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She holds her like she’s never going to see her again. Moreover, she holds Bethany like Bethany will, in her absence, collapse back into the man she was before. As if Bethany could shed her outer layers of gentility and whatever aspects of femininity she’s been able to incorporate, returning to the hard iron core that remains Aaron, that always shall remain Aaron. And Bethany might be insulted by that, but she’s prepared to accept that she might be reading too much into a death-grip hug. Maybe Steph just doesn’t want to go outside.

It’s a fair point, actually. Maria’s talked recently about how one aspect of the second year of the programme is essentially counter-programming for the first year, transforming the intake from the institutionalised agoraphobes they have, in some cases at least, been trained to be, into healthy young women who can look at a door to the outside world without feeling their skin crawl and without worrying where the next box of Weetabix is going to come from. Bethany had joked that there will still probably be some part of her that will always feel a little bit reliant on Maria, and Maria had laughed and then straightened her face to say, as clearly as she could, that yes, that’s the point.

You learn to love being a woman — or at least to accept it — because you are showered with praise and affection when you pull it off, the same as you are showered with praise and affection when you display prosocial behaviours. It’s all about becoming the inverse of the man you were before, not just on the spectrum of sex, but in all aspects of yourself. Did Bethany think that Christine, for example, came to the basement as a young man who would consistently and reliably drop everything to solve everyone else’s problems for them? And Bethany had said, what, is that a thing she does? And Maria, who has in their little chats over the last month or so alternately praised Christine and despaired of her, depending on how severely her chronic over-helping is impacting her personal life, had stared open-mouthed at Bethany for several seconds before Bethany’s resolve cracked and she laughed.

Maria beat her with an empty plastic water bottle.

Aaron used to dream of getting out of here, though it was a perfunctory dream. Like everything else about him, it was at least partly a performance. But he would have been able to walk out of here without shame — or with only the usual amount of shame — and reintegrated into what segments of society would have him in full awareness of the role he had to play. And, yes, that role was one that he hadn’t allowed himself to understand how much he hated, it was one that would lead to the slow death of anything good that had remained inside him — she still shudders awake sometimes, having embodied the spectre she imagined, months ago, of the man in his thirties with the suit and the unfulfilling job and the addiction to belittling, harassing and generally being an impediment towards the women in his life — but it was a role he could fit into like a puzzle piece. Just don’t look at the picture.

Now, though. Now, she thinks she can understand any reticence Steph might have about leaving, conscious or otherwise. Neither of them has been at this whole woman thing very long, and though Steph has some natural advantages in that area — starting out trans at Dorley is, as Bethany’s heard the sponsors joke, cheating — they are both amateurs at leaving the safety of the hall. Unless Steph’s had any excursions that Bethany isn’t aware of, then about the only thing that counts is that one brief trip upstairs, where she played Nintendo with a couple of randos from the floors where they let you get an education and also leave if you want. And, wait, how does that fit into the claim that Steph’s been abroad this whole time? Maybe it doesn’t. Maybe they’re just going to rely on the queer solidarity of silence; if those two, the girl and the nonbinary person, if Bethany remembers correctly, if they hear that the girl they beat at Episode I Racer, a girl who was clearly early in transition, was supposed to be out of the country at the time, are they going to say, actually, no, the vulnerable queer girl is lying? Bethany doesn’t exactly have much experience at being queer, but she has access to a lot of sponsors who do, and things have been almost casual down here lately, which has led to a lot of lazy, meandering late-night talks about what things will be like on the other side. Based in part on those conversations, Bethany’s expecting at some point to start developing very strong opinions about pockets.

All that aside, if Steph’s nerves are more attributable to a fear of leaving Dorley than to a fear of what Bethany might become-slash-return-to without her, Bethany understands. Probably more than she would have even a month ago. And, yeah, if Aaron were still there, if he clung to the core of her like the last layer of compressed neutrons, like the nanometre-thin atmosphere on a dead star, then having to spend time around normal people, people who haven’t spent the last several months extending to her a benefit of the doubt that she has proven time and again that she does not deserve, would probably bring him back again. But Bethany knows two things: one, that Aaron is gone, properly and completely gone, burned away in her incandescence, blown away into space, is probably a fucking nebula by now, and two, that she’s got to stop listening to space documentaries when she can’t sleep. Because she hasn’t slept, has stayed up most of the night, compressed in Steph’s arms, has been held and held back, has whispered reassuring nonsense whenever Steph has quickened or complained, and that’s been the extent of it.

She’s listened to astronomy videos, and she’s thought.

She’s had a lot to think about.

And she’s super fucked her sleep cycle. What time did she finally wake for good yesterday? Seven, or something? In the evening? God.

“Sorry,” Steph mumbles, trying and failing to roll over, because Bethany is in the way, half-sitting up, the better to keep her phone plugged in and charging while she listens to her space videos and idly browses some of the reading material on the network. “Sorry, sorry, I didn’t mean…” And then she’s silent again, snuffing herself out with a snore and curling more tightly around Bethany. She’s hugging Bethany’s thigh right now like it’s a pillow, and it’s about the most reassuring thing she could possibly do right now, conscious or no.

The truth! Bethany is scared. Just because she’d be insulted if Steph assumed she’d backslide without her doesn’t mean that the fear isn’t there. Oh, she’s not afraid of becoming Aaron again, not after he slid forever into the muck at the bottom of her own personal bog — switching metaphors at last; her English teacher would be proud, right after he got done reporting her to the headmaster for being improperly dressed — but she’s afraid of ceasing to function, of discovering that she really does need Steph, or the presence of her, the promise of her, to get through a day. She’s afraid of becoming like Martin, of turning the fuck off for hours and hours at a time. Shit, she’s seen him stare at the same page for upwards of forty-five minutes, ostensibly reading and possibly thinking but most likely just deactivated, slipping back into his extremely justified self-loathing and fucking bathing in it. Diving into his own personal lake of self-hatred with the same kind of impaired insouciance with which he used to drive cars. Luxuriating in it. Blowing little bubbles.

That doesn’t sound so bad, actually. Even when Steph’s around, the hours tend to drag in this place. Not as much as they did at the beginning, when she was scared basically all the time and when she felt she needed to pull back out the instincts she’d honed at school and then gratefully discarded after leaving for Saints, but still. Skipping a few boring minutes here and there, at least until Steph gets to visit? Not bad.

Because she’s going to visit. She said as much. Her bed will be at this new place, the house that Abby, Shahida and Melissa just moved into, but that doesn’t mean she’s not going to be here basically all the time, once she gets back from London. And probably she’ll stay the night and stuff. So would it be so bad if Bethany just kind of threw her consciousness out there, had it skip like a stone on the surface of a lake, where each impact with the water is when Steph’s around, and the rest of the time…

She tries it. Pauses the space video. Closes her eyes. And tries to switch off.

Within thirty seconds she’s resurfacing, gasping for air, holding Steph with matching desperation.

Jesus Christ.

That sucked.

Turns out that when Bethany tries to empty her mind, that’s when it gets busy. That’s when it starts stepping back through everything she ever did wrong and everything wrong that’s ever been done to her; that’s when it starts looking at the careful corrections that she and Maria have been making — no, just because she was a little bastard at her old state school, her experiences after were not somehow deserved — and layering over them with the old shit that used to preoccupy her. And while she doesn’t think she can ever return to the person who thought that exposing herself, digitally or otherwise, was victimless, was amusing, was something that only an uptight bitch who thinks the world owes her men to fawn over her could possibly find offensive or upsetting, there’s something else from that period that isn’t as far away as she would like.

Aaron was worthless. He knew it. Always did. Probably couldn’t have done half the things he did if he thought anything of himself at all, if the bluster he pulled out like a chemical-soaked rag hadn’t been as artificial as his smile. One of the gifts of Dorley, something that’s come in bits and pieces from Steph and from Maria and sometimes from the others — even a little bit from Indira — is Bethany’s understanding that she has more worth than she has ever claimed before.

Bad son. Inattentive, excitable, attention-seeking, given to pushing other people’s buttons for a moment of their time.

Bad schoolboy. Wrong voice, wrong family, wrong attitude. No connections. A target.

Bad friend. Took comfort from Elizabeth and offered her little in return. Made her work for his friendship and still failed to understand her.

Bad man. This is the part that she finds either difficult to think about at all, or which she stares at unblinkingly, daring it to reassert itself. She remembers all of it with a clarity that seems only to intensify with time, like copying a picture into Photoshop and turning up the sharpness over and over until every edge becomes jagged and every fragment of detail becomes like a scrunched-up piece of paper. When she closes her eyes, when she tries to centre herself, this is what she finds: a view of Aaron’s desk in his old room, with a bottle of something expensive and alcoholic set out with a glass, because while his mother preferred to love some utterly distinct person who was not her son, who shared with him only his name and his shape, his father was even more disconnected, and provided only consumable affection. It’s his first-year room that she sees, and because it was in what was at that point the most expensive dorm on campus, the desk is set up below a large, openable window. Aaron always thought that was fucking stupid, that the rooms in the cheaper places were better, because even though they were smaller, with narrower beds, welded-shut windows, less closet space and paint so thin it seemed almost like whitewash, the desks in the cheaper rooms were set up against the wall. He always used to get a headache from trying to concentrate on the screen of his laptop against the afternoon light streaming in around it. It’s that same over-bright light that she sees now, refracted through the half-drunk bottle and in every drop of spilled liquid.

Aaron didn’t leave his room all that much. Didn’t really have any serious friends. There were the guys in his dorm, the ones with whom he shared a kitchen and a social area, but he avoided them as much as he could. Not their fault: they were perfectly nice, but it was a rich dorm at a relatively prestigious uni, and his accommodations attracted the kinds of accents that Aaron had spent the prior few years running from, hiding from, being held down by. So there he would be in his opulent little rented palace, half-blind from the winter sun and half-drunk on his father’s affection, with nowhere to go but inside his own mind, into his resentments and his fears and his bitterness.

Bethany doesn’t remember which of the girls he first sent a photo to, carefully framed to keep anything that could identify him out of the picture. He had the email addresses of everyone in all of his lectures, and even some of their phone numbers, thanks to that schedule leak in the first semester, and she remembers thinking fiercely of one of the girls in a post-lecture discussion group, a girl who looked at Aaron like he was lower than pond scum. Hitting that send button felt like a victory against his own despair. And after that, it was easier. Didn’t need alcohol, didn’t need excuses or reasons or even really to know her at all. After that, he was on almost a hair trigger. Some girl pissed him off in class? He’d go to the bogs, pull out his phone, snap a pic, log onto one of his burner email accounts, and maybe send it to her friend instead of her. Fucking curveball, bitch! Because, in the end, they were all the same, really.

