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Solace & Grief
Foz Meadows is a self-confessed geek with a penchant for cheese, webcomics and silly hats. She currently lives in Melbourne with not enough books and her very own philosopher.
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Prologue
Behind its curtains, the room was dark and quiet. In one corner stood an antique four-poster bed, sheltered on all sides by tattered hangings of white gauze, ghostly against the black wood. Half-obscured from view, a woman lay sweated to the sheets, her limbs tangled and pale. Though weak, she was also beautiful: soft, black hair framed a delicate, fine-boned face, while her eyes were as fathomless as spilt ink. This trait she shared with the man kneeling by her side, although in all other respects he seemed the dawn to her dusk, light where she was shadow. Silently, the pair held hands and looked tenderly down at the room's third occupant: their newborn daughter, nestled in the crook of the woman's arm. The baby's eyes, too, were liquid black, fixed on her father with an eerie mixture of infant solemnity and adult focus. She blinked rarely, and otherwise lay unnaturally still, her tiny chest scarcely rising or falling. Sweat pearled her too-pale skin. Had any observer feared she was dying, they would have been right.
In a manner of speaking.
Moving with the languor of exhaustion, the woman raised her free hand and bit down hard on the wrist, wincing with pain and effort. There was a slurping sound, a flash of teeth. Carefully, spilling nothing, she reached across and let the redness drip into her daughter's barely-open mouth, sighing with relief as the baby swallowed. When the woman finally pulled away, the man took over, biting his wrist to feed the child, such succour, whatever else, being gender-neutral.
In time he too stopped. Neither parent had lost much blood, and yet the giving of it had drained them, as though something even more vital had been exchanged; and perhaps it had. A deathly pallor clung to them. Swaying, the man grasped heavily at the bed, slipping enough that the ragged curtains danced and shivered. Beside him, the woman laboured for breath.
‘Call her,’ she managed. The man nodded. His free hand quested blindly across the ground, eventually coming to rest on a small, bronze bell with an ivory handle. As though his touch had wakened it, a stray beam of light chose that moment to glance off the warm metal, drawing the eye with a strange, fey glow. Hesitant, the man let his fingertips linger on the ivory until, with effort, he lifted the bell and rang it. The sound rippled sweetly through the air, twisting like unfallen motes in a ray of light. With an answering shudder, his hand wrenched open: the bell dropped askew, but somehow landed upright on the wooden floor – steady, as if it had been carefully set down.
From outside the room came the snap and creak of uncertain floorboards as someone shifted their weight from seated to standing. With a rough murmur, the door opened to reveal a thirty-something woman, dressed as a nurse. She halted at the threshold. Her eyes were a watery blue, as vague and unfocused as the baby's should have been, and when the man beckoned, she entered.
‘Take the child,’ he instructed, now gasping for breath. ‘You understand? We have told you what to do and where to go. Take the child.’
‘Take the child,’ repeated the nurse. Her voice seemed to come from far away, as though her tongue were remembering automatically what her brain had forgotten.
‘Her name is Solace,’ the woman said.
The nurse blinked.
‘Solace,’ she echoed. ‘Her name is Solace.’
The woman smiled with weak relief. The man rubbed his face, perhaps in frustration, perhaps to forestall tears. The fingers of his left hand twitched – dismissal.
‘Go, then. Take her. Go.’
The nurse nodded jerkily, but her other movements were sure, their precision ingrained deep in muscular memory. It was she who'd delivered the baby, cleaned the child and burned the bloodied sheets, even replacing them with fresh linen, but the man's control had made her forget. Seeing without seeing, she looked at her charge. The infant was half-swaddled in a white blanket, arms resting free. A cap of black down covered the crown of her head, and there was a red smear on her lips, although the nurse, in her altered state, saw nothing odd in this. As she was lifted away, the girl raised a tiny hand, seemingly without thought, towards her exhausted parents. Both mother and father brushed their fingers against hers, and for an instant their strange, small family seemed frozen in time, each connected to the other by a skin of atoms. Then the moment passed; the nurse moved on, and the two tired occupants – one light, one dark – fell back. Content in the arms of her carer, the baby gurgled and closed her eyes. Her breathing had improved.
‘Go,’ the man repeated.
The nurse went, and the door swung shut behind her.
‘She will be safe?’ The woman's query echoed in the musty room. It already smelled of death. The man nodded. Unable to stay upright any longer, he rested his head on the mattress, blond hair dark with sweat, and barked a dry laugh.
‘Safe enough,’ he managed. ‘As safe as anyone ever is.’
‘I only wish –’
‘I know, love. I know.’

Weeks later, for no reason she could explain, the nurse went back to the old building. She hadn't expected anything, but found she was inexplicably untroubled by her discovery of the two corpses. Had she recalled ever seeing them before, she might have noted that neither the man nor the woman had moved since her departure, nor had they decayed in death. A fine layer of dust covered the bronze and ivory bell. She was tempted to take it, but left the scene undisturbed.
‘Good,’ she said.
And then, her mind blank, she left the building, returned to her car and drove away, never to call the police or disclose what had happened. Often in the following days she was troubled by an uneasy, nagging guilt, as though she'd forgotten something important, but in time, even that ceased.
The man had made certain of that. She'd been meant to forget everything.
Almost.




A Parting of Ways
You shouldn't be here.
The words resonated bluntly, jarring her into consciousness. Solace Morgan blinked, struggling through the combined disorientation of broken sleep and faded dreams for some context with which to interpret the thought, but none was forthcoming. Instead, the phrase hung naked in her head, a disquieting slogan.
‘I shouldn't be here?’ she asked aloud, tasting morning muzziness on her tongue. ‘Yeah. That sounds about right.’
Sitting up, she swung her legs over the mattress edge, shivering as her bare soles scraped the floor. Autumn, it seemed, had packed its bags, and winter was at the door.
The analogue wall clock read 8:17, but Solace knew it lied: because Luci, for reasons known only to herself, had set it thirty-eight minutes fast. Miss Daisy and Mrs Plumber tried their best, of course, but in defiance of all persuasion, the tiny girl refused to mend her ways, regularly resetting every clock in the house to its own unique calibration. This week, she'd been merciful: no dissonance was greater than an hour, although there were, in perverse balance, a larger number of awkward minutes. Sighing, Solace made the mental adjustment to 7:39 and headed for the bathroom, hoping Leonie wasn't already barricaded in. Again.
As things turned out, Solace had a rare clean run, showering and dressing without so much as a peep from her housemates. It wasn't until she made it downstairs for breakfast that she realised why: it was Saturday, and the others were still asleep. Groaning only a little, she opened the fridge and scanned for viable foodstuffs. Much to her regret, Solace's diet was forcibly limited to meat, sweets, bread and a handful of fruit and vegetables, as most anything else made her throw up violently. Numerous doctors had scratched their heads at this. Technically (they always said), technically, she wasn't allergic. No rash, no constricted breathing, no hives, nor even any real poisoning. Her body just rejected what was put into it. Though undeniably frustrating, it was something she'd learned to live with. On the plus side, at least she remained exempt from Miss Daisy's occasional vegetarian crusades, while bacon sandwiches held not a shred of guilt.
Finally spying a plate of cold sausages, Solace helped herself and pulled up a chair at the edge of the table, chewing idly as she considered her faint reflection in the glass door opposite. Even unwashed, her fine, thick hair clung silkily to her neck and face, with odd strands drifting loose like black cat whiskers. Her eyes were black, too, or else so dark a brown as to moot the difference. Her skin was Northern fair: not china-white, because china gleamed, but linen-pale, as soft and semi-translucent as her favourite old sheets. Fashion-wise, Solace often thought she'd make a good Goth, but with Miss Daisy and Mrs Plumber firmly in charge of her wardrobe, the opportunity of finding out had never presented itself.
From outside, she heard a familiar clicking sound: the side gate being unlatched. Thoughtfully, she gulped the last of her sausage, thumped a foot against the chair leg and sing-songed a ‘five, four, three, two, one’ countdown on each exhaled breath. Then: ‘Liftoff!’ – just as the door creaked open. A spindly pair of high heels clinked on the threshold.
Annamaria, unlike Solace, chose her own clothes; indeed, she often neglected to pay for them. Apart from the heels, she was wearing a tight faux-leather miniskirt, a gold halter-top overburdened with diamantes, large hoop earrings, entirely too much make-up, and a wary, hung-over expression.
‘They up?’ she asked, over-casual. Her eyes darted from the oven clock (8:19) to the microwave LCD (7:07) before finally lighting on Solace, who shrugged.
‘Not yet. How's Blake?’
‘Peachy, not that it's any of yours.’ Annamaria flashed her gentlest scowl. ‘Bathroom free?’
‘Should be.’
The blonde girl gave a grunt of acknowledgement, bending to slip her shoes off. The backs of her legs were bruised, Solace noted, but not, thankfully, from needles. Probably she'd just banged herself or slipped in her ludicrous stilettos. The glitzy straps sparkled as Annamaria dangled them from a finger.
‘I won't say a word,’ said Solace, answering the unasked question. Tilting her chin, Annamaria toyed with a strand of dry, peroxided hair. The roots were starting to grow out.
‘Thanks.’ She paused, opened her mouth again, but didn't speak. Then, setting her jaw, she padded silently from the kitchen and down the hall, her creeping footsteps on the distant stairs echoing in Solace's sensitive ears.
Solace stopped listening once the shower turned on. Annamaria was fifteen and had been at the group home just a few months, stranded after her last foster-mother had died unexpectedly of a heart attack. Luci, by contrast, had arrived five years ago at age three: she'd been fostered out since, but problematic behaviour, like getting into fights or flooding houses, always brought her back. Leonie was eleven, and didn't speak - or at least, not in any fashion Mrs Plumber and Miss Daisy understood. She'd come to them a year ago, mute from a horror that neither adult would openly discuss, but which Solace had nonetheless managed to overhear, and afterwards wished she hadn't. They were damaged, or dangerous, or some combination thereof, at least as far as the system was concerned, which was why they'd been placed in the care of Sarah Plumber (widow) and Daisy Elkton-Sprague (relationship pending). Only Annamaria attended school, and even then, it was more in theory than practice. The others were tutored internally in a kind of home/ Steiner school, depending on how cooperative Leonie and Luci were feeling.
Solace, however, was a different story, having arrived at the group home in infancy and without ever managing to leave. It was, she reflected, a decidedly unusual situation. Her very first carer, one Clara Morgan, had planned to adopt her, only to inexplicably change her mind – and, indeed, move countries – at the last minute. Solace had taken a surname from the incident, but little else: she'd returned to the group home, where a dearth of prospective parents (and a string of besotted house-mothers) had seen her stay. At age three, a childless couple mysteriously failed to appear on the eve of signing adoption papers, a sad peculiarity which occurred no less than eight times throughout her childhood. For a while, the young Solace had suffered nightmares about being cursed, fearful that something about her was innately wrong or repulsive. It took the arrival of Mrs Plumber and Miss Daisy shortly after her ninth birthday to master that fear, as the pair went on to become the closest thing she'd ever known to parents.
She didn't attend school, either, but existed in a constant state of administrative flux, learning from whoever was available and socialising exclusively with the likes of Luci, Leonie and Annamaria, children whose own bad circumstances or behavioural quirks had seen them forced from the mainstream. By age twelve, she'd started to chafe fiercely at her situation, simmering in quiet indignation at the strange, nonsensical barriers separating her from the real world. She'd turned sullen and resentful, snapping at Miss Daisy's questions and playing truant from Mrs Plumber's lessons, although thanks to some internal, guilty compulsion, she never strayed farther from the group home than a block or two. And then, one insufferably awful day, Kelly – an older girl, delinquent, cruel – had mocked her for a freak; and Solace had snapped, picking up the kitchen table and hurling it through the glass doors, screaming in rage and frustration. The table, which weighed a good forty kilos, had clipped Kelly's shoulder as it flew by. She went to hospital with a fractured collarbone and returned a meeker individual, albeit temporarily, while Solace received neither the reprimand nor the anger management sessions she'd been dreading. Instead, she was treated to several weeks of awed quiet, not only by her housemates (including Luci, then a toddling newcomer) but by the adults, too. It was an awful time, and her childhood nightmares resurfaced, warped with pubescent angst.
There'd been other changes, too, not all of them hormonal. Solace's skin began reacting badly to sunlight, turning perversely pale the longer she was exposed, as though she were bleaching into translucency. The inhuman strength with which she'd hurled the table didn't abate, but continued to come in waves, rippling through her slender frame like a series of electrical surges. Each one left her stronger than the last, until, by the time they stopped at age fourteen, she was able to bend metal. Her senses, which had always been acute, intensified and where before she'd been able to drink milk, her body now rejected it. Some of these changes she kept secret; others were harder to hide. After the incident with Kelly, word seemed to carry to each new housemate that Solace was not to be trifled with, and so they stayed away, or treated her warily, even the wild ones. Mrs Plumber and Miss Daisy noticed but they too seemed unwilling to pry into her affairs. Trapped by silence, she resolved to break it, asking questions of everyone and anyone out of a half-formed desire to provoke conflict. But here was another queer ability: her questions earned answers they didn't deserve, prising out secrets like black oil from earth. The power of it frightened her: on some marrow-deep level, she knew the honesty was her fault. She became quieter, more cautious, and asked nothing she didn't genuinely want to know.
Not long before Solace turned fifteen, she watched Dracula on TV, a black-and-white version with overly dramatic music and fainting damsels. As the Dark Prince leered over Miss Mina's neck, she found herself idly wondering what it would be like to bite someone. Her own teeth were noticeably sharp (all the better to eat you with, my dear), but not malformed, and as she ran her tongue over them, probing, a bizarre, speculative thought occurred: that perhaps she, Solace Morgan, had been a vampire all along. Certainly, she didn't like sunlight; her diet consisted mainly of red meat; she was strong in a way unheard of outside bodybuilding competitions or sci-fi flicks; and then there was the question of thrall, which was as good a word for her persuasive skills as ever she'd encountered. Why should bats and silver have anything to do with it? At that, she began to tremble, hugging herself, and though she dismissed the notion as late-night jitters, something of it lingered.
Sighing, she stood up from the table and carried her empty plate to the sink. Tomorrow, she'd be seventeen: only one year from freedom. It was an intoxicating thought, but also a frightening one. As she soaped the cold grease from her fingers, she contemplated, not for the first time, what it would be like to make her own decisions, live in her own apartment, have her own friends. What kind of work might she do? Insofar as she was able to judge, her marks had always been good, despite Mrs Plumber's tendency to deploy her in class as a buffer between the most disruptive element and everyone else, but would they count in the real world? Social problems were equally concerning: there'd rarely been boys in the group home, and all of them young. Thomas had been the last, she recalled, a shy pyromaniac who'd left some weeks before Luci's arrival. Since then, Solace's sole interaction with the opposite sex had come from TV and trips to Westfield. Which of these was least helpful was anyone's guess.
‘I'll do fine,’ she muttered. ‘I'll manage.’
‘Manage what?’
Solace jumped. It was rare that someone snuck up on her, but lost in thought, she hadn't heard Luci approach. Turning, she smiled as the little girl hugged the edge of the doorway, the ends of two ratty, slept-in plaits brushing against her Minnie Mouse nightie.
‘Nothing. How're you?’
Luci stretched theatrically. ‘Hungry! Can I have some breakfast?’
‘Depends on what you want. We're out of cereal.’
‘Crap,’ said Luci.
Solace raised an eyebrow. ‘Mrs Plumber doesn't like you swearing.’
‘Mrs Plumber can bite me.’
‘Luci!’
The eight-year-old giggled and poked out her tongue. ‘Toast, then? Please?’
Rolling her eyes, Solace opened her mouth to tell Luci to heat her own bread when she remembered the Exploding Jam Incident and thought better of it.
‘How many slices?’
‘Two.’
‘Okay. Just sit down and wait.’
She worked in silence. Luci was many things, but a chatterbox wasn't one of them, and so she sat obediently at the table, content with thrumming her fingers on the wooden top. ‘Strawberry jam,’ was her only comment on hearing the toaster pop.
Solace was just serving up when Miss Daisy arrived downstairs, yawning in pleasant surprise at their seeming domesticity. Nodding a hello to Solace, she reached for the topmost cupboard where the coffee was kept and spoke without turning around, her voice carefully neutral.
‘Luci, you wouldn't happen to know who's been playing with my clothes, would you?’
‘No, Miss Daisy,’ Luci said through a mouthful of toast. Solace poured herself a glass of water, watching her house-mother's expression through sideways eyes. Miss Daisy frowned.
‘You're very sure? Someone's cut some words into my favourite shirt. It's not a very nice thought, Luci. Could it have been part of a game?’
‘Don't know, Miss Daisy.’
‘You didn't cut the words out?’
‘No, Miss Daisy.’
An uneasy pause settled over the kitchen. Solace felt the hairs on her arms stand up. Something wasn't right. The problem with Luci – or, rather, a strange consequence of the many problems with Luci – was that she never lied about her misdemeanours, primarily because she didn't see them as such. The time she'd broken the arm of a boy twice her size, she'd gone straight to the school principal to tell him Jerome was bleeding, but that he deserved it for being a tool. Whenever she changed the clocks, she adamantly told Mrs Plumber that it needed to be done or the monsters could get in, and not to fuss so much. Honesty was her one constant compulsion, no matter how crazy it made her sound. It now suggested her innocence.
Annamaria was off the list, too – she'd been out all night and in any case, cutting up shirts was hardly her favoured means of getting attention. Which left Leonie; but Leonie, as both adults and Solace knew full well, would never voluntarily touch a pair of scissors, let alone under cover of darkness. So who had cut the shirt? From the corner of her eye, Solace saw that Miss Daisy was having similarly troubled thoughts, although Luci remained oblivious, munching happily through her carbohydrates and fruit preserve.
‘Miss Daisy,’ Solace found herself asking, ‘what did the words say?’
Her house-mother closed the fridge before answering.
‘“You don't belong here”,’ she said, unscrewing the milk. ‘Cut right across the back. My favourite shirt.’ She sighed, shaking her head. ‘I'll have to ask Sarah if she heard anything. I was out like a light last night.’
Somehow Solace managed to nod, but her stomach had turned to glue. Numbly, she swallowed the rest of her water, smiled at Luci and left the room, staggering only a little.
You don't belong here.

All day, Luci's chatter rarely strayed far from the Mystery of Miss Daisy's Shirt, as Annamaria had gleefully dubbed it. The girl was inordinately amused by the whole incident, having been removed from the list of suspects after Mrs Plumber found her going-out clothes wadded up in the laundry and reeking of cigarettes. Trying to question Leonie had been a drama in itself: as gentle as Miss Daisy had been, the mute girl had shrieked at the very mention of scissors and spent the next two hours curled up in the linen cupboard, whimpering softly.
Neither woman asked Solace. They didn't need to.
Denial or not, it was clear that Mrs Plumber still suspected Luci, keeping an even closer eye on the girl than usual. Nonetheless, the day played out like so many others, unremarkable except for the manner in which it had begun. Eventually, Leonie emerged from her hiding place and made a large plate of plain cheese sandwiches for all and sundry. Annamaria argued with Miss Daisy, flung a mug at the wall and stormed out to spend the afternoon with Blake, her thoroughly-disreputable-but-not-as-bad-as-the-lastone boyfriend. Luci watched cartoons, played with her toy horses and, despite Mrs Plumber's eagle eye, set fire to several old magazines in the bathtub.
Solace, for her part, re-read a couple of favourite books, transitioning from lounge to bedroom depending on which was the quietest. It wasn't until late afternoon that she sat up, stretched, and asked permission to go for a short walk. Miss Daisy waved her on, casting a knowing eye heavenwards. In addition to bleaching her skin, exposure to too much sunlight made Solace dizzy and weak, as though she'd just stepped out of a really hot shower. Being innately contrary, however, she made a point of going outside each day, usually after twelve.
Stepping through the kitchen door, she smiled to feel the cool change on her skin. The wind had dropped, leaving behind the sharp, prickling atmosphere of rain to come. The sun was low in the sky, staining the streaked clouds sherbet orange, cat-tongue pink and bruise purple, all clashing with the dark, distant jags of the Sydney skyline.
As soon as she began to walk, Solace felt muscles relax she hadn't known were clenched. Why should the words disturb her? Truly, she didn't belong at the group home, and never had. The sudden obviousness of the thought struck her like a poorly swung tennis racquet. Why hadn't she seen it before now, really seen it? Her anger at Kelly had been one thing, her youthful frustrations another, but in all that time, why had nothing ever changed? Why were there foster homes for everyone but her, whose only trauma had come from being ruthlessly mired in one obscure corner of the system? Why had Mrs Plumber and Miss Daisy never let her go?
Breathing hard, she quickened her pace, fists balled angrily by her sides. Solace was far from usual – perhaps a small part of her thought that she was also more than human – but that didn't mean she was stupid. Like a premonition made flesh, the skin at the top of her spine began to tingle. Evidentially, perhaps, there was no connection between her dream, Miss Daisy's shirt, and her unusual life in the group home, but intuitively, as she strode though the gathering dusk, Solace Morgan knew otherwise. Something weird is going on, she thought, and what's more, it's been going on for seventeen years. I've been kept here for a reason – blinded to it – only now, someone's trying to let me know. And, she added, shivering, if that's true, then they've broken into my house and my dreams on the same night. Which ought to sound crazy. Except for the fact that I can bend metal. Except for the fact that sunlight makes me weak. Except for the fact that if I sit still and concentrate on a quiet day, I can hear conversations from two streets over. Except for the fact that my teeth are wickedly sharp.
Except that I'm a vampire.
That last admission brought her to a dead halt. She'd been walking quickly on a kind of furious, random autopilot, so that now, jolted back into the world, she found herself in a narrow, one-way lane. There were no house-fronts here – just bins, bricks and roller-door garages facing off at the rear of two parallel streets. Night was still coming on, but the shadows fell thick and deep, like layers of mourning silk. A clammy chill started to form on Solace's pale skin, the evening cool no longer so welcoming, while overhead, a lingering streak of pink sky struggled against the oncoming wash of cobalt. From somewhere close behind her, a cat yowled. Solace jumped, whipping her head around. The base of her neck began tingling again. This time, it was a warning.
‘Run,’ she whispered, but her feet refused to move.
Slowly, she turned back to face the alley, and felt her heart lurch.
Someone was there.
The stranger unfurled languidly from where he'd been hidden behind a brick outcrop, elegant and slow. Solace strained her eyes, but even though her vision was preternaturally acute, she couldn't tell anything about the figure except that it was a he and relatively lean: in all other respects, it was like looking at a silhouette. The man took a step forward, two, three; even as he advanced on her, his features remained hidden. Louder than before, the cat screamed. From the corner of her eye, Solace saw a streak of grey tear past her, and though she couldn't see the man's eyes, she felt the focus of his gaze alter, shifting to the cat.
It was all she needed. Solace turned and bolted, heart thundering, not daring to stop until she was through the gate to the group home. It was like a spell had been broken. Perhaps one had. She felt weak, as if she'd been out at midday. Gasping, she clutched the fence, trying to clear her head. Had her fear been imaginary? Part of her wanted to think so, but this new voice inside, the one that named her vampire, which suspected spells and wondered at the reason for her life said: No.
As she walked from the gate to the kitchen door, time seemed to slow. She remembered the man, the fear she'd felt at his hidden face. She considered Miss Daisy's shirt, her dream, the prospect of someone strong and sly enough to carve the same warning on both her consciousness and blended cotton. She imagined her coming birthday, the cake she knew Mrs Plumber had ordered, the planned day out with Luci, Leonie and Annamaria. She thought of her future: the normal life she was utterly unprepared to live, her strange abilities, her unanswered questions. Her mind was made up before she touched the curved handle, a direction chosen before her reflection hit the glass.
In the kitchen, Miss Daisy was waiting for her, drinking an evening cup of tea.
‘You're back. Looking forward to tomorrow? You'll be seventeen.’
‘I am,’ said Solace, and then, ‘I know. Goodnight, Miss Daisy.’
Her house-mother frowned, but only slightly. ‘You're off to bed? What about dinner?’
‘To be honest, I'm not all that hungry.’ She pulled the door closed. ‘Besides, I've got an early start tomorrow.’
‘I suppose you do. Sleep well, then.’
An unexpected lump caught in Solace's throat, and she found she couldn't answer. Instead, she smiled and nodded, walking silently down the hall.
Goodbye.

That night, Solace dreamed.
Annamaria, aged six or seven, scrubbed furiously at a patch of stained carpet. She'd spilt Tanya's favourite nail polish, but no matter how hard she tried, the red gunk wouldn't come out, sticking to the off-white fuzz in brittle, shiny clumps. Her soonto-be stepmother was sweet as pie with Dad, but as soon as Tanya saw the mess, Annamaria would be held accountable. She began to cry childish tears of frustration. From downstairs, she heard a door slam. The little girl shrieked and clapped her hands to her mouth, scooting backwards away from the stain as heavy footsteps clumped up the stairs. The door swung open to reveal a sharp-faced, wiry man in his late twenties.
‘I'm sorry, I'm sorry!’ screamed Annamaria, shaking as her father's eyes slid furiously from stain to cowering daughter. Filled with pity, Solace glared at the angry man.
Don't you dare!
For a moment, the man looked ropeable. Then he laughed, crouched down and held out his arms for his little girl.
‘Tanya's a stupid cow,’ he said, gruffly. ‘She won't be coming here ever again. Now give us a hug.’
As father and daughter embraced, the dream slipped sideways. Now Solace was Luci – not watching her, was her – asleep in the next room. She dreamed what Luci dreamed, a bright stream of consciousness and tilted colours layered over a core of angry noise, a churning, screaming, black-white ball of nothing. Pulling back, Solace reached down through Luci's dream-heart, closed her fingers around the ball and squeezed. It fought her grip like a live thing, but Solace was stubborn, making her fist tighter and tighter until the screaming stopped, until the ball was nothing but a hard, stormy marble in the circle of her hand. Raising it to her lips, she kissed the glassy surface, watching as a ripple of warm blue was revealed through the churning grey. Smiling, she found a nearby box, broke the lock and tipped out a river of multicoloured marbles, laughing as they rolled and bounced like a flock of spherical parrots. Into this river she tipped her own creation, watching as it was borne away on the tide.
Somewhere distant, Luci sighed, but then Solace slipped again, this time into a dark, windowless room. There was no door, and the air was heavy with blood and fear.
Leonie ? Solace called, but was answered with only a whimper. Closing her eyes, she thought about what was needed, nodding as the solid weight of a sledgehammer formed in her hands. Taking a careful grip, she moved towards the nearest wall, raised the weapon and brought it crashing down, feeling the reverberation in her hips and shoulders. Undeterred, she struck again and again, hearing the stone chip, the mortar crumble. She wasn't using her full strength – not yet – but suddenly a tiny beam of light penetrated the cracked wall, lancing across the room and lighting on Leonie's huddled form. At this touch of sun, the girl looked up through a curtain of scraggly hair, her blue eyes vivid in the awful dark. She trembled, looking from Solace to the hole and back again.
One-handed, Solace held out the hammer.
Your turn, she said.
Every limb shaking, Leonie pushed herself up off the floor, shuffling forwards with mad, determined fear. Her skinny arms didn't look strong enough to even hold the hammer, but as her fingers closed around the wooden haft, something gleamed in her eyes. She swung back, struck, and the whole room trembled.
No. More. Walls.
With a scream that sounded half lightning, half birdsong, Leonie drove the hammerhead straight through the masonry, disappearing from view in a torrent of dust and sunlight. Solace smiled. Her vision spun away. The last thing she saw was Leonie standing, haloed like a saint.

It was too late for night, too early for dawn, when Solace left the group house. Dressed in a faded pair of grey-black jeans, old Blundstone work-boots, a khaki top and a corduroy jacket, she made her bed, ran her fingers over her collection of ageing paperbacks, smiled at the room and closed the door, slipping out down the hallway and into the kitchen. She took a packet of dried apricots from the cupboard, a plastic bottle of cold water from the fridge and an icy pole from the freezer: it was an odd assortment of goodies, but there was nothing else she could lay hands on that wouldn't make her sick outright. Besides, she only had two hands.
The kitchen door should have been locked. Instead, it opened smoothly at Solace's touch.
At the side gate, she paused to unwrap the icy pole, dropping the paper neatly into the bin. She stuffed the apricots in her jacket pocket, grasped the lid of the bottle between two fingers and took her first bite of breakfast, grinning at the taste of frozen lemonade. There were worse ways, Solace reflected, to start an adventure.
And then she left.




Something Rich & Strange
Solace had never walked so far in her life. From her starting point, she'd already crossed several suburbs, making sure to keep well away from the main roads as she zigzagged towards the Sydney CBD. Something told her Mrs Plumber and Miss Daisy wouldn't come looking for her – or that if they did, they wouldn't search long – but in this, at least, she was willing to trust to caution. Once the sun had risen, this tactic paid off in a far more practical sense: the side streets were shaded by venerable trees, protecting Solace from too much sun exposure. Her icy pole long gone, she started on the apricots, munching one every half-kilometre or so and taking occasional swigs of water. Oddly, she wasn't concerned by her total lack of money. Sooner or later, yes, she'd have to find food and shelter but, in Solace's mind, this fact didn't quite connect with a notion of payment. The newfound part of her, what she was coming to think of as the Vampire Cynic, noted this discrepancy with interest, but even then, she still couldn't bring herself to worry.
She wondered idly how the others were coping with her absence. Her dreams last night had been strange, what little of them she remembered – something about Annamaria in trouble, Luci made of marbles and Leonie locked up, she thought, but that was hardly helpful. At least, Solace mused, if they are distressed, there's cake. The thought made her laugh. Given her delicate stomach, Solace couldn't actually eat cake, but it was nonetheless a birthday staple. For Luci's sake, she hoped it was chocolate, and concluded it probably was. Mrs Plumber and Miss Daisy knew for whom they were really shopping, after all.
She felt a slight pang for her house-mothers. They'd done their best, and if – as the Vampire Cynic strongly suspected – some sort of force had ultimately been responsible for keeping her in the group home, then Sarah and Daisy had been bound by it, too. Politely, the word magic kept knocking at the door of her vocabulary, but Solace stubbornly refused it entry. Magic, she reasoned, was not an explanation: it was what happened when you snapped your fingers and a rabbit appeared. Magic was, by popular definition, outside the laws of nature; and if Solace really was a vampire, the laws of nature would accommodate.
‘There must be others like me,’ she said aloud. ‘Or if I'm a freak, there must be a reason for it.’ She chewed her lip, not liking the second notion nearly so much as the first. A tremor of loneliness shook her. To combat it, Solace ate the last of her apricots, scrunching up the plastic wrapping and dropping it in a nearby wheelie bin. Squinting, she glanced skywards, trying to gauge the time. She'd never owned a watch, but guessed by how sore her legs were and the sun's general position that it was sometime around noon, and therefore a very good time to stop. Looking around, she spied a patch of public-looking greenery and made for it, picking herself a spot to lie down beneath a smooth, lean grey gum.
Running her hand across the trunk, she was made aware of her own exhaustion. There wasn't much water left, but she drank it anyway, slumping down with a sigh of relief. From where she was sitting, the sun was visible only as the branches of surrounding trees moved, lancing through the foliage like winks of light off a faceted crystal, dappling the ground beyond without impinging on her chosen shade. She smiled, trying to remember the last time she'd simply sat outdoors on her own, let alone at midday. The park was completely deserted – unusual, she supposed, but hardly a source of complaint. She closed her eyes.
‘I really shouldn't have come.’
With a startled yelp, Solace jerked awake and tried, somewhat unsuccessfully, to shuffle backwards and stand up all in the one motion, cracking her skull on the tree in the process. Swearing, she cast around for a culprit, but whoever had spoken, assuming she hadn't simply dreamed it, was nowhere to be seen. Puzzled and a little scared, she peered around behind the tree, in case whoever-it-was had a sense of humour.
Nothing.
‘Right,’ she gulped. ‘Okay. I'm hearing things. I've just been out in the sun too long. Way too long,’ she added, in a mutinous undertone. Staring around for a final time, she resettled herself, and after some wary lash-fluttering, let her lids fall shut.
‘Don't panic. More importantly, don't open your eyes.’
Solace felt her heart speed up. Someone was hunkered down quite close to her, she could hear it in the crunching twigs and hissing grass. Judging by the voice, her uninvited guest was definitely male. Still – and this was important – she felt no dread at his presence. She took a deep breath. The scent of mint and lemongrass pervaded, underwritten by crisp vanilla. Hardly a menacing perfume. Twisting her head, she listened to his calm breath, felt the stillness of his posture, sensed the steady echo of his heart. This man, concluded the Vampire Cynic, is not the man from the alley. A stranger, yes, and strange, but not a threat.
The nape of her neck began to tingle.
‘Why are you here?’ she asked. The man laughed, his voice mahogany-rich, and now she'd overcome her initial shock, pleasant.
‘To help.’
‘Acts of random altruism?’ Solace asked, sarcastically. ‘Or do you mean me in particular?’
‘The latter. There's a place you need to find.’
‘Why?’
‘Because.’
She felt a tickle of motion cross her face, and concluded that the man had waved his hand.
‘You must. Or rather, you will. Sooner or later. It's where everything starts. Once you cross the threshold, everything changes. The world is changed. Sooner or later. But sooner is better.’
‘Why can't I look at you?’
He chuckled. ‘Like I said, little nomad. I shouldn't be here. Eventually, we'll meet. But you won't remember this. Specifically, you won't remember me.’
‘What?’ Angrily, Solace shook her head. ‘If I won't remember, then what's the point?’
‘This is.’
Softly, she felt something brush her forehead. She gasped. A vein of ice shot through her temples, spreading through her flesh. The force of it made her spasm, back arching like an epileptic. Knowledge fizzed through her: urgent, potent, a warning, a path. She opened her eyes, chest heaving. Her vision swam. She forced herself to sit up straight, clutching her head, staring around for – what? It was like she'd been dreaming. Her fingers twitched. There'd been something, someone she had to remember, and then it was gone. The memory popped like a soap bubble.
Solace Morgan shook her head, yawned and glanced at the sky. She'd slept for maybe an hour. In summer, one o'clock was worse for her than midday, but this was late autumn. A cool breeze blew by, making music with a park's worth of fallen leaves, a crackling susurrus.
‘Better keep going.’
Standing, she stretched her back and shoulders, finding satisfaction in how strong they felt. At this rate, she'd reach the CBD by early evening.

Somewhere in the final few kilometres, a storm blew up. At first, it was little more than an intensification of the breeze, swirling leaves, plastic bags and aluminium debris down gutters and footpaths with childish enthusiasm. Then came the rumble of distant thunder, sonorous as cracking stone. The wind began whipping harder, and a few lonely drops came pelting down at an angle, dashing themselves on the tarmac in dramatic Rorschach blots. Then the heavens opened. Solace was drenched within minutes, but persevered, propelled forwards by some nameless directive. If asked, she couldn't have said why she didn't just wait it out, or why, once she reached the CBD, she took this particular turning, that little side street. As lightning jagged overhead, she found herself laughing, revelling in the wonderful, stupid freedom that was getting caught in the rain, running down unfamiliar paths that narrowed and narrowed until she was gloriously, purposefully lost.
In a slender, nameless lane, her madness finally gave out. Tucking clumps of rain-scraggled hair behind her ears, she sized up the right-hand wall, found a doorway midway down its length and tucked herself – gratefully, tiredly – out of the storm. Surprisingly, she wasn't even cold, although her jacket had started to cling and chafe uncomfortably. Cramped by the space, she started to peel it off. Wet jeans were even worse, she decided, but unlike the jacket, they weren't exactly optional.
As the rain drummed down with renewed vigour, Solace turned her head and paused, noticing a strange, repetitive noise. Peering out from her alcove, she saw lights at the lane's far end: two of them, in fact, set high on her wall and tilted down to illuminate – what? She could just make out the glint of a metal banister, and realised that it must lead down to a basement club. With that, the noise became obvious: it was music, bass line thuds strained through tarmac, brick and concrete.
Self-consciously, she looked at her clothes. Even without the jacket, she was drenched, if no longer technically sopping. Her hair was a tangle of rats’ tails. The chances of any self-respecting bouncer letting her in on sight were slim to none, especially as, if there were any kind of cover charge, she wouldn't be able to pay it. Still, the club was close, and the rain was going nowhere. She wanted to dry off, sit comfortably, maybe even talk to someone, none of which was going to happen in a doorway. She did as best she could with her hair, combing it with her fingers. Her shirt, at least, was starting to cling less, heated by the warmth of her body, but the jacket remained a lump of wet cloth. Regretfully, Solace decided she'd be better off without it, at least for the time being.
That still left the problem of how to get in. She had no money, and while she was convinced of her own physical strength, she was hardly going to tackle the bouncer. Which left persuasion. Slyly, the Vampire Cynic brought up the question of thrall, or rather, what Solace had come to think of as thrall. It was the one ability she'd never definitively proven: control, compulsion, making someone do what she wanted for no better reason than that she wanted it done. Now there was power. In another life, it might even have been tempting. But Solace had learned the hard way what it was like in other people's heads, the kind of secrets that Luci, Leonie and Annamaria carried. Most of what she'd learned, she'd never meant to ask. Such a gift demanded responsibility. But still, she thought, I've never actually done it on purpose. Who knows what I might learn? And maybe, a smaller voice added, maybe you never did anything in the first place. They could've just been honest, all those times. You need to know.
‘Yes. I do.’
Standing, she stuck a hand out, testing the rain. It fell more lightly now, though still not done. It was good enough. With a final glance at her discarded jacket, Solace stepped out into the alley, hugging the right-hand wall for what little shelter it offered.
Heart beating fast, she surveyed the club entrance. Partially hidden down a flight of stairs and shielded by an awning, a massive man whose stance screamed ‘security’ guarded a solid basement door. As she watched, it half-opened to reveal a pair of girls, struggling with the weight of the door and perhaps unsteady for other reasons, too. When the bouncer lent a hand, they giggled, high heels clattering on the metal stairs. At street level, one even turned and blew him a kiss, blushing before she linked arms with her friend, who made a teasing noise. Heads together, they lurched off into the evening, laughing loudly at such drunken boldness. The simple human silliness of it made Solace smile.
She approached the bouncer.




