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    For everyone who has thought about death because life was too much to bear, 


    


    I’m so glad you’re still here. 
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    ​ASHES TO ASHES


    1


    I’m not going to die.


    The threat of death poisoned my mind as a knife pressed against my waist. Its cold blade sent shivers through my limbs, crushing any hope of escape into nothing but dust. Am I going to die?


    “Please…” I gasped as adrenaline ran away with my breath. “Please don’t do this here. It’s…it’s not the right place.”


    “There’s never a right place, is there?” Ali took a seat next to me as he adjusted his grip on the knife, ready to carve into my flesh.


    “I don’t know, but…surely it’s not right here.”


    The church was silent as a corpse. Everyone had left after the funeral, refusing to let their grief linger. They had gone to the nearest pub to drown their remaining sorrow and I wished I could have joined them, instead of being inches away from death. I’d spent the day thinking about my sister’s passing, yet now I couldn’t stop thinking about my own. No, don’t think like that. Dying at a funeral would be way too embarrassing.


    “Here is the only place I could find you.” Ali’s voice was softer than usual, making his threats sound more like prayers. “You’ve been avoiding me.”


    “No, I…I was going to come see you at the club. I was going to come tonight actually—”


    


    “You said that last week and the week before and the…” He trailed off. “You see my point, Samarra?”


    “I’ve been a little…busy recently.”


    “You’ve been busy?” He raised an eyebrow. “You barely leave your house, how the Hell are you busy?” He snorted a laugh, wiping the back of his hand against his nose.


    “I…I’ve been studying for exams. I have a huge one coming up and it’s really important I pass—”


    “That doesn’t explain why you haven’t given me the money.”


    “Well, I’ve also just been…” My gaze fell to the crucifix in the centre of the room that taunted me with its stark reminder of death. Below it stood a terrible picture of my younger sister. Evie would’ve hated that picture of her. Throughout the service, I hadn’t stopped looking at the picture and the mustard yellow jacket she wore in it. It was my jacket that she used to always steal and refused to give back. I still can’t believe Evie’s wearing my jacket in her funeral photo. As much as I love her, I hate that she’s found a way to annoy me even from the afterlife.


    “You’ve been what?” Ali cut through my thoughts.


    “I’ve been grieving.” I brought my mind back to the conversation. “The funeral only just ended. Why would you come here so soon—”


    “This wasn’t a funeral. This was just a sorry excuse for something that should’ve happened a long time ago.” He spoke fiercely over me. “Thank Hell you already cremated her. It’s been months since Evie died. Imagine the smell if you’d actually waited this long to bury her.”


    “It’s not been that long. It’s only been…” I hesitated. “Six months.”


    “That’s dead long. Funerals should happen in a matter of days, maybe even weeks, definitely not months.”


    “People grieve differently.” I sounded as unsure as I felt. Honestly it was embarrassing we had waited this long to have a proper funeral. My mum and I had both stalled for time, finding never-ending excuses to push back the date as we lost ourselves in grief that refused to heal. Evie would be so pissed off if she knew how long it took us to do this.


    “People do grieve differently, but you haven’t been grieving at all from what I’ve seen,” Ali said.


    “I have. I’ve just been…coping in my own way.”


    “Is that what you call it? Coping?” He grunted. “That’s not what I’d call it.”


    “I didn’t come here for a discussion on grief, I came here to bury my little sister.”


    Frustration seeped into my words as I looked at him sitting next to me. Ali wasn’t much older than me; I’d say he hadn’t reached his mid-twenties yet. He wasn’t much taller either. But he did have much larger muscles, decorated with tattoos of thorny vines to make him seem intimidating. Usually he liked to show them off, but today he hid them under a suit jacket. And without his muscles on show, the overconfident part of my brain thought: I can take him.


    “Look, I’m sorry for your loss.” Ali softened his tone more. “Evie was too young to have died so suddenly like that.”


    Evie was too young to have died like that. Nineteen is no age to have lived, let alone to have died.


    “But I need the money, Samarra,” he continued. “I actually needed it months ago, yet I’ve been nice and held off.”


    “You’ve been nice?”


    “You have no idea how nice I’ve been to you…” He sniffed, wiping the back of his hand against his nose once more. “But I can’t be nice for much longer.”


    “I just need another day—”


    “I’ve given you months.” He shook his head. “I’m genuinely sorry to do this…here. But I have no other choice.”


    “Surely you can wait until—”


    Ali pressed the knife farther against my waist, forcing the pressure of the blade to build until it was only a nudge away from cutting through my lacy black dress. No, this dress is brand-new. It’s perfect. I can’t ruin it!


    “Okay, I get it!” I tried to sound more in control and less like a lamb being sent to the slaughter. “I…I know you need money and I promise I will pay you back.” I need to get out of this. “It’s just…you’ve picked a pretty difficult day.”


    “Difficult? You look more put together than you have in a long time.”


    “I wouldn’t say dressing up for a funeral is ‘put together.’”


    He shrugged. “It’s still better than usual.”


    I guess that was true. My long hair was tied back, my makeup had been done properly, silver jewellery decorated my body, and I was even wearing heels despite how much I hated them. If I weren’t wearing heels, running away from this situation would be much easier. How am I supposed to get out of this now?


    Raindrops fell against the stained-glass windows, creating a percussion beat as fast as my heart. This church is probably the one place in Medlock without security cameras. No one will help me, even if I scream until my voice collapses. And everyone from the funeral will be too focused on Evie’s death to even consider mine. They all always preferred Evie, after all. She was too charming for her own good.


    “I…I still just need one more day,” I repeated. “That’s all. Please.”


    “I was afraid you’d say something like that.” Ali breathed out a deep sigh. “I was told that if you couldn’t pay by today, I’d have to leave some sort of message.”


