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They’ve pushed all the tables to the side and stacked the chairs out of the way, and the effect, with the colourful tablecloths and the curtains swept aside on the four bay windows, is close enough to a ballroom — or what she thinks of when she imagines a ballroom, never having attended any function fancy enough to stop watering down its beer, let alone insist on a dress code — that Diana feels almost giddy. Her mind’s eye expands the little dining room into something ten times larger, ten times grander, with tall ceilings and chandeliers. On the side with the tables, rows of tuxedoed men; on the side with the windows, rows of women in elaborate dresses, bathed in light.

And here, in the middle, stands Diana, her hands held out, nervously controlling her breathing, waiting for Chiamaka to step into her grip.

Diana saw her before, dancing in the kitchen, eyes closed, murmuring under her breath, killing time waiting for the kettle to boil, so she asked about it, and Chiamaka, once she recovered from the shock of being discovered — Diana, who has come to know her quite well, could tell from the momentary immobilisation of her expression and by the way her chin raised ever so slightly, that Chiamaka’s heart had jumped almost into her throat — agreed to teach her.

She wanted to know why:

Diana’s just interested.

And that wasn’t enough:

No, really, she’s curious, that’s all.

She has come to know Diana at least as well as Diana has come to know her, and she knows a half-truth when she hears one, young lady.

Thus Diana was forced, with reddening cheeks and fingers clasping each other uselessly, to admit that she wishes to dance entirely because she saw Chiamaka dancing. Chiamaka specifically. Because Diana is making someone new of herself, someone she thinks can do good in the world, someone around whom people can feel safe — will be safe, will be protected — and the only way she can think of to do so is to emulate the people she admires.

“You admire me?” Chiamaka had asked.

“Very much,” Diana had replied, still not entirely looking at her, and that was the point at which Chiamaka hugged her, and promised that, starting tomorrow, Diana would learn to dance. And now tomorrow is here, and the overnight patrons have stuffed themselves with bacon and sausages and eggs and taken their leave, and Diana waits with her hands ready, fighting against the instinct to close her eyes, to ride the moment forever.

Declan would never stand here. Declan would never make himself so vulnerable as to want something. Declan would simply take, and there is nothing here that can be taken.

“First,” Chiamaka says, gently grasping Diana’s hands in each of hers — Diana once again feeling delighted that their hands really aren’t so different; time has thinned hers a little, and they were never quite as big as they always felt, anyway — and firming her grip, “I will lead and you will follow. That means that when I step, you step with me. Try to anticipate my moves but do not try to control where the dance takes us. For now, that is my job. After, you can watch your YouTube videos and learn all the particular terms and styles and such, and I will expect you to know the basics for next time, okay?”

“Right,” Diana says, nodding.

Chiamaka leans away from Diana, and for a moment that new fear kicks in, the new fear that is really an old fear, resurfaced from childhood, from before Declan became all that he was, of a parental figure disapproving, expressing disappointment that will turn inevitably to rage; but Chiamaka is only attempting to guard Diana’s ears as she shouts for her daughter. “Obi! In here, please!”

It’s still loud. And Diana takes note of how Chiamaka articulates the shout, of where in her mouth she forms the words, because along with everything else, she’s been poring over the voice training manuals on Monica’s USB drive. Learning to speak the way Monica does, the way Beatrice does, the way Chiamaka does. At the front of the mouth, bright and hard, she notes.

“Coming!” Adaobi shouts from the front desk. She’s covering today, so as to give her mother and Diana a break, for which they have both been grateful. She told Diana that she’s only agreed to do so because she gets to be out of here again by late afternoon, when the real busyness starts, when the out-of-towners on their spontaneous budget weekend breaks discover that the Travelodge down the road is full up and that the various AirBnBs scattered around Cherston-on-Sea are too expensive, too far out of the way, or just too ‘effing try-hard’ to deal with. A moment later and she’s walking lightly into the dining room, almost the spit of her mother: taller, thinner, but no less kind.

‘My pride,’ Chiamaka says of her, and from the moment she met her, Diana has admired her almost as much as she does her mother. Envied her, too. Chiamaka has told stories of Adaobi’s early years, of the adversity they faced together, for she was the first of Chiamaka’s whole extended family to be born in the UK, and there were times when she was, says Chia, ‘the only light in my life’. To have that kind of connection with someone is something Diana can only dream of.

“The tape, please,” Chiamaka says, and she flexes her grip on Diana’s hands as she does so.

There’s a vintage tape player waiting on the counter that separates the kitchen and the dining room, cued up and waiting, and Adaobi almost skips over to it, moving lightly. “Have fun, you two,” she says. “Mum? Reminder? I’m out of here at four. No later. I have a thing.”

Chiamaka nods seriously. “I remember about your thing.”

Adaobi depresses one of the chunky buttons on the tape player and stands for a moment, waiting for the staticky noise to be supplanted by classical music — violins and such; another area in which Diana regrets her ignorance! — upon which she grins at the both of them, waiting expectantly for the entertainment to begin.

“Off with you, sweetheart,” Chiamaka says, and Adaobi laughs and leaves them to it. The music is on three beats, which Diana instantly connects to Chiamaka counting silently to herself in the kitchen, and she gets it confirmed when Chiamaka nods at her and begins reciting: “One, two, three. One, two, three. One, two, three. And, we go.”

And then, joining Chiamaka in counting on the beat, Diana is swept in precise, rhythmic circles around the dining room. One step after another, each one on the beat. Chiamaka takes her on a tour of the room, which requires little help any more from Diana’s mind’s eye to feel grand, to feel exciting, to feel new.

* * *

It’s past bloody ten and Elle should not feel like such a handcrafted gift basket of crap, but she does, and that’s the end of it. Time was, she would have been up all night indulging in mild debauchery at the very least, and up with the dawn the next day, but here she is, close to forty-one and feeling it in her spine. This has been the week from hell, and she is bloody well ready for it to be over.

She could have slept until midday. Cally, the other occupant of her bed, is still asleep, and in this, as in many other things, she confounds Elle. The girl is precisely as young as Elle once was, but somehow she has only ever beaten Elle to the sunrise because she has not yet been to bed; on such occasions she likes to wake Elle rudely and with a sex toy, and while Elle can’t bring herself to be annoyed with such behaviour, it probably shouldn’t be encouraged. She’s got a group of companies to run, an obnoxious nouveau-American making not-so-veiled threats and accusations via lawyer, and an antsy ex-lover on the other end of a phone line every day, demanding information from Elle regarding the bodies at Stenordale that she does not yet possess.

Beatrice is probably an ex-lover, anyway. There have been no more overtures in either direction since Valérie Barbier came back into the picture, and Beatrice knows well that Elladine has other outlets for her needs and has done for a long time. If Elle had known that their dalliance late last year would be their last, she would have booked a more expensive hotel room, would have laid herself out for Beatrice more completely. Would have opened her soul to her as well as her legs.

Hmm. Perhaps it is better that it was what it was. Just another fun little fuck. A shame, though, that no other girl has ever made Elle feel quite as Beatrice has.

Cally rolls over in her sleep, tucking her knees up towards her chest and snorting sweetly into the pillow, reminding Elle once again that it is possible that no other woman has made her feel as Beatrice did because Elle has never given them the chance. Has always thought of them as temporary.

Elle looks on some more. Goodness, the girl really is adorable.

And she rolls her eyes at herself. ‘Adorable’; a problematic word to use for a younger woman when you’re in your forties. Makes you sound as if you are lusting unsubtly over the office secretary and thinking very hard about giving her arse a tap on your way to the water cooler. Not a vision of herself she wishes to indulge in. Elle’s always seen herself as a predator who muzzles herself around the innocent as best she can, but she never gave much thought as to how such an attitude might age with her. Her current habits bring much pleasure, but no future.

It might be settling-down time before too long. She can start thinking about an heir, perhaps. She’s still viable, she knows that much, and God only knows she has unquestioned access to more stored sperm than perhaps any other individual on this planet. A shame Beatrice couldn’t have had hers frozen the way the younger Dorley girls do. Elle asked her once if she regretted that she was never given the opportunity; Beatrice told her that she considers her own survival to be statistically anomalous at best, and that she does not wish to look a gift horse in the mouth. She also said, much later and after a considerable amount of alcohol, that she has enough bloody kids running around already, making a mess and driving her mad, and she can’t imagine how much worse it could be with that mentality transposed onto someone who can’t clean themselves after using the toilet.

Cally’s had sperm frozen, as is usual for a Dorley graduate of her vintage. But Cally’s not the one. At least, she’s not the one yet; it’s been barely seven months since they first met and not quite two weeks since they encountered each other again, since Cally salved Elle’s selfishly wounded and just barely romantic soul. Their relationship up to this point has been entirely about sex.

And Cally is—

Well, she’s very energetic when the moment is right.

Elle could use some of that right now.

Maybe she ought to—

Christ! No. “Calm yourself, Elladine,” she mutters to herself, and turns away from the bed, planning to prepare some coffee and a round of toast and perhaps one of those bolt guns they use to stun cattle; maybe if she thumps herself hard enough in the head, she will become someone with fewer brain cells, simpler problems, less annoying enemies, better control over her libido, and a greater tolerance for being woken too early on a Saturday.

She shouldn’t have taken the call. To have ignored it would have sent a message — a message beyond ‘piss off’, which she would also quite like to have sent — but by the time she came to her senses, she’d already picked up the receiver and carried it halfway to the next room. At least she didn’t humiliate herself before Henny Smyth-Farrow’s conniving lawyer. Aristocratic autopilot can carry one through entire conversations; entire social encounters, sometimes, if there is enough bubbly.

That bloody lawyer! Asking for Trevor Darling again! In even less coded language than before! And making insinuations about the girl Diana Rosamond! Speaking about people as if they are property! Repulsive. She’s inclined to call Henny bloody Smyth-bloody-Farrow personally and inform her in no uncertain terms that every time her attack dog lawyer snaps at Elladine’s heels and whines for the soldier boy, she will have her people masculinise him further. Steroids. Pectoral implants, perhaps. Is it possible surgically to craft someone into a facsimile of that man with the impossibly chiselled jaw, the man in the memes Cora persists in finding so amusing? Elladine will have him transformed into a mountain of a man, a veritable colossus, and then fly him to America and drop him on Henny’s doorstep with a note attached that reads FEMINISE THIS.

No.

Appalling even to think about. She would never subject poor Trevor Darling to Henrietta Smyth-Farrow. The woman’s got a voice like a wounded elephant giving birth.

It is an amusing image, though, and Elle considers it as she brews coffee, butters toast and spreads marmalade: Trevor Darling with the body of a professional wrestler. The operations on his face have left Mr Darling with a feminine appeal that she suspects will persist even once the testosterone injections regain their grip on his endocrine system. The surgeon she contacted — who will, more’s the pity, be flattening Mr Darling’s chest as he requested — refused to consider amending his facial surgery on such an accelerated schedule, suggesting that he try to get used to it. The ladies love a pretty boy, he said.

Elle had struggled not to laugh when Trevor quietly noted that he prefers, exclusively, men, a subject on which her surgeon did not attempt to claim expertise. Still, the fact remains that he is going to have to spend at least the next year or two cultivating a beard sufficient to make him appear both adequately masculine and old enough to shop at the off-licence, and thanking all the gods of good fortune that Dorothy Marsden did not have enough time to perform significant hair removal on him.

At the thought of it, Mr Darling scowled. Beards itch, apparently. They are awkward and require specialised cleaning, especially when they grow beyond a certain length. Elle refrained from recommending a brand of dog shampoo and instead suggested that there are likely other ways to offset — or live with — his feminine features, at least until such time passes as her surgeon feels comfortable chiselling the man back up.

She spoke of Trevor Darling with Beatrice during their last — slightly fraught — phone conversation. Beatrice knows someone, a genderqueer individual from long in her past with whom she still keeps in touch, who might help Mr Darling adjust to the complexities of a life lived necessarily out of the bounds of the binary. Elle’s met em, a long time ago now; only for long enough for em to collect Beatrice and drive her home, but ey made an impression. So Elle plans to ship Trevor Darling back to Dorley Hall when he’s done, and this Sammy person, ey of the colourful career and the studied mien of a lapsed sex worker, can fix him up. Show him some episodes of Drag Race, or something. Elle is sure that she prefers not to know, ultimately, the affairs of non-women.

It is as much a mystery to Elle as it is to almost everyone she knows why someone would choose something other than womanhood when it has been offered to them, no matter how gruesome the platter, but it takes all sorts to make a world, doesn’t it? She caught the eye of the woman Frances Barton when she was last here, and thought when Mr Darling spoke of his desire to remasculinise that they shared a moment of instinctive confusion over the matter. Even among cis women, she’s not alone.

Ah, speaking of not being alone. In the bed they have been sharing, Cally is stirring, complaining about the drool on the pillow and fetching cushions from the shelf above the headboard to prop herself upright. So Elle finishes her second slice of toast and pours two cups of coffee, carrying them on a tray back to bed, where Cally pulls aside the covers for her and settles against Elle’s body with every appearance of enjoying being exactly where she is.

“Morning,” Cally says, her South London accent still showing through despite recent attempts to modify it, in case she ever needs to accompany Elle to some official function. Elle’s been telling her not to bother, that on the subject of her voice, she owes no apologies, but Cally will have none of it. And this is perhaps why this nascent relationship feels inevitably temporary to Elle: Cally is already making plans for the functions they will attend together; where heads a social climber when the local summit has been attained?

And attained… and attained… and attained, she adds to herself with a smirk. Four times last night alone.

She does rather hope that she’s being uncharitable. Certainly, Cally showed no interest in high society until she and Elle first met and flirted right under Beatrice’s judgemental frown. And she mentioned it only as an afterthought, in the comedown after some quite vigorous afternoon exercise. Cally wants to prove her worth, she said; she also would enjoy the opportunity to show off the rather magnificent decolletage that Elle — indirectly — purchased for her.

“Good morning,” Elle says, brushing her hair out of her face and drinking deeply from her coffee.

“Doesn’t look that good,” Cally says, taking the other cup and removing the tray from Elle’s lap, dropping it to the floor by the bed. “You’re cranky.”

“Work.” It’s impossible to keep the disgust from her voice. Touching Henny Smyth-Farrow, even at such a remove, even through her beastly little lawyer, feels like ramming a fork into an electrical socket and then licking it, becoming connected in an instant to the electrical grid of an entire country and then, precisely one more instant later, suffering the inevitable consequences. The excitement she feels is twinned with her revulsion, intertwined with it, and has been made so deliberately. The work of decades at this point. Separating herself from her fantasies.

Because Elladine could be Henrietta so, so easily. Callous and cruel, abusing human beings as playthings and discarding them just as easily. God knows they both have access to more money, power and influence than any one person should.

Except she couldn’t be her, could she? Because Henrietta is a bloody outsider, a newcomer! She chose this! Yes, her blasted father was elbow-deep in the trafficking of young criminal boys around the British Isles, but she and her brother were deliberately kept innocent of it. Warehoused in another wing of Stenordale as they grew, shipped off to boarding schools and to university and to the army, in Alistair’s case. Elle, meanwhile, was offhandedly gifted a front-row seat to her family’s perversions, to the exploitation of Kelly, to her murder. And it broke her, broke her and remade her as surely and as completely as any girl who has emerged from the prison under Dorley Hall. Since Elle’s first kiss, since her first death, it’s been a part of her. How can someone untainted by this, someone whose life has not been shaped by its proximity, willingly embrace it?

Elle should take those live wires she’s so scared of and ram them down Henrietta Smyth-Farrow’s throat. Then, perhaps, she should recall the operatives who remain. They’ve done their bit for queen and country; they should receive the lives they have been promised. Freedom of a sort, at the end of a short but gilded chain.

“That,” Cally says, prodding Elle’s face, where the frown is, “is not ‘work’. That is Elladine Lambert taking the weight of the world on her pretty little shoulders again.”

“It’s already there,” Elle says vaguely, and blows on her coffee. “I put it there when I had the chance to end all this, and I refused. I kept it alive, Cally, do you understand? All of it.” She’s barely speaking, finding the effort of it exhausting and exasperating, as if she ought to be stronger than this. As if she ought to be the woman she pretends to be, because someone must. “I never thought about what could happen if nobody does this. If we just let the idea die. Because I was thinking years ahead, not decades. I was thinking about revenge, about justice that would never be served.”

“You’ve lost me.”

“I helped Beatrice Quinn take down Dorothy Marsden’s Dorley Hall. And that could have been it. But I built it up again, with a new—” Elle’s voice takes on a sneer, “—noble purpose.”

Cally nods, smiling. “Because you like girls with—”

“No,” Elle snaps, raising her voice for the first time. “Sorry, but no. Except…” She leans her head against the back of the bed, rolls it along the hard edge of the wood. “Shit. Yes. Far from the only reason, but yes. I’m sorry, Cally; I’ve lost track of which excuses were for what.”

“Well,” Cally says, “I, for one, am glad you did it. The hall was good to me. In the end.”

“You didn’t wash out.”

Cally pauses. Seems for a moment to lose the capacity for breath. And then, just as quickly, she returns to normal, though it is somewhat forced. At least she has the coffee cup for a prop, for something to do with her hands.

As does Elle.

“No,” Cally says. “No, I didn’t. And we had a few, our year. I always wondered what happened to them. Aunt Bea won’t say.”

“And yet,” Elle says gently, trying her best to appear reassuring, “you’ve never asked me about them.”

“Come on; we’ve been doing this, what, eleven days? Ten? Elladine, I’m your stress relief. I’m basically a fucktoy. I don’t get to ask questions like that.”

“You are not.”

Cally laughs. “Am I something more, then? I thought you and Aunt Bea…”

“Not any more.”

“Oh. Um. Sorry?”

“I could have loved her,” Elle says. “But she could never have loved me. And that’s better, I think. I hope she and Valérie Barbier make something good together.”

“No, you don’t. I can see it in your eyes.”

A smile that feels like it has been dredged from the depths of Elle’s inhospitable heart. Goodness, it takes effort to maintain. “Then I would like to hope for that. I really would. Bloody hell, Cally, I’m trying.”

“Hey, hey,” Cally says, “no judgement. If there’s anyone who knows what it’s like to try constantly to be better…”

Damn it. Yes. Elle’s getting all wound up in herself again. She sips from her coffee, places it carefully on a coaster on her bedside table, and leans over, steadying Cally’s cup with her left hand and caressing her hair with her right.

They kiss for a while. It’s not passionate, but it fills a need for both of them, a need which Elle keeps forgetting Cally shares with her. To regret one’s past; to strive.

“So is that what’s got you all fucked up?” Cally asks when they’re sitting normally again, coffee cups back in their hands. “Aunt Bea and Val B and—” she bunny-ears with her fingers; Elle’s convinced that one of the early sponsors must have passed that habit to the graduates, because so many of them seem to do it, “—your ‘business’. Which was, I’m guessing, that very tense phone call.”

“Ah. You overheard, then?”

“I heard you talking. Not any of the words, though. And I’m pretty sure I just fell right back to sleep and incorporated it into my dream, anyway.”

“Henrietta Smyth-Farrow’s lawyer again,” Elle says. “Being bloody cheeky as per. She thinks she’s got me at the business end of a long barrel—” she raises her hands, cupped, one in front of the other, miming sniper, “—and she’s having fun throwing out her little threats, hoping to control me, to make me do her work for her.”

“Yeah,” Cally says, “that’d piss me off.”

“No, it’s not that. I know what she’s trying to do and I’m not going to let her. It’s… Bloody hell, Cally, it’s that I loathe everything about her, but to an outsider, I’m willing to bet you couldn’t slide a credit card between us. We’re exactly the same flavour of monster, and I’m just deluding myself.” She sets what remains of her coffee aside for good. It’s gone cold, anyway. “She wants Trevor Darling and Diana Rosamond and probably even Valérie Barbier so she can shop them to any Silicon Valley psychopath who thinks himself an evolutionary step above the average man, and every Evangelical who’s become bored of kiddy diddling and needs a new innocence to prey upon before the Rapture comes and takes them all away. She wants the playbook, the instruction manual, and she didn’t get it from Marsden so she wants it from us. In return, she gets more money than God and a brand-new Barbie playset in which to turn unfortunate American boys into toys. She makes my bloody skin crawl, Cally, but I’m no different. Not really.”

“May I remind you again that I am grateful for Dorley Hall?”

Elle looks away. “And may I remind you — again — that you didn’t wash out?”

“Elle,” Cally says without hesitation, “look, you can’t beat yourself up about that. The washouts… They’re irredeemable. That’s the whole point. Boys go in—” she holds up two hands with most of the digits raised, and then lowers three, “—and girls come out, and the difference is a bucket of balls and a couple of bastards.” Elle raises an eyebrow at the phrasing. “Sorry. We used to talk about it a lot. Usually I try to be less flippant. But that’s the thing: the washouts… they washed out. They were…” She flutters her fingers, searching for the right word, then gives up. “They were bad.”

“And yet Diana Rosamond is pottering about in a sleepy Essex seaside town, learning to be the world’s tallest, nicest girl — or so says her sponsor — and here I am thinking about all the people I used. All the people who could have been like her, if only we’d done better. Known better.”

Cally reaches for her, takes her hands. “Tell me about them, then,” she says. “And not because I want to know, although I do. Like, fucking rabidly. But tell me for you. Tell me because you need to tell someone.”

“Few people know all of it,” Elle says, surprising herself. Classified information ought not to spill from her so easily, but she’s tired and, God damn it, Cally’s right: she does need to tell someone. Beatrice’s steadfast disapproval has been weighing on her for fifteen years. “The washouts are bombs, essentially. Not all of them and not so much any more — they have other uses — but at the beginning, in those first few years when we were still setting up the new programme, when bloody Dorothy Marsden was still able to exert her influence, when even Crispin Smyth-Farrow had yet to gather the good grace to fucking die… It was a different time, Cally. I was not as established as I am now, and there were whole networks of people who had grown accustomed to ordering in an amusing little thing to play with now and then. The programme had its obligations. And of course we were never going to fulfil them legitimately! But we had to be seen to. Because then it was our word against Crispin Smyth-Farrow’s, and if we supplied the girls, well, we had the product; he had nothing but sour grapes. Victim of a hostile takeover. We could get on with things without interruption. At the time, it all seemed so simple and logical. The right thing to do with the resources we had. Beatrice disagreed, but it didn’t take long for her to lose the will to fight me on it. She had her new girls, the rescuees, and she had people she had promised to house and employ through me…”

“Auntie Ashley. Met her once.”

“Sweet girl. And Teri, her surrogate mum. Beatrice’s too, I suppose. I should have done something for her and Linda while there was still time…”

“Elladine?” Cally prompts. “The washouts?”

“Yes. Look, the way of it was that these old-money men, they got their girls. Or their girl-boys or their toys or whatever they liked to call them, these broken creatures who could still just barely talk back to them. And then, quietly, deniably, and on a staggered timetable, they were killed by their girls. Accidents were arranged, medicine was substituted, that kind of thing. It didn’t always work, and we couldn’t always extract the girls after, but… Cally, I like to tell myself that, like Beatrice, I don’t waste people, but now, looking back? Second-guessing a lifetime of arrogant assumptions? That was all me. I did it because I wanted to, because I wanted these men dead and I wanted it to happen at the hands of the people they planned to hurt. I wanted the gasping throat under the choking hand to be their end, Cally. I wanted the weakened, painted hands they found so fetching to come for them with a knife. But I could have just bribed a bloody scullery maid. Yes, fine, that’s riskier, but the risk would all have been on me. If that scullery maid refuses to knife the lady of the house or cut the brakes of the lord of the manor’s Rolls Royce and instead goes straight to her employer and outs me or my network, I’m the one who takes the fall.”

It’s an image she’s always struggled to shake: one of the girls, the ones who had to be treated alternately with tenderness and brutality or they would not become the things they needed to become, being whisked innocently to her new employ, walking inside, closing the door behind her. Time was, those doors were all the doors to her childhood estate, the place where Kelly was murdered and Elle as she is now was born; lately, though, in her nightmares, they’ve been mixed with the doors to Stenordale Manor, where Valérie Barbier, Trevor Darling and Diana Rosamond were horrifically, intolerably abused.