All women who were better than him.

That first girl, she wishes she knew who it was. She wishes she remembered all of their names, but there were so many, enough that Aaron inevitably fucked up and got caught, got yanked before a disciplinary committee and just as quickly was rescued from it. And the sense of exquisite shame that Aaron experienced when his parents arrived, when his mother glared at him and his father roused himself from indifference long enough to actually fucking wink at him, it was like nothing else. A sensation seared through with both pride and disgust, with the understanding that he was, in a manner unavailable to him at that school, suddenly untouchable, that he could do more or less whatever he wanted. And with the understanding that he was, or would inevitably now become, his father.

She likes to think that if he’d known that the little pantomime of accountability would be the beginning of his end, he would have celebrated it, but it’s not likely. If he had been the kind of person to act on his doubts, to scrub the filth from his soul instead of covering it over with yet more unpleasant acts, then Maria and her people would never have come for him. There is, looking back, a pleasing inevitability to it.

Bad son, bad schoolboy, bad friend, bad man; all gone now, never to return.

Breathing heavily again.

Holding on to Steph.

Bethany surfaces like a drowning woman.

Because she closed her eyes and she let her mind wander and when it caught the scent of her past, she fucking chased it. Embraced it. Bound it to herself. Tucked it under this new skin she’s growing, a network of deep scars, the many wounds she has inflicted all turned back on her.

Remember. 

She’s had so many new beginnings, so many new chances, and the only one she didn’t utterly fuck up was the one offered here, by Maria. And Steph leaving, well, that’s kind of a new beginning, too, right? Yes, she’ll be back — a lot, from what she insisted last night, over and over — but this is Bethany’s chance to be her own woman, not just Steph’s Bethany. She’s wanted this, hasn’t she?

She’s been wanting this for a while now. To become her own person, to stop defining herself by the people around her. By her relationship with Steph, specifically.

This is a good thing.

It’s a good thing.

And if she keeps telling herself that, and if she keeps revisiting her past, renewing her revulsion for her former self, then she might make it until morning without going fucking insane with fear.

She’s going to be alone…

Bethany closes her eyes again, and as she does so, she wonders if this is where Martin goes when he seems to be looking at nothing.

* * *

“Three days to voice train Steph.”

“Yes,” Christine says, nodding, still frowning at her laptop screen. She’s been pulling all the resources on voice training she thinks are relevant off the network, so she doesn’t have to deal with the sometimes-patchy wifi down in the basement.

“And then down to London the day after.”

“Uh-huh.”

“For… How long?”

“I don’t know, actually. I don’t expect Steph’s mum to be all, please come stay with us, total stranger who transed my beloved son, this son I love so much that I left him to fall apart on his own, to run down to seventeen quid in a windy flat in Almsworth—”

“You read Pippa’s report on that?”

“Yeah. Oh my God, Paige! The Rileys weren’t and aren’t rich, but they had enough money to send Steph twenty quid now and then. And they just didn’t. I don’t know why she wants to see them so badly.”

Paige smiles sadly. “Yes, you do.”

“Hey. No being insightful at me.”

“It’s my job.”

“I thought you were an influencer.”

“Christine,” Paige says severely, “how long are you going to be away?”

“I don’t have to go.”

“Yes, you do. First, because you already offered. And second… You just do. If you were capable of letting Steph do this on her own, you wouldn’t be the girl I fell in love with.” And Paige pauses to uncross her legs and recross them the other way, all the while tapping her stylus on her phone screen. She’s got one of those truly massive phones, on the basis that she has larger hands — incredibly graceful larger hands, as Christine is always saying; usually a good way to get a kiss out of Paige — and can actually use all that screen space, unlike Christine, who struggles to one-hand her own six-inch device. Paige’s phone came with all the bells and whistles, including a pop-out stylus, which Paige has been known to use as a conversational prop in much the same way Christine’s former self used to use cigarettes; in the same way Christine aches to use cigarettes now, every time things get awkward. Paige also got it because out of all the phones that Dorley can and will harden against intrusion, it has the best camera. The only influencer with a milspec firewall running on the thing she uses to snap outfits for Instagram, probably. “How long?” she asks again, still tapping away.

“I don’t know. Like I said, I don’t think I’ll be sleeping on Steph’s floor — assuming they let her stay the night — so I’ll hop on the tube to Harrow and go see the Chetrys. I’ve been planning to, anyway; this just moves it up a few days.”

Paige nods. “So, will you be packing your dilation kit?”

“I wasn’t going to,” Christine says, and when Paige sighs at her, entirely unsurprisingly, she pushes ahead. “I’m down to twice a week, Paige. Ish. And you know I can stretch that if I need to.”

“What happens if you need to stay longer?”

“I won’t.”

Paige taps the stylus on the phone screen again. “Take the dilators, Christine. Don’t worry about lube, since you can buy that if you need it, but take the dilators. Okay?” Christine’s opening her mouth to disagree, to complain about how much room the kit takes up — which isn’t much, really, but since she became a girl, and more particularly since she became, on pain of being tutted at, Indira and Bea’s kind of girl, adequate luggage space has mysteriously become far more valuable — but Paige holds up the stylus like a finger. “Aaht!” she says, as if Christine is an unruly child trying to steal fresh cookies from the cooling rack. “You need to take your dilators.”

“But—”

“Say you understand and agree.”

“Paige—”

“Don’t argue with me, darling. I’ll win.”

“You mean,” Christine says, setting the laptop aside and hopping off the bed, “you’ll just say you’ve won, and we’ll both take it as read.”

Paige leans forward, presenting her cheek for a kiss. “Exactly,” she says when she receives it. “This way, we save time and get right to the good bit.”

“Oh? What’s the good bit?”

“Tell me, Christine,” Paige says, “which skirts were you thinking of taking?”

* * *

Frankie’s receiving Harmony in her room, and all she can think of as the worried girl lays down the ingratiating tray of standard-Dorley-issue pastries and mugs of coffee is, bloody hell, something terrible has happened or is about to happen; also that she’s been watching too many terrible period dramas with her ample free time if she thinks of opening the door to Harmony as ‘receiving’. Indisputably, she needs to get out more, even if she makes it only as far as the ground floor.

She’s almost disappointed to learn, once Harmony calms down a little — largely through scalding her tongue with her too-hot coffee and near-burning her hands on the mug — that there is no immediate emergency, not unless you count Harmony’s obvious panic.

“I don’t know what to do with him!” Harmony’s saying as she sits on the floor, legs spread such that Frankie might have had a good view of something really tasty, were Harmony not wearing shorts under her skirt. She rests her mug on the carpet between her thighs and plays with the rim, constantly testing it for heat. “I thought he was coming to terms with it, you know? Becoming okay with it all. Or at least not constantly eyeing the nearest thing he could sharpen. Now, though… Steph’s wandering around completely dressed up and made over, and Ollie just leaves the fucking room. Like she’s toxic to even look at. So I went to see him in his room and he was just sitting there. Quieter than usual.” She slides her forefinger around the rim of her mug, back and forth. “Part of me wants to go all hardass on him, you know? Go back a few steps, treat him like he’s hostile, because, God, that’s easier. Zap him, drop him, yell at him. Make him understand that a girl has such power over him. Sometimes I miss it.” Her hands stop still, and Harmony looks like she wants to pick up her mug and throw it. But after staring at it fiercely for a moment, she returns to messing with it. It’s probably a little too hot right now for that to be comfortable, and Frankie remembers with a hint of unease that Harmony has a scar that matches Ollie.

Damn it. Frankie hates it when they cut themselves or burn themselves or start trying to make ropes. She’s going to have to tread carefully here. Her speciality.

“What are you asking, kid?” she says.

“I’m failing him. Every other bastard in the basement is actualising or, at the very least, is acting something like a normal person around the others. Ollie is… Look, Frankie, you’ve seen this kind of thing before, right?”

Frankie laughs in her chest. “You don’t want to know the things I’ve seen, Harmony.”

“You were telling Jane all about them.”

“Jane has a healthy interest. And she can distance herself. It probably helps that Raphael basically called her fat. ”

“Frankie,” Harmony says, and she’s fully cupping her mug now, and wincing at it, “Raph is part of the fucking problem. Ollie hates him, and seeing him going along with it…? Look, just fucking help me, okay?”

“Shouldn’t you be going to the other sponsors with this?”

“No. You understand him. He’s, well, he’s more like the guys you used to have, isn’t he?”

“Harmony, we didn’t have a type of guy. We scooped people up and that was that. We weren’t interested in who they were, just whether we could get away with taking them. As far as we were concerned, if he had a nice nose or a pretty little chin, that was it.”

Frowning, and starting to flush from the heat in her hands — or from the effort of keeping them there — Harmony says, “I thought you took criminals. Men who got arrested for fighting or whatever, like Ollie did.”

“Only because a criminal record helps you get rid of someone,” Frankie says. “We would have taken Jesus if we thought we could get away with it, and if old Dotty thought he’d look good in a skirt.”

Harmony just nods and stares down at her coffee again. She’s poured it black for herself this morning, which is probably why it’s still hot enough to make it painful to hold. Frankie’s gone the whole hog, with lashings of milk and sugar, and if Harmony’s going to be all quiet and tortured for a minute, it’s probably time for Frankie to have some coffee and a pastry, isn’t it? She fetches herself something with raisins in, not bothering with a plate or a napkin — because who the hell cares if she gets food on her dress at her age? — and chews noisily and happily, inspecting her mug as she does so, expecting to find some nonsense bit of Dorley humour and not being disappointed.

On her mug it says:

Is your friend secretly a kidnapper? What your ‘innocent’ friend’s text messages actually mean:

BRB = Balls Removal Bag

LOL = Let’s Orchi Lots (of boys)

TBH = Totally Basement Him

STFU = Sever That Fucking Undercarriage

SMH = Sisterhood of Man-Haters

TFW = This Fucking Washout

IDC = I Do Castrations

BTW = Boys To Women

YOLO = You Obviously Love Orchis

ROFL = Respect Only Female Life

OMG = Ow, My Genitals

Well, that could have been worse.

Strange feeling, to understand only two or three of those abbreviations. Oh, it’s not as if Frankie’s ever been on the pulse of modern society, but that decade-and-a-bit she spent at a nice, peaceful dog rescue has left her both catching up and feeling her age. Sometimes she feels a bit like Val, like she turned away and the modern world went and bloody well modernised without her. When Harmony leaves, Frankie’s going to keep hold of the mug and look up what all that nonsense actually means, and then maybe she won’t feel like quite such an old bat.

“I shouldn’t have bothered you with this,” Harmony says just as Frankie’s taking another bite of her breakfast. “I’m sorry.”

