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Praise for Woebegone’s Warehouse of Words

‘This gripping odyssey about the power of words underscores the importance of free speech in a chilling dystopian world. Bold, lyrical and fast-paced, this is a must-read for fans of science fiction and speculative fiction. A timeless tale of resilience against oppression.’ 

– SOMAN CHAINANI, author, The School for Good and Evil

‘Dystopian reality fiction – has Payal Kapadia just created a whole new genre? This book is a thing of beauty and will hold true forever. Deeply political, frighteningly relevant.’ 

– PARO ANAND, author and winner of the 
Sahitya Akademi Bal Sahitya Puraskar

‘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.’ 

– BIJAL VACHHARAJANI, author

‘Snatches of 1984 and echoes of The Dictionary of Lost Words. Fluid writing, winsome characters and meticulous world-building. This will make readers think long and hard about the possibilities.’ 

– JANE DE SUZA, author
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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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