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Maeve felt her stomach lurch. She pressed her lips together and swallowed the bile back down. Breathing through her mouth, she dragged a sack, stuffed with damp rags, from the corner of the storage room. Positioning it in the centre of the space, she sat down, and crossed her legs.

To her right was a pile of glass bottles, not one the same as another. There were blue bottles, green, brown, clear, the occasional yellow. They were different sizes, some were round, some square. The only bottles she was instructed to discard were the ones marked with the word 'Poison'. Apparently, it was bad for business.

To her left was a pile of equally mismatched corks. After years of practice, she could quickly judge which cork would fit which bottle; matching them like unsuspecting participants in an arranged marriage. At least, in the slums, that was something she'd never have to worry about.

Also within reach, was a crate of plant cuttings to push into the bottles. Some were nothing more than riverside grasses, others were flowers, weeds, twigs, lavender. The odd few were actually herbs, but Maeve couldn't identify them. Nor could she identify whether any of the plants were poisonous. Their purpose was merely aesthetic. If people were lucky, they would get a sprig of wild garlic or mint. Something that may help to disguise the vile taste of the medicine itself.

In front of her was a barrel containing Uncle Lou's miracle medicine. Proven to cure any ailment from the common cold to broken bones and irregular heart rhythms. This was the source of the stench that turned Maeve's stomach. Little did Lou's customers know, it was nothing more than water from the putrid river that flowed past the slums.

Uncle Lou's apothecary shop stood along The Wall, under the imposing shadow of the cliff face that rose up behind. Further along the street, the buildings parted for the rough staircase that cut its way through the rock, and up to the next level of the city. The buildings along The Wall, leaning casually back against the cliff, were the oldest in the slums, having stood there for several generations. And while they were a mismatched row of hodgepodge buildings, built by hand from found materials, they were a far cry from the shacks that sprawled before them. Their bricks weren't a uniform colour, their windows didn't match, and you could easily point out the extensions and alterations that had been made over the years. But they boasted such luxuries as electricity, and indoor toilets.

As Maeve filled and stoppered each bottle, she stacked them into a small wheeled cart. It was only after much begging that her uncle had supplied her with it. It was a child's toy, the kind that usually carried wooden bricks. Maeve wondered which unwitting child he'd stolen it from.

She dragged the cart through to the kitchen, the bottles chattering as they jostled for space. She shushed them, gently easing the cart over the pits and dents in the wooden floor.

She could hear her uncle in the shop which occupied the front of the building. A small hall joined it to the back of the house, split into the kitchen and storage room on the ground floor, Maeve's bedroom and a bathroom above, and Uncle Lou's bedroom in the attic space. Every room was small and cramped, the staircases steep and narrow.

Maeve crept across the hall and crouched on the bottom stair. She enjoyed listening to the different voices of the customers, and catching glimpses of them through the glass-panelled door that joined the hall to the shop.

It was easy to distinguish which level of Falside the customer came from. The strength of Lou's phony French accent was proportionate to the weight of his customer's wallet. The richer customers were served with bottles from the top shelves. The contents were, of course, identical, but the bottles were fancier, and sold at a higher price.

“Madame, can you ever truly put a price on your poor father's health?” Uncle Lou was saying. “Your father, who has raised you, protected you, and chosen for you so wisely. Does he not deserve the best? The most potent, and fastest working medicine? Do you not want him returned to you as soon as possible? Think of your children, and how much they would miss their beloved grandfather. Imagine explaining to them that he had died because you wanted to save money.”

After a moment, Maeve heard the chink of coins. She watched as the young woman stepped in front of the door. She wore a high-necked pale blue dress, her blonde hair drawn up in an intricate weave of plaits. In her gloved hands she held a tiny blue bottle. Maeve remembered it, there were vines and grapes embossed around the neck.

Maeve picked up her own long braids, and twisted them up over her head. As she released them, they dropped back down heavily. Her dull hair was escaping in places, tufting out like marsh grass. The ends were tied together with old pieces of string. She sighed.

She looked down at her own tattered gloves. Goodness knows where Lou had found them. She'd cut the fingers off herself to allow for a better grip on the bottles. There was a sizeable hole on the palm of one, and she picked idly at the loose threads.

“My life will never get better,” she whispered to herself.

Leaning forward, Maeve lifted a vase of dried flowers from a side table, and slipped the grubby table cloth out from under it. She ceremoniously laid it over her head like a veil, standing slowly, her head bowed reverently.

“I do,” she whispered, extending her finger for the ring. She snatched her hand back. “But not to you, you fiend.”

She looked up at the ceiling and spun around. There was a large ceiling rose above her, the sort that should host an impressive chandelier, but this one had never had so much as a bare light bulb hanging from it. She span around and around, faster and faster.

“I will marry for love!” she called out as she stumbled. She scrabbled for the table, but fell onto her knees, bashing one against the edge of a loose floorboard.

The door to the shop flew open, and Uncle Lou's sharp nose poked through the gap.

“What the hell are you doing?” he demanded. “I'm trying to run a business here, trying to keep a roof over your head. I don't have to, you know. Too much trouble, and you'll end up just like your crazy mother.” He stabbed the air with a bony finger. “Now, shut the hell up.” The door slammed shut.

Maeve turned and wandered up the stairs. She gently closed her bedroom door behind her, and climbed onto her bed. Leaning on the small window ledge, she gazed out over the muddied slums beneath her, and across the Falwere River beyond.
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Maeve woke to a familiar sound. Above her, a woman giggled, high-pitched and shrill, while Uncle Lou's bed thudded and squeaked in rhythm.

It was still dark outside, and the moonlight pooled on Maeve's bed like milk. She knelt up and watched the moon's reflection fracture on the surface of the river.

She rubbed at her wrist. She'd been dreaming again. She could still feel the ghost of her mother's fingers locked around her arm, the burn as she was wrenched away. Maeve had only been six years old, and she clung onto every memory she still had of her. Her hair, her voice, her smell. Her strange stories. Her screams as they dragged her away.

It didn't feel like eleven years had passed since.

Stepping down onto the cold floor, Maeve tip-toed to the door and opened it a crack. She winced as it creaked. She slipped through the narrow gap and made her way downstairs, expertly avoiding any stairs that squeaked.

In the kitchen, she found some left over ham, just a few slices which were beginning to harden at the edges. She found some bread and, after shearing off the stale end, cut herself two slices and pressed the ham between them.

