books to replace the ones full of booklice eggs.
“See, I’m taking him some of the books the Locusts left behind,” Me
says, pressing the books into my hands. “I’ve kept them safe, he’s only just
told me where they’d housed him.”
I page through one, and it is clear that the booklice have been at it.
Reader cannot read it. But of course, he cannot read anything at all.
Me runs his fingers over the page. “These bumps are a language for blind
people. Our friend will be pleased to have them back – six weeks is a long
time to be without a book.”
I look at the books and grin. All those books in Reader’s library that I
thought were useless. Books I could read if he taught me his secret
language. If I could only smuggle Master’s books past the Locusts, I could
make a new deal with Reader.
“Tell the old man I’ll come and visit on my day off,” I say. “Tell him,
‘Ettie has something she found.’ He’ll know what I mean.”
“Well, don’t forget Me,” he says. “Come visit me in my salon some
time.” He tugs at my unruly hair that has escaped its pins. “I’m sure I can
do something with that bush of yours.”
Back at Number 3 I find Cook and Madam Merriem bustling about in the
kitchen, and they are both full of nerves. “I don’t want anything to go
wrong today. You know how important this tea is to Master and Mistress,”
says the orc.

Cook snorts. “I trust Little Miss will behave?”
“She must, this time. Ettie will make sure of it.” Madam Merriem turns
to me, “I’m relying on you, my girl.”
The thing about Little Miss is that she never behaves, except when I am
around. But everyone puts up with her foul ways. They all hey diddlediddle and jump over the moon so as never to upset her. Fussing over her
health, with Madam Merriem always checking the shadows under her eyes.
Her fevers come every day, now, and they grow more violent. If she was
in Slum City, they would dump her with the Rejects. But they keep her at
home where no one can see her. Sometimes the rules cannot be broken.
Doctor used to come twice a day until Little Miss sent him packing with
his bag around his ears. “No! I won’t see him any more,” she screamed at
Mistress. “All he does is poke and prod and make me take those disgusting
pills. They make me feel even worse.”
“Please don’t get upset, Larissa,” Mistress said, settling her back into
bed. “Father has been working on a way to make you well. This will soon
be over.”
The guests arrive, and Madam Merriem sends me to the living room with a
tray of refreshments. “No slip-ups today, my girl. These people are very
important.” She picks a loose thread from my uniform.
My booties do not make a sound as I enter the room and set the tray on
the table. I am invisible to everyone, except to Little Miss. She makes a
sour face at me and clutches herself with her arms. I stare straight ahead,
not looking at the chattering faces.
“We will do the procedure next month. The results from the tests on the
Savage City prisoners indicate that we finally have a perfect match for my
daughter,” Master says.

“There were only five fatalities from this last lot?” Mistress asks.
I stand motionless at the table. The air in the room closes in on me and I
hear drumming in my ears. Five fatalities. Five fatalities. Five fatalities.
“Yes, the sixth prisoner remains strong. Katherine Seven is proof that the
procedure will work for Larissa,” Master says.
I swallow hard, and my ears clear. I remember to breathe again, and set
the refreshments out on the table.
“How soon can I make the announcement?” asks a woman in the group.
The sugar bowl knocks against the edge of the table as I see the woman’s
face. The President of Mangeria, in flesh and blood, is sitting two chairs
from me. It is the face on the statues in the square. I pick up the cake knife.
How easy it would be to slit her throat.
“We have every hope, Mother, that Larissa will have fully recovered
within days of the procedure,” Mistress says. “She will soon be well enough
to make a public appearance.”
I spear a wedge of cake and glance from one face to the other. Beautiful
Mistress and the woman she calls Mother. Beauty and the most beastly. I
pass President the slice of cake. Without seeing me she takes the plate from
my hand, and as she begins to eat, I examine her face.
Her mouth is a trench. The bottom teeth are set back in her mouth behind
the top row, like soldiers preparing for war. Her eyes are bayonets, her nose
a cannon. The sum of her face is a battlefield. I search Mistress’ face for the
common genes, but I do not find them.
“Yes, it is essential that the two families cement their allegiance,”
President says. “In these troubled times we need to appear strong.” She
takes a glass of apple juice from the invisible hand that is mine. “Where is
the boy, Bartholomew? I have not seen him for many suns.”

The Guardian of Justice and Peace ticks his timepiece. “He will knock
off early today from The Laboratory. He said he would soon be along.” He
tocks the side of his chair with his fingers. Tick-tock. Any moment now.
Mistress takes a plate from me and passes Little Miss a slice of cake.
“Larissa is anxious to see him, of course. And to have the arrangement
settled.”
Little Miss swipes the cake from the plate in her mother’s hand. “I don’t
want to see him. And I don’t want anything settled.” She bursts into tears.
“I don’t care what you say, Grandmother, I won’t do it.” She runs from the
room, her feet tramping the cake into the carpet.
“I’m so sorry, Mother. Forgive this behaviour,” Mistress says and follows
quickly after her daughter.
The silence is broken only by sounds of sipping and chewing. President
is the noisiest eater, slurping and munching as she spills crumbs onto her
knees. A carnage of cake lies in her lap.
“They will get used to each other. They must,” President says. “It has
always been done this way in our families. I do not know why my
granddaughter should have it any different.” She stabs Master with her
eyes. “Is it your genes? It certainly isn’t ours. My daughter was always very
obedient.”
Master sets his cup down on the saucer as her eyes bayonet his every
move. Careful not to spill. “Perhaps Larissa should be subjected to
Bartholomew’s little project.” He laughs, to show he is joking. “She’ll
become as sweet as the cake you are eating.”
The Guardian of Justice and Peace glances up at Master. “It’s all thanks
to you, my friend. We only realised the potential after your tests for Larissa
delivered such excellent results.”

Master shrugs, yet he is eager to prove to President that modesty is not
dominant in his genetic make-up. “The process Bartholomew is using with
the rubbish from Section O is very similar to the process we follow with the
plants at The Laboratory. We weed out the bad gene to produce the best
possible product.”
President draws her bottom teeth forward. “If Bartholomew succeeds
with his batch there will be no need for our huge safety network.” She sucks
the cake into the trench. “Everyone will behave as they should. Savagery
will be a thing of the past.”
“If only our parliament would agree,” says the Guardian of Justice and
Peace. “Some of the bleeding hearts are still opposed to it.” He turns to
Master, lifts an eyebrow as he adds, “Your wife being one of them, Hylton.”
“Well, she won’t have her seat in parliament for much longer,” Master
says, smirking.
Mistress walks into the room, accompanied by a Locust. My Locust.
“See who has just arrived,” she says, presenting him to the guests.
Nicolas takes a glass of apple juice from me. How I wish I had not
cleared my throat in the jug on my way up from the kitchen.
“I owe you a date,” I whisper to him.
“Third floor, in ten minutes,” he says.
Mistress fusses over Nicolas. “I do apologise that Larissa is not here.
Ettie would have been telling you that my daughter is off-colour. I had so
hoped you’d get to know each other better beforehand.”
President rat-a-tat-tats, her laugh like sniper fire. “The happy couple will
have the rest of their lives to get to know each other. Larissa and Nicolas. It
has a certain ring to it.”
The drumbeat starts up in my ears again. “I need to check on Little
Miss,” I say, and they carry on talking as though I had not spoken.

I find Little Miss pulling apart one of her toys. She tosses bits of cloth
onto the bedroom floor. “I can’t stand it, Ettie,” she says. “Their plan is that
we’ll be fate-mates. Me and that Locust.” She rips the hair off the head of
the toy. “Grandmother wants our two families joined more than anything.”
“You and Nicolas are to be fate-mates.” It is a fact, not a question. I use
his name, but she does not notice. Nicolas, Nic, Nici, Nice for her.
“I am the first daughter. I was promised to that family the day I was born.
When I am the right age I will have to live with him for ever.” She gouges
the doll’s face, pulling out the glass eyes. “But I don’t want to be anyone’s
fate-mate. And if I ever am, I want to decide who he is.”
I am one slap away from her face as I demand, “What makes you so
special? And how come you get to choose?” I pull the toy from her hands.
Does she not know that people like me are also joined with strangers? That
we are forced into matches with Drainers and Pulaks?
“Please don’t be angry with me, Ettie.” She reaches for my hand. “I just
can’t bear the thought of being with someone I don’t even know.”
I pat her hand. “It’s not you I’m angry with, Little Miss,” I say and leave
her with the tortured doll.
Nicolas is waiting for me on the third floor, looking out onto the garden
behind the walls. The branches of the tree, stripped of its leaves these past
cold weeks, cast a shadow over the beds of flowers. They counsel me to be
calm. Forget-Me-Not. Think of Kitty. Get close to the person who can help
her.
“Your hair is different,” he says, poking a finger through my chignon.
This is the way Mistress arranges her hair. And, like hers, my spine now
shoots straight up into the air. No more slouching. But my nails are clean.
Madam Merriem makes sure of that. I tilt my head at him, in the pretty way
Mistress looks at people.