They need to go. Dorothy, Henrietta; all of them. Forget mutually assured destruction. Time for the gloves to bloody well come off.

“Shit,” she murmurs. “I’m the worst of all of them. Not even toys but tools. The girls… My girls… I’m the one who made them that way and I’m the one who sent them out there to live or die, as luck wills it.” Contempt withdraws almost all breath from her. “Cowardly not to do it myself.”

“No, fuck that,” Cally says, “you’re wrong. It’s not important who takes on the risk; it’s only important that someone does. It’s only important that it gets done.”

“Cally—”

“Quiet. I’m talking now. And, Elle, I’ve heard stories. About the old place. I think most of us have, though I think how accurate they are… varies.” She gives Elle a wry smile, her canine resting briefly on her lower lip. “If you pester your sponsor enough, they’ll tell you what they’ve heard, especially if you’re in your third year and you’re basically done, you know, and they trust you and you trust them. I know something of what those people used to do. And, fuck, Elladine, the bodies? Under Stenordale? If the other men were anything like that man—”

“They were,” Elle says quietly. “Some of them were a lot worse. Fewer girls; even more violent appetites.”

“Then they were fucking evil. You were right not to trust their death to some employee or whatever. And you were right not to risk yourself.”

“That’s… convenient.”

“Nah,” Cally says. “If you’d died, who would have been left to take down the next bastard?”

Elle shrugs. “I still don’t want to… absolve myself. I want to carry this. I need to own it.”

“So own it. But don’t wallow in it. This might just be me regurgitating lectures from my sponsor here but, fuck, Elle, I think you need a good sponsoring. So you did what you did. And yeah, I know you’re going to say I’m being too casual about it or something — I can literally see it on your face — but the thing is, Elle… it’s done. If you don’t want to do it in future, then don’t. You let your future actions be influenced by the things you did, informed by them. You use those memories, that regret, to be a better person. And,” Cally adds, pointing a finger in Elle’s face, “that assumes that you’re even right, that you were a net weight on the world. I’m not convinced. I look at those dead girls in that fucking manor and I think about you, years ago, killing men who did shit like that, no matter how you did it? You’re going to have to try harder to make me condemn you for it.”

“Cally…” Elle says, her mouth dry. “You’re so young…” Too young. Too young to bloody well get it.

“And you’ve been carrying this too long,” Cally says, undaunted. “You’ve lost perspective.”

Not much to do but nod and shut the bloody hell up, not unless she wants to keep pushing this, and she doesn’t. Elle thinks suddenly of Frankie, who after returning to Dorley Hall after a fifteen-year absence simply went right back to work, on the side of the angels this time — or on whoever’s side they are actually on. Saved a boy’s life, though which one, she forgets; until they’re girls, they’re boys, and as such are interesting to her largely only as raw material.

As a source of inspiration, as a role model, Frankie leaves much to be desired, but Elladine has hardly attained sufficiently high moral ground to go searching elsewhere.

The thought suddenly makes her want to laugh. Frankie was a sponsor too, of sorts, and now Cally’s using sponsor-speak on her. Dorley Hall — its methods, its philosophy — is in her veins.

She should make like the girls. Start telling people that, no, she’s not part of a cult, she’s a cult deprogrammer. That was the logic, wasn’t it? Shocking young boys abused by the cult of masculinity out of adherence to the power structure, by any means necessary. Though one of the girls — Indira, maybe — used to say with an appealingly cheeky smile that, no, of course they’re not a cult, they’re a pyramid scheme.

“So how does it work?” Cally asks, jolting Elle out of her thoughts.

“Hmm?”

“This is my curiosity speaking, but the washouts, right? They were down there with the rest of us, but they couldn’t hack it. I remember what they were like towards the end. How do you turn that into a convincing little toy-maid-assassin or whatever?”

“Not the complicated part,” Elle says, happy to be talking process rather than culpability. “The psyche can take a lot, Cally, and for people such as you, it can weather everything the sponsors can throw at it and emerge thoughtful and improved—” Cally laughs, which seems inappropriate, “—but there are things it cannot withstand. Experiences beyond which nothing survives but the body. And then, upon that… empty plot of land, you build something new. Something that seeks to please you. Something that will, on the promise of eventual freedom, perform terrible violence. Righteous, deserved violence, but violence nonetheless. Most of them wash out not because they cannot change, but because Beatrice cannot redeem them. Cannot reform them. But my people…” Shit. She’s gone and bloody spilled it all, hasn’t she? She’d better hope Cally’s worth the trust Elle has inadvertently placed in her. “I don’t pretend this is a noble thing I’ve done, Cally. It is despicable. But the men those girls used to be… Well, you know. We took people who, generally, did terrible things — or we removed them from the world with the knife already in their hand, as it were — and we made better, more effective weapons out of them.”

Cally’s nodding thoughtfully. She isn’t running from the room, nor does she seem about to denounce Elle as the embodiment of all evil in the world.

“Like boot camp,” she says.

“Hmm?”

“I saw a documentary,” Cally says. “And there were these ex-soldiers talking about how the whole point of boot camp was to acculturate you to a system of permitted, regimented violence. Those were his words, I think.”

“Our way is, perhaps, a little more extreme. I accept the comparison, though.”

“So… what about my washouts? Were they bombs? Are they alive?”

“Not bombs,” Elle says. “We haven’t done that for a long time. And, yes, all alive.”

“But they’re still… doing stuff like that?”

“Actively? No.”

“But they’re trained for it?”

“Only one is, actually. The other two are under watch. My trainers did not consider them suitable for the process, so they are slow-walking something analogous to the current programme at the hall.”

“Oh. Is it working?”

“Too early to tell. They are well cared for, don’t worry.”

“What about the other one?” Cally asks.

“She was unsuitable for… entirely different reasons. She is still in training. And will hopefully never be necessary.”

“Necessary for what?”

Elle smiles darkly. “Necessary for whatever becomes necessary.”

“Woah.” Cally’s nodding again, but without real purpose. “Shit. Which one was she? Which washout?”

“I’m sorry, but I never remember their former identities. If you’d like, I could—”

“No,” Cally says, waving a hand. “Overall, I think I might be better off not knowing.” She stares into the middle distance for a few moments. “Fucking hell,” she mutters eventually. “That’s fucking mad.”

“If you’d prefer never to associate with me again,” Elle says, “I can have you in a car to the city of your choice within the hour. You will have an apartment, a—”

“Elle.” Glaring at her, Cally takes the hands she’s still holding and pries them apart, as if in the empty air between them they contain all Elle’s sins, all the things that will condemn her rightfully to hell. “Shut the fuck up.”

“But—”

“You know,” Cally continues as if Elle had never reopened her mouth, “I’d never even heard of you until after I graduated. And then it was in all hushed tones, right, like, she’s the money, she’s the scary woman with the private army and control of a hundred thousand companies, like the personal insurance company and the subsidiary that makes fucking diggers or something.”

“We don’t make diggers.”

“And then I learned your name, and you seemed a little more human; and then I met you, and you seemed actually sort of nice and only a little bit creepy, and—”

“Creepy?”

“Elladine,” Cally says, “you spent that whole fundraiser with your eyes glued to my tits. And yes, I know, they’re very nice and you paid for them, but you’re not subtle.”

“Sorry.”

“It’s fine, because then I met you again, and you were having an attack of the sads, and because I’m a sucker for hopeless cases — myself included — I ended up sleeping with you and finding you weirdly charming.”

“Thank you?”

“And now here we are, and I still find you charming and weird and incredibly energetic for your age. But if you have a flaw, Elle, it’s that you don’t know when to shut the fuck up.”

Nodding slowly, Elle is forced to admit that Cally might have a point.

Cally shuffles around in the bed again. Looks directly at Elle. “If I agree to agree that you’ve done some incredibly fucked-up shit, will you agree to stop worrying that I’m going to start screaming at the sight of you?”

“I… suppose.”

“And I have a further suggestion,” Cally says. “You need to keep talking about this. It’s been boiling up inside you. I can tell; my mum was a therapist. It’s why I turned out such a fucking mess. So what say we call one of your people, get them to make us a stupidly lavish lunch for, I don’t know, one-o’clock-ish? And then we can go make more coffee, maybe have showers, put clothes on like normal, civilised people, and get to work hashing out all your moral quandaries.”

"I can’t just… smother you with all this.” Elle frowns. “I feel like I’m using you.”

Cally looks down and hefts one of her breasts with her hand. “Yeah, well, I used you first.”

* * *

It’s the weekend, so it’s substitute sponsor day in the basement! And Bethany found herself rolling out of bed this morning feeling strangely excited about it. The regular girls all get (some of) the day off, and a handful of mildly coerced volunteers have been bussed in from around the country to watch over the wayward inhabitants of the basement at Dorley Hall. A week ago, it might have been a more intimidating thought — Bethany’s been going back and forth on how comfortable she is even appearing to make an effort — but she’s putting all that dumb shit behind her and concentrating on living life to the fullest extent that it is possible to live it when you are trapped in a concrete rats’ nest with several other extremely maladjusted people and Steph. The girl who is to be Bethany is still in many respects a void, but she’s a void with intentions, a thing that will be manifested, a person who will be all of her best aspects distilled and improved, and then lightly salted with some of her worst.

She needs to keep Steph and Maria around, though, if only so they can help her work out which is which. And these new sponsors? She gets to calibrate herself against them. She gets to dress nice and put on some extra lip balm to make her mouth appealingly shiny, and she gets to see which of them does a double take when Bethany Erin Question Mark walks into the room.

Woolly tights, because she’s been getting cold lately. Ankle socks, because her feet have been getting even colder. A pair of shorts, because Christine was down here before and Bethany thought her outfit looked cute. And a grey pullover with inexplicable cutouts at the shoulders, because Pippa helped move a bunch of clothes down for them to try on, and she stole a lot of it from Paige’s stash. Experimental fashion, probably. Or it’s a jumper for runners, and the holes are to let the sweat out, or maybe to cut down on wind resistance.

Whatever. She looks nice.

At least…

Shit. Does she look nice?

No. Fuck. She looks like an idiot, she looks like a guy who just raided his sister’s winter closet and put on the first three things he found. She looks like the worst kind of loser, the world’s greatest mistake.

The lock in her door rolls noisily over, and if she could, she would jam something in it, crowbar it to keep it shut, lock herself in here forever with her recently washed walls and her fresh duvet and her stupid fucking outfit. But she can’t, because Steph’s the one they trusted with access to all the doors, and the only way to keep her out is to unbolt the bed from the floor and rip the wardrobe from the wall and drag them both into a makeshift barricade. And that would take too long, because now the door’s opening and Steph is here and—

“Oh, hey,” Steph says, smiling. “You look nice!”

Bethany stops. Looks up warily. “I do?”

“Very cute.”

“Well, it’s just something I put tog—”

She doesn’t get to finish because immediately Steph’s kissing her, Steph’s holding her, Steph’s proving that the jumper with the holes in was an incredible decision because it’s got enough give to it that she can get her hands up inside it and press them against the bare skin of Bethany’s back without exposing her to the elements. Or to the one element, anyway; to the air conditioning.

Pulling away, stepping back, because she needs to reciprocate, Bethany takes in Steph’s outfit. She looks great, like she always does, like she has done ever since she properly accepted herself, since she stopped keeping erect the walls she put up to survive as long as she did. And the hormones, several months of them now, well, they help, don’t they? It’s easy to see who she’s going to be; it’s who she already is, but with tits.

“Shit, Steph,” Bethany says, “you’re fucking hot.”

Frowning and laughing, Steph says, “I am?”

She’s wearing a pair of jeans — that are so form-fitting that they’re almost jeggings — under a loose sort of button-up cardigan thing in greyish blue — or blueish grey? — with a hint of a lacy white cami underneath, and okay, fine, that’s nothing actually special or exciting, but it’s Steph that makes it so, especially when she looks at Bethany like that, all freckles and tilted smile and a little bit of shine on her cheeks that makes Bethany feel guilty for not doing makeup this morning.

Like she’s read her mind, Steph keeps one arm around Bethany’s waist, under her pullover, and with the other she reaches for the lip balm on the computer desk. She lets go of Bethany, which sucks initially, but then, after uncapping the lip balm with a look of concentration that makes Bethany want to kiss her again, she takes Bethany’s chin in her thumb and forefinger, pulls down Bethany’s lower lip with her middle finger, and coats her upper lip with cherry flavour. It’s such an intimate, delicate act that Bethany feels suddenly frozen by it, confused as to what she should do, as to whether she should reciprocate, and that gives Steph time to let go of Bethany’s lower lip and coat that, too.

“I kissed it off,” Steph says with a soft, loving smile, recapping the little tube of lip balm and slipping it into one of the barely there pockets in her jeans. “For later,” she adds.

Bethany feels like she’s floating. There’s something warm in her belly, something electric in her fingertips, something intense everywhere, something that makes her want to pull Steph close to her again and rip off those fucking almost-jeggings and—

What the fuck? All Steph did was kiss her and reapply her lip balm, so how in the living hell has such a simple thing made Bethany so fucking horny?

It’s the estrogen. It’s got to be the estrogen. Because, yeah, time was that Aaron could look at a freeze-frame from a show about hot cheerleaders or a suggestive statue or, at worst, a cloud shaped like a boob, and feel the urge to have a quick tug, but this is something else. This has an urgency to it that Bethany finds difficult to control. It’s like it’s coming from all of her at once.

“You want some breakfast?” Steph asks.

Bethany coughs, swallows, and says, “Yes.”

She’s still getting on top of it as they wind their way through the corridor to the lunch room, which the sponsors have set out as a breakfast bar, with the usual cereal variety packs and plates of croissants. Probably yesterday’s croissants; fresh baked goods are for girls who can do their own eyeliner without injuring themselves. Maria’s here, and Edy, watching over most of the intake. Missing are Martin and Ollie, but that doesn’t mean much. Lockdown’s gotten boring and routine, like every other week in the basement, and all their crises are either in the past or wrapped properly in neuroses and any spare neurons that might be lying around and buried in the back of the brain. Everyone’s talking quietly, pouring milk, drinking tea or coffee or whatever; starting the day, drama-free.

They might be trapped in an underground basement for fear of police discovery, but breakfast is breakfast. And, most importantly for Bethany, breakfast is extremely non-sexual. Famously so.

“Morning,” Maria says, breaking off from her conversation with Edy to round the table and briefly grasp Bethany’s shoulder. “Sleep well?”

A hundred stupid jokes float to the top of Bethany’s head, but all she says is, “Yeah, thanks.” She’s still buzzing, from the reaction she had to it, from the way her penis is struggling against both her boy-shorts and her shorts-shorts, and if she tries to be her usual self, she’s a hundred percent certain that within two sentences she’ll be espousing the benefits and softness of Steph’s lips, breasts — such that they are; little buds just like Bethany’s, good for funny feelings and grazing against doors and licking — and arse.

Maria taps a box of Coco Pops. “The usual?”

“Nah,” Bethany says, shaking her head and feeling weirdly like she doesn’t want to be predictable today. Or maybe any more in general. “Granola, if we have any. Or something else healthy. Aggressively healthy, if possible. I want to go in kind of a Weetabix direction.”

“Playing the classics, I see,” Maria says, shuffling through the cereal boxes until she finds a couple that are decked out in earthy colours and which have pictures of raisins and sheaves of wheat on the front instead of the hyper-saturated sugar-rush blues and yellows and cartoon mascots of Bethany’s regular choices. She can almost feel herself becoming healthier, a better person; more regular. She sets them down in front of Bethany. “Are you sure you don’t want the Coco Pops?”

Picking a box of granola, Bethany insists, “You gotta try everything once.”

“YOLO,” Maria agrees, nodding.

She pours for her, having decided apparently to wait on Bethany hand and foot this morning, probably because they’re not going to see each other for the rest of the day; she gets big-sistery when she knows they’re going to be apart for a while, which is one of the things that makes Bethany, if she thinks about it too much in the shower, start to ugly cry. Which is a much less productive use of her shower time than the other thing she does in there when she’s alone.

As Maria sets out the bowl and starts administering the oat milk, Adam speaks up from behind his equally healthy but much less exciting bowl of Weetabix. “What’s ‘yollow’?”

“It’s ‘you only live once’,” Leigh says. She’s got toast, Christ only knows from where. Tabitha favouritism, no doubt. Rushing it down the stairs while it’s still hot. Or there could always be a toaster in the dumbwaiter.

“YOLO,” Adam says, nodding thoughtfully.

“Forget it, Adam,” Raph says. “Don’t let the Millennial cuspers get you using dead memes.”

“What’s a ‘cusper’?”

“Friendly ghost,” Bethany says, catching up with the conversation.

Next to her, Maria rolls up an imaginary newspaper and whaps Bethany around the head with it. And Adam still looks confused, and Leigh looks exasperated, and Raph’s just smirking at everyone, and Maria’s here, and so’s Edy, and Steph is right next to her, and Bethany wonders what was ever so terrifying about being trapped down here in the first place.

* * *

One step through that fucking door, and she’s accepting it all back into her life again. This time, she’s not just visiting, rushing back to get Steph out. And this time, she’s not staying because her friends, her chosen family, suddenly all came back to her at once, and she had to stick around for as long as she could because how, in such a circumstance, could she possibly leave?

No, this time, Melissa is choosing to return to the hall. To live here for the foreseeable future. She’s actively deciding to slot herself back into this environment, to absorb all of its stresses, its ongoing crises, its dubious morals and artfully debated ethics. She’s got her whole life in suitcases in the back of her rented car, and when she wheels it all up the little ramp and clatters it into the kitchen, when those fucking thumbprint-locked doors shut behind her, she’ll have said to everyone she knows, everyone who is left who matters, that this, this place, this life, this philosophy, this is her.

She’s still in the car park, staring through the windscreen at the looming bulk of Dorley Hall in the middle distance, and she’s debating gunning the engine again and just reversing the fuck away from Dorley, from Saints, from Almsworth.

She won’t. Obviously. Apart from anything else, she doesn’t have anywhere else lined up to live, and the hall — via Tabitha, her semi-official liaison with the power structure here — has a new, nicer room set up for her, away from the action on the third floor, up with all the normal people. Another corner suite like Abby’s. They’re practically laying out the red carpet for her, and asking nothing in return bar her silence.

Yeah, she’s good at that. She never even once let slip around Zach that her wide-eyed curiosity around trans issues was as fake as her enthusiasm for those little boxes of flapjacks that got passed around when someone was leaving. She’s a really fucking good liar.

But they’re giving her a room for free forever, or at least until she and Abby and Shahida have ascertained that they are stable as a throuple and can start looking into pooling their incomes and getting a house together or something, and that means that she’s got to live here for real. She can’t just drift away like she did after graduation and she can’t just hang only with her friends and loved ones. No, she’s got to live at the hall and work a job like a normal person and walk around the university grounds where once she planned to kill herself with a smile on her face, or at least without bursting into tears in the shadow of Café One.

Shit. When they found her the job, maybe she should have thought longer about it before saying yes.

Except she can’t escape this place, can she? Abby’s all tied up here, still, because Christine’s here, and so are many of her other friends, and one of Melissa’s best friends is dating a sponsor, and Shahida’s settled into the place like she was born there, and, fuck, Steph is there, and watching her grow into the woman she always should have been, the woman she always has been, has the potential to be the greatest privilege of Melissa’s life, so perhaps she ought to just suck it the fuck up?

Yeah, perhaps. And it’s not like it’s going to be hard for her, anyway. Oh no, she’s got to lie, she’s got to put on a brave face; a lifetime of practice has prepared her for this. And Dorley Hall has no plans that she knows of deliberately to hurt her again.

Shit. Make a rash decision, cross the country for it, then sit in a rental car for twenty minutes, five minutes’ walk from the front door, and whine to herself. It’s becoming a pattern.

Snarling at herself, at her impulsiveness as much as her self-disgust, Melissa cracks open the car door, hauls herself out, and starts yanking suitcases out of the boot. Another girl passes by, presumably a student, and offers to help, but Melissa demurs, because that would be asking too much of a random stranger, and that’s something Melissa only does recklessly, and on purpose.

“For fuck’s sake,” she whispers to herself when she judges herself alone again.

She’s here. At the hall. To stay. For a hundred reasons, most of them very good and very logical and very sensible.

And there’s one other thing. One other thing that she needs the hall for, needs their resources. Something she needs Tabitha for.

She’s going to make it so Melissa can see Jenny again. So Melissa can get back that tiny little piece of her mum.

* * *

Good to have a reason to pull herself out of interview prep. Mum’s been telling her she doesn’t need to try so hard, that Edward knows the recruiter, that everything will be and can only be fine, but it’s not like Shahida’s ever not going to study for an interview! It’s how she got her job over in the States and it’s how she’ll get her new job here: by working at it, by being the best candidate, and by presenting herself as a properly motivated and precisely attired potential new employee. That the recruiter is a friend of the family means only, to Shahida, that she does not for once need to emphasise her white stepfather’s part of her double-barrelled surname.

She’s having Pop-Tarts while Mum frowns at her. She offered to whip something up, and she was halfway to retrieving a ball of dough from the fridge before Shahida insisted that, sorry, she’s meeting someone, and she’s really got to go, like, soon. The fact that it’s Melissa she’s meeting today did a lot to reduce Mum’s objections from anything verbal to a facial expression that Shahida has had a lot of time to grow accustomed to filtering out. And at least the Pop-Tarts mean that she isn’t going to have to spend her first day with Melissa in a week fielding anxious WhatsApp messages idly wondering if Shahida has had, perchance, something to eat yet.

What she still hasn’t worked out: how to tell Mum that she’s dating Melissa; how to tell her that both of them are also dating Abby; how to ask if Mum and Edward would like to meet Abby.

That’s quite the list! Nothing she needs to deal with right now, fortunately. Right now she can wash her plate and kiss her mum and hug Edward and escape into the mild cold without having to deal with any of the more complex concepts that have entered her life since she started papering Saints with pictures of Melissa’s old self, all those weeks ago.

* * *

Raph’s made a discovery: he doesn’t like sports bras. Or, possibly, he doesn’t like this sports bra; it pinches under his armpits and presses down on his sore chest and, okay, it’s nice that it means that the most sore parts of his chest don’t, for example, rub on his loose t-shirt, but it doesn’t mean he has to enjoy the sensation. He can instead heroically make the best of a bad situation.

“Stretch,” Leigh says. The moment they got up here, she beat a tactical retreat to the other side of the little gym room, to a wooden bench that made Raph laugh when he first saw it because it looks just like the ones they used to have at his old primary school, and started shedding clothes: hoodie, t-shirt, jogging trousers. Now she’s standing there, doing something complicated-looking with her hand and her thigh, wearing a vest over a sports bra and a pair of loose shorts over whatever underwear she presumably has on.

Wow. Those shorts aren’t all that loose, actually.

Suddenly, the question of whether or not Leigh tucks becomes the most important thing on Raph’s mind. Jane told him about tucking, and made amusing faces about how much she used to hate doing it, and Raph astonished himself by laughing. Because that’s not the kind of thing he ought to find funny, right? When he was in sixth form, one of the other lads was trying to gross people out by showing them image search results for ‘gross genital surgery’, and Raph came very close to losing his crap cafeteria lunch; a comprehensible reaction, surely. Now, though, somehow the thought that someone could find such a thing not only desirable, but a relief… Well, he laughed. He laughed to show her that he understood her, that he supported her, and she laughed with him.

She’s probably relieved that he can joke about it. Orchis are coming up soon, and thanks to his recent curiosity, he knows exactly how they work and he finds them a lot less intimidating than he would have before. He’s considering, when the time comes for his, sticking his finger in his mouth and making a popping sound when each of them comes out.

“Raph! Stretch!”

“What?”

Leigh’s not doing that thigh thing any more; she’s sitting on the floor with her legs stretched out in front of her and she’s grabbing at her knees. Shrugging, Raph starts stretching, starting with trying and failing to touch his toes, overbalancing, and almost falling over.

“Shit,” he comments.