There was a large jar of mayonnaise on the table, and Maeve unscrewed the lid to breathe in its scent. Her stomach rumbled at the eggy smell. The sauce had separated slightly, and Maeve stirred it back together with a knife. She spread a generous helping into her sandwich. She couldn't remember the last time she'd had mayonnaise.

Carrying her food through to the shop, she settled herself onto the cushioned window seat. There were only a few lights outside, a few houses where people were up early for work, or late after a night in the bars or brothels.

Maeve didn't hear Uncle Lou until he reached the hall, his companion falling down the bottom few stairs.

“Get up,” Lou hissed. “And get out.”

Maeve pressed herself into the corner.

They came into the shop, Lou helping the woman stay on her feet. Her dress was unbuttoned, revealing a stained corset beneath. Her tangled hair had come unpinned, and she gripped her scuffed boots in her hand. She twisted around, and lay her cheek on Lou's bare chest.

“Don't throw me out darling,” she slurred, stroking his face with her spare hand. “Make love to me again.”

“That was not love.”

“Please, Louis.”

“I'm finished with you.” He pushed her away, and she stumbled backwards, knocking bottles from the shelves as she scrabbled to save herself from falling. She collapsed onto the floor, sitting amongst the broken glass and stinking river water.

“Now look what you've done!” Lou grabbed her by the hair and dragged her, screaming, to the door. He unbolted it and threw her out.

“You owe me!” she squealed.

He threw a handful of coins at her. “The rest will pay for the broken bottles.” He shut the door and bolted it. The door thudded as she threw something against it. Lou muttered something under his breath and disappeared back upstairs.

Maeve looked out of the window and watched the woman, now carrying only one boot, limp down the steps in her stockings.

She listened to the house for a while, but it seemed Uncle Lou had gone back to bed.

She collected the dustpan and brush from the kitchen, and swept up the broken glass as quietly as she could. She found old rags and mopped up the spilt water, turning her head away from the stench.

She unbolted the front door and retrieved the woman's discarded boot. She put everything into an old flour sack, and stashed it in a corner of the store room to dispose of later. Uncle Lou didn't like to wake to evidence of the night before. This way, they could all pretend it never happened.

When Maeve finished bottling for the morning, she found the front door wide open, and the shop filled with the smell of the slums. Uncle Lou was leaning on the railing outside. She stepped out next to him and looked down at the street below.

The wind pushed its way along The Wall, grabbing at women's skirts, and threatening to steal hats. It also carried with it the angry voice of a small, red-faced man. He threw his arms around above his head, screaming into the face of the young woman who ran the flower shop next door. The scene had drawn quite a crowd.

“She's getting evicted,” said Uncle Lou.

“Not paid her rent?” Maeve asked.

Lou nodded. “Times are hard.”

The landlord marched up the steps into the shop, reappearing with a bucket of flowers in each hand. Despite the woman's pleading, he deposited them both over the railings into the mud below. He went back into the shop, and came out with two more.

The woman sobbed as she watched her livelihood slap into the thick sludge.

Lou shrugged. “Landlord could rent that place ten times over. It won't be empty for long.” He patted his hand against the railing. “Just be glad this place belongs to me.”

Maeve looked up at him, searching his face for even a flicker of emotion. His expression didn't change. He'd inherited the property from his late wife, passed to her from her father.

Lou's father-in-law had cursed their marriage right up to the day he died, labelling Lou as a 'money-grabbing, lazy, good-for-nothing.' Lou hadn't relished the idea of taking over the old man's cobbler business, despite it having been there for almost half a century. The profession required too much skill, and too much hard work. But Lou's wife wanted to honour her father's memory, and refused any changes Lou proposed. It hadn't been long until she disappeared. The subsequent hunt had uncovered only her shoe, half buried in the silt of the river. Her death was assumed to be an accidental drowning, and everyone moved on with their lives.

Within two days, the cobbler's shop had reopened as an apothecary. Lou claimed the change was vital for his own emotional healing. The scent of the shoe leather held too many painful memories.

“Let's just hope a respectable business moves in,” Lou said. “We don't want some charlatan bringing down the reputation of The Wall.” He snorted, laughing at his own joke. He turned and went back into the shop.

Maeve sat down, dangling her legs between the railings. She watched the crowds disperse now that the excitement was over.

The florist glanced up as she passed by, her face swollen and blotchy, her mouth set hard. Women in Falside knew to let things go; hysterics usually ended in a one-way trip to The Compound. Even in the slums, they felt the gaze of the administration's eye.

Maeve remained there for most of the afternoon. When customers came, she kept her eyes on the floor as she had been told. She watched a workman remove the florist's sign from its ironwork bracket. When the sun sat low above the river, bathing Falside in the deep orange glow of evening, a wagon pulled up to the shop next door, dragging its wheels through the mud.

Maeve clambered to her feet and pushed the shop door open. “Uncle Lou, the new tenant is moving in.”

He pushed past her, and folded his arms across his chest.

A man and woman climbed out of the truck, dragging baskets and boxes from the back. Standing on a box, the man hung his sign from the empty bracket.

“A bakery,” said Uncle Lou. “Well, at least it's something respectable.” He huffed and disappeared back inside.

The woman returned to the wagon for more boxes. She looked up at Maeve and smiled brightly, and Maeve couldn't help but smile back.
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Maeve packed the last of the bottles into the cart and dragged it into the kitchen. She closed the door to the storage room, and leant against it for a moment to catch her breath.

Lou appeared in the doorway, rapping his knuckles against the door. Maeve jumped.

“Are you out of bottles?” he asked.

Maeve nodded.

“You need to get some more. There's a bug going around Falside and I'm only half stocked out there. I can't have important customers seeing my shop half empty.”

“Perhaps you can increase the price because of low stock.”

Uncle Lou moved quickly, grabbing her plaited hair and pulling her towards him. “I am increasing the price, you clever little thing, but I still need stock to sell. You do the labour, and leave the business planning to me.” He released her. “Now go out and get some bottles. And get me some small, pretty ones.”

Maeve rubbed her head, the ache beginning to spread through her skull.

She grabbed her cardigan from the back of a chair and pulled it on, carefully rolling up the left sleeve. She pushed her hands into the deep pockets, her finger finding the familiar hole in the lining.

