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            Dedication

         
         
            For my daughter, my mother, my sister

            and all the Sisters Grimm

            &

            For anyone who’s ever awake at 3:33 a.m.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            The dreamer awakes,

            The shadow goes by,

            This tale I will tell you,

            This tale is a lie.

            But listen to me,

            Bright maiden, proud youth,

            This tale is a lie;

            What it tells is the truth.

            —Traditional folktale ending
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            Prologue

         
         All souls are special. Son or daughter, Grimm or not, Life touches her spirit to every one of her creations. But the conception
            of a daughter is a particularly mystical event, requiring certain alchemical influences. For to conceive a being who can bear
            and birth life herself needs a little something . . . extra.
         

         
         Every daughter is born of an element, infused with its own particular powers. Some are born of earth: fertile as soil, strong
            as stone, steady as the ancient oak. Others of fire: explosive as gunpowder, seductive as light, fierce as an unbound flame.
            Others of water: calm as a lake, relentless as a wave, unfathomable as an ocean. The Sisters Grimm are daughters of air—at
            least they begin that way—born of dreams and prayer, imagination and faith, bright-white wishing and black-edged desire.
         

         
         There are hundreds, possibly thousands of Sisters Grimm on Earth and in Everwhere. You may well be one of them, though you
            might never know it. You think you’re ordinary. You’ve never suspected that you’re stronger than you seem, braver than you
            feel, or greater than you imagine.
         

         
         But I hope that by the time you finish this tale, you’ll start listening to the whispers that speak of unknown things, the
            signs that point in unseen directions, and the nudges that suggest unimagined possibilities. I hope too that you’ll discover
            your own magnificence, your own magic.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Countdown

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            29th September

         
         
            Thirty-three days . . .

         

         
            9:17 a.m.—Goldie

         

         I’ve been a thief for as long as I can remember, a liar too. I might even be a murderer, though you’ll have to make up your
            own mind about that.
         

         
         “Goldie—get out here!”

         
         I stuff the notebook into my apron pocket along with the pen, smooth the bedsheets, wipe a last smudge from the gilded mirror,
            and blow a kiss and a line of poetry to the speckled pink orchid on the shelf beneath before dashing out of room 26 and into
            the corridor.
         

         
         Mr. Garrick waits, his close-set eyes squinting, his head shining under the ceiling lights. He smooths his skull with greasy
            hands. If he could transplant the hairs from his hands to his head, he’d be onto something.
         

         
         “Get down to the front desk, Goldie. Cassie’s called in sick.”

         
         “What?” I frown. “But . . . No, that’s not—”

         
         “Now.” Garrick tweaks the knot in his tie—too tight around his fat neck, which folds like a billowing sheet over his collar—then
            tries to snap his swollen fingers, but he’s sweating too much and the sound is pathetic. I try not to show my disgust.
         

         
         I follow Garrick into the lift, leeching to the wall. It does no good. Those greasy, greedy hands still slide over to paw
            at me, to trace the lines of territories he has no right to touch. When his fingertip brushes the swell of my breast, I’m
            empty of breath, a single taut muscle, contracting against the urge to urinate. I never could control it as a child; I usually
            can now. When the doors ping open, I fall out into the foyer. Garrick takes his time, smoothing polyester waistcoat over swollen
            belly, adjusting polyester tie, before sauntering to the front desk.
         

         
         I’m already there, waiting. If I didn’t need this bloody job so much, to feed and clothe Teddy, I’d snap those fat fingers
            at the bone. I’d open my mouth to invite him in, then bite down until his blood dripped from my chin.
         

         
         “Where’s Cassie?” I ask.

         
         “Sick.” Garrick lowers his voice, grinning a dirty grin. “Women’s problems.”

         
         “Can’t Liv fill in?” I protest. “I’m not trained for the front desk.”

         
         “I know.” Garrick sighs, expelling stale, smoky breath. “But she’s not answering her phone. Anyway, we’re only expecting half
            a dozen guests today.” He smiles the dirty smile again. “So you just have to stand behind the desk and look pretty. I’m sure
            even you can manage that.”
         

         
         I stare at the empty space and say nothing.

         
          

         “Hey, Goldie.”

         
         I look up to see Jake, the porter, giving me a shy wave. We’re sort of seeing each other. He’s a little boring but sweet and
            kind and doesn’t ask for much. Which is fortunate, since I’ve little to offer.
         

         
         Jake sidles up to the desk. “What are you doing down here?”

         
         He’s quite handsome, but it won’t last. I flinch whenever he tries to touch me. It’s not his fault, but I can’t seem to find
            the words to explain.
         

         
         “Cassie’s sick,” I say.

         
         “Have you worked the front desk before?”

         
         “Yeah,” I lie. Jake has been working at the hotel for only six weeks, so I can say what I like. I can pretend I’m brave, that
            I don’t give a shit, that being shoved out on the front desk doesn’t feel like I’ve been strapped into stocks in the town
            square.
         

         
         “I’d be nervous,” Jake says. “I wouldn’t know what to say.” He rests his right hand tentatively on the front desk. He wants
            to reach for me, but he won’t.
         

         
         “I don’t know.” I pause. “It’s better than cleaning toilets, I suppose.”

         
         “Jake—where the hell are you? Jake!”

         
         Jake drops his hand. We turn towards the shouting.

         
         “I’d better go,” he says, already halfway to the stairs. He doesn’t look back to smile or wave—he can’t. There’s a great deal
            our boss can’t tolerate, but waiting is what makes the veins in his bald head bulge the soonest.
         

         
         Behind the desk, I glare at the phone, willing it to stay silent. I pick a few stray long hairs from the sleeve of my hotel-issue
            polyester shirt. I’m too dishevelled for this job. I curse Cassie. She should be here, the front desk princess. Beautiful
            Cassie, voluptuous as a vase of peonies. Beside her, I’m a daffodil. We used to clean rooms together, but Cassie was always
            keen to get promoted. It’s more money, more prestige. You don’t have to wear a dowdy uniform and you earn your wage grinning
            at guests, instead of sticking your head in toilet bowls smelling (hopefully) of Harpic. Personally, the fewer people I see
            the better. Garrick is quite enough to swallow down every day.
         

         
         Speaking of swallowing, it’s a not-so-secret secret that Cassie did exactly that to get herself transferred up from the toilets
            to the front desk. Garrick’s not managed to get those greedy hands very far with me—I’ve made sure we’re never alone for long
            enough. So he can only grope, fondle, and insinuate.
         

         
         One day I’ll take something heavy and bring it down hard on his bald head.

         
          

         Standing behind the front desk, wearing the hotel crest and a rictus grin, I feel the press of my notebook in my pocket. I
            can’t scribble out here, which is perhaps the worst thing about being put on the front desk. You see, I’m not simply a thief
            but a writer too. Possibly even a poet, but only by my own measure. I accommodate a constant chatter in my mind, a commentary
            on every mundane event of my life. I can’t control it. But I write down anything worthwhile when I can. It soothes my mind
            a little.
         

         
         Since I can’t write, I think about Teddy. I wonder what he’s learning, what new facts are now widening his eyes with excitement.
            Thinking about my little brother always settles me. He’s nearly ten and everything a child should be: innocent, joyful, kind.
            I’ll make sure he stays that way. Whatever it takes. He’s a good soul; I was a lost cause a long time ago.
         

         
         After rent and bills, most of my wages go towards Teddy’s school fees: £8,590 a year. And since I earn £7.57 per hour for
            sixty-three hours a week, that’s where the thieving comes in. I know he could go to a state school, but he’s so happy at Saint
            Faith’s. And, after everything, I want him happy for as long as possible. So, on occasion, I relieve our richer guests of
            their frivolous possessions. It’s surprising what people don’t miss when they have too much.
         

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         I glance up to see a gentleman gazing down his roman nose at me.

         
         “S-sorry, s-sir, I didn’t—how may I help you?”

         
         He ignores my smile, my attempts to rewind inattentiveness.