“You should help him,” Bethany says to Leigh. She’s sitting in another corner, defiantly refusing to wear exercise clothes, which is another thing that Raph finds funny, because exercise clothes are all anyone wore down here for months. “Go over to him, Leigh. Show him how to stretch. Go on, put a hand on his back and another on his thigh and… guide him.”

“Piss off, Bethany,” Leigh says with a sigh in her voice.

“No, no, you should. If it helps, I can get Pippa to play some sexy music to get you both in the mood. It’ll be like a montage thing.”

Pippa, who along with Steph has been getting changed in the even smaller room attached to the little gym, swings lazily around the door frame and says, “I’m not putting on any sexy music, Beth.”

Shit. Pippa’s hot today.

Like, okay, she’s always hot, with her funky little pixie cut and her perpetual eyeliner and those dresses she likes to wear, but somehow, in her exercise gear, she’s hotter. Raph finds his gaze twitching downwards, and feels instantly guilty about it — hey, another new thing! — but he does get to confirm to himself that either Pippa tucks like she could give a TED talk on it, or she’s had the big snip, just like Jane.

Do they get together and compare notes? Do they get competitive about depth? Is there something in one of the rooms upstairs that’s like the height charts you always see in kids’ rooms on American TV shows, except it terminates in different colours at five inches, seven inches, nine inches?

There should be. Maybe he’ll suggest it.

Wait. He’s lost track of the situation. “What’s a stretch I can do without looking like a fucking idiot?” he asks.

“I’ll show you,” Steph says, walking over, “without it getting sexy.”

With a shrug, Raph says, “It can get sexy if you want.”

“I can still set Leigh on you, Raph,” Bethany says.

They’re here for yoga. Raph’s here because Steph was talking about how she uses yoga to relax and Raph, remembering Diana’s thing about learning shit, about trying new things, stuck his hand in the air like he was back in school — and like it was one of the times Dean wasn’t trying to show him something gross, either on the computer or cupped in the palm of his hand — and asked to be taught. Leigh’s here because she wanted to box today, to smack around those punching bags again, but Tabitha’s busy upstairs with that high-maintenance blonde girl, and it’s no fun hitting stuff without her, apparently. Pippa’s here both because she’s the designated sponsor keeping an eye on them all and also because, she said, ever since Steph’s first day here, when Pippa went to her cell to give her the lecture and found her upside down, she’s been interested in trying yoga, too.

(And that sounded hilarious, so Raph made Steph and Pippa tell the story, and laughed even harder when they both looked put out by his amusement. It’s not exactly a fun memory for them, or something.)

Meanwhile, Bethany’s here because… Well, actually, he doesn’t know why. Probably she doesn’t want to hang out with Martin downstairs, which makes no sense, because Martin’s actually sort of funny now. For a couple of days, Raph thought that Martin was like him, had made the logical choice at the logical time to go along with it all — though he goes back and forth on whether that was actually a choice he made or merely the result of being slowly worn down by the dimples Jane gets when she smiles — but Jane says no. Says Pamela’s been talking about him like he’s proceeding through the stages she expects of him at roughly the right pace, and that right now he’s experiencing the ‘euphoria of nothingness’. Jane curled her fingers and her lip when she said it, but Raph’s not sure he shares her cynicism about it. In fact, he thinks he kind of gets it: if he’d killed someone out of drunken recklessness, he’d want to stop existing, too. The fact that Raph forced an abortion is bad enough, and it’s something he’s going to have to fucking deal with inside his own head, sooner or later, but to have potato-mashed someone with a car? Fucked up. And Martin wallowed for the longest time, absorbed a tonne of abuse from the rest of them for it.

Anyway, Jane says that Pamela says that Martin’s moving beyond it at last, that he has found a kind of joy in the understanding that Martin Holloway will never return to the world, will never again have excuses made for him, will never again be unjustly elevated above other people. If he ever fucks up again, they’ll throw the fucking book at him, and Martin, or whoever he is by then, will probably try to angle himself so it hits him right in the face.

The upshot is that Martin’s talking now, and that’s cool, because he’s an interesting guy. Raph’s never known anyone who went to public school before, and now he knows two, and Martin, unlike Bethany, has been willing to talk about it. Mortifying to understand that soggy biscuit is a real thing. Considerably worse than learning about orchiectomies. Maybe that’s why Bethany’s reluctant to hang with Martin 2.0 — Martin 0.0? — because then she’ll have to relive all those traumatic evenings playing Everybody Wank on the Waitrose Cookie.

Steph leads Raph and Pippa through some simple stretches and then pronounces them ready to begin. As Raph, Leigh and Pippa stand, as instructed, before their mats, Steph turns around and says to Bethany, “You sure you don’t want to try it?”

“Yeah, Bethany,” Raph says, “come get Zen with us.”

Bethany frowns at the four of them. “My inner turmoil is the only thing keeping me upright,” she says, and snaps open the charging case for the headphones. “If I ever achieve inner peace, my heart will stop beating and I will fucking die.” With that, she jams the earbuds into her ears and hits play on whatever it is she’s got cued up. Probably that cheerleader show she’s obsessed with.

That solves it, at least, Raph muses as he forms his body into the first pose and does his best to hold it. Bethany’s not joining in because she’s being a fucking whiner.

Some things never change.

* * *

She’s over it. She’s totally over it. She’s completely, totally and utterly—

“Hey! Blonde girl! In or out?”

Right. Yeah, she probably shouldn’t just be standing outside the doors to the kitchen, dithering about pressing her thumb against the reader, should she? What did that girl Christine call it? Opsec. It’s probably not good opsec to behave as if the act of entering a normal kitchen is something you’ve got to psych yourself up for.

“In,” Melissa says through the glass, pleased to have settled for the sensible option in the pinch, and not the one that involves turning tail and running back to the rental car with her suitcases as fast as her legs can carry her. Besides, turning and running is almost clichéd for her at this point. The fresh, new Melissa faces her problems, eventually.

“So…?”

The woman waiting on the other side of the glass is clearly waiting for Melissa to do something. She’s not one of the girls she knows, looking older than the others; early thirties, maybe. Sponsor age, Melissa automatically thinks of it, though there are twenty-two-year-old sponsors now! God, she’s out of date.

“So?” Melissa says, echoing the woman.

Another woman of similar age joins the first one at the door. “Hey, pumpkin spice,” she says, which causes Melissa reflexively to look down at her outfit, “this is a dormitory for, uh—” she glances at her friend, who just giggles, “—people with certain special qualifications. If you’re allowed to be here, press your thumb on the reader.”

Oh. Of course that’s what they’re waiting for. Melissa’s too rattled by this. Almost as if quitting her job in Manchester and ending her tenancy has entirely erased the fragile and limited non-Dorley safety net she’s built up.

“Right,” she says, shaking her head and smiling, because she doesn’t like being under the gaze of these strangers and sort of wants to reassure them, in case they think she’s a crazy person or something. It takes her a moment to release her grip on one of her suitcases — she hadn’t even realised she’s been grasping the handles so tightly that she’s made her hands sore — and then she presses her thumb against the reader and the door locks make their familiar and overly loud whirring, clunking sound.

“Are you okay?” says the first woman as Melissa starts shepherding her two suitcases through the door. If Melissa were to guess, she’s slightly the older of the two, and something about her demeanour says mum. She’s wearing almost no makeup, but her dark skin looks healthier than Melissa’s, so she probably doesn’t need to. She almost definitely hasn’t spent the last several nights losing sleep and becoming more and more haggard, like Melissa.

“Yeah,” Melissa says.

“Angela,” the woman says, taking one of the suitcases out of Melissa’s hands. She nods at the white woman next to her, who follows her cue and takes the other one. “That’s Gillian.”

“Would you like a drink?” Gillian asks, wheeling her suitcase to the doorway that leads to the dining room — which is, against all expectation, closed. She leans it against the wall by the door, and holds out a hand for the handle to the suitcase Angela’s been dragging after her.

“Um,” Melissa says, unsure. “I’m sorry, but am I supposed to know you?”

Angela laughs. “No, so don’t worry about it. I’m sure we—” she points to Gillian and back to herself, “—are supposed to know who you are, but I didn’t have time to read the info packet. Thea’s been sick, and we think she’s over it now. Doesn’t stop us from— I’m sorry.” She laughs again, more gently. “I’m talking as if you know who the hell we are.”

“Class of 2011,” Gillian says. “We’re pitching in.”

“You’ve heard about the lockdown?”

“Vaguely,” Melissa says. Abby’s mentioned it, but only circumspectly, since they were chatting via text. She could have looked it up, but getting past the surface-level graduate site requires passwords Melissa’s long since forgotten; she only remembers the graduate one because it’s Ada Yau’s birthday.

“Well, the sponsors have been run ragged,” Angela says, “so they’re mostly taking the weekends off, and they’re bringing in grads—”

“Like us,” Gillian puts in.

“—to watch the boys while they catch up on sleep. It’s going to be nostalgic to see the ol’ basement again.”

“Nostalgic?” Melissa says.

“So nostalgic.”

“I’m making,” Gillian says. She’s poised by the kettle, her finger on the switch. “Do you want?”

“Um. No. Thank you.”

“You sure?”

“We’ll make sure you get the best mug,” Angela says.

“Mug?” Melissa echoes, aware that she sounds a little stupid. She ought to be used to Dorley grads being aggressively normal at her by now — too normal, sometimes; occasionally it all feels like one grand act being put on to keep her, Melissa, who has never quite contrived to feel completely normal even now that she lives in a body she can comfortably call her own, perpetually on the back foot — but, clearly, she is not.

“I never thought I’d miss them,” Gillian says. “But it’s like coming home, in a way. Drinking tea out of a mug with a stupid joke on it.”

“And they have way more now,” Angela says. “I barely recognise any of them. Check this one out.” She grabs her mostly empty mug off the table and holds it up for Melissa to read. It says, in classic motivational poster style, Early to bed and early to rise makes a man healthy, wealthy and wise. ‘Wise’ has been crossed out and replaced, in typewriter-style text, with vulnerable to an organised kidnapping operation on dark and deserted early morning streets.

“Wow,” Melissa says, feeling that some kind of response is required.

“Mine’s better,” Gillian says. She’s futzing with the kettle now, so she just nods at her mug, which is on the sideboard, and which is printed with the logo of a famous breakfast cereal — though, for copyright reasons, as if that is something Dorley Hall could feasibly get done on, it merely says BREAKFAST CEREAL inside the logo. Underneath, in the kind of fake handwriting font that curses cereal boxes everywhere, it says, Fortified with vitamins, minerals, and absolutely nothing else, we promise! “Last chance for me to make you a tea.”

Before, Melissa felt anxious, intimidated, like she’d just got to the end part of making the latest mistake in a long series of them; now, she mostly feels exasperated. The hall is clearly operating as normal, and Melissa — as normal — is blundering around like she just walked onstage on opening night but doesn’t know any of her lines.

“No,” she says. “Thanks. I, um, should go see Tabitha Forbes. Do you know where she is?”

“Dining hall,” Angela says. “But before you go… You got our names, but we never got yours.”

“Right. Sorry. It’s Melissa. Melissa Haverford.”

“Oh!” Angela says.

“Oh,” Gillian says.

“Right,” Angela says.

Gillian giggles.

Melissa doesn’t know whose response she least prefers, so she takes her luggage by the handles, says, “Dining hall? Got it. Thanks for the help,” and gets out of the kitchen as quickly as she can.

“Any time!” Gillian calls after her.

Just what Melissa needs: more Dorley women who are older than her, more together than her, who have kids — because Angela mentioned a kid, didn’t she? or did Melissa just think she looked like the quintessential mum and filled one in herself? shit, she’s tired — and who can therefore make her feel like she’s trapped in an extended adolescence, like someone who grew older but didn’t grow up, someone who without the intervention of the hall — again — might have spent the next decade in her low-level administrative job because she was too consumed with the processes of being an adult to actually be an adult.

She shakes her head, almost swears under her breath. No, she’s better at this now! She’s in a real relationship! And, yeah, okay, it was Dorley’s contacts who got her this job at Saints, and it’s undoubtedly Dorley’s contacts who are going to ensure that she rises through the ranks at a plausibly steady pace — they need people inside local infrastructure — but, fuck it, it’s going to be her that shows up every day, and she can do better at this job than at her last one. Hell, maybe she’ll use her own newly acquired influence to get Zach that better job he was hinting at, and impress the hell out of him with her competence when he arrives.

Melissa’s getting a new new start; she doesn’t have to keep wallowing in the bullshit she dragged along behind her when she got her last new start.

She spies Tabitha on one of the far tables, sitting with a sandwich and a laptop, and she walks over to her, her suitcases rattling on the slightly uneven floor. As she goes, she senses multiple eyes turn to her, and she does her best not to be self-conscious about it. She looks like shit, she’s aware, but anyone who knows who she is ought to know how long a drive she just got done with; she’s allowed to look terrible.

Tabitha looks up as she approaches. “Hey, Melissa,” she says. “Welcome home. We’ve got your new room ready up on third. You know the pretext, right? University employee, disadvantaged background, former student, blah blah blah.”

Melissa nods. You can usually guess Dorley backstories; they all hinge on emotive but nonspecific sob stories. “Yeah, I’ve got it. Listen, I wanted to talk to you about the Jenny thing. It’s—”

“The Jenny thing?”

“Aunt Bea said you were going to arrange a meeting with Jenny Yau? She’s someone from my past, and—”

“Yeah. Yeah. Got it.” Tabitha sighs, and glares at Melissa’s luggage. “You couldn’t even unpack before you started trying to bend the entire hall to your will again?” But before Melissa can say anything else, Tabitha’s shoulders relax from a position Melissa hadn’t even noticed was tense, and she says, “Shit. Sorry. Crappy week. Overworked. Shouldn’t take it out on you.”

“I heard,” Melissa says. “The lockdown, right?”

“The lockdown, the bodies, the soldiers breathing down our necks…” Tabitha covers her eyes with her hand for a moment.

When Melissa gets up to her new room, and when she’s settled in, she’s going to read all those briefing packets Abby’s been leaving in the secure folder for her. So what if she has to embarrass herself by asking someone to authenticate new login details for her? She’s clearly behind. Bodies? Either Abby didn’t say anything about that in her texts, or—

Wait. Shit. The Stenordale thing. She knows about that. It was on the news. And it’s horrible.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t around to help,” she says, feeling entirely genuine about it.

“What could you have done?” Tabitha asks. Her tone isn’t accusatory, just exhausted, so Melissa doesn’t take offence. Even though, she realises, if this lockdown thing continues, she’s probably going to join the other graduates in filling in for the sponsors, now that she’s a resident here again.

If the other sponsors are as knackered as Tab seems, she’ll do so gladly. So long as she can get some good sleep for herself first.

“Well,” Melissa says, smiling, “if you need someone around to make things worse…?”

She gets a laugh out of Tabitha. Good.

“It’s good to have you back, Melissa,” Tabitha says, still smiling. She leans back in her chair and stretches, making little appreciative noises as she does so. “God, I’m going to be glad to be done with this.” She flicks at the laptop, making the screen wobble. “You’d think a clandestine forced feminisation operation wouldn’t generate so much paperwork. I’m giving it an hour, and then I’m going to nick an Ambien or two from the medicine cabinet and if Maria or Edy or Beatrice ask for me, I’m going to do the biggest, most satisfying snore.”

“It’s really been that bad?”

“Oh, Melissa. It’s sucked.”

They chat about nothing for a few minutes, with Melissa feeling like she can’t really move on without being insulting, even though both of them are very obviously getting more and more tired as the conversation progresses. Lucky, then, that she is saved by the sound of high heels clicking rapidly as someone rushes across the room towards them, and by an arm that spins her around almost too quickly for her to track.

Shahida, by way of saying hi, gives her a kiss.

“I’m so lucky,” she says when they pull apart. “Abby’s not going to be here until later, which means I get to help you unpack!”

“You want to help her?” Tabitha asks.

“Duh,” Shahida says. “And hi, Tab.”

Tabitha snorts. “Takes all sorts.”

“Where’s the rest of your stuff?” Shahida says, turning back to Melissa.

“Um,” Melissa says. “This is it.”

“Just these two suitcases?”

“Yes?”

“Em. They are… Well, they’re not big, are they?”

“I took a bunch of stuff to the charity shop, I told you. What’s left is mostly clothes. And my laptop.” Melissa shrugs. “Didn’t think I needed to bring my crappy pots and pans back down south, honestly.”

“Wait,” Tabitha says, leaning forward, “you’re telling me that you just moved cities, and those two fucking Primark suitcases contain your entire life?”

“Yes?”

“Christ. Abby really was a shit sponsor, wasn’t she?” Melissa would respond to defend her, but Tabby’s already getting up from her chair. She takes Melissa by the shoulder. “Look, Melissa,” she says, “I’ll try to make the Jenny Yau thing happen sooner rather than later. I will. But these things take time. They require people. We need to look into her afresh, check out her job, her family, her friends. We have to know her schedule, her social life. I know you and Abby both have a rep for just up and doing shit and having it all work out okay, but that’s not actually how we run things here.”

Someone, passing by, says, “It’s not?”

“Can it, Chetry,” Tabitha says. Indira Chetry sticks out her tongue at Tabitha, smiles at Melissa and Shahida, then picks up Tabitha’s empty plate and leaves for the kitchen, gathering up other dirties from other tables as she goes.

“Why all the prep?” Melissa says. “She’s Jenny. She’s going to be overjoyed to see me. Like Shahida’s mum was. Like Amy and Rachel.”

Pinching the bridge of her nose, Tabitha says, “Please don’t cite Rachel as an example of a stress-free onboarding. She made Pippa Green cry.”

“Sorry. But she’s fine now. And the others—”

“Will Jenny Yau be fine? Do you know that for certain? Do you have absolutely zero doubt? Because if there’s any chance she’ll take it badly, we could all be finished. You know this.”

“She’s… She’s Jenny.”

“You haven’t seen her for years,” Tabitha says. She starts counting on her fingers. “She could have got religion; she could have joined up with those gender critical maniacs Professor Frost keeps riling up; she might just be a common-or-garden bigot, and it never came up when you knew her before. And no, before you say it, comfort with other forms of queerness or other forms of gender variance is not a reliable indicator that someone will not be fucking weird about trans women. Again, you know this. Hell,” Tabitha adds, sitting on the table, “she might be fine about it, but you might fuck it up. You could go in unprepared, say the wrong thing, she gets the wrong end of the stick, and before you know it, we’re fending off the cops. It almost happened with Rachel, remember? So. Melissa. Are you certain?”

“Shit,” Melissa says. “No.” Shahida’s rubbing her arm, comforting her.

“There you go. So we do it our way. It will happen, that’s a promise. It’s just…”

“I know. These things take time.”

* * *

When the news about Stenordale broke, Valérie returned to her room, and Beatrice barely saw her in the time after. They passed in the halls, they met and spoke sometimes in various kitchens, in Bea’s office, or down in the dining hall, but Valérie came no farther into Bea’s flat than the first room. It was as if she was afraid, suddenly, to be intimate, to be herself; or, perhaps, that she was too angry to be.

She spoke once of her fear that without an enemy, she might cease to function. She worried that there was nothing more to her than stubbornness, bitterness, and rage.

Last night, when she finally returned to Beatrice’s bedroom, Valérie discovered the rest of herself. Or began to.

It is a fine thing, Beatrice knows, to reclaim yourself as a sexual being when your experiences to that point have been entirely abusive, have been coerced, have been with a knife held to your throat. And more so, when the body that is being abused is not the one you would have chosen. You were transformed into something else, and you were punished for it, your shape both appealing and nauseating in your eyes and in the eye of every beholder. When you have escaped, when you have taken back life and body and concluded that there is little recourse but to embrace what was forced upon you, you must learn anew how to perform intimacy. How to be intimate. How to appreciate your body, love it, exult in it.

You can feed a body, you can exercise it and paint it and dress it up, and these are things you can do and do well while still finding your inner self an expression of ambivalence, but pleasure cannot be imposed from without. You cannot force it.

You must not.

Last night, Valérie let herself into Bea’s flat and walked silently over to the desk. Closed the laptop, put aside the glass of gin, and untied the cord holding her robe closed. She told Beatrice that she had discovered within herself a need, a need that she tried for days to deny, to push down into the dark place which imprisons the things that have been done to her, but she could not. In her lingerie, in her makeup, Valérie politely and firmly asked Beatrice for a fuck.

The lust was practically dripping from her voice.

But, Valérie apologised, the thing that she once used for such a purpose is no longer suitable, not even, she suspects, with the assistance of miraculous modern medicine, and she is not ready to be penetrated for pleasure.

Beatrice stood, took her hands, lightly and delightedly kissed her, and led her into the bedroom, where she spent a moment getting it ready, getting herself ready, providing a little more alcohol and a little music and laying out in front of Valérie some of the more approachable toys from her collection. Valérie disdained the straps and the vibrators and almost all the other things, and that was fine, for Beatrice sold access to her body and her expertise for many, many years, and she does not need more than her fingers and her tongue to inspire someone to find pleasure in herself.

Last night, Valérie began to reclaim her body. Began to make it hers, as much as she has made the life that was forced onto her into a proud refutation of those who abused her. In Beatrice’s arms, as they lay in the afterglow, Valérie said, very softly and with much amusement, “Fucking shit. I suppose I really am a woman, after all.”

They kissed, and before long, were asleep.

Now, this morning, with the messages queuing up on her phone and three knocks on the outer door, all of which they have ignored, Beatrice is finally admitting to herself that she and Valérie should probably get out of bed, if only to shower, to find something to eat, and to make coffee. Perhaps finding and putting on clothes should be part of this endeavour, too.

She feels revitalised. New again, which is a strange thing to feel at— Jesus, she’s going to be fifty-six this year! She’s too old to be having revelatory experiences, to have her perspective shift and her world rocked, and yet fucking Valérie Barbier did indeed qualify. More than their early, abortive fumblings, when Valérie first returned to her; more than anything Beatrice ever did with Elle or anybody else. And Val’s feeling it too, stretching and smiling and chatting happily and seeming as if the preceding decades were a bad dream, seeming like someone who at one point in her life woke up as a woman and walked into it as naturally and easily as if it were her heart’s desire.

“Work,” Bea says, articulating with one syllable and a sigh all the thoughts that are necessary. She kicks off the covers, accidentally also kicks the bottle of lube that must have found its way somewhere towards the bottom of the bed overnight, and can’t even see where it went. At least it’s water-based; as long as it isn’t dribbling into a socket, it’s probably fine.

“Saturday,” Val replies, but she follows Beatrice out of bed and, while Bea is distracted looking for the lube — because it might have gone somewhere untoward and might not have ended up exactly where she finds it, rolled under the dresser, offending no-one and certainly not dribbling on anything — she slips into the shower first, laughing as she closes the door to the bathroom most of the way, inviting Bea to follow her, if she wishes.

She does.

It’s gone midday by the time they are dressed and presentable, and the giggles have mostly left them, which is all to the good, because Beatrice has a hall to run, and she’s been neglecting it recently, she’s well aware. Oh, she’s had her reasons, and she’s been worried about Valérie and stressed about Stenordale and the Smyth-Farrows — who have inconveniently decided to establish themselves as players in the niche and extremely distressing field of to-order unwilling transformation — and she and everyone else knows that the hall is in good hands when those hands are Maria’s, but still. She has emphatically not been present. She ordered the lockdown, and what has come from it? Last she checked, a basementful of miserable boys and girls, and a whole lot of stress. And where are the police? Elle’s source inside the investigation describes total bafflement, frustration with the degree of degradation thanks to the damp, porous soil, and a single pair of breast implants that have proven impossible to trace to their origin and are, anyway, being treated as anomalous. The working theory is that Crispin Smyth-Farrow liked to acquire young men — a supposition based, Beatrice understands, largely on the implied heights of the recovered bodies, which fall more towards the assigned-male end of the spectrum — and that however he went about this, whether he hired rent boys and would not let them leave, or whether he straight-up kidnapped people, a woman must have been swept along by mistake. Wrong place, wrong time.

All very grisly, but none of it points to the hall. Still, the police are due to make a public statement on Monday, she’s been told; any information they do not have access to, if there is any, will doubtless surface then.