She’s already making to get up, hands on the floor and everything, so Frankie doesn’t wait to swallow. She says, “Harmony, wait,” and she’s pleased that she fires only a few flakes of pastry out onto her lap. Harmony, thankfully, stops in place, which means Frankie actually gets to finish her bite before she carries on. “Look, you think you failed him, right?”

Harmony puts her hands back on her mug, seems disappointed that it’s cooled enough now that it’s not actively hurting her, and drinks from it instead. “Yeah,” she says quietly, after a lengthy sip.

“Bullshit,” Frankie says.

“I’m a failure,” Harmony insists.

“Total bullshit.”

“I’ve got the only suicidal one, Frankie. The only one! And he wasn’t trying to kill himself when we brought him in. Ergo, I’m a failure.”

“He only tried the once,” Frankie points out, quite reasonably, she thinks.

“Jesus fucking—”

“Look,” Frankie says, interrupting her and causing Harmony, who’d started rising again, to sink back down to the floor. “I’ve seen the logs, Harmony. From before you lot tightened security. Had a lot of free time up in Stenordale, and I always hated Patience. Always got bored and started cheating. So I know things. And one thing I know is that this year is off the rails, isn’t it? You threw a genuine trans girl into the mix and she bounced around the basement like a bloody pinball, didn’t she? Bethany, Raphael, that prick Martin… Where d’you think they’d be if Steph hadn’t been down there with them?”

“But why hasn’t Ollie—?”

“Because he’s a normal bloke! He’s not a self-hating aristo with a drinking problem, he’s not a pretty-boy cuntlicker, he’s not a hyperactive little shit or a religious weirdo or— or— What’s the new name that sad-act picked, the one who’s under that bird Tabitha?”

“Leigh?”

“Huh. No wonder I forgot it. See, Ollie’s normal. A regular bloke. One of the future wife-beaters of England, right? A proper lad. He only got on your radar because he got in over his head with his ex-wife; she left him and he couldn’t cope. Brought the whole spousal abuse thing forward a decade, early enough that, I assume is your logic, he’s not quite ossified into it yet. You’re thinking he can be pushed out of it with a few good hard kicks in the head and a bit of a bollock-snip.”

“It’s… more complicated than that.”

“Oh, I know. I read the reports, remember? You’ve got more than a few Ollies still knocking around, paying back society for the crimes they committed when they were men. Castrating it forward, so to speak. He’s just not done yet, Harm. You have to kick him a few more times yet. Or whatever you’ve moved on to now that isn’t kicking.”

“But what about Diana?” Harmony says. She’s still playing with her mug, but it’s mostly empty now, and isn’t burning her. “She actualised already, and she was at least as much of a bloke as Ollie.”

Frankie clears her throat. “Diana’s only holding herself together out of spite. She’s either a miracle or a ticking time-bomb or, I think, probably both. Diana’s building herself a whole new person, and she’s having to do it out there. In the world. Bigger cruelty than anything you can think of doing to Oliver. And that’s before you even start thinking about what ol’ Dotty did to her. S’why it’s good that Monica’s around her twenty-four-seven. Gives her a chance. Ollie,” she finishes, glaring at Harmony, “has a better chance, because he’s got a whole support network and not just a handful of people, and he’s not having to put up with people constantly throwing it back in his face that he’s tall and broad and still has a deep voice. No, you’re doing fine, love.”

“Maybe. I still don’t see it.”

“No maybe about it. I’ve seen Ollies before, remember? And not just on your staff. Most of ours went fucking mad, more’s the pity, but that was the point, so. Just be his hope, yeah? Like Monica is Diana’s. Show him there’s a life.” Frankie shrugs and grins at Harmony. “Might help to tell him about a time you got laid recently. Tell him about some guy that made you squeal.”

“I like girls, Frankie,” Harmony says coldly.

“Even better. So does he.”

“Will you talk to him? He responds to you.”

Yeah, why not? It gets her out of her room. And she likes Ollie, in a way. He’s a bastard, sure, and not in the way she likes her bastards, but he’s already coming to terms with the idea that what he did was wrong and that the path he was on was only getting more fucked up, so, yeah, she likes him well enough, and she likes helping him, too. But she’s got to seem grudging about it; she has a reputation.

“Show me your mug and I’ll visit him again,” she says.

“What?”

“I’ve been trying to get a look at it but your hands have always been in the way. Come on, show me. I like the jokes.”

“Um,” Harmony says, “okay?”

She holds it up, and Frankie reads:

Oops, I did it again

Went out on the town, kidnapped more young men

Oh baby, baby

Oops, they were horrible lads

So I cut off their nads

It was magnificent

“Shit,” Frankie mutters, “that’s going to be stuck in my head all day.”

“It was a group effort,” Harmony says, reclaiming the mug. “We were really bored in the security room one day. Jane lobbied for the last line to be, ‘I’m ontologically innocent,’ but Maria told her it didn’t scan, and that was that.”

* * *

Christine’s morning is turning out to be very organised, which is what she ought to have expected when she accidentally got Paige involved with the jobs she’s taken on, but Christine’s still working on cauterising the part of her brain that convinces her nobody can or should want to help her, ever.

“You’re leaving in three days,” Paige said as she was sorting through Christine’s wardrobe and dressing her for her trip in clothes that would not, as she had already pointed out, make her look as if she were trained by a much less competent feminiser than Aunt Bea. “And I’m going to be fine while you’re away, before you say anything. Until you go, though, I’m going to get in as much Christine as I can.”

So now, bags packed — bags plural, for in addition to a roller suitcase of her own she has one for Steph, too, and backpacks for both of them, in addition to ‘whatever shoulder bag you care to throw your phone into’ — and checklists checked, Paige is rushing Christine through one of her quicker makeup routines, pooh-poohing the idea that Christine could just go down barefaced or with a touch of lippy or something.

“We should stop in the kitchen for coffee or tea,” Christine says while Paige is safely working around the eye area.

“Nope,” Paige says. “No hot drinks while voice training. No cold drinks, either. Strictly lukewarm, if you remember?”

“Yeah. I do.”

“There’s a box of caffeine-free energy drink sachets in the pantry; we’re going to stop off and grab enough for you, me, Steph, and anyone else who wants to join in.”

“Anyone else? You really think—?”

“Yes,” Paige says. “I was talking to Jane last night, and if Raph doesn’t immediately volunteer just to see what it’s like, I’ll…” She flounders, unable to think of something acceptable on which to acquiesce.

“You’ll let me take all the skirts out of my suitcase.”

Pausing with the mascara wand halfway out, Paige subjects Christine to one of those frowns of hers, the ones that crease the spot between her eyes. They’ve remained almost entirely the same through the whole time Christine’s known her, despite everything, despite the surgeries and the hormones and all the other ways Paige has changed, large and small, and Christine is so suddenly heartsick, so mad with herself for volunteering not just to go with Steph to London but to spend any time outside this room at all, that Paige doesn’t get to respond with whatever she was going to say. Her mouth is open to do so, though, and that’s perfect, because it means that Christine can lean forward to kiss her and get a little cheeky with it without having to wait for Paige to open up first; though Paige does have to quickly whip away the hand holding the mascara wand lest Christine wind up with any amusing and unsightly black lines on her cheek.

“The answer,” Paige says when Christine withdraws, “is no.”

Christine’s smiling too broadly, uncontrollably, enough that she can’t stop and wouldn’t want to. “I don’t care, anyway,” she whispers. “For this, I’ll wear all the skirts.”

“Really? Because I have some—”

“Do you want to dress me today, Paige?” Christine asks, still talking softly, still overcome with warmth, and wanting to give to her girlfriend anything that she can to make up for the time she’s going to be away.

Paige smiles in turn, and it’s a lighter smile, more contained than Christine’s — for Paige is always contained, in her way — though with a tickle at the corners of her mouth that suggests she is struggling to keep her composure, to keep playing her role in the game they’ve suddenly started playing. “I always want to dress you,” she says.

Christine kisses her again.

* * *

It’s so strange to be moving out of home. Shahida did it before, technically, multiple times, when she went to uni and when she moved to the USA, but it was always the case that she was based here. Home, as a concept, as an emotional state, has always been connected to the house at Six Oaks, to Mum and Edward, to the place where Gran lived in comfort and love right up to the end. And in that time, as Amy has repeatedly and acerbically observed, her room has changed less than the decor in some stately homes: she still has the photowall that was like the official documentary of her life up to graduation; she still has the My Little Pony pillow, threadbare from much childhood hugging and from the occasional dignified crying jag in adulthood; she even still has the little cubbyhole she made from stacked books next to the bed, where she used to keep her 3DS and a handful of games. It’s a place of safety, a place of comfort.

And they’re packing it all up, the two of them. Shahida and Amy. And Amy is, not too surprisingly, complaining that the job zie volunteered for is making hir break out in a light sweat.

“You’ve barely even packed anything yet,” Shahida points out when Amy slumps onto the bed and falls back onto the mattress, the thin sheaf of old Seventeen magazines slipping from hir grasp and scattering across the floor.

“I’m in hell,” zie moans. “Where’s Melissa, anyway? She’s your girlfriend. Or one of them. Or is there a different word when there are three of you? I don’t bloody know.” Zie’s had hir hands raised above hir head, tapping hir fingers together like zie’s counting on them, but the effort even of that seems like too much, and zie lets them fall to hir side. “Your whateverfriend should be helping you. Not just the random bitch who lives up the road and happens to be available.”

Shahida sighs and, so she can better glare at Amy, puts down the box she’s been packing. It’s desk ornaments, mostly, collected over the years and her constant companions through a decade of homework assignments: finger-trap monsters in all sorts of colours; those odd little fluffy things with the tail-labels they sell at National Trust shops; two slinkies, one in rainbow colours and one in plain silver; a prized Peri Park Polar Bear, and various one-off gifts from her mum and dad and, latterly, from her stepdad, which she used to keep lined up on the edge of the desk, secured with Blu Tack, and which will perform a similar watchful role in whatever desk she ends up claiming at the new place.

“Melissa has work,” she says. “And I asked Rachel; she has work, too. And I start work tomorrow, so I can’t exactly put this off unless I want to wait until the weekend. Which I don’t. I even asked Jane, but—”

“Let me guess,” Amy interrupts. “Work.” Zie pushes up onto hir elbows. “Poor excuse. I had work, too!”

“Yes, but their jobs are all real.”

“Please. Jane works for the hall and Liss got her job through the hall.”

Shahida nods, considering this and conceding. “Okay, yes. Still realer than your job, though.”

“Ugh,” Amy says, flopping back onto the mattress again. “Fine. Why do you have so much crap, anyway? Why couldn’t you have been an ascetic kid?”