         
         “Charles Penry-Jones,” he says. “We’re staying ten nights. My wife requested a room overlooking the courtyard.”

         
         I nod. I have no small talk to offer. I only pray the wife’s request has been heeded. I’ve no finesse with irate guests. They
            twist me up with their condescension and contempt.
         

         
         I tap the name into the computer and it comes up trumps, the wife’s request and all. When I look up again, he has appeared
            at Penry-Jones’s side.
         

         
         He is tall and slender but strong, like a silver birch tree, and almost as preternaturally pale—hair blond as sunlight cresting
            its topmost branches. The irises of his eyes are half a dozen shades of green: the lightest of newly seeded grass, of fresh
            shoots in spring; dark forest green; grey laurel green; bright pine green; shining myrtle green; creamy avocado green . . .
            He gives me a small, self-conscious smile. I stare back at him and then, all at once, feel something I’ve never felt before—suddenly
            and entirely alight.
         

         
         “Where have you been, Leo?”

         
         I smile to myself; I know his name. They must be father and son, though they are not so similar. The father fits perfectly
            in this polished room, like a cultivated hothouse cactus, while the son seems slightly out of place.
         

         
         “Where is your mother?”

         
         “Getting something from the car. She’s coming.”

         
         His voice is soft and posh. His hands, hanging by his sides, are sturdy. His fingers, long stems, so I imagine his touch tender
            and his hold strong. I feel ribbons of desire begin to unfurl inside me. I snip at their silky threads.
         

         
         “She’s sulking,” Penry-Jones says. “She always clamours to come on these business trips, then complains when I conduct any
            business. At least you’ll be here for a few days to take the heat off.”
         

         
         “Your room keys,” I say, sliding them across the polished wood.

         
         “I’d like a wake-up call at six thirty.” The father palms the keys. “What time does the restaurant open for dinner?”

         
         “S-seven o’clock,” I say. “Would you like r-reservations?”

         
         “That won’t be necessary.” He looks to Leo. “Let’s go. Your mother can meet us in the bar.”

         
         With that, the father strides off across the foyer. The son follows.

         
         “Turn back,” I whisper. Turn back, I will. Turn back and look at me.
         

         
         When he reaches the lift, he does. As soon as our eyes meet, I look down at the desk. When I glance up again, he’s gone.

         
         
            10:11 p.m.—Leo

            What happens when a star falls to Earth? Leo can only imagine, since he never had the luxury. He was plucked, summoned, commanded
               from the heavens. Might he have retained his purity, his innocence, if he’d simply fallen? Perhaps it was the act of being
               untimely ripped that corrupted him. Rage and despair took root in his cold stone heart and grew. Until he was capable of such
               things as stars would never do. Excepting the hundreds similarly plucked to do his bidding.
            

            
            Leo recognizes other stars sometimes, though they are boys and men now, no longer spheres of burning gas. “Star” is no longer
               fitting, once they’ve fallen. They no longer shine, no longer cast light, only darkness and death. “Soldier” is more fitting.
               Because he didn’t bring them down to twinkle. He brought them to kill, eradicate, exterminate. An army with a single mission: to extinguish
               that which has become illuminated.
            

            
            As former illuminations themselves, these soldiers are uniquely gifted for the task. On Earth, they can spot a Grimm girl
               a mile off. In Everwhere, they can mark, track, and (sometimes) kill her, without using any of their human senses. These star-soldiers,
               or lumen latros as he prefers, pretentiously, to call them, need only wait until their own inner light flickers in recognition of its counterpart.
            

            
            It was a long time before Leo discovered that the term “soldier” was also misleading, implying the fight for a just cause
               against an unjust enemy. But the Grimm girls aren’t his father’s enemy but his greatest hope. And, in truth, his soldiers
               are cannon fodder, pitched against his daughters to test their strength, to give them a taste for blood and murder, to turn
               them towards the dark. Wilhelm Grimm doesn’t want a war; he wants a battle. He wants his soldiers to lose and his daughters
               to win. He wants a massacre.
            

            
            This sometimes enrages Leo so much that he feels the urge to desert this army and abandon its general. That he doesn’t is
               because he can’t—his father punishes all deserters with death—and because he needs to kill in order to live; their imbibed
               illumination keeps him alight. Last, and not least, because he’s still revenging the death of one he loved.
            

            
            Leo sometimes sees other soldiers when he’s out hunting. Although it’s rare, since they tend not to encroach on one another’s
               territory. They hunt every month on the night of the moon’s first quarter, stepping through gates at 3:33 a.m., from Earth and into Everwhere.
            

            
            Everwhere is where they come, where they gather, where he finds them. The sisters visit whenever they wish, no matter the
               hour, no matter the day. While he can visit only on the set day, at the set hour. And they don’t have to walk through gateways—though
               sometimes they like to; the ritual is a pleasing one—they need only fall asleep, close their eyes and slip into that place
               between light and dark, between the waking world and the world of dreams. Some, especially the young ones, don’t even remember
               they’ve been, waking none the wiser. But most come intentionally, to meet their sisters, to practise their powers, readying
               themselves for the night when they will have to fight for their lives.
            

            
            Leo can tell at a glance that Goldie doesn’t remember Everwhere. She has forgotten herself, has no idea who she is, neither
               how skilled nor how strong. Which, if her ignorance holds, will tip the scales in his favour. Leo smiles. He can almost feel
               the light of her dissipating spirit surge in his veins—like a shock of electricity bringing him back to life.
            

            
         
         
            11:11 p.m.—Goldie

            The astonishing sight of that man—Leo—makes me wonder how I’d describe myself. We have the same hair, I think, though mine
               curls to my shoulders. It used to curl down my back, but I cut it after Ma died. My skin isn’t so pale, and my eyes are blue
               not green. I’d like to say they’re half a dozen shades of blue: the colour of delphiniums, larkspur, bluebells, cornflowers,
               hydrangeas, clematis . . . But I’d be lying, and I try not to lie to myself. The blue of my eyes is a light, watery forget-me-not
               blue. Common, unremarkable.
            

            
            It was only coincidence that he looked back at me. Though it certainly felt as if I compelled him. I know I’m being silly,
               yet I can’t help wondering. Thoughts, questions, and notions circle my mind, multiplying until my head aches.
            

            
            For distraction, I mist the purple orchid on the mantelpiece, stroking its leaves, whispering Wordsworth into its petals,
               its stems now so heavy with buds that I search for pencils and twine to tie them up. Before I arrived the mortality rate for
               flowers was shocking. A dozen would die a month. But I’ve reversed that. I’ve always had green fingers. Afterwards, I stare
               at the computer. I polish the overpolished counter. I arrange and rearrange the drawers. I even wish for late guests to appear.
               But I can’t stop thinking of that moment, the moment he turned upon reaching the lift. I’m so used to feeling always on edge—a
               crouched hare ever ready to dart to its burrow—I didn’t know I could feel any different. But for that moment, I felt strong.
               As if I could command armies. As if I could topple nations. As if I had magic at my fingertips . . .
            

            
         
         
            11:11 p.m.—Leo

            To Leo’s knowledge, he has never dreamed before. He doesn’t need the restoration of REM sleep—indeed, doesn’t need sleep,
               but sometimes takes pleasure in it—leaving his nights uninterrupted by the intrusion of needless, nonsensical images. So when
               he drifts off then wakes tonight and the image of Goldie lingers, he’s startled. Perhaps it’s a subliminal warning against
               complacency, his subconscious cautioning him not to underestimate her as an opponent. He came to the hotel to watch her, but
               perhaps he should keep a closer eye, assess her strengths, determine her potential. Or perhaps he’s developing an unnatural
               obsession. Admittedly, seeing her face again is far from disagreeable. Still, the question of why he is suddenly dreaming
               and whether Goldie might be the cause keeps Leo alert till dawn.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            30th September

         
         
            Thirty-two days . . .