She and Valérie are still milling about in Beatrice’s office, ready to face the world but feeling, in Bea’s case, almost a little shy about it, about how little doubt there can be as to what they got up to last night — if that Jodie girl makes another MILF joke, she really will basement her again, just for the day; she and the others were bad enough when Valérie first came back, when their nights together, such as they were, were largely chaste — when there’s another knock at the outer door, and this time, she responds, opening the door to find a red-faced Edy, who frowns at her, glances at Valérie, and then marches right over to Beatrice’s desk. She opens Beatrice’s laptop, futzes with it for a few moments, and then turns it to face Bea and Valérie.

“Sorry,” she says, “but you need to see this. It went up about an hour ago.”

On the screen is a still image of a woman, and Bea feels Valérie stiffen as she recognises her more quickly than Bea does.

“It’s her,” Valérie says. “The Smyth-Farrow woman. Henrietta.”

“Sorry,” Edy says again, and reaches down to tap the spacebar, starting the video. “It gets worse.”

Henrietta Smyth-Farrow is making a public statement about the fire at the family manor and the discoveries on its grounds. She and her brother Alistair are saddened, of course, and deeply moved, and their first priority is restitution for the families of the victims. If and when those families come forward, she says, she and her brother can offer financial compensation, and though she understands that this pales in comparison to the loss of a loved one, it is her hope that monetary aid will at least begin to heal the old wounds that have been reopened by this incident.

Their father, she says, was a depraved man. Given to flights of ungodly desire, driven to hide his shame within the walls of her childhood home. They were aware of the men he visited, she claims, but as for everything else, she and Alistair were shipped off to boarding school at the first opportunity, there to remain until their departure for Cambridge. They never did return home, and escaped their father to the United States of America, there to seek comfort in the worship of God, and fellowship in the families of His children.

She wishes there was more she could do to help, but the reclamation of Stenordale Manor through their holding company was in its earliest stages when the place burned to the ground. She believes that prior to their legal repurchase, it was effectively squatted in by parties unknown. None of this, however, should distract from what she believes to be the final act of this investigation: locating her father’s accomplices.

There are two that she knows of, she says. Two who were there, if not from the start, then regularly enough even for her and her brother to encounter them. Find them, and there may be a chance at justice.

Find Frances Barton. Find Vincent Barbier.

The video falls silent; the screen goes black. And for fully five seconds, no-one says a word.

Then, as if suddenly reactivated, Valérie steps forward, closes the laptop, and turns back to face Bea. “Béatrice,” she says, “we are going to have this woman killed, yes? Horribly, painfully, buried at sea?”

It takes Bea a moment to push herself to reply. “I imagine so,” she says. Her voice sounds hollow, and she knows she ought to be thinking all this through, strategising, but she simply cannot.

“Then let us make our coffee and forget about her.”

“But…” Bea’s floundering, confused. And Valérie’s there with her hands on her hips, waiting for her to come up with something useful. Or with something, at any rate. So Beatrice tries. “But she named you! She named you in an active murder investigation!”

“She named a dead man, a man whose trail went cold in 1985. Vincent Barbier died before some of the investigating officers were even born, Béatrice. He certainly died before anyone digitised their records. And his parents? They died in London; no-one will look for me here, and absolutely no-one will look for me in the body of the woman who stands before you now.”

“This is provocation—”

“But not for us, I think.” Val’s frowning, thinking. She glances at Edy. “Henrietta Smyth-Farrow has been threatening Elladine Lambert lately, has she not?”

“Um, yes,” Edy says. “By lawyer. Making demands about Trevor Darling. And, um, there was something else in the report just this morning, but I haven’t read it yet. Maria has.”

“There you go,” Val says. She catches Bea staring at her, probably open-mouthed, for Beatrice feels as if her whole body has ceased to function, and she definitely couldn’t hazard a guess as to what her face is doing at the moment. “Don’t give me that look, Béatrice. Just because I barely left my room, it doesn’t mean I wasn’t reading the reports. I keep up to date with Stenordale like it is a new mole on my buttock. And this? This is not for me. Nor is it for Frances, I think. Crispin’s daughter has been threatening Elladine; this is for her. She probably thinks Frances and I are at a Peckinville facility; no way in the world she thinks we’re here. This is using the internet and the police department to send the world’s most elaborate message of ‘I know where you live and I’m coming for you and all of your things.’”

“Why wouldn’t you be here?” Edy asks, and Bea’s grateful, because it’s the question she might have asked if she were capable, even though she thinks she already half-knows the answer.

“Why would we? Frances was part of Dorothy’s regime; as far as Henrietta’s intelligence goes, if she came back here, you’d have killed her already, just as you did with the nurse, Karen whatever-her-name-was. But she’s still a valuable intelligence asset, so she’s most likely locked in a cell somewhere on Peckinville property. As for me, well, why would I return to the place that tortured me? What possible motivation would I have to come back here? No, they think I’m safely at Peckinville, too. Especially if they have intelligence that Trevor has been wandering the grounds at that facility we visited; his presence probably places all of us there. Frances in a cell, me in rehabilitative custody, and Trevor… wandering. Wandering and complaining about his chest.”

“What about… us?” Beatrice asks.

“They don’t know,” Valérie says with a shrug. “Or they know that we were close when we were here, decades ago, and they don’t think it’s important. Frances said that Dorothy never took friendships or relationships between the girls terribly seriously.”

“So why not name the hall?” Edy asks. “If she’s threatening Ms Lambert, I mean.”

“She wants it. You haven’t met her, Edith. Neither of you have. She is fascinated by women like us. I saw it in her the moment I stood up for myself at that ridiculous dinner. And I outright told her that you can’t just break a man and have him become your girlish servant, that it takes care and training to do it properly. I don’t think she would risk exposing the hall before she has had a chance to claim it for herself, or at least to remove some of its most delectable prizes from its ranks.”

“I don’t understand how you’re so calm…” Bea mutters.

Valérie takes her hand, takes it by the tips of her fingers. The gentlest, most delicate connection. A connection that Bea will lose if she doesn’t work to keep it up, and so she does.

“Because I have seen these people,” Valérie says. “Not just Henrietta and her idiot brother; all of them. They are controlled by their hunger, defined by it, and they will chase it as a cat will chase a mouse. They think themselves untouchable. They are playing a grand game with the world, Béatrice, and it is not just people like us who are the pieces; it is whole nations. And even those without such lofty power, like Henrietta Smyth-Farrow, they aspire to it. They consider themselves worthy of it. Your Elladine Lambert is the same. Now. Come. We should go downstairs. I suspect many of your girls are panicking.”

“You’re not wrong,” Edy says.

Beatrice is still staring at Valérie, still trying to understand her, to process all this. But it’s like she said before: without an enemy against which to define herself, Valérie was falling. And while Bea helped her gain some of herself back, it is still early days, and the greater part of Valérie Barbier needs a fight, no matter how big or how small.

She functions best in the fire.
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It would have been so easy to turn away from all this, to return to her room, to continue to brood over the swept-up fragments of her candles, to nurse her memories and her grudges. When she saw that statement on Béatrice’s computer screen, when that uppity Anglo-Amerloque invoked her former name for the world to hear, she could have retreated.

But she didn’t. In the wake of the discovery of the bodies, Valérie was childish. She acted like someone who does not know how to cope with misfortune, who does not understand why the world punishes them in ways that it does not punish others. She became… pathetic.

In the aftermath of Henrietta Smyth-Farrow’s statement, with young Edith staring at her in disbelief and Béatrice utterly failing to mask her horror, Valérie was satisfied. Vindicated. That her assessment of the woman had been proven correct; that Valérie herself is still at the centre of events, being pawed over by dreadful people as if she is some kind of valuable pet or intriguing trinket. And she has always found power in such a position, for when people reach for you, that is your chance to bite.

And in her belly, the same boiling fury. In her spine, the same coiling rage. In her head, the same thumping, furious hatred. Old friends all.

Crispin Smyth-Farrow died and Dorothy Marsden disappeared and Frances turned out over the years to have constructed something that functions almost like a conscience out of the scraps of latent malevolence and spiteful, gleeful violence that drove her younger self, and Valérie was left without a lightning rod for her spite. When the news came out about her girls, she felt useless, and in that, she became useless, unable to function, unable to process it all.

Now? In front of the whole world, some rich bitch just invoked the name of her dead self, and Valérie feels alive again. Feels the way she did when she got to hurt Crispin just right, the way she did when the visitors to old Dorley were incautious with their sharp implements, the way she did when Callum, the stupid boy, let her get too close, thinking his weapon could protect him from the purity of her hatred. And she’s better than all that now, because she is free, free to move, free to act, and she intends to dance on Henrietta Smyth-Farrow’s grave and then move directly onto Dorothy Marsden.

The latest avatar for Valérie’s abuse at the hands of the powerful tried to use her as a weapon against another aristocrat, tried to make her into a game piece, and she has been revitalised by it.

And the fact that she had, for the first time in many, many decades, a proper good fuck just the night before, that helps, too.

Today, then, is the first of many small steps towards the new future, the future in which they are rid of the powerful entirely — with the sole and apparently enduring exception of the one who bankrolls this place, the one whose guilt and whose rage might, perhaps, rival Valérie’s. Elladine Lambert is coming to Dorley Hall, along with some number of her retinue, and the girls have been clearing out a room on the first basement to receive her, because there is going to be a briefing. Béatrice must be there, and Valérie needs to be there, so she is escorting her.

And, occasionally, stopping in the corners of stairwells, to kiss her, to promise her that she is okay, that she is not about to retreat again to her room, there to be weak, there to be useless.

Valérie is a bomb, and her fuse has been lit.

* * *

The village of portacabins out back of Dorley Hall has given itself a makeover. It still sports the camouflage netting over top, the often-rowdy cabin at the back where the women spend their off hours, and the infirmary — currently home, thankfully, to no patients but the soldier who got a stinging nettle rash and needed ointment — but now, also, there are signs up suggesting to visiting students that they consider a lucrative career in private enforcement. There’s a banner proclaiming the Peckinville Group’s proud financial support of disadvantaged women students, which surely, if these were less serious times, would by now have been vandalised by one of the reprobates from the hall. There are even leaflets.

Camouflage can take many forms.

Elle, flanked by four of her security people — but not Cally, who wanted to come and who was not pleased by Elle’s insistence that she remain at home at the facility, where she can be safe — takes the shorter of the two sloping fire escapes. She’s headed directly to the first basement, the one which is still, after all these years, tragically underutilised. As she often does, Elle finds herself looking around with the eye she sees employed by the TV people who strip old houses to the brick and bone and build them back considerably gaudier. Everywhere, there is potential; everywhere, there are empty rooms, dozens upon dozens of them, all wired for power, piped for heat and water, and connected to the AC ducts that thread through both underground floors. There are plans to build out a proper surgical suite, yes, and a makeshift gymnasium has apparently been taking shape, but the first basement still sits mostly empty.

Perhaps, when all this is done with, she will invest.

Jan asked her not to do this in person. Said that she was equally suited to give the briefing. Did everything but outright order Elle to stay on Peckinville property, to respect her own safety the way she seems dedicated to respecting Cally’s. Henrietta Smyth-Farrow might not stop at lawyers, she suggested. But Elle’s been getting itchy feet, especially when it comes to seeing the hall again. Dorley is her baby — as Cally has repeatedly recently reminded her — and the girls deserve her full attention.

Two of her security people remain with her in the hallway while the others inspect the room that has been prepared. A moment later, they give her the nod, and form a guard outside the door, two on each side. It is officious enough that Elle feels almost embarrassed when she enters, finding a smattering of sponsors inside, and she clings to that sensation. It is only right and proper for her to be humble here, for her to understand the disparity between her immense wealth and status and the more reduced circumstances of every girl at the hall, who are neither rich nor influential, whose very identities, legal and social, have been conjured from nothing.

“Hi,” says the girl Edith, waving lazily from where she is sitting on the front row. Next to her is Maria, posed a little more formally, who smiles. Various others, including Indira, Nadine, and Charlene, the butch one, greet her, and Elle feels yet more self-conscious as she glides to the front of the room.

All eyes on her. This ought to be a situation in which she thrives, and yet she contrives to feel, in front of these women, inferior. Trapped in a state of arrested development, where women who a decade ago slept with her have now moved on, found themselves proper relationships, while Elladine remains stagnant. Remains the woman she was made.

Bloody hell, she’s really going round the bend recently, isn’t she? Shut up, Elladine. Or Cally will tell her off again.

From the side of the room, Beatrice catches her eye and winks at her. Damned woman always could read her mind. She’s with Valérie Barbier, and something about the way they stand together confirms it: they’re together. They’re together, and Beatrice is someone else’s now.

Just as it always was meant to be.

It helps, actually. She pushes through the briefing quickly, professionally, passing on everything she has, everything that has been passed to her. She keeps it simple, straightforward, because at this point, there is little involvement that will be required from the women of Dorley Hall:

The police investigation, frankly, is swamped. They’ve assigned several of their number to follow ‘leads’ that have come in from the public, but since almost every single one has been from some unfortunate soul who had a son or a brother or a friend go missing sometime in the last several decades… Well. They’ve been inundated. Genius move by Henny, as much as Elle dislikes admitting it: offer compensation, and suddenly every missing persons case in the country reopens, every bereaved family calls in, hopeful. In such a flood of data, a pattern is impossible to discover, especially given that even the idea of resexing has not crossed the investigation’s collective mind, and that Dorley, old and new, has historically selected targets such that the local area’s missing persons statistics are not significantly higher than the national average. Especially with London right there and Stenordale Manor being a significant distance away.

One of the girls — one of the younger ones, a girl with bleached-blonde hair cut short — asks how, exactly, they have managed such a statistical feat. Fully half this year’s intake was taken on or near university grounds.

“Outreach,” Elle says. “Because of the programme’s nontraditional approach, it is able to provide more comprehensive assistance to those whose malfeasance or, in many cases, ideation can be alleviated without recourse to the full programme.” She coughs, and switches out of her sales-pitch register. “Bluntly, therapy is not necessarily helpful to a young man who is staring down the weight of the world and facing it alone. But a little subtle manoeuvring, some new friends, maybe an income stream, a glimpse of real hope… It can be enough to prevent them from walking out into the cold and never returning.” Feeling a mischievous urge, one that often comes upon her when she gets to deliver genuinely good news, she strikes a pose, palms out, and does a little curtsey. “And thus we keep the numbers down!”

“Are you saying,” the girl says, “that we perform charitable outreach and save lives… as a smokescreen?”

“I take it you are not familiar with the wider charitable sector.”

“It’s true, Pip,” Edy says, turning to address the girl who, yes, is called Pippa. Pippa Green. Pretty, and with a nice, deep alto voice. She’d be prettier if she grew out her hair, though; perhaps also if she lightened her eyeliner a spot. “When you look at the big leagues, charity’s mostly sinecures, tax write-offs, and support for photogenic animals. At least we get concrete results, inside the hall and out.”

Pippa mulls this, going silent.

The briefing goes on. They speak of the theory — Valérie’s, apparently — that Henny Smyth-Farrow is targeting Elle and Peckinville with the release of Valérie and Frances’ names, and Elle says that she and Jan and her analysts agree. There’s little to lead the investigation toward the hall, from what any of them can tell, and even those in the local constabulary who assisted Dorothy’s Dorley Hall are unlikely to come forward; the thing about dirty cops who take bribes is that they don’t tend to speak up. The investigation will continue to be an extant threat for quite some time, in absolute terms — even an under-resourced and mostly rural police department will not quickly consign remains enough to build almost two dozen bodies to the cold case pile, no matter how impossible those remains are to identify — and Elle will have her people keeping an eye on it for months to come, most likely, but the immediate danger, if it ever existed at all, has passed.

She’s minded to recommend relaxing the lockdown at Dorley Hall, she says, and when she does, the joy in the air is palpable.

At the end, when she is helping herself to a cup of tea and a biscuit from the wicker baskets that some helpful soul has laid out, Valérie Barbier quite unexpectedly approaches her. Takes her aside.

“I have a request,” Valérie says.

* * *

The substitute sponsors are pretty nice, all told. They were certainly impressed when they first walked into the common room yesterday to find Steph and Bethany both dressed reasonably nicely, and Raph — unexpectedly — wearing eyeliner. Steph’s been hoping that Leigh would get over herself and do more than just wear a sports bra under her layers, but no luck so far; she’s got this thing about not wanting even to try to look better until she can do so seamlessly. She doesn’t want to look at herself in the mirror and scare herself back into being Will, she told Steph a few nights back.

As if Tabitha would let her.

But Steph gets it. Christ, she gets it. Some days it’s hard to look at herself; some days it’s hard to believe she will ever look like anything but this sort of inbetweeny thing — and on her worst days, she tells herself that she’s not even that, that she’s a man with microtits and a soft belly. She finds herself looking to Pippa, to Maria, to Edy and the others, forcing herself to remember that all that separates her from them, and their obvious womanhood, is time.

The spare sponsors are helpful in that regard, too. Angela’s been talking about her one-year-old like it’s the most normal thing in the world for a woman who was raised here, inside these walls, to have a wife and a baby, and Steph’s been working on seeing herself in her, too.

A shame there’s no way for her to see the baby, even though she’s just upstairs, Angela says.

“Wait,” Bethany says, “you’re telling us that you just left your baby with one of those lunatics upstairs?”

“Several of them, actually, but yes,” Angela says.

“And I would remind you,” Gillian says, “that we are ‘those lunatics upstairs’ as well. We’ve just been away a while.” Angela nods, then sticks her tongue sideways out of her mouth and rolls her eyes to the ceiling. Gillian jerks a thumb at her. “See?”

“Can’t believe you found someone up there to watch a kid,” Ollie says, speaking up for the first time in a while.

“Finding someone to mind a baby?” Angela says. “In this place? Not hard, I promise you.”

“Hey,” Gillian says, “not all of us are baby crazy, thank you.”

Gillian’s another one of them, pale white where Angela is dark, and ginger-haired. In theory, that ought to make Gillian the easier of the two for Steph to identify with — neither of them can go out in the daytime without SPF50 and a prayer to whichever god might be lurking nearby, begging for cloud cover; though that is not, currently, a problem for Steph — but there’s something in the way that Angela speaks about her daughter and her wife that’s been filling Steph with a very particular kind of yearning. She wonders if her mother ever spoke of her so fondly.

They’ve gotten their backstories, or the short versions, anyway. Angela and Gillian left the hall as inseparable friends, and now that they both are married — Angela to a wife, Gillian to a husband — they are still in each other’s lives. Angela has a cis NPH, she told Steph with a whisper and a wink, but her wife knows she’s trans. Which, thank goodness, because she would have felt terrible pretending to be infertile.

For lunch, they share sandwiches in the common room. There’s a briefing of some kind happening upstairs, and that means the main meal of the day is going to be in the evening, which suits Steph fine; she and Bethany can eat their fill and retire to Steph’s room, put on a movie, and cuddle until they fall into a food coma. She’s looking forward to it.

* * *

Yeah so it turns out that even the graduates who leave and start having babies are hot. Angela waited until today to drop the baby bombshell on them, and since then, Bethany’s been trying not to stare, trying to keep her focus on something other than, like, breasts and stuff; trying to resist the urge to ask Angela if she breastfed the baby, and if so, how did it feel, and if it felt good, then could the sensation be replicated with things easily found around the house or, say, the basement? She keeps catching Steph’s eye about this and making complicated expressions with her face, which she hopes Steph is interpreting as something along the lines of ‘when we graduate we need to become MILFs immediately’ and not anything, like, gross.

Shit, she’s on kind of a high with this. And she gets why, because she worked it out with Steph last night, after their first session with the substitutes, during which they were rather more reserved and mostly buffered from the intake by the presence of various other full-time sponsors; easing them in, as if Bethany and her fellow basementees are a bath of scalding water, into which you must sink one toe at a time, lest you become all pink and sore, and shriek a lot. They talked about it and Bethany said, shit, it’s nice to see some normal people around here, some people who switched to what is starting to seem to Bethany like objectively the preferable sex for all sorts of reasons — up to and including but not limited to being able to keep a small child alive with just your nipple leavings — and then up and fucking left, and no, Melissa doesn’t count, because yeah, she’s definitely nice and shit, but it only takes, like, three seconds interacting with her to see that she’s got issues, man.

Angela and Gillian? They are the normal life beyond Dorley. And, yeah, definitely Maria is that, too, and Bethany will defend her to the ends of the earth, but Maria’s whole life is tied to this place; Bethany would prefer, she thinks, only to visit sometimes.

It’s cool also, because the subs are chill. Chill in a way that Maria isn’t, and that someone like Pippa definitely isn’t. They’re not intense, is the thing. As if popping over to watch the torture basement of a weekend is a fun little holiday, which, yeah, it probably is.

Eventually, the real sponsors return. Some of them, at least, with Maria and Edy leading the charge and Harmony following up, and they’ve got an announcement to make.

Lockdown’s over.

Mostly.

“We’re under airlock protocol now,” Maria says, leaning casually against one of the metal tables. It’s a far cry from how they used to make announcements, all huddled by the door with their tasers out.

“Airlock protocol?” Steph repeats, laughing. “Portentous.”

“My fault,” Edy says. “I spent a lot of my time down here reading after Maria knocked some sense into me, and when I moved upstairs and sort of halfway joined the team — for a while, anyway — I kept it up. I was on a sci-fi kick when we wrote those regs.”

What it means is that there must always be at least one biometrically sealed outer door and one lockable inner door between the outside world and anyone whose presence here is controversial. In practice, all it really means is that both sets of kitchen doors stay closed, and the back corridors on the ground floor get locked up.

“Does that mean I can go upstairs again?” Bethany asks. “For real?” It seems too good to be true.

“Yeah,” Maria says, smiling, “go hang. Steph’s access has been reinstated. You can stay in Steph’s upstairs room tonight, if you want.”

“Shit yeah.”

“Don’t get too used to it, though. You’re not done yet; this—” she nods at the floor, “—is still your home until we say otherwise.”

“Yeah, yeah, got it,” Bethany says. “I need my recommended daily dose of concrete misery. Are we allowed to have something interesting for breakfast on Monday morning before we trudge back down here? Do we get fresh baked goods?”

“Sure.”

She doesn’t even stop to look back, not least because Ollie’s been making sufficiently annoyed noises — presumably because Bethany and Steph get to leave and he and his ragged wrists do not — that Harmony’s gone over to him. She just grabs Steph’s hand, pulls her up off the couch, and drags her over to the door out to the corridor. Thumb-first, Bethany propels Steph along until they hit the door out to the stairs together, and they actually hit it, because Bethany’s a little giggly and Steph’s outright laughing, has been since she worked out what Bethany’s trying to do. They collide with each other as much as with the door, and it takes them long enough to sort themselves out that they still haven’t collectively manoeuvred Steph’s thumb onto the reader before the substitute sponsors show up behind them.

“Adorable,” Angela says.

“Thanks,” Bethany replies, and gets Steph’s thumb, finally, onto the biometric scanner. The lock heaves, the door clicks open, and Bethany’s dragging Steph again, up the stairs, around the various corners, still laughing and catching the attention of everyone they pass, from the girls in the security room to a rather stern-looking dark-haired and pale-skinned woman, dressed to the nines (officewear version), who looks upon the commotion staggering past her as if she is a pioneering astronaut teetering on the edge of a dangerous orbit around a supermassive black hole and has just spied on her telescope a pair of aliens casually exiting the event horizon because one of them forgot to get milk.

She’s fucking giddy with it. She gets to go back upstairs! She got used to the basement all over again — the basement that cannot be escaped is, it turns out, a different prospect to the basement that really and truly cannot be escaped, though Bethany’s not sure she could explain the logic behind the distinction, if pressed — but now she gets to see the sky and feel a non-air-conditioned breeze on her face and watch telly on a reasonably sized screen without Ollie complaining that Bethany put on the hot cheerleader show again.

At the last moment, she has a sudden fear that they haven’t lifted the stupid bookcases out, and that she and Steph are going to pile straight into them with a comical thud and — seen from the other side — a slight shifting in the position of the books on the shelves, followed by a pair of loud groans, but it’s fine. They round the last turn, climb the last handful of stairs, and they’re out, they’re fucking out of the basement and in the dining hall, which is exactly as Bethany remembers: a bit like if they let you turn the biggest room on a National Trust tour into a pretentious café, and also full of women staring at her.