“So where are you taking me on my date?” I say. My voice is as light as
Cook’s angel cake.
Nicolas points out the window. “Hey. We have a tree. What more do you
want?” He strokes my stiffened arm. “Relax, everyone is busy having tea
downstairs. Shall we take a stroll?” We walk down the passage together.
“Having fun yet?”
I stop and pull away. “I’m not used to having fun. I want to know what
you want from me. I know about you and Larissa.” I almost bite my tongue
in half. I must not scare him off. I soften my tone. As silky as Kitty’s hair.
“What I want to know is, do you want me to sing for you? Or dance? I
know some sweet moves.” These are lines I have heard Kitty use at the
pleasure clubs. They worked for her.
Nicolas laughs from his belly. But it is as though he has been kicked in
the ribs. He puts his hands on my shoulders. I do not feel the need to shrug
him off. And I do not know why.
“I was going to take it a bit slower, but we don’t have time for cute
games. The thing is, Juliet, I know you. I’ve watched you for months.”
“You’ve been watching me?” No one must watch me. I am the one that
watches.
“From the first moment I saw you on the beach, I knew.” He grins. “That
monster scam is brilliant.”
“You were the Locust on the beach when the monster came? That was
you?” Beep-beep. The tingle on my spine.
“And ever since then, I’ve tracked you. Wherever you go.”
“You’ve been tracking me? Why?” I sound like a dead-brain, but I cannot
help myself.
His face is serious now. He talks fast, his words rushing out, stopping me
from asking questions. “Because you are just like me. Yes, you are. I know

you’ve tried everything, Juliet, because I have too. That cream you used on
your mark. I tried that when I was twelve years old. Don’t ask. That was me
at the booms. I saw you come back from the pleasure quarter, and it
dropped from your shorts. By the way, I loved the drooling act, it was
classic.”
He is not making any sense to me.
“But nothing works, Juliet. I’ve scrubbed with steel wool. And tried the
stuff that cleans the pots. I know you want to get rid of the mark as much as
I do. And –”
I put my hand on his mouth. His lips are soft under my fingers. “Stop.
Just hold on a moment.” I look at him hard as I say, “But why, Nicolas?”
He jerks away from my hand. “How can you ask that, Juliet? You know
why.”
“But you’re a Posh. Your father’s a Guardian. You’ve got everything. I’m
a drudge. I don’t have anything.”
Nicolas sighs. “Because I am not a Locust. And I can never be a Locust.
I’m not sure who I am yet, but I don’t want to be what The Machine tells
me I am.”
His hands drop from my shoulders. “I know a way to get rid of the mark.
Yes, I do. I’ve worked it out. And next month I’m going to run. Maybe you
want to come with me?”
I do not know if I want to go with him. He is a Locust. But I do want to
run. And if he knows how to get rid of the mark, that is good enough for
me. And for Kitty.
He could be lying, but I have nothing to lose. So I take his hand. “There’s
something I need to do first. If you help me, I’ll run with you.”
“What do you want me to do, Juliet? I’ll do anything.”

I watch his face as I mention Kitty’s name. Handler Xavier was right.
The kid’s got a thing for me.
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Deathbed Confession

You! How dare you!” Madam Merriem says.
I glance up from the fire where I am warming my hands. A man is
pushing against the kitchen door and Madam Merriem is struggling to shut
him out. But the man forces his way into the kitchen and looks around with
sponge eyes.
“My mother is sick. She wants you to come and see her,” Handler Xavier
says. “And Ettie too.” Yes, he sees me.
“My sister is sick?” says Madam Merriem. “It’s that stuff she’s always
drinking. Give her salt water. That should cure her.”
“It’s not the bug juice. She’s dying.”
I sit up, examine the orc’s face. I should have guessed she was related to
the orphan warden. The two of them are living proof that it is possible to
make the same horrible mistake twice.
“I haven’t spoken to her in fifteen years,” she says. “If this is a trick,
Xavier, you’ll have me to answer to.”
A door opens. “Who must answer to you today, Merry? Who dares to
pick a fight with you so early in the morning?” Mistress says. The smile
drops from her eyes when she sees the handler. But I see the look that

passes between them. Like the one they shared at The Laboratory.
Strangely, my Mistress and the handler seem to know each other.
“Xavier, what are you doing here?” Patches of colour stain her cheeks as
she demands, “Merry, what is going on?”
Madam Merriem stands between Handler Xavier and Mistress, as if to
protect her. “My nephew has come to call me to Slum City. My sister is
dying.”
“Dying? Well, then, you must go to her, Merry. Take our taxi and leave
immediately.” Her fingers clutch the folds of her dress as she stares at the
handler.
“Ettie must come too,” he says, flicking his eyes over her flushed face. “I
don’t know why, but it seems my mother grew fond of the girl when she
was in her care.”
Fond of me! The orphan warden was as fond as me as she was of
changing nappies.
Mistress sees me standing by the fire. “Of course, you must go and see
your carer before she passes,” she says. “She must have been like a mother
to you.”
I nod. Just like a mother. There is nothing I would like better than to
watch the orphan warden take her last breath. I want to be there to make
sure of it.
Madam Merriem leaves the kitchen to fetch her coat, shooting a glare at
Handler Xavier as she passes. We three are left to stand in silence. I take a
pot from the fire and walk out of the kitchen. I leave the back door ajar and
listen. There are things I want to learn.
“You haven’t changed,” the handler says. It is the same voice he used
with me when I failed him in the game. Disappointment.
“Everything’s changed,” Mistress says. Her voice signals regret.

“Yes, you married that man and gave him a child. You lied to me.”
Handler Xavier is talking to the daughter of President as if she were a
drudge. When she calls for the ground staff and has him thrown off the
premises, I will be there to cheer them on.
Her voice drops as she says, “And you married too, of course? Didn’t
you, Xavier? I was not the only one who lied when we said we would
always be together.”
I steady the pot in my hands. Handler Xavier and Mistress intimate? This
news would sell big in the market.
“Of course I took a fate-mate. You know we’re all matched when we turn
sixteen years old,” the handler says. “After you betrayed me, there was no
reason to fight it. My partner passed on soon after we married. Unlike you, I
never had my child.”
“I was matched to Hylton. It’s not so very different for us Mangerians. I
was not allowed to be alone,” Mistress says.
And I am also not allowed to be alone. Cook comes in from the garden,
grabs the pot from my hands, and pushes me back into the kitchen. “What
on earth are you doing, slouching behind the door with my soup?” Then she
sees Handler Xavier, seems to think he’s a delivery man and says to him,
“Have you come from the store? I told the shopkeeper yesterday I needed
mint paste.” She looks down at his empty hands, dismayed. “Don’t tell me
there’s no mint?”
“There is no mint,” Handler Xavier says with a grim smile.
Mistress tells Cook that she will have to do without me waiting on table
today. I must leave to attend to a personal matter. Cook grunts. There will
be a personal matter of a sink full of pots for me to wash on my return.
I excuse myself and race up to the nursery. Little Miss is in the bathroom
brushing her teeth and does not hear me. I wrap my hand in one of her

dresses and reach into the drawer. The bird’s protests are muffled as I reach
under its blanket for my book. I conceal it under my uniform and slip out of
the room.
They are waiting for me in the kitchen. Before we leave, Mistress
touches the handler’s arm. Her soiled nails caress his skin. My mouth tastes
nasty at the way she touches him. “Tell your mother that I thank her. She
will know why I say this.”
I am sitting at the back of the taxi. The handler and Madam Merriem take
the front. They sit at opposite ends of the seat, far away from each other.
As the Pulaks pull us towards Slum City I look up at the sky. Clouds
obscure the sun and I shiver in my thin uniform. Usually, the sun returns
with a vengeance after the seventh cool month, but it has been hiding away
these past few weeks.
“When did my sister get sick?” Madam Merriem says. She perches on the
edge of the seat with her chin pointing downwards, her eyes fixed on the
backs of the Pulaks so that she does not have to look at the handler.
“She started vomiting two days ago,” Handler Xavier says. “She’s not the
only one. The food coming from The Laboratory is bad. Some say it has
been poisoned.”
“Poisoned? But that’s ridiculous,” Madam Merriem says.
The orc is right. The Locusts guard The Laboratory more carefully than
Cook watches the leftovers. Only the Labors and specially vetted visitors
have access to the building. The Mangerians do not risk the food supply
being sabotaged.
Little Miss had been my passport into The Laboratory. And in Handler
Xavier’s case, it was the sale of a bunch of orphans for a nasty little project
– a small enough sacrifice to gather information on Kitty.

We pass traders in the street. They recognise the family crest on the side
of the taxi and throw curses at us as we speed by.
“The people are angry,” Handler Xavier says. “There are disturbances at
the market and the Locusts are out in full force. They are being kept very
busy.” He cannot hide his satisfaction.
The taxi drops us outside Section O, where the Pulaks wait for us. I drag
my feet to the top floor of my old building. The smell of unwashed Smalls
and damp in the stairwell tells me nothing has changed.
Madam Merriem covers her nose with a handkerchief. “I can see my
sister still has her dislike for housework,” she says.
Handler Xavier and the orphan warden live together in a flat with a view
across the sprawl of buildings that make up our ghetto. And beyond, across
the bridge to Mangeria City where the Posh live.
As Handler Xavier opens the bedroom door, I expect to hear the last
groans of the orphan warden. But my ears meet silence. We are too late.
“Is that you, Xavier?” a voice cries from the bed.
Not too late. I will count the minutes until she dies.
“Your sister didn’t want to come, but I brought her,” the handler replies.
He lingers at the doorway. I shuffle into a corner as he warns the orc,
“Don’t agitate her. Make your peace.” Then he leaves the room and closes
the door.
The shutters are open, pulling my eyes across to the view of the city
beyond. My breath makes mist, and I wrap my arms around myself to block
the cold.
The orc kneels at the side of the bed. “Sister, I’m here. It’s me, Merry.”
Her voice is the one she uses when she is comforting Mistress. My skin
feels like cockroaches are crawling all over it.

Madam Merriem takes the orphan warden’s hand and holds it to her
cheek. “Don’t talk. Conserve your strength and get better.”
“I’m dying, Merry. I have to tell you something before I go,” the orphan
warden says.
The orc sighs. “Tell me, sister. I’m listening.”
I am listening too. I want to know what is so important to breach an
estrangement of fifteen years. After this, the orphan warden can go – but let
it be painful.
“Do you remember, when the children were young, the games they would
play, all those times I visited you at the big house?” the orphan warden
says. “How we used to joke about Xavier and Mistress?”
“Of course I remember. They were so fond of each other.”
“Those were happy days, Merry.” Her voice darkens as she continues.
“Then they both turned fifteen, and everything changed. And we weren’t
laughing any more.”
“Why are you reminding me of that foolishness? I don’t want to
remember any of this ugliness about Mistress going down the river. It’s in
the past. It never happened,” the orc snaps.
I clutch my stomach. My poor beautiful Mistress. Down the river. Her
only course of action would have been to disguise her condition and get rid
of it. This is how it is always done when girls in Slum City slip up. It could
not be any different for the Posh.
The orphan warden grips Madam Merriem’s hand. “I did a bad thing,
Merry. I have to tell you, before I’m taken.”
“Don’t speak like that, sister. You’ll get well again.”
“When it came to the time of dumping it, I couldn’t. I know we’d agreed
it was for the best. But it was because of the bird. It stopped me.”
“It’s alive? No, tell me it’s not true!” says the orc.