Stepping out into the sunshine, Maeve trotted down to the steps and skipped over onto one of the planks of wood that served as a more desirable walkway than the bare mud. Through the drier months, the mud dried solid, ploughed into deep troughs and ruts, threatening to sprain or snap ankles with every step. In the wetter months, it served only to ruin clothes and steal shoes.

She ran along the planks with practised assurance. She could almost navigate The Floor with her eyes shut, and she knew all the best places to get bottles. The bars for larger, plainer bottles, the delicatessen for tall, slender ones, the dispensary for unusually shaped bottles. But today, she would have to climb the rugged steps up to The Hope, where a small perfumery stood in Crick Lane.

Crick Lane was wide and bright, each shop flying a colourful canopy above its window. The shop doors had small, delicate bells above them, and they chorused together as women, with little better to do with their day, idly browsed in and out of them.

Despite being just a few months from her eighteenth birthday, Maeve was small and slight, looking no more than thirteen at best. She moved along the street completely unnoticed.

She slipped up a narrow alley beside the perfumery and leaned casually against a gate a few feet from the shop's back door. She knew the routine of everyone who worked there, and waited for the owner's daughter to sneak outside for a quick cigarette.

The woman appeared, nodding quickly to Maeve in a silent understanding of discretion. Women weren't given credits to buy cigarettes, nor were they supposed to idle in alleyways.

The woman lit a half-burned cigarette with shaking hands, and sucked on it as if it were the only thing keeping her alive. A voice sounded from inside and she winced, flicking the cigarette to the ground. She smoothed down her white apron, fixed a pin in her hair, and disappeared back inside.

Maeve wandered over and picked up the still smouldering cigarette. She placed it between her lips, the end greasy with lipstick, and sucked. Her mouth filled with smoke, and she coughed. She stubbed the cigarette out on the wall, adding to the speckling of soot marks, and dropped the butt into her pocket.

A man walked up the alley, his cap pulled low and his collar turned up to his jaw. He carried a waft of beer and urine with him. Maeve pressed herself against the wall, dropping her gaze to the floor. She held her breath as he passed. She glanced after him, and watched as he shook a blade from inside his sleeve. Maeve looked back at the ground, counting to forty before looking up again. The alley was empty.

Maeve exhaled, and turned her attention back to the perfumery.

Rising onto her toes, she peered through a small window into the dim interior. There was no one in the back room, and six pretty bottles stood on the counter.

As Maeve nudged the door open, a full range of scents reached her, ranging from delicate and floral, to heavy and spicy. She closed her eyes and breathed them in, imagining the exotic places each scent came from. She couldn't believe any of them were native to Falside.

She inched the door further open, and slipped into the cool room. She kept her eye on the door to the shop, and listened for the muffled voices beyond. Creeping across the flagstone floor, she lifted the bottles, one by one, and carefully lowered them into her pockets.

Looking around, she spotted half a cheese loaf. She wrapped it back into its paper, and tucked it under her arm. She took one last deep breath, trying to lock the smells into her memory.

As she slipped back outside, she heard the door to the shop open. She flattened herself against the wall and slid down into a crouch.

“Goddammit!” A man's voice.

The back door swung open, slamming into Maeve's knees, and shuddering back from the impact. Maeve bit her lip against the pain.

Four thick fingers wrapped around the edge of the door, and the man leaned out. A wrinkle of fat cushioned the base of his bald head. He looked up and down the alley, while Maeve held her breath behind the door.

“Goddammit!” he yelled again, and disappeared back inside. “How many times have I told you to lock that damn door? You'll pay for those bottles, girl.” After a moment, he yelled again. “Goddammit! And my bloody bread.”

Maeve stared at the floor, and slowly counted time away in her head. When her heart had returned to its usual rhythm, she pushed her hands into her pockets, wrapped her fingers around the bottles, and walked casually away.

She came back onto Crick Lane, and followed it to The Downs. She turned towards the stairs that would take her back to the slums. Then she stopped. She had no reason to hurry back.

She looked around her, opting for the security of another alleyway, this time running past the monastery, and joining The Downs to the large, open square of The Hide. The alley was dark and narrow, made even narrower by the boxes and crates that were piled there.

Maeve looked up at the small windows of the monastery, the stained glass scenes barely visible through layers of dirt.

Up ahead, a small door opened and a monk, dressed in his black habit, stepped out. Maeve froze, unsure what to do. She had never met a monk before and wasn't sure of the proper etiquette, especially when she had no business creeping around the back of the monastery.

She tucked herself in between the boxes as the monk looked up and down the alley. She held her breath against the acrid stench of rotting food and dead rats.

The monk tugged a woman into the alley. Her hair was matted, her unbuttoned dress revealing the ridge of her angular collar bone. Her skirt was hooked up on one side, revealing her laddered stockings, and her thigh above. A slum girl.

She grabbed the priest roughly, kissing him hard. His hand moved up to her blouse, slipping between the buttons, kneading her flesh.

She pushed his hand away and stepped back with a toothy grin. “Now, now, Father Harris. No freebies.” She held out her hand.

The monk pressed a few scrappy credits into her palm. She looked at them with a scowl.

“You know I'm worth more than that.”

“We both know you're not.”

She snorted, pushing the credits into her pocket. “I'll tell everyone.” She jabbed him with a bony finger. “Everyone will know what their church donations really pay for.”

“And who's going to believe a cheap whore?”

She snorted again and set off down the alley. She stopped and turned back to him. “My pimp's gonna get you.” She spat out a large globule of phlegm. “You'll be back.”

The monk shrugged. “Yeah, probably.” He stepped in through the door, and pulled it shut behind him.
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Maeve loaded the last of the bottles onto the shop shelves, and clambered back down the step ladder. She stood back, and checked for any obvious gaps. On tip-toes, she shifted a few bottles around until she was satisfied with the display.

Lou strode into the room, pulling his coat on.

“I'm going out,” he said. Maeve could already smell alcohol on him.

She nodded, struggling to fold the wooden ladder. It slipped from her grip, slammed to the floor, and set all the bottles rattling.

“Careful!” Lou barked. He grabbed the ladder and stashed it behind the counter. “Try not to break anything while I'm gone.” He crossed to the front door and pulled it open. “Or I'll bloody break you.”

The bottles shook again as he slammed the door behind him.

Kneeling on the window seat, Maeve pressed her nose against the glass and watched Lou disappear into the darkness of The Floor. In her lap, she moved her fingers into an obscene gesture.