The Gadfly
The wrought-iron banister was peeling and old, but the touch of the metal was comforting. Solace's Blundstones clumped on the stairs. The bouncer, who'd been checking his watch, looked up.
There was a split-second pause. The man opened his mouth. Solace honed her concentration, willing the man to perceive her as properly dressed, willing that she be obeyed, let in. See me. See me. See me.
Slowly, the bouncer shut his jaw, blinked and considered her again, his expression suddenly dim and owlish.
‘Cover fee,’ he slurred, and Solace was startled to see that his pupils were dilated, as if he'd been injected with a muscle relaxant. ‘Fifteen dollars.’
‘Here you go,’ she said, not daring to break eye contact. The man raised a massive hand, and stretching it out towards her, made the kind of plucking motion necessary to take money from someone. His fingers closed on air and rain. Without looking, he pulled his hand back and stuffed the money Solace hadn't paid him in a small bag strapped to his hip. At the same time, he withdrew a stamp, removed the lid, stamped her outstretched wrist. He let her go, replaced the lid and returned the stamp to his bag, all with the kind of studied concentration common to small children using a proper cup for the first time. There was a pause. He stared at Solace. Solace stared back. And then, as if he'd only just remembered, the bouncer stood aside and let her in.
‘Thank you,’ said Solace. Success left her feeling heady, so that she hardly noticed when the door closed heavily behind her.
I did it, she thought. I thralled him.
The Vampire Cynic said, I know.
Inside, the music was loud, but not quite deafening. People milled and danced in a massive open space at the foot of a curling flight of stairs. Coloured lights alternately illuminated and concealed the various corners of the club, so that it was impossible to rest her eyes on any one place for more than a few seconds. Solace looked around as best she could, making out the location of the bar and two other exits through the visual confusion. When she did descend, nobody noticed. Silent and swift, she slipped through the crowd like a minnow through a net, never making physical contact with anyone despite the rush and press of bodies, joyful with the strangeness of it all.
In the far corner of the basement lurked a battered, mismatched collection of armchairs and lounges. As a new song began, Solace found a fat, cushiony chair big enough to curl up on, which she promptly did. Tucking her boots up, she leaned back and watched the club. Hidden in the noisy, unfamiliar warmth, everything seemed connected: drinkers, dancers, talk, movement. The basement seemed to hum, inhale, exhale, flowing like breath in the lungs of some single, weird organism. The effect was somewhat like falling into a magic-eye puzzle: she didn't know exactly what she'd done, but was too fascinated to risk losing the trick of it. Wide-eyed, Solace sank deeper in, stared and smiled.
A sudden bump to the chair, and her concentration broke, shaking her from whatever state she'd entered. Even more startlingly, she found she was being spoken to.
‘What?’ she said, stupidly. The speaker, a youth around her age, sat down opposite and frowned. He had a curved jaw and dark blue eyes, set off by messy, rough-cut black hair. Slender without being truly skinny, he was dressed in a T-shirt several shades darker than his eyes and jeans several shades lighter than his hair, a fetching symmetry that made Solace grin. Only a little hesitant, he smiled back.
‘I said,’ he repeated, ‘I'm sorry for bumping you.’
‘Oh.’ She blushed, feeling absurdly at fault. ‘That's okay.’
The stranger waved amicably, leaning forward. ‘No problem. Hey, have you been here before?’
‘No. Have you?’
He nodded. ‘Mm. I was just wondering how you got in, that's all. No offence,’ he added hastily, as if she'd taken any, ‘it's just that you look a bit, well –’
‘Damp?’ Solace supplied.
The youth grinned. ‘Just a bit. Where've you come from?’
She shrugged. ‘Around. I sort of wandered in.’ She hesitated, but only briefly. ‘My name's Solace.’
‘Solace? As in, peace and comfort? Cool. I'm Evan.’
He held out a hand. Solace shook it. His palm was cool and dry, slightly calloused but not unduly so, and his grip was strong.
‘Nice to meet you.’
‘You too.’
At this point, the conversation dried up, as each of them realised that, barring pleasantries, they had nothing to say to one another. Solace chided herself – couldn't she think of a single topic, a single question? Evan himself seemed uncertain of where he should be looking, reaching an awkward compromise by continually glancing at her and out over the club, all the while smiling easily. Thankfully, the music was loud enough to compensate for their silence, and after half a song had come and gone, Solace finally ventured a query as to the name of the club, unable, despite her best efforts, to think of anything more relevant.
‘Name?’ Evan looked puzzled, then laughed. ‘I don't think I've ever asked. Maybe it doesn't have one. We just call it the Downstairs Club.’ He stood up fluidly, as though he'd been planning the movement for some time. ‘Come on. We can ask my friends. They'll know.’
‘Friends?’ A little uncertainly, she accepted Evan's outstretched hand and rose. ‘I'm not sure I –’
‘You'll be fine! Unless you were thinking I'm a creepy, friendless liar looking to get you on your own, which I'm not, or that I'm nuts, which I probably am, but in a good way. So humour me, and come sit with us. Please?’
Solace had to laugh at that, or at least chuckle. She let Evan keep a hold of her hand as he led her through a maze of people. The giddiness she'd felt upon arrival returned in a rush. The bouncer hadn't remarked on her appearance, but only because she hadn't given him the chance – how would she look to a group of complete strangers? Come to that, how must she look to Evan? The Vampire Cynic was outraged at such concerns, while another, smaller, more human voice pointed out that, before tonight, the last boy she'd actually spoken to had sold her the Blundstones, and since when had she known how to socialise in a group?
Oh, shut up, said the Vampire Cynic, crossly. That's not helpful.
Begrudgingly, the rest of Solace agreed.
When Evan finally pulled her free of the press, she felt like a cork jettisoned from a bottle of particularly rambunctious champagne. Nearby, a group of about fifteen people loitered on or around a matching set of dark-red leather lounges, separated from the main throng by a solid partition. As Evan made to lead her into the light – and it was steadily lit here, though still not bright – she found herself holding back. Sensing her reluctance, he grinned and gave her hand a sympathetic squeeze.
‘It's okay. They don't bite. Well, not to the best of my knowledge, anyhow,’ he amended. ‘But, hey – I've been wrong before.’
At the sound of his voice, several people in the group looked up. The strangers were a mix of men and women. One or two waved, while a black-haired, blue-eyed girl who couldn't be anyone other than Evan's sister glanced up from an animated conversation. On seeing them, she smiled welcomingly and beckoned them over.
‘Hey, little brother,’ she called, confirming the relationship.
‘Hey, Jess.’ He turned to Solace. ‘This is my –’
‘Sister,’ Solace finished, somewhat shyly. ‘So I can see.’
‘Hey, Evan's friend,’ said Jess, peering cheerfully around her brother. ‘How are you?’
‘Good, thanks.’ She paused, but only momentarily. Jess had an open face, an expressive mouth and friendly, mischievous eyes. Even had she not been smiling, Solace would have been hard-pressed to find her intimidating.
‘My name's Solace,’ she added.
‘Solace? As in, peace and comfort? Cool. I'm Jess.’
Solace blinked, then burst out laughing, to her surprise as much as anyone else's. ‘You're like echo-twins!’ At the expression on Jess's face, she added sheepishly, ‘Or, possibly, not.’
Evan grinned. ‘That's verification by an independent source, O sister mine. We must be related after all.’
‘Tell no one.’ With a humorous roll of her eyes, Jess turned back to Solace. ‘You want to come and sit down? We don't bite. So far as I know.’
‘Sure,’ said Solace, trying to keep a straight face, and not quite succeeding.
They sat. In actuality, it was a more complicated process than that: several people had to be jolted out of conversations and made to realise that, firstly, Evan had returned from his random club-circuit and brought someone with him, and secondly, they were being asked to move down so that he and the new chick could sit. This seemed to involve several people too many getting up at once and then sitting back down when they realised that not all of them had to move, but that some of them still did, and so on until everyone had sorted out whose drink was whose and what they'd been talking about.
‘So,’ said Evan, once all this was sorted. ‘Solace was wondering what this place is called – its real name, I mean. Any clues?’
Jess shrugged. ‘Ask Manx, maybe? Hey, Manx!’
On hearing his name called out, a young man turned. He was shorter than Solace by nearly a head and a half, with messy red-blond hair and mismatched eyes, one green, one brown. His nose and smile were crooked, but despite his size, he seemed perfectly proportioned, moving with a muscular, easy strength that was distinctly feline – appropriate, given his name. Walking over, he knelt by Evan and crossed his arms lazily on the armrest, looking impishly up at Jess.
‘You rang?’
She nodded. ‘Solace asked what this place is called. I thought you might know.’
By way of answer, he pointed towards the bar, where someone had nailed a sturdy-looking sign below a shelf of rainbow liqueur bottles. In faded yellow-on-black writing, it read:
Welcome to the Gadfly. Come Get Stung!
‘The Gadfly?’ Solace said. ‘Weird. But also cool.’
‘Agreed,’ said Manx. ‘Drinks should be here soon, by the way. It's Electra's round.’
They chatted amiably for a while, during which time Solace finally relaxed. Manx, like Evan, was easygoing; unlike Evan, he had the knack of encouraging conversation. Jess was somewhere in between, alternately taking the lead and sitting aloof, leaving plenty of room for Solace to contribute.
‘Who's this? Someone new?’
All four of them looked up. The speaker was a willowy blonde girl, dressed in a knee-length, bright blue dress, bottle green jacket and tan-coloured boots laced to just below the knee. Her eyes were grey and her face elfin. Presumably, this was Electra. Smiling, she offered Solace a glass full of brownish-black liquid, one of many perched on an expertly balanced tray. ‘You want a bourbon and Coke?’ she asked, by way of introduction. ‘Sorry I took so long. It's crowded tonight.’
‘Why not?’ Solace blinked, surprised by both offer and apology. She held out a hand. The glass was cool to the touch. The blonde girl grinned.
‘No problem. Enjoy!’
With that, she sauntered off, laden with considerably fewer drinks than she had been some moments earlier, Manx, Jess and Evan having raided her supplies in less time than it took to blink. Cradling her glass, Solace looked up as a new song came on, surprised by the fact that, courtesy of Annamaria's CD collection, she actually recognised both track and artist: ‘Risingson’ by Massive Attack. Rhythm pulsed through her. The scent of alcohol vied with the warm salt of sweat, muggy and animal. Overhead, a green light flicked on, washing colour across their faces. It was almost like being in a jungle.
‘Electra's my housemate,’ said Manx, by way of explanation. ‘Well, warehouse-mate, actually. It's a pretty big place. This other guy, Glide, he lives there too, but pretty much everyone ends up crashing.’ He raised an eyebrow at Jess and Evan. ‘Actually, I can't remember the last time you two didn't crash. Don't you have homes to go to?’
Evan shrugged lazily. ‘Hey, su casa es mi casa, right? Besides, it's not like you actually pay rent or anything.’
‘Neither do you!’
‘Yes, but our place is a basement. Literally. Paying good money for the non-privilege of storing stuff there would be madness, whereas in the grand hierarchy of squats, your warehouse ranks approximate to the Four Seasons. You going to drink that?’ He directed this last to Solace, who'd been contemplating her bourbon and Coke. For obvious reasons, she'd never drunk alcohol before, and after growing up around people like Kelly and Annamaria, she'd never really wanted to. But that had been before the warning, before she'd realised how artificial her life at the group home had been. Besides, drinking something which might make her sick was hardly a foray into the unknown. Under Evan's questioning gaze and the Vampire Cynic's reckless scorn, she nodded, tilted the glass to her lips and drank. The bourbon burned the back of her throat, but pleasantly so.
After experiencing none of her usual queasy reactions to a new food, Solace concluded happily that alcohol fell into the category of Things I Can Consume. Seeing her enjoyment, Evan clinked his glass with hers and drained its contents in a single swallow.
Jess sighed. ‘My brother drinks too much,’ she said, not without affection. ‘Just FYI.’
‘Spoilsport.’ Evan poked out his tongue, then turned to Solace, setting his empty glass down on the table. ‘Come on. I'll introduce you around.’
In the next hour, Solace met more people than in the whole of her last two years combined. These were the friends who crashed at Manx and Electra's place; the Gadfly was their regular, and none of them cared that Solace had grown up in a group home. Early on, she'd been worried about explaining her situation. No one that Solace knew of had ever pitied her, a circumstance she had no desire to change. As things turned out, however, another of Evan's friends, Paige, had also been in care.
‘I lived with a couple of foster families,’ she explained cheerfully, when Solace asked. Paige was shorter even than Manx, with scruffy white-blonde hair shot through with streaks of pink and purple. ‘It wasn't that bad, but not fantastic either. I stayed for a few years, but eventually it just made sense to leave. Plus, Harper came with me. That was fun.’
‘Harper?’ asked Solace. She'd been keeping track of names, but this wasn't one she recognised. Paige scanned the room and tilted her head at a tall, athletic-looking, dark-skinned youth with bright brown eyes and an easy smile.
‘That's him.’
As if sensing their scrutiny, Harper chose that moment to glance their way and acknowledge Paige before turning back to the girl beside him, a pale-eyed Goth. She wore clothes seemingly pick ’n’ mixed from The Matrix, a seventies punk band and the late Victorian era. Somewhat enviously, Solace took in her short, sleek black hair, running a hand self-consciously through her own tangles. She'd dried out considerably since entering the club, but still felt thoroughly unkempt. Misreading her expression, Paige made a derisive sound.
‘And that's Laine,’ she added. ‘Harper's got more time for her than me. We don't get along.’
‘Really?’ Curious, Solace turned back to the shorter girl. ‘How come?’
Paige frowned. ‘About a year ago, she and Harper went out – pretty briefly, as things turned out, because lovely though Laine is capable of being, she's also kind of not. Then he and I had a fling, and she got pissed off. She's been mad at me ever since. In my defence, though, I didn't think she'd care. And also, I mean – come on. He's pretty hot.’
Even the Vampire Cynic wasn't sure how to answer that, so Solace made do with nodding. Still, she must have blushed, because Paige started giggling.
Hours slipped by. It occurred to Solace midway through the night that, despite her lack of experience, she seemed to be making friends. For the first time ever, she was part of a group. Evan and his friends were nice, not in the way that people are charitable or arrogant, but because they actually seemed to like her. Certainly, she could think of no other reason why, despite her total lack of cash, they continued to buy her drinks. In the face of alcohol and good company, any worries she might have had about the people she'd left behind or where she was headed next evaporated like so much steam.
As the night wound on and the conversation flowed, Solace discovered many other things: that alcohol mixed with soft drink was flavoursome, that she had a good capacity for it, and that, no matter how large a capacity for alcohol one has, it is never advisable to accept a challenge to race through a line of tequila slammers, particularly on an empty stomach. As it was, she and Jess tied, a feat that earned the competitors another round – Evan's – which of itself started a new competition: seeing who could find the bathroom first.
‘I thin’, I think this way,’ slurred Jess, fumbling along the wall. For the first time in her life, Solace found she was having difficulty seeing. No matter how hard she squinted, the world seemed to persist in sliding one metre to the left, so that any effort at keeping steady resulted in both of them lurching sideways.
‘Poss'bly,’ Solace muttered. Blinking, she stared ahead, finally making out a familiar shape. ‘Oh, luck. Look. A door.’
‘’S a lady on it. Bingo.’ Somewhat unceremoniously, Jess attempted to disentangle herself from Solace and rush in, with the practical result that the two of them got caught on each other's elbows. Jess fell into the door, the door swung open and Solace fell on Jess, who threw up on impact with the ground and at the press of Solace's knee in her kidneys.
‘Uk,’ said Solace, rolling heavily away. Being drunk was strange, she decided distantly: every part of her body felt as if it were between five and fifteen kilos heavier, and had begun acting accordingly without telling her which part weighed what. Especially her head which, she now realised, she had smacked on the tiles in the process of getting off Jess.
‘Ow,’ she said, and then, because it seemed appropriate, ‘bugger.’
Unlike Jess, she made it to a toilet. Given her peculiar allergies, she was no stranger to – as Mrs Plumber had once delicately phrased it – the finer points of regurgitation, and knew what she was in for. Almost instinctively, she remembered to keep her hair well back from her face, to shift her knees so that they didn't get sore from prolonged kneeling, and to keep one arm wrapped around the porcelain in front of her so that when her head jerked down violently with the first retch – thus – she didn't crack her skull or fall over sideways.
At a non-specific point in the future, by which time it was the present anyway, but which Solace was unable to appreciate owing to being passed out, Evan and Manx rescued her and Jess from the bathroom. Sequentially, this was followed by a series of vague impressions: being first dragged and then half-carried through the rain, an argument concerning who kept dropping whose sister's feet versus whose idea the all-girl tequila race had been, some falling and a few slurred words about dancing fish which made perfectly good sense at the time, a period of blackness and then a different, more insistent kind of blackness, which Solace took, correctly, to mean she'd woken up without having opened her eyes.

Solace opened her eyes.
The room consisted largely of shadow, and was in any case unfamiliar, with a ceiling that extended high overhead into darkness. The bed she was lying on creaked. The sheets were black, the mattress was soft and her head swam like spawning salmon in bear country. Solace gave a small groan and wondered where everyone was, and whether or not they'd seen her apparently miscreant liver in their travels. Brushing strands of hair out of her face, she rubbed her eyes and tried to wake up. Halfway through this process, she realised that she was currently, as of now, officially, seventeen. Seventeen, going on eighteen, she thought distantly, then pulled a face as the whole song bloomed in her subconscious like the aural equivalent of Paterson's curse. Thank you, Julie Andrews.
There was a noise. Blinking, Solace turned to the right, momentarily fearful of having lost her virginity to the ultimate teenage stereotype. Her heart leapt into her throat at the sight of someone lying beside her, but the gods, it seemed, were merciful – it was only Jess, who was still passed out and snoring. As flashes of drunken memory returned with the slow clearing of her head, it occurred to Solace that perhaps she was in the warehouse where Manx and Electra lived with the as-yet unfamiliar Glide. Certainly, the room seemed big enough, and she had a dim recollection of seeing it from the outside, albeit from the perspective of someone only vertical by the grace of an arm around Evan's neck. The recollection of her own drunkenness made her feel guilty, but less so than if Jess hadn't met the same fate. Begrudgingly, she made a mental note not to drink so much next time. Restraint was good. Although, the Vampire Cynic added smugly, you did enjoy yourself.
Shaking her head and regretting it almost instantly, she determined to find the others, apologise for throwing up, and figure out what was happening, in that order. Her throat was raw and her stomach gurgled uneasily, but given that Jess was still blacked out, she suspected her hangover wasn't as bad as it could have been, were she normal. Briefly, her lips twitched into a smile. Thank heaven for small mercies.
Stretching, she padded over to the door. Manx's room, as she rightly suspected it to be, opened out onto a long, elevated walkway running around the entire top level of the warehouse. Several metal staircases went down to ground level at various junctures: looking up, Solace saw that much of the roof was in fact a skylight, the glass gone yellow and brown with accumulated filth. The upstairs rooms, of which there were many, reached from walkway to walls, while the downstairs space continued beneath their floors. Descending via the nearest flight of stairs, she saw that several massive metal columns supported the upstairs level, while in the dead centre of the warehouse, under the skylight, someone had, at some time or other, set up a kind of lounge room.
‘Kind of’ really was a necessary qualifier.
A patchwork square of rugs covered the sunlit area: dark green shagpile, a natty red-and-orange Persian, a couple of lurid bathmats, something sleek and striped with white, blue and purple, a children's play-mat with cars and streets and houses patterned on the fuzz. There was also a spiral-bearing hangover from the seventies featuring what could only be described as heliotrope, several smaller rectangles, and biggest of all, a flat, black rug dotted with hundreds of tiny stars. On top of the rugs was an equally eccentric collection of chairs, lounges, cushions and beanbags in varying stages of decay. Two wooden dining chairs faced a dilapidated, low-slung couch, while a mound of soft, coloured things lay heaped against a dark red armchair so ancient that the leather was cracking and the stitches pulling away from the metal studs.
In the middle of this disarray sat a round wooden table covered with chipped mugs, either half-full or empty, sticky glasses, ashtrays, a couple of homemade bongs, a scattering of feathers, rocks, shells and small bones, and for reasons better left unsaid, a sheep skull around which someone had seen fit to tie a broad pink ribbon.
‘You survived, then,’ said Manx, emerging from behind a column. Despite the silence of it, his arrival wasn't startling: rather, it made Solace feel more at home than if she'd been tiptoeing privately around someone else's house.
‘Apparently.’ She cocked an eye to the lounge. ‘Nice rugs.’
Smiling, Manx sat down on a beanbag and invited her to do likewise. It wasn't clear if he'd been asleep or not – his hair was messy, but not much more than it had been earlier. Barefoot, he'd changed into a mustard-coloured singlet and some faded green cargo pants, which made him look a bit like a cocky lieutenant from a film about Vietnam. Solace glanced upstairs.
‘Who else came back?’
‘You, Electra, Jess, Evan. And Glide, but he left much earlier than everyone else. Did you meet him?’ When Solace shook her head, he shrugged. ‘Never mind. He's a weird bloke. Probably asleep upstairs. The others went to their place. Places. I mean, some of them live together, but not all.’
Remembering her conversation with Paige, Solace had a premonition. ‘Out of idle curiosity, which ones?’
‘Harper, Laine and Paige. They've got another housemate, I think, but we've never seen him. Why?’
‘No particular reason.’ She bit her cheek.
Manx chuckled. ‘You met Paige, then? That explains it. How she and Laine manage not to kill one another is a source of ongoing speculation. The bigger mystery is how Harper puts up with it. Still, it seems to work. Somehow.’
‘Sorry for getting drunk,’ said Solace. ‘I've never actually, you know, with the group home… ’
Manx waved a hand. ‘Don't worry about it. Evan's usually worse. In fact, we all had a bit too much last night. Electra hasn't stopped snoring. It's like a motorbike rally up there.’
There was a pause, during which Solace contemplated these sleeping arrangements, blinked, opened her mouth, stared at Manx, and pointedly didn't ask the obvious question.
‘No,’ he said, and then, when she raised an eyebrow, ‘seriously. No. We just don't have that many mattresses – good ones, anyway. It's a bit like Dawson's Creek, you know, that show where the characters were always sleeping in each other's beds? Not that I ever actually watched it, and okay, yes, they pretty much did all end up sleeping together, but before that –’ He stopped. Solace was grinning broadly. Manx gave an embarrassed cough and fell silent.
There was a moment of peace. From upstairs, Solace could hear the drifting sounds of sleeping people, familiar as a favourite shirt.
‘Can I stay here?’ she asked suddenly. The words, it seemed, had leapt from her mouth without filling in the requisite forms. Her hindbrain swore.
‘Sure,’ said Manx, impishly. ‘Why else do you think we dragged you back here?’
The dim fish of memory stirred beneath the surface of Solace's subconscious.
‘Actually,’ she said, ‘I thought it had more to do with here being closest and you dropping Jess on Evan too many times and everybody being entirely too drunk.’
‘Well,’ he conceded, plucking a cigarette from behind his right ear and lighting up with a yellow plastic Zippo from his pocket, ‘maybe a little. But you're welcome just the same. We're not the most normal bunch you're likely to find, though – sure you can handle us?’
Remembering the bouncer, Solace only grinned.




Infrequently Asked Questions
It was, Solace thought, approximately Wednesday. Since moving into the warehouse a week and a half ago, she had discovered quite quickly that absenting oneself from the regimen of calendars, lessons, television schedules, and failing those, any pressing need to be somewhere else introduced a whole new concept of time. Time existed, but only in the sense that yesterday had become today and today would, sooner or later, become tonight, which was general cause for heading down to the Gadfly.
Of her old life, the only things Solace missed were the books, which had, apart from Mrs Plumber and Miss Daisy, been her only childhood constants. Now that she finally had friends, however, the notion of skiving off to read, alone, didn't seem particularly social, and smacked of being unadventurous. Actually having an option on how to spend her leisure time was a novelty all by itself, with boredom not only off the map, but torn out of the atlas and wedged firmly under a wonky table leg. Once she'd recognised restraint as the key to happy alcoholic consumption, the Gadfly had opened up a world of unprecedented pleasure, and as being thus enlight-ened was both comic and extremely sociable, she drank the experience down like a fine array of spirits.
It was funny, Paige had remarked, that everyone now called the club by name. Up until Solace had thought to ask, it had only ever been referenced by dint of vague aphorism and collective knowledge – ‘the regular place’ or ‘the Downstairs Club’ – despite the fact that the regular pattern of late-night visits was fast turning Solace nocturnal. Otherwise, they made their own fun, lazing around, going for night-walks through the nearby streets, chatting, arguing, joking, and in the case of Evan, concocting half-baked plans for entertainment that always fell through, but which nonetheless afforded an amusement all of their own. It was amenable, aimless, self-oriented, and like all such things, thoroughly enjoyable, as far removed from the group home as apples from aardvarks. Solace thrived.
Still, Manx's flippant comment about abnormality had, for one reason or another, stuck in her mind. Given her upbringing, there were some aspects of normal that Solace doubted she'd recognise if they were brought to her asleep on a chair, but even so, once the whirlwind exhilaration of independence had started to die down, she found herself with several pressing questions. The foremost pertained to money, that is: there always being just enough of it, despite the blindingly obvious fact that nobody, least of all Solace, did anything whatsoever to generate income, something she felt increasingly guilty about. Drinks on her first night had been one thing, but as laid-back as everyone was about her lack of funds, she would still have preferred to pay her way rather than rely on credit. And yet, she was never quite sure who was shouting whom. What cash there was seemed too communal to belong to any one person, and despite having known them a relatively short time, she strongly doubted her new friends were thieves. Asking outright, however, felt unutterably rude; and yet there was no other way.
In the end, curiosity conquered caution. Solace resolved to ask Jess.
It was midmorning, a little more than two weeks since she'd first left the group home, and the day was dull. Unusually, both Evan and Manx were out and about, while Glide and Electra were, more predictably, still asleep upstairs. Jess herself was in the lounge, curled up on one of the hardier beanbags and flipping idly through a gossip magazine so outdated it looked like something a dentist's receptionist had thrown out. Not quite in danger of being spilt, a glass of milk lolled gently in her free hand. Solace wasn't sure where the milk had come from either, as nobody ever seemed to go shopping – another oddity, as there was always just enough food. Tense and slightly nervous, she sat down. Jess raised the milk in salute, a silent good morning, but otherwise didn't look up.
Solace took a deep breath, paused, and spoke.
‘Not to sound overly paranoid, but are we thieves?’
Jess flicked a page. ‘Nope.’
‘Right.’
Flick.
‘So all this stuff is paid for? Somehow? Mysteriously?’
‘Nope.’
Flick.
‘It's not.’
‘Nope.’
Flick.
‘But not stolen.’
‘Nope.’
Flick.
‘So where does everything come from?’
‘Everywhere and nowhere,’ Jess said calmly, sipping her drink. For the first time, she looked up. ‘We're just lucky. Electra's Trick is useful.’
‘Trick?’
Sighing, Jess closed the magazine and set it aside.
‘Not just a trick – a Trick, with a capital “T”. And that's what we call it.’ When Solace still looked puzzled, Jess waved her arms and tried to explain, slopping milk in the process. ‘She she can gather things,’ she said. ‘Call them, you know. Call what she needs.’ She chewed on her lip. ‘Or maybe it's what she wants, I forget. Anyway, the point is that it works. She can't ever get enough to let us live like kings – not that I think we'd want to, anyway – but enough. Always just enough.’
‘Jess, where does it come from?’ The skin at the top of Solace's spine was tingling. Had she not been paying attention already, she would have sat bolt upright.
‘Oh! We had a conversation about this once.’ Jess put the milk down and concentrated. ‘Um. I think Electra said it came from – from what was lost? Money and the things that end up lost. Or forgotten.’
‘And she finds it?’ Solace persisted.
Jess waggled a finger, exasperated. ‘No. It was lost, and when she calls, it comes. She… reaches out, somehow. Takes it. If she wants money, and money's been lost, then it comes. Food is different. It doesn't have to be mislaid, just unattended. Anyway, if she calls for edibles –’ she nodded at the milk, and grinned, ‘– then they come, too. Does that make sense?’
‘So… stuff just stops being where it was, and starts being here?’
‘Yes!’ Jess sighed again, looking relieved. ‘Or something like that.’
‘Oh.’
Jess frowned. ‘You believe me? Lots of people wouldn't. Lots of people haven't, come to that, although that might be because I'm usually drunk when I have this conversation. But it's morning. We're both sober.’ A slight pause. ‘We are sober, aren't we?’
‘No,’ said Solace, her voice sounding oddly distant. ‘I mean – yes. I believe you.’
‘Awesome,’ said Jess, grinning beneath a milk moustache.
Solace realised her heart was pounding. There are other people like me, she thought. Others who are different. I was right. It isn't just me. It just is. And this Trick –
‘Want some milk?’ Jess asked slyly, peering over the top of her glass. Solace recovered her thoughts and made a face.
‘Will I have to get up?’
‘Maybe.’
‘In which case, I'm thinking no. Also, I'm allergic.’
‘Suit yourself.’
Somewhere behind them, the main door opened and shut.
‘Hey!’ Jess called out. There was the sound of footsteps, and a thump as whoever it was dropped a bag on the floor. By craning her head half around, Solace could see Evan and Manx, each carrying what looked like a small sheaf of paper.
‘Hello, ladies,’ Evan said, smirking. Manx grunted and helped himself to some of Jess's milk, which she protested only feebly. Both of the boys dropped their papers on the table, where, owing to an inherent stickiness, the bottom ones stuck and the top ones drifted askew.
‘What're those?’ yawned Electra, who had just that moment alighted from the base of the stairs. Solace was a little in awe of Electra, who was beautiful by anyone's standards. She was also, quite literally, the most colourful person in the warehouse, owing to her preference and habit of dressing, as Evan described it, like someone who'd fallen into a paint factory and dragged a hippy market with her. Today, she was dressed in a vivid, voluminous purple skirt and a black spaghetti tank, a pair of silver hoop earrings glittering just above her jaw. After Jess's strange description of Electra's Trick, Solace wondered whether or not it explained the colour and variety of her wardrobe – could she find things like clothes? Was finding things all she could do? Were –
‘Funny thing,’ said Manx, interrupting her train of thought. He indicated the papers. ‘Some uni students were handing them out.’
‘Where?’
‘The Town Hall steps. It's a survey, apparently. The guys handing them out seemed pretty keen, so we thought, why not? I said we'd take them back tomorrow.’
‘And we should go along with this why?’ Electra raised an eyebrow.
Evan grinned and shrugged. ‘Look at it as free paper with a free trip to the city thrown in. Also, they said they'd pay us.’
Electra made a face. ‘Got a pen I can borrow?’
By way of answer, Evan pulled a handful of cheap biros from his pocket, flourishing them grandly. Electra took one of them along with a survey. After a moment's pause, Solace and Jess did likewise. Quick on the uptake, Electra leaned forward, effectively monopolising the only clear part of the tabletop and thereby leaving the others to fend for themselves.
‘What'll you do with the leftovers?’ Jess asked, nodding towards the remaining forms.
Manx made a dismissive gesture. ‘I'll pass some on to Laine and the others. Failing that, Glide can have them when he gets up next. If he ever gets up,’ he amended, for the sake of accuracy.
Solace grinned despite herself. She'd met Glide once, which is to say, she'd run into him during one of his more lucid trips to the kitchen. It hadn't been made clear to anyone whether Glide took a lot of drugs, was out of it all the time by an accident of nature or was merely constantly tired; nonetheless, he spent most of his time asleep or dozing, and only very rarely left the warehouse.
Blinking, Solace looked at her survey, already grubby from even the barest contact with the table. Seated as she was on the old couch, she pulled up her knees and leaned the paper on her legs, reading as she did so. To start with, there were the obvious FAQ: name; age; gender; are you a student; are you working; are you on a scholarship, dole, pension or other fixed income; do you have a wife, husband, partner and/or an albino ferret called Norman; are you religious – and then, quite abruptly, the tone changed. Solace was not the only one to notice.
‘Question nine: Have you ever experienced, or do you possess, any supernatural powers or abilities? If yes, proceed to question ten,’ read Jess, and then answered, ‘yes.’
‘Mm-hmm,’ said Electra, as did, at the same time and to Solace's great surprise, Manx. There was a pause.
‘Yes,’ Jess said, gulping slightly. Evan raised an eyebrow.
‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘Well – yes. If you want to get technical.’
Five pens dipped down. Five heads came up.
‘Question ten,’ read Manx. ‘Have you ever, through dreams, casting, fortune-telling, palm-reading, haruspication, communion with spirits or any other means, foretold the future? No.’
‘Yes,’ said Jess.
‘No,’ said Electra and Evan.
‘Yes,’ said Solace, her heart beating faster.
Five pens went down. Five heads came up.
‘Question eleven,’ Evan began, clearing his throat.
‘Are you sure this came from university students?’ Electra asked carefully.
‘Yes, and don't interrupt,’ replied Evan, somewhat loftily. ‘Now. Question eleven – oh.’ He paused. ‘Has anyone ever had congress with a demon? And don't say yes, Manx, Dahlia Stromberg doesn't count.’
‘Does,’ muttered Manx, but Solace saw him tick ‘no’, anyway, the same as everyone else.
‘My turn,’ she said, struggling to keep her voice calm. ‘Question twelve: Have you ever flown by any means other than parachuting, paragliding, hang-gliding, conventional aircraft or any such man-made contraption? No.’
‘No.’
‘No.’
‘No.’
‘Yes.’
That was Evan. Everyone stared.
‘All right, no.’ He exhaled grumpily. ‘I hate not being special.’
‘I guess that's me, then,’ said Electra, consulting her piece of paper. ‘Question thirteen: Other than any of the above questions answered in the affirmative, do you have any reason to suspect you are anything other, more or less, than human? If yes, describe below.’ She closed her eyes. ‘No.’
‘No,’ said Evan and Jess together.
‘Yes,’ said Solace and Manx. Both glared when the others looked at them.
‘That's private,’ Manx mumbled, holding his survey just a teensy bit closer so that Evan, who was trying and failing to peer subtly over his shoulder, couldn't read it.
‘Is there something on here I can say yes to?’ Evan complained. ‘I'm starting to feel left out.’
‘Yes,’ said Jess, who'd been reading ahead. ‘Right here, Question eighteen: Have you ever displayed any psychic and/or empathic tendencies?’
‘Yes,’ said Evan, more emphatically than was needed.
‘Yes,’ said Electra and Solace.
‘No,’ said Jess and Manx.
‘Great, now we've missed three,’ Manx grumbled. ‘Um, has anyone ever raised the un-dead, eaten human flesh or conducted an animal sacrifice? No? Sure? Good.’
‘Who wrote this?’ Solace asked, holding the paper at arm's length and turning it over, half expecting to find an author's name on the back. Instead, there were just more questions. Jess leaned over and scanned them.
‘Oh, look!’ she said. ‘They even ask if you can speak in tongues. Just as well we're not Pentecostals, or we might skew the statistics.’
That got a laugh, but afterwards, everyone finished off their respective surveys silently and in their own time. Evan looked slightly annoyed to finish first, while Solace and Manx tied last, as each of them seemed to find more questions that required explanatory answers.
‘Well,’ said Jess, when everyone was done. ‘When do they go in?’
‘We're actually handing them in?’ asked Electra, looking around for someone to contradict her. Oddly enough, no one did. ‘Oh,’ she said, and then again, ‘oh ! Well. That's fair enough. I guess.’ Tentatively, she held her page out to Evan, who took it. With only a little reluctance, everyone else did likewise.
‘Cross my heart I won't read them,’ Evan said solemnly. ‘We can take them back tomorrow morning, unless anyone objects.’ He paused. ‘No? Excellent. In the interim, I propose we draw on Glide. Any takers?’
‘Draw on him?’ Solace asked. Change of subject notwithstanding, her head felt numb. Evan didn't even have the grace to look guilty.
‘Only a little,’ he said, with winning cheerfulness. ‘No takers? Anybody? I promise enjoyable hijinks for all. Well, except for Glide, but that's only because he might not actually have a sense of humour. Or, you know, a pulse.’ He glanced round, false innocence radiating from every pore. ‘Going once? Twice? Third and final?’
‘Oh, very well,’ Manx drawled, but as he stood, he flashed Solace a look that asked talk later? She nodded. Manx's mouth twitched. Their exchange having gone unnoticed, he returned to Evan. ‘You'll need the artistic support, if nothing else.’
‘Excellent!’ Evan cackled, in apparent ignorance of both glance and joke. ‘And now – to our noble purpose!’
‘Yeah,’ Manx echoed, grinning at the others. ‘Noble.’
Tingling faintly, Solace watched as the soon-to-be miscreants jostled one another up the stairs. Questions buzzed under her skin with the urgency of regrown cells, so that the force of her mingled awe and curiosity seemed to extend outwards from her body like a new sense, made hypersensitive by anticipation.
‘So,’ Electra murmured, after a moment. ‘Those were some pretty original surveys. Which, coincidentally, Evan seems to have left behind – remind me again why we let him be in charge?’
Jess shrugged languidly, pouting as she noticed that someone, probably Manx, had finished the rest of her milk. ‘Not a clue. Lapse in judgement, anyone?’
‘Did we just –’ Solace interjected, then stopped. Jess and Electra were watching her, not quite grinning, not quite calm. Frazzled, she rubbed her eyes and blinked. ‘I mean, did we all just admit… are we, um… do we all have… super powers?’
Jess held the now-empty glass upside down over her mouth and tapped on the bottom, inducing a stray drop of milk to drip onto her tongue. She licked it away, quickly, then said, ‘Yes.’
‘Right,’ echoed Solace. ‘Right. Just so long as we're clear.’
‘We're clear,’ said Electra, glancing longingly over her shoulder towards the kitchen. ‘Kitchen’ was a loose term: there was a big wonky table and a dilapidated, ancient fridge clustered next to a stand-alone metal sink that looked as if it had once been destined for life in an industrial laundry. ‘On an unrelated note, do we have any chips?’
‘I think Glide took them,’ said Jess, whose eyes had closed.
‘Damn. I could really do with some chips.’
Solace burst out laughing.
Jess opened one eye and watched her from under thick lashes. ‘And our lack of chips is funny because…?’
‘Because I threw a table at Kelly.’
‘Ah. This must be what linguists call a non sequitur. Table? Kelly? Context?’
‘Sorry.’ Solace clenched her hands to stop the fingers trembling. ‘It was the first freakish thing I'd ever done. After that, I just kept getting stronger. Kelly was the catalyst. But just then, I started thinking of Spiderman, and it was like: my radioactive spider-bite was a kitchen table. How weird is that?’
There was a pause, during which her friends gave this statement due consideration. Then Electra snorted.
‘It's funny,’ said Jess, ‘how easy it can be to accept what you are, no matter how crazy it is. I've got this theory that deep down, most of us want to believe in magic, even if we'd never say so out loud. All it takes is the right perspective, the right moment, and suddenly something that seemed impossible five minutes ago makes perfect, logical sense.’
‘Is that how it was for you?’ asked Solace.
Jess's smile faded a little. ‘In a way.’ She dropped her gaze. ‘The problem is other people.’
From there, the conversation changed course, slipping back towards mundane topics: their most recent excursion to the Gadfly, favourite colours and why, precisely, Evan was so fond of drawing on Glide.
Solace was about to ask Jess if her brother's weirdness had manifested in childhood or if it was the product of later psychological issues when a sonorous booming started to issue from the kitchen. As neither Jess nor Electra was startled by this – and as, in fact, Electra promptly stood up and headed towards it – Solace concluded that the noise was both familiar and benign, if startling to the uninitiated. Puzzled, she turned to Jess. ‘What is that?’
‘Nobody told you? Evan found a baby dinosaur wandering the streets. We keep it chained under the sink as a garbage disposal unit. We haven't used it lately, though, so he must be getting hungry. His name's Dimitri.’
Caught off guard, Solace blinked. ‘Really?’
Jess frowned. ‘No, you moron – someone's at the door! Who is it, Lex?’ This last to Electra.
‘Me!’ sang out a familiar voice.
It was Paige. Waving, she followed Electra back through the kitchen and into the lounge, where she proceeded to drape herself comfortably over a broken-down armchair, flipping threads of purple hair out of her eyes.
‘Hey, Jess. Hey, Solace. Where're the guys? Out?’
‘Upstairs. Drawing on Glide.’
‘Cool.’ Paige stretched luxuriously, wiggling her fingers. She was wearing a pale yellow T-shirt bearing the legend dancing pandas! directly above a cavorting cartoon conga-line of the promised species. ‘They going to be long? Only we're having a kind of impromptu picnic-party-thing down in Hyde Park. You know: rugs, cheap wine, a little music, a little mockery of the corporate set trying to reconnect with nature during their half-hour lunch. Also, we're going to chip in five bucks apiece if Tryst can catch an ibis. Fun for the whole family.’
‘Ibis? We're catching an ibis?’ From upstairs, Evan poked his head over the banister nearest Glide's room. ‘Awesome!’