         

         
            6:33 p.m.—Bea

         

         The first time Bea took off in a glider, she was terrified, though she’d have sooner crashed than admit it. Indeed, it’d irked
            to admit it to herself. It wasn’t the flying—once airborne she felt joy she’d never known—but the taking off that took some
            getting used to. The plunge of the roller coaster in reverse: the slow stretch and pull of the ground catapult, the tightening,
            the almighty snap and fling.
         

         
         The lift—oh, the lift!—was sublime. After the abrupt snap came the radiant soar. Rising into the air as if entirely weightless,
            the catapult forgotten, the plane forgotten, everything forgotten—all past experience erased by this single, spectacular moment
            of absolute presence. A moment that stretched until the glider began to quake and tilt, prompting the pilot to seize the joystick
            and seek an updraught.
         

         
         It took half a dozen flights before Bea began to savour the catapult as much as the lift, the climax as much as the release.
            Now, as the giant elastic band pulls taut, Bea feels a coil of anticipation tighten inside her. She sits in a state of both
            absolute stillness and ceaseless quivering, as if her entire body were on the brink of laughter. She has no understanding
            of the physical dynamics or meteorological phenomena that keep the glider in flight without an engine, nor does she wish to.
            To define terms, to understand concepts, would weigh it down, would make concrete that which must remain celestial.
         

         
         Bea glances out the window at the diminishing figure of Dr. Finch below, waving. She doesn’t wave back. That their affair
            gives her unfettered access to the Cambridge University Royal Aeronautical Society’s gliders is its main purpose. The sex
            is all right, but she feels nothing for him otherwise, excepting occasional disgust.
         

         
         As she rises, Bea’s breathing deepens and slows. A wisp of hair escapes her bun, intruding on the view. She pushes it back.
            When flying, Bea is sometimes seized by the urge to shave her head, to leave the scenery unsullied. It’s an action that’d
            enrage her elegant mamá—reason enough to do it—and free herself. But, though she’d not admit this either, Bea’s too vain. Looking in the mirror,
            she compares herself to what she loves. Sometimes her skin and hair are the nut-brown colour of the female blackbird, her
            eyes the midnight black of the male. Though perhaps her hair is closer in colour to a crow’s wing and certainly as fine—secretly
            she wishes it were a little fuller. Sometimes . . .
         

         
         Be careful! Dr. Finch’s whine invades the sacred silence of the cockpit. Bea shuts him out of her mind. Forget shaving her head, now she’d
            like a lobotomy, if only to get a little peace.
         

         
         Don’t be so reckless.

         
         Cállate. Bea presses finger and thumb to her temple. Fuck off.

         
         Bea snatches at the joystick, dips the glider’s nose, then pulls sharply back. The plane arcs up and, for one long elysian
            moment, all she can see is sky—around, above, within. She is free.
         

         
         Bea screams an ecstatic scream. “Wooooohoooooo!”

         
         In the field below, her tutor will be cursing and shaking his fist at the heavens. Shutting him out, she gazes up at the clouds,
            made pink-bottomed by the setting sun, holding the suspension a second longer than she should, before allowing the plane to
            fall backwards, nose plummeting towards the ground in a full turn of the Catherine wheel, so all she sees is landscape—harvested
            fields and autumn trees. Until, at last, the inverted earth is scooped up and the plane righted and level again.
         

         
         Bea gives another gleeful howl. “Woooooooo!”

         
         That’s right, niña, you show him you’re not some silly girl, you’re a sister—

         
         “¡Vete a la mierda, Mamá!” Bea hisses, as annoyed by the invasion of her mother’s approval as she is by her teacher’s rebuke. For nearly eighteen years
            her mother has encouraged her to act audaciously and, although Bea relishes nothing more than reckless behaviour, she’s damned
            if she’ll give her mother the satisfaction of knowing it.
         

         
         Bea banks a sharp left, tipping the plane so suddenly and sharply that she slips across her seat, nearly cracking her forehead
            against the glare shield. She holds the joystick steady, pushing it as far as it’ll go, so the glider tips and the sky slides.
            The ground rises to her right, then, all at once, the plane rolls sideways, tumbling, flipping, inverting the world so that
            earth is sky and sky is earth, suspending Bea like a bat in the cockpit, about to plummet headfirst 2,378 feet to the fields
            below, in a mashup of body and bone and fuselage. But then she’s rolling, following the circular arc of the left wing as it
            high-fives and low-fives and high-fives the air again.
         

         
         “Wooohooooo!”

         
         As the glider balances, Bea’s ecstatic shrieks above are seized by Finch’s cursing cries below, both ascending to the heavens
            in a discordant harmony of exalted rage.
         

         
         “Woooo—fucking—hoooo!”

         
          

         “What the fucking hell were you playing at?”

         
         “I knew you were seething,” Bea says, climbing out of the grounded glider. “I could feel it. I could hear you howling obscenities
            at—”
         

         
         “Of course I fucking was.” Dr. Finch is beside Bea before her feet have touched soil. “What the hell were you thinking? In
            fifteen years of flying I’ve never pulled a stunt like that—a backflip and a barrel roll—without a decent thermal lift. What
            the fucking hell—”
         

         
         “Was I thinking? Yeah, yeah. I know, I know.” Bea strides towards the stretch of lax elastic snaking across the grass. Now
            that she’s grounded she only wants to be airborne again. “Now, stop whining and give me a hand with the catapult.”
         

         
         “What?” Dr. Finch, rooted to the ground, stares at her. “Are you fucking insane? You’re not going back up there. It’s nearly
            dark.”
         

         
         “Nearly”—Bea lifts the elastic, finding the winch—“But not quite.”

         
         “Absolutely not.”

         
         “Oh, come on,” Bea snaps. “Don’t be such a dick.”

         
         “Society rules,” Dr. Finch retorts. “You’ll get me kicked out. Dammit, you’ll probably get me disciplined.”

         
         Bea swears to herself. She wants to fly, wants to feel free again. It’s all she’s ever wanted—a legacy left by a peripatetic
            childhood ruled by strangers who sent her mamá to the dungeon of Saint Dymphna’s while interning Bea in a dozen different foster homes, from which she tried to escape over
            and over again.
         

         
         “You’re such a bloody coward.”

         
         “And you’re bloody suicidal.”

         
         So what if I am? Bea wants to say. Surely it’s commendable not to cower from death but to leap into its jaws with a warrior’s cry. Her maniacal,
            manic mamá at least taught her that. Bea opens her mouth, about to tell him so, then thinks better of it. “Piss off.”
         

         
         Dr. Finch glares at her.

         
         A taut silence stretches between them—the catapult pulled too far, ready to snap. With one last, reluctant glance at the grounded
            glider, Bea drops the elastic to her feet. She eyes him instead: the thin limp frame, weak-featured face, slightly anaemic
            pallor of the overeducated, affected scruffy hair and stubble growth to suggest that his mind is on more elevated subjects
            than personal grooming. What a prick. Bea wishes she had immediate access to a better option. Sadly, right now, she does not.
         

         
         “So,” Bea says. “If I can’t fly, then I need the next best thing—is your wife expecting you home?”

         
          

         Afterwards, Bea lies across the sofa in Dr. Finch’s office, while he scrambles about for his clothes—acting as if he can’t
            quite imagine how this happened, as if that means he can later claim that it didn’t actually happen at all. She scans the
            titles of his textbooks, searching for anything by her favourite philosopher.
         

         
         She doesn’t want to be here anymore. She wants to be in the air or, if she can’t, reading a book. An escape. An alternative
            world. She’d been wrong. The orgasm, especially as it’d been executed by the inattentive Dr. Finch, was a pathetic echo of
            flight. She should have stayed in the air. She should have stolen the plane. Next time she will. Next time she won’t come
            down.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1st October

         
         
            Thirty-one days . . .

         

         
            5:31 a.m.—Liyana

         

         The first dive is always the finest. The moment she slices the water and slides under. That is it. Her peak moment. A singular
            rush of joy floods her veins like a morphine shot as Liyana dives, arms like an arrow, moving so fast and free that she feels
            no longer solid but liquid.
         

