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‘A tale of now, of our always-on age of Google-paedia, where the past is being constantly revised.’ 

– ADRIAN LEVY, Emmy Award–winning 
journalist and author

‘Audacious! Bold! Compelling! A powerful reminder that words and stories matter. A timely tale of freedom, courage and the joy of wordplay.’ 
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For Nyla, my wordsmith, who knows how to lie to me  when the truth will hurt. This one is all yours.
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And the Word became flesh…

JOHN 1:14

The first Words were born in the voices of the first Speakers. The Word Wood was their home, the cradle of their civilization. Its trees were as great as any city the Speakers could have built, its leafy canopy as sheltering as the sky. Its tremendous roots were a vast web beneath the soil, an unappreciated underworld, for the world of the Words wasn’t just a surface one. Its existence ran deep, far deeper than anyone supposed…
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ASHA


			it was as if asha had opened the box and found herself. The sleep-slackened mouth, the nostrils flaring as the breath came and went…the Word curled up inside could have passed off as a Speaker. Except that Words look like they are. And this one, with a blaze of red hair and cheeks pinched to a blush, was – ‘Crimson?’ 

			It was the first time Asha could say the Word out loud. Call it by its name so it might be spoken and awoken. 
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			The lightning drones had dropped off the new Word. Mom had dragged the telltale box marked WWW into Asha’s room. Out of Dad’s way. What would Dad know about getting by on a handful of words? He hadn’t spoken for as long as Asha could remember… 

			The drill was a familiar one: tape off; flaps up; the sudden rush that always accompanies a Speaker’s first sight of a Word. The Word was asleep. They all came in that way. 

			Crimson’s pink-rimmed eyes fluttered open at the sound of her name. She was small, no taller than a fourteen-year-old, really, her skin flushed, her fingernails painted red. She said nothing, she couldn’t, not unless spoken to first. Unfolding herself, she climbed out of her box.

			Asha stretched out her hand to the waiting Word. These days they made the band so sleek, you hardly felt it upon your wrist. Crimson pricked her finger on the tiny needle in the centre. 

			There’s no pain in an inking, that’s what Asha had heard at school, it was only how Words signed in to be used by the Speaker who’d ordered them. 

			Asha could have sworn Crimson flinched as the needle broke skin, her finger weeping a single plump tear of blue ink. The band made a little warble of sound – the inking was done. 

			A smile played at the edges of Asha’s mouth. Now, she could say or write crimson for a year. After that, the word would disappear from her word-cart, clean off her tongue and out of her head. 

			Now Asha held out a sheet of paper. It shivered with anticipation and she watched, breath suspended, as Crimson extended her finger and touched the whiteness of the page. For no matter how often Asha had seen a Word write itself, it felt just as magical as it had her first time. The tip of Crimson’s finger glowed blue as it traced the letters of her name.  C-R-I-M-S-O-N. The ink dried instantly, leaving a wet sheen. 

			The Word climbed back into the box, drawing her legs as the flaps closed. Asha carried the box – surprisingly light –  to the chalked oblong in the parking lot marked Returns, where everything the Speakers bought online and had second thoughts about was picked up by lightning drones at the end of the day. Forks to four-poster beds – and Words, too few to mention. 

			The place usually teemed with Speakers from the nearby apartment blocks, even if no one spoke. But at this hour, everyone was home, ears glued to the Rooster and its live broadcast of the celebrations. As Asha put down the box, she noticed only one other Speaker in the drizzle, at the far end of the lot in Purchases, where the drones brought fresh orders in. 

			Zeb. Asha acknowledged him wordlessly as they slipped out of the watchful gaze of the cameras and swivelled upon Gunther Glib Road. They would be gone for an hour tops, and then home, with none the wiser for it. 

			On regular days, Gunther Glib Road was a crush of delivery trucks huddled like refugees at a border crossing. But today traffic had been diverted and the empty stretch was broken only by two candy-striped roadblocks. Asha’s skin prickled; the smaller alleys were safer, but first they had a pick-up to make. 