Despite having welcomed a nocturnal life with open arms, Solace was shocked to realise how little sunlight she'd seen in the past two weeks. Normally, her dizziness didn't kick in for at least forty minutes, but now the effect was like being hit with a sledgehammer, blurring her vision from almost the moment Paige led them outside. Her thoughts were veering in an uncomfortable direction: that if an aversion to daylight really was integral to her vampire nature, then being – for lack of a better term – less vampiric was something she'd have to work at. Actively. Assuming that's what you really want, muttered the Vampire Cynic, but for once Solace felt treacherously disinclined to agree. Bleached skin or not, she liked the sun – or, more importantly, the freedom to walk about under it without bursting into flames.
‘Note to self,’ she mumbled, ‘get more vitamin D.’
‘You okay?’ asked Evan with indecent cheerfulness. He was, it seemed, still flush with the novelty of having drawn on Glide, who had managed to remain asleep throughout the entire process and was subsequently now covered in intricate illustrations of pheasants, if Manx was to be believed. ‘You're swaying a bit.’
Solace shook her head. ‘I'm fine. It's just the sun. I get dizzy easily.’
‘Oh.’ He shrugged, accepting it, and changed the subject. ‘Nice outfit, by the way. My sister help?’
‘Yes,’ said Solace, blushing only a little. After her first night at the Gadfly, Electra and Jess had banded together to find her some new clothes amongst their old ones. With their help, she'd selected mostly blacks and reds, the kind of things Mrs Plumber and Miss Daisy would have frowned upon. She was hardly on par with Laine, but nonetheless secretly thrilled to be choosing her own things. Today, she'd dressed in her old boots, a reddish satin skirt fringed in burgundy lace and a fitted black singlet beneath an ageing leather jacket so large that her hands were lost in the sleeves. This last was merited despite the sun: for all the sky was periwinkle blue, the air was verging on chill, even more so in the shade.
‘Cool,’ said Evan. Then he paused, studying her with an expression of unusually appreciative clarity. ‘Anyway, it suits you.’ And before she could answer, he tipped her a wink and sauntered ahead again.
‘Flattering wretch,’ Solace muttered, but her eyes sparkled.
By the time they reached Hyde Park, she was finding it difficult to put one foot in front of the other, despite having shrugged off further offers of help from both Manx and Electra. Just as she was on the brink of giving in, she spotted Harper waving them over to the shade of a particularly large and ancient tree. Calling a quick hello, she made a beeline for the tree trunk, and with a sigh, slumped heavily down against it. With pleased relief, she surveyed the spread. As advertised, there were picnic rugs (helpfully weighed down against the breeze by several wine casks, and to one side, a portable stereo playing the Dandy Warhols), several barbecue chickens, a bowl of potato salad, plastic cups and people, all of whom, Solace was delighted to realise, she knew. Helping herself to a drumstick, she took a bite and waved the remainder at Tryst, catching his attention rather successfully.
‘So. Caught the ibis yet?’
Tryst laughed. He was a sociable type: tall, brown-haired and brown-eyed, with an infectious sense of humour. From where he was crouched, he tucked his fists against his chest and made his elbows flap, all the while making a disconsolate ibis-honk.
‘That means no,’ he called out. Solace giggled.
Once she'd recovered from her time in the sun, the afternoon proved exceptionally pleasant. For the first time since seeing her at the Gadfly, she managed a proper chat with Laine, who, it turned out, was both softly wry and fiercely intelligent – or at least, that was the impression she made on Solace. Jess, Electra, a blonde called Claire and a brunette called Phoebe plaited long blades of grass into one another's hair, then fell, shrieking with laughter, into a short-lived game that consisted of trying to wipe as much sap and chlorophyll residue as possible onto each others’ faces. Tryst almost caught an ibis, but was thwarted at the last moment by a flying tackle from Evan. In an almost preternatural display of nimbleness and dexterity, Paige stole Harper's wine, clamped the edge of the plastic cup between her teeth and shimmied up the ancient tree without spilling so much as a drop, whereupon she clambered out onto a prominent branch and downed the lot. It was, in short, a glorious, silly, wonderful afternoon, and as the setting sun threw bright gold ribbons glancing through the foliage, Solace felt something in her heart twist. She'd done nothing more spectacular than play tag, climb trees, roll down the grassy slope with Jess and Paige, laze in the sun, drink alcohol, laugh, talk, eat; and yet it was beautiful, the best day she'd ever had. No matter what happened, the memory of it would be hers, forever. She felt her throat tighten.
‘More wine?’
It was Manx. Obligingly, Solace made room for him to sit – which he did – but shook her head at the cask, which dangled loosely from an outstretched hand.
‘Maybe later.’
Shrugging amiably in the manner of your loss, my gain, Manx poured himself a generous cupful and took a long draught, studying Solace's face sidelong as she, oblivious, watched the city. Her fingers twitched on the picnic blanket. Hesitantly, Manx reached over and squeezed her hand. Startled at the sudden contact, Solace jerked her head around before meeting Manx's mismatched eyes. He smiled crookedly and winked at her. Solace laughed and squeezed back self-consciously. For a while, the two of them sat like that, content on the edge of a tartan rug as Sydney moved around them. Eventually, however, Manx broke the contact, leaning back on his arms to speak.
‘Those surveys we did today,’ he said, carefully. ‘We both took a while to finish.’
‘Yeah. They were pretty crazy. Fun, though.’
‘Mm.’ He seemed to be considering something, mulling it over. Solace waited. Since moving into the warehouse, she'd spent most nights in Manx's bed, mostly because his was the most comfortable mattress. They weren't lovers, or partners, or people who technically were one or the other but claimed to be just friends – they genuinely were friends, and slept side by side as innocently as kittens, with only marginally less kicking, biting and affectionate swiping at around 4 am. Even without a sexual aspect, being so close to another person was a new experience for Solace, heady and scary and wonderful all at once. And yet, for all that, she knew very little about Manx; as little, in fact, as he really knew about her. Until today, their understanding had been silent, intuitive, unaided by explanation.
Biting ruefully at the inside of his cheek, Manx exhaled sharply and tilted his head back, so that he was watching the sky. The corner of one eye flickered.
‘Solace,’ he said, ‘I can turn into a cat. A big cat. Not a panther or a lion or anything. Just a big. Damn. Cat.’ He straightened his neck again, facing her. ‘I'm told it's very intimidating, if you're drunk.’
‘That's… weird,’ said Solace, trying to imagine the sight and failing quite spectacularly. She'd braced herself for a revelation, but whatever she'd been expecting, this wasn't it.
‘I mean,’ he continued, ‘what would be so wrong with a leopard? Even an ocelot – I know they're small, but at least they look, you know, respectable. But a big house cat? That's just cruel and unusual.’ He glanced at her. ‘I think I understand why I don't shrink – distribution of mass, or whatever – but that doesn't explain why I'm just a bigger version of something small.’
Solace blinked. ‘Manx. You're trying to rationalise shape-shifting, a supposedly mythical process wherein you change species. If there's an explanation for what any of us can do, you and I included, then I doubt it has anything to do with commonsense, let alone the laws of physics. Or at least, the laws of physics as currently understood by normal people.’
He sighed. ‘I know. I just wish I was fierce.’
Solace smiled, toying with the empty cup in her hand. ‘So that's why you're called Manx - after a cat breed.’
‘Pretty much. I mean, I have a tail when I change, I'm not an actual manx. I just like the sound of it. It's more interesting than Matthew.’
Silence flickered between them. For a moment, Solace worried he'd change the subject, but after some moments had ticked by, he began talking again, more slowly than before.
‘It's… uncomfortable to change, less so to change back. The longer I stay a cat, the more I start to think like one. I don't know why. Even when I'm human, my hearing and eyesight are sharper than normal. I can –’ he grinned, briefly, ‘– talk to cats, and you'd be surprised by how interesting that really is. I mean, it is interesting. Cats get around. They see lots of things that people think nobody knows.’ He dropped his gaze and when he looked back again, his voice had quietened. ‘I found out when I was seven. The first time I changed, I almost couldn't come back. My parents are old-school Catholic. They thought I was possessed, tried to have me exorcised.’ He laughed, softly and without humour. ‘Eventually, I ran away. Found Electra when I was sixteen. Or maybe she called me. Jess told you about her Trick?’
Solace nodded, hardly daring to move, lest he change the subject. Around them, twilight flickered like a fading candle, sputtering sparks as the streetlights switched on. Manx plucked idly at a blade of grass, twirling it as he spoke.
‘She was twelve. I found her in an alley. Some people were attacking her, saying she'd stolen their things. Well, what she does isn't stealing, not really. We've figured out now that it needs to be lost, but it used to just arrive. She'd want, and the thing would come. And this one time, she'd wanted something pretty. Her family was poor, she was young. It was wishful thinking. Sure enough, a gorgeous necklace arrives, all silver and sapphires. It looked – it was – valuable. She almost got rid of it on the spot.’ He sighed. ‘The first day she wore it, a man claiming to be the original owner saw her, said she must've stolen it. He was a neighbour. Well-known. When Electra didn't give it back, he started spreading lies at the local pub, saying she was a burglar. People believed him.’
‘Why didn't she just hand it over?’
Manx shook his head. ‘Fear, I guess. She still didn't understand what she was doing, how she was doing it. Giving the necklace back would've been like confessing to being something she wasn't. Even the man admitted the necklace had been lost for years; it was just pure bad luck that he recognised it. It wasn't even as if he could prove it was his, you know?’ He laughed, angry.
‘One day, he and some other idiots cornered her. He'd got them liquored up, convinced that she'd been robbing them for years. She was poor, he was older and his mob was drunk. They were shouting, waving stuff at her. Like a witch hunt. I was a couple of streets over when I heard the yelling. Didn't even think; just changed shape and charged, fur up, claws out. Everyone screamed and ran off, thank God. Electra was pretty shaken up by it all – me, as well as them. Once they'd gone, I changed back, tried to calm her down. We both explained what had happened; we left together. Ended up here a few years back. There were others at first, but they wandered away. We probably freaked them out. Ran into Jess and Evan at the Gadfly; don't remember when, but a while ago. And here we all are.’
‘And Glide? Where'd he come from?’
Manx scratched the side of his nose and shrugged.
‘Glide just… turned up. One day we had a spare room – several, actually – and the next minute, Glide was living in one of them, mattress, crud and all. I'm still not sure what his deal is. I'm fairly certain he knows what we are, and as far as anyone can make out, he's like us, too. To be honest, I've never really asked. But I do know his dreams are vivid.’
Solace frowned. ‘How?’
‘He talks, sometimes. In his sleep. Different languages. Some I can recognise, some I can't. Truth be told, I've listened in more than once. He even muttered a bit today, when Evan and I were drawing on him. He's normal otherwise. For a given value of normal.’
He fell silent. Solace sat for a moment, taking everything in. Despite having come to terms with her own weirdness, Manx's unexpected honesty had both touched and confronted her. As he watched from the corner of one eye, she realised that it was her turn to speak, and that, what's more, she'd known all along what she was going to say.
‘I'm a vampire,’ she announced bluntly. ‘Or the nearest practical equivalent.’ Haltingly, she told him about her abilities, about finding the Gadfly, even recounting the story of Kelly and the table. She did not, however, mention the faceless man in the alley, whose presence had so unnerved her. Throughout her rambling narrative, Manx listened attentively, letting Solace speak on uninterrupted until, quite suddenly, there was nothing left to say, and night had fallen. Behind them, the opening chords of ‘Bohemian Like You’ filled the air, accompanied by plastic crackles as Tryst and Claire discreetly cleared away rubbish. Sensing a Deep and Meaningful in progress, the others had let Manx and Solace talk in relative privacy – relative, in that Evan and Jess had both strolled slowly past, grinning in their direction, while Paige had speculated loudly as to their reasons for sitting alone; private, in that no one had actually overheard anything. It was an occasionally frustrating compromise, but workable.
‘You know,’ said Manx, when Solace was done, ‘I wish I knew why people like us existed. I mean, I get why we stay secret – that's only commonsense – but there's got to be some, some reason for everything.’
‘You mean, like… God?’
‘Maybe.’ Manx shrugged, suddenly awkward. ‘Just because my parents were wrong about me, that doesn't mean they're wrong about everything else, you know?’
Solace opened her mouth to reply, but thought better of it. What do I believe in? It was strange to realise she didn't know. Instead, she reached across and tentatively took Manx's hand. Flashing a grateful half-smile, he squeezed her palm again, leaving Solace wondering how physical contact could so simply convey so much.
‘Hey!’ called Evan, finally breaking the moment. ‘We still on for tomorrow?’
‘Tomorrow? What's on tomorrow?’ asked Paige, before Solace could answer. Evan poked out his tongue at her.
‘Secret warehouse business! Only those in the know may know, you know?’
‘Pssht!’ Paige waved a dismissive hand and turned back to Harper. As Evan was still waiting, Manx flipped him a thumbs-up. Evan grinned, nodded and went back to rubbish duty.
‘Guess we're going ahead with it, then.’ Manx exhaled. ‘You never know. Something interesting might happen.’
‘Maybe,’ said Solace, but inside, the Vampire Cynic was oddly cautious.
Interesting isn't the same as safe.

Solace dreamed. Around her was darkness – not the black of a night sky, which has an open clarity, but the obfuscating, cobweb-oppression of shadow. Uncertainly, she walked forward. Her feet were bare, and the dream was sensory: asphalt pinched the soles of her feet, sometimes crumbling into the sharp asymmetry of individual rocks. A road, then. Momentarily, something grey flickered alongside her vision, there and gone like a wisp of smoke. The cause of it wasn't clear, but something in the action jogged her recent memory.
The alleyway. As if the act of naming were an invocation, parts of the surrounding dark resolved themselves into lighter shadows – walls, bins, guttering – until her observation was made fact. The nape of her neck tingled. Solace felt her breath catch. She was too close, she realised – the faceless man was here, and she was too close. Unable to turn, she tried to walk backwards, but each step was like trying to free a gumboot stuck knee-deep in mud, slow and ineffectual.
From farther up the alley came the sound of dry laughter, like a skitter of autumn leaves. Solace felt the pulse leap in her throat. It was the faceless man, but this time, even his silhouette was invisible, so that all she knew of his presence was a measured, steady footfall and his rasping mirth. She struggled anew to free herself, but the faceless man came on, closer and closer, until it seemed that any moment he would step free of whatever force shrouded him, whole and terrible.
But the revelation never came. Instead, he stopped what felt like a scant metre from Solace, near enough that the sound of his breathing skirled around her in a rank breeze. She'd never been so terrified, but now her legs wouldn't even twitch, remaining as motionless as if she'd turned to marble from the heart down.
‘Who are you?’ she whispered.
Laughter came back, different this time; but before Solace could ask again, the faceless man began to sing:
‘First is in rage and the act of sorrow,
Second is many the present keeps,
Third has an eye to a dark tomorrow,
Fourth is locked in dreaming deeps,
And fifth is sixth; but when you wake
How many hearts are yet to break ?’
His voice was soft, the cadence lilting. Deprived of vision, Solace nonetheless felt his hand extend towards her. She screamed, or tried to; the pain of it caught in her chest, bubbling and shrieking as she forced herself backwards, away from both words and touch.
Enough!> said an unfamiliar voice. Something shoved roughly at Solace's body. Her paralysis vanished – as did the ground. Tumbling, she fell through a hole in the earth, the last words of the dream song spinning through her consciousness.

‘Solace!’
‘Mmph?’
Blearily, she opened her eyes. Manx was leaning over her.
‘You okay? You were having a nightmare. Kicked me right in the leg.’
‘I was?’ Sleep beckoned. Distantly, she heard a cat cry. Something prickled at the top of her spine, nagging as a loose tooth, but she shook it off. ‘Sorry. I'm all right now. He's gone.’
‘He? Who's gone?’
But sleep had already claimed her.




Lukin
Leaving the warehouse the following morning, any qualms Solace might have felt about returning the surveys were swiftly erased by the physical pressure of daylight. Although the temperature was cool, the sun beamed down unhindered through a sharp blue sky, piercing her like a javelin. Within fifteen minutes, she had begun to feel a little as though she were dreaming and a lot like she was drunk, with the added hindrance of not being able to see straight. Swaying, she tripped and fell between Jess and Electra, who caught her by the arms.
‘Have a nice trip?’ Jess asked, grinning slyly.
Solace made a face.
By the time they reached the Town Hall steps, the sun was high in the sky, Evan was complaining about a blister on his heel and Solace was more than ready to drop. It was a small mercy that, as advertised, the students were where they'd said they'd be, collecting and handing out their strange surveys. Spotting Manx, one of the duo, who sported improbably blue hair and a pierced eyebrow, grinned and waved.
‘Hey, man. You're back. Hey, Fin! Those guys are, like, back!’
‘Hey!’ said Fin, sauntering over. He was lanky, lean as well as tall, and awkward-seeming, like a foal that hadn't yet grown into its legs. His face was square and handsome, with a flop of sandy-coloured hair perpetually falling into hazel, green-flecked eyes. For a moment, he stared at Solace. She stared back. A kind of weird tension hovered in the air, something nobody else noticed but which, she felt sure, was far from imagined: something tangible and distinctly Tricksy, like her reaction to sunlight. And then, just as suddenly, whatever-it-was had passed, blinked away like a grain of sand as Fin shook hands with Manx, chatting amiably as Evan passed him their forms. They were slightly scrunched, owing to having spent the journey in his pocket, but otherwise intact, which, as Electra kindly pointed out, was a double miracle when combined with the fact that he'd remembered them at all. Evan grumbled at that and rolled his eyes when her back was turned.
Accepting the papers with a grateful smile, Fin slipped their surveys into a plump manila folder – clearly, they weren't the only respondents – and then, to Electra's evident surprise, reached for a nearby cashbox, opened it, and withdrew five twenty dollar notes, handing one to each of them. Blinking, Electra stared at this unexpected bounty, looking from it to the others.
‘Told you so,’ said Evan, smugly.
Electra shrugged.
‘Weirdest thing,’ said Blue-Hair, noting this exchange. ‘I've done a few of these survey gigs before, right, and usually no one cares. You flag someone down, they keep walking – pretty much, if they don't fill one out while you're watching, they don't fill one out at all, money or not. But these ones, people can't get enough of them. I ran out yesterday, and almost every one came back. It's odd.’
Evan raised an eyebrow. ‘No offence, but have you actually read them?’
‘Dude,’ said Blue-Hair. ‘No offence, but it's a survey. A sociology survey. Like I care!’
‘Why?’ asked Fin, curious. ‘What's special about them?’
‘Look for yourself,’ said Evan.
Frowning, Fin reached across to a different folder and plucked out an unmarked form. He looked bored right up until the end of question eight, at which point he started blinking, moving his lips as he read and making small but nonetheless audible noises.
‘Um,’ he said, eventually. ‘Um. Right. Yes. I think – and you answered this?’
‘Yes,’ said Jess, grinning broadly. ‘All of us.’
It wouldn't have been unreasonable for Fin to laugh at them, scoff or make a sarcastic aside, particularly if – as seemed to be the case – he was normal himself. Instead, he gulped and ran a hand down his face; Jess's emphasis had apparently not gone unheeded. Again, his gaze flashed to Solace, but his expression was unreadable.
‘Look,’ Fin said. He reached down and picked up the folder of completed surveys, handling them gingerly. There was a quaver in his voice. He coughed. ‘Um. I think – I think you should come with me. All of you. Now.’
Solace raised her brows at Manx, who nodded. As though this exchange constituted group agreement, Fin motioned towards the Town Hall steps, already ushering the others forward. Blue-Hair, who'd watched his friend read the survey with the kind of special, aloof disinterest cats normally reserve for garden slugs, blinked at the sudden eddy of people and remembered where he was.
‘Hey! What're you doing?’
‘Just wait!’ Fin called, distracted. Blue-Hair sighed dramatically and picked up the discarded surveys, watching with boredom and a little resentment as the others filed away and up the steps.
Once inside, Fin rushed them through a passageway to the left, all but tripping over his own feet in the process. Solace had never seen the hall's interior before, and despite the strangeness of the situation, she found herself craning her head to stare at the vaulted ceiling and wide windows of the central reception room, a tourist in her own city. Fin ushered them past it all too quickly, hurrying jerkily down the side hall as though, despite his own urgency, he wasn't actually sure where he was leading them. Then his eyes lit on an unobtrusive door. Given its location on the right-hand wall and the fact that they were now a few metres above street level, it should have led to a narrow room between the wall and the main auditorium, and yet, when Fin opened it and stepped through, an impossible depth seemed to swallow them for the second it took to cross the threshold, disorienting as an eclipse. Then the world swam back, revealing a room which, far from being part of the Town Hall, couldn't possibly have existed.
For one thing, the windows were showing a different view.
‘Um,’ said Evan, looking around them.
They seemed to be in a classroom; which is to say, the place looked like a classroom up until the point at which it became apparent that, owing to the myriad different objects filling every corner, there would be little or no room for actual students. As Fin shuffled forward, Solace noted a stuffed panther cub, a strange, aesthetically elongated human skull, a jar full of what appeared to be bright white light, a sack of potatoes overflowing onto the floor, a female shop dummy wearing a coat of chain mail, and a glass-fronted terrarium containing no less than three medium-sized, glossy brown snakes, all of them asleep. Old-fashioned wooden desks, secured in rows to the floor, dissected the room into a series of crowded aisles, while large, tropical-seeming ferns in earthenware pots clustered along the walls, waving and glowing gently like a miniature rainforest. Behind all this kerfuffle lurked a low, dark desk covered with paper, knick-knacks and books. It took Solace a moment to realise that someone was bending down behind it, and another moment still before she saw that Fin was wide-eyed and nervy, as if he too had never seen this room before and was just as surprised by its impossibility as everyone else. Either that, or he was a very good actor.
‘I don't – I didn't – this was different,’ he said plaintively. Evan patted his arm.
‘Don't worry,’ he said, cheerfully. ‘I'm sure you'll cope.’
‘But I need to ask –’
‘Ah!’ exclaimed a voice from behind the desk, cutting Fin off. A head appeared. After a few muffled curses and some shuffling, a man emerged from the clutter. Solace fought the urge to laugh. At first glance, he seemed to be in his mid-sixties: thin, bony and energetic, with a shock of ginger hair frizzing out from around a shiny bald pate. A pair of silver spectacles – it was impossible to think of them as glasses – perched on his nose, providing a sparkling contrast to his less-than-pristine lab coat, which, unbuttoned and knee-length, showed glimpses of the blue velvet vest, cream-coloured shirt and flecked tweed trousers worn beneath. The man blinked, pausing to survey the group before flapping a busy hand at Fin.
‘Out,’ he said.
‘Uh, I, Professor, what –’
‘Out!’ he repeated, with strong, somewhat manic cheerfulness, simultaneously beckoning the others. Manx and Evan exchanged bemused smiles; Jess suppressed a giggle. Solace and Electra were still busy taking in both the stranger's appearance and the room itself: new oddments and bits of bric-a-brac kept leaping into individual focus, such as the collection of wicker pig statuettes arranged lovingly atop a rusty oil drum. Fin bobbed nervously in place for a few seconds before deciding that discretion was clearly the better part of valour, dropping the surveys carefully on a desk and then bolting, looking for all the world as though he were about to throw up. There was a soft snick as the door swung shut behind him. The stranger watched him exit, blinked again, and then turned back to everyone else.
‘Right,’ he said. ‘Now. Let me see your answers. Sit!’
Without waiting for a response, he picked up the papers that Fin had left behind and began to read through them. After a moment's hesitation, Solace shrugged, pulled out one of the wooden chairs and sat; the others copied her gesture. Beyond the initial scraping and shuffling this created, there was a prolonged pause as their eccentric host delved into their surveys. He was not, however, silent, punctuating this task with little clicks and trills of his tongue, uttering the occasional gruff, breathy chuckle or otherwise shaking his head. At long last, however, he finished the final page, put the whole pile down on top of the snake terrarium and then leaned against a desk.
‘Well. You're certainly a colourful lot, aren't you? So! Who's going to be the first to ask me who I am and what I'm playing at, eh?’
He smiled. The professor, as Fin had called him, possessed a thin, friendly, crinkled face and a very broad mouth, although his eyes were slightly bulbous. He was looking at them all with such earnest concern that Solace, at least, felt moved to break the confused silence.
‘You wrote the surveys?’ she hazarded. ‘And you're a… sociologist.’ She uttered this last with some scepticism, eyes lighting on a half-collapsed pile of ageing Playboy magazines. If the professor followed her gaze, he didn't show it, preferring instead to doff a nonexistent hat in her direction.
‘Well done! My name is Lukin – Professor Lukin – and I am, indeed, responsible for these.’ He tapped the surveys and frowned. ‘Although why young Finlay brought you to me is something of a mystery. Would anyone care to shed some light?’
‘Not sure,’ said Manx, glancing at the others. ‘He just said he wanted to talk to us.’ He took a breath. ‘Actually, I'm not sure he knew you were in here. What with the, uh… I mean, the windows…’
‘We're not in Kansas anymore,’ Electra finished, bluntly.
Lukin laughed. ‘No, indeed you're not, assuming your “Kansas” refers strictly to the Town Hall. We are, in fact, still in Sydney; more precisely, at the illustrious University of the same name, in my office – or rather, what passes for my office. Things do have a tendency to accumulate. Er –’
‘Not to interrupt, but how the hell did we get here?’ Evan demanded, crossing his arms. ‘And why the surveys? Because honestly, I'm quite interested.’
‘Really?’ Lukin brightened considerably. Given that he hadn't been demonstrably un-bright to begin with, the resulting enthusiasm was like turning up the wattage on a halogen bulb to somewhere near the intensity of a small sun. Any objections, questions or comparable vocal utterances on the part of his audience melted away like so much cheap ice-cream, leaving the professor master of his strange and cluttered class.
And so, with barely a breath of hesitation, he told them about the Rare: sentient beings who started out human and ended up something else. He spoke about the myriad folklores, myths and fantasies which attempted, often unsuccessfully, to document their kind and of how, despite the advances in modern science, their origin was still unknown, let alone the logic of who inherited what, or why. It was small wonder, really, when most people refused encountered bar one. And as for her friends –
‘Stop!’
It was Evan. The interjection was so abrupt that Solace actually jumped. Lukin did a double take and snapped back, somewhat guiltily, into an awareness of his surroundings.
‘Apologies,’ he mumbled. ‘Chance to lecture, force of habit, and so on. Too many years in the faculty lounge can do that, I'm afraid.’ He coughed.
‘That was… whoa.’ Jess shook her head. ‘Is brain-spasm a word? Because it really should be.’
‘Thanks, Professor,’ said Manx, standing quickly. The others followed suit. ‘That's certainly something to think about. But we should probably be going.’
‘Of course,’ said Lukin. He seemed to have shrunk, his enthusiasm turned to a negative polarity. Suddenly, he was little more than a harmless, lonely old man; and Solace, who knew about loneliness, pitied him. ‘It's just… no.’
‘What?’ asked Solace, hesitating under the guiding pull of Manx's hand. ‘What were you going to say?’
‘Well.’ Lukin exhaled, sharply and disappointedly, through his teeth. ‘Some colleagues and I – all from different fields – we've worked up a series of simple tests for Rarity. Data-gathering, that sort of thing. Completely non-invasive. I've petitioned the university to let me ask for contact details on the surveys, so I can reach suitable candidates, but they haven't okayed it yet – stubborn bureaucrats, always tentative – it's paying work, mind you, fifty dollars each for an afternoon's work, and not much work at that – it's just so difficult to find people…’
Silence filled the classroom for a good fifteen seconds, stretching out like a flat horizon of awkwardness. Lukin looked from face to face, fingers twitching, eyes wide.
Then Manx spoke. ‘Fifty dollars each?’
‘Each,’ said Lukin, firmly. ‘And a copy of the findings when I'm done.’
Slowly, Manx looked around the room. ‘I can't speak for everyone. Either we all decide, or none.’ When no one contradicted this, he nodded, once, as a confirmation.
Lukin leaned calmly back on his desk and waited.
Jess was next to respond. She gave a lopsided shrug and grinned, swinging her dark hair as if to say, ‘Why not?’
Electra glanced from Manx to Lukin, from Lukin to Jess and back again, before nodding assent, chin tilted.
Evan spread his hands and smiled, easygoing as ever.
That only left Solace. She hesitated, sizing up the professor. Something in his manner nagged at her, a contradiction she couldn't place, but for once the Vampire Cynic was silent. She looked at Manx and remembered their conversation in the park. ‘Okay,’ she said.
Lukin clapped his hands. ‘Excellent!’ Moved by enthusiasm, he leapt up so sharply that the nearby terrarium rocked gently on its bench, prompting the serpentine occupants to raise their heads and blink their milky-gold false-eyes in confusion, scenting the glass urgently with their tongues. Slightly embarrassed, Lukin turned and gave the lid a reassuring pat.
‘Excellent,’ he said again, more sedately. ‘Well! Here's what to do. Follow –’ he reached over to his desk, rummaged around blindly in the mound of loose paper, and plucked out a handful of sheets, ‘– these instructions on the date listed, show up at the correct location, and we'll take it from there.’ He glanced at the door, and somehow made the gesture into an obvious sign of dismissal. ‘Good luck!’
With the wary reluctance of students leaving an exam they're not quite sure they've passed, the friends slunk out. Solace came last of all, and left with two distinct impressions: firstly, that Lukin had winked at her, and secondly, that his classroom smelled unusually like a meat locker, so that her final thoughts were focused on the scent of flesh gone frozen. Why didn't I notice before?
Once through the door, they found themselves back in the Town Hall. Ready this time for the transition, Solace was sure she could feel a slight whooshing sensation as she passed over the threshold. Nobody spoke, which was hardly surprising, but just before they wandered back out into the sunlight, Manx took her hand and gave it a squeeze.
‘I know,’ she murmured.
Manx bared his slightly feline teeth. An almost-grin.
The Town Hall steps were as crowded as ever, bustling with people waiting for other people, representatives from various charities attempting to solicit the general public and one or two drunks who hadn't quite made it to the nearby benches before falling over. Glancing around, Solace noticed that while Blue-Hair was still handing out surveys with all the enthusiasm of an undergraduate being paid to stay out of class, a pale and worried-looking Fin was now seated against a nearby column, striving to complete a survey himself. Something about the image nagged at her, but, as with Lukin, she couldn't put her finger on why.
‘Sod it,’ she said, defiantly. ‘I –’
‘Ooh!’ shouted Evan, pointing across the street. ‘That guy is giving away free noodles!’
‘Lord, here he goes,’ Jess murmured.
‘Come on,’ sighed Manx. ‘We might as well.’
And so, as was only to be expected, off they went.




A Visit From Sharpsoft
For a long while after the group of Rare had left, Professor Erasmus Lukin sat at his desk, hands spraddled flat on the paperwork, lost in thought. Apart from the gentle tick tick tick of an antique clock, the room was silent. At one point he rose, walking over to the terrarium and lifting out Columbus, the largest of his snakes, draping him over his neck before sitting again. As if in jealousy, the smaller two, Philo and Rufus, hissed softly, bumping the glass with their blunt, copper-coloured noses before subsiding. Columbus pulsed and shifted, stretching idly whenever Lukin reached up to stroke him. Occasionally, the professor would pick up the five completed surveys and leaf through them, reading without reading. Always his eye was drawn back to a single form, written in the scrawl of someone who had filled it out, to use his late mother's favourite expression, one hand kneeling.
‘Solace,’ he said, out loud. When nothing came of it, he gave a short laugh. The name alone would have been a coincidence, but a vampire? It has to be her. Distracted, he flexed his shoulders, the better to accommodate Columbus. The thought scared him as much as thrilled him. One part of his work was done, which was always satisfying – the surveys had worked exceptionally well, with Mikhail's enchantment compelling both humans and Rare to answer truthfully. The data would have been no good to him if idiot college kids decided to play along for a couple of laughs, if the truly powerful kept silent, if anyone over or under exaggerated. Mikhail had been drained, of course, but all for the greater purpose. The greater good. From atop his shoulder, Columbus hissed.
The problem was – well, it wasn't so much a problem as a reluctance. Having found the girl, he'd have to call Sharpsoft, and Sharpsoft wasn't so much unsettling as possessed of some bizarre, lizard-like quality so far beyond unsettling that it had just about come out the other side. Sharpsoft made Erasmus Lukin nervous, and as there were precious few things on Earth of which this could be said, the fact of it made him angry. Sharpsoft was unfathomable, mysterious, and therefore profoundly untrustworthy. Still, the professor was forced to concede his usefulness. Beggars can't be choosers, he thought, and academics do not choose their bedfellows. How long have I worked for such a chance? There is more at stake here than petty personal preference, and I would do well to remember it.
As would Sharpsoft.
Columbus slithered down his arm and onto the floor with a soft, serpentine plop. Lukin wiped the sweat from his brow, and after rummaging around in the jungle of his desk for the telephone, made a call.