“Shit,” she mutters under her breath, her feet suddenly anchored to the ground, “that’s a lot of fucking people.”

And then Angela and Gillian, rushing up the stairs behind them and encountering Steph and Bethany stood stock still just half a metre out of the stairwell, struggle to stop in time.

* * *

“Full lockdown all week,” Steph says, rubbing the plaster on her forehead, “and as soon as it lifts, I get injured. There’s a lesson in that.”

“That’s not an injury, Steph,” Angela says, slapping her hand away from the wound, “that’s a boo-boo.”

Beth laughs. “A boo-boo?”

“Sorry. Occupational hazard of being a mum. Just be glad I didn’t try to blow raspberries on your belly.”

Steph, now sitting on her hands so she can’t fiddle with her plaster, grimaces. “I think that would be the worst torture yet.”

“Yes,” Bethany says unconvincingly. “That would be so awful.”

“Speaking of babies,” Gillian says, “maybe you should go get yours?” She nods towards the other side of the dining hall, where a circle of sponsors, women and hangers-on surround Tabitha, who has swaddled in her arms an adorable little blob that is presumably Angela’s baby, Thea.

She looks happier than Steph’s ever seen her.

The four of them go over, with Bethany suggesting to Steph in a whisper that if she wants to really milk her incredibly serious injury and walk with a limp to garner more sympathy, she’ll back her up. Steph declines, and finds Christine and Paige sitting just off to the side of the main group with a couple of sponsors, Charlie and Nadine, who sponsor — Steph racks her brain for a moment — Aisha and Mia respectively. Nadine doesn’t look quite as put upon as usual, which suggests to Steph that Mia has been unusually quiet lately. As they approach, Christine spots them and smiles, beckoning for them to come sit down, so they do, splitting off from Angela and Gillian.

“Hey,” Steph says as she’s intercepted by Christine, who half-stands out of her chair and gives her a one-armed hug. “How are things up here in the real world?”

“Not bad,” Christine says.

“Elle’s briefing relieved a lot of tension,” Paige says.

“She could have waited one more week,” Nadine says, frowning. “Lifting the lockdown means we’re probably not going to get relief sponsors next week. Charlie and I will be back on the rotation.”

“If we promise to feminise ourselves really hard,” Bethany says, “maybe you can get a break.”

“Don’t think it works like that any more,” Charlie says, sipping coffee from a mug that smells to Steph as if it doesn’t just have coffee in. It’s not a mug she’s seen before, bearing a silhouette of a woman in a short dress holding a microphone in the air. Printed next to the woman are the lyrics to the first verse of Wannabe by the Spice Girls, though the last line reads, I really really really want your balls in a jar. “I think we’re going to be at least a little bit on alert for a long time, honestly.”

Bethany slumps across the table. “Shit.”

“Relax. Won’t affect you. It’ll just be us—” Charlie sighs theatrically, “—working ourselves to the bone.”

“As usual,” Nadine says. She’s holding a mug which proclaims, rather more dramatically than Charlie’s Spice Girls mug, in newspaper-style serif font, The basement is empty, and all the devils are here.

“Woah,” Steph says, frowning at it. “That mug’s kind of a mood change.”

“Hmm? Oh. This. Yes.” Nadine turns it around in her hands to examine the text herself. “This was Leanne’s, wasn’t it?”

Charlie laughs. “Yeah. Her only mug. Christine, Paige, you remember Leanne? I think you might have met her, like, twice.”

“Sorry,” Christine says, while Paige shakes her head.

“She’s a bitch.”

“She misses her,” Nadine says.

“Completely fucking peaced on us,” Charlie says. “Graduated one day, gone the next.”

“She’s okay,” Nadine adds quickly. “She still replies to my emails.”

“Yeah. Just… Ethical problems, you know? The whole kidnapping thing. She’s promised not to rat us out, but Nadine’s the only one she’ll even talk to any more.”

“And yet she felt the need to design a mug,” Paige says.

Charlie shrugs. “We had a competition. Back in the… was it early third year? Must have been. I remember it was cold, anyway. We were trying to while away those long autumn nights, and one of the sponsors suggested a mug competition. So we were all trying to do Shakespeare.”

“Mine won,” Nadine says. “To she, or not to she, that is the question.”

“I like Leanne’s more,” Christine says. And then she blinks, and adds, “Sorry.”

“Quite all right.”

A table away, Angela has retrieved her child from Tabitha and placed her back in her pram, though Tab is still with her, crouched down and holding little Thea’s hand, seemingly entranced by her tiny fingers.

“There’s a time limit on this, you know,” someone says to Angela. “You’re not going to get to keep bringing her here.”

“I know,” Angela says, standing up from the pram and stretching. “But what she can’t remember, can’t hurt her.”

“Doesn’t it fuck you up?” Tabitha says, still with eyes for no-one but the baby.

“Hmm?”

“Having to lie to your child, I mean. When she’s old enough to understand things, you’re going to have to start lying to her. I’ve seen your NPH, Angela.”

“Of course you have,” Gillian says.

“Down, Gilly,” Angela says. She squats by Tabitha, puts herself in the same space as her and the baby. And when she talks, she’s gentle, quiet. Which might have as much to do with Thea being sleepy as it does with the conflicted, stiff expression on Tabitha’s face. “And no, to answer your question, it doesn’t eff me up. I lived, Tabitha. Thanks to this place, I made it long enough to fix my life, meet an amazing woman, and mother this wonderful little girl. I get to give her a life, and I get to make it a better life than the one I started out with.” Her voice quietens even more. “But that’s not all of it. Gillian and I…” She glances up at Gillian, who nods. “We have a friend. A trans woman. But, unlike us, she can’t hide it. Trail of documents going back her whole life, and they all say—” she wags a finger in the air in time with the words, “—male, male, male. She wants to have kids, she really does, but she’s with another trans woman, so neither of them can gestate, and it’s too late for… natural impregnation, anyway. They tried to adopt, but…”

“Yeah,” Tabitha says heavily. “I get it. Trans women don’t get approved for adoption.”

“She tries to tell us she’s happy,” Gillian says, sitting on the table nearby, looking down at the two of them and the baby, “and I believe her. She is. In that way, she’s like us.”

“I got so angry on her behalf,” Angela says. “One night, we were over at their place, and I just started ranting, and it was at least as much about girls I know from here who picked the wrong NPH as it was about her. I was spitting about all the opportunities she doesn’t get to have, all the things she doesn’t get to do, all because she did everything the right way, and so the state knows everything it needs to know about her to keep her out of everything she wants. Hell, she had, what, sixty interviews? And still didn’t get a job? I had to call up Elle Lambert’s office and beg her for help. So now she works for Peckinville Insurance and I feel like shit about it, because she doesn’t know I helped her get that job, and…” She laughs bitterly. “Turns out I’m still angry about it. She tells me not to be, tells me how grateful she is, but the thing is… They let her live. They let her live and that’s it. This country graciously does not actively try to kill her. But it refuses everything else. Treats her like a transmissible disease. And it absolutely will not allow her to have children if it can do anything about it. So yeah. I will lie to my daughter with a smile on my face until she is old enough…” Angela breathes out heavily. Briefly closes her eyes. “Until she is old enough to understand that some truths are prisons.”

In the quiet, little Thea makes a bubbling noise so sweet that Steph almost wants to rush over and disturb the sombre tableaux so she can pick up the baby and hug it inadvisably hard.

“You gave that speech before, huh?” Tabitha says after a few moments. She’s smiling, but it looks difficult.

“To her wife,” Gillian says.

“She’s not supposed to know about me,” Angela says. “But she does. Don’t tell Bea.”

“I won’t,” Tabitha says softly. And then she adds, “Can I hold her again?”

“All you like.”

* * *

It’s been a long time since Monica had a burger. Like, a really crappy fast food burger, the kind where the picture on the menu above the counter looks as if it was shat out by the god of cheeseburgers, all plump lettuce, perfectly melted cheese and fat, glistening patty, but the thing you pull out of the paper wrapping seems to have been, on its way from the warming tray to your hands, sat on. Possibly used as some kind of weapon.

“Oh my fucking god,” Isla murmurs. She got the meal, the whole shebang, with the soggy fries and the coke, and she’s already half-done with her burger, having started savaging it while Monica was still unwrapping hers and inspecting the meat for signs of, well, meat. “It’s been so long. Sometimes you just crave the worst burgers in the world, you know?”

“I dunno,” Monica says, shrugging and taking an experimental bite. It’s not bad exactly. It’s possible it might not be anything. “Kind of reminds me of the burgers at school. We always thought they made them out of PE shoes.”

“That,” Isla says, pausing with her mouth full to talk messily straight to Monica’s face, “is exactly the point. Nobody wants a good burger. Not really. You get that artisanal bullshit with the five kinds of cheese and the aioli and all the other crap and it has to be held together with a toothpick and it comes apart in your hands.”

Monica throws caution to the wind and takes another bite. “You get that a lot, do you?”

“Plagued by it back at the ranch.” ‘The ranch’: Isla’s term for the large Peckinville facility up the coast. Supposedly it’s the one where Elle Lambert’s been hiding out, the one where Aunt Bea went for her big briefing. Monica hates the term; ‘ranch’ is one of those words that just doesn’t suit most English accents. It should be said with an American drawl or not at all. “I think it’s because Ms Lambert doesn’t know what a burger is supposed to look like. Being rich and all. So when she got that chef guy in to design the menu and he presented her with the closest approximation of a five-star restaurant bullshit burger that can be mass-cooked for five hundred people at once, she signed off on it thinking she was doing us all a big bloody favour.” Closing her eyes, Isla takes another bite and moans under her breath. “You can’t even pick them up without losing all the chopped onion. But this… this is fucking perfection.”

“Would you like to be alone with the burger?” Monica asks.

“Yes,” Isla says, “but we’ve got work to do.”

“If you’ve come to tell me about the investigation and the relaxed lockdown protocol—”

“Not that. Remember how I said Ms Lambert wants to debrief your Diana?”

“Shit. Yes.”

“That’s still a thing.”

“Of course it is.” Sighing, Monica pulls out her phone. “Gimme a date.”

“Tuesday,” Isla says, “if that’s quite all right with you and your Lady Di.”

Monica wags a finger, though her heart’s not really in it. The crappy burger must have sapped all her energy. “Don’t call her that. You’re not allowed to make fun of her.”

“I won’t. Girl scout’s honour.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

They spend another few minutes going over arrangements for Tuesday — with occasional pauses for Isla to ingest terrible fries and wax poetic about how much better they are than the proper thick-cut steak fries they insist on serving at the ranch — and a few other items of paramilitary frippery, and Monica’s hugging Isla goodbye for the day, because apparently that’s also a thing they do now, they eat shitty cheeseburgers together and they hug, and then she’s headed back to the bed and breakfast to break the news to Diana. She’s got to go face down yet another rich arsewipe who thinks she controls her. Once more unto the bitch, dear friends.

Isla gives Monica a little wave as she climbs into her not-at-all-subtle Range Rover, and honks her horn once as she passes, leaving Monica to trudge slowly and reluctantly home to Chiamaka’s, to the little rental room that Peckinville is definitely overpaying for.

At least it’s a nice day, or what passes for a nice day in Cherston-on-Sea in January. Flecks of salt on the air and a light breeze whisking the chill across Monica’s nose; she’s probably red as hell there, actually, and she’ll have to rub lip balm on it when she gets back, because she still hasn’t got around to doing a proper toiletries run. She takes the scenic route, wending back and forth from the promenade to the parallel street that contains all the real local shops, the places that sell meat and clothing and stuff and not just rock candy and pictures of the pier taken on a sunny day in 1973. Picks up a couple of things: a bag of this morning’s croissants, marked down to sell before closing time, because of all the things about Dorley Hall she didn’t expect to miss, the greatest one is the pastry obsession. She doesn’t know when the tradition of getting the second years to make finicky French pastries began, but it teaches patience and calm reasonably well. Aisha, the second year, is probably going to graduate and then immediately become a world-class pastry chef or something.

There’s little else Monica misses about the hall. The sisterhood, sure, and the sense that if she had a personal disaster of some kind, there would always be someone around who thought highly enough of her to help her out or lend an ear, even at 3am, but it’s good to be away from the basement. Immersing herself in that environment every day, every week, every fucking year… it wasn’t exactly warping her perspective, but it necessarily limited it. She still wakes up some mornings from nightmares about what she did to Declan. That it is often Diana who wakes her with a smile and a coffee, well, it helps, but usually it just prompts the other bad dreams the next night, the ones about Diana at Stenordale.

Shit. She needs to get out of this racket.

At least she’s out of the hall. Chiamaka’s is much nicer; she doesn’t even have a basement.

The front door to the bed and breakfast comprises mostly a large, misted glass panel, and through it Monica can see movement. While she initially dismisses it — someone booking in, no doubt — when she opens the inside door she is so surprised that she just stands there silently, watching.

Diana’s there in the foyer, eyes on the floor — on her feet, actually — holding one hand close to her ample chest and another out, almost horizontal. She’s stepping through what seems almost like a dance sequence, and then Monica gets it: she is dancing. Diana is dancing! She’s dancing a waltz in the entrance foyer, and she’s singing, “One, two, three,” to herself, over and over. And she sounds pretty good, too! Clearer than before, with less of the resonance that used to colour everything she said. Now that Monica comes to think about it, ‘One, two, three’ is actually okay for training the vowels, and probably constitutes a nice break from all the heat from fire shit.

She’s still dancing, still watching her feet, and Monica should make herself known, should stop silently watching her like an arsehole, but she misses her chance, because Diana straightens up, catches Monica looking, and stops right there in the middle of the patterned foyer carpet. Her face falls, the genuine joy that was there seeping away and taking all the colour with it, and Monica doesn’t need to think for more than half a second about what she needs to do.

Dropping the bag of croissants on the little wooden chair by the door, Monica steps forward, takes each of Diana’s still-raised hands in hers, looks ever so slightly up into Diana’s eyes — she’s still taller than her, even with Monica in light heels today — and starts to count.

“One, two, three.”

A thing about Declan, Monica remembers, is that he didn’t have a true smile. He had a sneer, something that would come readily to his face when he was taking advantage of someone — or, with opportunities to do so in the basement being limited, describing a time he did so — and he had something like a smirk, which came to him when he felt he was pushing back, asserting himself, being a man. It found its way onto his face a lot when Monica, trying anything to get him to cooperate, hit him. It’s the smirk that comes to her in her dreams, a reminder of her wheezing, wounded conscience.

Diana, though, smiles. She likes to wear lipstick, and she applies it well, overdrawing just a little with pencil, and the effect, when she smiles broadly enough to show her teeth, is dazzling. Diana has a smile someone could fall easily in love with, and Monica desperately hopes that Diana gets the chance one day for that to happen, that she forgives herself enough that she will allow herself to be loved. Because it’s not only Monica who wakes, sweating, surrounded by the memories of the things she has done.

It’s that smile that Monica gets to see right now, with her hands entwined, stepping through the dance, counting it out.

She could have been long gone. Lost to Monica, lost to them all. Swallowed up by Stenordale, taken by the Smyth-Farrows, or washed out right into Elle Lambert’s hands, there to effectively vanish. Diana’s very presence — and her smile, her beautiful, heart-breaking smile — feels like the final knot in a very long, thin, fragile string of fate. The last terrible, brutal mistake in a series of them, with God or the universe or what-the-fuck-ever allowing, finally, for something good to happen, something wonderful. Something that doesn’t erase the things that either of them have done, but which offers the hope that, from now on, better things are possible. Better people can be found, or made, spun up from terror and circumstance and something like love.

She smiles, and she counts, and Diana and Monica dance the waltz together.

* * *

She can’t get what Tabitha said out of her head. It keeps coming back to her, haunting her thoughts, colouring even her memories.

What if Jenny doesn’t accept her?

What if Jenny hates her?

When Tabitha first brought it up, it seemed to Melissa to be absurd, something so outside the bounds of possibility that it wasn’t even worth worrying about, that Tabitha was just doing her due diligence because that’s her job, but the more she thinks about it, the more horribly plausible it seems.

People change, don’t they? People Jenny’s age definitely do, like, shit, Jenny’s going to be forty-six this year, isn’t she? Or forty-seven? That’s right around the point on the graph in every political analysis essay Melissa’s ever seen where people shift rightwards, start voting Tory, start planning for a prosperity that relies on the ascent of the cruel and the punishing of the poor. And Jenny’s doing okay for herself now, she knows; she’s got a nice place on the other side of Almsworth, somewhere she was able to move to eventually get Ada into a better school than the one Melissa went to, and that fits, doesn’t it? Demographically, it fits.

Shit. She’s insane. Jenny’s Jenny. She spent her teen years covered in eyeliner and spraypaint and she was probably in love with Mum and you don’t just lose all that, do you? That seems… fucked up beyond belief.

But Melissa doesn’t know how normal people work, not really. Oh, she can fake it — she’s encountered enough of them since leaving the hall — but as someone whose continuity from teenager to adult has a big fucking basement jammed in the middle of it, she doesn’t really understand how people who were raised normally even function. Certainly there were times when her coworkers would talk fondly of shit they remembered from school and Melissa had to make something up if she wanted to join in, because there are whole years from that time that she barely remembers, and what she does still have is mostly unpleasant. All the bits where she wasn’t with Mum or Shahida, really. Drawing a straight line from that to now… Maybe you do shift like that. Maybe, if you never had to reevaluate how you understood the world, how you understood yourself, you just… drift rightward. You start believing that the world ought to be yours, that it ought to revolve around you.

“Ugh,” she says to herself, and kicks a leg in the air before rolling over on her plush new bed to stare at the wall instead. Tabitha said something similar to that, didn’t she? That Melissa always acts as if Dorley Hall ought to be at her beck and call, or something. She took it back immediately, but still.

God damn it.

And Tabitha’s right that Melissa got lucky. The list of people from her life who have found her, or whose house she walked right the fuck up to, is long enough that it probably makes Aunt Bea twitch: Steph, Shahida, Rachel, Amy. And Amy’s aunt is a known bad actor and Rachel… is tied to the hall and its secrets solely because she’s Melissa’s friend. And Pippa’s friend now, and she’s getting to know Jane, but— Shit, the point is that Rachel has three reasons maximum to keep quiet about what she knows, and they are all flimsy as hell. People drift apart, and if in five years, Rachel decides that she doesn’t care all that much about Melissa any more, she could crack Dorley Hall open like an egg.

Or she could get killed by Aunt Bea’s people the moment she tried.

Yeah. Melissa understands. She, like every other graduate, has everything to lose from turning over Aunt Bea and the sponsors to the police or to the press, but every newcomer they add to the fold weakens the hall, threatens to expose it. And Melissa’s been crashing about the place, opening holes in Dorley’s security left and right. No wonder Tabitha’s exasperated with her. Probably everyone is.

She shouldn’t have quit her job. She should have stayed up in Manchester. She’s not wanted here.

Another thing she should have done? Gone with Shahida. Rupa wanted them both home today, and Melissa insisted that Shy should go but that she should stay, because she only just got back and she needs to get acclimatised before she starts her new job and, shit, because even this morning she was thinking about just what a thoughtless piece of shit she’s been, and she kept having images of saying the wrong thing to Rupa and Edward, of suggesting to them through a misplaced sense of familial safety that her transition was not a normal one, and—

“Christ.”

She turns over again, stares at the ceiling. She’s spiralling. Round and fucking round she goes, a manoeuvre as classically Melissa as running away from her problems; the one, in fact, often leads to the other.

Helps no-one, least of all her, to stay up here on the third floor and go insane. And she has at least developed one helpful new habit: when she starts to lose control, and she’s alone, then she needs to go somewhere with people. And just hope that the whole thing about everyone hating her is just her paranoia talking.

There’ll be people in the second-floor kitchen, most likely. Or if not, then the second years will be hanging out on first. She’ll go down, she’ll eat something — because, shit, she needs to do that, too — and she’ll get her head to stop spinning and taking her with it.
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It’s not over for the bodies. What’s left of Valérie’s girls are going to be held for a long time, bagged and frozen and stored and pulled out to be examined with every new missing persons case, most likely. But it’s over for their memories, for the souls that clung to them.

The police statement this morning was so anticlimactic after Henrietta Smyth-Farrow’s little speech that many of the news programmes didn’t even bother leading with it, especially given how much hay they got to make out of the police switchboard becoming jammed with calls from long-bereaved families across the UK. What more is there to say now? Many of them preferred instead to report on the virus, the one that’s left China and which is now spreading to Japan, Thailand and South Korea. Moreover, Elladine’s insider has confirmed that attempts to identify the bodies have unofficially begun a gradual wind-down, with officers being moved to other cases. What had seemed when it came in like the case of the century has quickly turned out to be ‘bone soup’, in the words of the lead forensic investigator.

Frances Barton and Vincent Barbier are still being sought to assist the police with their enquiries, of course, but they are both, as far as the authorities are concerned, in the wind, with Vincent rather more in the wind than Frankie. Another factor in their favour is that Dorothy Marsden and her handful of surviving accomplices are among Frankie’s known associates, which ought to keep her quiet for a while longer.

So it’s time.

Valérie is leading a memorial service.

She keeps it short. Nobody here, not even Beatrice, knew any of her girls; nobody except Frankie, who sits in the front row of the room Valérie appropriated for this purpose, her gaze locked steadily on the picture wall, her jaw set, her hands buried in her lap. She learned what Valérie was planning and helped acquire the photos, went looking through old paper files purloined from the old regime at the time of the takeover — or assembled by Beatrice, Maria and Elladine during their time in opposition — and digital records painstakingly put together in the years since. She insisted on doing it alone, and when she was done, she handed the sheaf of printed pictures to Valérie and returned to her room without saying a word.

That she is here now is, perhaps, a little miraculous.

They don’t have pictures for all Valérie’s girls, but they have enough. They even have a picture of Callum, taken from Silver River’s servers as a byproduct of some gallant act of digital espionage as the two oppositional private militaries conduct something of a cold war. There he will stay alongside his spiritual sisters, the boys and girls and men and women who died at Stenordale Manor in service to the insatiable appetites of their betters.

Valérie sits on a chair, facing the others, speaking aloud her memories, incomplete and inadequate as they are. Portraits of lives Valérie knew sometimes for as little as three months. Fragments of fragments of people. And she does not shy away from her own cruelties: she speaks of the time she spent making herself numb, making herself tyrannical, in a perhaps foolish attempt to extend the lives of those vouchsafed implicitly to her care.

She cries easily and openly, feeling the tears wet her cheeks, her blouse, the skirt she took from Béatrice’s wardrobe this morning.

The girls attending — most every off-duty sponsor, and some others, like Christine, Paige, and the others from their year — sit in silence, listening, some of them crying, all of them enraptured by the pictures, the faces of the beautiful dead. Imagining, perhaps, who these girls might have been if they had never been taken, or if they had ever been freed. Seeing themselves on that wall, there but for the grace of God.

Valérie tells complete stories if she can. The girls who fought her; the girls who hated her; the one who attacked her with a carving knife and found herself disarmed and confused on the floor of the kitchen at Stenordale. The girls who embraced their new selves and the girls who did not, would not, could not. The girls who were still, in their attitudes and prejudices and in the words they spat, the young men they once were; the girls who tried to touch Valérie against her will.

“The dead,” she says, reading from the last of her tear-stained little white cards, “are rarely convenient. They may have thought things that have become unfashionable; they may have been bigots or fools or bastards. They are vulnerable to reinterpretation, to softening, to having their identities stolen from them in death as surely as they were in life. But they have one thing that unites them, and one thing we must not and cannot ever forget: they are gone. Killed before their time, before they could repent their misdeeds or reinvent themselves. Murdered by the same forces that assail us today. I know that it is hard to hear of their sins, of their struggles, but we do them a disservice if we do not remember them as they were. They might have died ugly or they might have died angelic, but what remains is that they died, and they were my girls, and I will remember them for as long as I live.” Her voice unsteady, her self-control long departed, Valérie reads the final words on her card. “You have the opportunities that were stolen from them. You are their legacy. So, please, I ask you: live. As loud and as long and as proud as you can. For them. For my girls.”