She switched off the lights and slipped out of the front door. She hurried down the steps to the street, and straight up those of the bakery next door.

The last few loaves, pies, and pastries were still laid out in the window, nestled into wicker trays and baskets. Maeve's mouth watered, and she swallowed hard. The sign in the door had already been turned to 'closed', but as Maeve pushed the brass handle, it swung open and she stumbled inside.

A woman turned to look at her. Her cheeks were red, and dusted with flour. Her hair had come unpinned and strands frayed around her face. She smiled broadly, her green eyes lighting.

“I'm afraid we're just closing,” she said. “But I'm sure I've time to serve one last customer. What can I get you?”

Maeve inhaled the scent of sugar and warm bread. As she closed her eyes to appreciate it without distraction, her head spun, and she realised how tired she was. She snapped her eyes open again.

“I'm from next door. My uncle owns the apothecary.”

“Ah, of course.” The woman extended her hand for shaking. “I'm Gretta.”

Maeve slipped her hand into Gretta's, allowing it to be shaken up and down. “Maeve.”

Gretta moved back to the counter, grabbing a chocolate éclair from the rack. “It's a little floppy, but it'll taste just as good.” She slipped a napkin around it and held it out.

Maeve stepped back. “I don't have any money.”

“It's free. Whatever isn't sold gets wasted anyway. Take it.”

Maeve took the offered pastry in both hands. She knew the names of all the delights bakeries sold, but she'd never tasted any of them. Not that she could remember, at least. Uncle Lou's diet was mostly liquid, so he never stocked more food than the absolute barest of essentials.

The moist chocolate topping clung to Maeve's teeth as she sunk them into the light, air-filled pastry. Soft cream slipped over her fingers, and she let the taste sit on her tongue for some time before swallowing it down.

“So, is it just you and your uncle?” Gretta's question brought Maeve back to the room.

She nodded, licking cream from her lips.

“How old are you?”

“Seventeen.”

“You're only two years younger than my daughter.”

Maeve nodded again, speaking with her mouth full. “I didn't see her when you arrived.”

“She came along after. I believe the last tenant drew quite a crowd when she left.”

Maeve shrugged. “Not a lot happens around here. Gossiping and delighting over others' misfortune are the favourite pastimes.”

Gretta laughed. “Don't worry, I've lived on The Floor long enough to know all about gossip.”

Maeve sucked her fingers, her eyes wandering over the remaining cakes.

“Don't get to eat cakes often?” Gretta asked.

Maeve shook her head.

“How about another? I have these cakes topped with mint chocolate. They're not a huge seller, but they're my daughter's favourite.”

Maeve took a step back and gestured towards the door. “I should get going.”

“Is your uncle waiting for you?”

“He's out for the night, but...” Maeve looked at the floor.

“My daughter's out with her dad. They've popped back to our old shop in The Squeeze to pick up the last of our stuff. They won't be long. You could wait to meet them if you like. I could put the kettle on? Better than going back to an empty house.”

Gretta and Maeve quickly made their way through a large pot of coffee and half a tub of biscuits. Maeve's cheeks ached from laughing, and this carefree happiness was a feeling she wanted to keep hold of. But she knew the shadow of reality wasn't far away.

The bell above the door jingled, and cold air from outside rushed in. Gretta put down her mug and hurried over to relieve her daughter of a large box. Behind the box was the same contagious smile as Gretta's, the same eyes. Maeve smiled back instinctively.

“This is my husband, Hex, and our daughter, Topley,” said Gretta, placing the box on the counter. “This is Maeve. She lives next door.”

Topley was slim and athletic, her hair cut short. She wore a hooded jumper and jeans turned up at the bottom. Maeve had only seen a handful of women in trousers, and all of those had been manual workers. Topley wasn't just unconventional, she was defiant. Maeve liked her instantly.

Hex shuffled across the floor, balancing his box on one huge forearm while he shook Maeve's hand. His fingers were thick and hairy, his palm rough.

Topley skipped across the floor and pulled Maeve into an unexpected embrace. “Welcome to the family,” she whispered in Maeve's ear.

Slipping her hand into Maeve's, she led her out of the shop and into the hall behind. The house was an identical layout to Uncle Lou's, but it was brighter here, fresher, happier. It felt like what Maeve had always imagined a home should feel like.

They tumbled onto Topley's bed and giggled.

“Can you stay over?” Topley asked, propping herself up on one elbow.

“I have to be in bed before my uncle gets home.”

“Where's he gone?”

Maeve knotted her fingers behind her head and sighed. “He calls it his 'rhythmic exercise'.” She rolled her eyes. “He's at the brothels.”

“Well, don't you worry, you'll always have a safe place here. I just know we're going to be great friends.”

Although Maeve didn't dare say it aloud, somewhere in the ball of warmth growing in her stomach, she knew it too.
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Lou picked his way along the wooden walkways, tentatively making his way down to The Edge, where the Falwere River sucked at the slums like a hard-boiled sweet. The stench was almost unbearable and Lou pulled his handkerchief from his pocket to cover his nose.

He'd been born in the wet silt of the river, the son of a clam digger who thought nothing of how his fingers reeked. It was only through Lou's quick tongue that he found his status improved to live along The Wall. It wasn't easy to make a move like that; a man's past could cling to him stronger than the mud here. Drag him down.

But he always found himself back here, walking the horribly familiar route down to the brothels of The Slip. The women there were ugly and gristly, but they were cheap, and up for anything. And they treated Lou like a king.

“Louis!” came a shout from ahead.

He stopped, raising a hand to shade his eyes from the glare of the lit doorway.

“Who's that?” He stepped closer, and his face broke into a grin. “Lilly,” he sung.

She leaned against the doorway, her dress barely covering the bits he paid for.

“I missed you, Louis.” She stepped forward, running her hands down the lapels of his jacket.

“Is that right?”

Hooking her fingers between the buttons on his waistcoat, she pulled him against her, gazing up at him. She smiled, revealing a few gaps where teeth should have been.

“I've missed you so, so much.” Her breath stank of fish and beer. “Are you coming in?”

Lou nodded and allowed Lilly to lead him inside.
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Father Harris sat in his small room staring at the papers in front of him. The names and dates had blurred together some time ago. He rubbed his eyes and leaned back, reaching out for his wine.