“Amy, don’t forget that I’ve seen your room. And I’ve seen what you’re doing to Jane’s room. And—”

“Fine,” zie says again. And, suddenly possessed of fresh energy, Amy bounces up and off the bed, collects up the magazines zie dropped, and bends down to position them carefully in one of the boxes Shahida’s mum’s had prepared since the weekend — always helps to know someone who knows someone who’s big in local removals. “See?” Amy says, hefting another stack of old magazines off of one of Shahida’s shelves. “I’m helping. I’m good. I’m productive.”

“You are,” Shahida says with a smile, and returns to her work.

It doesn’t take long to pack the desk. Her PC will be staying here, since it’s years and years out of date, but she dutifully tidies it away anyway, positioning it sideways against the wall, so when Mum inevitably half-repurposes this space — she’ll never fully take over her child’s room, but Shahida can easily picture it filling slowly with hobbies and household overflow, all positioned such that it can be quickly and easily removed should her daughter decide suddenly to return home — she’ll have ample room on the desk. After a moment’s thought, Shahida fetches her old archive USB stick, returned to its drawer by Mum, and drops it into her handbag; after another moment’s thought, she unlatches the side panel of her PC, reaches around blindly on the shelf above the desk for the screwdriver, and removes the hard drive from the computer. No telling what could be on it; she’ll buy or borrow an adaptor and check its contents in the safety of her new place. The last thing she wants to leave in her mum’s exclusive possession is a hard drive full of what might be porn or, worse, what might be pining over Melissa.

Even worse: there might be Vampire Queens fanfiction on there.

Wow. Yeah. Her new place. A whole new house to inhabit; a whole new set of quirks to discover and to cherish — which floorboards creak in the night, which pipes make the loudest gurgling sound when someone else is showering. She’ll be unpacking most of her things mainly into the third bedroom, since the first will be their shared space and the second will be Steph’s for as long as she needs it, but when she spoke to Abs and Em about this last night, they both agreed that it would be mostly Shahida’s things that will be scattered around. Neither Abby nor Melissa have much stuff with which to fill a house: Abby’s been living in a room furnished for her by Dorley, and so is mainly bringing clothes, and Melissa… Well, all Mark’s stuff was thrown away by her sad excuse for a father, and when she became Melissa and left the hall, she admits herself that she didn’t really live so much as just work, sleep and (sometimes) eat; she complained that four separate Dorley girls gave her more or less the same bollocking Tabitha did about her having accumulated so little stuff that she could walk through the dining hall at Dorley, easily wheeling her entire life along behind her.

That’s something Shahida’s excited to get the chance to do: spoil Melissa. Pamper her. Show her what life can be when you stop running from it. She’s been conspiring with Abby about it, making plans to go clothes shopping, to go furniture shopping, to go to that weird shop in Almsworth with the cat paintings that Pippa was talking about. They’re going to fill Melissa’s life with wonderful things, interesting trinkets, and this one end table Abby saw on the Habitat website. It’s going to be nice for Abby, too, but Abby’s been living light for practical reasons; she’s like a gas, she’s said, in that she will expand to fill all available space, and it’s only circumstances and coincidence that have kept her spaces relatively small up to now.

Amy puts some music on, laying hir phone on the newly cleared desk and kicking them off with Halsey’s new album. As they work, the playlist takes them through Tegan and Sara, SOPHIE, Janelle Monáe, Hayley Kiyoko, and more or less every other queer artist Shahida would expect Amy to have been mainlining since zie started exploring hirself and stopped throwing hirself in front of — and here Shahida is being absurdly generous — perhaps the worst men in the south of England to have somehow avoided being snatched up by Dorley Hall. In fact, Shahida’s been having some thoughts about finding Charlie Carstairs’ current address and quietly suggesting to Indira or Tabitha that she maybe has a rich little scrote who quite possibly might benefit from a spot of active monitoring, a dash of kidnapping, and a soupçon of castration, assuming that he has not, in the time since he was a spectacular arsehole to Amy, cleaned up his act. Shahida doubts it.

“Would have been nice to have Liss here to help with this,” Amy says as they’re nearing the end of the job. “Not because this has been a huge burden or anything,” zie adds, “but just, like, I think this room was kind of important to her.”

“Yeah,” Shahida says, staring at a patch of empty floor. “I gave her a panic attack right there.”

“You know what I mean.” Amy shakes hir head. “Shit. I’m still so annoyed with myself for fucking up with Russ.”

“Don’t be. The way everyone tells it, he’s been a seething ball of mad since before Steph disappeared.”

Amy drops the half-full box zie’s holding on the bed. “Yes, but I should be better than that. After Auntie Miranda… Damn it. Did I tell you she’s been arguing with Mum?”

“No.”

“At least twice a week, they have these long phone calls. And I only hear half of it, but I think mostly it’s Miranda bitching at Mum about whatever’s got her grizzled old goat that day. I swear, I keep expecting Mum to show up in that bloody opinion column.”

“‘Sisters Aren’t What They Used To Be,’” Shahida suggests, and yeah, she can see the page layout clearly: there’ll be the usual smirking headshot of Miranda Woodley-Stone, there’ll be a papped picture of Amy’s mum holding a glass of wine and looking sozzled, and there’ll be four neatly spaced, scandalous and probably libellous columns of total and utter bullshit recapping their entire lives as sisters.

“It’s good,” Amy says, nodding, “but it needs a subheading. Maybe, ‘How the trans lobby drove a family apart.’”

Shahida barks a laugh, and then frowns, an expression Amy quickly matches. “Wow,” Shahida says. “Depressing.”

“I know. Especially since Auntie Miranda and that Bunny woman are always crashing out of society crap. No-one ever puts that in the paper. Except Private Eye, and fuck Private Eye.”

“Agreed. Come on, let’s go load up the car.”

They’re borrowing Amy’s mum’s Range Rover for this, because it has the most cargo space out of anything they have access to without spending money or calling in favours; even then, Shahida has enough stuff that they’re going to have to put the back seats down to get it all in. And it turns out that loading the car is harder work than clearing Shahida’s room, even with Mum available to help them down the stairs with the boxes, to help lift things over the back bumper, and to not let them go until they’ve had a drink and maybe something to eat. Abigail can wait another hour for them, Mum insists, locking up the Range Rover and bustling Shahida and Amy back inside. Unless they want to invite her over for a late breakfast…?

“No,” Shahida says, accepting her fate and her place at the dining table, “she’s working on the spare room today, I think. Making it nice for when a friend comes to stay in a few days.”

“Jane said Abby’ll just fill it with candles,” Amy says, smiling and nodding hir thanks to Mum, who’s just set a plate down in front of hir. “Apparently that’s what her old room was like, before graduation. Just candles, candles, candles.”

Well. Maybe Shahida can spare a few items from her collection for Steph’s room too, then. To fill in the space between the candles.

* * *

Christine knew what she was getting into. She knew that the second she allowed Paige to dress her, that she would be stepping out of her comfortable shorts and not even allowed anywhere near the kinds of sloppy but borderline-fashionable skirts — Paige’s words — she’s let seep into her wardrobe. She knew that Paige would go instantly to her boxes and her racks and maybe even down the hall to the third room she’s claimed for her stuff, now that Vicky has complained loudly enough about never getting to sleep over in the room that’s technically hers, that she would start scrolling through not just her public Instagram posts but her collages, her Pinterest pins, through every scrap of fashion she’s ever collected, to find the perfect outfit.

She also knew that Paige likes it when they coordinate.

So she does her best not to feel selfconscious when they exit Paige’s extra room in contrasting outfits that are far more outfitty than anything Christine would normally choose for herself. Paige has put Christine in shades of brown, to match her hair, with a long-sleeved, wide-necked top speckled with whites and with artfully distressed sections, tears in the fabric that were apparently deliberate, such that when the sleeves reach her hands they hang ragged over her fingers, and over the extra rings Paige insisted she try out, just for today. She’s wearing a skirt in a very similar shade over patterned brown tights and a pair of knee boots that don’t cling snugly to her calves, the way Christine’s always thought boots should, but which seem to be too big; that, Paige had to explain, is the point. Paige put Christine’s hair up in a messy bun, and teased out and lightly curled her bangs. And after declaring her earlier makeup effort unsuitable, she wiped Christine’s face down and redid it in shades of brown and burgundy. She looks amazing — she always does when Paige dresses her — and she also looks rather unlike the girl she’s accustomed to being.

Christine knew this would happen, and she’s almost glad of it. Because the more she’s thought of Steph and Bethany, of both of them being forced out of their comfort zones, of having their development renewed after a period of mild stagnation, the more she’s decided that, yeah, she’s prone to the same thing. Which isn’t news to her, not at all, but it’s a timely reminder that just because she can do a few good looks now and she has skirts in her closet that she slings on sometimes, she can always grow, always become different. It’s something she’s come to treasure after growing up again under Aunt Bea’s care: gaining not just the ability to adapt, but the incentive to.

If you’re always the same person, you’ll become terribly bored.

Paige has dressed herself to match, brown vs blonde, and as such has equipped herself in whites and light greys, with a top cut similarly to Christine’s but without the tears and the glimpses of exposed flesh. Instead of tights, she wears white knee socks that she’s allowed to fall around her ankles. Only the skirt — in the same shade of brown as Christine’s — strays from the white-and-grey colour scheme. She’s wearing her long blonde hair loose, with volume blown into the roots and a little oil scrunched into the ends to make them bounce, and she’s made her face up in light peach, with her eyeshadow, her lips and her blush all matching.

And she insisted on taking a bunch of photos before she let Christine out of the room, too. Christine dreads seeing herself on Instagram; she’s also resigned to it.

They catch some whistles and some admiring comments as they walk through the dining hall to the kitchen, Paige beaming with pride and Christine biting her lower lip and trying to maintain her composure. But, as ever, it’s not bad being seen this way, and she reminds herself as they enter the kitchen and encounter a couple of second years that, yes, this can be just how Christine Hale dresses sometimes. Mostly she’s kind of a tomboy, kind of a shorts-and-shoes-and-out-the-door girl, but sometimes she can be this, too, and it can be as much a part of her as all her crappy tank tops.

“Why are we in the kitchen again?” Christine says as Paige pauses on her tiptoes, palms slightly spread at her sides, thinking.

“No hot or cold drinks, remember?” Paige says, lightly frowning again.

The pinch between her brows… Christine stares at it for a moment before she remembers that she should probably answer. “Right,” she says.

Paige lowers from her tiptoes, says, “Pantry,” and turns in the appropriate direction, opening the door and disappearing inside. Christine doesn’t follow because there’s not all the world’s room in there, and she doesn’t want to trip over Paige and end up with potatoes all over her nice outfit.