    “You don’t have to.” Panic scuttled over my voice. “All I need is—”


    Suddenly Ali cut the knife through the side of my dress, tearing into the material in one swift motion. He placed the blade against my skin, taunting me with its threat, forcing my brain into overdrive. This is bad. This is very bad. “Wait, wait! Please, stop!” No one is coming to rescue me. I’m alone, like always. I have to find a way out by myself. If I thought I could take him, then let’s take him! “I said, stop!”


    I swung my fist towards Ali in a panicked frenzy, aiming to knock his chest backwards, to push his body away from mine and keep the knife away from—


    Ali caught my wrist. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” He gripped on to me with brutal strength.


    My eyes widened in alarm. He’s too strong for me. “Please, I-I…I didn’t mean to.” I stuttered through my lost breath. I can’t fight him like this—


    Wait. Ali’s palms were sweaty as they held me. His hand had a slight tremble. And he couldn’t stop sniffing. He’s ill. He must have a cold from this awful weather. That means he must be weaker than usual…


    I can take him. I just have to be smarter. I need a weapon or something to give me an advantage.


    “I don’t want to hurt you, Samarra. Honestly I don’t.” Ali let go of my arm, dropping it back towards me. “But do not test me.” He pressed the blade into my hip, marking my skin with a stinging throb of pain.


    Don’t let him cut me! That knife isn’t sterilised; it’ll definitely infect me. I’ll die from sepsis long before anything else—


    “Please stop! I’m sorry!”


    But Ali didn’t stop raising the pressure on the knife. He’s going to kill me!


    “Wait! Listen, I…I do have some money in my bag!” That’s a lie. “I just don’t have as much as you need.” I don’t have anything. “Will that at least do for now?” Desperately my eyes ran over my surroundings, looking for a weapon or anything that would help me fight him.


    “It’s a start.” He reluctantly nodded. “But I can’t keep letting you off, I’m only getting myself into trouble.”


    “I know and I’m grateful for the time you’ve given me, I just…” I trailed off as my eyes fell on the Bible beside me. A heavy Bible. A Bible sturdy enough to hit someone with and make some sort of impact, if I hit the right spot—


    No, I can’t hit him with a Bible; I’ll only make things worse. Plus, I really shouldn’t be hitting anyone with a Bible.


    “Just give me what you have, Samarra. Then we can talk about other ways you can pay off your debt,” Ali stated. “Maybe you can finally consider working for Mariana? I’m sure she’d love to meet you. Doctors are very valuable people to have around, you know?”


    “I’m not a doctor yet.” I subtly took hold of the Bible, gripping it in my hand. No, don’t hit him with a goddamn Bible. “I-I have like…ten years before I become one. So there’s no point meeting—”


    “Don’t give me another excuse, not when you’re so desperately running out of them.” Ali spoke in a plain, blunt tone, leaving no room for dispute. “Now where’s this money?”


    “I…don’t have it on me.” I held onto the Bible tighter—no, don’t be an idiot. He has a knife. Get rid of the knife first.


    Ali sighed. “Of course you don’t.” He added more pressure to his hold on the knife, forcing it farther against my waist, tormenting me with how close it was to severing my flesh— don’t let him break the skin!


    “Wait!” I let out a cry, amplifying my reaction. “My mum has my money! She has my bag with everything in it.” I put trembles into my voice, forcefully choking on my words. Get rid of the damn knife! “We can get it from her. She’ll be at the-the pub with everyone else.” I winced in pain, overexaggerating the rush of agony the knife was tearing into me. “Please, I…I can’t think with that…I…” I let out more whimpers, building up to a deafening scream—


    “Okay, that’s enough.” He pulled the knife away. “I told you I don’t want to hurt you.”


    I let out a burst of breath, acting as though I were afraid, as though he had total control over the situation. I need to catch him by surprise.


    “Your mum has your money?” Ali raised an eyebrow. “I hope you’re not lying to me.”


    “I’m not.” False tears ran down my cheek. “If…if we go to the pub, I’ll get it for you.”


    He hesitated. “You’re not tricking me, right? I know you have a friend who works for the Shade. Will she be there?”


    “Ria? No, I haven’t spoken to her in months. I don’t even think she’s a proper officer yet. She…she couldn’t arrest you even if she was there.”


    He paused for a long moment. “Okay. Let’s get the money then.” He dropped the knife into his pocket before he stood up. “Come on.”


    I stood up too. He put the knife away. This is my opportunity. Let’s take it before—


    “And please don’t try anything clever, Samarra. I’m really not in the mood to—”


    THUD. Ali fell backwards as a harrowing cry burst from his lungs. He stumbled for stability, almost collapsing before he found his footing. Then he looked towards me in a second of disbelief, seeing the heavy Bible clutched in my grip that I had just smashed upwards into his nose.


    2


    

    I didn’t hit him hard enough. He’s still standing. I need to hit him again!


    Ali’s hands immediately jumped into his pocket—don’t let him get the knife. Hit him again!


    Without hesitation, I brought the Bible back up. He’s a strong man, so don’t hit him where it won’t hurt. Go for someplace weak, where there aren’t any muscles. Make it count! I threw the bible towards him, aiming straight into the bottom part of his neck, directly into his windpipe with another resounding—


    THUD. The hard edges of the Bible plunged into his trachea, cutting into his airway. Alarm mixed into his crying scream as he stumbled backwards. He doubled over in a coughing fit, gasping for air that was no longer his to take.


    My hand stung as I dropped the Bible and shook out my fingers. I looked towards the exit, wondering if I had enough time to make it there. But in that brief moment of hesitation, a shining flash of silver hurled towards me—


    A roar of agony escaped my throat. A throbbing burn seared into the side of my hip where my skin was exposed. Then the knife clattered to the floor beside me. No, no. Please no—


    I looked down to my waist. Goddamn it. He broke the skin. The knife had severed my flesh with excruciating torment, and a trail of hot blood slithered down my waist. He’s actually trying to kill me.


    “Samarra…d-don’t…don’t do this.” Ali’s voice was barely audible as he choked like a drowning fish. “Please.”


    Hit him again, before he hurts me more, before he finishes me off!