			Something clattered in the shadows, and Zeb produced a guttural sound, somewhere between a ‘Down!’ and a ‘Duck!’ He flashed the sign for danger – his thumb tucked in, the other four fingers after – and they dived into the darkness pooling between the street lamps, breaths held. 

			It was only a Word Eater scrounging in the garbage for something to eat or to wear or to peddle to other  Word Eaters. ‘Smthng 4 me?’ he mumbled, with the few words he had going. 

			They’d run into his kind before, down-and-out Speakers living somewhere beyond the Dump Zone, where all the things consumed and cast off in the City found their final resting place. He was not a threat – Asha’s breath flowed easier – or not as much of one. 

			His glazed eyes rooted them to the spot. ‘N-E-thng?’

			They shook their heads and as he staggered off, they hotfooted it to the row of overflowing trash bins. 

			Asha buried her nose in the sleeve of her raincoat. The bins reeked as if hope had curled up inside them and died. Zeb reached around the third one, his face taut, feeling for the sharp edges of the broken overflow pipe behind it. He eased out a wet packet, unwrapping the rag bindings with care. A cache of paint spilled out: a few dented cans and some tubes, bent out of shape. 

			Asha’s dark eyes danced as she picked out a canister the colour of ketchup. Ketchup – and that vegetable ketchup was made of but whose name she didn’t have in her word-cart. 

			‘Crimson,’ she said to Zeb, and his face lit up. He could mouth the word now, pursing his lips together for the crim bit, forcing the air out between his teeth to make the  s-sound, and touching his tongue to the back of his top teeth for the nasal ending. He tried to say it out loud though he knew he couldn’t, his face reddening, his mouth twisting. Even so, the word was a gift; a plug driven into a socket to restore the power, however briefly.

			They stayed close, picking a route down forgotten backstreets, their excitement drumming in their ears. The high-walled warren of streets always disoriented Asha, but Zeb seemed to follow an inner radar. He watched out for the cameras, and for Chaser cars stealthing past, their engines cut, their headlights off.

			They had been out together before. Once, Asha and Zeb had settled on a derelict wall to draw upon; at another time, an abandoned railcar; and on two occasions, they’d painted on a broken-down delivery van sitting squat in the middle of the road after traffic had melted, like a boulder left behind by a retreating glacier. 

			We were here, their scribbles seemed to say. Because by saying it, Asha and Zeb were a little more alive, even if no one was listening.

			This time, they ended up on a dead-end street, blocked off by a ditch dug by road-workers who’d moved on to dig other ditches elsewhere. Asha sized up her canvas and pulled a face. Bare walls reminded her of the silences in their conversations, the awkward gaps where the words were missing. At least she had a signature now. Ryter 21. Ryter wasn’t a real word that cost money; and numbers were still free.
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			Zeb shook his can and aimed it at the wall. White painted flowers appeared, the sort that waved their wispy heads by the pavement back when things grew and weren’t grown. Now this was normal, a world full of vague things without names. Except sometimes, when the ghost of a word sprung to your lips unannounced, only to fade away before you could fully grasp it.

			A girl emerged as if she’d always been there, shimmering beneath the surface. Zeb had painted her with her cheeks puffed as she blew upon a flower, her breath dislodging the fuzzy bits and sending them off on the wind. Even now, the havaa blowing from the Barrens unsettled Asha’s hair, the sand it carried into the City tickling her nose and sticking to her skin.

			‘’K?’ Zeb said, the way a Word Eater would. Except that Asha and he weren’t Word Eaters, just regular Speakers short of words and the money to buy them. 

			‘’K,’ she said, smiling at him. Zeb’s pictures had a way of stirring parts of you that you hadn’t even known were sleeping. 

			Under the steady pressure of Asha’s paint can, Ryter 21 appeared in a confident cursive on the empty wall. The 21 didn’t stand for twenty other writers who came before her because there weren’t twenty other writers left in the world anymore, not when you had to buy a word before you could say it or write it. 

			Only Zeb knew what the 21 really was: a catch-me-if-you-can. 