“Hi,” she says sheepishly to the other occupants of the kitchen, raising a hand with fingers caught in the fabric of her sleeve and giving them a little wave.

“Oh my fucking God,” Faye says. “You look incredible.”

“Yeah,” Rebecca says.

“Paige’s clothes, not mine,” Christine says, her hand still raised. She shrugs lightly, like it’s no big deal. Because it isn’t, or it shouldn’t be.

“No shit,” Faye says.

“Effie!” Rebecca scolds her, before turning back to Christine. “What’s the occasion?”

And that is the thing that finally makes Christine blush with embarrassment. Not the outfit or the whistles or the comments, but the question, because she’s got to answer it with, “Um, I was kissing Paige and got carried away and asked her to dress me?”

Rebecca instantly goes starry-eyed. “That is so romantic!” She spins around on her dining chair. “Dress me, Effie.”

Faye nods and looks up at Christine. “How much denim do we have access to here? Do we have any overalls?”

“I have no idea,” Christine says. “Army uniforms, though. We have plenty of those, I think.”

“Ew,” Rebecca says, screwing up her nose.

“No army uniforms. Check.”

They each lean forward and start talking quietly, quietly enough that Christine can almost not make it out if she tries. She considers putting the kettle on just to make a little more noise, but before she can, Paige emerges from the pantry with a large cardboard box held in both arms and sweeps immediately past Christine, preventing her from looking inside. Christine waves to Faye and Rebecca again and rushes out of the kitchen, following Paige, who is now halfway to the stairs down to the basement, though she diverts herself as Christine catches up to a table in the middle of the dining hall which has been set up with plastic cups and water bottles. She scoops several of each into the box and continues.

“Don’t you need help carrying that?” Christine says.

Pausing briefly with her foot on the first step down, Paige smiles at Christine and says, “I’m so much stronger than you.”

Christine’s got to rush to keep up again. “We never tested that,” she says as she trots down the stairs after Paige.

“I’m taller.”

“True, but—” And then Christine’s got to stop, because she finally put together why Paige might know about a mysterious box of energy drink sachets, and why she might be trying to hide them from Christine until the last moment. “Paige, that’s not the bloody gamer juice, is it?”

“It’s called Pro Fuel,” Paige says, turning finally to talk to Christine and leaning delicately against the stairwell wall with one foot, “and it’s fine.”

It was one of the first promotional items Paige received after her Insta started getting big. Hopelessly mistargeted, of course, but it gave the girls something to muck around with for an afternoon before Paige boxed it all up and stored it somewhere. In the main pantry, apparently.

“It’s vile,” Christine protests.

“You only tried the spiced lime flavour. And I agree: that one was terrible. I threw all those away.”

“So,” Christine says, stepping close enough to look in the box and pulling out a random sachet, which she holds at arm’s length, “you’ll vouch for Epic Banana flavour?”

“Yes.”

“Paige, I don’t think we should be giving anyone in the basement anything called ‘Epic Banana’. It might give them unrealistic expectations. And isn’t this all way too much for just you, me and Steph, anyway?”

Paige laughs lightly, again igniting within Christine the kind of feeling that leads to getting dressed up. “Yeah, right,” she says, and then turns on her heel and starts off down the stairs again.

When they hit the bottom of the stairs and Christine opens the door to the main basement — because Paige’s hands are full — Christine’s heart sinks: they’re all in the common room. All of them. Well, almost all; Adam’s in his room with Edy, she’s pretty sure. And Ollie’s probably still asleep. But the rest of them are here. More than half of them. Which, shit. She’d hoped she could just nip along to Steph’s room, grab her, and take her somewhere upstairs, having to face maybe only Bethany while wearing all her Paige-induced finery. Steph’s sitting on the couch — upside-down, with her legs up in the air, which is for some reason such a comfortable way for her to sit that she regularly adopts it — and Bethany’s sitting next to her as usual. But while Christine’s become recently very used to seeing Bethany napping or at least behaving almost sedately, here, she’s the one talking, and all eyes are on her.

“I’m serious, it was literally the worst,” she’s saying as Christine pushes the main door open. Pippa and Maria are sitting together on the couch by the door, and Christine catches Pippa’s eye as they enter and as Pippa looks up from her book. Maria, though, has her eye on Bethany, and only half-acknowledges them. Fair enough: she’s probably going to be watching her charge carefully over the next few days, monitoring how she responds to Steph’s upcoming departure. “I was in there easily ten minutes. Ask me why. Leigh? Ask me why.”

“No,” Leigh says.

“Why?” Raph asks.

“Okay,” Bethany says, “so you know how sometimes you can have a poo that’s like, a load-bearing poo, like it’s this hard little bullet of shit that feels like it’s stuck in the way of the rest of it, and you just know that if you can squeeze it out, if you can work your arse muscles just right and fire it at the bowl, everything else is just going to flow like it should?”

“I just had breakfast, Beth,” Leigh says.

“As did I. Which is why, I think, I needed a dump. New food pushing out the old.”

“That’s not how— Fuck it. Never mind. Tell me, Bethany Erin Holt, about your poo.”

“Thank you, Leigh Middlename Schroeder—”

“Why is it that ‘Leigh’ out of your mouth sounds like ‘wanker’ out of anyone else’s?”

“Because you are a very uncharitable young lady,” Bethany says. “Can I finish my poo story?” Leigh, rolling her eyes and resting her head on the back of the couch, waves a hand to say: continue. “So I’ve got this rock-hard lump of shit,” Bethany carries on, while Leigh picks up a spare cushion and uses it to cover her own face, “like a diamond in the middle of a coal vein, you know, like the thing that clogs up the teeth on the big coal mining machines.” Christine could swear that Leigh whispers something to the effect of, that’s not how that works, either, but Bethany ignores her. “And I’m clenching and I’m pushing really hard and I’m really going for it, you know, and I’m making real progress and it’s going really well and then, right, there’s like this escape of arse air, like not even a fart, just like a valve goes pop and the air rushes out, and suddenly there’s no pressure, and the shit lump just retreats halfway up my colon and I have to start all over again. Don’t you just hate that? It’s like failing a quicktime event.”

Beside Christine, Maria snorts.

“Paige,” Christine whispers, “if she wants to come to voice training, I’m blaming you.”

“Bethany,” Leigh says from under her cushion, “why do you tell us these stories as if they’re relatable? What do you expect us to do with this information? Have a discussion about the times we spent ages on the bog, too? Are you hoping we’ll humour you with a debate on the mechanics of stopped-up arseholes?”

“It’s not very ladylike,” Martin says. “You’ve got to admit.”

“I totally relate,” someone says, and it takes Christine’s bewildered brain a moment to realise that it was Paige who just said that, and she’s stepping forward with her Instagram outfit and her big box of Pro Fuel sachets, right into the line of sight of the motley crew assembled on the couches around the TV. “Happened to me just last week.”

“See?” Bethany says after a moment’s stunned pause. “I knew Paige would support me.”

* * *

This morning, after very little sleep, some odd nightmares revolving mostly around failing to rescue Steph from being eaten by wolves with curled and moussed ginger hairdos, and an extremely good fresh bagel with cream cheese courtesy of Pippa, Bethany decided on her new course of action. Which is fairly similar to her previous course of action — become a girl, with supervision — but which comes with a brand-new attitude, and that attitude is: hot girl shit. When Steph comes back from her short time away, she will be astounded by the progress Bethany’s made. She will look at the girl she left in the basement and she will react the way Bethany did that one time when she came out of her room, saw Steph and fell on her toothbrush, only it’ll be better, because they’ll get to have sex about it instead of getting all identity crisis-y.

So when Christine and Paige rock up, Bethany plans to seize her chance.

And, wow, they look amazing, so that’s some inspiration right there. Both of them do, which is— Okay, so Paige always looks stunning. It’s the main thing people ever say about her, though in Bethany’s limited experience with her she’s also found her to be sweet and sort of quietly funny sometimes. She’s the rake-thin one, small up top but dressing like she’s absolutely fine with that, and with her height and her cheekbones and her general thinness she’s the Dorley girl Bethany’s seen who could most be a model. She’s supposedly had extensive work done on her face; Maria said once that of all of them, she’s one of the most immune to detection, because she looks absolutely nothing like her former self. And that’s actually sort of cool, right? To go under the knife and come out entirely different? Bethany might want that for herself, actually. It would help with the whole ‘new person, new woman’ thing she’s working on.

Christine, though. Christine’s a surprise. She’s a pretty girl in general. Not catwalk pretty, but she’s the girl you might cast in a made-for-streaming romantic comedy about a guy who spends the whole movie trying to date the head cheerleader and then, hey, at the last minute, it turns out that his frumpy childhood friend was his soulmate all along, and that if you just take off her glasses, style her hair and put her in a prom dress, she looks damn good. Christine’s that girl. Raph, maybe, is the lead guy, because Bethany’s honestly always thought he looks like the kind of guy who bursts into song on the Disney Channel; less so after a few months of estrogen, sure, but at the start? Yeah, pretty boy. Didn’t make him any less of a bastard, but Bethany, looking back, is better at seeing out of Aaron’s eyes than Aaron was.

Who’s the head cheerleader in this situation? Not Paige, she’s too much like a model. Harmony, maybe, if she were younger and if she dyed her hair blonde; she’s got the right kind of nervous energy. Or Pippa, if she grew her hair out.

What the fuck is Bethany even doing right now? Fantasy casting a teen movie? She really didn’t get much sleep. She focuses back on Christine, who right now is talking quietly with Steph, and it’s actually insane how good she looks today, how that skirt clings to her thighs in a way that inspires something within Bethany that might be lust or might, just might, be a twinge of jealousy, because suddenly she can imagine what it might be like to walk out of here looking like that. At least for today, she’s shed her whole girl-next-door thing, with the shorts and the camisoles that she usually bums around in, and she’s handling herself differently, too; normally, when she wears her stuff that is halfway between sportswear and sleepwear, she gives Bethany the impression that she might at any point have to excuse herself from the conversation to go finish painting the deck. (Bethany doesn’t actually know what a deck is, but season three of Even Quarterbacks Get the Blues has a subplot in which Brit’s older brother is made to paint a deck as parental punishment for getting caught with drugs, so what Bethany knows about decks is that they’re associated with the home and that you paint them.) Today, Christine’s like Steph was last night: new and different and recontextualised and stupid hot; all the hotter, actually, for it being a departure from her usual presentation.

Jesus. Maybe she should concentrate, because Steph and Christine are breaking up from their whispered conversation now and probably something is about to happen that Bethany should pay attention to.