    I stepped up towards him and grabbed onto his dark waves of hair as tightly as I could. Aim for somewhere that’ll actually hurt! I pulled his head down hard as I kicked my knee up, forcing his face straight into it. Make sure it’s a good hit. This is my last chance to hurt him before he hurts me!


    THUMP. Ali fell silent as he collapsed onto the cold floor. 


    Thank god, I did it. I actually might survive…right? I clutched at my side where ripples of pain tore into me. It’s just a surface scratch. It won’t kill me. I’m not going to die today, no one is going to—


    Die. The judgemental stare of the crucifix bore down on me as I looked towards Ali’s body. Is he…breathing? Dread devoured my skull. What have I done? Panic consumed my mind like festering maggots. Everything used to be so perfect before Evie died. Why is it now so out of control?


    A scream ripped through my breath as I knelt, leaning over Ali. Why did I hurt him? I can’t hurt people. No, I shouldn’t hurt people. This will only make everything even worse than it already is. I pressed my fingers against his swollen neck. Please be alive, please be—


    


    A weak sliver of a pulse beat against me. Thank god for that. I let out a breath of relief. I haven’t killed him. Not yet.


    I pushed past my own dizzying instability as I messily placed Ali into the recovery position. It was tricky pushing his limbs around with the small space between the pews, but it was enough. He’ll survive, I think. Now let’s get out of here before he wakes up!


    I went to move away from his unconscious body, but my gaze caught itself on the slow, shallow movements of his chest. His body was clinging to life and his lungs were barely inflating. I wonder what would happen if he stopped breathing… What if I hurt him enough to stop him from chasing me down for money ever again?


    Wait. What’s that? The inside pocket of Ali’s jacket was showing. Is that… A large wad of money was poking out. It is. I could—


    No, don’t rob him. I literally owe him money. I can’t take even more that I won’t be able to pay back—


    But I need it, don’t I? I need to drive far away from Medlock and finally get up to Eidyn. It’s a long, expensive journey, so… I threw my hand into his pocket and grabbed everything in there. This is a bad idea. I don’t even have any pockets to carry this in. Then I stuffed the contents into the side of my bra. A very. Bad. Idea.


    “Hey…” Ali stirred.


    I swore under my breath as I fell away from him, staggering back onto my feet. Time to go!


    “Samarra… S…stop…” His voice was slurred and his eyes wouldn’t stay open. I didn’t even want to imagine what sort of brain injury he might have sustained from his loss of consciousness—


    Stop worrying and just get out! I moved into the aisle of the church where I glanced at the picture of Evie once more. I looked at her smirking smile, her multicoloured strands of hair, and her face, which looked nothing like mine. I wonder if Evie would hate me for doing this on the day of her funeral or if she would find it hilarious. She did always love any thrill she could get. I just wish she was still here. It doesn’t make sense I’m here and she’s not. Her death was too sudden. Accidents don’t just happen like—


    What’s that? My eyes were pulled to the side of the church where a doorway stood. Was that always there? It was a doorway I swear hadn’t been there before. A doorway that was slightly ajar, with the outline of a dark figure waiting behind it.


    Is someone…watching me? Shadows cloaked the figure, hiding it in sharp claws of gloom. Two bright eyes shone out of the darkness with an intense hunger, looking towards me as though I were their prey ready to be devoured—


    “Samarra!” Ali roared.


    Get out of here. Now! Adrenaline raced through my legs as I sprinted towards the exit. Run! I bolted down the aisle, rushing through the empty carcass of the church, ignoring the strange doorway and the hidden figure behind it. My heels click-click-clicked against the floor with each stride, forcing the straps to tear into my skin. But pain didn’t matter now. Only survival did. I’m not going to die.


    Am I?
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    It’s just a surface scratch.


    Agonising rips of pain stabbed my hip as I raced through the graveyard. Dirt splattered against my legs as the insects below my feet devoured the decaying corpses. The sunset was passing away, darkening Medlock’s grey skies. Rain drowned my long hair, while the chill of winter wrapped its cold air around me as tight as a noose. I really need to get a coat. Dresses aren’t made to withstand this weather—


    Stop worrying and run! I leapt over a small fence before sprinting along the cobbled pavement, heading towards the pub where the aftermath of the funeral was taking place. I really did need my bag from my mum, not for my money but for my car keys. I need to drive out of Medlock to get away from Ali and the church and that terrible picture of Evie that she really would have hated. I need to depart from it all.


    Eidyn. Ee-den. That’s the place I need to drive to, the city Evie always loved. I have to take her ashes there to finally rest, and I have to do it before her ghost comes back to haunt me.


    Music crescendoed into my ears as I headed towards the side entrance of the pub. I’m almost there. Laughter and chatter then rang alongside it as I sharply turned towards the door with as much speed as I could find—


    


    My heel twisted along with my ankle. My knees buckled. Finally my body crashed onto the floor, forcing a searing burn to roar out of my hip with a fierce malevolence. These heels will be the death of me.


    My head throbbed as I pushed myself back to my feet. At least I made it. I’m safe, right? I glanced over my shoulder. No one haunted the quiet streets behind me, not even a shadow. We were too far away from the bustling centre of Medlock. Out here on the city edges, towns felt more like forgotten cemeteries no one wanted to visit. Ali isn’t following me. I’m safe, for now.


    As I turned back to the pub, I caught my reflection in the window. My makeup was smudged and falling off my face, forcing my freckles to shine through. The black roots of my hair were matted with sweat, making them even darker compared to the bleach blonde of the rest of my hair. And my hip was bleeding through the rip in my dress. I can’t believe I ruined a perfectly new dress.


    But at least I’m okay. I’m okay! I forcefully thought calming words to myself, though they felt more like a demand rather than a reassurance. Everything is okay.


    I hobbled up to the entrance, fighting through the agony bleeding from my heel. Tacky informational posters covered the door, but I was too exhausted to read them as my adrenaline began to subside. It’s just an acute injury, that’s all. It won’t get infected. I’ll be okay. I just need to get my keys and Evie’s ashes. Then I can vanish from this godforsaken city and travel farther up north to Scotland where grief can no longer find me. I pushed open the door with my remaining strength—


    My body froze. Goddamn it.