It was late noon. As usual, nobody was awake at the warehouse. After their meeting with Lukin the previous day, Evan had led them on a wild goose chase for free food which, predictably enough, had ended at the Gadfly. It hadn't been a big night, but they were tired, and everyone slept deeply as a result. Jess and Evan lay sprawled in the lounge like a discarded mess of limbs, each breathing in time to the other's gentle snores, while upstairs, Manx, Electra and Solace slept on Electra's big bed. All but forgotten by his housemates, Glide, wrapped in his usual stupor, sleep-swore softly and sporadically in a combination of Spanish, Aramaic and Icelandic. Given the obscurity of the mixture, it would have been reasonable to suppose that, even had someone been awake and listening, they would have had difficulty in identifying all three languages – unless, of course, that person not only comprehended all three, but was close enough to make out Glide's muttered words.
Such a person was, in fact, present, although not yet known to the denizens of the warehouse. The stranger was male and of indeterminate age: six feet tall, perhaps a little over, with light, soft skin, and glossy white-blond hair. His eyes were easily his oddest feature: each iris two-toned, half silver, half gold, split cleanly and definitively on the diagonal around a pupil not black, but dark purple. He was covered almost entirely by a bleached, bone-white leather coat, noticeably heavy and falling from a high, folded collar to just above the floor, partially concealing the toes of two massive, green-black boots. Dexterous, solid-looking hands, calloused and with perfectly square nails, rested on opposite forearms, while the stranger's sharp jaw, high cheekbones and expressive mouth gave the distinct impression of strength.
Seemingly bored of Glide, he turned noiselessly from the room and padded unerringly down the hallway to where Solace, Electra and Manx were collapsed in sleep. The door was closed, but unlocked, and slid silently open at his touch.
Upon entering, he scanned the room, despite the fact that the three occupants were in clear view on the only piece of furniture. Eventually, he gave a short nod of satisfaction. Without waking either Manx or Electra, he sat next to Solace on the left-hand side of the bed and snapped his fingers.
Solace woke. To her credit, the sight of such a strange man on her bed resulted in neither panic nor hysteria. Instead, she sat up slowly, took note of her sleeping friends and met his gaze, uncertain but not threatened. Abruptly, her groggy senses detected a change in the room, but without providing any intuitive data as to the source. In the same way that a wound does not hurt until the injured party looks down and sees it, this provoked a singularly unusual fizzing sensation in Solace's bones, as though their marrow had been mysteriously transmuted into Pop Rocks. Tilting her head, she stared hard at her impromptu visitor, studying him in the sure and certain knowledge that he was responsible for whatever-it-was. To this effect, her eyes asked a question. When no answer was forthcoming, she spoke.
‘Who are you?’
The man smiled. His teeth were very white, but only a little pointed, as if he wanted people to notice the difference and perhaps wonder how much sharper they were capable of becoming.
‘That,’ he said, ‘is not a helpful question.’
Distantly, Solace found herself thinking that his voice sounded like mahogany. Realising the absurdity of the analogy, she still clung to it. A mahogany voice. Slightly irked by his answer, she crossed her arms and lifted her chin.
‘Humour me.’
The smile widened. ‘My name is Sharpsoft. Who you are, however – that is a much better question.’
‘I'm Solace,’ she said, more calmly than seemed appropriate. Somewhere, her hindbrain was screaming dangerdangerdanger like a tiny neural siren, but her fight/flight reflex had, it seemed, been temporarily disabled by higher curiosity.
Sharpsoft grinned and shook his head. His ghost-hair danced and shivered. ‘That is only your name, little nomad,’ he said. ‘And though important, a name is not who.’
‘Then what is?’
‘Heritage. Look at me.’
Solace looked. His eyes were hypnotic in their oddness. Where Manx's colours were merely mismatched, this queer combination of silver and gold and purple was something entirely else, unnatural and metallic. The more she stared, the more she felt sure that they were spinning; that the diagonal divide was really a flicker, like the deceptively slow metal line of a whirling helicopter blade. Solace felt herself wax and wane and stumble. In her mind, Sharpsoft's eyes had grown larger and brighter, until they burned and turned like suns in mutual orbit and the rest of the room was forgotten.
‘Who are you?’
‘I –’
‘Answer.’
And then, quite simply, she knew. Her blood began to twitch beneath her skin, singing against the sizzle in her bones, pulling like a tide beneath the moon. Something welled up inside her, a memoryknowledge born of dreams and echoes and half-spun threads, sewing itself through the atoms of her flesh. Solace spoke, and her voice came from somewhere distant.
‘I am the daughter of Lord Aaron and Lady Morgause Eleuthera of Starveldt.’
She opened her eyes, unaware of having closed them. Sharpsoft's large hands had enclosed her own, and were radiating heat. He was smiling.
‘Eleuthera,’ she murmured. ‘That's my name. Not Solace Morgan. Solace Eleuthera.’
‘There,’ he told her. ‘You are whole.’
‘How did –’
‘Blood has its own memory; the blood of our kind, more so. The Lord and Lady made you. They died. You lived. And you are theirs. And so they did not die. I am pleased to meet you, Solace Morgan-becomeEleuthera. More than pleased. We will speak again, but at a better time – and that, I think, is a fitting gift. Yes. Until whenever, lady.’
And in one fluid motion, Sharpsoft knelt by the bedside, kissed her fingertips, winked, and then – Solace was not entirely sure how – he was gone, his odd pronouncement left hovering in the air like an indecisive bird. She blinked, and then found that she was lying in bed, as if she'd never sat up, as if Sharpsoft's visit were only a dream. Manx and Electra breathed softly on the mattress beside her, their own placid rhythms inviting sleep. But Solace was no longer tired.
She rose, shutting the door silently as she slipped into the hall. Her fingers ached oddly from Sharpsoft's kiss, an icy burn, as though she'd plunged them into frost. Passing by Glide's room, the skin at the top of her spine began to tingle. She stopped, listened, waited. Carefully, she opened the door and peered in, hugging the frame.
Face down, Glide was passed out on the bed, his head turned slightly to one side. His lips were moving. Remembering what Manx had said about different languages and dreams, she stepped into the room. It wasn't as if she'd be able to understand him, but she was curious as to whether or not it was true. As she struggled to listen, the diverse sounds tickled her ears. Was the cadence familiar? Abruptly, the room seemed to spin sideways, and for a moment Solace was so dizzy that she almost fell. Her hand throbbed, sending a barb of frozen pain shooting up through her arm, shoulder, neck, jaw, skull. Staggering, she was pierced by a moment of utter uncertainty – who am I? – and then, just as bizarrely, reality clicked back into place, and her sense of self with it. Shaking a little, she straightened. The disorientation had been so sudden and inexplicable that it almost might not have happened: except that it had, she knew it had. Frowning, she leaned closer to Glide, wondering if the strange vertigo had affected him too. As best she could tell, he hadn't even moved; he was still dreaming. Puzzled, she made one more effort at listening – and stepped back, shocked.
The words made sense.
She blinked, touched her ears, blinked again. The words weren't English: she was translating. The content of the dialogue didn't even register: the fact of her comprehension was strange enough. She backed away, infinitely more frightened by this sudden burgeoning of talent than she'd ever been of Sharpsoft, but found she was unable to leave the room. Curiosity pinned her like a tack to a noticeboard, until, breath quickening, she forced herself close again. As she listened, Glide switched languages; once, twice, Hebrew to Latin, Latin to Arabic. His voice was thick with sleep, the pronunciation muddled and scrunched, but intelligible. And yet Glide, despite his use of real languages, was talking random nonsense, disconnected sentences strung one after the other like flotsam on a fisherman's line, dialect changing almost with each new thought.
‘Save the eldest,’ he whispered. ‘But, no – she oughtn't have come. It's dangerous. What price for the one at left? More trouble than it's worth. If Simru finds out, there'll be more than tax to pay. We'll burn an offering. Need a new mizzen-mast after the last storm. Come home safely. Please.’
Fragments, she thought. They're all fragments.
More puzzled still and similarly shaken, Solace finally left the room, making sure to pull the door shut behind her. How much strangeness did this new life hold? Moving automatically, she headed downstairs, focusing on the familiar. Sunlight was valiantly struggling into the lounge through the cluttered skylight, although neither Jess nor Evan was in a fit state to notice, both still sprawled in sleep. For a moment, Solace wondered if she should wake up Manx and tell him what had happened, but decided against it. No. Until she knew what was going on and what (if anything) it meant, there was no need to tell anyone. No need to create a fuss.
She realised she was hungry – even more so than usual, and probably, she considered, due to shock. This being in her power to remedy, she headed for the kitchen.
Somewhat ironically, the fridge proved to be empty with the exception of, for reasons probably best left unexplained, a half-empty packet of bicarbonate of soda, two hard-boiled eggs, an old blue sneaker and several giant snake lollies. After brief deliberation, Solace took a snake, chewing thoughtfully on its head. Strange things were happening. She wasn't sure that Sharpsoft was any more reliable than Lukin, but speaking her parents’ names aloud had filled her with a calming resonance, something that went bone-deep and well beyond her ability to doubt the truth of it. Blood has a memory. Were her parents vampires? Human? Another kind of Rare, as Lukin had called them? And where, or what, was Starveldt? Solace had the grumpy, aftershock-inspired thought that if she was heir to some kind of treacherous Romanian castle, she'd like to be told properly, thank you very much, not just given its name by an odd-eyed, overly-tall stranger. She swallowed the rest of her snake and was contemplating risking an egg when someone groaned into wakefulness on the lounge.
‘Morning, Evan,’ she called, without looking around.
‘How'd you know?’ her friend asked, rubbing the back of his head. Solace smiled, only too happy to be distracted.
‘You make a clicking noise in the back of your throat when you wake up, just before the sounds of horror. It's quite distinctive.’
‘Some psychic I am,’ Evan grumbled. ‘At least Jess can foresee the future. What can I do? Skim emotions off the tops of empty heads, which is nothing your average psychologist couldn't do. Dragonfly to a sea of stagnant ponds, me.’ He knuckled his eyes, looking blearily at Solace. ‘But then, I've never properly tried to do anything else. Perhaps I might really be useful and just not know it.’
‘It's possible.’ Solace frowned. ‘What do you mean, you've never tried to do anything else? Aren't you curious? Haven't you ever –’ she waved a hand, walking away from the kitchen, ‘– you know. Experimented?’
‘Not really. There was never that much of a need.’ He shrugged laconically. ‘Effort is nowhere near my middle name. Besides, what Jess can do is so much more… real, somehow. I never needed proof that I wasn't making it up – she was the proof. I mean, after your big sister has known to keep you out of school on the day your personal bully finally drops off the deep end and puts two other kids in hospital, doubt is pretty much non-existent.’
‘I suppose…’
‘Eh.’ Evan yawned. ‘I'll get around to it.’ Craning his head, he nodded towards the fridge. ‘Any breakfast?’
‘A couple of hard-boiled eggs. Not much else.’
‘Rats. Is Electra up?’
‘Not yet.’
‘Double rats. I should've stayed asleep.’
‘My heart bleeds.’
‘As well it should.’ He yawned again, scratching his neck. ‘You know, I should just ask Jess to do a week's forecast for me so I'll know when to bother getting up. Not that I bother much already, but – you know. A penny saved is a penny earned, and by “penny” I mean “as yet unidentified unit of physical exertion relative to my lack of breakfast”. Why go through a crap day if you don't have to? Unless there's one of those time-loop things going on, like in Twelve Monkeys. You ever see that film?’
‘Seers can tell the future,’ Solace said, somewhat dumbly.
Evan snorted. ‘Not exactly what I asked, but points for being quick on the uptake. So?’
‘So, we don't know enough about Lukin to be able to trust him. Anything could happen. We're flying blind.’ She almost added a comment about Sharpsoft and Glide, but checked herself in time.
Evan sighed. ‘And this is relevant why?’
‘Because,’ said Solace, patiently, ‘I think we should wake up Jess.’

It was some minutes before anything happened. While Evan roused his sister into consciousness via the entertaining but none-too-kind means of dripping cold water onto her face, Solace went upstairs to wake Manx and Electra. When the three of them trooped downstairs again, it was to find Jess sitting smugly on the lounge while Evan stood bare-chested at the sink, wringing out his shirt and muttering imprecations.
Solace raised an eyebrow at Jess, who grinned.
‘Old family proverb: he who waketh with water gets doused with water.’
‘Sounds fair to me,’ said Solace, not quite managing to keep a straight face. ‘Did Evan tell you my idea?’
‘About doing a reading to see what'll happen with Lukin? It was somewhere in between his laughing like a five-year-old boy and squealing like a five-year-old girl, but I got the gist.’
Manx, who'd been in the middle of a rather impressive yawn, made a strangled choking sound, the unfortunate result of trying to laugh with a momentarily locked jaw.
‘Will it work?’ Electra asked, turning to Jess.
The seer shrugged. ‘Maybe or not. I can try and focus on a specific event, but there's no guarantee I won't start talking about something else entirely, or nothing at all. It's an imprecise science.’ She paused. ‘And yet still more commonsensical than homeopathy.’
‘Nothing to lose, then,’ said Manx. He glanced with amusement towards the sole occupant of the kitchen. ‘Except, apparently, our shirts.’
‘Hah,’ grunted Evan, finally giving up and wandering over, scowling only a little. Grinning, Jess turned back to Solace.
‘Anything specific I should look for? Or would it be better to scry the day itself, bearing in mind that I may end up describing your fiftieth birthday?’
‘Look for –’ Solace considered it, ‘– something hidden. Lukin was holding something back. He seemed harmless enough, but I'd rather be safe than sorry.’
Especially given this morning, she added silently. A part of her still felt guilty about not mentioning Sharpsoft, but Lukin was, she told herself, the more pressing concern, and besides which, she wasn't exactly sure how to bring him up. Despite their cautious vote in favour of the professor's tests, Solace was worried that the others thought Manx overcautious. It was a relief to be proven wrong.
‘Right,’ said Jess. ‘I guess that's my cue.’
Stretching, she walked over to the table and proceeded to gather up the mess of bones, stones, beads, shells and feathers that conspired to clutter the surface. When she finally sat down again, cross-legged, her hands were cupped in her lap and full to overflowing. Almost as an afterthought, she craned her head back and looked at Solace.
‘I thought you said you could see the future, too? When we did the surveys?’
‘Technically, yes, but not on command. I can't exactly make myself dream a true dream, or I would – but you can do this at will. Or so Evan tells me.’
Her friend sighed impishly, blue eyes sparkling. ‘As you wish, my buttercup.’
Turning back to the table, Jess cleared a space and closed her eyes, blocking out the sight of glasses, bongs, ashtrays and the ever-present skull with its ridiculous pink ribbon. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, almost imperceptibly, her lips and throat began to tremble with the low, soft cant of sound, more like a buzz or hum than actual words. The noise grew louder, broader – impossibly so, as Solace couldn't see how Jess was maintaining the cadence without pausing to breathe. As if sensing her question, Evan reached out and placed a hand gently on her shoulder.
‘Watch,’ he whispered.
With ritual slowness, Jess raised her arms, holding her cupped hands straight out in front of her body. Abruptly, the timbre of her murmur changed, a warm, soft tone now weaving its way through the dominant burr. Then three things happened at once: Jess's head snapped back sharply; a high, piercing, impossibly beautiful note was shot into the air; and her hands splayed out as she tossed the bones and oddments she'd been holding onto the table. Everyone craned to look as she swayed, coming loosely to her knees to bend over the patterns.
‘Sorrow – grief? – in a place both known and unknown. Dead who are dead but not dead die, but their grief lives on beyond knowledge and solace, beyond and before and beyond. Finding and taking, searching and hiding, blending and bleeding them dry, deep underground and far away, with a twisted sky.’
Jess's eyes were still closed, but her hands moved of their own accord over the table, touching this piece and that as her sing-song prophecy burned her tongue. Swift and deft, her fingers brushed a long, brown feather which, somewhat grotesquely, had landed in the left eye-socket of the skull. Suddenly, despite the ribbon, it didn't look so comic.
‘Blossoming life from the bones,’ she said. ‘Life that isn't, stolen lives and stolen time – grief is behind it all, grief which seeks solace.’ And then, in a different, deeper, impossibly male voice which made Evan jump and Electra swear, Jess spoke again.
‘Trust in the blood. What needs to be found and known will be known. Go to the place and time, but not before. Go!’
With a powerful shuddering spasm, Jess collapsed backwards, one hand knocking the skull to the floor. Evan and Solace leapt up almost as one person to grab her before she hit the ground, Manx and Electra following a split second after. Deadweight, Jess lolled in their arms. Her blue eyes rolled back in their sockets, fluttered and closed.
‘She's never done that before!’ Evan yelped. ‘She always snaps out of the trance!’
At Manx's quick suggestion, Jess was manhandled onto the couch, where she lay as if in a coma, her breathing slow and shallow. Evan was frantic, alternately shouting at her to wake up, slapping her cheeks when Electra couldn't grab his hands in time, or rambling his confusion. Desperate to do something, Solace grabbed Evan's wet shirt from the kitchen and sponged Jess's face, hoping the cold might wake her, but nothing happened. Ashen-faced, she turned to Manx.
‘We should get her to a hospital.’
‘And tell them what?’ Evan interrupted, angry with fright. ‘That she passed out after a prophecy? That this wasn't caused by drugs, even though there's probably still some in her system? We couldn't –’
‘What do you suggest, then?’ Electra snapped.
Evan went pale and quiet.
‘I think –’ Solace bit her lip. Her heart felt leaden with worry. ‘Maybe –’
‘Let me see her,’ said Glide.
Everyone jumped. No one had even heard him come downstairs, let alone noticed that he was standing in their midst. Solace wondered momentarily how long he'd been there. Had he been with them the whole time, seen everything unfold? Or had he only just arrived? Startled into silence, the four of them parted to let him through. For the first time, Solace noticed how he moved: slow, heavy and dreamlike, as if gravity worked more strongly on him than on everyone else. She shook her head and watched as he knelt down next to Jess's head, placing one hand on her breastbone and one on her face, his fingers pressing gently on her lips and eyes. Before she could recover her composure enough to ask what he was doing, what was happening, his eyelids shivered and closed, just as Jess's had done.
‘Oh, terrific!’ Evan shouted. ‘Now he's gone, too. Why don't we all pass out? Why not make a game of it?’
‘Shut up, Evan,’ said Electra, her voice calm and firm.
‘Have some water,’ said Manx, picking up a flask of whisky from the table and bringing it to his lips by way of show. Evan all but snatched it from him, tipping the whole thing back and drinking deeply before realising what it was, at which point he spluttered then gasped, clutching frantically at his throat.
A loud, unexpected boom rattled the warehouse, hard and sharp as a whip crack.
‘Awaken,’ said Glide, into the abrupt, shocked silence. All eyes turned to Jess. Her limp body twitched.
‘Is she –’ Solace began, but cut herself off at a look from Glide.
‘Many and many,’ Jess murmured. Slowly, her blue eyes opened. Seeing her friends, she let out a low chuckle, her eyelids slipping half-closed as she did so.
‘Has someone died?’
‘We thought you had!’ exclaimed Evan, somewhat indignantly, trying simultaneously to wipe alcohol off his chest and look daggers at Manx.
‘I'm not dead.’ Her voice sounded oddly soft, as if it were coming from a long way away. ‘Oh, Ev. It's like I'm made of glass. There's places where the walls are thin, and everyone on either side can see me. See through me. It's all so big, you'd never think that such small atoms held so much. But it's Christmas inside, all fairy lights and broken shells and the wrong side of mirrors. Everything twisted, bright. It's where she's trapped. He'll never let her out. The music stopped.’
‘Trapped? Who's trapped?’
‘Hmm?’ Jess smiled, vacant as a dropped doll. Boneless, her head lolled. Glide and Solace swapped a worried glance. ‘Nobody knows. The truth has turned to ash. It's a parlour trick. Can't tell you how it's done.’
‘She's delirious.’ Evan stared up at Glide, helpless and angry. ‘Sweet Jerusalem Clancy, Glide, what did you do to her?’
‘It'll wear off in a minute or two. Trust me.’ A brief pause; Glide put a hand on Evan's shoulder. ‘Please. She'll be fine. It's just the after-effects.’
‘After-effects of what, though?’ Electra muttered.
‘“Sweet Jerusalem Clancy”?’ mused Manx.
It was another five minutes before Jess truly began to come back to herself. As though she were sobering up from a week-long binge, she slowly regained proper control of her body and breathed more easily, silent after her initial ramblings. Throughout it all, Evan knelt at her side with Glide behind him, a mismatched pair of sentinels. No one spoke – not with words, anyway. By the time Jess finally sat up and looked around with clear, focused eyes, it felt like an aeon had passed.
‘I'm all right,’ she croaked. ‘That was –’ she managed a half-smile, ‘– deeply, deeply weird. I need a drink.’ Seeing Evan's face, she reached out and squeezed his hand. ‘Thanks for looking out for me, little brother. And thank you for bringing me back.’
Glide shrugged and smiled. ‘Don't mention it. You're not the only one in need of a drink. That was harder than it looked.’
‘Yes,’ said Evan coolly, finding his voice again. ‘Alcohol and an explanation sound like just what I need.’
‘The Gadfly, then?’ Jess suggested. Almost instantaneously, Evan's face changed from one of anger to comic disbelief.
‘But you almost died! You can't just, just – ’
‘Evan. In the absence of a doctor, if I say I'm alive and well enough to go out – no, look, please don't make that face, I'm fine! Where was I? Oh, right – then nobody, especially not my little brother, can deny me. Particularly, and this is important, particularly if said brother has no desire for me to recite the Pineapple Incident in detail. Is that clear?’
‘Crystal,’ Evan grudged, a thoroughly routed campaigner.
‘Pineapple Incident?’ queried Solace.
Jess made a face. ‘Don't ask.’
‘Don't tell,’ said Manx, quickly. As Evan glowered, Manx reached out and flung an arm around his bare shoulders.
‘Oh, cheer up! You like the Gadfly, remember? Tell you what – I'll even lend you a shirt.’
Evan disentangled himself from Manx and stormed off upstairs, although it was difficult to tell if this was inspired by genuine pique or mere theatricality. On the stairs, he turned to deliver a retort, but was caught off-balance by the sight of Manx waggling the whisky flask, and promptly forgot whatever clever thing he'd been about to say.
‘Your best shirt, dammit!’ he shouted instead.
Manx only grinned.




An Apple-Box Infinity
It was, Solace later thought, surreal.
After Evan came back downstairs – clad, as promised, in Manx's best shirt –they all smoothed the wrinkles out of their own clothing and trooped outside. To Solace's consternation, it was still early afternoon: since she'd woken up, so much had happened that it felt as if hours had passed, instead of less than one. This realisation left her feeling disoriented and oddly small, as though her encounters with Sharpsoft, Glide and Jess were diminished by dint of having occurred within such a short time frame. Sensing Solace's discomfort, Electra linked arms with her and grinned, which brought a measure of reassurance and prompted Solace to ask, given the hour, whether the Gadfly might be closed.
Electra shook her head. ‘You'd think so, but no – it's always open. At least, I've never seen it closed. Which is lucky for us, really; I can't remember the last time we kept normal hours.’
Also luckily, the weather was overcast, thereby sparing Solace the ironic hindrance of appearing drunk on sunlight before they could even reach the Gadfly. As they walked, she couldn't help but wonder about Glide, who had not only rescued Jess, but was thus far one hundred percent more lucid than anyone present was used to, chatting and laughing normally. With no polite way to broach the topic, however, she – and, it seemed, everyone else – was forced to push the thought aside, one more oddity in a day already brimming with surplus.
As promised, the club was open. They weren't even the only patrons, which Solace found surprising. Don't these people have homes to go to? she thought, and then realised, with a mental shrug, that the same question was equally applicable to them. That's different, the Vampire Cynic argued, but only half-heartedly.
Somewhat expectedly, Evan and Manx started up an argument as to who should buy the opening round; somewhat unexpectedly, it was Manx who lost, even agreeing to Evan's request for a large Long Island Ice Tea, which was inadvisable at the best of times. He returned laden with drinks, prompting an outburst of laughter as Evan all but downed his cocktail in a single gulp, gasping at the effort, which was, even by Gadfly standards, excessive.
‘Has my brother declared war on sobriety again?’ Jess asked, raising her brows as Evan set out on a solo trek to the bar. ‘Behold, my prophetic powers: woe unto any who sculleth the spirits, for verily, they are stupid.’
‘Well, it doesn't take a seer,’ Electra quipped.
‘True, but it doesn't not take a seer, either.’
There was a pause, during which this statement was given due consideration, and found lacking.
‘Huh?’ said Solace.
Airily, Jess waved a hand. ‘It'll come to you.’
‘All right,’ said Manx, taking a first sip of his own concoction. ‘We have our alcohol, but are still lacking an explanation. Which, by the way, I'm kind of curious about. So let's hear it.’
All eyes turned to Glide. Now that she'd managed a decent look at him, Solace was startled to realise that he was handsome: tall and broad-shouldered, with a sleepy tousle of chestnut-brown hair, dark green eyes, and a wide, slow smile, which he now turned on Manx. Leaning back, as if uncertain of where to start, Glide inhaled and spoke.
‘All right. So. The universe is made up of infinite realities. Everything which could ever happen, has ever happened, might ever happen and will ever happen, has already happened or is in the process of happening somewhere within it.’ He paused. When no one rushed to repudiate this statement, he nodded. ‘The thing is, though, that there's more than one kind of infinity. More than one level to it. And the only reason I could find Jess – no, look, I'll get to the rest of the actual how in a minute – the only reason I could find her is that she was in the simpler one.’
‘A simple infinity,’ echoed Manx.
‘A simpler infinity?’ queried Solace.
Glide nodded at them both. ‘Yes. How can I explain it? All right. Imagine an infinite line of little wooden boxes, about so big –’ he motioned with his hands, ‘– stretching away towards the horizon. Every time you think you've reached the last box, there's another one after it, right? Because that's what infinity means: that there's always one box more.’
‘Like a bottle of whisky!’ said Evan, staggering over with his arm around Phoebe's shoulders. Evan, it seemed, had met her at the bar, and was well on the way towards fulfilling the more recent of his sister's predictions, with another exorbitant cocktail in one hand and a foolish grin on his face.
‘Shut up, Evan,’ said Jess, pleasantly. She handed him some money. ‘If you're not interested in an explanation, then go and get more… drunk.’
Evan saluted cheerfully, somehow managing to spill none of his drink in the process. ‘Can and will do!’
He and Phoebe wandered away again. Glide watched them go, a smile twitching at the corner of his mouth, before continuing.
‘So. An infinity of little wooden boxes. And inside one of the boxes – one of the infinite boxes – is an apple. Now.’ He finished his drink. Jess handed him another one. ‘Imagine you're immortal. If you keep walking along the line of boxes, sooner or later, even if it takes you centuries, you will find the apple. Right?’
‘Right,’ they chorused.
‘Right,’ said Glide, nodding firmly. ‘But now imagine an infinite three-dimensional grid of boxes: height, width and depth. Even as an immortal, you could never find the apple, because there would be no way to conduct a coherent search of every single line.
‘When Jess was in her trance, she was looking down a linear march of infinite reality: one line of boxes. I could sense her doing it, which is why I came downstairs. But what you heard, that deep voice at the end? That was someone else – possibly something – which noticed, too. They spoke through Jess, and either intentionally or by accident, their presence broke her link to the here and now: the box she'd started from. Without it, she was floating through infinite threads of infinite realities – in the grid of boxes. If the push had been any stronger, she might've gone spiralling out forever. But she was lucky.’
‘And you found her,’ said Manx.
Glide shrugged, smiling shyly, a gesture that only emphasised his good looks – which, by the look of things, Jess was feeling particularly well-placed to appreciate. The thought of it made Solace smile; as did Glide himself, but in a different, more exhilarating way. She didn't imagine that Evan would find it easy to draw on Glide again, although as it was, there were still a couple of pheasants on his arms from the last time, inked faintly in blue ballpoint.
‘Wait,’ said Electra. ‘That thing – searching the boxes, I mean – couldn't you only fail to find the apple by doing a linear search? And assuming that the apple wasn't in the first ladder? Or that you didn't just get lucky – I mean, all right, the boxes are infinite, but that doesn't mean the apple can't be near your starting point. Searching randomly might even increase your chances.’
‘Yes and no,’ said Glide. ‘That might be the case, but either way, it's down to luck and exceptionally long odds.’ He grinned. ‘It's a complicated subject and not the best analogy. Suffice to say that luck was with us this once, and that's all that matters.’
Electra clinked glasses with him. ‘Fair enough.’
Something in Glide's speech was nagging at Solace, an incongruous phrase. How could he possibly have sensed what was happening downstairs? Was it his Trick? And how, exactly, had he been able to rescue Jess – not just what he'd done, but how he'd done it? She was on the brink of asking when, as if from nowhere, an answer occurred to her, albeit so strange a one that she almost didn't believe it. But then, she thought, nothing else that's happened lately makes sense, either. And his dreams were all in fragments.
‘You don't sleep,’ she said abruptly. Surprised, he glanced at her. ‘Whenever you're in your room, talking to yourself – you're not dreaming. You're in the universe. Watching it, jumping through it… surfing it. It's like…’ She fumbled for words. ‘It's like infinity is your internet, which, yes, is the lamest analogy not yet used in a budget sci-fi flick, but I'm right, aren't I? None of this makes any sense unless that's your Trick, or something very much like it.’
Leaning forward, Glide took a sip of his drink, looking mildly impressed. ‘It might be.’
‘Solace,’ murmured Jess. ‘I just remembered what I was saying before I was – well, before I was interrupted. I was talking about Solace.’
‘No, you weren't,’ said Electra, a little uncertainly. ‘You were talking about solace the word, not Solace the person. I think.’ She glanced around, puzzled. ‘Wasn't she?’
Jess rubbed at the side of her head. ‘I don't know. Maybe. I can't even tell if that thing who spoke through me was good or bad. It's the weirdest casting I've ever done, and that's saying something. I mean, spooky or coincidental?’
For a moment there was silence.
‘Nobody has to agree with me,’ Manx began, ‘but I think we should still meet Lukin. Whatever it was, if it'd meant to hurt Jess, it could've done worse –’ he looked to Glide, who nodded, ‘ but didn't, which makes it seem accidental. And if that's the case, they were trying to tell us something, however cryptic.’
‘And if not?’ asked Electra, frowning a little.
Manx's face hardened. ‘If not, we're already in trouble. We filled those surveys out honestly: Lukin knows who we are, what we can do, and roughly where to find us. Assuming the voice was him, or working for him, backing out could get us in trouble all by itself.’
‘But we'll still be in danger if we go,’ Electra countered. ‘In which case, it might be safest to stay put.’
‘Look,’ said Jess, carefully. ‘All of this is pure speculation, but the way I see it is this. If Lukin really is dangerous, then there'd probably be a confrontation regardless of what we did. If not, we can take it or leave it: our choice. But if we go, and nothing happens – or even if it does – we might find something out. Caution makes sense, but we've done that for ages. Now something interesting is finally going down, and I want in. I'm curious.’
‘Curiosity killed the cat,’ Electra cautioned, but her heart wasn't in it.
‘Then only Manx needs to worry,’ said Solace.
‘Hey!’
Solace gave Manx a playful shove. ‘Besides, satisfaction brought it back, remember? Everyone always forgets that.’ When no one added anything, she glanced around the group. ‘So. We all agree, then?’
‘Yes,’ said Manx and Electra, after a moment. Mouth twitching, Jess glanced at Evan and Phoebe, who were kissing on a nearby couch. ‘I think,’ she added, ‘that I can safely speak for Evan, too. Yes.’
‘Not to interrupt or anything, but what are you all talking about?’ asked Glide, who'd been listening with an expression of pleasant bafflement on his face. ‘Not that it isn't interesting – I just feel left out.’
‘I'll explain over there,’ said Jess, gesturing to a booth. When Glide gave her a blank look, she shook her head and pulled him up after her. ‘In private!’

In the near-dawn hours, the time of almost-light during which the inhabitants of the warehouse most often collapsed into sleep, Solace dreamed of a black-eyed man and his black-eyed wife, both with half-smiles on their faces, dead. The woman, Morgause, lay still in bed, while Aaron slumped alongside her, his knees on the wooden floor. Beside him sat a small handbell, made of bronze, with an ivory handle.
In her dream, Solace leaned over her mother and kissed her pale, white cheek. She reached for her father and touched his cold, bent brow.
And then, in her dream, she turned to the bell.
Around the metal, the air seemed to vibrate with electricity, buzzing and humming like an insect. Half-anticipating a shock, she closed her fingers around the ivory. The buzzing stopped. The humming stopped. And a low, soft thrum, thrum, thrum began.
In her dream, she straightened. The bell in her hand was silent, although she hadn't muffled the tongue. Raising her arm up high, her back to the bodies of Lord and Lady Eleuthera of Starveldt, Solace tolled out a single, sweet, high note.
The bell shivered, cracked and crumbled into dust. Resonant in the aftersound of the bell-song, a single word, unspoken by Solace, hung in the air:
Remember.
Solace settled down to wait.

Still asleep, Solace rose from Manx's side and began to walk.
Outside, the light was grey with the new day's efforts at dawn.
She went down the street, and down another, and then another. The sun came up and Solace, her skin unshielded by anything more than a slip-dress that Jess had given her, began to bleach and sway – but nonetheless, she walked on, and on.
She knew the way, now.

Marjorie Henson was getting up and ready for work when she heard the bell. Not in real life – surely not in real life? but her ears and mind burned with the memory of sound.
Quietly, without waking her husband, she went to the cabinet in the lounge room and turned the key in the door. Carefully setting aside all of the books from the middle row, she removed the actual shelf and set it down, too. With trembling fingers, she prised away the false panel at the back and pulled out an aged book. Gently, reverently, she set it to her left.
The book was covered in old black leather, devoid of inscription or sign, the pages yellowed. Marjorie did not open it. Instead, she replaced the false panel, returned the shelf to the cabinet, and the other books (the normal books, the safe books, her books) to the shelf. Then she picked up the leather tome, and grabbing her purse and uniform from the kitchen bench, jumped into her car and drove off. The book sat on the passenger seat, as innocent as a cat; which was to say, it had done nothing bad she could think of, but bore in its look and manner the potential that it might.
Marjorie drove, quite without thinking, down roads she hadn't used for years – roads she did not, in fact, recall ever having known at all. By the time she had reached her destination and climbed out of the car, the lucid part of her brain was screaming that she was lost. She clutched the book under one arm. The rest of Marjorie, content in a dream-like stupor, walked unerringly to a derelict, slouching building with boarded-up windows, climbing the concrete stairs to the door, which was sealed and bound with chains and two heavy padlocks. Despite all logic, the door opened at her slightest touch, the metal seeming to flicker, bend and vanish as she entered.
When the door swung shut behind her, heavy and hard, she heard the locks thump on the wood.
And then there were stairs. Marjorie climbed them – one flight, two flights, three flights, four, five, eventually revealing a single door to a single room, an attic at the summit of this broken, boarded house.
She opened the door.
‘Come on in,’ said a voice.
Marjorie stepped through, and shut the door.
‘Well,’ said Solace. The stranger was in her late fifties, curvy running to plump, with soft grey hair, watery blue eyes and a round, unfamiliar face.
‘My name is Marjorie,’ she said. Her voice trembled. ‘And you are…’ She looked at the bed, and saw the bodies, whole and not decayed, though pale. ‘You are their daughter.’
‘Yes. I am.’
‘This book is yours.’
She held it out. Solace, who had been sitting cross-legged in the middle of the floor, stood up and took it. Although it looked heavy, it weighed nothing in her hands, light as feathers, light as light.
‘I think –’ Marjorie bit her lip. Sweat beaded her forehead. ‘I think I delivered you. Here, in this room. But of course, I've never been here before. Have I?’
It was then that she saw the remains of the bell, piled on the floor where Solace had been waiting. It should have been impossible to tell what shape the dust had originally held, but Marjorie quivered, suddenly possessed by some subtle, animal fear, eyes widening, nostrils flaring.
‘That bell –’
‘The bell is dust,’ said Solace. Her voice was distant, speaking words in a ritual far older than any of the room's occupants, living or dead. ‘As it was broken, so I break your bonds. Ivory, the bone of sleep, is crumbled into dust. You will not dream. Bronze, the waking sound and sun, is crumbled into dust. You will not see. Go now. Go well. Go silently. You never knew this place.’
And, silent, Marjorie went.
Uncertain of whether she was dreaming, or in the real world, or both, Solace picked up the bell – now miraculously whole again – in her right hand, the book clutched tight to her body. She tilted her head to the ceiling.
‘Glide? Are you out there? I think I'm lost.’ She paused, uncertain. ‘Bring me home?’
Always, my lady>
‘Sharpsoft?’
The world turned purple.

Solace sat up in bed, the book and bell in her hands. Beside her, Manx breathed deeply, one arm flung wide, the other curled close to his face; even in repose, his features seemed somewhat feline.
‘This bell is dust,’ Solace echoed, and flung it at the wall. There was no sound. Instead, a shiver of static rippled through the air, while featherings of silver ash fell softly down, like motes from a funeral pyre.







The Book & Going Forth
Solace sat on the edge of the bed, the big black book in her lap. She stared at it, running her fingers lightly across the cover. Like any orphan, she'd always been curious about her parents, resenting her abandonment at times, but never raging at her lack of familial knowledge. She'd never played games, as many others had, imagining that one day two beautiful people would walk in and claim her as their daughter, separated from them by accident or chance; she'd never worked herself into a frenzy when potential adoptive parents had come looking for a child – at least, not after the first few disappointments. Thinking back now, with the weightless book on her knees – well, maybe not entirely weightless, here in the real world – it was as if the knowledge of her strangeness had given her something else to puzzle over, something more real than wistful thinking. Perhaps it had given her solace. But learning her true name had changed things. Her parents were more a part of her identity than she'd ever really suspected – maybe the greatest part of all.
Tentatively, she opened the book.
The first thing she noticed was the key, bound by two leather straps to the inside front cover. It was long, made of a dark, green-gold metal and – she looked closer – engraved along one side with a single word: Starveldt. Solace felt her fingers tremble. The key was cold to the touch; unreasonably so, as if it had just been withdrawn from ice. Gently, she tugged the leather straps. Each one had been positioned just so along the length of the key, behind or above its teeth, presumably so as to prevent it falling out, and the thought occurred to Solace that they must have been added to the book with this particular key in mind. Frowning, she peered closer – was it even possible to remove the straps without breaking them? It wasn't until she held the cover up to eye level that she noticed the press-studs, sunk so cunningly into the leather on both sides as to be almost invisible. For a moment, she hesitated. Should she undo them? Then, abruptly, she laughed – of all the things to puzzle over, with the book itself still unread! Shaking her head, she focused again on the contents.
The first page she turned was yellowed and blank; she passed it over, revealing an abundance of long, sloping, immaculate handwriting. Her heart began to beat faster as she read the first heading:
After Grief.
‘Grief,’ she echoed, thinking of Jess's words.
‘Read on,’ said a voice from beside her. Startled, Solace slammed the book shut and stood up, half expecting the speaker to be Manx – irrationally so, as he was clearly still asleep.
Glide grinned at her consternation, leaning one arm casually on the doorjamb.
‘That's some light reading you've got there,’ he said. ‘I could feel it when you opened the book.’
‘Feel?’
‘Not on the grand scale of wars or suchlike, but a part of the universe noticed. A small part,’ he added, seeing her expression. ‘Also, I heard you ask me to bring you home. I would have obliged, but –’ he shrugged, ‘– someone else beat me to it. Just who is Sharpsoft, anyway?’
Solace bit her lip.
‘Come on,’ said Glide. ‘We can talk in my room. Jess is downstairs,’ he added, almost as an afterthought. Solace chuckled obligingly as she followed him out into the hall, but felt her skin start to fizz.
‘You didn't take her up on the offer, then?’ she asked.
Glide raised an eyebrow, the edge of his mouth twitching almost imperceptibly. ‘I don't know what you're talking about. Now.’ Gentlemanlike, he stood aside and let her walk in first. ‘Tell me what's been happening.’
Shutting the door behind them, he gestured for Solace to take a seat on the bed, leading by example when she declined. Hesitantly, Solace perched next to him, hugging the book. The Vampire Cynic wanted to lie and keep her experiences to herself, but she opened her mouth instead and began with her time at the group home, seeing as Glide hadn't been privy to that much before. He listened silently, never asking questions, although his eyes widened just a little when she told him about Sharpsoft's visit and the woman who'd given her the book. When she was done, he sighed.
‘Evan showed me the spare surveys. I didn't tell him, but they're witched. I had to fill one out.’ He shook his head. ‘Your Professor Lukin has someone like Electra working for him, someone who can work their will in a very specific way. Whoever reads those things has to answer honestly, and is compelled – not forced, but compelled very strongly – to return them. I'm guessing that after the initial working, whoever it was didn't have enough strength left for a second coercion.’
‘Fin,’ she murmured suddenly. Glide raised an eyebrow. ‘One of the students handing out the surveys,’ she explained. ‘Before we showed up and told him, he didn't know about the questions. He hadn't read them. When we showed him, he seemed so… frightened, I guess. Like he wanted nothing to do with it. But as we were leaving, I saw him filling one out. It didn't make sense at the time. But now…’ She paused. ‘Do you think we shouldn't go? It's today, you know, our appointment with Lukin. This afternoon. Later.’
Glide shook his head. ‘No. I agree with what Manx said last night – you need to find out, and if Lukin's that serious about this, he'd probably chase you up anyway. What's that saying about forewarned is forearmed? I don't know. Sometimes I think I spend so much time drifting through reality that I've forgotten how it works when I'm not just watching. So much looks easy. It never is, though.’
A haggard look flickered in his eyes; it was there only briefly, but Solace saw it. For a moment, she was puzzled. Then a thought struck her.
‘You're addicted,’ she said, phrasing it almost as a question. Glide nodded. She laughed softly. ‘A harder habit to kick I can't imagine. What's it like, really? What can you do? What do you see? I imagine it's a big universe.’
‘Everything,’ Glide murmured. ‘It took me years to be able to control it, but then, I think that's the same for all of us with Tricks. As a kid, I always thought I was going mad. I'd get bored at school and suddenly I wouldn't be listening to a lesson about Caesar, I'd be there, watching his conquest. I tell you, veni, vidi, vici is one thing in a textbook, but in real life? All you can see is the mud and muck of Gaul, guts on the ground and some damn fool of a standard-bearer scrabbling around for a dropped eagle. Do you know what sound a horse makes when it's dying? Hundreds of horses? Thousands?’ He laughed, but the sound was mirthless.
‘And then, for no reason I could understand, I'd snap out of it. At some point – I think I was about nine or so – I made the mistake of telling my parents. See, they'd noticed before that I was odd, but a lot of what I said could have been put down to childish imagination. Or maybe they'd just been lying to themselves, wanting so much for me to be normal that they ignored it – I don't know. But I was old enough to know the difference between dreams and reality, or so they expected, and I was dragged to shrink after shrink. Not one of them could agree on what my problem was – they diagnosed epilepsy, schizophrenia, you name it. A couple insisted I must be on drugs, even though my tests were clean. They dosed me up for everything but, in the end, my dreams were still real. One day, I drifted – I don't know where. A dark place. And something… I couldn't get out. I went catatonic. That's when they locked me up. I was fourteen.’
Glide's voice was almost a whisper. Solace scarcely breathed.
‘So I let it take me. Somehow, accepting it helped – I had nothing else left, and they already thought I was crazy. What harm could it do? Before, I'd always fought it, hoped it would go away. But when I embraced it, I started to understand. I knew I was right, no matter what anyone said. The knowledge calmed me, made me sane again – because I did go mad, for a bit. For a little while. Eventually, I could control it well enough that they thought I was cured. They let me go after three years. But with nowhere to stay, with the world the way it is? It was easier just to let the universe win.’
Somehow, Solace found the will to speak. ‘You came here?’
‘Not at first. Here was when I started to get better. Before, I'd go days without food because I kept telling myself just one thing more, and when I came to I'd be stuck in a gutter somewhere. But I've been improving. Being here helps. Electra keeps me fed. The house keeps me dry and warm. And having other people like me here – that helps, too. Knowing I'm not the only one. But I still spend more time in the universe than awake. If I try and block it for too long, it all starts to creep in at the edges. I can watch in controlled stints if I have to, like I did back at the hospital, but that's as good as it gets. Otherwise things will look exactly as they should do, right up until they don't. But I've been getting better at staying lucid, fighting it more, like last night.’ He gulped, and then laughed, somewhat apologetically, as he ran a hand through his hair.
‘Sorry,’ he managed. ‘We were meant to be talking about you.’
‘Hey,’ said Solace, her throat tight. ‘Don't even worry about it.’
Glide blushed and looked away.
‘It's not like I just go around telling everyone my life story, you know? Or like I ever have. But… thank you. For listening.’ He paused, as if uncertain of what to say next. When he finally spoke, his voice had changed, becoming stronger, more confident.
‘Anyway, Sharpsoft. He must be a bit like me in some ways, except that he can move his body as well as his mind. Move objects. He's powerful, if he can do that. I've tried once or twice, but it's bloody hard.’
‘I thought you said you'd been going to bring me home?’
‘A part of you already was home. I'd just have prodded until you snapped back into place – don't ask for a better explanation, because I can't give you one. Sharpsoft, though, he just put you there, book and all. I probably couldn't have managed even this.’ He tapped the cover on her lap.
‘Well,’ said Solace, because there wasn't really anything else to be said. There was an awkward silence. Then Glide twitched – not much, but enough that the sudden motion made Solace jump.
He smiled guiltily. ‘Sorry. I didn't even let you read the thing. You're probably wanting to know what's in there, about your family.’
‘Just a bit,’ she admitted. ‘But it can wait one more day.’ She hesitated. ‘Do you mind not telling the others just yet, about Sharpsoft? I've got the strangest feeling. I think he wants to be kept a secret, not because of anything sinister – well, there's a reason, obviously, but I can't quite describe it. It's just … I know him. Or at least, it feels like I should.’
‘What do you mean?’
Solace took a deep breath. ‘It's like, when he helped me remember my parents, part of him crossed over, too. It was… odd, and a little intimidating, but I don't think he's a threat not now, anyway, not if we keep him to ourselves. I feel bad about it, but he's not really my secret to tell. He's his.’ She turned. ‘Can you keep a secret?’
Glide smiled. After a moment, he nodded. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘I trust you.’