         
         “I hate being human,” Liyana often says. “Imagine gliding through water all your life instead of stumbling through air.”

         
         “You moan like a beached whale,” her aunt Nyasha often replies. “Or that mermaid in that film you—”

         
         “Madison,” Liyana would always interrupt. “Splash. Yeah, except the blond hair and blue eyes, I wish I was.”
         

         
         Liyana allows herself this joy once a month. She “borrows” her aunt’s membership, walking the half mile to the Serpentine
            Spa on Upper Street, and swims for an hour. No more, no less. Then she leaves and doesn’t return, no matter how much she wants
            to, until the next month and the next permitted trip. The enforced limitation is a regretful but necessary discipline to keep
            the inevitable aftermath of sorrow at bay.
         

         
         “So why do you go, vinye?” Nya asks. “If it makes you sad?”
         

         
         “The same reason you chase men who make you miserable,” Liyana replies. “Because if you didn’t, you might as well be dead.”

         
         Almost five years ago Liyana spent six hours a day in a swimming pool. Then, swimming had anointed her only with joy, much
            like her aunt’s new (and fifth) husband had Nya. At ten she’d won enough trophies to fill an oak cabinet; at thirteen she
            was set for Olympic stardom. Then came the accident that beached Liyana for a year, casting her forever back into amateur
            waters. Now swimming brings joy and sorrow in equal measure. The first dive is still the finest, the final always the saddest.
            And then Liyana leaves, before the longing to stay becomes too overwhelming. It’s already difficult enough to let go after
            only an hour. And in the following days the scent of chlorine clings to her skin no matter how she scrubs, twisting her guts
            and stinging her black eyes, bright as stones on the seabed. When at last it leaves, her skin—dark as the depths of the ocean—is
            parched again until the next month.
         

         
         Underwater, as her torpedoed self slows, Liyana opens her eyes to the lengths of shimmering blue ceramic tiles, shaped into
            a sea serpent of two curling mosaic S’s. She is poised to flip, to kick off from the tiles and push to the surface, when she
            sees a glimmering in the corner: a stone, bright white as a skull. It’s as big as her fist and, as she glides towards it,
            Liyana thinks of Kumiko’s face. Kumiko, her skin pale as bone within curtains of black hair like a waning moon in a midnight
            sky.
         

         
         “If I’m the moon,” Kumiko had said, “then you’re the night sky, curling round me.”

         
         Liyana laughed. “All right then.”

         
         “No, I’m not the moon.” Kumiko leaned forward. “I’m the teeth in your dark, wet mouth.”

         
         Kumiko touched her lips to Liyana’s. Slowly, Liyana kissed her. “You’re trying to distract me.”

         
         Kumiko smiled. “Is it working?”

         
         “I’m trying—I want to draw you.”

         
         “I want to fuck you.”

         
         Liyana laughed again. “You’re not very ladylike, are you?”

         
         Kumiko pulled back. “By whose definition?”

         
         “Well . . .” Liyana tapped her pen to her teeth. “You’d certainly better not talk to my aunt like that.”

         
         “That depends”—Kumiko’s smile deepened—“Does she look like you?”

         
         “Right,” Liyana said, setting down her pen. “You’re definitely not meeting her now.”

         
         Kumiko rolled her eyes. “Like I ever was.”

         
         “You will,” Liyana said. “I’m just . . .”

         
         “Waiting for the right time,” Kumiko said. “I know, I’ve heard your spiel enough times I could recite it back to you.”

         
         “Please,” Liyana said. “You’ve got to—”

         
         “Give you time,” Kumiko finished. “Yeah, yeah. Yada yada . . . You know what? You need to stop being so ladylike and grow some balls—or boobs, or whatever the fem equivalent is—and stop being such a fucking
            coward.”
         

         
          

         Liyana surfaces clutching the stone. Shaking the water from her hair, she looks up into the face of a man. She frowns and
            folds her arms over the poolside edge. He gazes down at her.
         

         
         “I thought I’d have to call the lifeguard,” he says.

         
         Liyana’s frown deepens into a scowl.

         
         “You can hold your breath for a really long time,” he clarifies. “It looked like you might not come up.”

         
         “Fifteen minutes, thirty-seven seconds,” Liyana says. She doesn’t want to be talking with this man and has no idea why he is talking to her, but the desire to speak about swimming is ever-present, the words escaping before she can stop them. “I
            used to be able to hold it for tw—longer.”
         

         
         “Used to?”

         
         Liyana shrugs droplets from her shoulders. “Out of practice.” She glances back at the pool. She’s wasting valuable water time.
            “I should—”
         

         
         “How often do you come here?”

         
         Liyana’s frown returns. “Did you just ask me if I come here often?”

         
         He laughs. “Yeah, I guess I did—sorry, I didn’t mean to.” He pulls his hand over his hair. Liyana notices that he’s quite
            attractive—tall, muscular, skin the colour of wet earth—exceedingly attractive, one might say, if one were that way inclined.
            “I didn’t mean it like that. I was only asking . . . this isn’t my local gym. I wondered if it’s worth the membership fee.”
         

         
         Liyana rubs her thumb over the wet stone. It wants to return to the water. “I suppose so, I don’t know. I only come to swim.”

         
         “How often?”

         
         “Once a month.”

         
         His eyebrows rise. “Really? You don’t—you look much fitter than that.”

         
         Liyana shifts in the water, pulling her arms closer, covering the view to her breasts. “I don’t think—”

         
         “Shit,” he says. “I’m so sorry. That sentence should’ve stayed in my head. I didn’t—”

         
         “Mean it like that?” Liyana raises a single eyebrow.

         
         “Yeah,” he says. “I, um, I only meant to say that you—you look like an athlete.”

         
         Liyana regards him. In addition to being handsome, he has a voice that, even when he’s self-conscious and stumbling, sounds
            like a river smoothing rocks. Perhaps that’s why she has let this conversation go on so long.
         

         
         I was an athlete once. The words wait in Liyana’s throat. But to let them out would incite questions she has no intention of answering.
         

         
         “I’ve got to go,” she says instead. “I’ve only got forty-seven minutes left.”

         
         “That’s—you’re very . . . precise.”

         
         He smiles again and Liyana is caught by it, reminded of something long ago. A moon breaking through clouds. A river catching
            its light.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2nd October

         
         
            Thirty days . . .

         

         
            10:36 a.m.—Scarlet

         

         Scarlet didn’t want to go but her grandmother had insisted. Why she’d thought a day’s apprenticeship with a Hatfield blacksmith
            was an appropriate eighteenth birthday present, Scarlet can’t imagine. But it’s another pitiful example of how far and fast
            her grandmother’s mind is declining—her birthday isn’t till the end of the month. Even so, what could she do but go along
            with it?
         

         
         The blacksmith, Owen Baker, is the sturdiest man Scarlet has ever seen, with a head as bald as her belly, a neck as thick
            as her thigh, and hands almost as broad as hers are long. He could throw her over his shoulder and disappear into the forest
            in a flash. Not that she can see the forest. The forge is located in a courtyard, adjacent to a pig farm. Yet when Scarlet
            thinks of blacksmiths, if she ever has since the age of eight, she thinks of fairy tales involving forests and vulnerable
            girls—or perhaps that’s huntsmen?
         

         
         “All right then, what is it you’ll be wanting to make now, Miss Thorne?”

         
         Scarlet looks up, momentarily blank. She’d been tuning out the blacksmith’s introduction, with its potted history of the noble
            art of crafting rivets, but hadn’t expected it to be over so soon.
         

         
         “Sorry?” Scarlet starts twisting her hair into a bun. The thick dark-red curls spring like flames from her head, framing her
            eyes, brown as the wood that feeds the fire. “I didn’t think I’d be . . .”
         