    A large hive of people stood with full drinks in their hands and empty smiles on their faces. They were positioned in a semicircle, dressed in identical black clothing, and facing the door I’d just walked through.


    My mum was before them all. Her back was turned to me as she gave a speech. “I really am so…thankful for your presence today.” She spoke slowly and quietly, as though she didn’t have the energy to finish each word. A drooping smile haunted her face, accompanied by empty eyes that had lost all life. Why is she giving a speech? Who let her talk in front of everyone? “Evie was a…great person. She was so…” She stopped as she saw everyone was staring behind her. Then she turned around.


    


    I crossed my arms, covering the cut across my side. My stomach tightened the instant her eyes met mine.


    “Samarra?” Mum asked. “Where have you…” She trailed off as she looked me up and down once. Twice. Then a third time as though she’d already forgotten what I looked like.


    “Hello.” I smiled awkwardly, shivering from the unrelenting cold. “Sorry, I…I got caught in the rain.” That’s not exactly a lie.


    “That’s all right, Love.” My mum handed me a card full of scribbled writing. “Why don’t you continue this speech? I’m a little tired, but…everyone would love to hear some final words for Evie.”


    Heat fled over my cheeks as the stares of the crowd turned to me, expectantly waiting. Their smiles felt as vacant as their “sorry for your loss” cards as they stared at my sweaty face that was boiling with pressure, my mascara that was smudged around my eyes, my nose that dripped with blood—


    Wait. What? Quickly, I wiped my nose, staining the back of my hand dark red. I’m bleeding? I sniffed, letting the taste of iron run down the back of my throat. No, I can’t have a nosebleed. I already look bad enough.


    “Samarra?” Mum prompted. “Will you continue this for me?”


    I gulped back hard. “Okay.” I nodded, letting the door swing shut behind me before I clicked the lock into place. At least no one can hurt me in here—


    Suddenly I noticed another door on the other side of the room, and another door next to that, and—four. There were four doors. Four ways Ali could come in and kill me. 


    I really need to get out of here. I just have to get through this stupid speech first.


    I stepped forwards, in front of the crowd. “Thank you, everyone, for being with us today.” My voice croaked through short, shallow breaths. “Um…” I looked down at the card my mum had given me, purposefully holding it so it hid my wound. It was Evie’s memorial card that now had messy writing covering every blank spot. But the more I looked at the writing, the more my vision blurred. Wait…what? The letters clouded, as though I were looking at them through a fogged-up glass.


    I shut my eyes. I counted to one, two, three—


    Everything was still fuzzy when I opened them again. What’s happening to me? I blinked. Nothing changed.


    “Um…” I coughed to clear my throat, stalling for time. The wound is just a benign injury, a surface scratch. My heart clawed against my rib cage like an animal caught in a trap as worries ate my thoughts. It can’t be killing me, can it?


    “Evie was…was…a great person,” I finally said, squinting at the writing as my cheeks burned with rushing blood. “She was so much…fun to be around.” Though she also annoyed me every single day. “She was so…nice and caring.” She was also a little self-centred and full of way too much confidence. “I’m…” I can’t read this when it’s all made up and idealised. The words blurred into one another as I stared harder at the paper. Also, I literally can’t read this.


    “Hey!” A loud voice interrupted my thoughts. “Get the Hell off me!”


    The crowd turned as shouts and scuffles echoed across the room. Thank god, I need a way out of this.


    “I said: get off!” the voice yelled as a group of people surrounded a door at the back where someone had just walked in.


    It’s not Ali, is it? Did he follow me?


    “I’m allowed to be here and I’m allowed to grieve for my best friend,” the voice continued. “How can you all be allowed to be here and not me? She didn’t even know your damn names.”


    A young man stepped into view, dusting off his green leather jacket as he moved through the room. I didn’t recognise his face, thankfully, letting a breath of relief escape my lungs. It’s not Ali. I’m safe. Everything is still okay.


    “My apologies!” the stranger called out to me, putting on a bright smile as he pushed his hair behind a bandana. “Please continue.”


    “I…” I stumbled, looking back to the paper. I don’t want to continue. “Um…” Just get this over with already. “Evie was also…a very bright young woman who—”


    “Bright? She said you used to call her an idiot.” The stranger laughed. “Though she also said you used to call her things much worse than that.”


    A ripple of murmurs flew over the crowd as they frowned at the stranger’s smirk. I frowned too, wondering who he was since he clearly knew who I was. Of course I used to call Evie things far worse than that; she was my annoying younger sister. But…how does he know that? Who even is—


    My gaze caught on a table in the middle of the room. The urn filled with Evie’s ashes stood on it like a centrepiece. The urn was short and round, disproportionate to Evie’s large personality. It was decorated with odd, asymmetrical floral patterns. And worst of all, it was dark, lost from all colour. Dark colours were never her style. She would’ve hated that urn. She would’ve hated this whole funeral.


    I need to leave. I need to grab that urn and take Evie to a place she’ll actually want to be a part of. She can’t stay here and neither can I.


    “Evie…was an idiot,” I finally said. The stranger let out another laugh. “Evie was a beautiful idiot who would’ve hated this funeral.” I let the card drop from my hands. “She shouldn’t even be dead, this isn’t right. Fatal accidents don’t just happen to people who don’t deserve—”


    “Look!” My mum cut off my words before they had the chance to leave my mouth. “The food’s here.” She pointed to the back of the room where the buffet was being set up. “Time to eat.”


    Everyone’s attention was pulled away from me. The music crescendoed back into its dwindling life as piano notes floated over the air in a serene melody. Chatter accompanied it as the crowd returned to their conversations and moved towards the food tables. I was left standing by myself, with blood dripping from my wound that no one cared to even notice. No one except the stranger, whose gaze hadn’t left mine.