“I remember the day clearly. It was after she birthed. You had taken
Mistress away and left me to deal with it. But then I heard the bird and I
couldn’t.” The orphan warden’s voice rises in a song. “She is the one. She is
the one. She is the one. The bird wouldn’t stop saying this.”
“But you threw it on the Reject dumps, didn’t you? Surely you didn’t
listen to the bird?” Madam Merriem’s chest heaves.
“I took it to the birthing station. Then it came to live with me here, in
Section O.” The orphan warden’s voice is slow and quiet.
The orc strokes the orphan warden’s hand. “It doesn’t matter. This
knowledge will die with you and I won’t tell.”
“But the bird knows, Merry. It’s been telling and telling. It won’t stop. If
the Mangerians discovered her . . . Or if my son knew. There’s nothing they
wouldn’t use against each other.” Her voice rises. “You must protect the
girl.” Then, like a bird, she calls, “She is the one. She is the one. She is the
one.”
The orphan warden’s crazy singing gives me the creeps. It is time for her
to go now.
Madam Merriem releases the orphan warden’s hand and rises from her
knees. “But I don’t know this girl. I can’t protect her if I don’t know who
she is.” Her voice is sly. It is not the voice of someone who wants to watch
over a child. It is that of a carer who will do anything to protect her
mistress.
Coughs wrack the orphan warden’s bed. The orc sponges water into her
mouth. The smell of the orphan warden wafts towards me. Fat dying on
bone.
“Didn’t she come with you? I wanted to see her little face one last time
before I passed,” the orphan warden says.

My throat closes on the protest that rises inside me. Madam Merriem
looks up and sees me standing in the corner of the bedroom, forgotten and
invisible. The daughter of Mistress and a Slum City son. The child that was
supposed to be discarded at the dumps or thrown in the sewer.
Madam Merriam stares at me for a few seconds. Her voice is strangled
with disbelief. “Ettie? How . . . how could this dull little drudge possibly be
the daughter of . . . of Mistress?”
I run from the room. I hear the orphan warden’s cries behind me. I
stumble down the stairs and into the street.
The taxi is on fire. The crest has been pulled from the side of the carriage
and lies on the ground. The taxi warden has run away. The Pulaks struggle
in their harnesses until they too are engulfed in the flames. I do not listen to
their screams.
Traders carrying sticks and rocks sing as they march down the street.
Nelson leads them. They spot a group of Locusts running in the opposite
direction and give chase. “Get them! Get them!” the crowd screams. More
Locusts appear. “It’s a trap,” a Market Nag shouts and tries to run away.
Batons burst into the crowd and Nelson falls.
I run towards Section PT where there will be no Locusts or crowds. I find
Reader’s block of flats and climb six flights up to his room. He is not alone.
Past traders are slumped on mattresses that higgledy-piggledy occupy every
available space. They smell of the section in the market where the nags
discard rotting meat. Flies circle.
I enter, and a man in the corner of the room sniffs the air. He smiles his
baby-pink smile. “It is the lovely Juliet,” he says.
His thin arms are covered in sores. I avert my eyes as I say, “Hello, old
man, I have brought you something.” I take the book from under my
uniform and hand it to him.

“I would invite you to sit down, but as you can see, I am unable to cater
for guests,” he says.
I stand by his mattress as his fingers run over the pages of the book. “So,
what is it going to be today, Juliet? I suggest only ten minutes because I do
not do anything but sleep in this place. When the flies leave me alone, that
is.”
Time is running out. I have to get back to the compound before I am
missed. But I never want to see Mistress again. Mother. The word is vomit
on my tongue. I feel it congeal with “Father” in my mouth. I think of Little
Miss. Sister. But she is also back there.
“I’ll read this book to you if you teach me your blind language. And I’ll
bring you more books.” So many in Master’s study. He will not miss them.
“Five hours. That’s my offer.”
“That sounds fair, Juliet,” Reader says. “Well, shall we begin?” The book
is open on his lap. “But I will have to read this book to you.” I look down
and see his fingers running over the bumps on the pages. I have brought
Reader a blind book. Happy birthing day, old man.
Clapping hands, and a PT warden enters the room, shouting, “Into the
showers with you. Come on, you filthy rubbish.” She kicks at the stinking
past traders on the floor.
Reader shrugs. He tucks the book under his mattress, pats it. “Come
again soon, Juliet. As you can see, I am required to perform my monthly
ablutions.”
I leave Reader to his communal shower, promising I will be back next
month. He cannot see the lie on my face.
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She is out of control,” Master says. “Savage.” He paces the breakfast room
as I stand next to the food table. Invisible.
“It’s because she can’t face going back there next week,” says Mistress,
spooning some mint into her tea. “The last visit she made to The Laboratory
gave her night fears.”
“Larissa needs to understand the situation. Unless we go through with
this, she will die. There is no cure for her illness other than the procedure I
have devised,” he says.
Mistress rubs her blue-veined hands together. It is as if she is trying to
rub away the cold as well as her anxiety.
Master paces. And I wait to hear the answer. If Little Miss does not go to
The Laboratory, our plan to help Kitty escape from there will have to
change.
“There is only one alternative. They must bring the candidate to us. We
will do the procedure here,” he says.
Mistress’ face clouds over. “You would allow a common criminal into
our home?”
Master ignores her, snaps his fingers. He wants porridge.

“Perhaps we should give the staff the day off next week? We can trust
Merry to be discreet. She has been with us for ever, and I have told her
everything about Larissa’s procedure. But . . .” Mistress glances at me as I
set Master’s bowl down in front of him. “And Ettie, of course. Larissa
cannot do without her.”
Master swipes the bowl of porridge onto the floor. “This is cold. Has the
drudge broken the hot server?”
The drudge bends down to wipe the mess off the floor. As I do so, I use
the opportunity to spit on Master’s slippered feet.
“Everything is cold, Hylton. The sun has been weak for more than a
month, now. There’s no hot water. The warming units in our rooms are not
working.”
“This inclement weather could not have come at a worse time. The
Savages are running amok across the river. What the hell is Bartholomew
doing about it all?”
“Speak of the devil,” says a voice, and the Guardian of Justice and Peace
strolls into the room. “My apologies for disturbing your breakfast,” he says,
glancing at the mess in my hands.
“Oh good, I was about to come and see you. We need to talk about
Larissa’s procedure next week. There’s a change of venue,” Master says.
“And I have news for you about my own little project in the Laboratory,”
says the Guardian.
Mistress’ eyes harden. She stands up. “You will excuse me if I don’t stay
to listen.” She leaves for the garden, though the day has already become
cold. I imagine her tending her Forget-Me-Nots, pressing her face into
blooms that smell of nothing.
The Guardian slaps Master on the back. “It really works, Hylton, just as I
told you it would. Those little rubbishes are as sweet as sugar.” He helps

himself to a slice of bacon. “And it’s very simple – similar to the
inoculation to ward off fly sickness.”
Master motions him to sit down at the table. “No side effects?”
The Guardian shakes his head. “It’s a simple gene extraction. Savage
gene there. Savage gene gone. Perfectly safe.” He bites into the bacon and
grimaces. “This is cold and greasy,” he says, spitting it out.
“I’m sorry, but our power is out.” Master hands the Guardian a serviette.
“Which brings me to the question of our security. Can you explain what is
going on?”
The Guardian wipes his mouth. “The Savages are still causing mayhem.
Despite the termination of their Scavvie leader.”
I know now that Nelson is dead. He will never again sail a seacraft or
dive for hidden treasures or play scrabble with Witch. Officially extinct. I
wonder if there is anyone to grieve for him.
“But the news is good,” says the Guardian, his face brightening. “Our
weather wardens assure us that the sun’s strength will return within a week.
We are confident things will be under control again soon.” He bangs the
table with his fist. “And after the election, we can announce an inoculation
festival. We will say it’s against this recent food virus. And our problem
with Savagery will be dealt with once and for all.”
“Our last parliament was opposed to your little project. Let’s hope the
next bunch will agree,” Master says.
“Poisoned food has made the masses uncontrollable. Exactly as we
planned.” He smacks his lips in satisfaction. “There is no way the new
Guardians will be able to argue against a nationwide inoculation in this
security climate,” he says.
“Yes, our gamble has paid off. Bloody, but necessary.” Master’s voice
sharpens as he says, “Did you say nationwide? Surely you don’t mean for

us all to participate in the inoculation?”
“No, no, dear fellow. Of course not. It will only involve the scum from
Slum City. That’s unless you have someone else in mind?” He barks out a
laugh. “We could always give that wife of yours a couple of jabs. That
would curb her tongue.”
Master is thoughtful. “Well, there is Larissa. Her behaviour has become
increasingly savage.”
Master has failed to get his daughter and Nicolas together: Little Miss
will not even allow Nicolas’s name to be mentioned, and she has barred
everyone but me from her room.
“You could inoculate her before her procedure,” the Guardian says.
“President will be pleased if our family’s alliance goes off smoothly.”
“Perfectly safe, you say? You are sure? But this reminds me: we’ve
decided the procedure will be undertaken here, in our home.” Master waves
me away, wordlessly instructing me to leave.
The air is cold, so cold that my teeth hurt when I suck in air. I rub the
gooseflesh on my arms and stamp my feet on the ground. I am standing at
our usual spot on the bridge between Mangeria City and the ghetto. Nicolas
and I have met here most nights, ever since I agreed to run with him.
But Nicolas is late. I look around – breaking curfew is an offence, and
my drudge pass will soon expire. My stomach has been in a knot all day,
ever since learning about the change of venue. Unseeing, I stare across at
Slum City.
I jump as I feel a touch at my elbow. Nicolas is next to me, resting
against the bridge. My stomach relaxes and I breathe more easily. I do not
greet him, but turn around and fix my eyes on the water below.