And that is all. That is everything that Valérie has left in her for today. As Béatrice comes for her, steadies her on her arm, helps her out of her seat and away from the girls, who are at once now standing, reaching for the photographs on the memorial wall, touching them, establishing connections, and holding each other, comforting each other, Valérie has eyes for no-one but Frances, who without once looking at anyone else, stands from her chair and quietly leaves the room.

* * *

The others go left, headed towards the dining hall, the stairs up or the stairs down, or the kitchen; off to go deal with their job, their bed or their rumbling stomachs. Tabitha, though, turns right, the other way down the corridor out of their makeshift chapel — or whatever the hell they’re choosing to call that morbid fucking room with all the pictures of dead girls. Shit. She can’t deal with this.

Or she doesn’t want to. Same diff.

She had a fight with Levi last night. It was the worst kind of fight, the kind you have over fucking FaceTime, so she couldn’t even go up to him after and take his hand in hers and apologise, and he couldn’t do the same. Stuck instead waiting for one of them to break and call the other, and Tabitha couldn’t be the one to do it.

Out to the end of the corridor. Thumb on the now-locked door to the conservatory — Edith’s stupid ‘airlock protocol’ — and again on the reader for the doors to the outside world, and then she’s fucking free, she’s away from it all, all the dead girls and her fellow sponsors and Val’s crying and Aunt Bea’s stubborn propriety and bloody Frankie comporting herself with more dignity than Tabitha’s ever seen from her. Away from the hall, away from the baby she got to hold for so little time yesterday.

Angela’s baby. She won’t pretend to herself that she didn’t entertain for a second or two the notion of just snatching the kid and running away with her, claiming her for her own. The kid was just that beautiful, just that sweet. A thing that fit so perfectly in her arms, that felt so natural there.

Shit.

The dew left the ground damp and sticky, and it’s sucking at her shoes, which are just trainers. She was going to spar with Leigh today; she didn’t expect to be out here, stamping around in the fucking mud.

She and Levi talked babies. And she didn’t even bring up the possibility that he might want to carry! He did! All she said was that she’s got sperm stored. No, it was Levi who brought it up. Said he wanted to raise the subject before she got a chance to, so he could shoot it down. Not ruining his body just to have a baby, he said. Take your frozen sperm to some other guy, he said.

Tabitha wasn’t going to ask him. She was just venting. And she understood, the moment she ended the call and threw her phone at the couch: probably a bit of a sensitive topic for him, huh. Probably as sensitive as it is for her. She should have been more careful. Should have found someone else to vent to.

He’s back in town in a few days. They’ll make up then, if they haven’t already. And Tabitha will quietly shelve it, the way she has done ever since the desire, the need, snuck up on her, years ago.

Maybe Phil had the right idea. Christ, what an arsehole! And the poshest boy she’s ever met, before or since. Took them less than a week for her gaggle of disaffected boys to identify the odd one out, but Prince Philip never let that stop him. It’s possible that it made him worse, made him into someone who truly did not give a shit. Even after disclosure, when Tabitha and the rest of them were stunned into silence out of sheer disbelief, he kept pushing. And he never stopped, not until it was time to get rid of him.

None of them cared. Prince Philip was gone, and the rest of them could get on with the job of just surviving the fucking basement.

Yeah, he was a nightmare. Maria called him a ‘gold-star washout’ when they talked briefly about him after Tabitha’s graduation. The kind of guy they’ve tried to avoid picking up since; a truly unbendable, unbreakable bastard. And a perfect candidate for whatever the hell comes after they wash someone out.

But someone had a plan for him. Someone — no-one at Dorley itself, but someone — looked at that walking sneer and decided that he had a use. Tabitha, right now, is lost. Doesn’t have a fucking use beyond shepherding the next generation of idiot boys into their new futures. Maybe she should have been more like him. Washed out like him, and then she’d be wherever he is now, whether that’s dead or jailed or on ice for organ donation or working as a fetish maid in Elle Lambert’s rubber dungeon or acting as a bullet shield for some bigwig, her every movement controlled. She’s never decided which of her outlandish theories about the ultimate state of the washouts is the most plausible, but if she was one of them, if she washed out, she wouldn’t be here right now, muddying her trainers and making a good fucking start on freezing to death out here in the woods behind Dorley Hall, miserable after a fight with her boyfriend and feeling more alone than she has in years.

She should have been a proper bastard. Then they would have taken care of her, taken her away from here and done God knows what to her, instead of dumping her back into her life with a new body and a new attitude, there to know and to see exactly what it is that she cannot have, over and over again.

* * *

Raph’s wearing eyeliner again. And it’s better. It’s good. It’s the first thing Steph notices when she and Beth return from their lazy morning — and early afternoon — upstairs, feeling fat and sleepy because Aisha roped the rest of the second years in to help her make pastries for the mourners and Steph and Bethany crashed the party. Steph herself ate two bear claws, two croissants, a cinnamon twist, and a truly massive pain au chocolat. Mia also gave them both a share of the messy, doughy failures that the second years had been gorging on all morning, because Steph is kind of like their mascot, she said.

Steph decided not to ask about that.

And now, down here, too groggy to manage much else but just to collapse into one of the open couches and sort of doze on top of each other, Steph has to deal with the fact that Raph is wearing really, really good eyeliner.

Shit. She isn’t even wearing bad eyeliner! Every time Bethany’s worried about one of the others accelerating ahead of her after her initial burst of enthusiasm — aimed, admittedly, at fucking with Leigh — Steph and Maria and all the others have reminded her that they are not in competition with each other, that it is in fact vital that they each go at their own pace, but now Steph’s sneaking glances at Raph’s eyes and feeling like absolute crap that she didn’t put anything on her face when she woke up this morning, that she didn’t even make an effort with her clothes. She just threw on a pair of leggings, a pair of shorts and a t-shirt and called herself done, and Bethany did similarly and, fuck, is Steph holding Beth up now? Is she being a bad example?

The couch moves under her, and she looks up to find Pippa sitting heavily down next to her, perching on the front of the couch frame and waiting pointedly for— Oh, right. Steph scoots her feet out of the way, and Pippa smiles gratefully and sits back.

Her eyeliner looks amazing, too.

“Thanks, Steph,” Pippa says, closing her eyes briefly. “That was… something.”

“The memorial? I’m sorry I wasn’t there.”

“No, no.” Pippa shakes her head. “You’ve got enough to think about. Better you just had a nice morning, honestly.” Steph reaches for her hand, and Pippa grasps it. “Thanks. That was really bad. Kind of… Kind of ‘go see your loved ones while you still can’ bad.”

“Shit,” Steph says. Behind her, curled into the couch cushion, Bethany snores lightly, and Steph reaches back with her free hand. Rests it on Bethany’s knee. Because, yeah, time with your loved ones.

“Exactly,” Pippa says. “I had to go redo my whole face. Along with half the girls there, actually. We were all rushing upstairs at the same time. Streaky eyes, red cheeks, the works.” She frowns. “Objectively stupid to do my eye makeup before a memorial, I guess.”

Steph just nods. Just nods and feels like an exceptionally shitty person, because Pippa’s talking about things that actually matter, and Steph… Steph is staring at her eyes, at her perfect eyeliner.

“Steph?” Pippa says.

Oh, for fuck’s sake. “Sorry,” Steph says, shaking her head and leaning forward, letting go of Bethany and giving her other hand to Pippa, too. “Distracted. You okay, Pip?”

“I think so. It’s just all very… Well, like Valérie said, there but for the grace of God go we. Me and you and Bethany and all the rest of us. Our kidnappers were benevolent.”

“Not if you ask Leanne.”

“Who?”

“Oh. Sorry. Charlie and Nadine were talking about her. She’s—”

“No, yeah.” Pippa smiles and shifts position, moving herself closer to Steph. “One of our conscientious objectors. Half the time I envy the girls like her.”

“And the other half?”

Pippa shrugs. “I think they’re selfish. But what do I know? Leanne’s older than I am, and even though my intake was kind of an ess-show, the further back you go, the rougher things get. She probably has a good reason to hate her sponsor and to never want to come back.” She blinks a few times, though Steph can’t tell if she’s blinking back tears left over from the memorial or if she’s trying to make herself more alert. Either way, Pippa smiles again, and says, “Tell me about your morning.”

“It was nice to wake up to the sunlight again,” Steph says. “Even if it’s not exactly sunny at the moment. Oh, and Bethany caught up with Maria before the memorial and made her promise to let her sleep upstairs once a week. And then we stole a bunch of pastries.”

“Cool,” Pippa says, nodding. “Very cool.”

“Pip…”

“Hmm?”

Shit. “No. Nothing.”

“Steph,” Pippa says fondly, sounding suddenly as if she’s holding back a giggle, “you’re allowed to ask me for stuff. I’m your sponsor, not just a random blonde chick who shows up now and then.”

“Um. Can you… teach me eyeliner?”

“But weren’t you already—?”

“Yes,” Steph interrupts, “but I’m crap. Your eyeliner is always amazing. It’s even amazing today, after you had to go reapply it. Seriously. You look great.”

“I’ll teach you.”

“Thanks.”

“How about this evening? In your room?”

“Yeah. Yeah. Definitely.”

“Cool,” Pippa says again, and stretches out on the couch, winding up with her head resting against Steph’s shoulders, while Steph ends up leaning a little more on Bethany’s still-sleeping form. There are a few scattered cushions on the floor, and when Pippa leans briefly forward to fetch a couple, Steph follows her lead, picking up all that she can reach. Together they arrange them, some to support their heads, some to warm their bellies. “Yeah,” Pippa says when they’re done. “This? This is good. Gonna rest here a while.”

Steph nods, to the extent that she can with her head so captured by cushions. “Yeah. Same.”

The TV’s still on, but it’s quiet like it has been since Steph got down here, showing some gardening show that only Adam and Martin seem really to be watching, and the soft murmuring from the speakers, combined with the warmth from both Pippa and Beth — and the bellyful of warm pastries — sends Steph quickly to sleep. She wakes only a couple of times, once when Ollie gets up to leave, carrying his latest novel with him, and again when Tabitha returns, barefoot and with streaks of mud around the cuffs of her trousers. She walks right up to Leigh, who stands and wordlessly embraces her.

“Holy shit,” Raph says, “check it out: sponsor feet.”

“Shut the fuck up, Raph,” Leigh says, still holding her.

“Yeah, bad taste,” Martin says, in the soft, almost uncaring voice he’s been using recently.

“Bethany’s asleep,” Raph argues. “Someone had to say it.”

Tabitha says nothing to defend — or explain — her bare feet. Instead, still arm in arm, she and Leigh leave the room together and turn left towards the stairs, going up to the first basement. Probably to their little gym, but probably not to spar or use the punching bags.

Must have been a rough memorial.

Pippa’s right, Steph muses. At times like this, you go to your loved ones. And hers, with the exception of Petra, who she feels like she misses more and more every day, are right here.

* * *

Mum’s delighted to have her kitchen be so busy again. And even though she doesn’t get to feed Rachel and Amy, she does get to make them tea and fuss over them and ask about their relationships and call them pretty, and she gets to nod attentively and smile generously when Amy talks about everything that’s been going on with her.

“It’s called ‘high femme’,” Amy says, stretching out a leg away from the barstool to show Shahida’s mum her bright pink tights and expensive-looking ankle boots. They go with the rest of Amy’s outfit, and with her makeup, which has been done in pinks and whites and looks more effortful than Shahida’s ever seen on her. “It’s all about being sort of confrontationally feminine, you know? Or it might be ‘hard femme’. Or a combination of both? Whichever; I was doing some reading and I just thought, hey, I’m into that. And since I’m dating girls now…”

Mum’s eyebrows raise, and she smiles even more broadly than before. “You’re dating girls now?”

“Well, just one.” And Amy launches into an animated spiel about Jane, about how sweet and pretty she is, and about how unexpected it was that she basically fell randomly into Amy’s life. “I’m done with men,” Amy finishes.

“Well,” Mum says, “much as I do think that some of them have their plus points—” and she glances down the hall, in the direction of the living room, where Edward is currently lurking, “—I can’t blame any woman for preferring the company of other women.”

“Um,” Shahida says, “Mum, you’re not trying to tell me something, are you?”

“Oh, no, absolutely not. But they are exasperating at the best of times!”

Okay. Good. Shahida’s not sure she has the mental bandwidth right now to deal with Mum: Lesbian Arc, though it would make it simpler for her to break the news that, yeah, Mum, you know how she dates girls, too? Well, now she’s dating girls: two.

She giggles.

“I suppose there’s a reason the three of us flocked together when we were kids,” Rachel says. She hasn’t been all that vocal so far tonight; Shahida hopes she’s just saving up all her good conversation for dinner. She’s dressed as she normally does for nights out, in dark colours, low heels and subtle makeup, which positions Shahida very much in the middle, with her off-white dress and the new lipstick she went out for and bought special today.

“The four of you, surely?” Mum says. Before Rachel can react to the correction, Mum says to Shahida, “How is Melissa?”

“She’s good!” Shahida says, hoping that she doesn’t sound too strangled. “We’re meeting her tonight. Her and Jane and… and Abby.”

“Abby…” Drumming her fingers on her chin, Mum theatrically searches her memories. “I don’t think I know an Abby.”

“You will,” Rachel says, smirking. Shahida swats at her.

Twenty or so minutes later, it’s time, and they bid their goodbyes, exchange hugs, and all pile into Amy’s mum’s car, today borrowed by Amy because it can fit all three of them without all the cramped squashing up of Shahida’s car. Amy, nattering on the whole time, drives them into the city and halfway out the other side, eventually to park up at the out-of-town outlet mall, just five minutes’ walk from the restaurant.

And Shahida’s excited. She hasn’t been out with Rachel and Amy for a while, and that’s part of it, but it’s also her first outing as part of her new relationship, and she gets to spend the night feeling out how that works in public, how the three of them are going to relate to each other when it’s not just them and a bed and four walls for privacy. Will they kiss? Will they do the tandem kissing thing that they discovered last night, to much giggling?

When they arrive at the intimate little restaurant — barely more than a hole in the wall to look at, but intimate and cosy inside, in a wood-panelled sort of way — Abby, Melissa and Jane are already there, having taken over a booth right at the back of the restaurant. Jane’s the first to hop up, rushing over to greet and kiss Amy as if she hasn’t seen her for weeks; true to their largely more circumspect group makeup — Shahida possibly excluded — Abby and Melissa wait for Shahida to join them before standing, and they embrace.

Shahida could sink into this. Could do nothing but stand there in their arms for the rest of her life. Could definitely forget about the meal they’re supposed to eat and how at least part of the aim for tonight was to keep Rachel sweet and keep her on-side, just in case. So it’s probably good that it’s not her who breaks them up but Jane, making to pry them apart as if with an imaginary crowbar, and she does it because their waiter is arriving, and because it would be better for their overall decorum to appear as something other than a bunch of horny teenagers.

Correction: a bunch of horny teenagers and Rachel, who has been standing a little farther back, looking on with an unreadable expression on her face. Sucks awfully that Belinda’s busy tonight, but Rachel’s been a third — sixth — wheel before, and she usually seems to enjoy making hay out of it.

They sit, with Shahida, Abby and Melissa taking one side of the booth, and start picking drinks and accepting menus. When the waiter’s gone, Amy’s the first to speak up.

“I have a little announcement to make,” she says.

“Just a little one?” Rachel asks, frowning.

“Yes,” Amy says, pinching the air. “It’s wee.”

“Ah,” Jane says, “is this about—?”

“Yep! Friends, Romans, countrywomen…” Amy looks about the table, her hands spread out across it. “I have new pronouns. They’re optional for now, like, I’m going to keep using them alongside my regular ones, largely because I don’t want to have to correct baristas or whatever, but… I’m trying out zie/hir/hirs.”

“Oh that’s so cool, Ames,” Melissa says, reacting first and reaching across the table to take one of Amy’s hands.

“What prompted this?” Rachel asks.

“Well,” Amy says, leaning on the liquid L sound, “I’ve been hanging around the girls a lot, as you know, and, like, you just kinda start thinking about this kinda stuff after a while. And I was looking in the pronoun book—”

“There’s a pronoun book?” Shahida says.

“It’s more of a pamphlet,” Jane says. “You know, understanding nonbinary identities and all that. It’s mostly for the second and third years, so they have a single source of information on it before they venture out into the world.”

“How does it work? Are there pictures?”

“Yes, actually. Someone put it together about five years ago — I think — and found some, like, exemplar people. You know, ‘this is Brent, Brent uses he/him pronouns, Brent is boring, don’t be like Brent,’ except, you know, worded better. Rumour has it that Sammy, the model for Spivak pronouns, is a mysterious figure from Aunt Bea’s past.”

That last line is delivered in such a hushed, conspiratorial whisper that Shahida can’t help but lean forward, intrigued. Beatrice Quinn’s past is something she’s thought about a lot, and every tantalising glimpse she gets into it, every rumour, every guess, seems more fascinating than the last.

“Please,” Abby says, giggling, “Aunt Bea’s past is ninety percent mysterious figures by volume. And then you meet them and they turn out to be either shockingly normal or shockingly rich.”

“Amy,” Rachel says, interrupting Melissa, who was about to say something, “the pronouns?”

“Oh,” Amy says, “right. Well, they just called to me. They sound sharp, you know? Like they could cut a bitch.” Zie flips hir hair and makes a kissy face with hir bold, outlined lips.

“So what are you? Not a woman any more? I thought you were going all high femme.”

“I’m a lesbian. I think that’s the important thing right now? Not whether or not I’m a girl; whether or not I’m a huge fucking gay.”

Shahida nods because, yes, that makes sense, actually. Rachel, across the table from her, looks exasperated but interested, and Abby just laughs. Melissa, though, hasn’t said anything since she congratulated Amy, and Shahida looks around Abby to find her looking intently at the table, at her own hand, chewing on her lip. Catching her eye, Shahida raises an eyebrow to ask if she’s okay, and Melissa looks startled for a moment, and then nods, smiles, and rejoins the conversation — which is, currently, Rachel asking Amy which of hir two pronoun sets zie would prefer to be called in public and, for example, in front of their server — as if everything is perfectly okay.
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Monica half-expects to be blindfolded, but Isla’s delivering her and Diana to Peckinville with absolutely no drama, showing up early to pick them up in the same Range Rover she charges about Cherston in, and chatting happily all the while. Monica appreciates the effort to make it all seem so normal, so mundane, when they are driving Diana to a debriefing with a woman who could make her disappear — could make her someone other than Diana — with a snap of her fingers.

“When I first got the security clearance,” Isla’s saying, “I thought I’d won the lottery. Plum job, right? I’d been at Peckinville five years, I’d done my bit, and I was thinking, hey, this is my reward. And then I got read in. I thought I was going insane.”

“Been there,” Monica says, “done that.”

“It sounds like a plum assignment, doesn’t it? All UK-based, no farting around with foreign dignitaries or escorting high-value targets through enemy strongholds, like Belgium. Come work directly for the director on her personal project, on the thing you’ve been hearing rumours about since you joined the company. Come gain favour with the eccentric madwoman who pays your wages! Gravy train, I thought. Plum assignment.”

“Whereas, when you think about it, it’s more of a two-plum assignment, actually.”

Isla stares ahead at the road for a moment, and then laughs. “God,” she says, “breaks my brain that you girls can joke about it. I mean, after everything—”

“Careful,” Monica says quietly, and when Isla looks over, Monica flicks her eyes towards the back seat, where Diana is looking out of the window, paying no apparent attention to the conversation.

“Oh. Sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Diana says.

“Really? You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

Diana’s using what Monica’s come to think of as her voice for when company calls: it’s as if Aunt Bea and Chiamaka got together to voice-train a daughter, and left in her only the barest hint of her original accent. When Diana speaks this way, she sounds as considered and thoughtful as anyone Monica’s ever met, and sometimes she thinks that she’s the only one who sees what an effort it always is.

Eventually, Diana will be able to relax, won’t need to be so vigilant. Declan will be gone forever, and though the things he did will always remain, there will be no chance of him returning in any meaningful form. His instincts, habits, neuroses: all gone, forgotten. She remembers well what it was like, and she’s going to stand by Diana every step of the way.

She already failed her once; never again.

“We’ve talked about it,” Isla says. “The girls on Squad Misandry, I mean. That’s what we call ourselves. And we are mostly girls. Entirely, I think, except for the odd driver, and I don’t think they’re even fully briefed. Ms Lambert likes to pick those of us who’ve got… sympathetic inclinations, that’s what we think. Not a one of us hasn’t been fucked over royally by a father, a brother, a boyfriend, whatever. Makes us less inclined to get all weepy about the bodily autonomy of violent men.” She blinks, and then adds, “Uh, sorry again, Di. I didn’t mean—”

“It’s the right attitude,” Diana says.

“Maybe. But I don’t want you to think that I think you deserved what happened to you.”

“If anybody did,” Diana says, “then I did.”

“Diana,” Monica says, “we’ve talked about this.”

Diana says nothing. Just nods, then picks a book out of her bag and settles down in the back seat to read, very obviously signalling that she’s done talking about this for now. So Monica, shrugging, turns on some quiet music up front, and she and Isla chat for the rest of the journey. Isla tells her what it’s like to stay in what might be the world’s poshest hotel for three months, waiting for someone to take a pop at her guy (“Boring. Like, really boring. But tense at the same time.”) and Monica fills Isla in on what it’s like to sponsor (“The same, really.”)

When they arrive at the facility, it’s almost half an hour later, Diana’s asleep with her book on her lap, and Monica’s on the verge of it, having to be nudged by Isla so she can wake herself up first. As for the facility, Monica’s expectations have been confounded again: it looks like an office complex, one of those soul-sucking places you find on the edges of towns, an ugly blotch of buildings that absorb hundreds of people every morning and spit them out every evening, enervated and pale. Isla leads them into the largest building, which sits off-centre in a manner that seems designed to appear maximally asymmetrical and ugly from every possible angle, and through various corridors to a lift. Up they go, a couple of floors, following Isla to a conference room.

It’s all very ordinary. All of it, that is, except for Elle Lambert, who waits for them in the room, sitting cross-legged in a chair at the head of the table, hands clasped in her lap, the picture of composure, seeming to loom over the room despite how small she is compared to all three of the women who just walked in. Monica is about to greet her when she notices the other person, balled up in his seat at the other end of the table, wearing the baggiest combat fatigues that probably anybody has ever worn.

“Hi, Di,” Trevor says, waving sheepishly. “Long time no see.”

Diana, leaving Monica with confounded expectations again, abandons all decorum to rush over to him, and practically lifts him out of his seat to hug him. “I’m sorry,” she says, quiet enough that Monica almost can’t hear, “I should have been more use.”

“I’m sorry, too,” Trevor says. “We should have got you out.”

Into the slightly awkward silence that follows, with Diana still hugging Trevor as if he is a rag doll that she’s found in the street and has decided to take home, Isla says, “I take it you two know each other?”

Laughing awkwardly, Diana says, “Not really.”

* * *

She should feel more strange around him, she’s sure. He’s going to be a man again! He’s doing the one thing that Declan would have fought for, would have begged for in the end. She ought to be jealous.

But she can’t be. Because if Diana were to follow him down that road, she would find Declan again, waiting for her like the monster out of a fairy tale; Trevor, however, was supposedly a pretty inoffensive guy before Grandmother got her hands on him. Yes, he signed away his right to choose to not shoot people in exchange for a paycheque, but as far as Diana knows, the first and only time he ever shot anyone was during the escape from Stenordale, and from what she’s heard, it didn’t go that well.

“Monica said you were having those out,” she says, glancing down at the chest that his voluminous clothes can’t quite conceal.

“Yes,” Trevor says as they disengage from each other, “but not yet.” He sits, and Diana chooses to sit next to him. At Stenordale, they were aware of each other — to the extent that Declan was aware of much at all, much of the time — but they contrived to almost entirely miss each other while Diana was at Dorley Hall, and she wants to explore the connection she feels. She could be him, and she never will, and she’s okay with that.