    4


    

    I stared at the stranger, wondering who he was. His dark eyes had a hint of amusement playing in them. His smile seemed more genuine than anyone else’s. Yet his beaming energy felt like it didn’t belong at a funeral. He didn’t belong. Who even is he?


    I stepped towards him as my mind flooded with curiosity—


    “Samarra?” Mum moved in front of me, blocking my path. “What just…happened?”


    “What do you mean?” I tried looking past her. But bodies obstructed my view as other people walked up to the stranger before I could.


    “I thought you were…good at giving speeches. Are you not good at it, Love?” Mum leaned closer towards me. She wore makeup that seemed like it had been done by a mortician, trying to squeeze some life out of her fading face. “Are you drunk?”


    “No, I…I just didn’t expect to have to talk,” I said, crossing my arms again to keep my wound hidden. Don’t let anyone see. “I didn’t even want to be—” Another drop of blood fell from my nostril, cutting off my words.


    Mum paused for a long moment, watching me wipe away the blood. “Are you sure you’re not drunk?”


    “No, Mum, I’m not.” She never asks if I’m okay. She hasn’t for months. “Anyway, do you have my bag? I really need my keys.”


    “Keys? You can’t drive if you’re drinking.”


    “I’m not.”


    “Are you sure?” She frowned as confusion rattled over her blank expression. “Why don’t you just ask Ria to take you back? She doesn’t drink so—”


    “Ria? I haven’t spoken to Ria in months. Don’t you remember that?” I sighed. I saw Ria during the funeral, but she didn’t even look back at me. She didn’t want to see me. No one does. She used to be my closest friend, before she became Evie’s girlfriend. Yet I hadn’t spoken to her in a very long time.


    “Ria’s nice. She’ll give you a ride,” Mum said as though she hadn’t heard me.


    I nodded, unsurprised by her lack of attention. Since Evie died, conversations with her had felt very one-sided as Mum’s mind had closed itself off to the world almost as much as mine.


    “Please can you just tell me where my keys are?” I tried to maintain a smile even as frustration seeped through my words. “You know I have that neuroscience exam in a few days. I really should be studying—”


    “You can’t leave me here, Samarra.”


    “Leave you? You have so many other people here—”


    “Don’t leave me with him.” Mum looked at the stranger, who now stood at the side of the room, holding up his hands in defence as a small group of people surrounded him. It looked like they were telling him to leave as they pointed him to the exit with angry expressions.


    “Who even is he?” I asked.


    Mum frowned. “That’s Zain.”


    “That’s Zain?” Evie used to talk about Zain all the time. She loved going to parties and concerts with him. They were even in a band together, though I’d never bothered going to their gigs, not after hearing how dreadful Evie’s drumming skills were at home. “That’s Evie’s best friend?”


    “Friend? No, friends protect each other. But he…” Mum lowered her voice. “He let Evie cross that road without looking.”


    “I don’t think he let her, Mum. I don’t think any of her friends let her. It was an…an accident, right?” That should have been a rhetorical question, but my mind was full of hope that it wasn’t. For the past six months, Evie’s death hadn’t made any sense to me. People shouldn’t die without any warning. They shouldn’t be taken away in one fatal accident.


    “They were on god knows what that night, but if they were sober…” Mum’s expression hardened, as though some sliver of anger was running through her lost mind. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s on something now since he just got out of prison.”


    “He was in prison? For what?”


    “Assault. He hurt someone.” Mum pulled her eyes away from him, shaking her head. “Please just…get him out of here.”


    I don’t have time for this. I should be grabbing Evie’s ashes and driving her up to Eidyn already. “If I get rid of him, can I then have my keys? Will you find my bag?”


    “I…” She looked me up and down once more, staring at my ruined dress and my scuffed knees. “You have a rip in your dress.”


    “I know, Mum. I just…I fell over when I was running away from someone.”


    She nodded as though she barely comprehended my words. “That wine is going to be a nightmare to get out.”


    I followed her gaze to the stains across my side. “That’s blood actually. I was stabbed with a knife and…and my body seems to be reacting to it. But I don’t know what’s—” A violent cough burst from my lungs, swallowing my words.


    “I’ll have to find the white vinegar for it.” Mum nodded as my words flew over her head.


    I caught my breath, gulping back the remainder of the cough. She’s not worried about me. I bet she won’t even notice when I do leave this city for good, no one will.


    “I’ll go get your keys now.” Mum loudly sighed. “I just wish Evie were here… She’d know how to give a speech, wouldn’t she? Much better than you.” She turned and walked away, leaving me with a sting of pain running through my mind that hurt worse than my knife wound.


    “I’m sorry I’m not as perfect as Evie…” I whispered under my breath to no one but myself. “She’d have the whole room under her charm by now. If only she was here and I was the one in that urn. At least then I wouldn’t have to put up with any of this—”


    “You should’ve said that in your speech.” The stranger, Zain, stepped up next to me. An arrogant smile shone over his face as he spoke in a soft, Northern accent. “It would’ve made it far more interesting.”


    I turned to him, looking at his green jacket, which sharply contrasted against the black colours everyone else wore, making him stick out like a wasp in a beehive. Is he talking to me? His dark eyes looked straight into mine, gleaming with an unfamiliar energy.


    “After all, this funeral could use a little more…life, couldn’t it?” He smirked.


    “I…” I didn’t know what to say. I had only just put together who he was. “You know it’s rude to interrupt people’s speeches, don’t you?” I finally said, letting my frustration at this whole day seep through. “Did no one ever teach you manners?” I kept my arms crossed, covering my ripped dress and the pain brimming beneath.


    “Manners? Is that what everyone else here has?” Zain looked at the people in the room who were still staring at him. “Is that why they tried to stop me from coming to this funeral? Because they were being polite?”


    “They stopped you because you shouldn’t be here. Evie…Evie wouldn’t want you here.” I sounded harsher than I’d meant, but I needed to get rid of him. Once I get rid of him, I can get my keys and get out of here. I tried not to focus on the irregular beats of my heart, the pounding headache swirling through my skull, the thought of Ali coming back to hurt me—just focus on making Zain leave. One thing at a time.