“Hey,” Steph says, hopping up to sit on the edge of one of the metal tables like she’s a camp counsellor about to get really down with the kids. “Can I just talk to everyone? Two minutes.”

The room, which wasn’t exactly bustling, quietens down, with even the sponsors on the couch by the door turning politely to listen. And then, because Steph doesn’t immediately launch into the whole ‘I’m leaving’ confessional, Raph cups his hands around his mouth and yells, “Take ’em off!”

“Die horribly, Raph,” Bethany says, out of solidarity and general malice.

“Okay,” Steph says, “the thing is… I never actually came out and told all of you this, but I think you all picked up along the way that, uh, I’m, um, well—”

“We know you’re trans, Steph,” Leigh says. “We know about Melissa.”

“Do we?” Raph says.

“Yes. We do."

“She’s trans?” Bethany exclaims, putting her all into it.

“Shut up.”

“I genuinely didn’t know,” Raph says. And then he frowns. “At least, I don’t think I did.”

“Pay attention to what’s going on around you for once.”

“No.”

“Steph,” Leigh continues, “we—”

“Wait,” Raph interrupts, “yes, no, I knew. Jane told me.” He claps his hands together, satisfied, and winks at Bethany with the eye Leigh probably can’t see. “Go on, Leigh.”

Leigh sighs heavily, though she doesn’t put the cushion back on her face, which is a shame. “We know about Melissa,” she repeats, sounding like when the school janitor explained to the cheer squad in Even Quarterbacks Get the Blues that have to take down every banner that is supportive of Blake by 6pm on Friday and they have to get the keys back to her by 6:30pm so she can hand over to the night staff and not get fired. “We know you stumbled into this place and got kidnapped because you know too much. Incredibly stupid move, by the way; if you’d been a little more careful, you could have rescued all of us.”

“Oh?” Raph says, setting his phone aside and sitting forward. “Would you like to be rescued?”

“Oh, shut up.”

“Hey,” Steph says, “uh, hi? Trying to say something here.”

Leigh waves a hand. “Yeah, go on.”

“Take ’em off?” Raph says.

Bethany quickly looks back from Steph to see if Martin’s going to say something — and to check that he’s even awake. He is, but he’s silent. He’s leaning on his knees with his book tented on the floor next to him, and he’s watching Steph avidly. This fucking guy; the only one of them to get weirder after all this time underground.

Steph continues. “You’re all dead, right? Or disappeared, or whatever, as far as the outside world is concerned. I’m… not.”

“We know this, too,” Leigh says, and when Raph frowns at her, she adds, “Seriously, don’t you listen?”

“I, um, may not have told everyone,” Steph says, at which Raph just shrugs. Bethany can’t stop herself from checking on Martin — it’s becoming a minor obsession; maybe understanding him can be her project for while Steph’s away, alongside all the girl shit — and he’s smirking, facing down into his lap to halfway hide it. “But yeah. I asked Pippa and she asked Aunt Bea and we agreed that my story is that I’m travelling. I was failing uni, is the thing. Or I wasn’t quite failing yet, but I was going to, and I was falling apart, so we agreed. That would be my story. I’d go abroad to find myself and I’d send letters home so my family wouldn’t worry.” Steph swallows. “So my little sister wouldn’t worry.” Raph mouths, She’s got a sister? to Leigh, who sticks two fingers up at him. “But the problem with that is… Okay, so now I’ve got to explain this whole other thing. This virus thing.”

“I can take that, Steph,” Maria says, “if you want.” She’s half-standing from the couch by the door, and when Steph considers it for a moment and then nervously nods, Maria pushes all the way up and walks out into the middle of the room, positioning herself just behind Bethany’s couch. She leans on the back of the couch with both hands, and Bethany decides to take advantage, covering one of Maria’s hands with hers. Maria looks down at her, smiles, and then launches into her explanation of this new SARS-type virus.

Raph, predictably, claims not to have heard of SARS, which causes Leigh to sigh even more theatrically than before and throw up her arms in frustration, appealing silently to Maria as if she’s the arbiter of consensus reality, as if she has the ability magically to force knowledge of recent events, the outside world, and the history of the twenty-first century straight into Raph’s brain. And if anyone could do that, Bethany decides, it’s Maria.

* * *

“You’re leaving?” Raph says, raising his voice so high that it clips into falsetto a little. Which, yeah, Christine’s going to have to address that if he does, like Paige insists, want to sit in on voice training. No falsetto!

Steph, still sitting awkwardly on the metal table, swings her legs a couple of times and says, quietly, “Yes.”

“Like, leaving leaving?”

Steph nods. hugging herself, and Christine — feeling that if there is any moment at which she can most usefully take over, it’s this one — steps up, taking up the space that Maria vacated when she finished her mini-lecture about SARS 2 or whatever they’re going to end up calling it. Shooting a soft smile at Steph, she goes over the whys and the whens. Three days including today, was the decision; Steph leaves the hall on Friday afternoon-ish after being (fictionally) driven back to Almsworth from the airport by one of the Shahida-associated girls; Christine forgets which one. Then, after dumping all her possessions at the house around the corner—

“And, really, it’s just around the corner,” Steph puts in. “It’s probably slightly closer than those new dorms on the other side of campus. I’ll be visiting all the time.”

“So why are you moving out, then?” Raph asks. He’s lost some of his former playful attitude and seems upset. Or thrown, at the very least.

“Because this place is a huge secret,” Martin says in his quiet, lilting voice. It feels like every time Christine hears him speak, he’s lost a little more of his accent, such that it’s now eerily like hearing herself from three years ago coming out of someone else’s mouth. Public school left Christine with an accent that trended aristocratic — more so than her parents’ — and when she started at Saints, she did her best to modulate her rich-boy voice towards something less home counties and more north London. Martin’s on the same path, and speedrunning it. “We’ve kidnapped somewhere around eight young men during a floating late August to early October timeframe every year since— When was it?” he asks, leaning up from his bean bag chair to look directly at Christine, who is the only sponsor-type person in his eyeline. “Two-thousand-five?”

“Uh,” Christine says, still processing both that she thinks this is the most words she’s heard out of him ever, including all the time she’s spent covering shifts in the security room, and that he said ‘we’ and not, for example, ‘they’ or ‘those bitches’. “About that, yeah.”

“It was shakier in the early years,” Maria says, sounding strange. When Christine turns around to find out why, she turns out to have retreated to the couch by the door and cracked open a yogurt; a plastic teaspoon is sticking out of her mouth, and she’s speaking around it. “We didn’t really get to a regular cadence until oh-seven. Or thereabouts.”

Christine takes the opportunity to lock eyes with Pippa, who seems just as baffled by this conversational turn. They share shrugs.

“Okay,” Martin says, and all heads turn back towards him, “oh-seven. But it’s not just about those disappearances. Pamela told me that Dorley Hall was run by someone else before Aunt Bea, and that they ran it with an eye to a more opportunistic and less altruistic purpose.” Leigh laughs sarcastically; Martin carries on. “So you have an unknown number of people who have been kept under here who just never came out again, and a reasonable estimate of the number of people who did since oh-seven. And each one of those people has a past connected to Dorley Hall. Secrets that cannot be revealed, because they are all connected.”

“What’s your point, Martin?” Raph says.

“My point is that the secrets are all connected to us now, too. When we leave this place, we’re not just going to have to pretend to be women, we’re going to have to pretend that we were never kidnapped at all. That Dorley Hall was, maybe, let’s see, a place where we visited friends sometimes, or the dorm we stayed in while we completed our degrees. And Steph, if she’s leaving, has to seem like she was never kidnapped. She has to seem like she really was backpacking around Europe. And girls who take a year out from their degree to go backpacking don’t come back to live in dorms again halfway through the academic year.”

“Is it really that important? She can’t just show her face and then come back here?”

“No, actually,” Maria says, standing again, her yogurt apparently done with. “Steph has a family and friends outside the hall. They’re going to be checking up on her. And I happen to know that one of your professors, Steph, wants to have a word with you when you’re back in the country.”

“Oh, shit,” Steph says, “really?”

“Just to check in. To make sure that when you come back to finish your degree, you give it your all. She might suggest some catch-up tutorials for the summer. Maybe some regular meetings.”

“So does that mean…?”

“Yes. You’ll be coming out to the university administration, too.”

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Steph mutters.

“Unless you don’t want to. If you want to boymode at uni for a while, we’ll support you. It’s not exactly out of the ordinary for a young trans girl to—”

“No. God, no.”

“It’s Professor Dawson, isn’t it?” Christine says.

“Yes,” Maria says.

“It’ll be fine. She’s really nice, Steph.”

“She might be nice to you,” Steph says, looking not quite at Christine. “You didn’t spend a year blowing off her every request to come see her.”

“And now you have a marvellous excuse for your delinquency,” Maria says. Steph looks blankly at her for a moment. “You were dysphoric,” Maria adds.

“Oh. Right. Yeah. I was, actually.”

“You see? It’s convenient and real.”

Bethany, leaning over the back of the couch, raises a hand. “Who here remembers what we were talking about?”

“I’m voice training Steph,” Christine says before anyone can say anything dubiously clever. “She’s got to live outside the hall for a while, and she’s going to be a girl while she does it, and all of this is happening for reasons you are welcome to discuss at length with your sponsors, so I’m going to give her some tips to help her be more confident. Okay?” She nods, smiling professionally. “Okay. Steph? You wanna come to the lunch room?”

“Hey,” says Raph as Steph hops down off the metal table and meets Pippa, who is walking towards her, “are these private lessons, or…?”

Christine doesn’t need to turn around to know that Paige is smirking at her. She can feel it. Tiredly, she says, “You wanna learn to speak like a girl, Raph?”

“Yeah. Duh. I mean, I’m going to have to learn eventually, right?”

“True. So! Steph, Raph, come to the— What, Bethany?”

Bethany’s raised her hand again. “Can I come, too?”

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Christine mutters, looking down at the floor and pinching the bridge of her nose. “Okay! Anyone else?”

She does her best to not be surprised when Martin stands, shrugs at her, and starts making his way towards the lunch room, following Paige, who is presumably going to start preparing drinks for everyone. And then Raph and Bethany are both pulling on Leigh, who is the only one still sitting.

“C’mon,” Bethany says. “You know you want this, Leigh.”

“Fuck off,” Leigh mutters. She’s keeping her head down and she seems preoccupied with her hands.

“You really want me to get ahead of you on this? You want Raph to be better at this than you? Martin? Those fuckers don’t even have girl names yet.”

“Neither do I.”

Unexpectedly, it’s Raph who squats down in front of Leigh and looks very seriously up into her face. “Look,” he says, “we all know your deal, okay? And you know mine and you know hers and we all know Martin murdered the shit out of someone, so why are you acting like it’s embarrassing that you want this? Why do you give a shit what Bethany thinks? Or what I think?”