			She knew his secrets too, the book of drawings he stashed in his desk at school. And how, when he painted, his face hidden inside his hoodie and his wet brown eyes blinking behind his spectacles, something welled up inside his lanky fifteen-year-old frame. Something a skin-thick barrier seemed hardly solid enough to contain. 

			She watched him paint, him hardly aware of her watching, and her heart grew full with a feeling she couldn’t name. Maybe it was good, she thought, that some things couldn’t  be named…

			A flag from the ink-blue streamers above fluttered over. Asha picked it up and frowned at the message: There are no free Words! 

			 The paint can was whipped out of her hand all of a sudden, and a playful whoop from Zeb signalled that the can had a new owner. 

			Daubing her nose with one fingertip, he flipped the R in Ryter 21, so that there were two R’s now, standing back-to-back. Together, they looked like a ribbon bow – or the way Zeb had drawn it, a tree. 

			Grinning, Asha extended the trailing tails of the letters to twist together like the roots of trees once did, back when there were more trees in the world. With a nod of approval, Zeb added leaves and two stick figures in the branches. 

			‘You and me?’ she asked, pointing to them. 

			Zeb only cocked his head…he’d heard something. Grabbing her stuff, Asha scurried out of the alley to scope the area while he finished up.

			Out on Gunther Glib Maidan, the havaa blew, though no one knew why it was called that anymore. Asha wrapped her raincoat tighter. Here, the grass had been torn up, overlaid with spikes and concrete so Speakers would have nowhere to assemble – or to protest.

			There was nothing on the square from the old days now, save for what was left of the Library, with its tattered awning and its Closed Indefinitely sign in the window. And an enormous Gunther Glib statue, in a state of constant sprucing, around which the endless traffic wrapped itself on regular days. 

			Asha craned her neck; the gigantic stone figure of Word Bloc’s supreme leader towered over her. His mouth half-open, as if to say, ‘A Word for every Speaker and a Speaker for every Word!’

			It had hardly turned out that way, had it? 

			Something splintered inside Asha, or perhaps something that had long been broken found a new way to fix itself. She shimmied up the scaffolding.

			From here, she could look into the alley clearly. She clambered upon the black pedestal, driven by an ache that had no words to it.

			Straightening slowly, Asha sprayed Ryter 21 across the statue’s chest. They were hypnotic, the large looping letters, crimson and forbidden, and Asha found herself surrendering to the sweep of paint on stone. When she was done, she noticed that Zeb was packing up. Her gaze wandered up the next street radiating from the traffic circle and she stiffened – two umbrellas had appeared as if out of nowhere.

			Two more. How did she miss them coming?

			A rogue gust of the havaa turned one umbrella inside out. Below it, Asha discerned the dreaded black uniforms of the Chasers, with their golden-yellow WB insignia. Word Bloc’s militia were meant to be at the parade, she thought, not here. Their jackboots struck the asphalt with a sickening certainty that dispelled all doubt. Somewhere, a stray dog yelped.

			Another sound yanked Asha’s head in the opposite direction. She recognized them as they advanced towards the square; they were Speakers demonstrating against the rising prices of Words without the words to do it. They must have drawn the Chasers here. Her stomach wrenched. Their protest would soon be crushed, like every protest before it. But what of Zeb and her – caught between the two, breaking curfew on Gathering Day? 

			Asha’s panicked thoughts chased each other like leaves in a storm until, at last, habit intervened. She brought two fingers to her lips. An untrained ear would have mistaken it for bird call: two twitters, one chirp. But Zeb snapped  to attention. 

			He shot out the alley, his eyes widening briefly when he saw her perched on the statue. Then he slid into the ditch and lay there, deathly still.

			‘Who’s there?’ 

			A single Chaser torchlight came on, its beam a machete slicing the darkness. The torchlight picked out something on the walls. Wavered. Stopped. The Chaser umbrellas bumped against each other like crows on a crowded ledge. One by one, they snapped shut. A Chaser helmet jerked, then another, till an invisible string had pulled all their heads to look the same way. 

			The yellow circle of the flashlight caught every detail. A howl of anger rose from one Chaser. Something about the tree Zeb and Asha had drawn unsettled them. Or was it Ryter 21, those two words having no business being up on a wall, the paint still fresh?