         
         “Well, as I say”—the blacksmith rests both broad hands on his anvil and leans forward—“You’ll be making whatever you want.
            A rivet, a nail, a sword . . .”
         

         
         Scarlet stares at him, releasing her grip on her hair. “A sword?”

         
         “Oh, yes.” The blacksmith grins, eyes suddenly bright as a three-year-old boy’s. “You want to be making a sword, Miss Thorne?”

         
         Scarlet considers this curious proposal. “No, not really.”

         
         “Fair enough.” He straightens himself, the light in his eyes dimming. “So, then what’ll it be?”

         
         Scarlet reaches for her hair again. “But I thought you’d tell me what to do.”

         
         Owen Baker shakes his head. “What’s the fun in that now? No. It’s up to you.”

         
         Scarlet’s thrown. She fingers her hair, chews her lip. Then, all at once, it comes to her. “Okay, I know.” She grins, delighted
            by her inspiration. “I want to make a gate.”
         

         
         “A gate?”

         
         “Yeah.” Scarlet warms to her theme. “One of those fancy gates, with all the pretty swirls and curly bits. You know what I
            mean?”
         

         
         “The finials and curlicues?” The blacksmith folds his arms. “Well, I admire your ambition, Miss Thorne, I do. But I’m afraid
            that might be a tad much for a day’s work. We’ve only got five hours.”
         

         
         “Oh, right.” Scarlet glances at a hammer hanging on the stone wall. “I see.”

         
         “But we could make a part of a gate,” he suggests. “How’d that be?”

         
         Scarlet brightens. “Great.”

         
         “So, what d’you favour?” he says. “A curly bit or a pointy bit?”

         
          

         “Yes, that’s right, use the corner when you’re drawing down—good, that’s good technique. Yes, that’s it, bit slower now.”
            He nods. “You’re a dab hand with the hammer, Miss Thorne.”
         

         
         Scarlet looks up, grinning, face flushed. “Really? I’ve never—”

         
         “No, don’t stop now!” the blacksmith says. “Don’t let it cool. That’s it, not the flat, the corners—you’re wanting to push
            the metal along, like a rolling pin does to dough, or so the wife tells me.”
         

         
         This comment misses its mark, so intent is Scarlet on the pull of her arm, the upswing of the hammer, the crack as it hits
            the burning metal bar, the shock of hammer on anvil if she misses her target.
         

         
         “Right, bring it back to centre, that’s it—remember the flat of the hammer now, start refining the shape. Lighter blows, or
            your point’ll snap.”
         

         
         Scarlet tumbles the bar, tapping out the slope—first one side, then the other—stretching the metal thinner and thinner towards
            the point. She hopes they’ll have time to make another, to plunge more metal into the furnace, to see the flames leap and
            spit with delight to have a thing to burn. Scarlet wants to watch the fire till it’s embers and ash. She wants to strike hammer
            to anvil, again and again, to feel the power of the blow as she brings it down, the glorious crack that shudders through her
            from tip to toe. Strangely, Scarlet finds she wants to immerse her hand in the flame, wants to feel the scorch on her skin.
            She believes, impossibly, that the fire will be kind to her. That it will lick her warm, that the warmth will spread and rise,
            till she’s white hot at her core.
         

         
         By rights Scarlet should be fearful of fire, should hate it, since it took her mother and her home. But she finds, perhaps
            because she has no memory of the event, that it’s only when she thinks of fire that she feels scared. When she sees it, she’s
            fascinated.
         

         
          

         “Whatever are you doing with that frightful spike?” Her grandmother shrinks back in the chair, as if Scarlet had held the
            finial to her throat. “Put it away.”
         

         
         “I made it,” Scarlet says, hugging the spike protectively to her chest. “With the blacksmith this morning.”

         
         They sit now in the café’s kitchen, eating buttered crumpets for dinner. A weekly treat.

         
         Esme Thorne’s brow furrows. “The blacksmith?”

         
         Scarlet bites into her crumpet, suppressing a flush of sorrow. “You bought me an apprenticeship for my birthday, remember?”

         
         Her grandmother’s eyes cloud and Scarlet curses herself. Why did she use that bloody word? She should know better by now.
            But, too often, she forgets.
         

         
         “But it’s not your birthday.” All at once, her grandmother looks like a child: wide, anxious eyes, a smattering of freckles
            across her nose—the same nose that had been bequeathed to three generations of Thorne women. “Is it? I—I didn’t forget your
            birthday, did I?”
         

         
         “No, no, Grandma,” Scarlet says quickly. “Of course you didn’t. It’s not till the end of the month.”

         
         Her grandmother relaxes. “I knew I couldn’t forget my own Ruby’s birthday.”

         
         Scarlet puts down her crumpet. “No, Grandma, I’m not Ruby,” she says, already regretting the words. “I—I’m Scarlet.”

         
         “I know,” Esme says, suddenly irritated. “That’s what I said.” She pulls back her long grey hair—at seventy-eight she’s only
            lately lost the last wisps of red—and tucks it behind her ears. “I wish you’d stop correcting me. It’s most obnoxious.”
         

         
         Scarlet waits, poised to douse the flames of the fire she’s just ignited. But then it seems to snuff out. Her grandmother
            licks melted butter from her thumb.
         

         
         “When you were a little girl you wanted to be a blacksmith.”

         
         “Really?” Scarlet says, relieved but unconvinced. For the past few years it’s been trickier to distinguish fact from fiction
            in her grandmother’s mind. Still, Scarlet plays along. “Did I?”
         

         
         Her grandmother nods. “Oh, yes. I even bought you an anvil and hammer once—for your twelfth birthday, I think—a small set,
            but real enough.”
         

         
         “That’s amazing, Grandma.” Scarlet smiles, helpfully. “I don’t remember.”

         
         “You don’t? Gosh, I . . .” Esme falls silent, gazing down at her plate. “You’d gone on a school trip. Afterwards you begged
            and begged me to buy them for you.”
         

         
         She still has no memory of the event, but somehow Scarlet feels that this time what her grandmother’s saying is true. “So,
            what happened?” she asks. “Where are they?”
         

         
         “I don’t know.” Her grandmother looks thoughtful. “I think . . . you didn’t want them. You said it wasn’t the same.”

         
         Scarlet frowns. “What wasn’t?”

         
         “I don’t rightly know.” Her grandmother looks up from the plate, squinting as the memory slithers away. She reaches into the
            air, grasping for it. “I think . . . I think . . . you didn’t want the tools. You wanted the fire.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            3rd October

         
         
            Twenty-nine days . . .

         

         
            1:03 a.m.—Leo

         

         After settling his parents back at the hotel, Leo returns to Saint John’s. Tonight the moon is at the first quarter and the
            nearest gate into Everwhere is the one guarding the Master’s Garden. Tonight Leo must hunt, to sharpen his skills, and kill,
            to fuel his fading light. After observing Goldie for a few days, and continuing to dream about her at night, Leo knows that
            he must prepare diligently for the forthcoming fight to stand a chance of survival. For, even though she’s forgotten herself,
            Goldie is still the most powerful Grimm girl he’s ever seen. It’ll be close combat, but at least he’ll have the element of
            surprise on his side.
         

         
          

         It’s after three o’clock when Leo steps out of his room. Occasional blurts of sound punctuate his walk along the student-populated
            hallway—drunken laughter from one room, enthusiastic copulation from another. Leo hurries on. He’s taking his degree at Saint
            John’s since it’s one of the few colleges with a gateway on the grounds, meaning Leo doesn’t have to roam the streets of Cambridge
            on moonlit nights.
         

         
         Only the most ancient and prestigious colleges contain such doorways: those whose bricks, towers, trees, and soil have been
            steeped in thought for several centuries. Unfortunately, Saint John’s is also one of the largest colleges and Leo’s room is
            far from the Master’s Garden, so he always risks being seen by an overvigilant night porter.
         