    “You think you know what Evie would’ve wanted?” he asked.


    


    “Yes. I’m her sister.” I was her sister. I was. Past tense.


    Zain tilted his head. “That doesn’t mean you know her.”


    “And you do? I bet your memories with her are barely even memories from how much she used to drink and…and…god knows what else. You’re probably on something right now, aren’t you?” I said, echoing my mum’s words.


     “As much as I’d love to be on something right now, I haven’t had anything in an awfully long time, so please don’t tempt me.” He gave another smug grin. “Even if I was on something, it’s not like I’d be much different to anyone else our age since everyone’s become obsessed with Dust.”


    I stared at him with a blank expression.


    He paused. “You do know what Dust is, don’t you? Or was Evie right when she told me you were a hermit who never left the house?”


    “I…I leave the house a lot,” I said defensively.


    “Then why have we never met before?” He raised an eyebrow. “It is very nice to meet you. I heard a lot about you from Evie.”


    “I heard things about you too. How was prison?”


    He stepped closer to me, raising his hand to my face—


    I automatically flinched as my mind lingered on my mum’s words. He was imprisoned for assault.


    Zain stopped. “Sorry, I didn’t mean…” He sounded almost hurt from my reaction as his eyes scanned my face. “Do you need a handkerchief? You’re bleeding.” He took his hand back, pulling out a handkerchief from his pocket.


    Blood dripped from my nose. I swore under my breath as I rubbed it away once more. “No, I’m… It’s just a nosebleed. It’ll stop on its own.” What’s happening to me? Why is my nose still bleeding?


    “Are you sure?” Zain held the handkerchief out to me.


    I refused to take it. “I’m sure.”


    “Okay…” He nodded with a hint of uncertainty, using the handkerchief to wipe his own nose before returning it to his pocket. “Anyway, it wasn’t quite a prison I went to. It was a place called Detention.”


    “Detention? I thought that was just for young people.”


    “I am young.” He laughed. “They take up to twenty-five-year-olds there. I’ve got five more years left in me. So you’ve heard of it?”


    


    “I’ve read about it. It’s just a holding centre, right? It doesn’t seem that bad.”


    “Oh, you’ve read about it? Then you must know what it’s like.” Sarcasm dripped from his voice. “It’s far worse than just a holding centre. But I won’t bore you with details of my six months there, so let’s just say I’m grateful for getting out.”


    “You only just got out?”


    He nodded. “Last week.”


    “Surely you can’t be this far away from your house if you’re on probation?”


    Zain raised his eyebrow, as though he were impressed that I knew. “You don’t know where I live. Maybe I’m not far away from my house.”


    “Only old, rich people live around here, outside the city. That’s clearly not you.”


    He smiled wider with amusement.


    I kept my face straight. “What would your probation officer do if they knew you were here?”


    “I’d rather not find out.”


    “Really? Because I think seeing you get arrested would be a satisfying sight for everyone here. I’d love seeing you with handcuffs on your wrists.”


    Zain let out a breath of a laugh. “If that’s what you’re into, then if you have a pair, I’d happily let you—”


    “Don’t go there.” I rolled my eyes at him.


    He grinned back at me, as though he enjoyed watching my frustration grow. Then he slowly ran his eyes across my body. “You look awful by the way, nothing like what I pictured. Evie always described you as academic and professional, not…messy.”


    “My mum has already pointed out how messy I look, so I don’t need you to as well. Speaking of my mum, she doesn’t want you here, so I…I think it’s best you leave now.”


    “So that’s why you’ve been so welcoming, because you’ve been speaking to your mum about me.” He clenched his teeth. “You know the reason everyone here hates me is because she’s made them all believe I was a bad influence on Evie, always tempting her to make bad decisions.”


    “Well, were you?” I asked. “Six months is a long time to be in Detention. The average is only two. Surely…surely that means you were more dangerous if they kept you there for so long.”


    Zain looked off to the side. “Evie said you’re full of a lot of useless facts. At least she seems to have been right about that.” He looked at the people who were still staring at him, before looking back at me. “But if you really knew Evie, you’d know she didn’t need any help to make all her matchstick, impulsive-as-Hell decisions, wouldn’t you?”


    “I…” I stopped. I knew he was right, though I didn’t want to admit it. “I still think you should go.”


    He sighed, scratching the back of his neck. Then he laughed. “Don’t you love that moment?”


    “What moment?” I frowned.


    “The moment you walk into a room full of people and feel every eye turn to you. It doesn’t matter if it’s for good or bad, it just matters that your face is burning with embarrassment and energy is rushing through your body as though you’re in a life-threatening situation, when really it’s just people staring at you.”


    He sounds like Evie. Evie used to talk about specific moments she loved too. They never made any sense or added anything to the conversation, but she was obsessed with finding those very specific moments that made her feel something. Why is he speaking like her?


    Suddenly, my breath caught on itself as my throat dried up. The room spun around my vision, and the colours merged into spiralling twists. Something really is happening to my body. I need to get out here.


    “I think you should go now and so should I,” I croaked as I pushed past Zain, walking towards the centre table where Evie’s urn stood. Let’s get Evie’s ashes and leave before—


    “Wait.” Zain grabbed my arm and pulled me back towards him. “I also came here to meet you, Freckles.”


    Freckles? That was the name Evie used to call me. She used it as an insult, as though she was jealous that I had freckles and she didn’t. But Zain had said it with kindness, like he wanted to remind me of her. How does he even know she used to call me that?


    I paused for a moment of unsure silence as I looked closer at him. He had brown, sunken eyes that creased when he smiled, as though he smiled too much. A light redness danced within his gaze that made me think he had been crying. His dark brown skin was adorned with gold jewellery and tattoos. Faded strands of green dye ran over his black waves of hair. A vivacious spirit beamed through his warm persona. But the strangest detail was how unfamiliar he looked. How can Evie’s best friend be such a stranger to me? Did I really not know her at all?