			What would Zeb tell her to do now? Run! 

			A Chaser spotted Asha, still perched on the statue, his finger tracking her in slow motion. Asha’s heart kicked about wildly as his flashlight found her. The paint can slipped from her fingers like a grenade about to go off, her mouth opening in a scream. All sound, no words.

			And then Zeb exploded from the ditch, his legs firing like pistons.
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WOEBEGONE



			miles away as the drone flies, a conveyor belt  croaked its last. The boxes upon it juddered to a halt, observing a moment of mournful silence for the departed belt. One box flew open and a Word built like a noodle sprung out. ‘Bruh, woss the hold-up here?’

			The only person who could have told him was leaning over the console at the Loading bay, his salt-and-pepper hair glowing blue in the light of the shipments screen. 

			‘Stay put, Cool!’ Woebegone muttered through gritted teeth, diving under the belt. ‘Let me have a look.’

			Cool was already swinging his reedy self out of the box. ‘This warehouse of yours needs a nip and tuck, Woebegone, most of the Words you have in here are old! Move these dinosaurs to the zoo next door, I tell you, that Thesaurus rex could use some company in its cage…’ Flicking his long hair off his face, Cool sauntered off in the general direction of LOL and Awesome and all the other popular Words. 

			Woebegone glowered after him. His face, though unlined, had a tired look, as if all the emotions flickering across it had worn it down. Words looked like Speakers, but they didn’t age the same way, not from the outside anyway. There were new Words and old ones; not one looked a day over sixteen, though there were many who felt older. The air was too cold for Frigid and too warm for Sweltering. Gossamer hadn’t stretched her wings in years. Hyperbole had made her last will and testament (though that was Hyperbole, who always experienced things more intensely than anyone else). And all that remained of Cerulean was an empty blue box on the topmost shelf of the C aisle. 

			Cursing Cool under his breath, Woebegone dragged himself back to the Loading console. His finger traced the colourful blips on the screen that marked the geolocation of every warehouse box in real time – and stopped short. 

			Journey incomplete, blinked the message on the screen. 

			‘How does a Word disappear like that?’ He yanked the telephone off its cradle. The bile was already rearing in the back of Woebegone’s throat as a robotic female voice answered: ‘Hello and it’s a good evening here at Word Bloc, how can I help you?’

			He told her that Brunt wasn’t back from the field. 

			‘We’ll see what we can do,’ she said, jarringly cheerful. She spelt the word back: ‘Let me confirm that G-R-U-N-T isn’t back from the field – ’

			That was exactly the sound Woebegone made. ‘It’s Brunt. B-R-U-N-T!’ 

			She pattered on, something about ‘getting back to you with more details when we have them’, but Woebegone was only half-listening as he hung up. His worried gaze fell upon the brown manila envelope he’d put off opening all day. 

			FROM WORD BLOC. URGENT.

			He stared at the red letters punched into the paper, like dark bruises from an unremembered violence, and waited for his heart to settle. He eased out a folded sheet. 

			Dear Friend of the Speakers,

			As part of our Gathering Day celebrations, a high-level inquiry is being conducted into the welfare of the Words. For the Words to be safe, every Word must contribute to the warehouse. In that alone lies the greater good. 

			Please provide us with a list of Words that haven’t been ordered out of the warehouse in the last year. Special arrangements will be made for them. 

			Your response is awaited at the earliest,

			Word Bloc

			UseLess Words! Choose Words Wisely!

			Woebegone dropped the memo as if it were red-hot.  A draft of air sent it fluttering and a hand snaked out to grab it. 

			‘This yours?’ said Sweltering. He wiped his clammy palms upon his blue warehouse overalls. 

			‘Give it back and return to your aisle!’

			‘Can’t.’ Sweltering held on to the sheet a moment longer than he needed to. ‘It’s boiling in there.’

			‘Tweck it, Sweltering!’ Woebegone snatched the letter from him. ‘It’s the same temperature all over the warehouse, all days, you hear me?’