“Crap,” he said, as the glass tipped, staining the papers pink. He snatched them up and shook them, drops of wine dripping from them like blood. “Oh crap.”

Laying the papers out to dry, Father Harris shifted his chair to the window. As one of the longer-serving monks, he was honoured with a view of the monastery's walled garden.

It was by far the largest garden on The Hope, and it was reserved exclusively for the small population of monks. The high walls ensured that barely anyone even knew it existed. It was a true oasis.

It was beautifully landscaped, and enjoyed an exotic array of trees, shrubs, and flowers that seemed to have been specifically chosen for their fragrant quality. Harris could enjoy it without needing to leave his room. The far corner held a small cemetery for monks who had passed on over the last century or so. The monastic lifestyle did seem to be one that afforded its members an unnaturally long life. Perhaps it was something in the water.

Harris pushed himself to standing and wandered over to his wardrobe. He pulled the door open and knelt down. He pushed the habits aside and felt the back for the loose panel. Easing it out, he laid it aside and reached into the gap. He removed a large, brown bottle, cradling it carefully.

“There you are.” He eased out the cork, and lifted the bottle to his lips.

The home-made brew was brutally strong, and Harris had barely drunk half before his arms refused to lift the bottle anymore. Leaning back against the cold wall, Harris fell asleep, snoring loudly.

A knock at the door woke him. His body ached from the cold, and his joints retaliated with pain as he rolled onto all fours and crawled towards his bed.

“Father Harris?” came a voice through the door.

“Go away!” he yelled, wincing as the sound pounded his brain. He eased himself up onto his modest mattress, and sat with his head dangling limply.

After a moment, the voice came again, more hesitantly this time. “Father Harris?”

Huffing, Harris forced himself to his feet, and stumbled to the door. He pulled it open. “What?” he snapped.

Brother Grant jumped back. He was young, still wearing the pale grey habit of a novice. “I'm sorry, I—I—I just...” He gestured helplessly down the corridor.

Harris held up his hand. “My apologies. I had some bad brew.” He attempted a smile, but it didn't soften the fear on the novice's face. “I guess it's all bad brew really.”

Brother Grant smiled warily. “I guess so.”

“What can I do for you?”

“There's someone asking for you. A woman. A lady. You know, a—” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Prostitute.”

Harris nodded, keeping his face serious. “Yes. Yes. She's probably here for a reading lesson.”

Brother Grant shot his eyes to the ceiling. “Probably.”

Harris stepped into the corridor and closed his bedroom door. “You need to relax a little. Why don't I see if she has a friend who you can teach to read?”

“No, no, thank you.”

“Maybe she can teach you to read.” Harris laughed, walking away towards the church.

Lacey was stood by the altar, her face tilted up to the impressive cross that hung above it. Her blonde hair was illuminated in shades of pink and green as the sunlight caught it through the stained glass window. If it wasn't for her low-cut dress and her bare thigh, she would have almost looked angelic.

Harris crept across the flagstones, keen not to disturb her moment of peace. He wanted to remember her like this. As he sat down on the front pew, the wood beneath him creaked, and she turned. The image was lost.

Lacey smiled and settled herself next to Harris. He reached up to touch her face, but she shied away.

“It's too dark in here for sunglasses,” Harris said, reaching out again.

Relenting, Lacey let him remove her glasses. They were too big for her; designed for a man.

Her eyelid was sunk over the empty socket, a crescent of red flesh showing beneath it. Harris ran his hand gently over her cheek. He would never forget seeing her at his bedroom door, her face unrecognisable; swollen and bloody. He had scooped her up, run through the monastery, paced the room while Father Benson carefully removed her eye. And he would never forgive himself for it.

But she had never complained, or cried. She had sat quietly as Father Benson cleaned her wounds, and strapped her broken fingers. When he had finished, Lacey had thanked him for his mercy.

Harris had no doubt that she had said the same to her pimp after he disfigured her.

“Come on.” Harris stood and held out his hand. Lacey slipped her calloused hand into his. She stood, and followed him to his bedroom.

“Sit down,” Harris said, gesturing to the bed. “Are you warm enough?”

She nodded.

“Let me get you some food.”

When Harris opened the door, Brother Grant was stood outside, his face guilty.

“Eavesdropping?” Harris asked.

Grant's face flushed, his mouth opening and closing uselessly.

“Walk with me.” Harris set off towards the kitchen, leaving Grant to skip a few steps to catch up. “You've been here long enough to know what's going on. That church out there is a front, a mask, a lie. All this is a lie.” He gestured to the building around them. “All this is a lie.” He plucked at his habit. “We stand there every week and tell the good citizens what not to do, and then we do it all. We perform marriages with terrified brides, brides forced to marry a man they don't, and probably will never, love. Do you know how many of them I've seen on a Sunday hiding bruises? Because us men, despite the uniforms we wear, despite the titles we have, we do as we please. In this city, we are kings. And those women, they're nothing but our property.” He stopped, and turned to Grant. “Did you know that I have a daughter?”

“I didn't,” Grant stammered.

“I'm not the only one.” He started walking again. “Falside is a pit, a drain, a latrine, full of immorality and sin, and this is the centre of it all. We're the source of the virus, and we're spreading it everywhere.”

“Are we talking about syphilis?”

Harris sighed. “We're talking about everything. Look, I may be drunk, but I can promise you this: whatever reasons led you to the monastic life won't mean shit in a year's time. You'll have forgotten them. I haven't a clue why I joined.”

“It's not all corrupt.” Grant stopped walking, and looked up at Harris. “Is it?”

“We're put here by the administration, and they—well, you're better off not knowing what they're doing.” He patted Grant on the shoulder. “But there's always hope.”

Harris nudged his door open with his hip, and hurried across the room to relieve his hands of the hot bowl of stew. He set it down on his desk, laying a knob of bread next to it.

He turned, and found Lacey asleep on his bed. He sat down on the edge, and brushed her hair back from her face. She stirred, and slipped her hand into his.

“Sorry, I didn't mean to wake you,” Harris said.

“Don't worry, I wanted to speak to you.”

“Eat first.” Harris passed her the food and watched her eat as if it were her first meal in a week.

“You're too kind to me,” she said between mouthfuls.

“Nonsense. I wish you'd let me do more for you.”

“You know you can't. He'd never let me go.”

“So what are you going to do? Just wait for him to kill you?”

Lacey lifted the bowl to her lips and drained it. She wiped her mouth with her sleeve. She looked down at the floor.