‘Where are we going again, exactly?’ Manx asked.
Electra pulled out the piece of paper that Lukin had given them while Solace looked on, scanning it. There were directions and a time, yes, but no building name or number. And the directions themselves were odd.
‘We don't know,’ Solace replied, when Electra remained silent. Reflexively, she pushed her hands into her pockets, only to remember too late that doing so would squash Glide's survey. Although Glide himself had opted to stay at home, he had told the others about the surveys being witched. That alone had led to a half-hour discussion on whether or not going was still such a good idea, but in the end, curiosity and boredom had won out over caution, and in that spirit they had left the house. Wordlessly, Solace handed the paper to Manx, who took it with a feigned resignation. He could be the one to give it to Lukin, she decided – assuming they ever found him.
It was an overcast afternoon, for which Solace was grateful. As the clouds skittered mulishly overhead, they strolled down the broad footpath outside the Town Hall, coming to a halt beside the flat stone stairs. Thoughtfully scratching the side of her neck, Electra glared anew at the directions, as though daring them to make any less sense.
‘All right,’ she said. ‘We start from here. We're meant to go down to the train station… I think… yes… down the stairs, and then head through the underground towards the Galleries Victoria.’
‘Or, we could just walk across the street and down to the Galleries,’ Evan suggested, not without friendly humour. ‘I can see it from here.’
‘No,’ said Electra, frowning a little. ‘I think… I think this is important.’ And then, muttering at the paper, ‘Or else, it had better be.’
‘Okay, then,’ said Jess, before Evan could reply. ‘Lead on. It's not like we're pressed for time.’
Town Hall Station was never deserted, least of all during the day. A crowd of red-and-black clad Goths congregating on the steps began to laugh uproariously as one of their number pulled out a piece of cardboard advertising ‘Free Hugs’ in thick black texta. Solace nudged Jess, who chuckled at the sight of two friendly, curvaceous girls proffering the sign to passers-by.
‘They're always there,’ Jess laughed. ‘Well – almost always.’
Things were just as busy underground, forcing them to string out. After Electra distractedly bumped into one person, eyes glued to the directions, Manx discreetly linked arms with her, steering by proxy and occasionally muttering imprecations as she trod awkwardly on his feet. Nonetheless, the two of them managed to maintain a lead, with Solace, Jess and Evan close behind.
About midway along, it occurred to Solace that she'd never used the underground tunnels before, prompting her to say as much to Evan.
‘See,’ he replied, ‘I'm learning how not to be surprised by you. They're pretty cool. Probably, if you knew the right way to turn, you could walk across Sydney CBD and never have to show your head above ground. You might have to catch the odd train to manage it, but still…’
‘I should probably remember that,’ said Solace, ‘seeing as how sunlight isn't exactly my dearest friend.’
‘Here!’ Electra interrupted, stopping so suddenly that Manx, who hadn't had any warning, almost fell over.
‘What's so great about here?’ asked Evan. Solace was wondering the same thing, but chose not to say so.
‘This door,’ said Electra, reaching out to tap it.
Solace studied the door. They were standing some way away from a set of escalators, stretching like glass-and-metal Jacob's ladders up to the rest of the Galleries. Underfoot, the square beige tiles looked no different to any others; apart from Electra's insistence, in fact, the site was completely unremarkable. On either side of them were shops selling games, bread, flowers, books, haircuts – for all Solace knew, given that this was her first time in a real shopping centre for years, there could well be a booth promising pony rides and ganja. But, of all the places they might have gone, Electra had led them to an unobtrusive door marked WARNING: ELECTRICITY.
‘Do we go in?’ asked Jess, reaching up to casually trace the lettering.
‘Yes,’ said Electra, firmly. ‘It says so right here.’ She brandished the instructions by way of emphasis.
‘Come on,’ said Evan, ‘you're telling me that maintenance just leaves these kinds of doors open? Twenty bucks says it's locked.’
‘I'll take that bet,’ said Jess quickly, as though snatching a bargain book from a sale table before anyone else could.
‘Fine!’ said Evan, triumphantly. ‘See?’ He turned the handle.
Silently, the door swung inwards, revealing nothing but darkness.
‘Oh,’ he said, in a much smaller voice.
‘Victory is mine!’ crowed Jess. ‘But fair's fair – I know you're broke. You can pay me back in instalments.’
‘Fabulous,’ muttered Evan.
‘Come on,’ Electra said. When no one else moved, she humphed and led the way. Briefly, her gold hair glimmered against the weird dark of the doorway before vanishing from view, an angel's halo slipping into the night.
With only a little wariness, Solace followed. Logically, she knew, they should have been able to see some of what lay before them, if only because of the light at their backs. But moving through the doorway was like passing into midnight, an almost physical sensation that raised goose bumps on her arms. Groping blindly forward – even her acute senses seemed useless here – she heard the others entering. The door made a gentle thump as it closed behind Evan, who swore.
Suddenly, Electra shrieked; Solace jumped, wondering why, until she felt something brush her shoulder. Trembling only slightly – there was an unnatural oppressiveness to the total dark, to the hole in the wall that couldn't possibly be as long as it was – she reached up and grabbed the thing that had touched her. It was thick, rubbery –
‘They're cables,’ she said out loud. ‘Electrical cables, hanging from the ceiling.’
‘Oh, thank bollocks for that,’ muttered Evan. ‘For one moment there I thought it was something strange.’
‘I can see light,’ said Electra.
Solace squinted and saw that she was, in a sense, right. A glowing white pinprick hung in the impenetrable distance, getting gradually larger the closer they came to it.
‘What is it?’ murmured Jess. ‘A lamp?’
‘No,’ said Solace. ‘Something weirder.’
Not far off, a perfect circle of white light hung in the air, emitting a soft, luminous glow barely strong enough to see by. Drawn to it, the five of them spread out in a loose semicircle before the light-source, which seemed to be about the same diameter as an inflatable beach ball. Peering curiously behind the apparition, Solace saw that there was no back to it. In fact, behind the circle it didn't seem to exist. Which made no sense. Perversely, she tried to look at it side on, attempting to catch the edge of the thing that surely lay between here and not here. It was impossible; the line was finer than one of Electra's hairs, refusing to stay still, and the effort only served to earn Solace a headache, as if she were trying to focus through someone else's prescription lenses.
‘I think we're meant to climb in,’ Electra said, breaking the silence.
‘That's crazy –’ Evan began to say, but Jess glared at him. He sighed and shoved his hands in his pockets. ‘Whatever,’ he grumbled instead.
Solace turned to Jess and whispered, ‘Why's he being so sour today?’
‘Apart from my taking his money? I think Phoebe turned him down. Eventually. Crucially, you might say.’
‘Oh.’
‘Female conspirators,’ Evan muttered darkly. ‘All right then, fine – I'll go first.’
‘You will?’ asked Electra, surprised.
‘Yeah, I can be brave. I just don't feel like it most of the time, that's all.’ He rolled his eyes dramatically at Solace. ‘Wish me luck, then.’ When no one did, he sighed again, heavily, closed his eyes and then, in a single, surprisingly fluid motion, dove through the heart of the circle.
And vanished.
‘Right,’ said Manx. ‘I'm going next, before I lose my nerve, or before it could be reasonably claimed that Evan is less of a wuss than me.’
One by one, they wriggled, climbed, or, in Electra's case, pulled themselves through the gap; despite its visual impermanence, the inside edge of the circle proved oddly and unexpectedly tangible. Solace went last. Briefly, the skin at the nape of her neck tingled, but the feeling was subsumed by the similar kind of temporary, whooshing dissonance she'd felt upon exiting Lukin's office.
And then they were, once more, in the professor's realm. In a manner of speaking.
Looking about them, the five friends bunched together.
‘Not to put too fine a point on it,’ Evan muttered, ‘but where the sodding hell are we?’




Dungeons, Castles & Other Anachronisms
They were standing in the middle of what was basically a dungeon. The walls were made of ancient, slime-dark stone occasionally pocked by metal torch-brackets and the odd dangling chain, too real to look exactly like a scene from a low-budget Dracula film, but slightly too frightening to bring anything else comfortably to mind. In the middle of the room, which was square, sat a hulking double-sided laboratory bench made from solid timber, concrete and raw stone, dominated by a series of glass beakers, the contents of which bubbled and glowed in an alarmingly volatile fashion, and small, metallic contraptions that looked like they were either about to take flight or go ping! and fall to pieces. The overall appearance was alchemical: a juxtaposition of sturdy, heavy materials and shiny, smoking liquids.
Evan coughed nervously. There were two doors behind the bench: big, heavy, oaken things with metal bars set in the top. With the exception of two tall wooden stools and an innocuous, broken-down, floral-patterned armchair, the dungeon was empty.
‘Who else is wondering how something like this exists in Sydney?’ Manx asked, breaking the silence. With precise, almost comic slowness, everyone raised a hand.
‘Maybe we came the wrong way?’ asked Solace, turning to Electra, who was frowning at the directions.
‘I don't think so – it doesn't look like it, but –’
One of the doors clicked, groaned and began to swing open. Everyone held their breath and then, as one, let it out again. It was Lukin, entering backwards in order to hold the door open; his hands were evidently busy with a tray, on which sat several phials of dark red liquid. The skin at the nape of Solace's neck began to tingle again. The phials were firmly stoppered, but she knew – she could smell – what was in them, a thick, salty, metallic presence unmistakable for anything else.
‘That's blood,’ she whispered.
At the sound of her voice, Lukin spun around, almost dropping his tray. Deprived of pressure, the door swung shut with a fierce, resounding bang! that succeeded in frightening a squeak from both Electra and Evan.
‘Oh!’ said the professor, hurrying to the bench and setting down the phials. He wiped his palms frenetically on his lab coat as he walked over to the group, grinning manically like a weasel on ecstasy. ‘You're here!’
‘Yes,’ said Jess, flatly. ‘And where, might I ask, is “here”, exactly?’
‘Good question!’ Lukin enthused. ‘Excellent question. Of course, it'd take too long to go into the metaphysics of how or why, but essentially, we're underneath Hyde Park.’
‘Under Hyde Park,’ Evan repeated, more than a little incredulous. ‘We can't be! There's tunnels and stations and trains and… and damn water mains under Hyde Park! Not – and I say this with feeling – there are not any medieval dungeons.’
‘Wrong!’ said Lukin, cheerfully. ‘There is, in fact, one dungeon under Hyde Park, in which you are currently standing. Of course, it wasn't always here. We had to bring it with us.’
‘We? I thought you were academics? I thought you were from here!’ Evan blustered, looking comically outraged. Lukin shrugged vaguely and fluttered a hand, a man unconcerned with mere formal distinctions and nit-picking beyond his field of expertise.
‘It's a long story,’ he said, and then proceeded to change the subject. ‘Now, if you'll follow me, our main facilities are through this door. Come along!’
‘Wait,’ said Manx, reaching into his pocket. ‘We've got another survey for you.’
‘Really? Let me see!’
The professor reached out as eagerly as a child receiving a birthday present, almost snatching it from Manx's hand. As he'd done before in the classroom, he stopped all else and kept them waiting as he read it, scanning the page with ferocious intent.
‘Interesting,’ he murmured when he was done. Carefully smoothing out the paper, he folded it neatly and tucked it into the inside front pocket of his lab coat. ‘Very interesting. Follow me!’ His tone changed abruptly between the two remarks, the introspection swapped in an instant for what seemed his usual, manic energy. Exchanging glances, Manx and Solace led on, with Electra, Jess and Evan bunched behind.
Lukin reached the door and held it open for them, ushering them onwards.
‘Just through here!’ he said.
Solace never saw the other side of the threshold. No sooner had her foot touched the join between the rooms than her head began to swim. Fire lanced through her. She swooned and hit the floor hard, like a piece of dropped meat.
Thud.

‘She's awake.’
Solace groaned. Her eyes were gummed shut and her tongue felt rubbery and oversized, comic in its fatness. She couldn't even lick her lips.
‘Should I sedate her again?’ A second voice. It sounded like Lukin, but with certain subtle differences. Or were her ears malfunctioning, too? With all the strangeness wrapping and warping her body, it was too hard to tell; harder still to trust her senses. Where is everyone? she thought frantically, unable to move. What felt like broad leather straps were pressed tightly across her forehead, legs and torso, as though she were Frankenstein's monster bolted to the slab. It wasn't a pretty metaphor. She shuddered.
‘No,’ said the first, decidedly unfamiliar voice. ‘Let her come to. I think it's time that she and I had a chat.’
‘As you will, my lord,’ said the not-quite-Lukin.
Solace heard movement. Someone was standing very, very close to her, close enough that she could feel their breath on her cheek, smell the rank warmth that emanated from it, meat-laden and foul, like a dog with rotten teeth. She would have recoiled, but her restraints made it impossible. Instead, she grimaced. The stranger laughed, low and rounded. For some reason, the image of Lukin's lab bench came to mind; in particular, the strange, shimmering chemicals, bubbles popping in their centres with muted, viscous – but nonetheless threatening – silence.
‘You are,’ the stranger continued, whispering now, ‘exactly what I want. I've been searching for you, far longer and farther away than the deep night from dawn. You call to me like the moon. That makes me… tidal. An undertow. A silvery riptide, bearing you away. There's nobody like you, Solace. Or like me. But I can hear the tremor of your heart. You're scared. You shouldn't be. I wouldn't like that. Please don't be scared, little Solace.’
Something – Solace hoped like hell it was a hand – caressed her cheek. The voice was husky without dryness, deep without depth. It was a voice designed to speak in murmurs, low and full of secrets – and something else, a hint of otherness that made her skin prickle in warning. Desperately, she wanted to cry out, yell, say anything to break the frightening pause that followed his awful touch, but her body wouldn't obey. She didn't know what was happening, couldn't see. Nothing would respond.
It was then she remembered the faceless man, and almost choked. It's him. The assumption was irrational, she knew, and yet even her Vampire Cynic was silent. This man, whoever he was, had followed her from the group home, down the alley, through the city and into her dreams, all the while remaining invisible – and now he'd caught her. With supreme effort, Solace forced her tongue into gear and gasped out a question.
‘Who are… you?’
Horrifyingly, she didn't sound like herself: the words were thick, slurred, almost guttural, as though they'd been bruised by dint of passage through her suddenly clumsy lips.
The faceless man laughed again. Bubble, bubble. ‘A part of you already knows my name. As for the rest… you'll understand soon enough. Or remember.’
Definitely male, she decided, seeking comfort in things she already knew. In a bid to gain some kind of handle on the situation, she forced herself to focus on his words, no matter how much they disturbed her, and despite the strength of her revulsion to his presence.
‘The book is in your possession, I have learned. And yet, you do not seem to have read it. Subtlety becomes you, but I am made more for action. A child of fire.’ A soft, dry rustle – laughter. ‘Unlike you, I could not bear the suspense. But your will is strong. Your flesh is strong. Composed of sturdy marrow, stubborn muscle.’
Lightning fast, the ice-fire jab of a thick needle pierced the inside of her right forearm.
‘Potent blood.’
A hint of teeth flashed in the voice, there and gone again, sudden as a lens flare. Slowly, painfully, she felt the needle probe deeper still before her captor yanked it cruelly out. Nearby, someone chuckled.
It was then that Solace began to shake. Had the needle taken blood, or injected something? Truly panicked, she began to struggle, moving impotently against her restraints. She tried to speak again, but this time her throat refused to obey. The faceless man made no sound, nor did his offsider, silent as if they'd simply melted away. That was too much: drugged and bound or not, Solace should still have heard something, if only an echo of movement. Desperate, she forced herself to lie quiet, straining her senses, searching for any clue, no matter how miniscule.
Nothing.
Calm down. As her pulse rose, she forced herself to think. Just calm down. They're gone, which means you have time alone. Use it. Try and open your eyes. If everything else is acting up, you need to be able to see. She gulped, struggling against whatever was affecting her.
Open your eyes.
Open your eyes.
Open your –

Gasping, Solace opened her eyes.
She was on the ground. Lukin and her friends stood over her in a circle of worried faces. Her muscles hurt. Evan was crouched close, concern in his dark blue eyes.
‘You're awake,’ he breathed.
For a moment, Solace's disorientation was complete. What happened? Who…? She let the thought trail off. Breathe, she thought desperately. Focus on the now. Remember later. But eeriness still gripped her. Child of fire.
‘I'm fine.’ Dizzily, she blinked and struggled to sit up. She felt kittenishly weak, as though she'd been drained of –
‘Blood,’ she whispered, so softly that nobody heard; not even Evan, who was closest. Fearfully, her fingers touched the skin of her forearm. At first she felt nothing, but then her ring finger traced the barest bump of a puncture mark, so small and seemingly old that it might have happened years ago.
Potent blood.
Solace was not fooled, but she held her tongue.
‘I must have fainted,’ she said instead, struggling to stand with the help of Evan and Manx. Behind her, Lukin made a tut-tut sound.
‘Apologies! The portal here sometimes has that effect on people. The dizziness is temporary. You'll feel better soon, or so I hope, but in the meantime, come this way, do!’
Silently, Solace let herself be ushered into the next room, which she now saw was occupied by several other lab coat-wearing individuals: Lukin's academics. Everyone was introduced, but Solace let the names slip in and out of her head like water through a sieve. Her experiences of the past few days with Sharpsoft, Glide and her own weird dreams had been more than enough to convince her that the laws of space and time, while fine and wonderful things in theory, were, in practice, not always what they seemed. Something was going on that Lukin – or someone very much like him – was a part of, and Solace was damned if drugging her in a dream and stealing her blood, or whatever had happened, was innocent scientific research.
Still, she allowed herself to participate in the tests, and despite all her concerns and preoccupation, found them enjoyable, if only because they were a welcome and much-needed distraction. For the first time, she saw Manx turn into a cat. It was, as Jess put it, smiling only a little, interesting. Up until then, only Electra had witnessed the transformation. Despite Manx's earlier complaints about his lack of ferocity, Solace could understand why strangers would be scared of him on sight, especially when he arched his back, hissed and threatened to pounce. (Although in Evan's case, Manx actually did pounce, and once he'd turned back into a person, several minutes were spent attempting to explain exactly why Evan had smelled, to a cat, delicious.) If nothing else, the sheer incongruity of a short-haired, odd-eyed, red-yellowmarmalade house cat the size of a tiger was enough to send anyone into shock. It was just that, for someone who knew what was going on and was in a position to remain objective, Manx's high-pitched meow was ridiculous.
‘Look,’ he said, only a little cross when questioned about it. ‘If I – it – could roar, it wouldn't I wouldn't – be a damn cat, would I? Anyway, male cats always have higher meows than females. Everyone knows that.’
‘Or maybe it's just the neutered ones,’ muttered Evan, who was sore from being pounced on and resentful of being called delicious by someone who was, firstly, big enough when cat-shaped to eat him, and secondly, male.
Solace passed through the rest of the proceedings in two minds. One part of her smiled, joked and chatted, responding appropriately and speaking at all the right junctures. The other half crouched in the back of her memories, picking over her recent experiences with a fine-toothed comb for anything that stood out as an anomaly. Such dual concentration was, however, difficult to maintain, and when one of Lukin's offsiders, a cheerful older woman with a lazy eye, announced the need to collect blood samples, a chill ran down her spine. She wanted to warn her friends and flee back into the Galleries Victoria, but the Vampire Cynic intervened. Think! You escaped from the faceless man, but if Lukin's in league with him, then saying so now would be extremely foolish. On the other hand, why go to all that trouble to steal your blood when he could've just asked for it now, without suspicion? No, she thought, wincing as a fresh needle probed her undamaged arm. There's something bigger going on, and you're caught in the middle of it. Wait and see.
When Lukin finally informed them that everything had gone marvellously, and that they could pick up the results at a time to be specified later – yes, he'd be sure to send them word, no need to worry at all, and here's your money – Solace barely blinked. As promised, the tests had been straightforward, taking into account their Tricks, reflexes, movement, range, family medical histories, and presumably, blood. Not counting Solace's incident at the threshold, everything had taken slightly less than two hours, after which time, despite her distraction, she could safely claim to know her friends much better than before. Between them, they'd read minds, told the future, changed shape, summoned lost objects, and in Solace's case, put a stranger in thrall. And yet she'd deliberately held back, too, not just about her newfound gift with languages, but in her displays of strength and speed. The others had still been impressed, of course, especially when she'd lifted Manx above her head, but even without consulting the Vampire Cynic, she knew this was small fry. On top of everything else, this observation – though true – left her feeling guilty.
The return journey was not as strange as it might've been. Instead of leaving through the weird, circular portal, Lukin showed them out through an actual door, which opened handily into a storage cupboard on the second floor of the Galleries. As they walked, Solace thought very hard about what she would tell the others when they reached the warehouse: apart from the mystery of the faceless man, the secret of Sharpsoft was rubbing her conscience raw, as though she'd donned their conversation like a hair shirt. Steeling herself, she resolved to be truthful.
And so she was. She told them about meeting Sharpsoft, and about the book and bell. She told them what Glide knew, and what he didn't know she knew, and about her sudden, inexplicable gift with languages. She told them what had happened in the dungeon – or at least, what she thought had happened – and about the faceless man, and that she was sorry, so very sorry, for putting them in danger, assuming there was any. Her friends asked a few questions, but otherwise remained silent. Electra chewed her fingernails. Jess drank the narrative down with wide blue eyes, while Evan's lit up at every mention of Sharpsoft. Manx remained calm, his manner that of a cat observing the world – relaxed, with no surprise for even the strangest things. And suddenly, despite her guilt and fumbled storytelling, she was done.
‘Sorry,’ Solace concluded, repeating herself. She sighed, rubbing her eyes. ‘I should've explained this earlier. Told anyone. Told someone. I don't know. I suppose I'm just not used to having anyone to tell.’
Throughout her confession, she'd been standing in the centre of the lounge room, speaking as from an impromptu pulpit. Now, wordless, she collapsed into the nearest beanbag, awaiting judgement. For a moment, all that could be heard was the sibilant shifting of its polystyrene innards. Then Manx leaned across from the nearby lounge to give her a peck on the cheek.
‘You're an idiot,’ he said, fondly. ‘But we forgive you.’
Having been braced for censure, forgiveness took Solace aback.
‘Really?’
‘Really,’ said Jess. She swapped a glance with Evan, who grinned, and another with Electra, who pulled a face in friendly reprimand. ‘The world is weird and wonderful, and full of faceless men. Know thine enemy.’
Solace blushed, uncertain of where to look, and eventually managed to speak. ‘While I was out of it, where was Lukin? He didn't… vanish, did he? He was there?’
Jess nodded. ‘Yes, but from our perspective, so were you. Either way, he let us go. He was walking and talking when you fell, not even slightly vague. Well,’ she amended, ‘no more than he was at the Town Hall, anyway.’
Solace exhaled heavily, but didn't raise her eyes. ‘What do you think we should do?’
‘Nothing, for now.’ Manx reached out and squeezed her hand. ‘There's a lot of weird shit going on, and none of it random. Whoever's behind this – Sharpsoft, Lukin, whoever – they've got the drop on us. They have an agenda: we don't. They have a plan: we're in it, but how? Why? We're being strung along, but this isn't something we chose. It started when we were born this way, and it's not going to end until we understand exactly what that means – to them, and for ourselves.’
He breathed in deeply and spoke, not just to Solace, but to everyone. ‘Imagine we turned our backs on the past few days. Even if Lukin left us alone, if Sharpsoft never came back, the world is still bigger than us. There are other Rare out there – walking, plotting, scheming, living – and sooner or later, we're going to meet them. I love going out: God only knows, I love watching Evan marinate himself like a Christmas turkey for my amusement –’
‘Hey!’
‘– but some day, that won't be enough. Maybe Electra will meet another mob, or someone will take a pot shot at the giant house cat. Maybe Jess will see something we can't run from. Or maybe we'll just get older, sadder, stranger, so wrapped up in our own mad secrets that we turn into paranoid loonies. We can't keep sailing blind, three sheets to the wind, and hope to find safe harbour. We need to know. I need to know. And this might be our only shot.’
Cautiously, Solace raised her eyes. She smiled. ‘At least whoever-it-is seems to want me alive, albeit minus some blood. That's the good news. I'm more concerned with the bad.’
‘Which is?’
‘That someone seems to be interested in me, personally. With a vengeance. A crazy, kinda-poetic-butnonetheless-creepy vengeance.’
‘Has anyone ever told you,’ Evan said, ‘that you're not very good at offering comfort? That the golden rule is to give the bad news first, then finish on a high note? And Manx, dude: what are you, the prizewinning editor of Doomsayers Weekly? Lighten up! I mean, okay, yes, there's a dungeon under Hyde Park, but it's not like Lukin locked us up in it. We filled out some surveys, earned some money, spoke to some guys – that's it. We're cool as Zaphod Beeblebrox, and I say that with the deepest respect for Douglas Adams.’ At Electra's eloquently arched eyebrow, he shrugged. ‘Just trying to keep things in perspective. No harm, no foul.’
‘At least if it is Lukin, we're no worse off than before.’ Solace paused, rubbing her arm. ‘Not too much, anyway.’
Electra sighed, nodding. ‘Then I guess we're just passing time. Same as always.’ Distractedly, she flicked a hangnail. ‘Any ideas? I could really use a diversion, provided I don't actually have to get up. I'm pretty drained.’
A sudden gleam came into Manx's mismatched eyes. Almost without realising the connection, Solace found herself thinking of the cat's-eye lights on a dark road, glittering briefly like beads of amber before winking into the night.
‘We could always take Solace tripwalking.’
The words were unfamiliar. Solace's brow furrowed. ‘What?’
Evan smiled, clearly liking the idea. ‘It's – something Laine taught us – well, more like something she has access to, really. There's this drink –’
‘Nepenthe,’ Jess supplied.
‘Called nepenthe,’ Evan confirmed. ‘Anyway, it has a pretty interesting effect on anyone with a Trick.’
‘Like a drug?’ Solace frowned, remembering Annamaria's early days at the group home. Evan looked at Manx, who shook his head.
‘Only in the alcoholic sense. It's like liquid prophecy, or prophecy's bastard cousin. As you drink, you see things in real-time – maybe it's happening in another country, another room or three streets away, but it's true. You trip, in a way. Your mind goes walking. Very shamanic.’
‘It's alcohol,’ Jess supplied, helpfully. ‘And also, as a by-product, prophetic. Sort of.’
‘Right,’ said Solace, grinning. ‘Just so you know, that made absolutely no sense. But what with dungeons and all, it's been that sort of a day, so I'm in.’ She glanced sideways. ‘Assuming Electra agrees?’
‘Fine by me!’ she said.
‘Ex-cellent!’ Solace steepled her fingers. ‘So, then – what do we do next?’
‘We find a phone,’ said Evan, standing. ‘And we call Laine.’

In the end, however, it wasn't Laine who arrived, but Phoebe, bearing both the promised nepenthe and a message.
‘She says to go ahead,’ Phoebe relayed, ‘but be ready for houseguests later. Party guests. She's rounding up the others. As payment.’
‘Fair enough.’ Manx accepted the blue-green bottle, studying the contents with admiration. ‘I wonder where she gets this stuff?’
‘Don't we all?’ Jess asked.
As Electra dug around in the kitchen for some glasses, Solace made herself comfortable on the floor, watching with amusement as Evan draped himself strategically beside Phoebe. Despite their previous intimacy at the Gadfly and Phoebe's protestations of disinterest, the pair persisted in circling one another like a couple of courteous crows, neither one willing to broach the subject of actual togetherness. Thinking of it made Solace smile. Silly.
‘Room for one more?’
Startled, Solace looked up in time to see Glide alighting the stairs, smiling the same sleepy, secretive smile he'd worn earlier that morning. His presence made her heart speed up alarmingly, so that she twisted her hands together to keep from leaping up. Inwardly, she gulped.
‘Sure,’ she managed, more calmly than she felt.
‘Another cup, Lex?’ Jess called out coolly. Flipping her gaze from Glide to Solace and back again, the seer tilted her chin; a sign of aloof permission. Blushing deeply, Solace made to speak, but Jess flicked her fingers dismissively.
‘Never mind,’ she sighed, managing a half-smile. ‘It wasn't meant to be.’
‘And you should know,’ quipped Evan, earning himself a sisterly smack to the head. ‘Ow!’
Having located an ancient set of sake cups, Electra began laying them out in a semicircle on the lounge room floor, forcing Evan and Phoebe to relocate to ground level. Manx seated himself across from Solace, while Jess dropped gracefully between her and Phoebe. That left Electra, who took the place to Manx's left, and Glide, who made a show of studying the circle before moving casually to fill the remaining gap between Solace and Electra. As he sat, the skin of his arm brushed Solace's. She shivered.
Manx was granted the honour of pouring – the tripwalk had, after all, been his idea. Uncorked, the nepenthe smelled glorious, a commingling of spice, flowers and fresh rain that seemed to fill the whole room, so that if Solace closed her eyes, she could imagine she was outdoors on a summer afternoon, the air thick with bees and warm sun. Even the skylight seemed clearer: abruptly, shafts of dappled, reddish light came lancing down from overhead, picking up threads of crimson and russet, amber and gold in their tawdry furnishings, until their small circle was suffused with a rosy, welcoming glow. Breathing deeply, Solace ran her fingers over the patterned rim of her cup, marvelling at the deep, burnished umber of the nepenthe, and at the strange, miraculous pleasures her new life held.
Reading her expression, Jess smiled softly. ‘Beautiful.’
Without further words or deliberate ceremony, they lifted their cups and drank. Solace felt her throat burn with the delicate warmth of hot mango, tasted cardamom and roses. Music that wasn't there tickled her ears on the edge of hearing; things moved which were stationary, or stood still that were in motion. Every colour took on a unique flavour in accordance with shade and brightness: Manx's hair was cinnamon, while Jess and Evan's eyes were strawberry juice. Then Phoebe said something so funny that for what seemed like fifteen minutes, nobody could stop laughing; but when they'd all finally calmed down enough to speak, mouths twitching and eyes bright with humour, not even Phoebe herself could remember what she'd said, which set them off again.
‘You know,’ said Solace, when they'd finally got their breath back, ‘I don't trust Lukin.’
‘No,’ said Electra. ‘Neither do I.’
‘Tripwalking yet?’ asked Manx, after a brief pause.
Solace shook her head. ‘Not yet. I was thinking ‘ Something flickered at the corner of her eye. She turned her head, trying to catch it. ‘Wait. I –’
The flicker darkened to shadow. Solace turned again to watch as more and more of the image revealed itself. She knew that turning so far was impossible – her neck should have reached a limit, she should have fallen over – but it was like a reel of film had started. The more she swung to look at the shadow, the more it scrolled across her vision to obscure the real world, until her friends and the warehouse vanished. The shadow began to press in close to her eyes, her body; it sped around and over with a queer movement, as though she were headed towards something at the same time that the empty space around it was rushing away. The nearer she came, the more the shadow began to resolve itself into images. Loaded silence filled her ears, like the hum of a muted TV.
In the distance was a flat bridge of stone, devoid of rail or barrier. It arched over a dark chasm between what looked at first like two sheer cliffs. On the right was a long, featureless plain stretching into darkness, while on the left…
With Solace's scrutiny, the image swooped closer. On the left was a castle – not Gothic, really, but somehow not anything else. The stone was a burnt reddish-gold, with windows made by turns of clear or coloured glass. Dozens of turrets, towers and spires sprang up from the mammoth base, although one stood out from all the others, piercing the darkness like a slender stone needle. Its roof was decidedly odd, but Solace was too enraptured by the myriad carvings and statues to take proper notice. These sculptures were intricate, subtle, beautiful, terrible things: gargoyles, dragons, griffins, nymphs, angels, demons, pixies, monsters, spiralling over the outside walls in impossible places, crouched on, posed beside or hidden by nooks and ledges, some tiny, some mammoth. Other features began to stand out, too: balconies, gardens within courtyards – the complex seemed to go on forever, and with seemingly no way to enter bar that narrow stone bridge betwixt the void and a single, solid, iron- and oak-bound door.
And as she watched, the door opened – not with a creak, but with liquid, well-oiled, silent speed. Seconds later, a horse emerged at full gallop. Solace could hear the echo of its breath, the rattle of hoof on stone, the creak of leather and the flap of the rider's cloak as he rode, clutching something hidden to his chest. Before she could wonder what it was, a single cry, piercing and full of anguish, drew her attention back to the doorway, in which a sobbing woman had collapsed. From behind, someone began to manhandle the woman back inside; their grip was not kind, and she wailed and sobbed, biting and thrashing and kicking until, glimmering with the wicked red of firelight, a large brass candelabrum, hefted by a second pair of hands, crashed into the side of her skull with a sickening crunch. The woman fell heavily and was dragged inside; the door slammed shut on the scene.
Fire blossomed in one of the towers, and Solace heard shrieks as some unwary occupant or other burned alive. The clangour of narrow battle, fought in stairwell and passage, rang out into the eerie, unnatural gloom. Solace tried to will herself inside the castle, but it was like running into a deflector shield: she came as close as she could, within metres of the outer wall, but could go no farther. As screams mixed with the crackle of heated stone and burning flesh, she began to cry out, shaken with panic and horror and a fear she couldn't name, as though the fires were burning not just the castle, but her.
‘Stop!’ she cried.
But it didn't. Solace shut her eyes and gritted her teeth, trying to calm herself and failing.
‘Take it away,’ she whispered fiercely. ‘Take it all away.’
Silence.
She opened her eyes cautiously. She was back in the warehouse, and though time had passed, she wasn't sure how much. The skylight had fallen dark, but the faint, lingering scent of crushed flowers still filled the room, while the ageing studs of the leather chair glinted like molten silver, or tiny moons. Suddenly, she realised she was lying in someone's lap – Glide's, she realised with a jolt – and that the tips of his fingers rested tenderly on her left cheek. Once realised, the thrill of the connection fizzed through her skin like a neural wildfire, so that she fought actively just to lie still beneath it. Still, her consciousness betrayed her; Glide felt her twitch and looked down, concern and some unfathomable humour bright in his broad, green eyes.
‘Welcome back.’ He smiled, and even the Vampire Cynic melted a little.
‘Now that,’ Evan said, ‘was interesting. Also, downright scary. But it wasn't tripwalking.’
‘Wasn't it?’ Manx asked, dazedly. Shivering, Phoebe burrowed her head against Evan's shoulder. Electra and Jess looked wan. Somewhat automatically, when no one answered, everyone looked to Glide, who shook his head.
‘She wasn't seeing the present, that's for sure. And she dragged the rest of us with her.’
‘I what?’ Reluctant though she was to sit up, Solace managed it, turning to face Glide. ‘How do you know that?’
Lightly, his face flickered. ‘Trust me. The tripwalk was yours. We saw what you saw. We felt what you felt.’ Almost accidentally, he brushed her hand with his.
Solace trembled on the brink of speech, but Jess arrived there first.
‘Don't,’ the seer snapped. ‘That wasn't your fault. This isn't even a fault thing.’
Electra bit her lip. ‘But if it wasn't the present –’
‘Past,’ Glide answered. ‘It was the past. Whose, though, is another question entirely.’ His eyes darted to Solace.
She swallowed. ‘What does it mean, then? Why me? Why now?’
For a moment, there was silence. Glide leaned his head back, thinking. Then, quite abruptly, he laughed. ‘I honestly don't know,’ he said. ‘I've no idea at all.’