			The Rooster crackled and Gunther Glib’s familiar voice flooded the loudspeakers. 

			On this, our Gathering Day, all too many years ago, the age of Before came to an end. And your supreme leader promised you an age of After, where there would be a Word for every Speaker and a Speaker for every Word! No more must the Speakers go looking for their Words. No more must the Words fade in the hope of being spoken by their Speakers. On this anniversary of the Gathering, let us celebrate how the Words and the Speakers came together for the greater good!

			Woebegone stared at the memo till it blurred. A new tightness weighed down his shoulders. Sweat beaded his brow. Special arrangements. 

			The last time Word Bloc had asked for a list and made ‘special arrangements’ for the Words, the Gathering had happened. The Words, all 218,632 of them at last count, were gathered from the wild and stuck into aisles upon aisles arranged alphabetically (though that number changed when a new Word came in, or an old one that hadn’t been spoken or written faded away).

			In other news, a drone was downed in a minor incident of rioting outside the Library, said the newscaster. 

			Tell me it’s a refrigerator or a sofa set the twecking drone was carrying, Woebegone prayed. Tell me it isn’t a Word. But the newscaster had already moved on to something else with that cloying laugh of hers. If the Rooster were a real bird instead of a bright red box, he would have wrung its neck halfway through its squawking. 

			Woebegone leaned over the shipments screen again, his breath catching in his throat like a fishbone. The colourful blip marking Brunt’s box hadn’t budged. The message blinked at him like a taunt. Journey incomplete.
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WONDERFUL


			wonderful was setting up the scrabble board when the tiles did another jiggle. 

			‘Gossamer!’ she cried out, exasperated. 

			‘Scoring your first win against Woebegone with that word—?’ started Wizened when the tiles jumped again and his face cleared. ‘Oh, you mean our friend Gossamer?’ He looked up, concern shadowing his face. Flying around the warehouse had its hazards, even if Gossamer needed to stretch her wings and the lean evening hours were a better time than most. 

			Wonderful’s sun-flecked eyes picked out the many dangers: the ladders propped against walls; the shelves upon shelves of boxes with Words inside them; the loudspeakers suspended like wilting flower heads; the wall fans, producing more noise than air; and the disarrayed cartons scattered at the Loading bay, courtesy Awesome and her latest tantrum. 

			‘I don’t know what Awesome has to complain about,’ Wonderful muttered, ‘at least she’s popular with the Speakers. Poor Gossamer’s not been called out in months, years, maybe. Now what wouldn’t she give for a patch of blue sky…?’ 

			Another jolt. The tiles shivered on the board as though they were afraid for themselves. 

			A whir of rudderless wings, a sickening thud, and flying object met unforgiving opposition. The shelves shuddered, there was a shower of dust, and Gossamer crashed, just a few inches shy of where Wonderful had been standing minutes ago.

			‘Goss, are you OK?’ Wonderful went down on her knees, stroking her friend’s wings where a dark welt was beginning to show. Even now, her wings were achingly beautiful, a fine mesh through which the warehouse floor shimmered in soft focus. 

			‘Give her some air,’ said Wizened as the other Words crowded around. ‘Stand back!’ 

			Gossamer’s eyes fluttered open, shut, then open again. ‘I was flying too fast, didn’t turn in time, I think…’ She slumped, her wings twitching. 

			‘Is anything broken?’ Wonderful helped Gossamer to her feet. Her wrist felt limp, her hand so oddly cold that Wonderful hardly believed her when Gossamer shook her head. ‘Are you sure?’

			Another nod from Gossamer.

			‘You aren’t hurt, or ill—?’ Wonderful stopped short when Wizened glared at her.

			Being ill wasn’t really an option in the warehouse. Not after Nice had caught her foot in the belt while getting out at Loading. No one talked about how much ink had been spilled. Or how Woebegone had scooped Nice up like a broken toy, carrying her through the doors at the back of the warehouse to the black car outside, its tinted windows looking out, never in… Sick Words slowed down the warehouse. 

			‘Silly of me, really,’ said Gossamer, her voice back now. ‘I’m sorry I gave you a scare.’ 