“There’s a problem, our plan won’t work any more.” I keep my voice
down as homebound traders hurry past, averting their eyes from the Locust
on my left. “And if we can’t help Kitty, I won’t run with you next week.”
Nicolas leans in, his arm pressing against mine. Through his uniform, I
can feel the heat from his skin. “Don’t panic. My father has told me about
the change of venue,” he murmurs. “We can still help Kitty, it will work out
fine.”
I see the stars reflected in the water as he explains the new plan. His
fingers reach for mine and he thrusts a small bottle into my hand. “Take this
in case things go wrong – if there’s an emergency. I got it from The
Laboratory. Put a few drops on a handkerchief,” he says, “but don’t inhale
it. It will knock you out.”
“I’ll only use it if I have to. I don’t want to hurt anyone – especially her. ”
I say, tucking it into my uniform.
In the light of the moon I see him smile. “I thought you didn’t care.
You’re such a fraud.” He pokes me in my side and I laugh, then cover my
mouth and look around to see if anyone has noticed.
“I love the way you laugh,” he says. He touches his palm to the side of
my face. “You’re freezing,” he says.
I cover his hand with mine. “I’m not used to being cold. I’ve never
experienced this before,” I say. I clench my jaw to stop my teeth chattering.
“Yes, isn’t it wonderful?” he says, squeezing my hand.
***
I make my way to Little Miss’s bedroom. It is the night before the
procedure, and I find her standing at the window. It is wide open, and she is

whispering to herself as she counts the stars stitched onto the black sky. She
turns to me, her cheeks glowing in the half-light.
“When I’m better I’m going to leap across the rooftops. I’m going to
swim in the roughest ocean and run away from the monster on the beach.
Just like you do in your stories, Ettie. And I’ll climb my tree, right up to the
highest branch, and touch the sky.” Her eyes are strangely bright as she
says, “Promise we’ll do it together, Ettie. Promise?”
“I promise, Little Miss,” I say. She smiles at me and I feel my chest split
open. “Now come away from that window. I don’t want you catching a
chill.” I turn around and leave her to the stars.
Madam Merriem is outside the nursery. She thrusts a small shirt in my
face. “Do you call this clean? If you don’t pull up your socks, my girl, you
will have to go.”
I examine the marks on the collar. “But I know I washed this,” I say.
The orc grabs the shirt out of my hands. “How dare you backchat me?
Who do you think you are, drudge?”
Madam Merriem is out to get me. It has been like this ever since the
orphan warden’s deathbed confession. The orc means to be rid of me. I am
evidence of Mistress’ crime, so I will have to be dumped. But not before
performing my last useful act in Master’s service.
“Be off with you. Immediately. To Master and Mistress. They have
instructions for you about tomorrow’s procedure.”
***
“It is another of those tests. Similar to what occurred at The Laboratory,”
Master tells me, though his eyes look directly at Mistress.
“We would like you to keep her calm, Ettie,” Mistress says.

As I leave, I catch Mistress’ words: “Larissa is so fond of her. I can’t
imagine why. She is such a dull little drudge.”
I step outside the room, stand still. I taste something bitter in my mouth. I
pull my hair from the pins and shake it free. Bunching my shoulders, I take
the stairs down to the kitchen, my spine twisting against Mistress.
The sky is as cold and white as the face of Little Miss when I wake her. The
dirty bird is nestled under her arm. As I lift the bedcover, the bird subjects
my hands to vicious pecks.
“Leave Princess Fanny, she’s warm with me.” Little Miss holds the bird
close. “I don’t want to get out of bed today.”
I scowl at the bird. It has tripled in size these past few weeks, and no
longer fits inside the drawer. I have often left the window open, hoping it
would fly away. But it seems content to live in the nursery, guzzling the
flies I bring it and making piles of gooey mess for me to clean.
I hardly slept last night, thinking of today’s events. The plan Nicolas and
I have finalised is simple. Too simple. Fear sits heavily in my stomach.
Nothing must go wrong. I crack my knuckles, hoping for Kitty’s safety.
“Come, Little Miss, you must get up. Your parents have asked me to
prepare you for your procedure today.”
“Do I have to get up? Must I do this today?” She is holding the bird in
both hands, and it nuzzles her neck.
“The procedure must be done, otherwise you won’t be well again,” I say.
She rolls her eyes, then throws aside the bedcover, cooing at the bird on
her pillow.
I watch from the window as a taxi pulls up outside Number 3. The
Frankensteins in their white coats are met by Master, who escorts them
inside. Another taxi stops at the gate.

I run the bath, towel her dry, hand her a shift that I tie at the back. We put
on special gloves and wear caps on our heads. We have to be germ free for
the procedure.
Princess Fanny flies up and flaps at the window.
“What’s she getting so excited about, Ettie?”
I peer out the window and see Kitty emerge from the back of the second
taxi. And I see him too. Nicolas. He and another Locust walk Kitty into the
house. Before he enters, he looks up at the window and I lean forward. Do
it for me, Nicolas.
“It’s the prisoner from Savage City. The girl who is going to make you
well again,” I say to Little Miss.
“Mother told me about her. She says the prisoner’s name is Katherine
Seven, and that she volunteered. Once it is done she will be able to go free.”
Mistress has fed her daughter a lie. After the procedure, they will take
Kitty to the dumps. Unable to fight the sickness she has helped to cure,
Kitty will not last long.
“She’s brave to volunteer to help you. I wonder what she’s like,” is all I
say to Little Miss. I watch her face. “If it were me, I would want to meet the
person who was going to make me better.”
Little Miss searches my face and says, “Yes. I think I would like to speak
with her before it happens. I want to thank her properly. Ettie, tell Mother I
want to see Katherine Seven. You must bring her here.” She sighs under my
approving smile – the plan is working and I sigh inwardly.
I leave Little Miss and go downstairs to the room that has been prepared.
The gurneys have been set out, and the Frankensteins are busying
themselves with their masks and gloves.
“Where is she?” says Master.

My eyes are drawn to a screen at the side of the room. Nicolas is standing
in front of it, guarding Kitty slumped in a chair. Her face is masked. Her
head, covered in a cap, lolls to the side.
“Little Miss says she would like to see Katherine Seven in her room. She
will not come down until she has had a chance to speak with her.”
Kitty’s head jerks up as she hears my voice. I lock my eyes on the mask
and rub my jaw. Trust me, Kitty.
Master’s eyes bulge, and his head seems ready to shoot off from his neck.
“Oh, for goodness’ sake. What nonsense. Bring her down here
immediately.”
Mistress is nothing if not predictable. “Hylton, it’s just one last thing. We
can’t have her getting upset. Not now.”
Master rummages through a box next to a gurney. “Give this mask to
Larissa. She must wear it. And one for the drudge too,” he says, handing
them to me. “I don’t want any contamination from this rubbish,” he says,
gesturing at Kitty.
I take the masks, and fit one to my face.
Nicolas helps Kitty to her feet. His gentle hands are not those of a Locust
– and they never will be.
Kitty’s jaw moves. Don’t worry, I signal.
“I’ll go with them,” a voice says, and the orc rises from her chair. “I’ll
make sure that everything happens as it should.”
My mouth dries under her gaze.
“My patience is running thin. If Larissa is not here in ten minutes I’ll
come up to her room and drag her down,” Master says.
I follow Kitty and Nicolas down the passage. I feel for the handkerchief
in my pocket. Behind me is the orc. If I could get close enough, I would put
it to her face. She would be out cold. And Kitty and I would be down the

staff stairs and out the back. Into a Locust taxi with Nicolas, and over the
river. Gone. Just as we had planned. But the orc pushes me ahead of her.
I knock on the nursery door, put my ear close to it. “Little Miss, we’re
here. Can we come in?” I hear shuffling sounds – trying to hide Princess
Fanny, I presume.
“Ettie and Katherine Seven may come in. But no one else,” she says.
A scheme flashes into my mind – and it could just work. I hold Nicolas’s
eyes with my own. They speak to him across the silence. A smile curls at a
corner of his mouth.
“I cannot allow the prisoner to be unaccompanied,” he says to Madam
Merriem. “I must do my duty.”
Her nose is suddenly skew on her face, but who is the orc to argue with
Little Miss? “I’ll wait by the door. Five minutes,” she says.
We emerge from the room, and Madam Merriem stares hard at the four of
us. Nicolas has his gloved hand on my shoulder. I am his masked prisoner,
and he is escorting me back to the room for the procedure. A drudge
stumbles along behind us, anonymous behind a mask.
“I’m feeling strange. I feel very, very strange,” says Little Miss. My
handkerchief has taken effect.
“Come, let me help you,” the orc says. She puts her arm around Little
Miss, pulling her away from the drudge as she walks her down the corridor.
I do not see Kitty slip away.
Nicolas’s fingers are on my shoulder, rubbing it. Everything is going to
be fine. I want to believe him.
We enter the room, and all eyes are on Little Miss. She is mumbling like
a Reject. No one remarks on the absence of the drudge, and they do not