Learning Curves
Solace closed her bedroom door quietly, the guilt of the ruined tripwalk pressing on her shoulders like a physical weight. She hadn't confirmed Glide's suspicions out loud – that the burning castle had something to do with her – but then again, she hadn't needed to. Instead, she'd expressed a desire to read her mother's book before Laine arrived, and declining both Jess's offer of company and the lure of Glide's touch, she'd headed straight upstairs to do just that.
In the little time it had taken her to exit the lounge, Solace had replayed the vision in her head. The past, she thought. My past. Ever since Sharpsoft had first caused her to speak the word Starveldt, her imagination had conjured up images of a grand, improbably-situated castle out of hope and fantasy – or so she'd thought. Now, she wondered whether some older intuition had been at work. Seated on the bed she shared with Manx, her back to the wall and a doona draped over her knees, she opened her mother's book with steady fingers and started to read, beginning with the heading:
After Grief
Date: Unknown
The Revolution is done for. Some nights ago – how many I do not know, but surely at least three full days have passed – Sanguisidera and her Bloodkin raided our home. The Five Clans are scattered and without leadership; I know for certain that Lars and his brethren are dead; and what will undoubtedly become of those taken captive does not bear thinking about. I can only hope that the raid was a consequence of Sanguisidera's madness – of all things to hope! – and not revenge for her discovery of the agent in her midst. I will not even write their name, in case this book should fall into her hands. And so, though I burn to tell more, I will only say this of the most important matter: the heart of our plans has been stolen. Only the grief of Sanguisidera remains.
Aaron and I live. I will not attempt to describe our present location, except to say that it is strange, and that we are far from home. In truth, there is little sense in concealing such information from paper, but this reluctance is grown more from exhaustion and sorrow than caution. I do not even know why I write at all, nor why I troubled to save either this book or quill when all around us burned. Aaron tells me I grabbed at many things in our flight – trifles, mostly, though some were things of value – and that he had not the heart to deprive me of them all. I smiled a little at that, for he spoke kindly to me. What am I saying? He always speaks kindly to me.
We need to rest. I am closer to collapse than perhaps these words let on. I feel as if my heart has been ripped from my chest. So much work, and so many plans, destroyed by the wrath and madness of our enemy. Sanguisidera. The name means ‘bloody star’. I can only think these events mean that hers is rising.
Solace jerked her head up. She had read and re-read the first entry several times. Reverent, her fingers traced the page.
‘My mother wrote this,’ she whispered. My mother. The woman I saw in the vision. Lady Morgause Eleuthera of Starveldt. Wife of Aaron. A strange thought occurred to her. Did vampires even have mothers, or was there a different word for it? She knew she'd been born in the normal fashion, but given her rather unusual nature, did that still imply the same relationship as if she'd been wholly human? Could Morgause – or, for that matter, Solace – be both a woman and a vampire, technically speaking? She snorted. Of course they could. But the thought was persistent, nonetheless: that as with certain other creatures, there might be some obscure, eccentric word for a vampire male or female. Just then, she realised she was shaking, but whether with mirth or fear she couldn't tell. Reflexively in either case, she snuggled under the covers.
‘I know who I am. I know what I am,’ she said aloud, and gulped in the silence that followed. For a moment, she'd almost believed herself. Just because you've never killed doesn't mean you can't. Or won't, the Vampire Cynic whispered.
Rather than think, she immersed herself in the book. It was a strange, haphazard diary, although most of the entries were frustratingly undated, leaving no means of telling how far apart they'd been written. Beginning with Morgause and Aaron's flight from Sanguisidera, the book chronicled the collapse of what her mother referred to as ‘the Rebellion’– a terminology which only made Solace think of Star Wars – and the rise of their enemies, the Bloodkin. It was some time before the history of this was made apparent. Solace felt her heart begin to pound as she read:
Even should this book ever fall into Sanguisidera's hands, no harm could come from explaining what is already known to her, and – as Aaron has teased – in the event that anyone else might ever come across it, such a thing may prove useful, though how or why this might be I cannot fathom. Still, I will humour him – he reads over my shoulder as I write, and likes to know that his suggestions are taken to heart.
Sanguisidera is fond of saying that vampires are among the eldest of the Rare, although the knowledge with which she supports this claim is unknown – to me, at least. Our kind has been given different names in different times and places, but ‘vampire’ seems to have become the most universal, either for good or ill. Folklore says many things of us, some of which are accurate, others of which are not, always remembering that we are each of us different, and that what may be true for some is not necessarily true for all. But there is one thirst which binds us under our common name: a lust for blood, and in particular the blood of man.
Of its own, this doesn't make us evil. We are – most of us – no more monstrous than humans. We all have the urge to feed, but are generally capable of eating other substances. There is nothing which compels us to drink of humankind, save for one complication: that the blood of man is powerfully addictive. I do not know why, but there is the truth of the matter. Those who consume it exclusively will, in short order, become incapable of eating anything else. Once, I witnessed the effects. A friend. For him, the craving became intense to the point of pain and withdrawal. He tried to fight, but more and more, he saw humans only as food. The scent of them – and the guilt of his own reaction – drove him mad.
There are those of us who have pledged not to feed on mankind for one reason or another: because we are safer if they leave us alone; because there is no need; because addiction in any form is demeaning; because they make poor sport; because they, like us, are thinking, feeling creatures.
Sanguisidera disagrees.
I do not know how old she is, although our present state is enough to attest to her power. We who oppose her began to ally more closely in response to her openand wanton butchery. Her disciples grew in number, vampires who would rather eradicate mankind than coexist – and not just our kind, but others of the Rare with similar, destructive goals. When her vampires began to refer to themselves as the Bloodkin – perhaps to distinguish themselves from her other, more mercenary followers – Aaron and I, along with the heads of the Five Clans, formed the Rebellion. It was not a war, not exactly, but what other word may apply? Sanguisidera hunted us as keenly as we hunted her. Lives were extinguished or broken in the course of it, Rare and human alike. And now the conflict is lost; our plans were shattered the night Starveldt burned.
Only one more thing will I say; these failures pain me enough. Sanguisidera does not kill those whom she takes prisoner; neither does she ransom them, although at first she pretended to. Always her methods are the same: to feed the captive nothing but human blood until the addiction takes hold. If they are other than a vampire, she turns them first, and after that, they are lost. That I know of, only three have ever fought and conquered the addiction, due as much to mental harm as physical, because our bodies adapt to that single source of food. Many have died simply from being too far gone: they could not eat anything else, and starved. Men have called us immortal, but we are not invulnerable. Certain things will kill us, and although we may live for centuries, vampires – like all the Rare – must still replenish our flesh. Starvation is a slow killer of our kind, and an ugly way to die. The blood grows thinner and thinner, our minds weaker, until we can neither move, nor think, nor hope; until our bodies have dried into shells and the bones blown away.
Enough. I will write no more.
Shivering, Solace closed the book. A part of her brain begged her to register what had been said about Starveldt – that she effectively owned a whole entire castle, and that she'd seen it burn – but the rest of her couldn't think. Raised human, she nonetheless thirsted for something more than mere food. For as long as she could remember, Solace had been hungry, and not just because there was so little she could safely eat. Blood addiction sounded horrific, and all at once she found herself overwhelmed by the paranoia of what if. What if she'd bitten someone in childhood, in play or anger? What if, when Kelly had taunted her, she'd snapped a different way? So many possible accidents might have seen her lost, become a murdering, shambolic slave to a hunger she hadn't earned. It terrified her.
Angrily, she shoved the book to the furthest end of the bed.
‘Stop it,’ she told herself sternly. ‘Now you're just being stupid. You're not a Bloodkin killer and you never will be.’
That's what you think>
‘What?’
The intruding voice had come from nowhere, androgynous and cruel. Solace leapt up at the sound of it, almost shrieking, but the room was empty. Heart thundering, she picked up her mother's book again and smoothed out the cover, trying to catch her breath. She knew that voice from Lukin's dungeon.
‘Faceless man,’ she whispered.
‘You okay?’
This time, she did let out a yelp, but regretted it instantly. It was only Glide, leaning around the door with an awkward, apologetic look on his face.
‘Sorry,’ he mumbled. ‘I'm interrupting. It's just – I thought I heard…’ His voice trailed off.
Solace gulped, feeling the colour rise in her cheeks. ‘I scared myself, that's all. You can come in.’
Glide stepped forward, pulling the door shut. Uncertain of what else to do, Solace moved the book aside and perched on the edge of the bed, her nerves jangling. Cautiously, as though uncertain of whether he was welcome or not, Glide sat down next to her, just close enough that their legs touched at knee and hip. Fear forgotten, Solace felt her stomach flip over. Part of her wanted desperately to rehash everything that had happened with Lukin, the better to explain why her mother's book and the faceless man had scared her so, but she didn't want to put Glide off, either. The tension between them felt electric. Frantically, Solace searched for something to say, but nothing sounded right. As he shifted his weight beside her on the bed, she turned, uncertain, and met his gaze.
‘I'm sorry,’ he said again.
‘Don't be. You're always welcome.’
‘Really?’
‘Of course.’ Solace gulped. ‘I mean, we live together, right? It's not like I'm going to lock you out of my room.’
‘What about Manx?’
‘Huh?’
Solace stared.
Glide glanced away. ‘It's his room, too. You guys are… close. He probably doesn't want me hanging around you, least of all in here.’
‘But we're not together.’ Solace felt her voice tremble. ‘Not together together. We just sleep together. But we don't – it's not like that. I said that wrong, we don't sleep together, just share the mattress, and anyway, I think he kind of has a thing for Electra, although nobody's actually said so, it's just this vibe, and I –’
‘Solace.’
Glide cut through her babble. Solace blushed. Even the Vampire Cynic felt forlorn.
What happened next seemed frozen in time, a moment of acute and aching slowness in which she almost forgot to breathe. Tentatively, Glide reached out and cupped her chin in his hand, drawing her gently forward. The tips of their noses brushed, and then, sweet as nepenthe, his lips found hers. Clumsily at first, Solace kissed back, but then, as his fingers stretched and twined through the hair at the nape of her neck, she moved more passionately, leaning into Glide with a pent-up yearning that matched his own. Then, just as suddenly as they'd come together, the two of them pulled away, touching foreheads, trembling, to gain a measure of space.
Solace bit her lip, smiling. Glide smiled back. Each of them opened their mouth to speak, but before they could, someone hurtled upstairs and burst through the door. Guilty and startled, they sprang apart, but not quickly enough to fool Paige, who stopped dead in the centre of the room, eyes wide. Raising a hand, she pointed at them, awestruck.
‘You were –’
‘Paige,’ begged Solace, ‘please? You just burst in!’
Mischievous as a woodland imp, the short girl burst out laughing.
‘Please?’ repeated Solace, desperately.
Clearly delighted, Paige clapped her hands. ‘Fine! I won't say a thing, I promise.’ Speculatively, she ran an eye over Glide, who blushed. ‘An-yway, I came up to say that we're all here, and you're wanted downstairs for merrymaking of a different sort. We brought a box of wine. You in?’
‘Sure,’ said Glide, before Solace could. Awkwardly, he looked at her, smiled, blushed under Paige's fierce, grinning scrutiny and then hurried out, not bothering to shut the door.
Tilting her pink and purple-haired head, Paige gave Solace an impressed look. ‘Total silence,’ she avowed. ‘But just so you know? Nice.’
‘Out!’ demanded Solace, pointing authoritatively at the door, but her mouth wavered into a smile and spoilt the effect. Paige giggled, but, mercifully, said no more, waggling a finger impudently as she sauntered out.
Taking a moment to compose herself, Solace ran her hands down her skirt, smoothed her hair, and because she couldn't help it, raised a disbelieving, happy hand to her lips, and held it there.
‘Didn't put him off,’ she murmured, smiling.

Cheerful chaos prevailed downstairs. Apart from Laine and Paige, the warehouse had opened its doors to Harper, Claire and Tryst, so that the whole picnic crew was now milling and chatting in the lounge. Aside from Paige's wine box, a party's worth of alcohol was visible on the kitchen bench, alongside masses of chips, dips, cheeses and biscuits. Surveying this bounty, Solace laughed, turned and nearly bowled over Tryst, who was headed that way with a very large chocolate cake indeed. Sincerely regretting her allergies, Solace declined a slice and waved instead at Claire, who shyly returned the gesture, reaching up to tuck a strand of jaw-length, dark-blonde hair behind an ear.
As the opening chords of ‘Hotel California’ rang out through the warehouse, Solace wandered over to where Evan, already hoisting a suspiciously depleted glass, was regaling Laine and Phoebe with his latest chain of thought.
‘There's this thing where I can read minds, right?’ he said, gesticulating grandly. They nodded. ‘But maybe – I mean, how do I know what I'm hearing? Maybe it's all just Chinese whispers. Or, you know, like one of those comedy sketches where there's two people back to back, right, in two different telephone booths having two different conversations, speaking alternately, but it actually sounds like they're talking to each other, but about something really bizarre. Because even though stuff matches up, it also doesn't. In a really funny way. You know?’
‘Bravo!’ called Manx. ‘I suppose that could almost pass for insightful.’
‘Welcome to my family,’ said Jess glumly, making a face for Phoebe's benefit. ‘At least you don't share his actual genes.’
Chuckling, Solace was about to join in when a familiar hand alighted on her shoulder.
‘Hey,’ Glide whispered, close to her ear. ‘Can I talk to you?’
Nodding, Solace stepped away from the others with him, unable to stop her face from lighting up.
‘What's new?’
‘I'm heading back upstairs. For the evening, I mean.’ He ran a hand through his chestnut hair, letting his fingers snag in its curls. ‘I've gone too long without drifting. If I don't go now, it'll start to creep in at the edges, which isn't good. I'm sorry.’
Uncertain of whether to feel crushed, flattered, wistful or some weird mixture of the three, Solace managed a half-smile and nodded again: agreement.
Clearly relieved, Glide sighed and inclined his head. ‘Thanks. You have a good night, okay?’
‘I will.’ She gulped a little. ‘Are we – I mean, Paige is going to ask –’
Uncaring of who saw, Glide cut her off with a kiss. ‘You tell them whatever you like,’ he said softly, leaning away.
As she watched him saunter back upstairs – ignoring, temporarily, Evan's elated wolf-whistle, Paige's gleeful whoop, Jess's resigned sigh – it occurred to Solace that, Bloodkin, Sharpsoft, faceless men and Lukin not withstanding, there'd never been a better time than now.




Absent Friends
Solace woke up, and knew that something was wrong. Despite the antics of the previous night – which had gone on to include Jess's spookily accurate impression of the Prime Minister, an impromptu dance-off between Paige and Evan, a beanbag fight, and Tryst's strangely hilarious home-chemistry stand-up comedy routine involving one glass bong, dishwashing liquid, bicarbonate of soda and a ribald story about priapism – she'd drunk no more than a glass or two of wine, ensuring that now, every sense was on full alert. Without waking Manx, she slipped out of bed, walked to the door and stepped out into the upstairs hall.
The scent of blood hit her like a brick to the head. Panic surged through her, but still she staggered forwards, drawn to the source by some deeper instinct against her conscious will. Already, part of her knew where she was headed, but Solace rejected it fiercely, fighting what she had no wish to admit.
‘Glide,’ she whispered.
Like a broken wing, the door to his room hung limply from its hinges, a hefty crack denting the centre. Splinters stood out from it like hackles on a dog's spine. Trembling, she reached out and pushed it, half expecting the whole thing to fall down. Instead, it swung inward, revealing what looked like a miniature battleground.
Spatters of blood flecked everything – a small enough quantity, but the scent still made her hungry, the guilt of which brought on nausea, until it was all she could do to keep upright, staring at the wreckage. Like everyone else in the warehouse, Glide had few possessions. The bed frame had been old and likely salvaged, which went some way towards explaining why it had shattered so easily. The sagging mattress lay canted against the wall, sliced open down one edge to reveal springs and stuffing. Two cardboard boxes had been kicked askew, tumbling their respective clothes and trinkets onto the floor. A small three-legged wooden stool had been smashed almost to kindling, while the only other object – a handmade metal photo frame – had been bent out of shape and the picture removed. It wasn't until her foot nudged the handle that she even saw the knife: large-bladed and smeared with a fine mixture of blood and mattress fluff.
There'd been no blood in the hall, she recognised distantly; Glide couldn't have gone downstairs. No: he'd been taken. By her enemies. While she slept. Because of what she was. The weight of guilt swamped her like a king tide. Solace fell to her knees.
‘Oh God.’ It was Jess. Solace didn't turn, but could feel the seer in the doorway behind her, hovering ineffectually. ‘My dreams. I heard –’
‘He's gone.’ Her voice sounded foreign, hoarse. ‘It's his blood. Why didn't we hear it happen?’
‘I don't know.’ Jess seemed to be speaking from far off, her words warped and carried by some nonexistent breeze. ‘The Rare, I mean… if it was Lukin… someone… we were asleep…’
‘It was the faceless man.’
‘What?’ Startled, Jess pulled Solace up by the shoulder. ‘How do you know?’
‘I heard him, earlier.’ Briefly, she related the incident. ‘I would've been scared, said something, but Glide –’
Jess laughed tiredly, because it was better than tears. ‘Of all people, I can hardly chastise you.’
‘What now?’ Solace bit the inside of her mouth. Too much was swirling inside; too much was dangerous; too much seemed centred on her.
Jess only paused a moment. ‘Go downstairs. I'll wake the others.’

‘Something needs to be done,’ Jess finished.
Twenty minutes had passed; they were downstairs in the lounge, and the seer had just finished filling everyone in on the sordid, embarrassing details of Solace's life. It was nothing new to those who'd met with Lukin, but for the rest, the whole tale had to be told from start to finish, the faceless man explained, before Glide's bloody disappearance seemed properly urgent.
‘Shouldn't we call the police?’ asked Claire.
Jess shook her head. ‘They couldn't help. We can't give them any details – not anything they'd believe, anyway. They'd probably just think it was one of us. Which it isn't,’ she reiterated, before anyone could ask.
Overhead, the skylight glowed pink with late afternoon, making Solace wonder briefly if she'd ever wake at a normal hour again. Without clocks, it was hard to tell how long they'd slept, or even how late (or early) they'd stayed awake in the first place: either way, a second day had certainly come and was in the process of going. Of everyone present, Claire and Electra looked the most frightened; Phoebe clung to Evan's arm, while Tryst and Harper spoke in low voices, inaudible despite the relative silence. Jess, like Manx, looked drained but in control, seeming touchstones of sanity in a world of madness. Glowering on a beanbag, Paige sat with both arms crossed, a ferocious kewpie doll, which left only Laine, her pale blue eyes and porcelain face as inscrutable as stone. Solace had no idea how she appeared to everyone else, but suspected her face was haggard. At the very least, she knew she was shaking: muscles in her arms and legs kept twitching uncontrollably, a body's worth of tics, and doubly so at every mention of Glide's name. She felt split in two, and such was the pain that even the Vampire Cynic remained silent. It's all my fault.
‘No,’ said Laine, startling everyone from their individual silences. ‘It's not.’ She fixed her gaze on Solace, fierce and sympathetic all at once.
Solace blinked, disoriented. ‘How did you –?’
‘Haven't you noticed? We're all mad, here.’ Laine had cut her neatly off, as dry and self-deprecating as always. At Solace's uncomprehending look, she smiled without humour. ‘Psychic. Memorise and move on.’
‘Okay, not to stir things up, but I think we're all missing the point,’ said Evan, breaking the moment suddenly. ‘It doesn't matter why we didn't hear or know where Glide's gone. The point is that whoever took him must've had a reason and we're pretty damn sure they're like us – that they're Rare, I mean. They haven't left a note, and if they just wanted to kill him without anything in return, there'd be no point in taking the body. So whatever else has happened, I'm betting he's still alive and that somebody knows where he is.’
‘Who?’ asked Solace, more desperately than she intended. Evan stared, but softly, without sting.
‘Please don't tell me I'm the only who's thought about this, because that would mean the Apocalypse is nigh and there's a lot I still want to do before my death. Lukin will know. He must! How much of a coincidence is this, anyway – we meet up with a guy who just happens to be researching the Rare, who does tests on us, and in whose dungeon Solace meets her faceless man, but just as soon as we give him Glide's survey, Glide disappears? Personally? The connection isn't hard to see.’
‘My brother is making sense,’ Jess mumbled. ‘I need a drink.’
‘We drank it all,’ said Paige and Tryst, automatically. Both blinked at their unintentional synchronicity.
At any other time, it would have been funny.
‘We go to Lukin, then,’ said Solace, firmly. She stood, abruptly decisive. ‘Find Glide. Whoever wants in, get dressed. Five minutes: then we're gone.’ She paused, glancing around the room. Her expression softened. ‘Not everyone needs to come. One or two of us should stay here. Just in case.’
‘I probably wouldn't be much use anyway,’ Claire murmured apologetically.
Solace felt her heart clench. Who was she, to ask so much? Some of the tension went out of her, and as though it were a signal, Tryst and Phoebe elected to remain at the warehouse, too. Solace couldn't blame either of them.
‘I'm coming,’ said Paige.
‘Me too,’ echoed Laine, so quickly that Solace was sure she'd have copied the answer no matter what it had been. She didn't like the idea of bringing along two people who clearly disliked one another, but there was no point in wasting time arguing.
‘Okay,’ she said instead.
‘Me too,’ said Harper. Solace smiled gratefully. She had no objections there: she didn't know what Trick Harper might have up his sleeve, but he seemed to be the biggest, fittest one among them. Nodding at her, he placed a lean, brown hand on Paige's shoulder.
‘Wherever the pixie goes, so go I,’ he added, by way of explanation.
‘As do we,’ said Electra, with surprising vehemence. Evan, Jess and Manx all stood. ‘Agreed, then? Good.’
Having been the first one up, it was only Solace who needed to dress, and so, at Jess's timely reminder, she rushed upstairs to do so. Midway through donning her coat and boots, it suddenly occurred to her to bring the key to Starveldt. If nothing else, it might convince Lukin of who I am, she thought, but the truth was that she didn't want to leave it unattended, now that she knew what it represented. Tucking it into her right-hand pocket, she gave her mother's book a pat for good luck and hurried back to the others.
Outside, the air was chill, but pleasantly so, the crispness helping to dissipate the last residual dregs of tiredness, if not their collective nerves. They'd been walking for five minutes when Manx pointed out that Sydney Uni was a likelier destination than either the Town Hall or the Galleries Victoria, as it housed Lukin's actual office. After a brief discussion, the others agreed, and so they changed course at the next intersection, walking in a string of pairs as they picked up the pace: Electra with Manx, Solace with Paige, Jess with Harper and Laine with Evan, all of them swift and silent.
At the edge of Elizabeth Park, Solace took the lead, trudging determinedly up a concrete path overshadowed by fat-waisted, crook-limbed trees. An artificial lake gleamed dimly under lights, while the air was thick with the rustlings, honks and occasional swan-cries of the local birdlife. Blood thumped through her veins. She could feel her night vision straining, frustrated by the lack of total dark. Aggravated, she shook her head fiercely, determined to concentrate on – what? For the first time since acknowledging her vampirism, the thought of embracing it didn't scare her. The rapid march and crisp air had cleared her head, transmuting guilt into anger via some internal alchemy. Anger felt good.
Spreading out, they ascended the cold stone steps to the university grounds proper. Ahead of them, the Great Hall loomed over its tiny hill, dwarfed in size by the nearby library but refusing to be cowed. A road snaked through the campus, bending away over a slight rise. From the same direction came the dull bass thuds of loud music, and more faintly, the tinkling, shouting, shattering, yelling, laughing sound of students getting drunk.
‘Manning Bar's down there,’ said Laine, somewhat abruptly.
Evan snorted. ‘No offence, but as much as I appreciate the sentiment, cowboying up for a wild adventure hardly seems appropriate.’
‘I can read minds,’ Laine retorted, bluntly. ‘Remember? And from skimming yours, I know what Lukin looks like. Get me close enough, I can scan the crowd and see if anyone recognises him – or, more importantly, knows where to find his office.’
‘Now that,’ Jess murmured, not without envy, ‘is a plan.’
The closer they came to the bar, the louder things got.
‘How close do you need to be?’ asked Manx. The Goth girl closed her eyes, then opened them again. They were about a hundred metres from the bar, which was located on the top floor of the Manning building.
‘Not much closer,’ Laine said. ‘Most of their brains are all drunk-fuzzy. It makes specific thoughts harder to read, but it leaves their memories unguarded.’
They stopped underneath the balcony, sheltering in the shadows as Laine, seemingly on autopilot, laid her hands flat on a nearby table, causing it to vibrate slightly. Her lips twitched as if she were talking to herself, although no sound came out. Solace raised an eyebrow at Paige, remembering Jess's casting, but the short girl shook her head.
‘It's all right. This is normal.’
‘Lukin,’ murmured Laine. Her eyes snapped open. She blinked rapidly, turning to Manx. ‘I know where to find his office. It's near the Great Hall.’
‘Good.’ Solace's voice was soft, forceful.
Silent except for the tread of feet, Laine took the lead alongside Solace, turning up towards a venerable stone building and taking the old broad stairs two at a time. Passing under an open archway, they were momentarily cloaked in the shadow of statues, guardians of a small museum. Then they were free, standing on the flagstones of a walkway surrounding a square inner lawn: a quadrangle. A thin, pale moon filtered down through a weeping jacaranda tree in the right-hand corner of the grass, muting its purple-to-blue-fringed charcoal. The open square of the Hall defined the quad on all sides, while the tallest shadow of the clock tower smudged the central pathways. Laine paused only for a moment before leading them unerringly to the left and around the corner.
She stopped when they came to what looked at first to be a way out of the hall, an alcove exit blocked at night by green metal security bars. Lodged to the right-hand side of the nook, and leading seemingly into the wall, was an open corridor.
‘There?’ asked Solace, but Laine shook her head, turning instead to an old, dark door to the left, so unobtrusive that nobody else had noticed it. Walking over, she saw that there was no handle on the outside, only a circular silver lock. When she pressed on the door itself, nothing gave.
‘It must be locked,’ she muttered. ‘Can anyone open it?’
‘We could force it, maybe,’ Manx suggested.
‘Wait,’ said Electra. The others stared, watching her bow her head and concentrate. Eerily, she began to glow. A golden light suffused her skin, auric and fey; sweat beaded her forehead. With a sudden gasp, she tottered forwards, pulling something from her pocket and slumping to her knees before anyone could catch her.
‘Here,’ she said faintly. ‘A lost thing.’ She held up a key – large, bronze and old-fashioned, tainted by the pale, frog-moss green of oxidised metal. Ignoring Paige's awe and Evan's confusion, Manx gently lifted the key from Electra's hand and helped her stand. Straightening, he walked to the door and ran a hand down the wood.
‘Look.’ He pointed. Beneath the new, silver lock was an older keyhole, almost invisible in the darkness. With a creaky click, Manx inserted the key and turned. For a moment it still seemed it wouldn't work, but then the door opened inwards. A sharp, narrow staircase confronted them, winding steeply away and up to the right.
‘Come on,’ said Laine, her hand already on the banister.
Everyone followed.
The stairs spiralled upwards for three floors. They passed other offices, but Laine kept going. At the top of the third flight was a small landing, and above that, a fourth, shorter set of steps leading to a glass security door.
‘Here,’ she said, finally. ‘Although I don't think there'll be too many lost keys to this one.’
Not waiting for an invitation, Solace stepped up to the glass. There was a metal handle, but the swipe-slot on the wall belied any thought that it might just open of its own accord. She tried anyway for the sake of it. Nothing happened. She sighed. She'd never put her physical strength to such a use before, except when experimenting. Still, there was nothing else for it. Squaring her shoulders, she pushed down hard on the handle. There was a squeak, followed by a groan, and then a tortured snnnnk sound as the locking mechanism broke. The glass door opened. Solace froze, suddenly worried that an alarm would go off.
Silence.
‘Must be a pretty cheap security system,’ Evan remarked. ‘Incidentally, is anyone else freak-out impressed by the fact that Solace can apparently snap metal?’
‘Later, Evan,’ Jess menaced.
Down the narrow, darkened hallway, Laine turned left. Almost immediately they were confronted by another glass door; being internal, however, this one opened easily. Behind it was a very thin walkway, made so by the bulge and protrusion of a doorway belonging to – or so it first seemed – a cupboard. A closer look revealed a small metal plate in the middle of the door, which read:
Professor Erasmus Lukin Biosociology
‘Bingo,’ whispered Paige, reaching for the handle. Jess grabbed her wrist.
‘Wait. The last time we saw his office, we came in through a different door – through a different building.’
‘So?’
‘So maybe the door is booby-trapped, that's what!’ Paige snorted. ‘And you only thought of this now?’ A pause.
‘Well, yes.’
Evan rolled his eyes impatiently. ‘It's a university, guys, not a Mayan temple! Lukin might be nuts, but he's hardly going to electrocute his students.’ And to prove this point, he leaned forward and tapped the wood.
Nothing happened.
Jess glared at him. Evan grinned.
‘After you,’ he said, bowing to Solace.
Baring her teeth, Solace walked up and twisted the handle – fiercely, as though she could wrench it open in one quick turn. Rather than opening the door, however, this only had the effect of breaking the knob off in her hand. Irritated, she let it drop.
‘Maybe we could kick it?’ Electra suggested. ‘I mean – you could kick it.’
‘Really?’ asked Solace, surprised. ‘I thought people only did that in movies.’
‘Okay, firstly?’ Laine pointed out, ‘we're not really “people” so much as – you know. A different kind of people. And second of all, who cares? Bust in the damn door!’
Nodding, Solace stood back. There wasn't room for a run-up; instead, she turned side-on, and in one swift movement, kicked, trying her best to aim for the lock and the broken-off root of the handle. There was a splintering, cracking sound. The door bulged in a little. Solace kicked it again, harder.
A louder, thudding crack. The lock tore away from the frame as the door swung very slightly open, revealing a centimetre-wide scrap of darkness.
‘Now that,’ said Evan admiringly, ‘was awesome.’
‘Right,’ said Solace, straightening her shoulders and shaking out the sleeves of her leather jacket with pride.
She pushed the door. It moved inwards with comic slowness, as though passing through some foreign substance thicker than air. Light began to replace the darkness around the edge of the wood, eventually revealing –
‘That's not an office,’ breathed Jess.
As Solace stepped tentatively into the room, the others crowded in after her. Manx gently pulled the door closed behind them – as closed, that is, as a broken door can be. Like everyone else, Solace found herself craning her head upwards in amazement.
‘Cracks in reality?’ asked Laine. Her voice echoed in the sudden, silent space. ‘More like cracks in…’ the sentence tapered away.
‘I've never been in an octagon before,’ said Electra, almost offhandedly.
Manx chuckled; the echoes bounced back and around them, as though the room had its own sense of humour.
Awed, they wandered forward, necks craned upwards, hands drifting over the walls. Solace paused in the middle of the floor, trying to drink it all in.
In place of Lukin's office was a marble… room. Somehow, there didn't seem to be an appropriate word for it. Antechamber sounded too small; hall didn't quite cover the fact that, as Electra had observed, the place had eight sides, or that the roof soared high overhead into a circle of vaulted stone. Warm yellow light suffused the walls, bringing out a pale rose blush in the otherwise creamy marble; seemingly, it emanated from a series of eight glass globes mounted on each of the eight walls, although they contained neither fire nor bulb that anyone could see.
And then there were the doors: one for each wall, including the one through which they'd entered, all made of dark-polished wood, smooth and blank except for identical round brass handles. In the middle of the floor, a circular pattern had been laid out in the marble – a spiral, Solace realised, delineated by a pale blue tinge in the stone. Where the blue and pink met was a delicate bleeding of purple, as if the colour were painted on and had seeped into invisible joins in the masonry. Which was, of course, impossible – but as with many other things, Solace was beginning to see that this often didn't matter quite so much as it ought.
‘Maybe we should go –’ Paige began, but no sooner were the words spoken than a curious clicking sound caused them all to turn.
It was a good seven seconds before Evan realised what had happened. ‘The door,’ he gulped. ‘It's closed or fixed itself or something. It's’ – He gestured helplessly. ‘They all look the same now. I'm not even certain which one it was.’
‘What's wrong with guessing?’ Electra asked nervously.
When nobody answered, Jess hugged herself. ‘Here's a better question: where are we really? And where do all these doors lead to?’




Empty Places
‘Okay,’ said Solace, somewhat uneasily. ‘We just try a door.’
With slight hesitation, she walked to the nearest door and grasped the handle. It turned with an oily silence that set her on edge – for good reason. No sooner had the door departed from the frame than the emergent space began to glow with rushing, white-blue light, filling the chamber with a hungry, deafening roar. Solace felt herself being sucked forward; behind her, the others panicked and scrambled. Angry with fright, she grabbed the handle and yanked the door shut, hard.
Silence.
‘What the hell was that?’ exclaimed Harper.
‘Do I look like I know?’
‘Try another one,’ Jess urged, a little shakily. ‘We need to find a way out.’
Solace nodded, trying to appear calmer than she felt. Turning in a circle, she sought out the most likely candidate for their initial entrance. She turned the handle a fraction. A hair-crack appeared between door and frame, emitting a light that glowed like a supernova and screamed like a boiling kettle. Solace slammed the door shut, kicked the wood fiercely and then leaned her back on it.
She looked at the others. No one spoke.
‘Are we trapped?’ asked Paige, more than a little disbelievingly.
Evan gulped. ‘Maybe.’
Solace felt her heart speed up. ‘No.’
So suddenly that Harper jumped, she strode purposefully to the next door along and yanked it open. A roar of ice-coloured wind confronted her. She banged it shut, moved on to the next – and the next, and the next, the whole way around the room, even to the two she'd already opened, not stopping until all eight possibilities for escape were well and truly exhausted. Defeated, she walked slowly back to the centre of the room and sank, cross-legged, onto the heart of the spiral design. Behind her, the others were silent.
Think. Think. Think. Solace tilted her head down and closed her eyes, sinking her hands deep into her jacket pockets.
Her fingers brushed something cold.
The key to Starveldt.
Sighing, she pulled it out and jangled it in her hand.
Evan, who was watching her, looked puzzled. ‘What's that?’
‘Exactly what it looks like. The key from my mother's book.’
‘Could it get us out of here?’
Solace smiled wryly. ‘Well, it's not like any of the doors have keyholes’
‘Yes they do,’ Paige interrupted.
‘They don't. I looked when we came in.’
Solace frowned.
‘I don't care how they were when we came in – when we came in, one of those doors was broken, which isn't exactly the best precedent in the known universe for stability! Look!’
Paige flung out her arm and pointed, agitated beyond further words.
Solace looked. There were keyholes.
‘Right,’ she said, slowly. A thrum of thoughts began to burn her brain. Mostly these consisted of jumbled images of Sharpsoft, Starveldt and her mother's book; behind all of this, however, lurked two very important words.
‘What if, ‘ she murmured. Standing, she walked to the nearest door, reached out, paused, and fitted the key in the lock.
The world turned green. There was a faint smell of garlic. Solace sneezed and blinked.
She was standing on a patch of cobblestones. Beyond and around it, everything else was darkness. The only light danced around her, seemingly without source, a dim, full-bodied halo that left her eerily shadowless.
‘Who bears the key to Starveldt?’
The question was spoken softly, but with strength. The Voice, deep and velvet, was disembodied, but recent events had conspired to dull any novelty in the phenomenon for Solace. Similarly, this was not her first inexplicable transportation to a strange and mystic place, and so, rather than reacting with reverent awe, she gave an exasperated snort.
‘Oh, great. Now what? Are you going to steal my blood, too, or just talk a whole lot of cryptic nonsense? Because I'm really not in the mood.’
There was a pause.
‘I'm sorry?’ said the Voice. It sounded confused, albeit in a somewhat genteel and dignified manner, like an elderly gentleman who has just been caught with the last of the cooking sherry.
‘Look,’ said Solace, her patience wearing thin. ‘Frankly, I've had just about enough of this. I wouldn't have even used the damn key except that we were trapped, and I'm still trying to figure out how that happened in the first place.’
‘Who bears the key to Starveldt?’ Insistent, but a little puzzled. It was exasperating.
‘I do, all right? Me. Solace. The daughter of Aaron and Morgause Eleuthera, who is, surprisingly enough, uninterested in exchanging niceties with an ethereal presence! I suppose my body's passed out in the real world while we're having this little talk, has it? People standing over me, wondering if I've gone nuts again, that sort of thing? Lovely.’
‘Time has stopped for your body. When we are finished, the moment you left will be the moment of your return.’ The Voice hummed, a sound not unlike that of a computer processor crunching through an instruction. ‘You have spoken the truth.’
‘Right! Fine! Whatever! Can I go now?’
‘Where would you have me send you?’
‘Send me?’ Solace bit back an angry retort just in time to think the offer through. A note of curiosity entered her tone. ‘You mean, send me once I'm back in the real world? You can choose what will be on the other side of the door?’
‘In a manner of speaking.’
‘Who are you?’ she asked, warily.
‘A guardian.’
‘And why do you care who has the key?’
‘If you do not know, then I cannot tell you.’
Solace ground her teeth. ‘Fine, then. Look. Someone took Glide, and I want to know who and where they are. Can you help with that?’
A pause. More humming. ‘The one you call Glide was not taken.’
Keep calm, she told herself. Don't let it get to you. Something about the Voice and the blank place was setting her on edge in much the same manner that opening the doors had, an oily chill like liquefied bacon grease sliding down her spine.
‘Yes. He. Was,’ she gritted out.
‘Glide was not taken.’
‘Then where the hell is he?’
‘Elsewhere,’ the Voice said maddeningly. Solace forced herself to speak slowly.
‘Elsewhere. Fine. Non-specific, but fine – just send us there, okay? Through the door? That's all of us, right, to wherever Glide is. Right? Thanks ever so much.’
The Voice hummed again.
‘That is not an advisable decision.’
‘Really?’ A more offensive rejoinder was choked back. ‘And what, exactly, do you recommend instead?’
‘Go home. You are needed. Events have been set in motion.’
‘Like what?’
‘Well, to begin with,’ the Voice said, slowly, ‘your house is on fire.’