			‘That’s all right, Goss,’ Wonderful said, looking away quickly. The bruise was spreading like a stain. ‘Have you been eating enough?’ 

			‘And when was the last time you got called out?’ Wizened pitched in. 

			‘I’m fine, you two!’ said Gossamer, breaking into a bout of coughing. ‘You sound like my mother!’ 

			‘Like you’d know what mothers sound like!’ replied Wonderful, for Words didn’t have parents. Her face grew serious as she took in how loosely Gossamer’s overalls hung upon her frame. Words needed their Speakers. They needed to be written and spoken. Remembered like they mattered. Words that hadn’t been thought of shrivelled and faded, till they weren’t there at all. A disappearing act in slow motion. 

			‘Small sips,’ Wonderful said, getting her a glass of water. ‘Nice and slow.’ 

			They helped her back to the G aisle.

			‘Did you catch what the Rooster was saying?’ Wonderful whispered as they watched Gossamer climb the ladder to the topmost shelf. ‘Something about a drone being downed?’

			‘Downed, what’d you mean, downed?’ Wizened blew bubbles of air. ‘All I heard was more blah about the umpteenth anniversary of the Gathering. How many years in an umpteen, d’you think?’ 

			‘Dunno. Feels like yesterday that we were Gathered…’ 

			‘Not inside my body, it doesn’t!’ Wizened said. ‘These old bones could use a cup of tea, and it looks like you’ll get a day off with that belt down—’ 

			Just then, the conveyor lurched forward, and a sound like a car starting up on a winter morning was amplified on the loudspeakers. It was Woebegone clearing his throat before calling up an order: ‘One Cool bound for Amsterdam!’

			Wizened grimaced. ‘One Cool! As if there were more of them kept in storage!’

			‘Aren’t you glad there aren’t?’ quipped Wonderful. 

			Wizened pictured the impossibly skinny Word who answered to that name and made a face. 

			‘Time for that tea, Wiz!’ Wonderful managed, when Woebegone’s voice boomed again on the loudspeakers: ‘Calling Wonderful to Loading!’

			‘You can’t leave yet!’ Wizened exclaimed. ‘You just got back from Juneau two hours ago!’

			Wonderful’s head dropped, and the hem of her hair swung forward, hiding the small flare of her nostrils, the tiniest movement of her disappointed mouth. They were pushing her out at half price, like all the other popular Words, but Wiz knew that already.

			An empty box trundled towards them on the belt. ‘That’s my ride,’ she said with forced cheer. ‘Guess you’ll have to have that cup of tea for me, won’t you?’ Her tummy rumbled, as if to put in a word of its own.

			‘He should try getting into a box and going someplace for a change!’ grumbled Wizened. ‘That Woebegone’s a Word like the rest of us, even if he pretends he isn’t.’

			Wonderful’s eyes were already on the approaching box. ‘That’s right, Wiz, he’s a Word, and isn’t it better this warehouse is run by one of us – and not a Speaker? Of the Words, by the Words, for the Words…’

			‘But why does he get to do it?’

			‘Ask Gunther Glib!’ she said in the exhausted tone of someone who’d been over this many times before. She was half-running, half-walking beside the box now. ‘Glib came up with the Gathering and founded Word Bloc and built the warehouse. Maybe he liked the alliterative allure of Woebegone’s Warehouse!’

			‘My name begins with a W too!’ Wizened gave a slightly injured sniff. 

			Wonderful drew a long breath and let the empty box slide past them. Another one would be along soon. There was always another one... ‘Look, Wiz, running this place isn’t easy—’

			Wonderful’s words were met with a loud scoff from Wizened. ‘Woebegone’s the only Word with a guarantee of being remembered by the Speakers because this warehouse is named after him, and I’m supposed to feel sorry for him?’

			Wonderful’s wrist-sensor beeped; an order was waiting. ‘I have to go when Speakers call,’ she said. ‘You know it’s  the rule.’

			Wizened made a rude sound to indicate what he thought of the rules. ‘We used to hide back when the Speakers came looking for us—’ 

			‘That was in the days of Before, Wiz!’ Wonderful said with a flash of irritation. 