“I'm pregnant.”

Harris opened his mouth. He scrabbled for something to say—something supportive, something positive—but he knew what this meant for her. A one-eyed prostitute was a curious oddity, maybe even a fetish. But a pregnant one was a financial liability.

“I need money so that I can fix this,” she said. “I don't have anyone else to ask.”

“Does he know yet?”

Lacey screwed her hands together.

“He did this, didn't he? Your pimp got you pregnant.”

Lacey nodded. “He told me to sort it.”

“I'm a monk, Lacey, I don't have any money.”

She wiped away a tear. “I don't have anyone else I can ask.”

Harris thought for a moment. “How much do you need?”

“Two hundred.”

“I'll get it, somehow. I'll work it out. Until then, you can stay here with me.”

“I can't. If he finds out, he'll kill us both.”
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The sky was already beginning to lighten when Maeve heard Uncle Lou trip up the stairs outside. The shop door opened, then slammed shut. Bottles breaking. Swearing. More stumbling on the stairs. As the footsteps passed her room, Maeve held her breath and tightened her grip on her blanket. She relaxed as he tripped up the stairs to his room. Two bumps as he kicked his boots off, then the creak of his bed.

Maeve crept downstairs and took the step stool from behind the counter. Positioning it by the front door, she climbed up and lifted the door's bell from its hook. She placed a closed sign in the window, and double checked that the door was locked. Lou would be angry to lose a morning's trade, but he would be angrier if someone woke him.

She tip-toed to the storage room, gently pulling the door closed, and set about filling more bottles with river water. She held one up to the light, and watched the flakes of dirt and lumps of muck settle to the bottom.

“How do you get away with it?” she said, shaking her head.

Once her small cart was full of bottles, she pulled it across the room, wincing as the bottles rattled and clanked against one another.

She backed into the kitchen, but the cart's back wheel caught on the door frame. Maeve tugged the cart sideways to try and free it. The cart tipped onto two wheels for a moment, teetering, before dropping back down. Maeve watched as three bottles toppled onto the floor. They smashed, covering the tiled floor in river water and shards of glass.

Maeve held her breath, and listened to the silence.

“Please, please, please,” she whispered.

“God-bloody-dammit!” bellowed Uncle Lou.

She heard his footsteps on the top staircase, tracked them across the landing above her, and listened as he slipped down the stairs to the hall.

Maeve sprinted towards the shop, passing the stairs just as Lou was regaining his feet. She threw herself through the open door into the shop, kicking it closed behind her. It bounced off Lou's toes and swung open again.

“Get back here, you bitch!” he roared.

Maeve scrambled across the floor, and reached up, fumbling for the door catch. Her head snapped back as Lou grabbed hold of her plaits and yanked them hard.

“Where the hell do you think you're going?” He pulled her plaits again, and she fell back from the door. “Come here!”

Maeve clamped her hands to her throbbing head as Lou dragged her through to the kitchen.

Glass crunched under Lou's thick socks, and shredded Maeve's bare feet. Blood smeared across the floor. Lou lifted her onto a chair, and swept the table clear of its usual clutter.

“Sit there,” he said. He pulled a kitchen drawer open and dug through its contents. He pulled out a ball of string.

“Uncle Lou, I'm sorry,” Maeve said, cowering as he approached.

He stopped, and pressed the back of his hand against his forehead. “I have such a headache. Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang. And you—” He gestured at the bottles and groaned; his sentence finished with a guttural expression of displeasure.

He stepped behind Maeve, and pulled her shoulders against the back of the chair. He took hold of her plaits and pulled them down, forcing her to tilt her head back. She stared at the stains on the ceiling as he tied her plaits to the chair. Tears ran over her hot cheeks. She screwed her eyes shut to contain them, knowing they would only fuel his cruelty.

She heard him step away, and the clink of bottles. He walked back to her slowly, purposefully igniting her terror.

She heard the gentle squeak-pop as a cork was removed, and she opened her eyes to see the dimpled base of a bottle above her.

Lou moved his mouth to her ear, his breath stale with beer. “You need to take your medicine.” She could hear the smile in his voice. “It will make you all better.”

He grabbed her face, squeezing her cheeks, forcing her mouth open. He turned the bottle over, and its stinking contents sloshed over Maeve's face. The neck of the bottle hit her teeth hard as Lou forced it in.

The river water filled her mouth; cold and sour. Her stomach automatically urged, bubbling up. Maeve swallowed hard, the water burning into her throat.

Lou pushed the bottle down harder, its widening neck forcing Maeve's mouth open further. Somewhere beneath the fetid taste of the water, Maeve tasted blood.

Lou pulled the bottle from her mouth and placed it down with a thud. He tapped Maeve's forehead.

“Better try not to be sick,” he said. “You'll choke to death if you do.”

Maeve held back her tears until Lou had left the room. She heard him open the shop, greeting customers with a bright and lively voice. She stared at the ceiling, as pain crept from her neck, to her shoulders, and down her back. She counted stains, mapped out the cracks, and all the time, she planned.
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Gretta helped Maeve onto a stool in the kitchen behind the bakery, and gently washed her face with a warm cloth. She washed her arms, and her legs. She pulled Maeve's dress, stiff with sick, off over her head, and dropped it onto the floor.

“We'll just throw that out. No point in washing it. I'll find you a dress of Topley's to wear. I keep buying them, and she keeps refusing to wear them.”

She handed Maeve a soft, clean towel, allowing her to cover herself before handing over her underwear. The stained items joined the dress on the floor.

Maeve allowed Gretta to lead her upstairs to the bathroom, where the air was thick with steam and the dusky scent of lavender. Gretta helped her into the bath, and she eased herself down into the hot water.

She rested her aching head on the cool porcelain of the tub, and closed her eyes. Gretta slowly unplaited Maeve's hair, gently teasing out tangles with her fingers.

“Would you like something to eat?” Gretta asked. “Or a hot chocolate perhaps?”

Maeve's stomach churned at the thought, and she shook her head quickly.

“No. Maybe just warm water with some lemon then. It will help settle your stomach.” She patted Maeve's shoulder as she stood up. “You just relax, no one's going to disturb you.”

Maeve sunk deeper into the water. It soothed her muscles, and eased the throbbing in her head. She glanced up at the open bolt on the door.