The warehouse was burning.
Sirens scorched air already clogged with soot and smoke. Fire fighters shouted as gouts of flame burst from an upstairs window. Red light, eerie and alien, glowed behind doors and windows on the lower floor. A blast of heat that boomed and shattered shook them all; the skylight had collapsed. Dimly, Solace was aware of Electra sobbing, of Manx and Evan struggling to hold back Harper as he twisted, strained and shouted himself hoarse. Paige had sat down – fallen – and was staring blankly ahead, tears making twisted snail-trails through the ash that smeared her face. Everything seemed both too loud and muted all at once, as if different sounds had become somehow more significant than others. Startled, she flinched as Laine walked past her. The Goth girl stopped, but didn't look back, leaning into a searing wind that haloed her with tiny sparks of fire. Without being consciously aware of it, Solace found that she, too, was moving forwards. Someone grabbed her wrist, hard enough to leave white marks in the pressure-dent shape of fingers, but they were easily shaken off. Silently, she stood beside Laine. They watched the warehouse burn.
Time passed; nobody was sure how much. Once the worst of the blaze was controlled and cowed, some policemen came over and asked them if they lived there, what details could they give, where had they been and for how long, had anyone been inside (of course there was, Solace thought fiercely, why else do you think we grieve?), what might have started the fire. It was Jess who answered, abruptly and with a rasp. Then someone told them to stay put. They were offered blankets; nobody accepted. It wasn't until three blackened bodies were carried out on stretchers that the full impact of what had happened hit Solace. She swayed; Laine held her up. The two of them trembled. Harper had stopped fighting and was weeping instead – the gulping, rusty, uncertain tears of a man unused to them.
More time passed.
The officials had left. One of the ambulance officers had told them what they already knew – that Phoebe, Tryst and Claire were dead – before saying he was sorry. Solace had smiled blankly at him and given a quick shake of her head; it was too much for the man, and he turned away in case she started crying.
‘We should go. Somewhere,’ Jess croaked.
Solace nodded.
‘Our place,’ said Evan.
‘And that's it? We just pack up and move on?’
The speaker was Paige. All eyes turned to her. ‘No,’ said Manx, quietly. ‘That's not it. We just can't do anything now.’
‘Wrong. We can find out who did this, and kill them.’
‘Who?’ asked Jess, confused. ‘What makes you think –’
‘They didn't get out!’ Paige yelled. Her face went white. She bit her lip before continuing, pointing at the wreckage of the warehouse. ‘You want to tell me some random fire just started right under their noses and yet somehow, not a single one of them got out?’ She laughed, but the sound cracked. ‘Bullshit!’
‘We still don't know who it was,’ Manx argued wearily. ‘You can't just wander off into the night and expect to find the right person.’
‘You –’ Paige started, taking a step forwards, but Laine cut her off.
‘Paige!’ she barked. ‘Stop it.’
‘Why should I?’
‘I don't know! We're filthy and tired and wrecked. We need sleep. This isn't helping anyone, least of all you.’
Paige hugged herself and stepped backwards, shaking her head. ‘You're useless,’ she spat. ‘Useless, hopeless – fine!’ And before anyone could stop her, she turned and ran off. Evan made to go after her, but Harper held him back, a shake of his head the only explanation possible.
‘Maybe it was normal people,’ Electra whispered. ‘Maybe they found out what we are.’
‘It wasn't normal people,’ Manx said quickly, flashing Solace a worried look.
‘You don't know that,’ Electra countered.
‘No, I just think – look, nobody knows us, okay? Nobody could've seen anything.’
‘What if this has something to do with Glide?’ Jess asked, tentatively.
Silence.
‘If it does,’ said Solace, ‘we need to know. And if it was the faceless man –’ she stopped, unable to finish the sentence. Had all this happened because of her? The Vampire Cynic said no, but standing there by the wreckage and smouldering ash, it was a difficult thought to keep hold of.
‘We need to rest,’ she said instead. Her voice was weary and rough. ‘Whatever else we should do, we need to rest first. Let's just go, okay? Your place?’ She looked imploringly at Evan, who nodded. His eyes were red-rimmed, streaked with ash.
‘This way,’ he said, hollowly.
They followed.




Reflex Action
By the time they arrived on Jess and Evan's doorstep, it was pitch black, and to complicate matters, Jess had lost her key. Drained though she was, Electra managed a brief illumination and summoned it, whereupon everyone tumbled dispiritedly inside, not even bothering to turn on the lights. Exhausted, trembling and in total darkness, Solace collapsed on the floor and closed her eyes. Unconsciousness came swiftly, but remained shallow: she slept restlessly, half-waking at each uncomfortable motion of hip or elbow on the hard surface, at the pins and needles in her pillow-arm, at the automatic grinding of her teeth. Raggedy slips of light began to punctuate her awareness, filtering in through a small and grubby window. She ignored it for as long as she could, but what little rest she'd managed was irreparably broken. Wincing at the stiffness in her body, she eased herself up and looked around.
They were, as she dimly remembered being told, in a basement, which here translated to a single room with a tiny closeted sink and toilet off to one side. Except for where she and her friends had made room for themselves, almost every square inch of the floor was packed with junk, as though the whole room were one giant cupboard. Books constituted most of the clutter, slipping from boxes or heaped dustily on the floor in a way that seemed to Solace, a lifelong reader, disrespectful. Elsewhere were clothes, alternately draped over cartons, hanging from inelegant wall-pegs or crumpled and forgotten in wads and piles. Most of them, it seemed, belonged to Jess – Solace would have been hard-pressed to envisage Evan in a strapless red evening gown at the best of times – but there were traces of his tastes, too. Other miscellanea included several dusty paintings, a bag full of old children's toys, a stack of jigsaw puzzles and dozens of ancient, hand-labelled VHS tapes.
As Solace woke, it became harder to ignore the lurking grief of the previous night's events, which threaded piercingly through her ribs like a lariat of thorns. Angrily, she stretched against the cramp in her back and looked desperately around for anything, anything at all, to keep her from thinking about the fire.
The room was square. Rising from amid the mess like odd mountain peaks, two single beds laid head to head fitted snugly and exactly against the far wall. Jess occupied one; Evan, the other. A battered, tattered lounge in the centre of the room was almost entirely covered by Harper, his breathing steady. Solace wondered whether or not she would one day be brave enough to comment on how much she liked his skin colour – a deep, dark brown that seemed innately oiled and glossy. His head, which was entirely shaved, rested on the lounge arm at an uncomfortable angle, while his long legs dangled lazily off the end.
Rubbing her eyes, she made note of the others. Manx and Electra had curled up together on a makeshift pile of blankets in the far corner. Electra had rolled herself almost into a ball, threads of pale gold hair spilling across her right cheek, while Manx lay pressed up against her back, holding her. Solace felt a tightness in her throat. She didn't begrudge Electra comfort: she just felt lonely. Despite being surrounded by friends, she felt disconnected, guilty – as if reticence on her part had caused the fire.
At least they know about Sharpsoft and the faceless man, she told herself, but that didn't help; instead, it made her feel worse. Acting reasonably hadn't changed the fact that three people were dead, and while that wasn't her fault, she still fretted over whether or not she could've prevented it. Even if her friends were choosing to keep secrets, at least theirs hadn't endangered her or anyone else. Besides, what right did she have to demand their life stories? None whatsoever. She hung her head.
Distracted, she cast around for Laine – was she even present? Or had she run off like Paige? At first, she didn't seem to be anywhere in the room, and it was some long moments before she realised that the shadow under Evan's bed was, in fact, a person. Focusing her eyesight, she saw that the psychic was stretched out on her stomach, head turned side-on against a crooked arm so that only her closed eyes were visible. There was an unfamiliar softness to her features. Solace marvelled equally at how little she knew about Laine, or Harper, or Paige, wherever she was, and how little it seemed to matter. Would they try and find Paige later on? Probably, she concluded. What else was left for them to do? Look for Glide, said a part of her, but she didn't have the strength to find comfort in the thought.
She closed her eyes. What had her life become? Thinking about it, she almost had to laugh. For seventeen years she'd lived complacently enough, but all the while she'd been itching somewhere under the surface, screaming at the dreadful, oppressive normalcy of routine without ever lifting a finger to change it. And then, in the space of twenty-four hours, she'd fiddled with someone's brain, got drunk for the first time, slept cheerfully in a strange man's bed, made her first ever friends and set up shop in a warehouse. What had been the catalyst? The faceless man, her birthday, something in the air? And she was a vampire. How long since she'd figured that out? Reality was crumbling around her, worn away by doors through space and time, crazy voices, crazy people, crazy… just crazy, a universe of it, glittering up at her like the beads of a kaleidoscope. And here she was, Solace Morgan/Eleuthera, caught up in the middle of it, with Glide gone missing, her mother's book lost, three people dead and a warehouse in flames, and no more sense of what was happening than if she'd just stepped through Alice's looking glass.
It was all too much. She started laughing – loud, uproarious, broken. It didn't seem to matter whether or not she woke anyone up. She didn't know when the tears started or even if they were, in some small way, for herself as well as for Phoebe, Tryst and Claire. Eventually, she gave herself the hiccups, which made everything else seem funnier, except that she couldn't laugh for choking. Her cheeks were hot and wet with tears, and she found herself wishing more than anything else in the world that she could remember Phoebe's tripwalking joke, or the precise wording of Tryst's home-chemistry routine. A sudden stitch in her side began to pull; she forced herself to calm down and to breathe deeply, scrubbing her face ashamedly as she looked around the room. Had anyone heard her? At first, she thought not, but then she saw that Laine's blue eyes were open.
Feeling oddly wary, Solace watched the Goth girl stretch and wriggle daintily out from under Evan's bed. Once clear, she sat up on her haunches and flexed her hands, rolling her neck from side to side. Throughout all of this her eyes remained fixed on Solace, silent, unblinking and unreadable.
‘They're dead, aren't they?’
Solace jumped, and had the meagre satisfaction of seeing that Laine was startled, too. It was Harper who'd spoken.
‘Yes,’ Solace answered in a soft voice. Uncertain of what else to do or say, she swivelled around to face him. He was still lying on the lounge, his head now propped up by a hand. ‘How long had you known them?’
‘Long enough.’ He dropped his gaze. ‘We were friends.’
‘They were good people,’ said Laine. She hadn't moved; Solace wasn't certain how Harper could've known she was awake, but he didn't seem surprised to hear it.
‘Yeah,’ he echoed. ‘They were.’ Abruptly, he sat up, running a hand over his head. His eyes were red-rimmed, something which hadn't been obvious while he slept. He sighed. ‘I should go find Paige. She always runs away when she can't deal. Always has done. Probably always will.’
‘You want me to come?’ asked Laine, stretching again. It was a sincere offer, for all she seemed to dislike the other girl.
Harper considered. ‘If you want,’ he said finally. And then, as an afterthought, ‘You know she won't be pleased to see you.’ He still hadn't turned around, so only Solace noticed the odd little smile that crossed Laine's face.
‘What's new? She never is.’
‘I –’ Solace didn't know what'd she'd been going to say, but assuming there'd ever been words, they failed her.
‘It's okay,’ said Harper. Standing, he reached down a hand to help Solace up. ‘You can come with us.’

Somewhat predictably, Evan woke up last. Blearily, he looked around the room, wondering why he was here instead of at the warehouse.
Then he remembered.
‘Oh, bloody hell,’ he said weakly, flopping back onto his mattress. Rolling onto his side, he looked across the room and saw that Jess, Electra and Manx were clustered on the lounge. It occurred to him that there were fewer people present than memory told him there should be, and for a moment he was filled with the fear of having forgotten something important.
‘Where are the others?’ he asked.
Jess was drawn and pale. She shook her head. Her wavy black hair, so much like his, contrasted with the grief-pallor of her skin, making her look dead, and he wondered if his face was similarly waxy.
‘Don't know,’ she answered. ‘Paige ran off last night, remember? The others were gone when we woke up.’
‘Maybe they went to look for her?’ Manx suggested.
‘Probably,’ said Evan, before anyone could come up with a worse alternative. He felt dazed, incomplete, emotionally exhausted and horrifyingly sober. It was not a pleasant combination by any stretch of the imagination, and the stuffy, saddened atmosphere of his and Jess's pathetic little basement wasn't helping. He stood up.
‘I need some air,’ he muttered, and then, more loudly, ‘I'm going for a walk – I'll see if I can find them. They can't have gone far.’
‘Do you want some company?’ Jess asked, a little forlorn. It was an old question between them. The subtext was rather more complex: Jess was lonely, but, sensing Evan wanted solitude, asked only to let him know her mind. Evan tried to smile for her, but shook his head.
‘I'll be fine. You guys stay here. Maybe they'll just show up on their own.’
‘Okay,’ said Jess. The corner of her mouth trembled.
Evan went.
Striding away from the house, he ducked around several corners and through a lane until he reached a small, unkempt park, one of the few remaining examples of the older kind of exciting playground equipment now deemed too hazardous for council treasuries, if not for little children. This early in the morning, it was deserted. Dew glittered on the grass, while a veritable tiding of magpies struck up their wavering, beautiful chorus in a straggle of slender gumtrees. Evan didn't notice. There were far too many things on his mind for comfort, with only a single word that fit as an explanation.
Leaning up against an ancient metal slide, he looked around to make sure he was alone. Then:
‘Sharpsoft!’ he bellowed. No answer. ‘Sharpsoft, goddamit! You ugly, weird-headed bastard! I want a word with you!’
There was a crunching sound, not unlike aluminium foil being crinkled up into a ball, and when Evan turned around it was to find that Sharpsoft, infuriating as ever, was sitting on the steps to the slide. Normally, his expression was placid, mysterious and irksome; not so now. Anger burned in his crazy, metallic eyes as he lunged forward and grabbed Evan by the collar, all but shaking him.
‘Foolish boy – what have you done?’

Dry twigs creaked and crackled underfoot.
They'd been walking for what felt like twenty-odd minutes, and nobody had spoken. It wasn't a hostile silence, but it still gnawed at Solace, as if some careless remark of hers had killed the conversation.
She wasn't sure where they were – some kind of park or flush of greenery, obviously, but as to where or how it fitted into Sydney as a whole, she didn't know. Once you got away from the main roads, there were places (or so she was learning) where mobs of thin, ribbon-twisting, downwards-sloping, one-way, odd-angled backstreets took you out of time, pockets of quiet that were utterly incongruous with her previous notions of the city. Unless you lived there, it seemed, you'd never know they existed. Perhaps this was because nobody walked anywhere, which in turn was a possible consequence of Sydney lying inconveniently sprawled over hills and hollows like a collapsed drunk, vomiting out suburbs whenever its stomach grew too full.
Suddenly, Harper stopped. Laine and Solace exchanged a quick glance.
‘She's been here,’ he said. The words decorated the air before them like a spider's web.
‘How can you tell?’
‘That tree, there.’ He pointed. Both girls looked, and were, despite everything, jolted into weak laughter: someone had carved a jagged GO AWAY, HARPER! into the bark. As Solace watched, the thin genesis of a smile flickered briefly at the corner of his mouth before vanishing again. He was a complex person, she decided, and although she understood some of the bond between Manx and Electra, what existed between Paige and Harper remained a mystery. Wherever the pixie goes, so go I, he'd said, but curious as that made her now, she put it aside for later. After a moment's pause, they started walking again, Harper several metres ahead.
‘You've noticed, then,’ said Laine, abruptly. Solace blinked.
‘What?’
‘Paige and me. The hostility.’
‘Yes.’ She glanced at Laine sidelong. ‘Why is that?’
‘I made the mistake of sleeping with Harper.’ The Goth girl sighed, exhaled. ‘A big mistake,’ she added softly.
Solace gulped. ‘Oh.’
Awkwardness reigned, but only for a moment. Laine gave her head a small shake and spoke again. ‘I never did ask how you ended up at the picnic. Rude of me.’
Shrugging past a strand of grevillea, Solace answered wearily, though grateful for the distraction. ‘I don't know. What am I doing, Laine? What are any of us doing? It's all surreal. We go out and get drunk most nights, come back and pass out or fall asleep. Nothing ever gets taken seriously, because there's nothing we do that could be. We don't have any purpose to push us on, anything we have to work at to get. It's all just ours. Everyone gives the impression of having been really down and out before they found one another, but how could they have been? Maybe I just haven't lived in the world for long enough, but I don't understand it at all.’
She fell silent. For a brief span of time, Laine said nothing. As though they were made of carbon, Solace felt her words sink into the green around them, become absorbed into chlorophyll and breathed out again, English transmuted into tree-speech.
When Laine eventually answered, her tone was measured, thoughtful, but her pale eyes remained fixed ahead, blue and unblinking. ‘Listen. Last night was messed up, no question. But you've just admitted you don't know everything about these people, so how does that give you the right to judge them? Most of us do want a purpose, even if we can't admit it; and usually, we can't, or don't. Stuff like that affects people. But us, we're Rare, too. We can't live like everyone else, but we're not destitute enough to have any real motive for change, either. If you put us right down there in the dark, half of us would die or go crazy, and the rest would scramble like mad to pretend we were normal people. Far as I can tell, that's what we've always done, and that's why we gather together like we do.’
‘Why?’
Laine sighed, tilting her head and throat to the sky. ‘Because we want a society. We want a structure that lets us be what we are, that gives us a purpose, tells us what to do and why. No hiding. And they do exist – maybe before the world got smaller, there were more of them. We had the blank pages of the map to crawl into. But now the humans are everywhere. We have to sink through the cracks in their system because we can't make our own, but even the cracks aren't the right shape we get stuck halfway to the bottom, wedged between the walls.’ She rubbed her temples. ‘All I'm saying is, there's more to why we are the way we are than you think. You just don't know it yet.’ She managed a weak smile. ‘But hey – you're young.’
Solace blinked. ‘So are you!’
‘True,’ Laine pointed out, ‘but I can read minds.’
‘Oh. Right.’
‘Paige?’ Harper called out, stopping so abruptly that both girls walked into the back of him. Sidestepping and rubbing her shoulder, Solace craned her neck upwards. In front of them was a gum tree: thick, tall and with no branches until about four metres up. Hanging upside down by her knees from one of these limbs was Paige, her arms folded over her chest like some giant, awkward bat. Going by her closed eyes and lack of reply, Solace judged that she was asleep.
‘Paige?’ Harper repeated. Reaching out, he knocked on the trunk of the tree. ‘Wake up!’
‘No,’ said Paige, without so much as twitching an eyelid.
‘Why not?’
‘Don't feel like it.’
‘Yes, you do,’ Laine contradicted her. ‘I can tell.’
Paige heaved a sigh. ‘You're here, then?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, that settles it. Get lost!’
‘Paige,’ sighed Harper, crossing his arms.
‘No!’
Solace tugged on Laine's sleeve.
‘Is she always like this?’ she whispered.
Laine nodded and narrowed her eyes. ‘Always. Don't ask.’
‘Right.’
‘Just get down,’ Harper argued. ‘This is stupid and you know it. Our friends are dead, and all you can do is run off and hide in a tree.’
Paige's eyes snapped open. ‘I'm not hiding!’
‘Sure you're not. You're just very well camouflaged.’
‘Camouflaged? I'm entirely the wrong damn colour! I don't blend at all! This isn't hiding! It's –’
‘You know what I meant,’ Harper interjected. ‘Come on. Please? This doesn't help, and it certainly does nothing for any of us.’
In one smooth motion, Paige swung herself upright into a sitting position straddling the branch.
‘What will help, then?’ she asked, hugging herself. ‘Go on. Tell me your great big plan will make everything better when you know it can't be.’
‘We're going to go check out the warehouse,’ Solace said, speaking before she could stop herself. ‘Maybe see what started the fire, if we can find any clues.’
‘That's a start,’ Paige conceded. Her tone was wary. ‘What else?’
‘Well, once we know more, we can do what you said last night – find who did this and make them pay.’
A broad smile lazily spread across Paige's face, as if, like a Cheshire grin, it possessed a life of its own. ‘Now that – I like that plan.’
In a single lithe movement, she dropped down, leaving Solace to wonder how she'd ever managed to get up there in the first place.
‘We're not too sure about that, either,’ said Laine, spookily. ‘It could be a weird kind of Trick, or she might just be really agile. It's not as if we can test for one or the other. So who knows?’ Solace glared at her, but received only an unapologetic shrug in response. ‘Mind reader, remember? Anyway. The point being, she can climb things.’
‘Laine? You're talking again. Don't,’ said Paige, striding past them. ‘And I'm still not happy to see you!’
Harper sighed, draping his arms over Solace's and Laine's shoulders as they watched Paige go on ahead.
‘That girl, he announced, ‘will be the death of me.’
‘Come on,’ said Solace. ‘Let's go back and see the others.’
‘If we must,’ Laine murmured cheekily, disentangling herself and following Paige.
Harper paused, bent down and kissed Solace lightly on the cheek.
‘Thanks,’ he murmured. ‘Sometimes, she can take hours to talk around.’
And without saying anything else, he squeezed her arm gently and then moved on, leaving Solace to watch him walk, and wonder.

They were almost back at the house when Solace heard familiar voices coming from the other side of a stand of tall shrubs. Quickly grabbing Paige by the arm, she held out a hand for Harper and Laine to stop.
‘Listen!’ she hissed.
Automatically, the four of them crouched down. After a moment, Solace carefully brushed some of the shrubs aside, peering through a gap to see who it was. What she saw left her dumbstruck.
Sharpsoft and Evan.
Talking.
Her mouth went dry.
‘Who's that guy in the coat?’ Paige whispered. Solace shot her an imploring look and put a finger to her lips.
‘Look, it's not my fault that Glide got away!’ Evan yelled. ‘You didn't tell me that something like this could happen!’
‘It should've been obvious!’ growled Sharpsoft. ‘Why else did I ask you to watch him?’
‘That's not the same as an outright warning and you know it. Apart from which, how else could I have stayed behind? I had to leave with the others!’
‘Granted.’ This was conceded grudgingly. ‘But that still doesn't solve our immediate problem. The book is gone, and so is the key – which is now, presumably, in the hands of the one person who shouldn't have it!’
Evan shook his head. ‘No, it's not. Solace took it with her. That's how we got home when, well, when everything was burning.’
‘She used it?’ Solace couldn't tell if Sharpsoft was angry, impressed or frightened; there was an equal amount of each quality in his intonation.
Evan shuffled uncomfortably, uncertain of where the conversation was headed. ‘Sort of. Why?’
The question went unanswered. ‘What happened then? Where did you come out?’ His tone was urgent.
‘It was weird.’ Evan scratched his head. Solace realised her hands were clenched into fists, and made a conscious effort to flex and straighten them. ‘One minute we were in this tower, and the next, the door just opened out onto a street near the warehouse. Not even into a building. Once we stepped through and looked around, there was just a really faint rectangle in the air, shimmering a little. You couldn't see back into where we'd been. And after Solace came through, it vanished altogether.’
‘You noticed nothing else? That's it?’
‘Sorry,’ Evan shot back. ‘I was a bit preoccupied with my friends being burned to death.’
Solace felt the others tense. Her brain was racing madly. What was going on? How did any of this fit together? Without thinking, she pushed too hard on the shrub. Several skinny branches snapped.
Sharpsoft turned and stared in their direction. Even from that distance, Solace was sure she could see his eyes whirling, just as they'd done when he'd first asked her who she was. Too late, she tried to duck down, but he'd already seen her.
‘Solace. Please, come forward. Bring your friends.’
Quietly, she stood. Harper, Laine and Paige looked at her in confusion. Tensely, she shook her head.
‘Come on. I'll handle this.’
The four of them emerged. Evan gulped as they drew closer.
‘Hi, Solace, guys! Uh, this is… I know how this looks, but –’
Without pausing to talk, Solace pulled back her fist and swung her first ever punch: not at Evan (although he cringed magnificently) but at Sharpsoft. Although she suspected it would have been well within his abilities to dodge, he stayed still and took the blow hard on the jaw. There was the slightest of thudding cracks.
Everyone froze.
Sharpsoft opened his mouth and winced, touching the point of impact gently with his fingertips. Solace's heart was in her mouth. What had she done? What if he hit her back? For a moment, he simply stared at her. Then he chuckled.
‘My lady. I deserved that.’
Her remorse vanished. ‘Damn right you did! You know each other! You're scheming! You have schemes afoot! And you'd better be able to explain them satisfactorily. You're coming with us!’ Shaking only slightly, she took a step back, folding her arms across her chest.
Five pairs of eyes turned and fixed on Sharpsoft. He met each gaze in turn, his weird irises whirling like stars.
Eventually, he shrugged. ‘All right. Lead on.’




Explanations
By the time they were back at the basement, the sunlight was getting too much for Solace. It had been bearable earlier on, when the light was faint and the tree-shadows long, but now the day had started to intensify, she had to be helped along by Evan and Harper.
‘I should come out once a day,’ she murmured, feeling dizzy and breathless. Staring at her uncovered hands, she fancied she could see them bleaching. ‘Get used to this. Again.’
Sharpsoft said nothing.
When Harper knocked on the door, it was Manx who answered. He took one look at Solace, stepped aside and let them in. But despite his eye-catching bone-white leather coat, he somehow failed to notice Sharpsoft until he was inside with everyone else.
‘Who –’ he began, pointing, but Solace shook her head.
‘We're having this out now,’ she said. ‘Everyone shut up and listen. Whatever's going on has gotten bigger and uglier than what we thought, and it isn't right that any of us blunder around in the dark. Evan? Start talking.’
‘Ev?’ asked Jess, confused.
Wearily, her brother smiled and shrugged. ‘It's a long story. Here's my part of it. A while ago, he, that is, Sharpsoft –’ he pointed, ‘– found me at the Gadfly. Said he knew that I was different; that a lot of people were, and so was he. As if having gold and silver eyes wasn't a dead giveaway.’ He took a breath. ‘Anyway. He asked me to look out for a pale girl with black hair and eyes who'd show up in the club. He didn't know what her name was, only that she was important and that I should pay attention. If possible, I was to keep her close to me. And hey – we all know I'm not the best empath in the world, but I can tell when someone's being sincere, and he was. So I said okay. Found Solace, brought her to you guys, reported back. Simple.’
There was a pause. Sharpsoft was seated on the steps leading down from the door. Hesitantly, when it became apparent that Evan had finished, he spoke, but although his voice addressed the room, his eyes remained fixed on Solace.
‘Solace met Evan at the Gadfly, and that meeting lead directly to this moment. But what my lady doesn't know – or rather, doesn't remember – is that it was I who told her to go there.’
‘You what?’ Taken aback, Solace blinked. ‘But I didn't meet you until the warehouse.’
Sharpsoft sighed. ‘Yes, you did. I simply ensured your forgetfulness. Think back.’ His eyes whirled: soft, persuasive. ‘The day. The park. The dappled sun. You sat beneath a tree.’
‘Oh, God.’ Abruptly, she did remember. ‘What gives you the right? I was finally on my own! I was looking for, for –’
‘Direction? Purpose?’ Sharpsoft pinned her with his gaze. ‘I tell you now, as I told you then, that the Gadfly was always your destination. I just showed you a shortcut.’
‘Why?’
His white teeth glittered. ‘Better early than dead on time. You have enemies, Solace Eleuthera. As did your parents. The vampire clans –’
‘Whoa!’ Paige held up a hand. ‘Okay! So, now there's vampires. Right. Only, you all seem to know what's happening, and I have no freakin’ clue. Give me the prequel, people!’
Gulping, Solace shot a hopeless look at Jess, who re-narrated for the benefit of Harper, Laine, Paige – and, she supposed, Sharpsoft – the events of the past few weeks; everything there had been no time to cover at the warehouse. She skipped over what Evan and Sharpsoft had already clarified, touched on Morgause's book, and ended with the tripwalk. Harper absorbed this information calmly enough, but Paige paled with each successive mention of vampires. Laine remained poised and unreadable, sitting perched on the edge of the lounge – hands clasped prettily on the folds of her black, satiny skirt, slender boots not quite touching the floor, corsetry binding her torso into artificial stillness – like a sweet Victorian doll.
Feeling the need to say something in her own defence, Solace repeated her mother's descriptions of vampires and blood addiction, trying to convince Paige, if no one else, that she wasn't a crazy fiend. Then she fell silent.
‘Right,’ said Harper, after a moment. His eyes were hard. ‘Now tell us why the warehouse burned.’
Sharpsoft's fingers twitched. ‘Vampires are not born. They are turned. You know this? A transmission of blood, a draining, a mutual bite. Still, we must have been human at some point, like all the Rare – and yet for hundreds of centuries, no vampire has existed save they who were turned. But through the oldest magic, Solace was born. This was no easy matter, because there is a balance to things: an asking, a taking. Two must die for one to live. Solace's parents, the Lord Aaron and Lady Morgause, made this choice. They left this world shortly after their daughter entered it. Because she was needed.
‘Because we needed a weapon.’
He told them, then, about Sanguisidera, the Bloody Star, and how she was beautiful, ruthless, deadly, insane. He told them what Morgause had – through her now-burned book – endeavoured to tell her daughter: that both Sanguisidera and her Bloodkin lived parallel to the human world while simultaneously infesting it, probing for weakness, breeding fear and malaise, feeding where the people were weak or vulnerable, encouraging humankind to steadily devour itself. And all the time seeking Rare for their twisted cause, whether through the smiling guise of Erasmus Lukin, a knife in the dark, or other, more subtle persuasions. And he told them, softly, that an agent of Sanguisidera had burned the warehouse in order to hide a different crime: the theft of Solace's book and key, although the latter item had been fortuitously saved. Their friends who'd stayed behind – Tryst, Claire, Phoebe – had most likely seen the agent, recognised him. Not being able to risk the slightest suspicion, he'd already faked his own violent disappearance, the better to avoid blame.
‘Wait.’ Solace felt as if the world had suddenly lurched beneath her. ‘You're talking about Glide. Before, when you and Evan were arguing. You'd been watching him. Traitor. Glide betrayed us. Glide killed –’ She couldn't finish the sentence. Her body felt numb. Without thinking, she raised a hand to her lips, touched again the spot where he'd kissed her. Judas. A Judas kiss. ‘No. I don't believe it. He couldn't have.’
‘Yes,’ said Evan. Heavily. Simply.
Uproar. Jess turned white. Paige and Electra began arguing over the top of one another, while Laine tried without success to calm them down. Harper just stared.
‘Quiet!’ roared Manx.
In the following hush, Solace turned to Evan and Sharpsoft, pleading. Her throat felt tight.
‘You're wrong. Glide would never kill anyone. He was getting better. He liked being at the house. He liked having us around. He liked –’ He liked me, she wanted to say, but the words wouldn't come.
‘He got away,’ said Sharpsoft. His weird eyes were gentle. ‘We suspected him, but I couldn't risk revealing myself. So we waited and watched, hoping Evan could intervene. It wasn't enough.’ He turned to Evan. ‘I owe you an apology. I shouldn't have blamed you.’
‘Don't worry about it,’ Evan mumbled.
‘But his room,’ Electra argued. ‘The blood, the knife – how do you explain that?’
‘He did it himself,’ said Sharpsoft.
Solace opened her mouth, closed it. She didn't want to speak – didn't want to believe – but then she remembered Glide walking in when she'd first found her mother's book. He'd asked if she'd wanted to read about her family, but Solace hadn't yet told him what the book was about. He'd known anyway. Even then, he was looking for it.
The realisation rocked her. And to have faked his disappearance. ‘It's why we didn't hear anything happen.’ The words rasped out of her, hard and traitorous. ‘He just went up, up from the party. He planned all this.’ She was trembling.
Blue eyes dark with pity, Jess came over and put an arm around her shoulders. Shamed and helpless, Solace leaned against her friend. It was scant comfort, but there was nothing else left.
‘And Lukin?’ asked Manx, almost desperately. His face was still smeared with ash. ‘He works for Sanguisidera?’
‘Yes.’ Sharpsoft bowed his head. ‘Earlier, when this one –’ he nodded at Jess, ‘– spoke of your foray into his dungeon, she mentioned my lady's ordeal. The men in the darkness.’ His eyes blackened. ‘One of them was, undoubtedly, Mikhail Savarin, Lukin's cousin. A lesser evil, but not by much. They are not vampires, mind, but other Rare who joined the cause out of destructive lust. Lukin's dream is a world without humankind; unlike Sanguisidera, however, he trusts in science to achieve his goal. More than anything, he wants to learn what makes this person Rare, or that, so that he may duplicate the effects. He dreams of godhood, moulding shabtis in his own image, but to his mistress, he and Mikhail are only a means to an end, the sharpest tool to hand. Even so, the real Erasmus Lukin is not to be trifled with. His cruelty far exceeds his skill in concealing it, and that itself is considerable.’
‘“O brave new world, that has such people in't”,’ murmured Laine, sadly.
The room fell silent. Solace fought the urge to goad Sharpsoft on, demand yet more answers to yet more questions. Why had Glide turned traitor? Who was the faceless man, and why did he stalk her so? What was his connection to Sanguisidera? What wasn't she being told? Huddled against Jess, betrayed in her heart and shaken by the night's events, she closed her eyes, seeking answers within herself. Sharpsoft made you forget a meeting. What else might you have lost? It was the Vampire Cynic, but for once, that internal voice sounded less cynical than sad, and so Solace concentrated, trying to think of something she might have overlooked, any clue as to the identity of the faceless man. And then, as if heard in a dream – and it was from a dream, she realised – she recalled a rhyming-song, a silly riddle whose very utterance had scared her awake. Opening her eyes, she tentatively spoke the riddle aloud, half-afraid it might drift away for ever:
‘First is in rage and the act of sorrow,
Second is many the present keeps,
Third has an eye to a dark tomorrow,
Fourth is locked in dreaming deeps,
And fifth is sixth; but when you wake
How many hearts are yet to break?’
As she finished, she realised Sharpsoft was watching her, a fearful expression warping his features.
‘Where,’ he asked, quietly, ‘did you hear that, my lady?’
‘A dream.’ Solace frowned. ‘I only just remembered. The faceless man was there. Why? Do you know what it means?’
‘Oh, yes.’ He ran a hand through his milk-white hair, and when he smiled in answer, it was a terrible thing to see. ‘I know the answer. Grief.’
‘Grief?’ asked Jess, but before anyone else could so much as comment, Sharpsoft lurched to his feet.
‘I've stayed too long. Things are happening. I have to go. Now.’
‘Wh –’ Solace began. Then came a flash that startled the breath from her, and by the time she'd managed to blink the after-images out of her eyes, Sharpsoft had vanished.
‘I hate it when he does that,’ Evan muttered. Silence filled the room. It was unbearable. Harper coughed, and several people jumped.
‘I'm sorry,’ Solace said softly. ‘If you'd never met me, none of this would've happened.’
‘Yes, it would,’ said Evan. Getting up from where he'd been sitting, he walked over and crouched down beside her, sparing a glance for Jess. ‘Just not to us, and that's hardly the point. You didn't ask to be born for this, any more than we chose to be Rare. You're not the villain here.’
‘I know,’ sighed Solace. ‘At least, part of me does.’
‘What do we do now, then?’ Paige demanded. ‘There's no point going anywhere near the warehouse, and we know what's happened to Glide. I mean, we could go hunt him down, but under the circumstances that seems a bit suicidal. Which, you know, sucks, because I for one would love to beat the ever-loving crap out of him.’
‘Seconded,’ Harper muttered vehemently.
‘So, what?’ Manx spread his hands, turning his mismatched gaze on Evan. ‘We just sit around here until Sharpsoft shows up again? If he shows up again.’
‘No,’ said Solace. Decisive, she knew what had to be done. Gently disentangling herself from Jess, she stood. ‘We do what's proper. We farewell our dead.’

It was after midnight. The breeze from the ocean was cool, and like fresh linen, soothing. To their left, the Sydney Harbour Bridge straddled the water, ringed at its zenith by a continuous flutter of bats and glittering all over with electric tollway lights. Quietly, the eight of them stood together, resting their arms on the slender metal railing.
It had been a hard day's work. Electra's skills had been put to use, stretching her almost to the point of collapse to locate those they'd lost. Laine had stolen three small urns from an overpriced boutique, although that had been the simplest part of the exercise. By the time they'd arrived at the morgue, it was late afternoon. It had taken all of Solace's control to make sure that the lot of them went unseen – no mean feat when she'd never attempted such a thing before. For the first time, she witnessed Harper's Trick, standing by as he summoned and controlled white-hot fire, reducing the trio of already-charred bodies to three feathery piles of ash. That had been the hardest part for all of them. Paige, Electra and Jess had wept openly, while everyone else had watched in a kind of numbed silence. Reverentially, Harper brushed the remains of Phoebe, Tryst and Claire into the urns, with only a few stray scorch marks to signify what had happened. They departed soon after, leaving the next shift of somewhat befuddled morticians to wonder how it was that three bodies had spontaneously combusted without setting off the sprinkler system.
On their way to Circular Quay, they'd stopped for a drink. One drink had become several. Several had become many, until suddenly, it had become a proper wake. They'd toasted the dead and reminisced, even where their reminiscences were thin, because three people had been murdered, cruelly and without thought, by someone they'd thought was a friend. On the arrival of their final round, Manx had raised his glass.
‘Lest we forget,’ he said, softly.
Everyone drank.
The Opera House roof had been Evan's idea. Solace gained them admittance by thralling the ticket-collector, although she'd been tired by then and it had taken some time. Once inside, Laine led them onto the roof, reading the route from a sea of available minds. At one point, when a swipe-card had been required, Paige had displayed her peculiar climbing talent, shimmying out along a balcony edge to borrow one from an unwary maintenance man. Solace wasn't particularly sure how they'd evaded detection in that exercise without any planning, but as lucky as that made them, she didn't care.
Since then, they'd been camped on the rooftop, silently watching the stars. The wealth of height around them was like a drug: nobody seemed to want to look away. Turning her head, Solace realised that Evan was keeping apart from the others. His shoulders were shaking. Something kicked in her chest, and she walked over to him.
‘Phoebe,’ she began tentatively. ‘Did you love her?’
Still with his back to her, Evan shook his head.
‘No. I just wanted to sleep with her.’ When he looked up, his eyes were wet. ‘That shouldn't make me a horrible person, should it? There are worse things in the world. But now she's dead.’
‘It's not your fault.’
‘Did I say it was?’ His face twisted. ‘How do you grieve for a person you didn't know? You can't. I'm only feeling sorry for myself. Stupid!’ Angrily, he kicked the railing, hard. Hot tears slid down his cheek.
‘You didn't do anything wrong.’
Since when did that make a difference?’
‘Since forever.’
‘Says you.’
‘Evan –’
‘I know. I know. I just –’ He slumped forwards, staring down into the water. ‘It doesn't make it better.’ When he next looked up at her, his blue eyes resembled the blackening sea, as though each iris had been bruised.
‘Solace? I'm sorry about Glide.’
It took all her strength not to stagger. Even so small an absolution landed like a physical blow. She didn't move, letting her fingers freeze on the rail. No words would come, and for a moment, silence reigned. Then she found her voice again.
‘Now?’ she managed.
The others nodded, but it was Evan who spoke.
‘Please. Yes. Now.’
Quietly, Jess and Harper stepped forward to join him. Each of them picked up an urn: Tryst for Harper, Claire for Jess, and Phoebe for Evan. A soft breeze blew past them, salty as tears, or the ocean.
‘Goodbye,’ Laine whispered.
The ashes flew.