    “Why…why did you want to meet me?” I finally said.


    Zain took a breath. “Evie made me promise to look out for you when she was no longer here.” He softened his tone, refusing to let go of my arm. “I figured meeting you is probably a good start to keeping that promise.” 


    Guilt crashed through my mind like a tidal wave. “She made you promise to look after me?” I was her older sister; I should have looked after her.


    He nodded before looking down at my wrist. “I like your tattoo by the way.” He looked at my small triangle tattoo. “Isn’t it the—”


    “I don’t need you to look after me.” I pulled my arm out of his grasp. Why didn’t I look after her? My heart pounded in an irregular rhythm, racing to catch up with my breath as a lightheaded dizziness danced over my mind.


    “Are you sure you don’t need a handkerchief?”


    “No, I told you—” Suddenly a heavier gush of blood trailed down my nostril. A flurry of pain crashed over my body, swallowing my voice. I stumbled backwards as I lost my balance in the spinning room, putting out my arms to steady myself and fully revealing the knife wound across my side. No, don’t let anyone see it! But I could barely process what was even happening, as at the same time my heart began to stop.
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    Zain reached out to catch me, steadying me as a swarm of sharp cuts sliced through my insides. His eyes widened as he looked at the wound across my hip. “Is this blood?”


    “It’s just a surface scratch…it’s just…” My voice croaked under the weight of my distress. What’s happening to my body? This isn’t right.


    “What happened?”


    “I…I fell.”


    “Fell? Into what? A knife?” He looked more closely at the wound.


    Think. What’s going on? Nosebleed. Dizziness. Nausea. Drowsiness.


    “You’re burning up.” Zain felt my forehead. High temperature. His hand had a slight tremor as though adrenaline were racing through him as fast as it was through me.


    “I’m…I’m…” I stumbled through my words as I fought to catch my breath. Rapid breathing. Irregular heartbeat. Chest pain. “It’s okay, I’m…I’m almost a doctor. I…I know what I’m doing.”


    “I’ll go find your mum,” Zain said. “I’m sure she’ll want to take you to hospital.” He made sure I was steady before quickly running into the crowd.


    “No, she…she won’t…she…” My hoarse voice was too quiet to be heard. I can barely even speak. My worries collided with one another as I ran over the symptoms in my head until—


    Poison. Dread swallowed my mind as I realised what was happening. My body has been poisoned, and if I don’t do something soon—


    I staggered backwards, crashing into a table. Glasses fell over and a pile of sympathy cards tumbled to the floor. The urn… Evie’s ashes rocked on the table, almost falling over. Just grab the urn and go! Evie never wanted to be on display, imprisoned in a dark urn. She wanted to go to Eidyn. That was the quiet, calming paradise full of magical castles and rich history she always dreamed of. And that’s where I need to go now!


    I grabbed the urn, clutching it in my arms like a tight embrace. “I’ve got you, Evie,” I whispered. “Let’s get out of—”


    Suddenly a cough trapped itself in my throat. My chest tightened like a snake coiling around me, refusing my lungs to fill up again. Breathe! I can’t die at Evie’s funeral. She’d say I was copying her. But I can’t copy her, that would be so embarrassing.


    My heart wouldn’t stop shouting at my lungs as they forgot how to breathe. Breathe goddamnit. Breathe! My body was shutting down. I think I might need real help. I might need a hospital—no, not a hospital. I can’t go back there again.


    Just get some air! Sputters of coughs sliced into me as I moved through the withering room towards the door. Get outside! But my vision was blurring, dizzying my stability. My lungs were roaring, begging for air. I couldn’t stop coughing and coughing and—


    “Samarra.” Mum stepped beside me. Her vacant eyes looked into mine. “Zain said you wanted to go. I hope you…have a nice day, Love.”


    “No, Mum, I…I…” I stumbled for my words, desperately wanting her to see my pain for the first time in six months.


    “I think I’m going to go home and sleep now,” she said nonchalantly. “I’ll see you later.”


    “Mum, please, I…I…”


    “Sam, look at me. Are you okay?” Zain stepped to the other side of me, looking at my lips, which were turning blue.


    “I…I…”


    “What are you doing with the urn?”


    “I…” I need air. I staggered forwards, forcing my limbs to walk towards the exit, towards the fresh air. Put one foot in front of the other. Again. And again. And—


    I reached the door and pulled it open—


    But it was locked.


    “You need a doctor.” Zain’s voice followed me.


    Why is he helping me? No one ever helps me. “I…I told you, I am almost…almost a…” My head throbbed as I fumbled with the lock. Why did I lock it? My hands shook as I tried to open it again. And again. Please just open! Sweat fell from my palms as I tried once more. Then once more again. Hurry up! My blood pressure soared as stress weighed down my heart and—


    The lock clicked out of position finally. I pulled open the door and stepped into the drowning rain, which was freezing into the white powder of ice. The wind blew against me with an excruciating chill that bit at my exposed skin. Air! I can breathe—


    Wait. Why can’t I breathe? My body wouldn’t let me take in any of the air. Why am I not breathing? My limbs collapsed onto the floor as hacking coughs strangled me. I can’t die. I took the impact of the fall on my knees, refusing to let the urn drop from my arms. I can’t die like Evie—


    No, I’m not going to die. I’m not going to die. I’m not… The same chant ran over my thoughts in a final attempt to cling onto the fragile life that was slipping from my grasp. I’m not going to die. I’m not—


    A flicker of darkness pulled my attention towards the church in the distance. What’s that? A figure seemed to be standing beside the graveyard with tranquil ataraxia, enshrouded by a mist of mournful darkness. Is it Ali? Is he coming back to hurt me? They were too far away for me to make out any features as the shadows entombed their silhouette and the wind rattled around them in a tumultuous storm. But I felt their hungry stare on me and I knew it was one I’d felt before.