         
         Leo notices, speeding along stone corridors and darting across forbidden lawns, that he’s feeling out of sorts. Ordinarily,
            this is his favourite night of the month, but tonight he’s not buoyed by his usual enthusiasm. Which is strange, since Leo
            is the best of them, the brightest star, his demon father’s top recruit. He has the highest number of terminations of any
            soldier. And at only eighteen, depending on the world in which you’re counting.
         

         
         Leo has heard that it’s possible, theoretically at least, for a soldier to travel to Everwhere on the coattails of a Grimm
            girl’s dreams—thus not limiting his entrance to an exact date and time—but he won’t manage this method himself, since it requires
            certain skills and deep intimacy with the girl in question. And Leo could never countenance loving a Grimm. Not truly. Not
            after what their kind has done to his.
         

         
         Ten minutes later and a little breathless, Leo stands before the gate. He glances at his watch. At 3:33 a.m. he reaches up, pressing his palm lightly to the elaborate wrought-iron curls. The gate shimmers silver, as if brushed by
            moonlight. Leo pushes it open and steps through.
         

         
         
            6:35 a.m.—Goldie

            By now my thoughts of commanding armies and toppling nations have passed, replaced by the usual worries about providing for
               Teddy, avoiding Garrick, paying the rent . . . and I’m grateful. There was something slightly unsettling in feeling so powerful.
            

            
            “G-G, come here.”

            
            “What is it?” I shift from the kitchen to Teddy’s bed—everything in our flat is only a few steps from everything else—to see
               what he wants. Although I already know, because we go through the same routine every morning. And, sure enough, I find Ted
               naked, except for Batman underpants, beside a pile of discarded clothes.
            

            
            He gives me a look of lament. “What can I wear today?”

            
            I survey the situation. “Green trousers with red T-shirt and blue jumper?”

            
            The look on Teddy’s face tells me I’m a frump.

            
            “What about your favourite jumper?” I point to the puff of soft blue cashmere acquired from the child of a Swiss banker (room
               23) a month ago. It was one of half a dozen identical jumpers—I could have taken two, no problem. But thieving is all about
               limits; once you get greedy, you get caught.
            

            
            “I’ve worn it nearly every day.” Teddy regards it. “Yesterday, Caitlin said she’d lend me a tenner to buy a new one.”

            
            “Little bit—” I bite my lip. Kids. Some are sweet; most need a good slap. I think of the French family staying in room 38,
               with a boy Teddy’s age.
            

            
            “I’ll get you something new soon,” I promise. “Don’t worry.”

            
            “You will?” Teddy barrels into me, arms flung wide. I hug him back. He’s slight as a fresh-planted sapling, limbs so thin
               I worry they’ll snap if I hug him too tight.
            

            
            “Yes,” I say. Something so stupendous even that goblin child will have to admire it.

            
         
         
            7:07 a.m.—Bea

            “Get up, get up, get up.”

            
            The elongated lump beneath Bea’s bedcovers groans.

            
            “Come on”—she finds his thigh with her heel and gives it a hefty kick—“You lazy sod.”

            
            A matted head of hair, along with a face she vaguely remembers from last night, emerges from under the blankets and squints
               into the milky morning light. “Have a heart.” He drops his head back to the pillow. “It’s barely dawn.”
            

            
            “No, it’s not,” Bea snaps. She wishes, not for the first time, that she’d been able to sneak Little Cat into her college room
               since he gives comfort without reciprocal demands. “Now fuck off, I’ve got a lecture.” This isn’t true and they both know
               it. But, though Bea wants to get rid of him, she also has a standing date with the University Library. Every morning, as soon
               as it opens. To study philosophy. She chose this subject in order to entertain and evaluate ideas that might, in another context,
               raise questions about her mental health, since she still worries that the apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree.
            

            
            Her mamá is the first to remind her of this. Her falcon-featured mamá, whose nose is nearly as sharp as her tongue. “This isn’t your purpose, niña,” she says. “You’ll find that out soon enough.”
            

            
            She speaks, every time, with such authority that Bea sometimes finds it hard to disregard her. Cleo García Pérez always sounds
               sincere telling tales she claims are true, of invented places she claims are real. As if she isn’t either teasing or mad.
               When she’s both. Which is why she spent Bea’s childhood in and out of Saint Dymphna’s Psychiatric Hospital, while Bea spent
               it in and out of foster homes. Cleo also spends an unusual amount of time extolling the virtues of vice, insisting Bea follow
               in her murky footsteps. Unlike other mothers, Cleo approves of bad behaviour and admonishes good, praising her daughter for
               selfish acts, for anger and unkindness, while chastising slips of thoughtfulness or generosity. Her mamá, a chill wind of cruelty blowing through an otherwise calm world, a textbook example of how human beings can be so fucking
               foul to one another.
            

            
            “Life is a fight for survival,” her mamá says. “Good, by its nature, will lose this fight, leaving the rest to win. ¿Entiendes? So you can’t be good, if you want to survive.”
            

            
            Fair enough, Bea thinks, though it’s not an opinion she’ll be sharing. It’s always struck her as funny that, in all her ardent
               ramblings on the war between good and evil, her mamá has never tried to claim that these Sisters Grimm of which she speaks, of which she claims Bea is one, are fighting for good.
               For why be good when you can be great? Evil, she always says, is greatness. Evil means having the courage and ability to do
               what’s needed in order to triumph: to rid the world of the weak.
            

            
            “If you leave the future of humanity in the hands of the good,” Cleo says, “they’ll create a piteous race: people crippled
               by compassion, tolerance, empathy. People who accept what is instead of fighting for what’s possible. Leave the patetica human race in their hands and we’ll be wiped out—by the elements, the animals, any invading alien race . . .”
            

            
            When her mamá talks like this, Bea has learned to nod along and say nothing. Arguing only means she won’t shut up. Bea came to Cambridge
               to escape, to distance herself from Cleo’s fascist opinions, to steep instead in gentle rumination, speculation, consideration.
               Socializing, except for the purposes of physical satisfaction, is not something that interests her.
            

            
            Finally managing to extricate the interloper from her bed, Bea cycles (too fast) to the library, only slowing as she crosses
               Queen’s Road to glance back across the river and inhale the beauty of King’s College Chapel, its intricately carved spires
               reaching like immortal fingers towards the curve of the rising sun. Sometimes Bea imagines that the spires are trying to pull
               the great weight of the college into the sky, to fly like a majestic migrating bird to warmer climes in winter—Paris, perhaps,
               to sit beside Notre Dame, or Barcelona, for the illustrious company of La Sagrada Familia.
            

            
            Every day, Bea feels grateful to be here, among such beauty and inspiration. Grateful to sit in the University Library, to
               immerse herself in the opinions of Bertrand Russell, who, predictably, proves far better company than the fumbling student
               she kicked out of her bed.
            

            
         
         
            11:48 a.m.—Liyana

            Liyana balances her sketchbook on her knees to draft the next panel of her graphic novel, the one she’s been working on for
               nearly two years. With ink and pen she depicts BlackBird hurling LionEss from the top of the tallest oak tree in Elsewhere.
               BlackBird laughs as LionEss, flailing and unable to fly, plummets to the stones below. When Liyana has shaded in the last
               leaf of ivy, she starts to write the story of how BlackBird came to be.
            

            
            
               BlackBird

            

            
               Once upon a time there was a girl born with ebony skin, jet-black hair, and inky eyes. She was so dark that she could slip
                  into any shadow unseen, so dark that she shone almost blue in the moonlight. She was also the most beautiful, enchanting,
                  and wisest girl in seven kingdoms—far more beautiful than her pale stepsisters, all of whom had ashen skin, bleached hair,
                  and chalky eyes; all of whom were slightly dull and dim.
               

               The girl had one great delight in life. On nights when the moon was full, she could fly. She stood naked in their garden,
                  her black skin brushed with a sheen of blue, waiting for her curls of jet-black hair to catch the wind and transform into
                  magnificent wings. Then she would soar above the lands and seas, her feathers glinting in the silver light, gliding on currents
                  of pure joy.
               