“I don’t,” Leigh growls.

“Oh, get up, Leigh,” Raph says. “You can hit a punching bag about this later. And I’ll be up there doing Steph’s yoga moves and you can hit me too about it if you want, but just stop fucking around, okay?”

“The man’s got a point, Leigh,” Maria says. “Christine’s got three days for this. Three days. Now, I’m sure Tabitha could teach you, but—”

“Okay!” Leigh snaps, and then recoils, which, yeah, Christine gets that, because her voice went really deep on that one. “I don’t know how you’re going to make someone who sounds like me sound like you,” she adds, suddenly looking up and glaring at Christine, “but if you think you can help me, fine.” She stands quickly, almost pushing Raph aside. “Knock yourself out.”

“That’s the spirit!” Bethany says, and then she dodges away when Leigh turns her glare around to face her. She rushes to join Steph and Pippa in the lunch room.

Leigh’s next, and as she passes her, Christine says, “You’re not the deepest voice I ever trained.” It’s not completely honest, because she didn’t actually train Julia, but she was there for it. She was around as Julia raged in her second-year room, throwing crap at the walls, trying over and over to get her vowels into the front of her mouth, sobbing in Yasmin’s arms. She was around when Julia finally cracked it, when she walked out of her room one day with Yasmin and greeted the rest of them in a voice that sounded reedy and raspy and a little sore, but that sounded nothing like her old voice.

“We’ll see then, won’t we?” Leigh says.

Raph’s the last to enter, having had to steady himself and brush himself off after Leigh almost collided with him. He smiles at her as he approaches, and says, “You look nice today.”

“Thanks,” Christine says, and stops herself from rolling her eyes. Instead she jerks her head sideways at the door to the lunch room. “I’ll be in there in a sec. Go get yourself a cup of gamer juice.”

* * *

“One, two, three!” Three strikes, one to the wrist to disarm, one to the solar plexus to stagger, one to the— “Fuck!”

She persuaded Haley to let her set up a few things in the back room of the safe house, the room with only one window, the room farthest from the front door — the room that it’s least likely any casual visitor, nosy neighbour or package delivery person will stumble into — because she got to hunt down one guy and they didn’t even fuck and now she has all this energy that she doesn’t know what to do with. She’s been up since five in the morning and she’s spent the last hour setting everything up, changing into her exercise gear — jogging stuff; plausibly deniable — and getting ready to just bloody well go for it.

But now she’s missed the throat on the practice dummy and hurt her wrist. Not badly, but it’s a temporarily disabling injury, the kind you seek to inflict on your attacker — or your victim — to ensure they can’t, for example, pick up a gun or a blade, to be sure that if they succeed in getting their hands around your throat, at least one of them will be weak. And she’s gone and done it to herself, because she’s distracted and she’s horny and she’s absolutely fed the fuck up with bloody Florida!

Most of America isn’t like this. There are vast swathes of it that consist of essentially nothing, land the settlers stole and then sort of shrugged at, because they didn’t understand how to keep bison herds, or— Shit, is that right? Were there Native nations who kept bison? She’s fairly sure there were — might still be, for that matter — but her schooling was inexplicably short on Native American history and long on the classics, on Latin, on cricket; though, okay, fair’s fair, a cricket bat swung at the right height will do in just about anyone you care to name. But no, most of the USA is fine for her purposes, packed with passably entertaining cities and men to use and women to be used by. Florida, though. The weather sucks and the TV news sucks even more, and a good eighty percent of the people here are gainfully employed by the enemies of Elle Lambert. Megachurches and Smyth-Farrows and petty little kingdoms, oh my. Bloody Florida.

She’s being unfair. There’s good nightlife out there, to be sure. But if she’s not allowed to so much as go sniffing for it, how can she know?

God. Sometimes Haley pisses her off so much. Don’t go out, Cora. Don’t have fun, Cora. Don’t kill that guy who looked at me funny just to impress me, Cora. The bitch has everything she could possibly want in the world — a pretty head on her shoulders, a razor-sharp mind to go with it, a right hook that could decapitate God, and a legal identity — and what does she do with her life? She’s chosen to bum around America with Cora and her purpose-built pussy when she could be doing anything. She got herself shackled to Cora’s poor impulse control, and now she’s being wasted. Just for that, Cora wants to kiss her and kill her in equal measure. Fortunately for Haley, Cora’s likely, in her special case, able only to manage the former. They’ve sparred: Cora’s win rate is not impressive. Because Cora’s an ambush predator, and Haley’s the kind of creature who could catch a snake by the neck mid-strike, and hold it there, paralysed and helpless, stare at it, ask it searching questions, tease it with the proud curl of her lip and the low thrum of her voice, and…

Bloody hell. Now Cora’s got to change out her underwear, too.

Slumping against the wall and letting herself slide down all the way to the floor — causing the damp spot in her knickers to spread uncomfortably, but fuck it, she doesn’t care about that — Cora lands with a bump, curls her legs in, hugs her shins, and lays her head down. Making of herself the smallest thing she can, so that when and if she wakes Haley with her bullshit, she might have a small chance of hiding that she’s crying.

She shouldn’t desire her so. She shouldn’t. It’s not how any of this is supposed to work. Did Haley work on her so hard and for so long to make this? This thing that can barely keep its shit together just from a little boredom?

At times like this, she feels as if she can see herself. And the girl huddled around herself in the corner of the little practice space at the back of the safe house is composed not just of the pathetic creature of the now, but of everyone she has been in her life: the difficult, undisciplined and fatally bored child; the violent little bastard who spends half his time being privately tutored because he can’t be left alone with the others; the ragged and desperate scrap of a thing, barely no longer a boy, being held down by a man he would eventually and delightedly murder; the lean, vicious man with the scars on his knuckles. And then, after him, there’s Dorley Hall, and there’s Peckinville, and there’s Haley and Elle and there’s hope…

She wants to go home. She wants to see England again. She wants to be useful again. She wants no longer to be the cause of Haley’s exile. She wants no longer to be the failure that Haley must watch with one finger on the kill switch. She wants to wrap her hands around the throat of every wastrel aristocrat and every belt-wielding schoolmaster who ever created boys like her, and squeeze until blood and salt water mingle in her hands. She wants to prove herself to Elladine Lambert, the upstart bitch with the right idea. And she wants to have one last chance at being normal. She wants to have a name and a passport of her own. She wants that boring life, that nine to five. And if it is death, then maybe she wants to die.

She wants, more than anything else, to be over this stupid little fit she’s having. She wants, when Haley wakes and comes to join her, to make a stupid joke and have her roll her eyes at her. She wants to smile and flirt and push it a little too far and be told in no uncertain terms that she’ll eat a bullet if she doesn’t shape up. She wants to be Cora again. Not this cluster of instincts, this miasma of all the effluence of the twin noble lines that made her.

Cora squeezes herself tighter, and tries as best she can to muffle the thing building in her throat that wants desperately to be a scream. In her efforts, she shakes and she wheezes and the wet patch between her legs continues to spread.

Probably a good thing, overall, that she doesn’t really exist. Else this would be really bloody embarrassing.

* * *

The kids are voice training in the lunch room and, Christ, it’s really sort of adorable, isn’t it? That Christine girl, dressed up like someone off the internet, showing them all how to say their vowels and all that in the right place, getting them to do the bit where you start out singing and then you turn it into a spoken sentence that, as if by magic, doesn’t sound like a bloke saying it. They have special phrases, too, with strategically chosen sounds.

One of the girls talked about that once. Said that the thing from My Fair Lady, that line the rain in Spain stays mainly on the plain, is actually really effective, because it’s all these strong a sounds, it’s a sentence you can’t be lazy about, that you can’t just mumble in your throat or whatever, not if you want any volume at all. You’re forced to project it, and it shows you how to say everything else. Worked it out from first principles, she said, just from seeing the film so many times. Her mum’s favourite, she said. Fucking hell, and she was a pretty one. Took to it like a baby bird takes to flying.

Smyth-Farrow killed her. Smyth-Farrow the elder, that is. Val will have known her. Probably remembers her name, too, which is more than Frankie can manage.

“Shit,” she mutters to herself, and leans her shoulder against the concrete.

“Frankie?”

Val’s going to help kill the Smyth-Farrows, she reminds herself. Val and Elle and the others, maybe some of these soldier women or the mythical Lambert assassins. Those nepo baby bastards are going to get their throats cut before any of this shit can get properly started up again, before anyone else can raise something beautiful specifically so they can watch it writhe, watch it beg, watch it die.

“I’m okay, Harmony,” Frankie says. She’s heavy breathing a bit, and feeling it all through her lungs and down her back, like she does when this shit comes to get her. Heavy breathing, but she’s in her sixties, isn’t she? Practically everything makes her chest hurt. Slicing the bloody bananas for her stupid healthy Dorley brunch makes her chest hurt. She’ll be fine. “Come on,” she adds, pushing away from the wall and marching on down the corridor again, “let’s go wake the little arsehole.”

“You really think this’ll help?” Harmony asks, trotting along behind her.

“Yeah. It’s genius. Trust me.”

What she’s going to do is, she’s going to teach Ollie to play chess. Zero chance anyone ever bothered before, right? And it’s good for teaching patience and analytical thinking and also you can do a bit of checkers after if you want a bit of fun. It gets the brain working, and Ollie’s been suffering from an acute lack in that area lately. He’s a bloke, and he’s been used to constant stimuli: beer and football and a bit of a fight, and all that. She’s going to tell Ollie the same thing she told Harmony, that she got her start with chess when she was here, that she played against one of the girls when she was down here and that it helped her keep her head in the game, helped her survive what was being done to her. Total shite, of course; she learned at the dog shelter up in Newcastle. After hours, mostly. Playing against the computer. It was boring and lonely but it was also engrossing, especially when she started getting good enough that she could beat even the high settings with decent regularity. Perfect for someone whose life had been, until six months before, an endless whirlwind of cruelty (hers) and terror (the girls’; also hers, a bit).

Helpful for Ollie to believe that she learned with a girl from here, though. The last story she told him, it seemed to really get to the heart of him, seemed to encourage him, almost. Like he could understand Kelly in a way he still doesn’t understand the others here.

Hence the chess story. And hence the chess story being a bloody lie, because when she dragged all that shit about Kelly out of the muck of her memory, that fucking hurt. Frankie’s not sure she can survive telling the truth again.

They’re outside Ollie’s room now, and Frankie wants to get the fuck on with it, so without waiting for Harmony to do any sponsor bollocks like remotely unlock the door or something, she bangs hard on it three times with her whole forearm.