Too many times, Uncle Lou had disturbed her while she bathed. Sometimes he was too drunk to even notice her there as he pissed. Other times he noticed her too much. She had taken to having very quick, cold baths, as infrequently as she could.

But now, she allowed herself to relax, and closed her eyes. She hadn't realised how tired she was, and surrendered herself to dozing.

She woke to Gretta gently shaking her.

“I'm sorry to wake you, darling, but I don't want you catching a cold in there.”

She helped Maeve out of the bath, and wrapped her in a towel. She smoothed down Maeve's wet hair.

“Shall we cut this for you? It will be much easier to manage.”

Maeve nodded, and Gretta helped her back down to the kitchen.

Maeve watched her hair drop to the floor like autumn leaves. She knew it wouldn't stop her uncle's violence, but it gave him one less method of torture.

Gretta chatted as she cut. “It's amazing how a bath can take away our troubles. As the knots flow out of our joints and muscles, they flow out of our heart and soul. Don't you feel lighter already?” She smoothed down Maeve's hair. “All done. There's a mirror in the hall if you want to have a look.”

Hitching her towel up under her arms, Maeve shuffled into the hall. She barely recognised herself. Gretta had cut her waist-long hair almost to her jaw. It looked thicker, fuller, and curved delicately around her face.

“I look so grown up,” Maeve said.

“You're almost a woman,” Gretta said. “It's time you found your own way in life.”

“He'll never let me go.”

“Once you're eighteen, he can't stop you.”

“And where would I go?”

Gretta placed her hands on Maeve's shoulders and caught her eye in the mirror. “I suppose the bakery next door wouldn't be far enough away.”

Maeve shook her head.

“There must be somewhere. A refuge. A shelter.”

Maeve turned around. “Maybe one hundred years ago. Back when women didn't have to endure violent men. Besides, this thing won't help me once they try to scan it.” She held up her left wrist, displaying the black strip tattooed into her skin.

They both knew what it signified. Further up the cliff, every girl received her ID strip implant at birth. They were part of the system, they were tracked and traced by it. They were owned by the authorities, but they were also under its protection. Slum girls were left to fend for themselves. While a tattoo, designed to look like an ID strip, gave them freedom to move around Falside, and helped them blend in, it was just an illusion. As soon as their wrist was scanned, they would be shown for what they were: nothing but a slum girl.

“Our duty is our purpose. Our role is our life. Obedience is our freedom.” Maeve whispered the administration's motto.

“Well, just you remember that you're always welcome here, and we'll do whatever we can to protect you. Why don't you go and show Topley your new hair?”

That evening, Maeve watched Lou take his usual route down to The Slip from Topley's bedroom window. They knelt, side by side, on Topley's bed and watched his figure stumble along the wooden walkways.

When he'd disappeared from view, Maeve lay down, lacing her fingers behind her head.

“What will he do tomorrow?” asked Topley.

“Who knows? Sometimes he takes it out on me, sometimes he just sulks. For days. Sometimes he doesn't seem to even remember anything happened. I don't know which is worse.”

“Will he be angry about your hair?”

“He may not even notice. Until he goes to grab me by it.”

“Well, you look gorgeous. Maybe a handsome boy will fall in love with you.”

Maeve grimaced. “A slum boy? What? And become the wife of a scrapper, or worse, a dredger.”

Topley made a vomiting sound. “No, something better than that.”

“Maybe a man from further up then? A man from Lynstock, or even Haverhead. A banker, or a lawyer.”

“No, better than that, Newstone. A real prince.”

Maeve looked up at Topley. “Now you really are dreaming.”

“People from further up come to your Uncle's apothecary, don't they?”

“Sometimes. It's that whole romantic notion of the slums. I don't understand how anyone could find this pile of mud romantic.”

“Because we're outside of the system. We're rebels. Free. Wild.”

“We spend half the year knee deep in filth.”

Topley laughed. “True. But they don't see it like that. We're mysterious to them, something they don't quite understand. Plus, there are a lot more girls born down here.”

Maeve sat up and leaned back against the wall. “Why do you think that is?”

Topley shrugged. “Good genes, I guess.”

“I can't imagine that's true. It's amazing up there. Everyone's so beautiful.”

“I've never been.”

“You've never been up the stairs?”

Topley pulled back her sleeve to reveal her blank wrist. “I've never got the tattoo. And you can't blend in up there without it. Mum always said that their lives were none of my business, and I had no reason to venture up there. Apparently I clambered up when I was about four. An officer found me, and Mum had quite a fight to get me back. So, yeah, I'm kind of forbidden. Besides, The Floor has everything I need, I suppose.”

“But there's things up there you can't even imagine. Smells, sounds, tastes. They have this stuff called marshmallow, and it's like, like, it's like kissing with tongues.”

They both howled with laughter.

“When have you ever done that?” snorted Topley.

Maeve shook her head. “I've seen it though. The prostitutes do it.”

“Well that's not a great endorsement.”

“Maybe your mum would let you go up now. You're nineteen, she can't really stop you.”

“My life is here. It's my duty to obey her.”

Maeve dropped back onto the bed. “God, I wish I was a boy. Life would be so much easier.”

Topley lay down next to her. “We'd just have different duties. I don't think it's really any better.”

“At least I'd be able to fight back.”

Topley's green eyes shone in the semi-darkness. “There's always a way to fight back.”
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The shouting outside woke Maeve. Topley was already awake, kneeling up and peering out of the window.

“What is it?” asked Maeve. She rubbed her eyes, trying to bring her mind back to reality.

“Your uncle's here.”

Maeve leapt off the bed. “Shit. I need to go.” She pulled her new hand-me-down dress over her head.

“Don't. Dad'll sort it out.” Topley reached out to grab Maeve's arm, but recoiled from the already bruised skin. “Just... don't go back there.”

Maeve rubbed her arm. “He'll kill me if I don't.”

“He'll kill you if you do.”

“It's not that simple.”

Topley took hold of Maeve's hands and pulled her back onto the bed. “I'll hide you here. Tell him that you've run away.”

Maeve snorted. “He'd probably sniff me out.”

“Then we'll both run away.”

“When you've never even been up the stairs? How far do you really think we'd get?”

Topley rubbed her wrist. “Then let's fix that.”

The tattoo shop was in a small shack at the far end of Hole Street. Several young men lounged around outside, drinking, smoking, gambling. As Maeve and Topley approached, they straightened up, and began to show off their tattoos to one another. They flexed their muscles, and sucked in their stomachs. By the time the girls ducked through the doorway, they ached from laughing.