               Her sisters couldn’t fly. They were as fixed to the ground as the cows who grazed the fields. But, rather than admit their
                  jealousy, the sisters pretended that they simply didn’t care to fly, that walking through the grasses was grander than swooping
                  through the skies.
               

               Her stepsisters were so jealous of Bee—as they named her, since they claimed she was nothing more than an insect—that they
                  fashioned a plan to convince her that she was an ugly fool. Every day they told her so, inventing elaborate reasons and echoing
                  each other’s examples. At first, Bee, wise as she was, saw through their efforts. But, as the days and months passed, she
                  began to waver and doubt herself. And, since there was only one of her and three of them, eventually she started to believe
                  her stepsisters. Until Bee was convinced that she was indeed an ugly fool.
               

               And so, feeling embarrassed, Bee flew only in secret now and then and found, when she did, that it didn’t bring her the delight
                  it once had. Months of unseen moons turned into years, until she no longer went out on moonlit nights at all. Until one day,
                  Bee had forgotten that she could grow wings, had forgotten that she could fly, had forgotten the one thing that had brought
                  her such joy.
               

               Almost a lifetime had passed, when, walking in the woods, Bee met a stranger with skin, hair, and eyes as dark as her own.
                  After they’d exchanged the usual pleasantries about the weather, the price of cows, and so forth, the old woman dropped her
                  voice to a whisper.
               

               “You’ve forgotten yourself,” the stranger said. “So much so that you can’t even remember your own name.”

               Bee had to admit that this was true, since she could not recall, no matter how hard she tried, any name other than the one
                  her stepsisters had given her.
               

               “It’s time to remember,” the old woman said. “Before it’s too late.”

               “But how?” Bee asked. “How can I?”

               “Climb to the top of the tallest tree in this forest,” the stranger said. “Then jump from the highest branch. As you fall,
                  you will remember who you are.”
               

               Bee regarded the woman with horror. “You think it’s worth giving my life to remember myself?”

               The woman considered this for only a second. “Yes,” she said. “I do.”

               For many months, Bee ignored the woman, thinking her mad. But, as months again turned into years, and she found herself growing
                  heavier with sorrow, Bee finally decided that she had nothing to lose, for she no longer cared if she lived or died.
               

               So she found an ancient oak in the forest, as high as three houses, and, branch by branch, climbed to the very top. There
                  she sat, catching her breath and gazing down at the ground far, far below. Bee waited, until day turned to night, then she
                  stood. She whispered her goodbyes to the living and said her greetings to the dead.
               

               Then she leapt.

               As Bee fell, soaring through the air so fast that it thundered in her ears, she remembered her name: BlackBird. And with it,
                  herself.
               

               Just as her body was about to hit the ground, as her skull was about to shatter on the stones, BlackBird threw back her head
                  and laughed, her jet-black hair whipping out behind her, transforming into gigantic wings that lifted her into the winds,
                  until she was soaring high above the trees—feathers glinting in the moonlight—once more gliding on currents of pure joy.
               

               BlackBird never again forgot herself, her name, or what she loved. And so she spent the rest of her life flying through the
                  skies and never again coming back down to earth.
               

               Now, if you go into your own garden on a moonlit night, and if you listen very well, you will still be able to hear the echo
                  of her laughter in the air.
               

            

            Liyana bites the end of her pen. Then, recalling the time she stained her lips green, wipes her mouth. She selects a thicker
               pen, adding curls to BlackBird’s Afro, sketching in her wings. Liyana works slowly, in no rush to finish, since her comic
               book world is an infinite improvement on reality: the good triumph, the bad perish, and if chaos is reaped along the way,
               in the end everything is always set right with the world. Justice prevails.
            

            
            Liyana often finds herself stepping into the long black leather boots of her feminist superhero. She fights crime, saves lives,
               pines for her lover, honours her mother’s memory. Truthfully, Liyana spends more time in Elsewhere than in London. She can
               be walking the streets, sitting on the tube, bumping into pedestrians, when in fact she’s alone and soaring through the air
               in a magical land.
            

            
            “Ana, I need you!” her aunt shouts up the stairs.

            
            Reluctantly, Liyana abandons BlackBird and LionEss (who bears an uncanny resemblance to both her aunt and Catwoman, an issue
               Liyana plans to resolve when the distant matter of publication arises), along with her drawings and pens, and returns to Earth.
            

            
         
         
            5:48 p.m.—Scarlet

            “Scarlet!”

            
            Catching sight of the finial she’s placed proudly on a shelf balanced between a jar of sugar and a jar of salt, Scarlet stops
               sieving. She slaps the bag of flour onto the kitchen counter in a puff of white dust and hurries from the kitchen into the
               café.
            

            
            “What is it, Grandma?” Scarlet asks, reaching the table.

            
            Esme sits in her favourite spot beside the bay window, overlooking the intricate arches and turrets of King’s College, contemplating
               the dim lamplit rooms of the college where she met her husband. Before Alzheimer’s took hold, Esme told great tales about
               her husband, though spoke rarely of her daughter. The only story she’d tell was the story of Scarlet’s birth, how she was
               born feetfirst, on a river of screaming blood, in the moment between one day and the next. Whenever Scarlet asked for other,
               less gory anecdotes about her mother, Esme fobbed her off with fripperies. And that was before; now Scarlet only gets information
               she can’t trust at all.
            

            
            Excepting the rare snapshot image, the main thing Scarlet remembers about Ruby is how she looked: the same red curls, the
               same brown eyes. Which is lucky, since she doesn’t have a photograph, everything having been destroyed in the house fire less
               than a decade ago, the fire that killed her mother.
            

            
            “Look, Scarlet, isn’t it beautiful?”

            
            Scarlet follows the point of her grandma’s curled finger to the orange sky breaking like cracked eggs above scalloped stone
               spires. Sometimes, when she’s cleaning tables, Scarlet stops to gaze across the road at King’s College, the latticed stained-glass
               windows of the chapel set into sculpted stone walls and topped with fluted pinnacles. A flag flickering atop the central tower
               like a flame. Scarlet feels comforted, though she can’t quite say why, to imagine that stained glass being fired in a furnace
               nearly six centuries ago, created and crafted by expert hands over the course of two hundred years. The solidity of King’s
               is reassuring somehow, offering a pleasing permanence in this too quickly changing world.
            

            
            “Yes.” Scarlet smiles. “It’s like Bonfire Night. I’ve made cinnamon buns. Would you like one? A treat for dinner.” No matter
               that they’d eaten crumpets for dinner last night—her grandmother won’t remember.
            

            
            “Oh, yes.” Esme smiles like a delighted child. “They’re my favourite.”

            
            “I know.” Scarlet touches her grandmother’s shoulder before turning away. She hasn’t made cinnamon buns but still has a batch
               from yesterday. She’ll heat them in the microwave, though Esme would have a fit if she knew it, believing microwaves to be
               the Devil’s work. She didn’t speak to Scarlet for two days after she bought one, though her grandmother doesn’t remember that
               anymore either.
            

            
            The trick to reheating is not to overdo them, only warm the centres, then pop them under the grill, to get that slightly crisped,
               just-baked topping. And Grandma will never know. Although the heat of the plate might give Scarlet away. It’s so hot that
               anyone else would drop it, but Scarlet can pull trays straight from the oven without flinching, something her grandmother
               has never been able to do. Not that Esme has baked in years.
            

            
            In the kitchen, Scarlet fills the dishwasher—a concession to modernity even her grandmother couldn’t resist—while the microwave
               whirs. When it pings, she sets the plate on the counter to cool a little and switches on the dishwasher. Nothing happens.
               No industrious sounds from behind the flip-up plastic door. Scarlet waits. She presses the button again.
            

            
            “Shit.”

            
            She kicks it. Still nothing. Last month the fridge—which, at £356, was cheaper to replace than to fix, plus an extra £125
               to take it to the dump. Now the fucking dishwasher. Which, at £2,575, must be fixed instead of replaced.
            