“Not yet?” she asks.

“Two more weeks. Can’t fucking wait.”

“Why two weeks?” Isla says. She and Monica are pulling out chairs on the other side of the table from Diana and Trevor, but they’re still at the other end of the room from Ms Lambert, and so have subtly indicated their allegiance. Perhaps, anyway; maybe those were just the closest chairs. “Sorry,” Isla adds, smiling and leaning over the table, her hand out. “Isla Michaels, Peckinville. I’ve been watching over these two.”

“Hi,” Trevor says, shaking and releasing her hand and then turning back to Diana, apparently a little put out that this new person has just inserted herself into the conversation. “Mrs Prentice wasn’t wrong when she said it was too early to take them out. Ms Lambert’s surgeon tells me that two weeks from now is still pushing it, and he warned me about scars, but I said, if I get my flat chest, I don’t care about scars. I can just get tats. Guys dig tats.”

“They do?” Diana asks. She hasn’t thought much about what guys might want from her yet, except to decide that if any of them want her the way he did, she will very quickly run the other way, lest she exercise the only option she has found to be effective against men like that.

“I mean, I assume. I’m the world’s least social gay, Diana. Was even before… everything.”

Diana smiles. “I don’t get out much, either.”

“How are you doing?” Trevor asks. “With the everything I mentioned before.”

Glancing at Ms Lambert before she replies, because she can see her leaning forward out of interest, Diana says, “Some days are hard. But mostly, when they’re hard, it’s because other people make them hard. People commenting on my voice or my height. I was walking on the promenade the other day and I heard some teenagers talking about me, wondering whether I’m a man or a woman.”

“Shit. Sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Diana says lightly. “I know that I’m still… early. And that I’m coming at it all in a strange order.” She can feel her voice formalising, the way it does when she discusses difficult topics. As a habit, she doesn’t hate it, not least because it’s new. “The surgeries that were performed on me — on you, as well — are not usually performed before any hormone therapy. So I have a woman’s face, but I still have a lot of Declan’s old build, even if I don’t have his beer gut any more.” She allows herself a disgusted sneer at that. Even Declan hadn’t loved it, but hadn’t felt motivated to do anything about it. And he’d enjoyed the feeling of power being so massy gave him. “Monica says my shoulders and upper arms will continue to shrink, that I’ll get, um, more of a bottom.” She giggles, and she loves that she does. Loves even more that it just slipped out without her even thinking about it. “As for the kids… I know what Declan would have done to them. So I walked past, walked home, helped Chiamaka with the evening rush, and then I had a bath.”

Monica’s looking over at her, smiling gently, and Diana wonders if the stinging in her eyes is visible, if she has the beginnings of tears, or if she’s still in control. She cried that night in her hot bath, and then she told Chiamaka about it, about the kids who made her feel like a freak, and Chiamaka told her very seriously that there is nothing freakish about her, that there is only wonder.

Diana sometimes thinks that if Declan had had that kind of thing consistently growing up, and not one-sidedly from his mum, to be instantly countermanded and reinforced against by his dad, he might have turned out different. And she always hates herself for thinking that, because it’s too close to making excuses for him, and Declan deserves no excuses. Not now, not ever.

The room’s gone silent in the wake of her little speech, and Diana’s cheeks start to heat up. All eyes on her again. So she’s grateful when Ms Lambert stands and starts to pace back and forth, picking up from the table a little remote control on her third sweep past it, and clicking on the screen set into the wall.

“Stenordale Manor,” Ms Lambert says. She clicks again, and the image of the proud, ancient, shambolic building is replaced by a pit of scorched earth, surrounded by excavation equipment, and with what looks like a tarpaulin over the central section. “And as it is now. You will, I hope, be aware that the police investigation has moved on, yes?”

“We’ve been briefed,” Monica says, glancing back at Diana for a moment. “We don’t need to go into it.”

“Good.” Ms Lambert clicks again, and the screen switches to a photograph of an old woman. Thin, white in that faded, pinked-and-yellowed way that people become as they age, like a page from a book left out in the elements. Close-cropped grey hair tops her head; reading glasses perch on her nose; and her thin mouth has been painted bright red.

Grandmother. The lipstick was reliably the only makeup she wore. Diana’s not sure she ever saw her without it. Sometimes it was on her teeth.

She is aware, suddenly, of her breath. Of it massing in her chest, swelling it, tightening it, binding her to her seat. It is immediately difficult to exhale, and Diana has to look away, because when she sees Dorothy Marsden, she sees him standing with her, looking on curiously as he did at the beginning, or up close, his face twisted into a triumphant, lustful snarl, as he was at the end.

Diana’s thumbs twitch.

“Uh, Elle?” Monica says. “Next slide.”

“Right,” Ms Lambert says, clicking again. She says nothing else for a few moments, which allows Diana to vacate her lungs, to wheeze painfully, as if a bruise is making its way out of her with her breath. “My apologies, Miss Rosamond. Diana, I mean.”

Yeah. Yeah. That’s her name. That’s her name. She took that name because it means something. Because it means she has a sister, she has someone who will walk with her to the ends of the earth.

And it’s her name because she made a promise, to herself and her sister, never again to be Declan Shaw, and never again to be anything like him.

“I’m okay,” she says, and she hates how she sounds, scratchy and deep, but her limited voice practice has been completely overwhelmed by what still feels like a chest cavity that has filled entirely with brackish, salty water, as if she had gone to the edge of the promenade at home in Cherston-on-Sea and made the whole ocean a part of her. “Shit,” she adds, and when Trevor puts a hand on her shoulder, she leans into it, accepting the comfort.

“Take your time,” Ms Lambert says.

“Shit,” Diana whispers again.

* * *

They took a break. Monica suggested it as forcefully as she dared, still stinging with disbelief that Elle Lambert would jumpscare poor Diana with a picture of Dorothy Marsden like that. Isla, bless her, backed her up, and so Elle called for a refreshment cart and left the conference room for a while. Monica assumes she’s off for a good hard wank in her office; whenever Diana and Trevor would refer obliquely to ‘everything’, Elle would visibly shift in her seat.

She just hopes Diana didn’t notice.

Now, Monica’s sitting on the conference table eating a tuna sandwich and Isla, having chatted for a bit with the woman who brought the cart — a member of Squad Misandry, apparently, who supposedly does not resent being made to wheel a sandwich trolley because it gets her out of the barracks — has come over to join Monica again. She hops up on the table next to her, closer than Monica expected and once again igniting in her the suspicion that the tour of Cherston fast food joints they’ve been going on together has been, in some small way, a series of get-to-know-you dates. And Monica wouldn’t mind — Isla is pretty as hell, and today she’s accented her aquiline nose with painted-on freckles, which stand out against her dark skin in a way that would make Monica herself shift in her seat if she didn’t possess the self-control that years in the Dorley Hall basement instilled in her — but she’s got a job to concentrate on right now. Her priority has to be Diana.

Fun to imagine, though. So she leans over Isla to fetch another sandwich, and she lingers a moment longer than is strictly necessary.

And then, awkwardly, Elle Lambert is back, striding briskly into the room as if she’d only gone for a wee, and activating the screen with her remote before she reaches the table. It’s everyone’s cue to rearrange themselves, to sit back in their chairs and appear attentive, because however much Elle might just have fucked up, she’s still the one with a) all the money and b) all the guns.

“Diana,” Elle says, standing in front of the screen, which shows once again a drone shot of Stenordale Manor, looking as it did before it burned to the ground, “I would like to apologise. Not only for just now, which was insensitive of me, but for your whole interaction with our enterprise.”

“Do not worry about it,” Diana says, and Monica has to quickly cover her mouth, because Diana’s accent has shifted even further into the upper echelons it sometimes borrows from Beatrice’s Aunt Bea persona, and is now scraping the ceiling, matching Elle Lambert’s arch vowels and tight, clipped consonants. The girl is a natural mimic. Not for the first time, Monica wishes she could take a recording of her into the past, to play for Declan. To play for herself, as well; listen to what this guy becomes! Just don’t ask how he gets there.

“You were to be one of my washouts,” Elle continues. “So, yes, I feel I do need to apologise. If you had been successfully handed over to me, you would not be living anywhere so mundane as a bed and breakfast by the seaside. You would also, I imagine, be having a considerably more fraught time of it. So, Diana Rosamond, I apologise. My intentions for you were not generous.”

Nodding tightly, Diana just says, “Thank you.” Her delicate jaw is flexing, and Monica wishes she’d sat with her on the other side of the table, so she could discreetly hold her hand or something.

Ms Lambert moves on, grilling Diana — lightly, thank God — about Dorothy’s motives, her motivations, and for any information that the others might have missed. And Diana, because she spent a lot of time with the woman, has a few nuggets of information to pass on, things that, judging by Elle’s reaction, not even Frankie knew. It was easy, Diana says, for Dorothy to feel as if she was alone in the room when Declan was there, particularly in the early days, when Declan was essentially nonverbal and Dorothy spent less time with the soldier, Jake. And the old woman would talk to herself. It seemed as if she didn’t know she was doing it some of the time, Diana says. Most notably, she spoke of a place up in Scotland somewhere, a place belonging to one of the old ones, the ones from before Frankie’s time.

It’s a lead, Elle says. They don’t know of any of the older sponsors still living up there, but people who are not used to living with scrutiny can be uncareful, and leave pieces of themselves, evidence to find, scattered about.

Time wears on. And on. Lambert goes over and over Diana’s time at Stenordale, grills Trevor for supporting information. Important not to miss a single detail, she insists. And Diana, bless her, keeps going through all of it, never complaining, controlling her reactions. Controlling her breathing, too, from what Monica can see. There’s probably another long, hot bubble bath in her future. Eventually, Elle decides that they’re done for the day, and everyone sits back in their chairs.

“Shit,” Isla comments. “That place was a lot more fucked up than I thought. Diana, how are you still functional?”

“If it helps,” Diana says, stretching, “I’m not always sure that I am.”

“She’s been very brave,” Elle says.

“Not brave. Never brave. Just… I’m not sure it’s possible for any of you to understand how much you can hate yourself.”

Monica glances to her right, because she’s pretty sure she just heard Elle Lambert whisper, “I might,” to herself. And isn’t that interesting?

“Miss Rosamond,” Elle says out loud, and it’s clear from the way she’s facing that she’s talking to Diana. “I have a proposal for you.” She pauses for Diana’s response, but none is forthcoming. “I would like you to live here. At this facility.”

Diana nods. “Why?” she asks.

“You are not safe. Henrietta Smyth-Farrow is… probing our operation.”

“Right,” Monica says. “The lawyer.”

Elle shakes her head. “The lawyer is just the face of it. She’s having people nibble at our network, and at least one agent of hers, an operative of Silver River, has been spotted in the vicinity. It would be foolish in the extreme to assume that what we have witnessed is the extent of her operations. And she wants you, Miss Rosamond. Diana. She wants you. From what Valérie Barbier said, you were considered to be quite the prize.”

“Yeah,” Diana says, shuddering. At this, Monica gets up and walks around to her, pulls out a chair and sits, looping her arm around Diana’s shoulders.

“She is after Mr Darling, as well,” Elle continues, nodding at Trevor, “but he is well protected here. I’m not comfortable with you being stuck out at the edge of nowhere, alone.”

“Sorry. I’d prefer not to.”

“If not here, then why not stay at Dorley Hall? We have soldiers there, and there is strength in numbers — not to mention the location is inherently secure against the showier forms of violence. Nobody wants to start a fight on a university campus.” Elle frowns. “Nobody except, perhaps, the university administration.”

“Ms Lambert,” Diana starts, and then she frowns. Looks at table for a moment, and when she continues, she’s dropped all the affect she usually brings with her, and speaks in something closer to the accent Monica remembers from when Declan was at the hall. “Elle. No-one knows where I am, right? It’s just the people in this room.”

“And most people at the hall by now, I imagine,” Elle says.

“No, actually,” Monica says. “People know she’s back, but we haven’t been specific about where.”

“Oh,” Diana says, “actually, I told Raph about Chiamaka.”

“Raph’s not exactly smuggling information out of the basement, is he?” Trevor says.

“Last I heard, he was practising his eyeliner,” Monica says.

Elle laughs. It’s a short bark of a laugh. Very aristocratic; Monica instantly hates it. “He’s practising his eyeliner? Are you taking in nothing but trans girls down there now? Is it fully a charitable operation?”

“Nah. Boys are just suggestible. It’s kind of the operating principle behind the whole thing.”

“True,” Elle says, and returns her attention to Diana. “I ask you one last time, Diana, to consider moving to somewhere we can protect you.”

“I won’t leave Chiamaka,” Diana says.

“Fine.” Elle turns in her seat. “Isla, are you enjoying the sea air?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Isla says. “Getting good at mini-golf, too.”

“Fine. You are hereby assigned to the protection of Diana Rosamond on a permanent basis. You will have access to all relevant intel, and we’ll get you out of that AirBnB and into a nice flat. All the comforts.”

* * *

Before they leave, Diana hugs Trevor again. She gives him her email address — the one she registered recently, which contains proudly her new surname, her new family allegiance — and makes him promise to send her his, which then leads to Isla taking her quietly aside and telling her about her other email address, the one on the domain used by all the sponsors for their professional communications, or for anything else that must remain discreet. Use it and only it to talk about Dorley-related matters, and use it only through this app. It still contains her new name in full, so it’s fine, and she finds Trevor in the Peckinville directory immediately, sending a smile and a hug emoji as her first official communication.

She loves doing that kind of stuff, and not just because Declan would never; being Diana and choosing to do the things that feel good, that feel right for her, is developing into a genuine pleasure. Even if sometimes she still looks in the mirror and feels as if she might float away, because that’s still a fuck of a lot better than seeing a rapist looking back at her.

Isla drives them home. Diana really wanted to spend the journey conversing this time, but talking about Stenordale and Dorothy and him — even thinking about them — always takes it out of her, and today, going over and over looking for any missing detail, anything Ms Lambert and her people could use to root out Grandmother or to trace lines of communication back to the Smyth-Farrows or anything, was exhausting. When she closes her eyes just for a moment, she’s not especially surprised to open them again in Cherston, just a few minutes away from the bed and breakfast.

Monica helps her out of the car, waves to Isla for both of them, and walks her into the foyer, where Chiamaka is behind the desk, typing away on her ancient laptop. And Diana smiles, because Chiamaka loves that laptop, loves its crappy keys and its number pad, loves it enough that when Adaobi said she could probably get something at least five years newer when the school liquidates its old supply, Chia refused. Just looking at that laptop, with its faded Lenovo logo and the carefully applied electrical tape over the webcam, makes Diana feel at home.

“Diana!” Chiamaka says as they enter. She closes the lid of her computer and rushes around the desk to where Diana is feeling weak but wired, where she holds out both arms, palms up.

Diana takes them, and they stand there for a moment, with Monica disengaging to take off her coat.

“Nothing like this ever again, okay?” Chiamaka says when Monica’s finished fussing with her clothes. “She is exhausted. So whatever this was, never again.”

“If you want to put that in writing,” Monica says, “I’ll post it straight to the bitch who forced it to happen today.”

“Excuse me, young lady?”

Monica shakes her head. “I’m sorry. I’m tired. And I tried to get Diana out of this, I really did, but we both have obligations.”

“Very well,” Chia says, nodding. “I’m afraid you’ve missed the kitchen.”

“I’m ordering pizza,” Monica says. “Just as soon as I’ve had a nap. Was up all last night worrying about how this would go today, whether she’d pull a fast one…” She shudders, and then glances from Diana to Chiamaka and back again. “Nap. Then, Diana, if it’s okay, I’ll order, and we can eat pizza in your room?”

“You will eat in the dining room,” Chiamaka says with a smile. “I don’t care if it is midnight when you wake, you will eat in the dining room. And I will have a slice of your pizza.”

“Fair.”

Monica returns to Diana’s side and ducks under her arm again, pushes Diana’s elbow back behind her head, takes the weight, and Diana would protest that she can absolutely make the stairs on her own, but she doesn’t want to. Not because it isn’t true, but because she has decided never to turn down help. More Diana stuff: accept it where it is offered, and offer it where she can.

Diana Rosamond is a calling as much as she is a woman.

Up in her room, Diana carefully removes her outdoor clothes and puts them away in their allotted places. She fishes her phone out of her bag and hangs that up, too, then places her phone carefully on the little bedside table, starting a waltz playing as she does so. And then, moving around the room in threes and counting all the while, she pulls off her tunic, steps out of her skirt, and climbs into bed.

“One,” she murmurs to herself.

“Two.” Out of time with the music already. It’s getting hard to think. Probably a poem in that. Something about family. Something about being loved and being free.

She doesn’t get to three. Diana instead falls deeply asleep, and dreams of dancing.

* * *

House arrest. Genuinely, this time. Not like before, when it was mostly voluntary, when she could have gone walking the grounds of the university and been reasonably sure she could make it as far as one of the outer car parks without getting ethered and whisked away by some Silver River arsehole. No, now that her name — and Val’s — are out there, are being actively sought by the pigs, she’s to stay inside. No communications — not that she has anyone she wants to talk to — and no more of her wistful little walks to the edge of the lake. Someone’s going to check in with the people at her old dog sanctuary, with the landlord of her empty flat — which has probably already been scoured by Lambert’s people or Smyth-Farrow’s people or both — and with everyone else from the crappy little life she made for herself after leaving the hall, and if she’s really lucky and kisses enough arse, she might even get told what they find out.

She can’t say she didn’t deserve this, being the public face of a human trafficking investigation. Her mug’s been on the telly, though less often than she expected. In fact, the whole fucking investigation’s been less luridly gone into than she thought it would be. Class solidarity, probably. Every paper’s owned by a toff, and every news channel is either run by one or reports directly. Parliament’s all toffs and former-middle-class social climbers. And the Lords? Yeah, guess. And in Frankie’s considerable experience, there isn’t an aristocrat in the land who doesn’t have a pocketful of dirty secrets. Henrietta Smyth-Farrow gave them the out they needed, and they took it.

Doesn’t stop Frankie being wanted to help with their enquiries, though. Shit situation to be in.

Still. Inevitable, wasn’t it? And it’s probably fine; it’s not like she has any ambitions left any more beyond surviving long enough that she and Val can each ram a knife into Dorothy Marsden’s windpipe. Until then, she’s got the boy Ollie, his mousy sponsor Harmony, and the occasional chats she gets to have with Val to keep her going.

Ollie, though. He’s a funny one. She’s got permission to go down to see him semi-regularly, and every time, he asks for another story about one of her girls. He seems to relate to them more than any of the others in his intake. Harmony gets him somewhat — they both have in common that they stared despair in the face and blinked; Frankie’s seen what Harmony keeps hidden under her watch — but maybe she was never quite the same kind of guy he is.

Or was. Because he’s changing, too. Slower than the others; except for Martin, who is doing that whole other thing Frankie’s familiar with, that thing where you hollow yourself out completely, where you discard every prior aspect of yourself, where you spend so much of your time in a dissociative state that you become almost mechanical. And Martin sets her teeth on edge, because in her experience, men like that usually fade away, stop eating, stop drinking, stop caring at all; Pamela’d better know what she’s doing, and she’d better be ready with the intravenous feeding kit. No, Ollie’s more traditional. More like most of the girls Frankie used to care for, who weren’t chosen after months of deliberation and careful evaluation of their responses to the hegemony of masculinity. He’s more like a guy you just grab off the street, and that means she’s got high hopes for him, because she knows that despite what they all say, when you hold a knife to a man’s throat and another to his balls and ask him to choose, most men choose the balls.

Life’s funny that way.

2020 January 22
Wednesday

It’s a game. It’s a game they’ve been playing for a while, but a game that Bethany only just worked out. It’s called Who Is More Of A Girl, and it’s her and Steph against Raph and, god fucking damn it, right now, he’s winning. Which is such bullshit, because who was the first one here to properly woman up and put on a skirt? Bethany, that’s who. Granted, it was to piss off Will, who is now Leigh, and who doesn’t get even half as entertainingly annoyed as she used to get, because apparently a side-effect of becoming a healthier person and also a girl is that you become less baitable. And if that’s the secret, Bethany just needs to identify another—

Shit.

No. No, she doesn’t. This is exactly the trap and exactly the habit she got stuck in last time, when she pushed it too hard for the sake of a joke and then found herself having fucking nightmares about it after. Because you can’t become a girl out of spite, actually. You can’t do it to piss someone off, you can’t do it to upstage anyone, and you definitely can’t do it just because some other idiot is better at eye makeup than you.

“Beth?” Steph says.

“Hmm?”

“You’ve been staring at me for like a minute. You okay?”

“Shit,” Bethany says. She checks over the plaster on Steph’s forehead again, leans in to give it a soft kiss, and then sits back on her haunches. They’re on the floor in the middle of Bethany’s room, recently dry from the shower and naked but for their underwear, and it’s a testament to how much more comfortable Bethany’s become with herself that she can be like this, just fucking be, all vulnerable in her boyshorts and sports bra and shit, with another girl her age. Time was, it would have been another boy her age, and Aaron would have been preemptively looking for a pencil to bite.

“Beth?”

“Yeah, I’m good. Just kicking the dumb out of my head, you know?”

Steph copies her, sitting back and resting her palms on the floor, and Bethany is filled instantly with a terribly clear and horrifyingly overpowering sense of her own stupidity. She’s got a girl. Right here, she’s got a girl, and the girl loves her and supports her and wants the best for her, and once the girl got over worrying about how Bethany is, technically, still being forced to be this way — it’s on the paperwork and everything; Bethany Erin [cough], flight risk — she has been nothing but ready with a hand to help her up and another hand to pull outfits out of their increasingly shared wardrobe. She’s got a girl and she even thinks about what Raph is doing? Fucking Raph? The idiot who was right at the back of the pack with Ollie (and possibly Martin) just weeks ago? He’ll be headed for a crash, a big stupid realisation about how he’s been moving forwards for all the wrong reasons, and Bethany doesn’t need to tailgate him enough that she crashes with him.

She can just be here. With Steph.

And she can dress comfortable, and she can talk to Maria today and ask her how things are, and she’s going to keep building a new self, piece by piece.

* * *

It’s a game, and the game is called Fuck It Let’s Go. And Raph’s only playing against himself, but he’s winning all the same, since Steph — who ought to be fucking disqualified anyway for her unfair advantage in being a girl instinctively — and Beth have both stepped out of the running, and none of the others have ever shown any interest in wanting to play. It’s a game, and Raph’s awarding himself points for everything he does, everything he learns, that makes him more like Jane and the other girls, and Jane, giggling, agreed to tally his score at the end of every week.

Crucially, she also agreed to get him a bunch of stuff, and now his room down here is way different than how it used to be.

That nice girl with the brown hair, Christine, she was talking to Steph the other day, and said she was still doing a thing where she applies a whole makeup look for practise in the morning and then washes it off, which sounded like a hell of a lot of work, but Raph was ready to try it anyway until Paige, her girlfriend, gently chastised her. She did it that way because she didn’t put in the work in her second year, she said. In her second year, Paige learned by picking something, whether it was eyeliner or putting her hair in a messy bun or learning how to walk in stilettos, and she practised nothing but that one thing until she was perfect, and then she moved on.

And, shit, Paige? Raph immediately wanted to emulate her. Because she’s stunning, and because people who like girls like girls who look like that, and if Raph’s going to be a girl, he’s going to be the kind of girl that people like. Boy people or girl people? Both? And more besides? He hasn’t got that far yet, except for a strange sensation in his belly when he thinks about Diana, who is also someone he kind of wants to emulate; also someone he thinks about late at night.

So Raph is officially Doing A Paige. Only he’s doing it better, because he’s started now, here, in the basement, and he’s scoring himself and keeping track of his progress. Job one was getting good at eyeliner. Now accomplished. Job two? He’s thinking lip liner. He’s going to conquer all the liners, and then go back for the more subtle stuff, the stuff that makes you look pink where you’re too pale and the stuff that makes you look darker where you’re not dark enough. Next time he sees her, he’s also going to ask that girl Indira, the one who was in charge of torturing Bethany for a while, how she does the gradient thing with her eyeshadow, because she was down here once with an amazing-looking bright pink and purple job that stood out incredibly against her dark skin and really highlighted her eyes, and Raph thinks he can make it work sort of inverted: a mid-purple fading to black, slowly joining with the dark, bold eyeliner, which of course is already perfect on him.