“Get your arse up, Oliver, my lad!” she yells with gusto. “Hands off cocks and on with socks! Chop chop! We got shit to do today!”

* * *

“You do realise I’m technically traumatised, don’t you?”

“Shush.”

“I was shot at.”

“Oh, really? I hadn’t heard.”

“The company psychiatrist told me to take a month off.”

“And did you?”

“I mean, this is my childhood estate, Cally. I could make the argument that just by being here, I’m on sabbatical. And that therefore, by ambushing me with a dinner party, you are impeding—”

“Elladine Lambert, will you stop talking shit and set the table?”

It’s very funny to witness Elle being so cross with her, even if it is mostly performance, because her accent seems to deepen, becoming near-incomprehensible on certain words. Cally’s pretty certain, for example, that nobody outside the British aristocracy has ever pronounced it ‘tharefore’, with a first vowel sound so strangulated that she wants to step in with a knife and put it out of its misery. She doesn’t bother to hide her broad smile, and she chooses to keep it there a moment longer than she would otherwise, to be annoying, to make her ancestors proud, to redraw in her mind the thick and vital line between the upper-middle-class (Dad was and is a solicitor; funny that he never used his lawyer money to look for her, really) and those who ate their baby food from a spoon encrusted with stolen jewels.

“You win,” Elle says, exaggerating her shrug and, after a second, returning Cally’s smile. She likes to be put in her place sometimes — as with sex, so with life, as they say, or as someone says somewhere, probably — and Cally very much enjoys being the one to do so. And then Elle stops, frowns. “Hey,” she says, “Cally? Where do we keep the cutlery?”

“How can you not know?” Cally asks.

“Um, you look beautiful today?”

“Don’t avoid the question.”

“You have fantastic breasts.”

“Thank you.”

“No, really, I mean—”

“Elle.”

“You don’t have to get dressed, do you? It’s perfectly fine for you to receive guests while still in your underwear, I think.”

“Elladine Lambert, when is the last time you used your cutlery drawer?”

Rolling her eyes, giving up, Elle says, “It’s possible that I never have.”

Giggling, Cally marches past her into the kitchen and opens the deep drawer by the dishwasher, the one with all the mugs in. “Here,” she says.

“No,” Elle protests, “I looked in there, but—” Wordlessly, Cally pulls out the inner cutlery drawer, extracts a fork, and holds it up, posing with it as if she has just performed a magic trick. “Damn,” Elle says. “A drawer inside another drawer is stupid, Cally.”

Cally returns to the living room, handing Elle the fork as she passes. “How you poshos survive when it’s the servants’ day off, I don’t know.”

“Mostly we don’t.”

“Wait,” Cally says, pausing and turning around again, “you’ve made me coffee recently. And tea. And toast. Where do you—?”

Elle points. Cally takes a few steps back towards the kitchen and there, in the draining rack by the sink, is a single teaspoon, two forks, two knives, and two dessert spoons. They’re of a different design to the expensive ones in the drawer; Cally’s pretty sure they’re the ones they sell at the local Tesco. “I’ve just been washing them every time,” Elle says weakly.

It’s such a pathetic admission, such a sad and lovely little thing, that Cally has no choice but to march right back into that kitchen, to wrap her hand around Elle’s waist, to kiss her. And Elle, when they are done, pulls her back in, kisses her again, no longer playing but hungry. She stands taller, straightening her back, and Cally is suddenly very aware that Elle is fully dressed while she is still in her underwear.

The thought of it, of what they must look like together, causes her knees to weaken.

“How long do we have?” Elle whispers.

Cally blinks a spot of sense back into her head for just long enough to answer. “A bit over half an hour.”

Elle nods. Doesn’t say anything else. Just smiles wickedly and places her hands on Cally’s shoulders, pushing her down. Cally tries to push back, but Elle’s having none of it; she increases the pressure, and with Cally already feeling weak, she has no chance but to comply.

This is a dominant day, then. Fine. Cally can work with that. She lets herself fall only to a crouch, not to her knees, and then she steadies herself, reaches around behind Elle, and unzips her beautiful black silk skirt. It falls to the kitchen floor, exposing her matching underwear. Cally hooks a finger into the band of Elle’s knickers, one on each side, and slides them down her thighs, enjoying the slick and silken sound they make as they glide over her suspenders and the tops of her stockings. Exposed, Elladine is damp already, and Cally licks her lips in anticipation and in satisfaction; that she can inspire such a reaction from someone so powerful, so experienced, is profoundly exciting.

With a hand on each of Elle’s hips, Cally exerts a little upward force, enough for Elle to get the message and hop up onto the counter. And then Cally’s leaning in, taking in Elladine’s heat and her lust, and when her tongue first touches flesh, Elle reacts with a gasp and by clenching her thighs together, trapping Cally between her legs. Holding her there.

And so, low on breath but hardly unused to that, Cally gets to work.

“Oh my God,” Elle whispers, and Cally presses harder against her, breathing deeply and wetly. “Oh my God!” It’s a hoarse moan now, interrupted by the rhythmic gasps extracted from her by Cally’s efforts. “Caroline! Ca-ro-line!”

It doesn’t take long to bring Elle to release, and that would be perfectly fine, except now Cally’s too excited to stop, so while Elle, panting and quivering, manages barely to hold herself up with both palms flat on the counter, Cally rises, covering the distance between Elle’s pussy and her mouth with thickly wet kisses. Because now, in her orgasmic haze, the rich aristo bitch doesn’t have a tenth of the strength she would need to keep Cally at bay, and it’s Cally’s turn to claim her prize.

* * *

They keep reminding him that he’s not allowed to strap his tits down. That’s the worst of it. Everything else about living here is more or less fine. Better than anywhere else he’s been stationed. And he actually gets respect from the soldiers here, because he used to be one of them, for all that he’s been deliberately and punitively reduced — in most areas, anyway. By and large, they don’t look at him like a freak; even less so than at Dorley, because while there, yes, everyone’s used to gender fuckery, to being dragged into an institution one shape and staggering out quite another, they were all low-key confused as to why he wanted to change back.

Maybe ‘confused’ is the wrong word. It was a little like they were embarrassed for him, like they considered his inability to hack it as a woman to be a personal failing.

Or, actually, maybe that’s just him. Maybe that’s the same as the shame he’s always felt around Valérie, a woman who has suffered a thousand times what he has and who still refuses to consider the idea of becoming a man again. The other day, when they were taking lunch together in the canteen, one of the office workers here suggested that they could probably get testosterone for her if she wanted, and she laughed in their face.

If Trevor were that strong…

He doesn’t know what he would do if he were that strong. Because the thought of it is as laughable to him as the thought of taking testosterone is to Valérie.

So all that shit is the worst of it, actually. Not being allowed to strap down his voluminous tits to anything like the extent that he would like is merely extremely annoying. Since he got here, he’s felt trapped in exercise gear, in joggers and loose tops and hoodies, while Val’s been swanning around in outfits that she’s been getting from… somewhere? She didn’t bring much luggage when she came here, so either she’s been borrowing clothes from some of the women here, she’s been stealing them from Ms Lambert, or she can manifest fashionable clothing and flattering exercise gear out of the ether. And he’s well aware that, when she shows up to collect him for this baffling meal they agreed to, she will look like a million Euros — or, given when she last set foot in France, perhaps a hundred million francs — and he will look like a sack of potatoes with a disconcertingly girlish head sticking out the top.

It’s such an awful thought that he briefly considers asking her to dress him up as a woman again, like they did at Stenordale, but given that his immediate reaction to the idea is to vomit into his mouth a little, yeah, best not.

He wonders sometimes if his extreme revulsion is due to what was done to him while he was required to dress as a woman, but that, again, is a weakness. The girls from Dorley, the ones from before, Valérie and Beatrice’s contemporaries — and Maria’s — they all transitioned under conditions no less despicable, and to a woman they endured it far longer than he. He should be able to be a woman, shouldn’t he?

“Trevor,” he sighs as he once again checks himself out in the half-height mirror in his room, “you are a fucking idiot.”

If there is a limit to the number of times one can circle the drain of self-doubt and self-loathing, Trevor has yet to find it. And now here he is, circling back out once again, reminding himself that the girls at Dorley talked over their theories of gender with him — and there are more theories than there are people in that place — and that several of them have repeated to him over and over that some people’s identities cannot be budged, that it is both cruelty and insanity to try, and that if they don’t believe him, well, they’ve got the statistics. He, Trevor Darling, is merely a perfectly normal guy whose gender or internal sex identity or sense of self or whatever you want to call it — again, a hundred theories and a hundred names for things — is fixed at the ‘male’ setting, and that’s just the way it is.

Or something. He shouldn’t have to care about gender, anyway. And when he gets these tits out, he won’t.

Except—

A knock at the door interrupts his bullshit, and he twists gratefully away from the mirror, deciding as he does so that even though he’s wearing a slobby, oversized hoodie, it doesn’t matter. No-one will judge him for it.

And opening his door confirms it. Because Val looks so good that no-one will even bother glancing at him, anyway.

“Ready for an awkward dinner?” Valérie asks.

* * *

Site three is an unassuming McMansion in a street full of the things. It looks to Cora’s eye like someone took a barn, converted all the ground-floor space into garages, stapled it to the side of a townhouse, poured beige stucco over the whole assemblage, and then added the world’s ugliest porch up front. It looks as if the slightest gale-force breeze might dismantle it, scatter it to the wind, littering the pristine suburbs with half-eaten wall insulation and brittle IKEA-grade wood. It looks like the kind of place that would normally house a family with a shiny white and Pilates-skinny mother, a blisteringly pink father, and three kids of the type who try to pull down the trousers of other customers in restaurants.

It’s where — according to intelligence gathered from the USB drive Cora stole, the firewall hole created by the other USB drive that she left in a back-office PC, and that one guy she wanked off — the Smyth-Farrows are hiding out, and she hopes that it is as existentially painful to be stuck inside for someone of noble birth and extensive childhood access to time-tested architecture as it is to witness through a sniper scope.

Eyes on. That’s what she’s here for. Haley came to her after Cora cleaned herself up, made herself presentable, and put back in place the personality she’s been donning with mostly consistent success since they gave her this job, and handed over her next assignment, and before Cora could so much as gripe about it being yet more surveillance, she revealed whom it was that Cora would be surveilling.

Eyes on the Smyth-Farrows. Henrietta. Alistair. And when Cora has them both in her sights, and if she judges it safe and appropriate, she is to kill them. No mucking about, no threats, no mutually assured destruction. Henrietta Smyth-Farrow started a fight she can only lose, and Cora gets to be the finger on the trigger.

She would prefer to be the hand on the knife, but beggars can’t be choosers, and neither can assassins.
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