            
            “Shit, shit, shit.”

            
            Popping the cinnamon buns under the grill, Scarlet glowers at the dishwasher, in the vain hope of intimidating it into working.
               When that fails, she gives it another swift kick, picks up the plate, and stalks out of the kitchen.
            

            
            Scarlet sets the buns on the table. For a moment, Esme seems not to notice, then pulls her gaze from the sunset to Scarlet.

            
            “What—why . . .” A frown breaks across Esme’s brow. “What’s this?”

            
            “Cinnamon buns. A treat for dinner, reme—” Swallowing the word, Scarlet gives the plate a nudge. “They’re your favourite.”

            
            Her grandmother frowns down at the buns. “They are?”

            
            “Try one, Grandma. You’ll love it, I promise.”

            
            Esme eyes the plate. Before Alzheimer’s, she’d adored all baked goods. If it consisted of flour, sugar, and butter, Esme gobbled
               it up, no question. Now she’s suspicious of everything, like a child apprehensively eyeing a plate of broccoli. And it always
               breaks Scarlet’s heart a little.
            

            
            “Please, Grandma, just taste them.”

            
            Esme considers the cinnamon buns for a moment longer, then nudges the plate away, folds her arms, and returns her gaze to
               the sunset.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Over a decade ago

         
         
            Everwhere

         

         It is a place of falling leaves and hungry ivy, mist and fog, moonlight and ice, a place always shifting and always still.
            It never changes, though the mists rise and fall, the fog rolls in across the shores and sea. But the moonlight never ebbs,
            the ice never melts, the sun never shines. It’s a nocturnal place, a place crafted from thoughts and dreams, hope and desire.
            It is lit by the silver of an unwavering moon, unfettered by clouds, illuminating everything but the shadows. It’s an autumnal
            place, but with a winter chill and hue. Imagine a forest that reaches between now and forever, with ancient trunks stretching
            to the marbled sky and an infinite network of roots reaching out to the edge of eternity.
         

         
         The entrance to this place is guarded by gates, perfectly ordinary if usually ornate gates, that now and then—on that certain
            day, at that certain hour—transform into something extraordinary. And, if you’ve got a little Grimm blood in you, you might
            be able to see the shift.
         

         
         Stepping through a gate, you’ll first be met by trees. They’ll greet you with white leaves falling like rain, dusting a crisp
            confetti across your path that crunches under your feet as you begin to find your way. Step carefully over the slick stones,
            or you may slip. Reach out to steady yourself, palm pressed to the bleached moss that blankets every trunk and branch. Soon
            you’ll hear the rush of water, a vein of the endless river that runs on and on, twisting through the trees, turning with the
            paths but never meeting the seas.
         

         
         It’s a while before you notice that everything around you is alive. You’ll feel the hum of the earth beneath your feet, the
            breath of the trees in the rustle of their leaves, the murmur of the birds in flight. As your eyes adjust to the light you’ll
            see the marks on rocks, crushed patches of leaves, slips in the mud.
         

         
         Footprints.

         
         Others have been here before, and you’re following in their footsteps. You wonder how many have preceded you, which paths
            they took, where they went, and what they found. And so you walk on . . .
         

         
         As you walk be careful to avoid the shadows, steer clear of the creatures that lurk within. Don’t listen to their voices,
            the persistent whispers that will linger in your mind. Instead, stick to the path. Follow your heart and let it lead you to
            the others, as they will be led to you.
         

         
         
            Goldie

            I wanted to be different, special, exceptional. No doubt everyone felt the same, excepting the seven people on this planet
               happy exactly as they are. I wasn’t. I’d wanted to be extraordinary ever since I was old enough to know I was not. I suppose
               that’s why I liked sleeping so much, because in my dreams I was spectacular. I flew, breathed fire, became invisible. I moved
               objects with my mind, heard people’s thoughts, transported myself from place to place in a blink.
            

            
            I looked unusual. Not beautiful. At least, no one ever said so. I didn’t care. I didn’t care that I wasn’t pretty like Juliet
               du Plessi, who sat at my reading table though she never bothered with the books. I didn’t need pretty, I had my mind. My thoughts.
               I could always hide away in my own head. A bit like J.J., who always knew answers to questions even our teachers didn’t know.
               I usually did too, though, unlike J.J., I never raised my hand.
            

            
            In my dreams I sometimes used my magic powers for good, sometimes for evil. It didn’t matter, since no one was ever hurt in
               dreams. Which was sometimes a relief, sometimes a shame. At night, I maimed my stepfather in elaborately inventive ways. Every
               morning, he remained disappointingly unbruised. Another reason falling asleep was my favourite moment, waking up my worst.
            

            
         
         
            Scarlet

            It was a moment before Scarlet noticed she was being watched, her mother regarding her with a curious, sideways gaze. Scarlet
               glanced down to see that her fingertips were scorched, as if burned by the sun. But it was a muted English day, warm enough
               to sit on the grass and string daisy chains, too cool to discard layers of clothing. Scarlet still wore a cotton vest under
               her dress, yet the petals of the daisy she held were singed.
            

            
            “What did you do?”

            
            Scarlet didn’t meet her mother’s eye. “Nothing.”

            
            “Then why . . . ?”

            
            “It just happened,” Scarlet protested, sensing that her mother’s anger, always quick to ignite, was starting to spark. “I—I
               didn’t do anything.”
            

            
            Ruby Thorne’s eyes narrowed. “Just like you didn’t flood the bathroom. Or burn my favourite, my only, silk shirt with the
               iron. Or swap the sugar for salt when I baked cinnamon buns yesterday.”
            

            
            Scarlet opened her mouth to protest again, then closed it. What could she say? She had done those things. For, although she
               hadn’t turned on the tap, brandished the iron, or touched the sugar tin, Scarlet knew that she was still responsible. How,
               or why, she couldn’t explain, but strange things happened around her. And, after seven years of such things, Scarlet had come
               to accept that this was the case.
            

            
            “I’m sorry . . .” She fingered the daisy’s petals. It upset her mother more when Scarlet claimed not to know how these things
               happened. It was better simply to confess and take the consequences. “I, um . . .” She pulled at her hair, slowly twisting
               it into a bun at the nape of her neck. “I was playing with a magnifying glass . . . Miss Dixon told us about burning things
               with—”
            

            
            Her mother tut-tutted, shaking her head. “What on earth are they teaching in schools nowadays? It’s hardly appropriate education
               for six-year-olds. I don’t—”
            

            
            “Seven, Mum,” Scarlet mumbled. “I’m seven.”

            
            “Of course you are. But I don’t think that makes it any better, do you?”

            
            Scarlet shook her head in turn, surprised again that her mother had accepted an illogical lie in place of an improbable truth.
               Here they were, sitting in the garden without a magnifying glass in sight, yet Ruby Thorne believed this explanation. And
               she’d believed far greater lies before.
            

            
            Yet, despite her rational mother, Scarlet was a child who prayed for tornadoes to take her to Oz, who upturned many a wardrobe
               seeking Narnia and spoiled several lawns digging holes to Wonderland. Ruby believed in none of these things and didn’t like
               her daughter believing in them either. So Scarlet had learned to keep quiet about her adventures and, indeed, about everything
               else.
            

            
            Ruby stood, brushing from her skirt any insect or blade of grass impertinent enough to cling to the cotton. “Let’s go. Your
               grandma might need a hand with the afternoon tea rush,” she said. “All those little old ladies clamouring for their teacakes . . .”
            

            
            “What’s ‘clamouring’?” Scarlet asked, pushing herself up from the ground. But her mother was already striding across the lawn,
               halfway to the house. With a reluctant glance back at the charred daisy, Scarlet ran after her.
            

            
         
         
            Liyana

            “I’ve got something special to show you.”

            
            Liyana looked up to see her mummy sitting on the sofa. On her lap she held a small carved wooden box, painted white. Liyana
               could tell, from
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