    This can’t be happening. My stomach twisted as the Tartarean figure slithered closer. My heart banged against my ribcage like someone trying to claw their way out of a locked crypt. I’m not going to die. I held onto Evie’s urn much tighter while my body dragged me into the depths of unconsciousness. I’m not going to die. I knew it wasn’t Ali. It was someone much worse. I’m not going to die. I’m not going to—


    Die.


    I’m going to die.


    I’m. Going. To. Die.
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    I can’t let it kill me.


    Dreams tangled around my mind like chains as I fell in and out of consciousness. I can’t die here. Rain crashed against a window, an engine roared, a radio blasted a rock tune. But I couldn’t see anything. Instead I felt like I was standing on the top of a building, looking down at the pavement far below, watching the small figures of people walking by—


    No, the figures were getting closer. I wasn’t standing at the top, I was falling to the bottom. My worries were screaming with regrets, but I couldn’t escape the fall. I could only use the few seconds I had left to learn how to die before I hit the pavement—


    “Sam!”


    My eyes bolted open and I took in a breath. Thank god. Then another. And another. They sounded more like a gasp of pain, but they were enough. I’m okay. Agony tore into my chest and clawed through my insides, but I was thankful for the feeling. It reminded me I’m okay. Everything is o—


    Wait. Where am I? I quickly took in my surroundings, seeing I was in a car, sitting in the passenger seat while Zain drove. But no one else was with us.


    “Thank Hell you’re awake.” Zain sighed in relief. “You weren’t breathing.”


    “What’s going on?” My voice cracked as I spoke over the thumping radio. “Why is…” I shook my head, pulling myself out of the clutches of dreams. Why am I alone with him? Isn’t he dangerous? “Are you kidnapping me?”


    “That’s not quite the thanks I was looking for, but you’re welcome.” Zain smiled, clinging to positivity even in the chaos of the world. But the smirk he wore was twisted, like it didn’t know if it belonged. His sunken eyes seemed overcome with stress. His body shivered as rain dripped from his hair, soaking through his shirt under his green jacket. And his hands were trembling as he steered the car onwards.


    “Where are we going?”


    “To a hospital.” His gaze flicked between me and the road ahead as he jerked his eyes back and forth. “If it wasn’t for me, your mum wouldn’t have even noticed how ill you were. Plus, there’s no way in Hell I’m making the mistake of waiting for an ambulance again. So you’re welcome for—”


    “A hospital? No, I can’t go there.”


    “I don’t think you quite heard me, so let me say this one more time: you weren’t breathing. You need to go to a hospital.”


    “Well, I’m breathing now, so you can let me go.” If I go to the hospital, Ali will find me. I’ll be trapped with no escape. “I-I can’t go to the hospital.”


    “Yes, you can. It’s pretty easy actually. All you have to do is walk into a building—”


    “No, I have to leave this city today. I have to take Evie…” I paused, running my hands over my seat. “Wait. Where’s…where’s Evie? Where’s the urn? And where’s my bag? Did my mum not find my keys?” I need my keys to escape this city, this life.


    “Your bag? I don’t know. Again, I was a little more concerned about you not breathing. Are you not grasping how serious that is? Don’t tell me I’m the irrational one for being worried about that.”


    “I need to go back. I need my keys and I need the urn. I can’t leave her behind…” I went to open the door, not even thinking about how fast the car was moving—


    Zain quickly clicked the lock on the doors. “You’re insane.”


    I still pulled on the handle, before letting out a shout of frustration. “Just let me out!” I can’t be locked
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    ​​YOU ARE MORE THAN DUST


    Samarra isn’t the only one haunted by grief. 


    Zain is unravelling, far more than he has ever let on. In the lead-up to their long-awaited road trip to Eidyn, his life has become a maze of obstacles. He must navigate threats from Mariana’s gang, avoid corrupt Shade officers, control his anger outbursts, and relinquish the suffocating grip Dust has on his mind. He doesn’t know if he’ll make it to the road trip before he breaks completely, but he is determined to try.


    COMING SOON
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    ​WHEN THE MIRROR LIES


    Jesse is used to dealing with liars after spending the last two years surviving in Medlock’s criminal underworld. But nothing prepares him for his latest job. When he captures a seemingly ordinary target, he watches in shock as their face shifts, their appearance transforms, and they become someone else entirely. He is face to face with the ultimate liar: a metamorph.


    Metamorphs are shapeshifting creatures of nightmares said to steal identities and wear new faces like masks. They aren’t supposed to exist. But if this myth is real, what other terrifying secrets lie buried beneath Medlock’s surface?


    Get ready for a new psychological thriller that delves into a dark exploration of identity, deception, and the struggle to discover who you truly are in a world where nothing is as it seems.


    COMING SOON
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    ​UNTIL THE SHADOWS LENGTHEN


    Saffron has been imprisoned in Medlock’s Detention, where the guards are soulless, the prisoners are secretive, and the shadows are sharpening their claws. But she knows something even darker is lurking in the depths of the cells.


    Her friend Ray was detained here before he mysteriously vanished. The only clues he left were warning messages about a monster that feeds on thoughts and devours sanity. A monster that may still be watching from the dark corners of every room.


    Saffron is now determined to discover what happened to Ray. She is willing to search through forbidden rooms, cultish séances, and brainwashing drug trials to uncover the secrets kept in the ever-growing shadows. Including the secrets she’s keeping from herself.


    AVAILABLE TO READ NOW
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    ​BEFORE THE SHADOWS LENGTHEN


    The prequel to ‘Until the Shadows Lengthen.’ 


    A year and a half before Saffron’s stay in Detention, Sylver gives us his perspective on what happened in the months leading up to that one fatal day that changed everything. He shows us what life was once like and how it descended into darkness.


    It’s time to see how friends can become enemies, how caliginents haunt other minds, and how much life is worth suffering.


    If it is even worth anything at all.


    COMING SOON
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    ​FOR MORE...


    VISIT OUR WEBSITE


    shadowlitbooks.co.uk
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