seem to bother when the Locust backs out of the room. Nicolas’s eyes tell
me he will return. He will not leave me to the Frankensteins.
Frankenstein One takes me by the arm and leads me to a gurney. He
makes me lie down and pulls my arms above my head.
Little Miss is stretched out next to me. Her eyes behind the mask are
glazed and frightened. I want to comfort her with mine, but I close them.
They would give me away.
“Before we do the procedure, there is just one tiny other thing we must
do to your daughter,” Frankenstein Two says to Mistress.
“Something else? But I was told it would take only one injection,”
Mistress says.
“Look, darling, it’s for the best,” says Master. “You know how savage
she has become lately. And it’s perfectly safe.”
I want to jump off the gurney, shout out that I am not Katherine Seven. I
want to tell them to leave my sister alone. She is savage like me, and should
be allowed to remain so. They cannot make her as sweet as sugar.
But my hands are tied behind my head, and I feel my ankles being
strapped to the gurney. I look up and see Madam Merriem’s eyes on me.
They tell me she knows. Oh yes, she does. She has been watching me and
she is not as stupid as she looks. There are three ways to skin a rat. Two
ways to get rid of a burden. She smiles at me as a Frankenstein places a
cloth over my mask.
My limbs are limp. I scream for Nicolas, but no sound comes out of my
mouth. I hear the noise of an explosion. Bolts of lightning shoot across my
eyes. Then nothing.
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I am wrapped in darkness.
My eyes are open, but it seems like someone has stitched my eyelids
together: I can see nothing but shades of dark. It is as if I am sitting in the
sun with my eyes closed, and someone is waving a hand across my face. I
wonder if this is what Reader sees when his eyes are open.
I feel the movement under me. We are moving slowly-slowly-catcheemonkey. There is very little sound, just the swish-hiss of the barefoot
Pulaks as they breathe in the icy air.
My head is pounding. I reach up to touch my face and feel the mask. It
has slipped up my face and covered my eyes. I adjust it and feel the bump
on the side of my temple. I lick my fingers and taste blood. My skin is raw,
and my arms feel like they have been washing pots all day.
As the Pulaks pull me forward, the one-eyed moon winks at me through
narrow slats. I am in an enclosed space, in some kind of container.
A fog swirls in my mind: I had been trapped on the gurney, unable to
move. The orc’s eyes taunting me: soon I would be a burden no more. The
arguing voices of Master and Mistress: the injection, Little Miss becoming
unsavage. And the explosion and the bright light.

Next to me, a groan. I am not alone. The sound stops and I hear rasping,
like air struggling to escape a rusty pipe.
“Who are you?” I say to the darkness. My question is met with a wheeze.
The swish-hiss of the Pulaks slows to a stop.
The lid above me opens. Hands reach down, and I am carefully lifted out
of the container. A moan tells me that my companion is also being removed.
The person carrying me smells like the sea, and like the bits of flint that
Cook uses to light the kitchen fire. Like damp soil. And like sweaty clothes.
But it is a nice scent, not meat-breath smelly.
The smell reminds me of something or someone. Like Kitty. Like feeling
safe. Like what home could feel like. I do not want to leave those arms.
I am carried over cobblestones. Stop. A door whines as it is opened. I
smell Posh feet and chemicals and sweet creams. I know that plastic stink.
“Move that stuff off the chair. I want to lay her down. Put the other one
on the floor and see what you can do to stop the blood,” a voice says.
I stiffen. I know that voice like bad dreams and the ache in my stomach
when I have not eaten. I struggle to pull free.
“It’s fine, my darling girl. You’re safe now. It’s nearly over.” The
tenderness in that voice makes my heart do cartwheels. Can it really be
Handler Xavier? Cry, baby, cry, stick a finger in my eye. I clench my jaw
and tell myself to stop being a dead-brain.
I am lowered into one of the reclining chairs. “Take that mask off her
face so she can breathe,” Handler Xavier says. “Gently, gently, we don’t
know how badly she’s been injured.”
He is stroking me, mumbling words as though they can take the soreness
away. I do not want him to stop saying those words no matter what
nonsense they are. They reach past my pain and into a space in my chest.

The mask is taken off my face. It becomes tangled in my hair and the cap
falls off. I feel a sharp pain on my scalp and cry out.
“Who the hell?” Handler Xavier is shaking my shoulders. His hands dig
into my arms. “Where is she? What have you done with her, you rubbish?”
It has again become the voice I have known for fifteen years, always telling
me I am useless, always threatening me with the strap if I do not play the
game smarter.
“Hold on a moment, Xavier, it’s Ettie.”
I recognise that dodge-dodge voice.
“Ettie, my dear, it’s Me. Can you hear me?”
I open my eyes. Me’s chubby face is crumpled, defying years of skinsmoothing creams.
“Ah, those big eyes can see me all right,” says Me.
“Where’s Kitty?” Handler Xavier jabs a finger into my chest.
I shake my head. He can call me rubbish, he can bang me about until my
teeth fall out, but he has as much chance of finding out where Kitty is as Me
has of straightening my hair. If she followed our instructions and made it to
the enclosed garden, Nicolas would have found her and taken her to the safe
place by the river. Nicolas will be waiting there for me. He must be, even
though dawn already threatens the sky. The light outside the windows tells
me it is way past midnight.
I close my face and say, “The last thing I remember I was in the room
and they were going to start the procedure. Then there was a loud noise and
bright light.”
Me claps his hands. “That was me,” he says. “A little chemical explosion
that I planted to create a diversion. Then we came in and whisked you away.
We thought you were Kitty,” he says, his face folding into ugly creases.

“Where is she, Ettie dear? And why were you in the place she was supposed
to be?”
I was there because it was the only way for her to escape. And now I am
here when I am supposed to be with Nicolas.
“She’s safe,” I say. I hope so. No, I do not hope.
“The explosion was bigger than I anticipated. Everything just blew up,”
Me says, throwing his arms up in the air. “Boom!”
I imagine body parts belonging to the orc and the two Frankensteins
littering the room. And I feel glad. But there is also Little Miss. She is
mean, she is rude, she is savage. And she is my sister. I want her safe, like
my tree at the museum.
“This is a disaster. They’ll see that she is gone and they’ll be tracking
her,” says Handler Xavier.
“No, they can’t track Kitty any more. The mark was removed from her
spine in preparation for the procedure. You know that’s what they do,” I
say.
“Not her. I mean you,” he says. Handler Xavier looks like he wants to
punch me. He turns to Me. “We have to get rid of her. They will track her
here and find us. Her presence puts every one of us at risk.”
He pulls me off the chair. My bruises scream at him to stop. I look at my
father. Would he say this if he knew that we shared blood? Would he want
to get rid of me if he knew the truth? His eyes, so much like mine, tell me
he would not blink in doing it.
Me appeals, “She’s as much at risk from the Locusts as we are. Let the
doctor take her mark away after he’s removed ours.” His cheeks lift in a
smile. “She can join us.”
“I would as soon trust this one as trust a Locust,” Handler Xavier spits
the words out. “We must lose her. And then we must start the procedures to

get our marks removed.”
There is movement on the floor next to me. A groan is followed by a
gurgling rattle. The eyes of the Frankenstein flicker and go blank.
“I’m sorry, Xavier, he’s gone,” a woman kneeling over him says. She
rises to her feet, her hands covered in blood. “There was nothing I could
do.”
Handler Xavier turns to Me and says, “What about the other doctor?”
Me flings up his hands. “Boom!” he says again.
Both Frankensteins have bitten the dust. I cannot say I am grieving for
them. But Handler Xavier looks as though the sky has fallen on his head.
Poor Chicken Licken.
“We had counted on getting the doctor to take away our marks,” he says.
“It is the only way we would be free to move around and organise the
revolt.”
This Frankenstein will never conduct another procedure, the lifeless body
tells us.
“The Locusts will soon track Ettie down and find us,” says Me. “We need
to split up and run. It’s over.”
The handler glances at the woman with bloodied hands, and gestures
with his head at me: the rubbish cannot be trusted to keep quiet.
I feel the woman’s hands tighten around my wrists. The front door is
bolted, and a group of Savages guard the stairs that lead to Reader’s flat.
Me’s plump cheeks collapse. Our dodge-dodge game has come to an end.
“Wait,” I say as I pull my hands free from the woman’s grasp. “I know
how you can escape the Locusts. But if I tell you, you must let me go.”
“What is it, tell me now,” says Handler Xavier. His eyes say that if I am
lying, he will make me die twice.
“The Machine is not tracking us,” I say.

“Not tracking? What nonsense are you talking?” He moves towards me,
grabs at my arms.
I step aside and stand next to Me. “It’s true. The Machine is powered by
the sun. But during the past month the sun has been dim, and The Machine
is cold. It will only start tracking us again when the sun is red.”
Handler Xavier turns to the others in the room. “Do you know what this
means? We can still do it!”
It is as if the sun hears us. Light dapples the faces in the room as searing
rays shoot through the window and warm the icy air.
The salon sighs. It is over.
“At least we know how it works now. We can go back to our lives and
wait for another opportunity,” says Handler Xavier.
Me glances around his salon. At the creams and shampoos and the
reclining chairs. “Yes, we will keep our heads down and carry on. Perhaps
in a few years again – if the weather changes.”
Again, the handler exchanges a look with the bloodied woman, jerks his
thumb at me. She is no longer useful. Deal with her.
“No, you must let me go. You said you would. Also, there’s something I
can do for you,” I say.
“What do you, of all people think you can do for us?” says Handler
Xavier.
I tell them. I explain it the way Nicolas had told me. I watch, as doubt
creeps across the handler’s face. He knows better than any one in the room
that I owe them nothing.
“If you betray me, I will find you.” Handler Xavier’s face is dark with
threat. “As true as the blood that runs in my veins, I swear I’ll hunt you
down and make you sorrier than you have ever been in your life.”
“I know,” I say. Because we share the same blood.