			She spotted another empty box and moved towards it. She was late enough already and she didn’t need Wizened getting nostalgic on her right now. ‘If the Speakers were still reading and writing and speaking to each other, if they still came out looking for us, d’you think we’d have agreed to being Gathered—’ She broke off, changing tack. ‘Look, Wiz, let it go.’ 

			The Speakers paid for the Words to go to them, that was how it was now. 

			‘You can’t please everyone, Wonderful,’ said Wizened.

			Suddenly she felt overcome with emotion. How could she tell Wizened, poor Wizened, always waiting for a Speaker and never going anywhere, that it was in the nature of the Words to desire their Speakers? 

			He was already stepping back to give her room for a running start. She threw him a mock salute, one flash of her tiny hand, and she was off.

			It was odd, this little going-away ritual of Wonderful’s, but that’s how she’d always done it. Three running steps to the box, 1-2-3. Climb in, left leg first always. And a thumbs-up for Wizened, because she knew he’d stand there watching till her box had rounded the corner.

			‘See you soon,’ he whispered. 

			She knew he was willing her to turn around. She  never did.

			[image: Image]

			Wonderful wasn’t big on the Shoot. Every aisle in the warehouse had one, a hole in the ground that sucked you up like a straw and shot you out straight at Loading. 

			She much preferred riding the belt – the scenic route, if you could call it that. Every aisle in the warehouse was a neighbourhood with its motley crew of residents, and every box on the shelves was home to a Word. Namers like Sky or Cloud; doers like Running and Skipping; and describers like herself; labellers like The and A; placers like Above and Below; joiners like And or shouters like Hey. The warehouse was home to them all.

			Wonderful averted her eyes from reflective surfaces as the belt wound around the warehouse. The pallor of her skin, the dark half-moons under her eyes… hardly wonderful. 

			Up ahead, she could see Zed End, where the X, Y and Z Words lived together – with enough space left over on the shelves for unformed Words like Zz. Her spirits lifted a little. Zz was sleeping as usual, he was only a baby, and Wonderful leaned out of her box to peck him lightly on his cheek as she went by. Zz would stay in Zed End until he’d figured out who he was – because that is always something a Word does on its own. And when that happened, he would utter his own name for the first time and take his place in one of the aisles of the warehouse. 

			The belt screeched like a prehistoric monster. She was riding parallel to the ticker tape now: 33,200 Words moved this week. Her hand slid along the top of the neon display, looking for something – and caught it as it fell. A little gift from Gossamer! Wonderful ripped open the bag of chips and dug in. How long had it been since she’d eaten last? She turned her face up to catch the small draught of air from a crack in the roof – and noticed a blue smear under the beam. Even if a Word had cut itself, how did its ink get up there? 

			The thought was left incomplete as she straightened up for the scanner, its red beam sweeping over her, head to toe and back again. She was officially order no. 111-76598-44098 now. Somewhere down the line, the printer would spit out a label with a barcode matching her to the shipping address; one of the five Loading hatches would slide open; and a crane would snatch up her box and feed it into the open mouths of the lightning drones outside… But first, there was Woebegone to deal with. 

			[image: Image]

			‘A whole minute late!’ Woebegone glowered at the warehouse clock.

			Above Woebegone’s head, the large red Buy bulb blinked on-off, on-off. It made him look, Wonderful thought, like an extraterrestrial life form with just one antenna. 

			‘How many times have I told you that you belong out in front with the other popular Words? I need you where I can find you, like Awesome there!’

			Awesome lifted her head slightly from the tanning bed that she’d badgered Woebegone into buying her. ‘Join me sometime,’ she said, baring thirty-two perfect teeth. 

			‘I’ll pass!’ shot back Wonderful. ‘The W aisle suits me just fine.’ 

			Awesome shrugged her bronzed shoulders nonchalantly. ‘Have it your way, then.’ A tart smile played upon her face. ‘You could always end up like Nice instead!’ 

			Wonderful flinched like she’d been punched, but she recovered quickly. ‘Get ready to lose
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