And he’s going to keep at the yoga. Steph’s a decent teacher, and it’s fun to hang out with the girls and to get to see what that kind of interaction is like. He’s also started doing squats, because someone said they can make your arse bigger.

Jane’s showing him lip liner in his mirror, and she’s been talking, and Raph’s been only half-listening. Melissa, that girl Steph came here looking for, the girl who came down here once and seemed nice but sort of distant, she was at the dinner Jane went to the other night, and from what Jane’s saying, she was nice but sort of distant, so Raph’s not sure why Jane thinks it’s worthy of comment. What is interesting, though, is that Amy isn’t Jane’s girlfriend any more, she’s her ‘partner’, and Raph has just got to know more about that.

“Oh, zie’s trying new pronouns,” Jane says, smiling. “Zie’s keeping the old set, too, but — shit, actually, Raph, this is a lesson, so pay attention, I’m sponsoring you right now — when someone starts using new pronouns, you make the effort to use them. Especially when zie is someone precious to you.”

“Holy shit,” Raph says. “That’s cool.” And yeah, it is cool, getting to hear about people reinventing themselves without the intervention of tasers. “Why did she— I mean, shit, sorry, why did zie pick those? And what goes with zie?”

“It’s zie/hir/hirs. And zie picked them because they sound sharper, is what zie said. Like, more lesbian. Rachel was muttering some stuff about recent converts, but she came around, and honestly—” and here Jane presses a hand to her chest and starts speaking with a wide-eyed sincerity, “—I happen to think that newcomers to an identity have quite a bit to teach old-timers.” She giggles. “Unbiased opinion, of course.”

“Yeah,” Raph says, picking up on it, “and you’ve been a woman for how long now?”

“Long enough that I’m always excited to meet new ones,” Jane says, and reaches over to squeeze the hand that isn’t holding lip liner. Shit, that feels nice. Getting girls was always easy before — the guy he used to be was tall enough and decently built, with large, innocent eyes and an easy smile; Cerys called him ‘a bastard with the face of an angel’ — but none of the girls he slept with or even formed relationships with ever touched him so simply, so gently. He’s no stranger to nails dug into his shoulders, to having his name screamed with passion or with hatred, but this, somehow, feels more intimate than any of that.

He might actually love this.

“So,” he asks, genuinely interested, “is zie still a girl, or…?”

“Zie has deemphasised womanhood, zie would say. It’s all about being a lesbian now. Lesbian as a gender, I think.”

“Huh. That’s neat.”

“You think?” Jane peers at him. “You really think?”

“Yeah.” He nods. “I really think.”

Zie/hir/hirs. New pronouns. Should he try that?

No. He hasn’t tried out she yet. Hasn’t thought of a name. Can’t go farting around with pronouns when he doesn’t even know what to call himself.

So maybe that is something he ought to think about right now.

They return to their lip liner practice, and between applying it, wiping it off, trying again, wiping it off and so on, Raph thinks through every woman he’s ever known, every girl he’s ever slept with, every teacher he’s ever had. Making a blacklist. Cerys is out, obviously, and so are Jane and Amy and Melissa and Steph and all, and so’s, like, Frankie, that old woman who comprises a good half of the conversations Ollie starts down here.

He’ll think of something. There are a million good names, after all.

* * *

It’s good to get out of his room. Adam’s spending a lot of time in the common area now, and whether it’s Edy he’s talking to or Leigh or Martin or even Ollie, he treasures every moment. Because this is all new, and this is all real, and in his time down here under Dorley Hall he may be, he thinks, experiencing the most sustained period of real, genuine sincerity of his life. Certainly since Mum was prevented from spending as much time with him as before. Yes, they want something from him here — Edy, specifically, wants something from him — but they wanted more back home, and they wanted it to consume him, wanted him to become more of an idea than a person, a vessel for his father’s twisted, broken vision for humanity. His vision of God. Edy just wants him to be a girl.

Actually, that’s not quite true. Edy wanted to get him out, and she did that, and for everything since, Adam gets the impression, now that he can look back with clear eyes, that she’s been winging it, as they say down here. She even told him as such, just once: it’s not that she wants him to be exactly like her, but she has no other options available to her. He thinks that maybe if he were to ask, she might try to get him out, might allow him to continue to be Adam, and he toys with that idea sometimes. Other times, though, it’s the most repulsive thing he can think of: anything that brings him closer to his father’s wishes for him makes his skin crawl.

They watched a movie before. One of the occasional movie nights they’ve started having. And someone in the movie brought up the concept of desecration, of making something unholy, and though Edy tried hurriedly to shield him from it, from the notion that someone could find joy in desecration, he told her that it was fine, that he was learning to not be made upset by such things any more. And it’s true that he hasn’t been; in fact, in the nights since, he has become almost obsessed with the concept.

Making something unholy.

Making himself unholy.

Desecrating Adam, the Voice of God. Rendering him an abomination.

It’s exciting.

But there is also more to his life now than the Voice, whether it is in training to be its vessel or in denying it. He’s been showing Martin how to play Stardew Valley, and in doing so, has been able to talk to him more. He feels like they could be close, that they should be close, that they have things in their past that the others don’t quite know how to relate to, and if there is one thing that Adam has been taught, it is how to proselytise. It’s all in the persistence, and Martin is showing every sign of enjoying their evenings together.

Bethany, when she heard they were playing the game together, said something rude about farming, about farmers, and about the things they do to their sheep under cover of darkness, which Adam at first and to his subsequent mild embarrassment took completely seriously; now that he knows the truth about his father and the people he surrounded himself with, there is no low that Adam would not believe of him. Edy had to tell him that it was just a tacky, hacky, low-effort joke, which caused Bethany to stop for a moment and then leave the room, muttering about needing to get better material.

Anyway, Stardew Valley is for later. Right now, it’s dinner with Leigh and Martin and Ollie and all their sponsors. And Leigh’s sitting close, which is nice. She doesn’t look at him the way she used to, though, which makes Adam a touch sad, and he’s been wondering if there’s anything he can do to further close the gap which opened up between them. Because Leigh’s a different person now than she was when she hurt Maria — literally! — and Adam is too. Now that he understands, he finds it easier to forgive Leigh for the actions of Will; they seem like the last thrashing of someone who was already on the way out. Certainly, Adam shudders to think of the things he might have done, the things that would have seemed normal to him, even desirable, had Edy never rescued him. He was what they made him, Mum said. And they made him into their Voice.

Adam’s just thinking of trying to start a conversation with Leigh, something about the vegetarian burgers or about the way Tabitha’s done her hair today, when Raph comes in with Jane, and he’s wearing a skirt and a blouse and his lips look somehow bigger and redder than they did this morning, and Leigh whispers, “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” to herself, and immediately pushes back her chair and leaves.

“You lot have got to stop fucking with her,” Tabitha says, pointing at Jane but glaring at Raph, and then she follows Leigh out into the corridor. Adam can hear them talking, and he listens as their voices fade, as they return to Leigh’s room.

“We weren’t fucking with anyone,” Jane says to the room as she goes over to the dumbwaiter in the corner and retrieves a couple of plates.

“I might have been fucking with her a little bit,” Raph says, smiling a broad smile that seems all the more intense for the contrast between his white teeth and his painted red lips.

Jane rushes to set down Raph’s plate and her own, but she’s too late, and everyone gets to see the grin that she tries to hide.

2020 January 23
Thursday

Fucking Henny Smyth-Farrow. Her idiots have been probing the network again, nibbling at Peckinville’s security. And someone tried to get into the facility yesterday! Elle’s terrified of what could happen to Diana, out there with no-one to protect her but Isla and Monica and some bed and breakfast proprietress that Elle’s people haven’t even had time to assemble a proper file on. No strength in numbers, as at Dorley Hall; no strength in strength, as Elle has here.

She checks her itinerary. Too much to do today, far too much. She misses Cally already, but she’s in the secure wing, in Elle’s suite, living the life of luxury — and boredom, most likely — while Elle’s stuck out here. She misses her. Hell, Elle misses Beatrice still! A tragedy that she is most likely closed to her forever now. She still remembers their introduction in that hotel; Beatrice in that dress. A decade-and-a-half older than her but no less energetic. No less alive.

More so, in fact. Rather a consistent thing, that.

Bloody well fuck it. She’s wallowing in the past again, and when she’s not, she’s wallowing in the present. Neither is productive, and certainly neither gets her any closer to discovering an exploitable weakness in Henrietta Smyth-Farrow’s operation. It’s the American money that’s the problem: Silver River may lack bodies and it may lack facilities, but when you have an unquenchable money spigot held open by the selfish prayers of prosperity gospel maniacs, you can do whatever you want. There comes a point where Elladine’s status ceases to be sufficient, where money talks louder. And she has money, too, to be sure, but it is a given that the religious nuts have more. Probably squirrelled away in darker, nastier hiding places, too.

Her car’s waiting for her out on the lot. She gets the go-ahead, so she barges through the doors into the courtyard and immediately has to shield her eyes from the glare. God, she hates January: the sun spends half its time lurking right in your eyeline, and you look like a bloody pillock wearing sunglasses and a parka at the same time. Thank heaven it’s only a short walk to the car.

All the same, after a few steps, she stops, reaches down for her satchel and starts rummaging around for her Ray-Bans, struggling to find them in the voluminous bag she’s been carrying around the facility.

And then someone in her retinue calls out, “Down!”

It’s instinct. She’s drilled it enough, so much so that by the time she registers the hard, dull thump of the bullet hitting the dirt next to her, and well before she hears the hard crack of the shot being fired in the first place, she’s already halfway to the ground, her body working through practised motions and landing her on her elbows, facing sideways, her heels already kicked off. Working methodically through her training, she rolls, and another bullet strikes the dirt where she was just a moment before.

She doesn’t roll again. Instead, she slams her knuckles into the grass as hard as she can, pushes up to her knees — to a runner’s start, almost — and starts moving. Her bare foot bites the ground, shoves her forwards, and she runs, weaving and bobbing and moving erratically, just as she has been trained. Another bullet zips past her, missing her by what could be feet or inches, she doesn’t know, and then the bodies arrive, jogging, blocking her from all angles. Her people, armoured and armed, as ready for this moment as she has been.

Another shot fires, this one loud enough to crack the fucking sky open, but it doesn’t land anywhere close by, and then Elle is back inside again, being lifted by both shoulders as the adrenaline drains and her legs start to wobble, and carried through the anteroom to safety. Around her, her people are talking over comms, checking in, but beyond gleaning that a shooter has been located and neutralised, Elle finds it difficult to concentrate.

Being shot at is supposed to make you feel more alive. Every movie, every TV show, every book seems to insist on it. But Elladine Lambert finds herself wishing, with a sincerity that scares the hell out of her, that the bullet had hit home.

She’d be dead. She’d be done. She’d be with Kelly now. And all of this would be somebody else’s problem.

* * *

What the fuck? Why are there wet paint signs up where the entrance hall turns to meet the kitchen? Before she goes any farther, Christine checks her phone for any messages, for anything that might explain this, but finds nothing, so she keeps going, buzzing herself into an empty kitchen — par for the course these days, what with the airlock protocol and all; people have been socialising more in the dining hall, and there’s a kitchenette in one of the back rooms that’s been cleared out and sees use these days as somewhere to hang out, gossip, and make tea in tasteless mugs.

When Christine pushes through the doors to the dining hall, though, she’s met with something she doesn’t expect: one of the Peckinville soldiers from out back. Standing right in her fucking way. She’s about to get righteous, channel her inner bitch — which she has been working on, with encouragement from Paige — when something in the soldier girl’s expression changes her mind. So when the soldier holds out a hand for Christine’s bag, she hands it over without comment.

“What’s going on?” Christine asks as the soldier searches through her things.

“Elle Lambert has been shot at,” the soldier says.

Well. Nothing Christine can say to that, especially not the sarcastic comments that are suddenly queuing up in her throat. Because, yeah, she is surprised it’s taken this long for someone to have a pop at her, but if she says that out loud, the very serious-minded soldier woman might actually hit her.

A moment later, the woman’s letting her go, and Christine hustles over to one of the tables, where Paige and Abby are sitting, whispering to each other. Christine accepts hugs from both of them, and a kiss from Paige, and then gets right down to business.

“What the fuck is going on?”

“Someone shot Elle,” Paige says.

“No, I got that. I mean, why?”

“Who the fuck knows?” Abby says, leaning on her wrists. “Probably in a turf war with that bloody Smyth-Farrow woman. Look, have you seen Melissa?”

“Melissa?” Christine says, frowning. “No. Been out all day. Uni stuff.”

“Shit. I don’t know where she is; no-one does. We were supposed to meet up, but she’s not here, and she’s not in her room, and Shy doesn’t know where she is, and now people are being shot at and Melissa’s out there somewhere!”

Paige, sitting next to Abby, moves immediately to comfort Abby, while Christine fetches her laptop from her bag and opens it. “I can check her sign-ins,” she says. “When she left, which door, etc. Whether she was seen on a uni camera, and all that.”

“Christine,” Abby says, “thank you.”

“S’all right,” Christine says, already absorbed by the task. “And relax, Abs. No-one’s shooting at Melissa. She’s just another Dorley girl, right? Apart from us, no-one even knows who she is.”

* * *

There it is. Jenny Yau’s house. Her new place. Semi-detached, and that means something. In Almsworth especially, that means a hell of mortgage and a reliable, sizeable income. That means Jenny’s doing really well for herself. Even if she ultimately rejects Melissa, that’s something to celebrate, right?

Christ, she’s a fuckup. She goes out on a date with her girlfriends and her friends and the whole time she’s thinking about Jenny. She hangs with Nell and tries to make nice, normal conversation, and the whole time she’s thinking about Jenny. She tries to watch TV, read, even play a simple game on her laptop, and she loses track of what she’s doing because she’s thinking about Jenny.

And not just Jenny. She reread the old files on Russ, on her supposed brother, the boy she ran out on. The boy she neglected because she was too busy with her own shit. They don’t update the files on him any more, not since Melissa graduated, but after she got taken? After she spent three self-indulgent years at Dorley Hall? Russ got fucked up. And at dinner, when she asked Amy about him again, all she’d say was that he’s ‘doing okay’.

Doing okay. That’s not what you say when someone’s living the dream. That’s what you say when they’re barely surviving their mother dying and their brother abandoning them, leaving them with no family but their abusive father. ‘Doing okay’ is what you say when someone is barely hanging on.

But she can’t see Russ again. She knows that. Reconnecting with family is number one on the big list of Dorley Don’ts, because family will chase down your lies to the ends of the Earth, and they will expose you and the hall and everyone who has ever come from there. She also knows that Aunt Bea would never have even considered letting Melissa reconnect with Jenny if she hadn’t already broken protocol over and over again and exposed more than half of her former life’s connections to her new self.

Because she’s a fucking problem. Because she makes everything about herself. Because she’s a never-ending nightmare that everyone else has to deal with, accommodate, make space for. Hell, Shahida’s reorientating her whole life around Melissa and Abby now, and while that’s good, while that’s fucking amazing, it’s hard not to wonder if, by doing so, she’s locking herself off from something better. Shahida’s one of the most amazing people Melissa’s ever known, and she deserves better than to be tied down in such a way. And Abby! She was getting away from the hall until Melissa came back and pulled her in again.

Jenny’s going to hate her.

But Melissa’s got to know. And she can’t make Tabitha and all the others at the hall do it all for her. She can’t make them put in the work and the effort and the money only for it all to prove useless, for Jenny to throw her out, to decry her.

At least this way, Melissa’s not making anyone else face this with her. She’s not making anyone else responsible for it. She’s not making her problems anyone else’s, not any more.

She’s being stupid. She’s being so stupid. But she couldn’t get it out of her head. All morning. Thought of nothing else. Even bummed a joint off someone else on the third floor in the hopes that it would mellow her; nope. All she could think about was Jenny shouting at her, Jenny calling her disgusting.

Melissa’s got her lies ready. She never faked her own death. She just walked away. Hitch-hiked all the way to Edinburgh. Decided that she didn’t want to be found, so she cut herself off from her old life as much as she could. Worked cash-only for the money to buy hormones. Yeah, it doesn’t explain how she could afford facial surgery, but cis people seem to think that either everything is surgery or that nothing is; she can just allude to the effects of HRT. It’s not like her FFS was especially extensive or anything, not compared to some of the other girls from her intake.

Dorley Hall? What’s that?

She’s not going to say she lives down here. She’s visiting. Feeling guilty about leaving her old life behind. Wanting to check in before she goes home.

It has the virtue of almost being true.

And it’s not going to change a fucking thing. Because Jenny Yau is going to hate her.

She knocks. For a moment, there’s nothing. And then a voice that is so, so familiar calls out, “Just a minute!”

Melissa could run. She could run right now. Because this whole thing is stupid, so stupid, and Jenny’s going to hate her, and—

The door opens, and Melissa can’t stop herself from smiling, because it’s Jenny, and she looks almost like she used to.

“Laura?” Jenny says, frowning. “That’s—? No. No, no…”

And from the back room, another voice, just as familiar, a voice that Melissa remembers breaking, deepening, remembers becoming this, a voice she remembers with a fondness that staggers her and a fear that almost breaks her, shouts, “Who is it?”

* * *

“One, two, three!”

Three strikes, one to the wrist to disarm, one to the solar plexus to stagger, one to the throat to disable.

“One, two, three!”

And again, with precisely the same force. If her opponent were anything but a practice dummy, he would be fucked right now. He would be about to lose his footing, upon which Cora would step forward, hook her boot inside his stride, and push him to the floor. Her gun is still ready for her on the bench, but for a close-quarters encounter such as this, the next step, obviously, is to draw her knife, and—

“Cora!”

She can barely hear it over her ear protection she’s still wearing, and for a moment she considers pretending that she heard nothing at all and just carrying on, returning to the task she ought to be carrying out — cleaning and prepping her equipment — but that way lies getting told off and lectured and sometimes getting strapped down and having to have her meals fed to her through a tube, and Cora’s not interested in any of that right now. She’s been having a good time lately, and she doesn’t want it to end.

She hates that the way to control her is to show her what life can be, take it away for some mild infraction, and then release her again with a warning that the punishments she’s tasted can be made permanent, that her life can once again become what it used to be, what she spent years enduring. She hates how eager to please this makes her.

She hates how, sometimes, she longs for it.

“Yah?” she says, sliding the ear defenders down around her neck. They’re ugly, chunky things, painted with an absurd camouflage effect, like a lot of the things you can buy in gun stores here are. She loves them because Haley hates them, almost as much as she hates it when Cora calls her ‘Handler Haley’ and not ‘ma’am’ or ‘Miss Godfrey’.

Haley’s marching in from the far door, dressed up to the fucking nines as per usual, and even in the way she says Cora’s name, it’s obvious she’s having trouble dropping the fake American accent and regaining her natural voice. Not a problem Cora ever has, though to call this her natural voice would be a stretch.

“Cora,” Haley says, coming to a stop at the edge of Cora’s staging area. “Attend.”

“Jawohl.”

“Shut up. And where were you last night?”

Cora shrugs. “Out,” she says, sheathing her knife in her thigh holster.

“Out?”

“Went clubbing. Scored.”

“Cora,” Haley says, picking up Cora’s pistol from the bench and checking it over, “I’ve been lax with you, since we are both in a strange country, but you really must be more careful.” She replaces the gun with a frown, having found nothing to complain about. She should have known she wouldn’t; Cora always makes her guns safe.

“It’s fine. She was nice.” Cora smiles her dirtiest smile. “She held me down like you used to.”

Haley just sighs and pulls out her little notebook. “Fine. Where did you find this girl?”

“I told you. At a club.”

“I’m obligated to check on her. You know that, don’t you?”

“Got her socials on my phone,” Cora says, nodding at it. Haley immediately picks it up and starts swiping through. “You can follow up all you want. But she’s fine. Shitposting away quite happily. She hurt me, anyway.”

Suddenly concerned, Haley puts down the phone and takes another step towards Cora. Places a hand on her shoulder in a manner so gentle it makes Cora’s skin tingle. “Cora,” she says, “are you okay?”

“She hurt me consensually.” The memory of it makes her tingle even more.

“Oh.”

“I’m not a danger to her, Handler Haley.”

The hand quickly retracts and finds a home on Haley’s hip instead. “You used to be.”

“I used to be a lot of things, Hale,” Cora says, suddenly tired of this conversation. Suddenly vulnerable in a fashion she does not appreciate. “Look, what do you need?”

Haley’s voice is all soft again. “Things are about to change for you, Cora,” she says. “Again.”

“Well, if there’s anything I’m used to…” Turning away, Cora looks for something to do with her hands. Finds the pistol Haley put down and picks it up, turns it over. To look at it is to remember: drills, training. More hours of it than she can count.

“The principal has survived a shooting,” Haley says, and that gets Cora’s attention. Someone tried to assassinate Elle Lambert? What’s happening back home? “We have been activated.”

“Immediate action?”

“Standby.”

“But action,” Cora says, “sooner or later, right?”

“Sooner or later. Briefing tonight.” Haley looks around at the scattered equipment. “Do you need help with this?”

“Nah. I’ve got it.”

Haley nods, pats at where her pockets would be if she was wearing suitable clothes, and then shrugs awkwardly. “One hour,” she says.

“Gotcha,” Cora says, and Haley turns away. Leaves as briskly as she entered.

Well, then. Action at last. And not, judging by how flustered Haley is, anything flash-in-the-pan like all their assignments up to now. No, this is big. Elle Lambert, the woman in whose palm Cora ultimately resides, survived an assassination attempt, and now Haley’s telling Cora that things are about to change?

Hell yes.

One day, Cora woke up in a cell. A cell with a cot and a glass door and a stainless steel toilet, and a girl on the other side of the glass, telling her about the terrible things she had done.

Another day, Cora woke up in that same cell. Another woman talking to her this time, an older woman, telling her that her behaviour made her unsuitable for the programme, that she was an ‘unamendably violent individual’. She’ll remember that phrasing as long as she lives. She still doesn’t consider it entirely fair.

On yet another day, Cora woke up in a hospital bed. She’d been made suitable, she was told. She would have a purpose. And when she asked what had been done to her and heard her new voice, still scratchy and hoarse but different in a way there was no coming back from, she was suddenly excited. Her old world, boring and predictable, had been long ago taken from her, and now here was a new one, filled with promise.

And now, things are changing again.

One hour to tidy up, and then she gets to learn exactly how much they’ve changed. She gets to learn who she will be this time, what her cover will be. There might be training, as there was when she was to act as a stewardess; there might be long, tedious briefings, as there were for that security job in Washington. Whatever; it’ll be new, it’ll be different.

And Haley will be there. Might even give her cause to strap her down again. For old times’ sake.

Cora starts closing cases, folding away clothes, and then she feels against her neck the weight of the ear protection. She almost forgot what she was in the middle of when Haley interrupted her, and it comes back to her like an itch that requires scratching. It’s one of the things they trained into her: never leave something half-done, even when it is just a limbering-up exercise, even when she’s just checking and cleaning and testing her gear.

Pulling the ear defenders back up, she returns to first position. Strikes the dummy once, twice, three times, counting as she goes. Again. Again. Hooks in her ankle, topples the dummy to the floor. Pulls her knife. Blade to the throat. Slides it across, dispatching the begging, pleading man she imagines under her.

And then the pistol. A thought, and it’s in her hand. She retrieves and slaps home the clip — “One.” — racks it — “Two.” — and clicks off the safety. “Three.”

Turning downrange, she sights on the target and pulls the trigger. The buck of the weapon against her hand, her elbow, her shoulder, is as familiar as it is delightful, and the target’s left shoulder, shredded away from the rest of the wood and paper figure, detaches, taking the torso with it and leaving the target ragged and Cora with the thrill she’s come to crave, the lightning of quick and decisive violence, the exultation of the weapon wielded perfectly.

“Four.”
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