I discard my blood-stained shift and slip into a shirt and trousers.
Me consults with the woman, and they write down a list of names. No
one must be forgotten.
“That’s a waste of time. She can barely read,” says Handler Xavier.
Me laughs. “Oh, Xavier, this girl will surprise you yet.” He hands me the
list. “You won’t forget Me, will you, Ettie dear?” He touches my face and
adjusts the scarf covering my Savage hair.
I tell Me that I never will. But I will chuck the list away as soon as I
leave. His will be the only name I remember – the rest of them can take
their chances with the Locusts.
“As true as the blood that runs in my veins,” I say to Me.
I leave, then, to find Nicolas.
In the pleasure quarter, the roads drone with Locusts. They beat on the
doors of clubs and business premises, and when they find people who are
not supposed to be there, they drag them out into the streets.
The Locusts are scouring the area, looking for the Savages that dared to
blow up the house of a Guardian. They scurry about like rats scrabbling
through trash at the end of market day. The handsets they deploy to track us
hang useless on their belts. They have the names of the usual suspects, but
without The Machine they have no way of finding them. So, everyone is a
target.
“Hey, you there, what’s in that bag?” a Locust says, barring my way.
I open it and show him. Shampoos and skin creams for my Mistress. I am
a drudge, on my way to work. He examines each of the products and lets
me go.
I ignore the screams of a woman who is dragged out of a shop and beaten
until her brains fall from her head onto the road. I look away from three

children who are whipped into a Locust taxi and shackled in the back.
I take the back streets to the bridge and down to the river. It is the route I
followed when I used to track Kitty to the pleasure clubs and back.
The tide is low, and the muck from our lives is banked up on the sand.
Flies and cockroaches feed off filth that pollutes the pathways along the
river. I do not want to see what they are feasting on, so I keep my eyes
trained upwards, watching the sun as it rises hot in the sky. It is making up
for lost time. My skin welcomes the heat. The same way The Machine will
suck it in to give it back its power.
My eyes search the windows of warehouses that line the river. Nicolas
said he would give me a sign. I walk on, looking hard.
Already the Scavvies are preparing to go out in their seacraft. There is
the day’s work to do. They watch me from the jetties, their eyes scanning
my middle: a girl that has gone down the river, returning home after
dumping her burden. They think.
I see it now. A black cross in the second-storey window of a warehouse
set back from the others. A seacraft is tied to the jetty, the emblem of a
gloved fist signalling ownership by the fifth Mangerian family.
I enter the building and red eyes blink at me in the shadows, scurrying
behind a pile of boxes in the corner. I climb the wooden stairs, treading
softly until I reach the room at the top. And I find her.
“Kitty,” I say. We stare at each other, both gulping for air.
“I knew you would be safe with them. I told Nicolas you would be back
soon. But he’s been stupid with worry,” Kitty says. My eyes are on her
head, and she reaches up, drags scarred hands over the stubble on her skull.
“It’s not important, Ettie. It will grow again.”
“Of course it will,” I say. Along with her nails.

She grabs the bag from me. “Food?” She shakes out the creams and
shampoos. “I’m so hungry I could eat a rat,” she says, tossing them aside.
I laugh so hard my face is wet. The old Kitty would have snatched the
beauty products and run off to the mirror. The market will soon open and I
will get her some food. She will have as many mango balls as she can eat.
“No, I can’t wait for food. I have to go and join my group,” Kitty says.
I kneel at her feet and pack the things back into the bag. My hearts is
racing. “You can’t go back to them, Kitty, it’s not safe. Didn’t Nicolas tell
you what our plan is? We’re going away. And you must come with us,” I
say.
Kitty looks out of the window. “Your horrible Locust has told me
nothing. Only that you’re running. Nothing more. I’ve tried to persuade him
to join us, but he says he won’t fight his family.” She pulls me up from the
floor. “I won’t leave my group. They need me. And you can’t run either.”
Nicolas enters the room carrying bottles of water. “Juliet,” he says, and
drops the bottles. His hands are on my face, his fingers probing the wound
on the side of my head. His fingers feel the reddened skin on my arms,
checking that I am okay.
“We must go now, Juliet. Look at the sun. We don’t have much time,” he
says.
Kitty fixes him with a cool stare. “You may have no cause to fight them,
but Ettie does.” She turns to me. “Join us, Ettie. When we’ve won we’ll
have a better place. You don’t have to run away like him.”
She quickly sketches their plan. Handler Xavier has organised a group of
people who will fight when he gives the signal. Others will follow him
when they see proof that they can beat the Mangerians.
“The handler will get the doctors to remove the marks. The way mine
was taken away,” she says. “We can win, Ettie. They won’t be able to

identify anyone in the group.”
“No, Kitty, we can’t win. You can’t trust the handler’s plan.” She does
not know about the dead Frankensteins.
“Don’t be like that, Ettie. You don’t know him like I do. He’s the bravest
person in the world. He tried to break my parents out of Savage City. And
after they died, he looked after me, keeping me out of school, making me
safe. He’s been like a father to me.”
I do not know what she sees on my face, but she grabs my arm. “Please,
Ettie, I pushed you away when I was recruited all those years ago. Things
were too dangerous and I didn’t want you hurt. But I watched over you, the
way the handler watched over me. Come with me, Ettie.”
“Juliet, we’ve got stuff to do,” Nicolas says. “Before we run away.” His
voice is like his father’s. Steel.
“Wait, Ettie. If you run, The Machine will find you. But they can’t track
me any more. I’ll protect you until we get your mark removed. I’m dead,
you know. Officially deceased,” she smiles.
I know this, but the others still have their marks, and they are alive. It is
only a matter of time before The Machine tracks them. She will be caught
in their net.
“Juliet. Come on now. Leave her,” Nicolas says.
Kitty turns on him. “Stop calling her Juliet. Her name is Ettie. Do you
hear me? Ettie, Ettie, Ettie. She’s my little drudge. Isn’t that right, Ettie?”
I take Kitty’s arm and run my fingers over her scar. “I can’t go with you,
Kitty. I promised Nicolas I would run with him if he helped you,” I say. “I
owe him your life.”
Kitty glares at Nicolas. Then she turns to me and says, “My people had a
plan to save me, Ettie. This Locust just messed it up. You owe him
nothing.”

I take one last look at Kitty’s beautiful face. I do not even think about
hoping to see her again. “Let’s go,” I say and take Nicolas by the hand.

20

The Machine

News traders shout on street corners like birds competing to see which can
squawk loudest. Crowds gather around, eager to hear the latest news about
the atrocity that has shaken Mangeria City.
Nicolas and I hurry past. We are on our way to the square, trying to hide
our interest as the news hits our ears.
“Beloved drudge carer brutally slain after thirty years’ service,” a news
trader shouts. Thirty-one years, I silently correct him as my heart flips. The
orc is dead. And with her, the knowledge about Nicolas’s role in Kitty’s
escape, and the story about my parents. I am an orphan again. It feels
wonderful.
But then I do not feel so glad. Nicolas can go back home. He does not
have to run away with me any more.
“It doesn’t change anything. I won’t be free until I leave here,” he says.
He reads me. The connection between us feels strange. No one else has
ever climbed behind my mask and got inside my head. And I find that I can
read him too.
Nicolas walks a few steps behind me. The Locust tracking the footsteps
of a drudge.

“Locusts close in on Savage lair,” a news trader shouts. Another bellows:
“Big reward for information on Savage drudge. Description to follow.”
That is me, the Savage orphan drudge. We have to get off the main drag.
Once my description is out on the street everyone will be looking for me.
Skinny kid with big brown eyes and Savage hair, the descriptions will say.
The Rejects on the roofs of Slum City love a reward for playing snitch. I
wrap the scarf tighter around my head.
“Locust alert. Don’t look back,” Nicolas warns. “Take the side street to
your left.”
I try not to hurry as I turn the corner and glimpse a group of Locusts
running down the main street. I look up at the sun. It stares back with cruel
heat: my skin is in its sight. When The Machine starts working properly
again it will be a matter of time before I am caught. I feel the mark burn on
my back.
The square is busy, but there are no Posh about. They are barricaded
behind their doors in Mangeria City. No one is looking to be entertained by
the usual scams and nonsense performed by thieves like Handler Xavier and
me. The square has become a meeting point for people searching for their
friends and relatives. They mill about, shouting out names.
“Harold Nine. I’m looking for Harold Nine! He’s my Drainer husband
and he hasn’t come home,” a woman yells. There are pouches under her
eyes.
“Josie Two. My daughter left for work at the pleasure club last night and
they say she was taken by the Locusts. She was so beautiful,” a man cries
out. “And she still is. My daughter is beautiful!” Desperation shatters his
voice.
The Locusts have been rounding up the residents of Slum City, trying to
find the Savages that bombed the home of the Guardian of Science and

Technology. The news traders do not say whether Master and Mistress have
survived, or whether they have joined the orc in the Mangerian compound
in the sky. No news is bad news.
Nicolas and I walk single-file through the square and come to the red
building: Population Control. He knows how to get inside it, he had told
me, but without saying how.
It is heavily guarded, as usual, and Locusts in front of the building
scrutinise everyone that passes by. Those who try to stop are told to move
along, and when they are not quick enough the Locusts encourage them
with their fists.
“Stop!” Nicolas shouts from behind. “You there, drudge. Don’t take
another step.”
I dare not look around. His gloves are on my arms and he shackles my
wrists. Within seconds we are surrounded by three other Locusts who are
keen to be part of the action. “She’s been acting suspicious, I’m taking her
in,” Nicolas says to them.
They observe his pale skin and slitty eyes and note the high-pitched
arrogance in his voice. They bob their heads respectfully and leave him to
his business.
Nicolas walks on, marching me into the green building – Justice and
Peace. I am retracing the steps that Kitty had taken a couple of months ago
when she was captured. Fear grabs my throat. I swallow and try and shake
it off. Saliva pools in my mouth as I struggle not to retch.
Justice and Peace is a cesspit of Locusts and their prisoners. Nicolas
pushes me past them towards a flight of stairs. I keep my eyes lowered,
tracing the splatters of blood that pattern the cold stone floors. We climb the
stairs down, down, down the rabbit hole until we reach the bottom. I feel
light-headed. Nicolas is taking me to the cellars.