The interior was packed with more smoking men. In the far corner, a small curtain half-covered a doorway. They could hear the metallic buzz of the tattoo machine beyond.

A small woman wearing over-sized glasses emerged from the mass of male bodies. She smiled quickly at Maeve and Topley, before turning her attention back to the crowd of increasing testosterone.

“Out,” she ordered. For someone so short, she commanded an impressive air of authority. After a second, the men filed out onto the street.

She turned back to the girls. “They're harmless, but I'm not having them annoy our customers.” She sniffed as she pushed her glasses back up her nose. “Show me, show me.” She held out her hand.

Topley glanced at Maeve before extending her left arm, to expose her inner wrist.

The woman examined it, tutted, nodded, and pushed it away. “No problem. He's just finishing off, and he'll be with you in no time at all. Cash or credits?”

“I have cash,” Topley said.

“Sit.” The woman gestured to a small bench behind them.

As they sat down, the uneven legs swayed, and they grabbed each other to stay upright.

“Is this going to hurt?” asked Topley.

“Yes. But it's not for long. And while it heals, it itches like crazy.” Maeve instinctively scratched her own tattoo. “But it's bearable.”

“Why am I doing this then?”

Maeve slipped her hand into Topley's. “Because it will be fun.”

“I cannot believe you let me get tattooed by a guy with half his fingers missing.” Topley dropped onto her bed and gently blew on her wrist.

“And half his teeth,” said Maeve.

“This won't stop bleeding.”

“It will after a while. Just wash it.”

“And my skin's bright red. Won't they take one look at it and know what it is?”

“Well, I'm not planning on getting that close to any officers.” Maeve grinned. “Plus, you're going to have to wear a dress.”

Topley sighed. “I was afraid you might say that.”

“When in Rome.”

“Pick one out for me, I'll be in the bathroom washing this. Or throwing up. If I'm not back in thirty minutes, come and revive me.”

Maeve pulled Topley's wardrobe open. “You'll live.”

In one half of the wardrobe hung a line of dresses. They were neatly pressed, and ordered by colour. It was obvious that they'd never been worn. The other half was sectioned into cubbyholes where trousers, jumpers, and t-shirts had been haphazardly stacked. In the bottom of the wardrobe was a pair of trainers, and two pairs of chunky sandals. They would have to suffice.

Maeve browsed through the dresses, rejecting the floral and frilled ones. She opted for a plain, teal dress, and a thin, black cardigan.

When Maeve had first cleared out Lou's storage room, she had discovered a stack of old fashion magazines. The pages had become yellow and brittle, but most of the pictures were still visible. Women in trousers, shorts, tops that showed their stomachs. It had been a long time since women had dressed like that.

As the female population had diminished, they had turned to the state for protection from a desperate male populace. That protection came with conditions, and as their duties and roles became more rigid, as their freedom became more restricted, so did their behaviour, and their dress code.

Maeve had hidden the magazines under her bed. Not because she pined for the world as it was, she had never known a world like that. But because she needed to know that maybe, someday, it could be like that again. Topley had fuelled that hope in her, with her cropped hair and jeans. The hope that women could be free to choose.

Topley wandered back into the room, gently dabbing her wet wrist with a towel. “I think it's stopped. What am I wearing then?”

Maeve handed her the dress, and Topley scowled at it. She changed quickly, and dipped into an exaggerated curtsey.

“You look beautiful,” Maeve said, fighting back a giggle.

“This better be worth it.”

Hand in hand, the girls ran down the stairs, through the bakery, and out onto the street below.

“Mum and Dad are going to ask what I was doing in a dress,” Topley said as they slowed.

“They'll be too overjoyed to question it.” Maeve laughed. “Come on.”

They dodged their way down the busy street, skipping between the wooden walkways. When they reached the bottom of the stairs, they stopped.

The stairs were carved straight into the rock, in places there was space for three people to walk abreast, in others, it was single file only. There were places where the rock overhung the steps, and people were forced to stoop. The uneven steps had been roughly carved by hand, and the millions of feet using them had worn them unevenly smooth. Some tilted towards the cliff, others towards the drop. Many were hollowed out, like basins, where the rainwater collected to go stagnant. Several people had fallen to their deaths from these steps, commonly from trying to push their way through, foolishly thinking that their journey was more important than anyone else's. An ingrained knowledge of Falside's social order was necessary to survive the climb.

The steps were deep, and the climb was hard in a long skirt. By the time they reached the top, Maeve's breathing was ragged, and she could hear Topley breathing hard behind her.

“Alright?” Maeve asked.

Topley nodded, catching her breath. “A bit light-headed.”

“You need to get your blood sugar levels up.” Maeve pulled a bundle of credits from her pocket. “A lot of Uncle Lou's customers pay him with credits, but he doesn't put them through the books. He uses them to pay for his extracurricular activities down at The Slip. So he never knows exactly how many he has.” She shrugged. “Want to see the screen?”

“Why not?”

Maeve led Topley up The Downs, around to Inlet Road, and into the expanse of The Hide.

The large square was bright and busy, but it had that casual air, as if everyone were on holiday. No one was hurrying, or shouting. People lounged at tables outside cafés, they gathered on benches to chat, they strolled, slowly, past the central fountain. No one here had anywhere they needed to be.

The gender disparity was obvious. Despite The Hope housing only Falside's single women, they were greatly outnumbered by men. Men came here to look over the women. To choose one. Like cattle.

The ferocity of their stares was almost physical, and Maeve felt their gaze like hands. Topley seemed oblivious to the uninvited attention, as she gawked at the screen.

Attached to the front of the buildings on the eastern side of the square, it was three storeys high, tilted towards the people below. It had always made Maeve a little nervous; she couldn't help but imagine it coming loose from its brackets, and crushing the people beneath it.

Most of the time it played advertisements, carefully chosen by the administration to remind the women of their duty to Falside. But once a month, everyone gathered here for the announcement of the wedding banns. This was the first time the bride would learn of her impending matrimony. The fountain had been installed specifically to revive women who fainted at the news.

Today it announced the birth of a baby girl; a rare event. A couple from Haverhead grinned at the camera, cradling their baby wrapped in a bright pink blanket. Another image showed them drinking champagne. It was the only time women were allowed to drink, for fear it might
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