I want to scream at him, No! Why are you doing this to me?
A door stops us from going any further. Further access is strictly
forbidden to unauthorised personnel, a sign warns.
Nicolas spins me around. His forehead is creased. “I’m sorry, Juliet. I had
to make it look real. To get you inside, so that no one would doubt you were
my prisoner.”
I try to reply, but my words are drowned in spit.
He taps in a code and the door opens. “It helps when your father is
Guardian of Justice and Peace and his access code is the name of his son,”
he smiles. “And that you’ve been in and out of here since you were able to
walk.”
The passage is icy cold, as cold as my blood that freezes at the sight of
Cockroach sitting behind a desk in one of the offices. The man pacing the
floor in front of him also looks familiar. The shape of his head and the way
he carries himself is so much like Nicolas. I look away from the Guardian
of Justice and Peace. If he turns around he will see his son. And me.
Their voices reach us through the open door, where Nicolas pauses. The
Guardian is in a rage. “Those Savages kidnapped him. They have my son.
Why have they not yet made their demands known to us?” The pain in his
voice is that of a father who does not know if he will ever see his son again.
“As soon as The Machine is running properly again, we’ll be able to
track him,” Cockroach says. “I swear to you, we will make those Savages
choke on blood for what they have done.”
“And if we can’t track him? What if this past month has caused too much
damage to The Machine?” The Guardian stops in front of the desk and
slams his fist down. “Whatever they ask. Give it to them. I want my son
home safe.”

“Just keep walking,” Nicolas says to me with a grimace. He tightens his
grip on my shoulder. I allow my cheek to rest on his hand for a moment as
we walk on.
A passage takes us under the street to Population Control on the other
side. Above, traders scurry about like tiny insects trying to escape the giant
Locust boot that is preparing to crush them. Departmental functionaries
pass us in the passageway, intent on their tasks. Nicolas turns his face to the
side, obscuring it from people who may know him.
At the end of the passageway, Nicolas stops and glances around. There is
no one there. He smashes the panel on the side of the wall with his
truncheon. The screams of the siren echo in the underground space. Nicolas
pulls me into a doorway and unshackles my hands. “That’s the fire alarm. It
gives us about fifteen minutes.”
Pressed into the doorway, we stand and watch. A stream of office
workers move quickly along the passageway, away from us. They are
aiming for the stairs that will take them above ground. No one seems sure if
it is a drill or the real deal. But either way, they have to vacate the building.
Eventually a small man hurries past us, clutching a stack of printouts.
“There goes the Machinist,” says Nicolas. “He’ll be the last to leave his
post.”
I lean forward and watch the man scurrying away. The details of so many
people recorded by The Machine, all on the sheaf of paper in his hands.
“Come, Juliet. Now’s our chance.” Nicolas pulls my hand and we run
towards a room at the end of the passage. The room hums. Lights flicker
and blink on beige plastic boxes, which are linked for hundreds of metres
along the room. They stretch underground, further than my eyes can see. A
green screen dominates one of the boxes in the front of the room.

Nicolas sits on a chair in front of The Machine and taps the screen. Long
lists of names roll down the screen. “It’s working, but it’s slow. Too damn
slow,” he says. “Where’s that piece of paper?”
I fumble in my pocket and hand him the list of names from Me. “You
don’t have to do this, you know,” I force myself to say. I know that this is
Kitty’s only chance for safety.
“Yes. But I’m not doing it for them.” Nicolas grabs the list and begins his
search. “I’ve watched my father a million times accessing records to trace
people. He’s never allowed me to touch The Machine. But I know how it’s
done.”
Names appear on the screen in alphabetical order. Abbey One, Abbey
Two, Abbey Three, Abbey Nine. The names beginning with A run down the
screen as Nicolas tap-taps-taps until B appears, and the next letters too.
As Nicolas finds a name from the list, he erases the six-digit number and
changes the description alongside to Officially Deceased. I watch as Me’s
list of Savages is exterminated and made untraceable. It is so simple; I
wonder why no one has ever done it before.
“Once a person dies, The Machine deletes the tracking number and alters
the status.” Nicolas says. “It doesn’t track dead people. Only The Machine
can do this, it does it automatically. When the sun is shining strong again,
this manual function will be shut down once more.”
It is painstaking work. As Nicolas kills off Justine Nine, the name
halfway down Me’s list, we hear a noise in the corridor.
“Keep going,” I say. I open the door and peer out. Two Locusts are
walking along the passage, towards me. They stop at the doorway to each
office and look inside, searching for the fire that has set off the alarm and
checking to see that everyone has left.

I grab the scarf from my head, step out into the passage and drop to my
knees. I buff the stone – keeping my head down, my wound invisible –
rubbing like a drudge cleaner.
“Hey, you, what are you doing here?” one of the Locusts says. I look up,
my dull Dora mask plastered on my face like one of Me’s smelly beauty
treatments.
“I’m cleaning, sir. I was told not to stop until the Guardian could eat his
supper off these floors.”
“Is there anyone else around?” the other Locust says. They are walking
towards the open doorway. Towards Nicolas at The Machine.
One of the rules the handler taught me early on in the game is that when
you cannot lie, tell the truth. It was never something I was very good at, but
this is one of those times I need to try harder.
“There’s someone in the office, sir. Shall I call him for you?” I do not
wait for their response. I get up from my feet and go to the door.
Nicolas carries on tapping The Machine as I say, “Sir, there are two
Justice and Peace officers who wish to speak with you.”
Nicolas rises from the table. “I’m almost done. Only two names left,” he
whispers. “And you and me, of course.”
I nod. But there is someone else too.
He is at the door, and I duck inside the office. I must not panic, I can do
this. Just a light tap on the face of The Machine. I look down at the two
names on Me’s list. One I do not know. Just a Savage. Winston Five. The
last is Xavier Ten. The W names are open, and I delete Winston’s tracking
number and kill him off.
The X names stare at me and I see the handler’s name. I pause. If only I
did not have to do this. He does not deserve it. But he is one person Kitty is

sure to be going around with. If he is not safe she will be at risk. My finger
stabs the screen and I assassinate my father. Officially deceased.
I find my sister. Larissa Third-Family. I remove the tracking number and
kill my sister. You can now choose to be free, to be a Savage if you wish,
Little Miss.
Voices grow louder outside the room, and I look for J. My name is easy
to find. Juliet is not a popular name in Slum City. I delete my tracking
number and alter my status. I am dead. I wait to see if I feel different. I do.
It is as though an invisible piece of wire has been snapped from my spine.
I search for the N screen. Where is it hiding? Come on, come on. The
voices are at the door. I find Nicolas Fifth-Family. Tap-tap-tap. He too is
now officially deceased. But his face, full of life, is peering in at me. I slide
off the chair and start rubbing the floor around the table with my scarf.
Nicolas appeases the Locusts. “Yes, I get your point. I’m sorry. The
Guardian ordered me to stay and complete the work he had assigned me.
But of course, I will leave immediately.”
He clicks his fingers at me. “Come drudge, you must vacate the premises.
But if the Guardian finds a speck of dirt on that floor you’ll be sorry.”
Nicolas and I leave with the Locusts and go outside into the streets.
Nicolas salutes the Locusts, and we slip into the crowd. The streets are
thronging with people, all looking upwards at the building, hoping to see
flames.
The sun beats down. “Too late, too late,” I say, and zap it with my middle
finger.
“We did it, Juliet. We’re free,” Nicolas says. I stare at his shining eyes
and grab hold of his gloved hand. Together we run, down the street towards
the river.
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The Journey

We have the whole stretch of river to ourselves. The Scavvies are at home,
their seacraft bobbing at the jetties, abandoned. The Locusts have gripped
Slum City in an iron glove and few traders are allowed to cross the bridge
to Mangeria City.
Nicolas and I lie on the roof of the warehouse. The clouds part and allow
the stars to peep at us. I cover myself with a sheet and rest my chin on
Nicolas’s shoulder.
“What’s he like? The Machinist?” I say.
Nicolas shrugs. “His family is a small twig far down on the Mangerian
tree. Working The Machine is one of the minor Posh trades. It’s been in
their family for ever.”
The Machine is connected to the birthing stations. And our trades are
assigned according to quotas. Even the Mangerian families have them.
“He’s a sweet guy, nothing malicious about him. He just follows the
mathematical formula set by the programme,” Nicolas says. “When he dies,
his son or daughter will take over.”
“So it will continue when we leave? Unless Kitty and the others win?”

“It’s the way they control us,” Nicolas says. He is no longer one of them.
He is part of me. One of us, now.
The moon’s half-face was full of promise last night, and so the tide
creeps in. We will leave tomorrow, says Nicolas. He pulls me closer to him
and runs his fingers through my wild hair. His fingertips trail down my back
to the hollow, where the numbers are. They are dead now. I smell his warm
skin. Strawberry and the bark of my tree. I think of Love-in-the-Mist.
Wan sunlight washes the sky, and Nicolas starts loading our provisions for
the journey. He fills the seacraft with sacks of dried mango and banana and
carrot and pumpkin smuggled from The Laboratory weeks ago, and stored
ever since in the warehouse.
“Just a few last things – a good knife, some rope,” he says, buttoning up
his Locust uniform for the last time.
“Be careful. Don’t be gone too long,” I shout after him.
He turns and laughs at me. “I’ll be back for you. I promise. Don’t always
worry so much.”
But I cannot help myself. In time, our fear will leave us, he has told me.
Once we have left these shores.
There is one last thing I must do before we go. I take the back streets to
the Tree Museum. Even though The Machine cannot track me, I still need
to avoid the Locusts. They are looking for the girl with Savage hair.
I know I will never see my tree again. And I may never see another like
it, ever. I cannot imagine what Nicolas and I will find across the ocean.
At the Tree Museum, I stand with my eyes wrapped around my caged
tree. Wisha-wisha-wisha-wisha, it whispers. I wish I could understand what
it is trying to tell me. Then I hear my name and see her. Half her face is

obscured by a bandage, but the other half is still beautiful. I look around for
Locusts, but she has come alone.
“My daughter’s bird told me I would find you here. But I should have
known – it’s obvious you love this place as much as I do.”
The steel rails of the cage press into my back as I face her. “That’s not
possible,” I say. “Princess Fanny cannot speak.” Only blind birds can see
things others do not know. And tell them.
“As soon as we discovered you were gone, Larissa took its eyes out. She
explained that this was necessary, so that the bird could tell her where the
Savages had taken you. She said she would do anything to save you.”
My heart pulses in my ears. Little Miss had loved that bird. She promised
she would never allow her Princess Fanny to be blinded.
I want to shut my ears as Mistress carries on, a half-smile flitting across
her face as she describes the details. Little Miss had made Cook tie the bird
up with the string she used for trussing the meat. Then she had herself
heated the end of a metal spoon and gouged out its eyes. “She wanted to
make sure there was nothing left of its eyes. That the bird would have no
sight at all. It broke her heart to do it. When it was over, she set it free under
the tree in my garden,” Mistress says.
She comes closer, her one leg dragging behind her. Mistress no longer
walks on air. “After the explosion, just before she died, Madam Merriem
told me about you. I had always believed you were dead. But she had lied to
me. She said that the umbilical cord had strangled you at birth. I was
deceived.”
She examines my face, trying to find a part of me that she recognises in
herself. But she will have to keep looking; there is nothing about me that is
like her.

“I never held you. You were taken away before I had the chance to even
look at you. But I gave you your name.” She smiles at me, as though trying
to draw the same response from my face. “Juliet. It’s always been a
favourite of mine. May I call you Juliet? Ettie has never tasted sweet on my
tongue.”
It is my name. She can call me what she likes, as long as she never asks
me to call her Mother.
Mistress’ face softens. It is the sort of look she gives Little Miss. “I need
you to know that when I learnt I was with child, I wanted you more than
anything. I intended to run away with your father and raise you as my
daughter. I am your mother and I love you.”
I stare at her beautiful half-face and my eyes feel like they are going to
drown. I clasp my hands behind my back so that I cannot reach out and
touch her.
“How is Little Miss?” I say. Though guilt does not come easily to me,
there is one thought that has kept me awake at night: by saving Kitty I
deprived my sister of the chance to get well. She is being eaten by sickness.
“She grieves for her father. They always fought, but she loved him.”
Mistress taps the timepiece on her wrist and shrugs. “He died a few hours
ago. Injuries from the explosion killed him.”
Little Miss is alone in her grief. Mistress does not feel the need to
pretend.
“I suppose you will be looking for another candidate, now that Katherine
Seven is no longer available,” I say. Savage City is sure to be stuffed with
prisoners that will make Little Miss well again. This thought has fed my
hope.
“There will be no more procedures,” she says. “The Guardian of Justice
and Peace sees no reason why I should have my daughter when he has lost

his son. He is settling scores. You see, Juliet, I have not been a major
supporter of his Savage-control initiative.”
She touches the side of her bandaged face. “He also blames me for his
son’s kidnapping, accuses me of harbouring a Savage drudge in my home.”
“And your mother? Surely President will not allow her granddaughter to
die?”
“The problem is that Larissa is not obedient. She refuses to take a fatemate and form an alliance that will secure my mother’s power. President
has no further use for her.” Mistress sighs, and continues, “My only hope
for Larissa is that I find Nicolas and deliver him to his father. He will then
repay me with the life of my daughter.”
She looks at me with one beautiful eye. “The bird has told me that
Nicolas still lives. And that you know where he is. It told me to ask you.”
I back away from the railings, edge further from her. “The Savages are
holding him. But I won’t tell you where.”
“The Guardian of Justice and Peace will never stop looking for his son.
He won’t rest until he finds him. And you won’t be safe, either,” Mistress
says.
I toss my Savage hair. “They can no longer track him. His mark is dead,”
I say.
“Oh, Juliet, you don’t understand. The Guardian is not The Machine. He
is a father. It is his love that marks Nicolas. It is as strong as the love that
Larissa has for you, her sister.”
The mask on the one half of Mistress’ face drops. Her face is hard, like
her mother’s. It declares war. “The love I have for my daughter is as strong
as the hatred I will bear for anyone that harms her.”
She moves forward, her fists raised against me. Her other daughter – the
one she never loved.

I see her clearly now. The woman who is using lies to make me betray a
friend. But she cannot disguise the hatred etched on her face. Mothers are
so overrated.
“Does your daughter know? That she and I share blood?” I step back, out
of her way.
Mistress shakes her head. “And I did not tell her either that you are the
person who betrayed her and stopped the procedure that would make her
well.” She smiles. It is ice. “Perhaps I will tell her before she passes.”
I turn from my mother and I run from the Tree Museum. I walk along the
banks of the river and rage against my sister. The Mangerian Miss who
loves a drudge. A spoilt, wilful girl with rude savagery running through her
veins. My blood. I know what I must do.
Waves lap against the seacraft and the wind whips the sails. It is three
weeks since I abandoned Nicolas on the banks of the river. I do not allow
myself to think about him returning from the market – finding me gone and
the seacraft burning at the jetty. I see pictures of him, but only when I sleep.
I awaken and my eyelashes are wet.
“Juliet, my lovely, are you not catching a chill out here?” Wrapped in a
blanket, sniffing the air, Reader shuffles closer to me onto the deck.
I had found him sitting on the sand, sniffing for me, the day I returned
from the Tree Museum. “I am all packed and ready to come with you,
Juliet,” he had said, tapping a suitcase and smiling at me with pink gums.
“How did you know where to find me?” The last thing I wanted was a
blind past trader flopping about on the seacraft.
“The bird told me. It said you would need me. That you were leaving and
I must hurry. So here I am.”

Princess Fanny has a big mouth. It was nasty enough when it had its
eyes. It was time for it to lose its tongue too.
“I can’t take you with me,” I said to Reader. “I don’t know where I’m
going and you are useless to me. You must go back to your bed in Section
PT.” And rot.
Reader just chuckled. “My beautiful Juliet. This suitcase is filled with
books. Pages and pages of maps, and stories about journeys to lands where
we will go. There is even a book that will teach us about sailing and
charting our course by the stars.”
Reader had a point. I knew more about flying a spaceship than sailing a
seacraft. I needed those books. It would have been so easy for me to push
him over and snatch the suitcase. Those bony arms could not stop me.
“My blind books will teach us everything we need to know.” Reader’s
smile was sly. His suitcase was packed with books I could not read.
“You are marked. You put me at risk. I won’t take you,” I said.
Reader struggled to his feet and brushed the sand off his knees. “No one
cares about a past trader, my lovely. Perhaps you will take me on board if I
teach you my blind language. Payment for my passage?”
It was a deal I could live with. I nodded. He could not see me, of course,
so I took his arm and helped him onto the seacraft. To stop anyone
following us, I went back to the jetty and torched all the other seacraft.
Then I rowed out into deeper water. As the oars pulled us further out to sea,
I watched the river bank burn.
I do not regret my decision to take Reader with me. It is during those
nights when I cannot sleep that I take a book and trace the words on its
pages. Reader has kept his end of the bargain, and I am learning to read
blind. My eyes are shut tight as my fingertip feels its way across the dots

and each word flows into me. In time, the words will become sentences,
then stories, my anchor on this ocean.
Reader is not my only companion on the seacraft. The bird comes and
goes. At first I chased Princess Fanny away – but I discovered that the bird
has its uses. It brings me news.
It tells me that Slum City is in revolt. A State of Emergency has been
declared, and parliament suspended. The inoculation against savagery will
soon begin. First to be unsavaged are those at the birthing stations and
Section O. The traders are resisting, but many of the Rejects have thrown in
their lot with the Locusts. Blood flows in the drains and empties into the
river. Flies gorge on rotting bodies at the dumps. The piles grow faster than
the Drainers can burn them. But the traders fight on. Freedom or death.
The bird tells me too that Nicolas is still on the run – and Little Miss is
dying. The bird shrieks the words, diving at me from the sky and tearing my
hair. It empties its bowels on the deck and bangs its beak against the mast
until the entire telling is done.
We sail out of sight of the shoreline, some way from the coast. During the
day, I watch as smoke cloaks Slum City. When the sun fades, I avoid
Reader’s company. I do not want to hear his stories. I sit on the bow of the
seacraft and keep an eye out for oil slicks, with their burning paths.
Whenever the flames run towards me, I take the oars and paddle away.
The mist on the sea conjures up shapes from the ocean. They splash me
and cry out their reproach. I search for the Little Mermaid who danced on
sharp swords to win her prince, but she never shows herself. Reader says
there are no more mermaids; we killed them off thousands of years ago. The
shapes I see are the ghosts of dolphins, creatures from another time.
Perhaps it is true that only monsters survived.

The sun glowers and then disappears. As darkness settles on the sea, I
search the skies for the bird, for the stories it brings. There will be no
procedure until the Guardian has his son back, I know this. But Nicolas may
still be free, perhaps the Guardian has relented, allowing Larissa to live. If I
learn that my sister is well, I will undertake the journey: I will travel to the
land Reader has told me of, the land that lies across the ocean.
I do not know what story the bird will bring me. So I wait. But I dare not
hope.

My name is Juliet Seven. The date is 264 PC. In the time that comes after, I
will return. I will find my beloved sister and my Locust. The bird with
scarred eyes cries of my retribution against those that harmed them. My
deeds were spoken of by the tellers, before I existed. And they will be
written in the blood of those who oppose me.
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In the future, the world has flipped. Ravaged by the Conflagration, this is a
harsh world where the relentless sun beats down, people’s lives are run by a
heartless elite and law is enforced by a brutal brigade. A mark at the base of
the spine controls each person’s destiny. The Machine decides what work
you will do and who your life partner will be. In this world, everyone must
make their contribution. Some more than others. Juliet Seven – “Ettie” –
will soon turn 15 and her life as a drudge will begin, her fate-mate will be
chosen. Like everyone else, her future is marked by the numbers on her
spine. But Ettie decides to challenge her destiny. And in so doing, she
fulfils the prophecy that was spoken of before she even existed.
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