Relocation
‘You know what?’ said Paige, addressing everyone in general, ‘This basement? Entirely too small for our purposes. I mean, no offence, here, guys –’
‘None taken,’ said Jess, who was combing her hair with minimal success.
‘– cool, but this place was in no way designed to hold all your crud and eight people.’
‘Granted,’ said Evan, glumly.
It was true. The first night had been bearable only because everyone had been so exhausted, emotionally and physically, that sleeping on tiny scraps of floor hadn't presented a real problem. Now, however, crammed to bursting point with eight mildly hung-over individuals, the novelty was wearing thinner than a piece of old silk. Two nights on the floor had left Solace with a painful crick in her neck, and after Evan and Jess had agreed to share the beds, the only people who'd had a good night's sleep were Manx and Electra.
She wasn't even going to comment on the snoring.
‘What about your place?’ she asked Harper instead. ‘You live with Laine and Paige, right?’
Harper shrugged. ‘We do, but it's not much bigger than this. Cleaner, maybe, but that's about it.’
‘Oh.’
‘Could Electra find something?’ Paige suggested tentatively. ‘I mean – I'm not sure how someone could lose a house, per se, but –’
Electra shook her head apologetically. ‘Sorry. I can do a lot of things, but I'm pretty sure that's not one of them.’
Solace smiled ruefully. ‘Well, I've got a castle. Assuming we ever find out where it is and provided it hasn't burned entirely to rubble, it'll be private suites all round.’
‘Joy of joys,’ sighed Evan, standing and stretching. ‘Come on, then. We may as well go for a walk. See if there aren't any squats in the area. You know – crack dens, troll caves, feng shui palaces. The usual.’
Only too glad for something to do, the others murmured their assent and began to rise, chatting with casually renewed purpose.
Jess put a hand on Solace's arm. ‘It's bright out,’ she said. ‘Reckon you'll be okay? Daylight hasn't been too good to you lately.’
Solace rubbed her eyes. ‘Don't worry about it. I need to get used to the stupid sun again, anyway.’

‘You know what?’ Solace panted, ten minutes later. ‘Stuff the stupid sun.’
‘Over there, into the shade,’ said Harper. With a grunt, Evan complied. The two of them were all but carrying her. For whatever reason, her kneecaps felt as if they'd vanished, leaving her unable to walk. Her feet alternately stumbled, trailed and scraped behind her.
Welcome shade loomed in the form of an alley. Carefully, her two friends dropped her out of the light and onto the ground, where she sprawled, gasping for breath. Automatically, Jess reached out a hand to check her temperature, then pulled back, sucking her fingers.
‘She's burning up,’ she muttered, ‘and I mean literally. It's like touching a hot stove.’
‘Does she always do this?’ asked Paige, curious. Evan looked troubled. ‘I don't think she used to, but lately, it's been getting worse.’
‘I'm fine,’ mumbled Solace, struggling to sit up and almost falling flat on her face. Her head was muzzy. Her eyes didn't work. It felt like her veins were full of water rather than blood, as if her head was about to turn into a giant helium balloon and float off into the ether.
‘This isn't good,’ said Manx, his voice distant. ‘Should we take her somewhere?’
‘No,’ said Laine softly, leaning in. Her face was so close that Solace was forced to meet her gaze.
‘I c'n match you,’ she mumbled. Concentrating, she closed her eyes in a long, hard blink, and then opened them again. To her credit, Laine didn't flinch, but Jess looked momentarily taken aback.
‘I didn't know she could do that.’
Evan whistled. ‘Awesome party trick.’
Solace's eyes had become china-blue, as pale as Laine's and startling. Grinning goofily, she batted her lashes and sighed. Abruptly, as if maintaining the change were difficult, one eye slid closed and opened again in its usual black, so that in the moments before the remaining iris darkened, she was as mismatched as Manx. Her head slumped a little. Lightning-fast, Laine reached out a hand and grabbed her chin before she could fall sideways.
‘She'll be fine,’ the psychic muttered, before anyone could ask. ‘Her mind is fine. Her body is, it's already wearing off, I can tell you that. Just give her a minute.’
A minute passed. Groggily, Solace stirred. ‘Am I better now?’ she asked, weakly.
Everyone smiled in relief.
As she struggled to sit up again, Harper stepped forwards and put an arm around her. Grateful, she accepted the help, letting him prop her gently against the wall. Tilting her head back, she drank in the sight of the blue sky far overhead.
‘Guess I'm not going to be coming outside much anymore, huh?’
‘Apparently not,’ said Harper.
Solace watched a thin trail of cloud drift lazily away. ‘Still have to find a place, though.’
‘True.’
‘Where are we?’
Evan looked around. ‘Somewhere in Paddington.’
‘So there's pretty much no way into the city that doesn't involve crossing large, glowing patches of direct sunlight?’
‘'fraid not.’
Solace sighed. ‘Somehow, right now? That doesn't feel like the best plan. I might just have to head home, assuming there's a shady way back. I –’
She stopped, confused. Something soft was rubbing against her ankles. Mildly surprised, she looked down.
A very small cat was weaving between her legs. Pausing momentarily in this chore, it blinked at Solace with a large pair of pale green eyes before trotting daintily into their midst. It was quite a pretty cat, mostly blue-grey but with white splotches on its belly and paws, and a matching stripe down its nose. Its appearance was so unexpected that for a moment, everyone turned to watch.
Passing by Manx, it paused, sniffed him and sneezed, an action so comic and dainty that Solace felt sure the little creature was female. Sitting back on her haunches, the cat rested her front paws on Manx's leg, eyeing him critically.
You are too big!>
Solace jumped. The voice had been low, raspy and dryly feminine, prickling with a hint of purr that was simultaneously a hint of growl.
‘I heard that,’ Solace said. Manx's eyes widened. The little cat craned her head around and blinked briefly at Solace.
Silence, human>
Then Manx silently addressed the cat.
Hello, little sister>
The cat yawned, apparently choosing to ignore this remark. Solace remembered Manx telling her that he could speak to cats, but while this was a satisfactory explanation in part, it did not explain why she could do so, too, nor why this particular cat was apparently able to understand English. Whether or not there was an explanation remained to be seen, but not for the last time and certainly not for the first, Solace took a moment to appreciate just how many and varied oddities the world was capable of producing.
She then realised that everyone else was staring. With an apologetic gulp, she pointed to the cat. ‘She's talking to us,’ she explained.
I am ignoring you, human>
‘Well – she's ignoring me, apparently, but she might be talking to Manx.’ Evan opened his mouth. ‘Don't ask,’ Solace interjected, before he could.
What can you tell us?> asked Manx.
The cat – Solace still couldn't decide how old she was – flicked her tail. Follow me> she commanded. Dropping down from Manx's leg, she turned and began to trot along the alley.
‘She says to follow her,’ Manx interpreted to the others.
Without waiting for anyone else to answer, Evan headed off behind the cat.
Electra grabbed his arm. ‘You're just going to do as it says?’
‘Tell me a better choice we have. Besides, it – she – is tiny.’ Evan pulled a face. ‘It's not like we're chasing a rogue leopard.’
‘Come on, then,’ Manx said, joining Evan.
The alley, it turned out, was not a dead end. Instead, it branched off into two equally narrow, equally shady streets. The little cat paused briefly then bounded off down the left-hand path, not bothering to see if she was being followed.
‘You didn't say you could talk to animals,’ Manx murmured to Solace.
‘I didn't know I could!’
‘Probably a side-effect of that translating languages thing,’ said Evan casually. Manx and Solace stared at him. Evan blinked. ‘Remember? That random small miracle wherein you suddenly started listening in tongues and overheard Glide on his universe-surfing dreams? The cat is speaking. I get that. And therefore you understand.’ They continued to stare at him. Evan stopped walking and threw up his hands. ‘Am I the only one who sees the logic in this?’
‘Evidently,’ Solace muttered, embarrassed.
‘Argue it later.’ Electra grabbed her arm. ‘Look.’
Solace glanced up. The cat had stopped. The laneway ended not much farther on. The backs of terrace houses rose on either side of them. As if she'd been waiting for their full attention, the little cat stepped up close to the right-hand wall, which was made of brick and belonged to a different type of building altogether.
Here> she said, in a disinterested tone.
With Manx and Solace leading, everyone crowded forward.
In front of them was a wooden door, originally painted green but now peeling in cracks and flakes. There was a keyhole, but no handle. It appeared to be locked.
What is it?> Manx asked.
The cat blinked dismissively. You are still too big> she admonished, and then, when he continued staring at her, Get smaller!>
Comprehension dawned.
‘She wants me to change,’ he said, frowning. ‘Should I –’
‘Just do what the lady says, eh?’ Evan grumbled. ‘But pounce on me again, and you're a dead man. Cat. Thing.’
The little cat glanced at Evan. You are useful, perhaps. For a human>
Solace laughed; Evan raised an eyebrow until she translated, at which point he laughed, too.
‘Fine then.’ Manx shifted unhappily. ‘Nobody look!’
Shuffling a little farther down the alley, he began to undress. Blushing slightly, Solace looked away; the others did the same or closed their eyes. Several seconds passed. Evan breathed in, about to speak, but was cut off by an uncomfortable bending, stretching, clicking sound, followed by a high-pitched, inquisitive ‘Mrou?’
They looked back in time to see Manx-as-cat padding sulkily towards them.
Still too big!> their guide scolded, dashing forwards. For a moment, the two felines faced off, the little cat not even coming up to the base of Manx's elbow, or at least, to what Solace supposed would count as the cat equivalent of an elbow. There was a pause. Abruptly, the little cat struck out and bopped Manx unceremoniously on the nose.
Follow!>
It was very Monty Python, Solace decided as she watched Manx, who was almost the size of a panther, follow the little cat up to the window – like something out of a Terry Gilliam cartoon. Initially, their destination wasn't obvious, forcing Manx to tag along while his guide navigated a series of obstacles, eventually arriving at a nearby roof. From there, the two of them vanished from sight, only to reappear a minute later, perched a metre or so away from a window in the side of the brick building. With practised ease, the little cat leapt across the gap and through the open window. Manx was another matter. From the set of his ears and the continual flicker of his tail, he was clearly concerned as to whether or not he would fit. It was all Solace could do to keep from laughing when, after a few seconds of this indecision, the little cat's head poked back out of the window.
Silly cat-human> she chided. You are not useful!> And before Manx could respond, she ducked back into the building.
Clearly insulted, he crouched down, growled to himself, leapt valiantly across the gap, and almost fell to his death. While his head, chest and front paws made it through the window, his hind legs and tail were left to dangle unceremoniously out, causing more than one person to wince at the harsh scrabble of claws on brick. With a loud, high-pitched yowl and to the considerable cringing of Evan, who hadn't looked away, Manx changed back into human form just in time to grab hold of the inside wall, wriggling uncomfortably through. His friends gave a collective sigh of relief.
‘I forgot he'd be naked!’ Evan moaned, making a show of rubbing his eyes.
Jess picked up Manx's discarded clothing and threw it at her brother. ‘Make sure to give him these, then.’
Quietly, they waited for Manx to reappear. After about a half a minute there was a thudding sound from inside the house, followed shortly by a slightly ominous crunching. With a discordantly cheerful clink! the door opened fractionally. Solace wasn't alone in holding her breath, and when Manx's head peeked out, both she and Electra breathed sighs of relief.
‘There's just a slide-bolt in here,’ he said. ‘Well, among other things. Anyway, that keyhole seems to be just for show. The door opens now.’
‘So we can see,’ said Evan dryly.
A hand thrust out.
‘Just give me my pants, will you?’
‘With pleasure.’
Inside, the building revealed itself as an impressive find. It was two storeys tall, and as Manx had intimated before letting them in, was far from empty. Milk crates, cardboard boxes, some old chairs and a makeshift table made from bricks and a large square of wood filled the downstairs area, together with an assortment of random utensils that were either rusting, broken or of indiscernible purpose. Upstairs, on the other hand, was almost entirely bare, except for an old double mattress laid out in the corner opposite the window.
It was here that the little cat was sitting, holding one white-gloved paw out in front of her as she washed it clean.
‘Why did you bring us here?’ Solace asked.
Somewhat typically, the cat ignored her in favour of grooming. It wasn't until Solace had turned to head back downstairs that she received any kind of an answer. I was bored> said the cat. And the Big One opened the door>
‘But you can get in through the window!’
The door is easier>
‘And you don't mind if we stay here?’
The little cat glared at her, stretched, and began kneading the mattress, curling herself into a ball. Human, you talk too much. Do what you wish, but be silent!>
‘Well, that's generous of you,’ Solace said, then shook her head. ‘Wait. Why am I even asking?’
I am uncertain. Please stop>
Solace opened her mouth to protest, and then closed it again. ‘Fine. But only because I want to!’
Insolent human>
‘Cats,’ muttered Solace, heading back downstairs.




Fools Rush In
Whatever Solace thought of the little cat, she had to admit that the house was a fortunate find, and said so.
‘It's nice,’ agreed Paige. ‘Empty at the moment, but nice. And big. Could fit us all in easily. If nothing else, it's a roof over our head, and enough space to swing a cat. Metaphorically speaking,’ she added, when Evan raised an eyebrow.
‘Speaking of which, that cat upstairs was really talking to you?’ Harper asked.
Manx nodded.
‘To Solace, too.’ He turned to her. ‘You're sure you've never spoken to cats before? Because – and no offence to – Evan it just doesn't seem like a language thing.’
Solace put a hand on her heart. ‘I solemnly swear, sir, that I have never spoken to any cats, strange or otherwise.’ Something niggled at her. ‘Although…’
She let the sentence trail away, struck by a sudden memory. The first time she'd seen the faceless man, there'd been a cat in the alley, small and grey. At the time, she'd been too terrified to pay much attention to her surroundings, but now, thinking about it, other details started to come clear. Could a cat have spoken to her then? The more Solace considered it, the more she was convinced. Someone else had been in that alley – had told her to run – and the fact that the only possible candidate had four paws and a mouse fixation seemed increasingly less like a non sequitur.
Seeing her expression, Evan raised an eyebrow. Haltingly, Solace explained, eyes darting periodically upwards as she did so.
When she finished, Paige frowned. ‘And you think this cat… is that cat?’
‘No. Maybe. I mean, it could be. It's a bit coincidental, isn't it?’
‘It's creepier than that,’ said Evan, laughing. ‘You've got a stalker. A girl stalker. And she's even bought you a house!’
‘Gross!’ Jess whacked him in the ribs. Evan made a strained sound not unlike a pillow being hit with a sturdy piece of two-by-four.
Harper rescued the conversation. ‘Do you think she'll stick around?’
Manx shrugged. ‘Only if and when it suits her. Why?’
‘Just curious. She's a funny little duchess.’
Manx laughed. ‘That's a good name for her. She'd like that, if you told her – Duchess.’
‘Hey,’ said Electra, suddenly. ‘While I'm thinking of it, does anyone want me to bring their stuff over from the basement?’
All eyes turned towards her. She smiled under the scrutiny.
‘You can do that?’ asked Laine, only a little sceptical.
Electra shrugged. ‘I found the morgue, didn't I? It's kind of odd how my Trick works. Most of the time I just find things that are lost, but for a while now I've been able to locate and bring objects I've seen before, but which aren't with me. I never used to be able to.’
‘Maybe it's like your body and exercise?’ Evan suggested. ‘The more you use it, the stronger it gets.’
‘You couldn't bring the beds, could you?’ Jess asked hesitantly. ‘I wouldn't ask, but I think we're all dying for a good night's sleep, and given that there's already a mattress upstairs, we might just get one.’
Electra frowned for a moment, then nodded.
‘I think I can manage that. I'll be a bit woozy afterwards, but it'll be worth it.’ She chewed her lip. ‘Hang on. I'll go upstairs – we can put them there.’
Electra's Trick was puzzling to Solace. At times it seemed as if the smallest acts, such as locating a key, could drain her utterly, and yet, although she did need to lie down after transporting Jess and Evan's beds, her exhaustion didn't seem proportional to what she'd done.
‘Another mystery of the Rare,’ said Manx, when she mentioned this to him. They were sitting on the stairwell, and except for Harper, who was in the lounge, the others were all lolling about upstairs. Fishing around in his pocket, Manx pulled out a cigarette, lit it and took a drag. He offered it to Solace, but she refused.
‘You may as well get used to it. The world may be weird, but sometimes, you've just got to roll with the weirdness. Let it be dull, and be happy.’
Solace shook her head. ‘No. I don't think I will. Or at least, I shouldn't.’
Manx stared at her quizzically.
Frustrated, she struggled to articulate the thought. ‘It's like for years, I thought I was the only one. A freak. I stayed so quiet, hid so well, but the system still washed off me, over me, like it was water and I was stone. And then I left. I ended up here, with seers and psychics and giant cats, and the rules changed, Manx. My old life was a lay-down misere, but that never meant I didn't want to play. And now I'm here, and the cards keep changing, but that's okay, because the game does, too. And even with Lukin and Sanguisidera, even with the fire and things I can't control, I still don't believe for an instant that all this wonderful, crazy, stupid, ugly, beautiful, miraculous Rarity should ever be dull. No. Because that's the death of a thousand cuts, isn't it? That's what was killing me before, back at the group home – the idea that life could never be grand or interesting or spontaneous, just because I knew how things worked. I didn't know it then, but I wanted to live in a different world. And now I do. I found the magic door. But, Manx, even if I were only human, I still would've wanted exactly the same thing. It's what everyone wants – some extraordinary explanation for why their life is tedious. When really, all they've forgotten is how to ask questions, or how to see the absurdly wonderful in the everyday; or maybe they never knew how to begin with. So no, I'll never get used to it. I live in the world, and damned if I'm going to spend one more day pretending it's only shades of grey, or just black and white. Oil burns and crystal breaks, but they both bleed rainbows.’
Solace fell silent, out of breath. The words had just poured out of her, as though they'd been stoppered up behind some disused mental spigot. Looking at Manx's strange expression, she felt her cheeks flame red, and braced for the inevitable mockery. But it didn't come. Manx kept watching her, catlike, for a full five seconds, as though daring her to say any more. And then he laughed, softly.
‘Crazy vampire poet. Whatever you're on, I want.’
Solace blushed even harder.
‘Hey!’ Harper called out suddenly. ‘Come down here!’
Grateful for the interruption, Solace obeyed and Manx followed, leaving the others where they were. Downstairs, Harper had pulled the makeshift table to one side and was crouched over the floor, balancing intently on his haunches. It took a moment for Solace to realise that his fingers were under the edge of something. She raised an eyebrow, curious.
‘I think it's a trapdoor!’ he exclaimed. ‘Give us a hand?’
Sliding her fingers carefully beneath the splintery wood, Solace relieved Harper of the weight. It didn't seem so heavy to her, but just to be on the safe side, she threw all her strength into pulling it up.
There was a wrenching, tearing snap. Guiltily, Solace set down the square trapdoor hatch, which she had ripped from the floor in its entirety. Manx and Harper crowded close, staring into the resultant aperture. To the casual observer, it looked as if someone had laid a square of black fabric across the floor. Whatever was down there, it wasn't lit.
‘What is it?’ Solace asked.
By way of answer, Manx bent down and picked up the head of an old garden tap from the floor. Hefting it experimentally in his palm, he bounced it once or twice before dropping it into the hole.
‘One,’ he said, counting the seconds. ‘Two. Three. Fo –’
Clank.
‘That sounded like concrete,’ Solace said. Without waiting for a response, she stepped lithely into the open air above the hole and dropped down into it. Manx began to swear, but the thud! of Solace's landing cut him off.
‘I'm fine!’ she called up, before anyone could ask.
‘You're an idiot, you know that? Bloody vampires!’ Manx yelled, leaning closer to the darkness for better effect. A chuckle drifted back.
‘What's down there?’ Harper asked. There was a pause.
‘Old pipes, I think,’ came the answer. ‘Or maybe part of the sewers? The ground's dry, though – dry concrete. It could be anything.’
‘Great,’ Manx grunted, ‘fabulous. Now tell me – how will you get back up? I only ask because –’
‘Harper? Can you come down here?’ Solace called, ‘I need some fire.’
Manx glared first at the hole, then switched his gaze to Harper. ‘Don't,’ he warned.
Harper grinned broadly, offering a lopsided shrug. ‘Coming from someone who was hanging out a window not long ago,’ he said, dangling his legs down experimentally, ‘that doesn't mean much.’ Gingerly, he rested his weight on his hands and began to slide forwards, lowering himself down the drop. ‘Almost nothing, in fact.’
‘Well, it bloody well should – and for the same reason!’
But Harper's head had already vanished from sight. Heaving an exasperated sigh, Manx scratched the back of his head and stood away from the hole. Something didn't feel right. If he'd been in feline form, his fur would have stood on end, and he'd have been fearful that something bigger, stronger and infinitely more dangerous had entered his territory.
‘Be careful!’ he called down, uselessly.
There was no answer.
‘Well, it looks like everyone else has just about conked out,’ remarked Evan, sauntering downstairs. Seeing the hole, he frowned. ‘What's happening?’
Manx ran a hand through his hair and shrugged, feeling his teeth lengthen, sharpen and return to normal.
‘Nothing good,’ he muttered.

Underground, Harper winced. Although athletic, there was really no way to adequately prepare one's knees for the jarring crunch of such a drop. It wasn't the height so much as being unable to gauge where the ground was, and as a result, his legs had been straight on landing. Grunting in reaction, he brushed what he imagined to be dust from his sides and back, calling Solace.
Feather-soft in the darkness, a hand touched his face.
‘Here,’ Solace said. ‘Light us up?’
‘Fair enough.’
Breathing deeply, he summoned his Trick. A moment passed. At first, as usual, it seemed like nothing had happened. Then his skin began to tickle, slow and sweet. A soft glow emanated from the backs of his hands, pinkish through the translucency of his skin, as though each palm were folded over a lit torch. He brought his fists up to chest height and spread out his fingers, revealing two handfuls of crackling, crimson fire. Light and shadow flickered into life.
They looked around. As Solace had said, they were in a kind of concrete pipe extending in both directions. The hole through which they'd dropped cut through a large portion of the pipe-top, with the dirt and foundations above shored up by timber shafts. Looking down, Harper caught sight of the tap-head that Manx had dropped.
‘We're all right!’ he called out, and as an afterthought stood underneath the aperture, so that he was visible to those above, fire and all. Manx and Evan glared down at him.
‘I've got a bad feeling!’ Manx shouted. ‘Whatever you're doing, make it quick, okay?’
‘No worries!’ Stepping back, Harper slid the flame from his right hand to his left, creating a larger, single light-source. ‘Did you hear that?’ he asked Solace.
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘And I trust Manx. It's just…’ Her voice trailed off.
Puzzled, Harper watched as she shook her head and straightened up.
‘There's some writing over here,’ she said abruptly. ‘I can see in the dark, but not well enough to read by – at least, not to read this.’ Moving along through the left-hand part of the pipe, she bent down and traced her fingers across a section of the concrete, then dropped to her haunches in front of it.
Harper had to squint to even see, let alone identify the marks as writing. At first glance, the marks appeared no more conspicuous than any other scratch or scuff-mark. Crouching closer, however, his fire revealed a series of tiny indented scratches, regular enough to form a sharp, runic script. Peering more carefully still, he realised the marks were coloured a dull rust-red in the centre, painted with considerable precision.
‘Can you read it?’ he asked.
Solace breathed in and out, a quiet sigh. There was nothing unusual in the sound, but little as it was, it seemed to fill the pipe with increasingly eerie echoes, as though the air breathed with her. ‘Rage and sorrowing,’ she whispered. ‘All an act.’
Instantly, Harper felt nervous. From the house upstairs, he thought he heard someone shout – Laine, was it? – but couldn't be certain. Solace's lips were parted as she read, her tongue venturing out to wet them. He noticed how dream-like her movements had become, the pendulous way in which she raised a hand to the wall and once more traced the words. The upstairs noise, whatever it was, sounded again, louder, accompanied by the unmistakable crash of someone or something tumbling downstairs. Before Harper could say or do anything, however, Solace's head snapped around, her black eyes pinning him more effectively and more forcefully than iron bars ever could.
‘Harper,’ she said silkily – and lunged. Faster than a lightning strike, she gripped his shoulder and pulled his head aside, transformed into a wicked thing by the firelight on her face. And then, in the final moments before consciousness was extinguished, he saw three strangers running through the pipe toward them, feral, strange and deadly – unseen before now, but nonetheless unmistakable.
‘Bloodkin!’ he croaked.
Pain blossomed in his neck.
The fire winked out.




Where Angels Fear To Tread
‘She's coming to.’
‘Great. Now I feel safe.’
‘Shut up, Paige.’
‘You want to tell me I was the only one thinking it?’
‘Yes.’
‘But you can't, though. Can you.’ It wasn't a question.
A short pause.
‘No.’
Groggily, Solace stirred. Her body felt curiously light, as if she were floating, or as if her skin had begun to interact strangely with the air. Apparently, she had been lying down. Swaying upwards to a kneeling slouch, she felt like a marionette with strings attached to her elbows, neck and body; or, again, as if pillows of air were supporting and guiding her movements. The feeling was so foreign that she couldn't decide which analogy suited it better. As she pondered this, a tiny part of her brain was screaming that something important was going on, something in the conversation, but the very act of moving her fingers somehow seemed far more significant than listening, and the voice was drowned out.
It occurred to Solace to open her eyes. She did so, but the resultant effect was so startling that she almost closed them again. Instead, she blinked once, slowly. At the edges of her sight, the world was rippling. Purring, somehow, or shivering. Everything seemed brighter. Her teeth felt strong, hard, and prominent. The more she woke up, the more her skin tingled, leaving her with the peculiar sensation of having been limned in ice. Holding up her hand to see if there were any physical change, she noticed for the first time that a thick, metal shackle bound her left wrist. Curious, she pawed at it, looking up in frustration only when it became apparent that the metal was fixed beyond her ability to remove it.
Only now did she notice her friends. ‘Hello?’ she asked, uncertainly.
Five faces – Harper, Manx, Evan, Paige and Laine – looked back at her. They, too, were manacled to the opposite wall, although so much of Solace's consciousness was intent on these strange, new sensations that she derived almost no significance from the observation. In a more normal state, she might have asked questions, demanded to know if everyone was all right. Instead, she merely smiled and licked her lips, the corners of which were still smeared with – she licked again – a salty, coppery substance.
It tasted good.
‘She's mad,’ Paige whispered.
‘Not quite,’ murmured Laine. Her pale blue eyes were closed. ‘She's, there's no denying it's had an effect on her, but –’
‘You're saying it'll wear off?’
‘Perhaps,’ said Laine, after a moment's silence. ‘I think.’
‘I'm more concerned with why she did in the first place,’ Evan muttered darkly.
‘The writing –’ Harper said faintly. He was lying full stretch on the floor, his head in Laine's lap, one manacled arm pulled incongruously out to the side. The Goth girl's hands were clasped tightly about a wound on his neck, and several thin trickles of blood had made henna-red lines around and over her fingers.
‘Bullshit –’ Paige began, angrily, but a glare from Manx cut her off. For the first time, Solace thought to wonder why it was that her five friends were so tense; and, indeed, why they were all manacled to one wall while she was alone on another. Around her, the world paused in its humming as if taking a breath, and then slid sideways again.
‘Don't,’ Manx snapped. ‘It was the writing. It's a better damn theory than you've got, Paige, and it's the only one that makes any sense. If the wording was – I don't know, compelled, somehow, it might've affected her. Harper said it looked like the scratches were marked with blood, and the Bloodkin knew those pipes.’
‘Still, though,’ said Evan, a troubled look on his face. When everyone looked at him for elaboration, he simply shook his head.
‘I guess now we know what happened to whoever used to live in that house,’ Laine murmured.
Time passed, and Solace grew more lucid. Staring across the unfamiliar, windowless stone room, she realised with a jolt that neither Jess nor Electra were present. A cold feeling began to settle in the pit of her stomach, and she wondered what was wrong with her, that she hadn't noticed this sooner.
‘Where are they?’ she asked. Silence. Her friends only stared at her. Her head still felt muzzy, but she forced herself to speak again. ‘Jess and Electra. Where are they?’
‘There's a bloody good question.’ Evan's voice was bitter. ‘They vanished. Or so Paige says.’
‘They did!’ Paige yelled. ‘One minute, they were lying there on the mattress with that stupid cat, and the next – pop!’ She slapped her hand down on the stone floor, hard. ‘They were gone. Just. Like. That.’
Without meaning to, Solace found herself focusing intently on Harper, particularly the wound on his neck. Reflexively, she licked her lips once more, and then stopped, horrified. Eyes wide, she clapped her free hand to her mouth. As she stared mutely at her friends for confirmation, only Laine could meet her gaze.
‘Yes,’ Laine whispered. ‘It was you.’ She paused. ‘I don't think you remember how we got here. There were Bloodkin in the tunnel. I felt them coming – I tried to call out, but by the time anyone realised what I was talking about, they'd taken Manx and Evan. I fell down the steps – tripped over my own feet, actually, and just about broke my neck in the process. One of them grabbed me, and another ran upstairs. But when he only came back with Paige…’ Her voice tapered off. ‘We didn't have time to talk until we got here. They roped us together, marched us through the pipes – Harper was pretty much dragged – and they walked you away from us. You were very out of it. Laughing. Singing. And you talked to them. And they laughed, too. We didn't know what had happened.’ She swallowed. ‘We thought they'd killed Jess and Electra.’
Solace was breathing heavily. Her vision was blurry, still purring and rippling, but she was fighting it now, straining and stretching her consciousness in order to fully comprehend what was being said. Using them as an anchor, Solace fixed her gaze on Laine's blue eyes, feeling (or imagining she felt) the barest brush of her friend's Trick against her thoughts, like a feather's edge.
‘You're calmer now,’ Laine continued, her face unreadable, ‘but Solace, you've got to stay with us. Jess and Electra are gone. Harper's –’ She looked down at his head in her lap. With a short cough, Harper rolled his neck around and blinked at his assailant.
‘I've been better,’ he croaked, and Solace felt her throat tighten.
‘Harper's wounded,’ she corrected, bluntly. ‘We're somewhere unfamiliar, underground, we're chained to a wall, and if it wasn't for what you and Evan and Sharpsoft told us yesterday none of us would have a single clue as to why.’
‘The key,’ Manx asked, suddenly urgent. ‘Do you still have the key to Starveldt?’
In a moment of panic, Solace plunged her free hand into the pocket of her coat, breathing a sigh of relief when her fingers brushed the cool, familiar metal.
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘But I think…’ As the world buzzed and subsided, she closed her eyes, plucked out the key and threw it to Evan, who caught it automatically, one-handed.
‘Hide it,’ she told him. ‘If I go bad again, or maybe it might help.’
Evan looked at her for a moment and then nodded, stowing the key in his pants pocket. Almost as if this had been a signal of some sort, everyone breathed a sigh of relief; all except Paige, who had fallen eerily still and silent, her head turned side-on and down, as if she couldn't bear to look at any of them.
‘I hope Jess and Electra are safe,’ said Evan, into the silence.
‘I wish we were safe,’ said Manx.
It's all my fault, thought Solace, but didn't speak.
For a while, the silence returned, broken only by Harper's laboured breathing, and once, a sob that Paige couldn't quite stifle. Manx, who was closest, reached out a hand in comfort, but she batted him away angrily and turned her face back to the stone.
After an agonising wait, the door creaked open. Solace didn't recognise the grinning, pale-faced man who entered, but the reactions of her friends were evidence enough: this, then, was one of the Bloodkin. Silently, the others watched as he walked over to Solace and undid the manacle from her left wrist. With lightning savagery, he grabbed her by the arm and hauled her up, so suddenly that she cried out.
‘No disobedience, now.’ His voice was low and dry, and when he laughed it was like he'd forgotten how to long ago, the flat utterance sticking in his throat. ‘Your friends, as you've discovered, are quite… attractive.’
As he pushed Solace from the room, she couldn't meet even Laine's eyes.
Beyond the confines of the cell was a long stone corridor, lit on either side by flickering torches. The naked flames blurred and shivered in her vision. She shuddered. It was almost like tripwalking, she realised, which made a twisted kind of sense. If human blood was addictive to her kind, why shouldn't it also have a drug-like effect? She stumbled as a particularly strong pulse of dizziness shook her. Unsympathetically, the anonymous Bloodkin gripped her wrists behind her back, shoving her onwards.
‘Hurry up,’ he rasped. ‘She doesn't like to be kept waiting.’
She?
Another wave of iciness washed over her skin, but this time it was impossible to tell if it was the result of the blood she'd consumed, or a consequence of fear. Surely, there was only one she to whom her captor could be referring.
Sanguisidera. The Bloody Star.
Solace's heart began to beat faster. As the corridor turned and opened up into a massive, cavernous chamber, all she could think of was her idiocy in not only losing her mother's book to Glide, but in failing to read more of it while there'd still been time. She knew too little of Sanguisidera to confront her now, let alone be confronted herself. According to Sharpsoft, this was the woman who'd orchestrated the burning of the warehouse; who'd gutted her family home; whose violence and strength had led to the necessity of Solace's creation. A small part of her knew that these thoughts weren't helping, and so forced her attention elsewhere, to her surroundings. Under different circumstances, Solace might have been awed; instead, she found herself growing angry. It was a poor substitute for level-headedness, but a vast improvement on fear and self-recrimination. Thus steadied, she looked about, and was startled to find herself in the foyer of a different world.
Where under Sydney they were – if, indeed, they weren't in a different realm altogether – was impossible to tell. The cavern was larger than a cathedral by far, a space so enormous that its size was only magnified by the eventual limits imposed on it. High overhead in all directions, the ceiling was swathed in deep darkness, Stygian and unreachable, making it seem that anyone who went near enough would wake a horrendous cloud of bats. The same pattern of lit torches illuminated the lower parts of the walls, while ornate candelabra lined an avenue through the massive chamber. On either side of this promenade, arranged about the floor or draped over higher protrusions – for the floor here was bare, uneven rock, like the walls themselves – were hundreds of lounges, rugs, cushions, chaise longue suites, carved wooden chairs, settees and ottomans, all slightly faded with use but nonetheless beautiful and clearly antique. The colour-theme was red, marked here and there with gold, mulberry, green, brown and blue in the various weavings and fabrics, but dominated overall by crimson, scarlet, vermilion, burgundy. Some walls were even hung with tapestries between the torches, depicting scenes which Solace couldn't make out, and in any case had no heart to; for the room was far from empty.
At a glance, it was impossible to tell whether the myriad occupants of Sanguisidera's hall were exclusively Bloodkin, or if some other Rare filled the throng. Every item of furniture which could be sat upon or lounged against was, and in between lurked others, slouched on the floor or leaning against the wall, talking among themselves, dozing, sleeping, laughing, drinking. To the effect of this last, there were many decanters in evidence, wrought finely of crystal, metal and glass, which were passed around and drunk from, and as soon as she had noticed this, the overpowering, copper-salt smell of their contents rushed straight to Solace's head, and a new wave of hallucinogenic splendour assailed her senses. For an instant it seemed that every single being in the room looked her way, blinked, stared, and smiled in a piercing moment of utter silence. Then the world flooded back to normal; the noise resumed, and Solace was left feeling dwarfed by the comparison. In reality, nobody was paying her any mind – for those assembled, it might have been any other day, and probably was. But Solace's attention soon became fixed on a distant, vital point – a raised promontory of rock jutting outwards and upwards from the cavern floor like the horn of a submerged behemoth, and she knew, without needing to see, who sat enthroned at the summit.
‘That's her, all right,’ the Bloodkin behind her whispered malevolently. ‘And she has been waiting to meet you.’
A few more steps forward, and the size of the chamber seemed to double: they had reached what Solace now realised was the top of a rise, and for an instant she saw the whole of Sanguisidera's beautiful, terrible, barbaric court laid out before her, the candle-lined walkway snaking down like a ribbon of light to the foot of the protrusion. And then they passed over the rise, and there was no time for looking: all her attention was required to keep her footing on the treacherous slope, which her captor made no easier with his continued shoving.
The more they walked, the more it felt to Solace as if, since leaving the old familiarity of the group home, her life had consisted exclusively of one strange thing after another. To find out not only what she was, but that there were others like her – and to make friends with them! – was odd enough; but the discovery of her parents and Sharpsoft, of Sanguisidera, Lukin, Glide, the Voice in the darkness; of tripwalking and Starveldt – all of it taken together should have been bizarre. But what struck her as the most peculiar thing was how natural it all seemed. The morning after the fire, she remembered running through the same sequence of events and drawing a different, vastly more negative conclusion. Now, thinking back with the clarity that only fear and anger can bring, the truth struck her almost as forcefully as a blow. What she'd said to Manx had been right; and more, it was what she believed in. Almost until that moment, it seemed, she'd been living a shadow-life, devoid of anything to make it real. Without a genuine sense of self, without friends, Solace had been as sketchy and ill-defined a person as if she'd only been drawn on the earth in charcoal, living in constant danger of being washed away in a rainstorm. She'd started to take on form at the warehouse, finding a sense of self, but hadn't yet been complete.
Until now.
Suddenly, she realised the truth of Laine's earlier speech. Without motivation, what were any of them, really? Searching for meaning had been the next best thing, but now, driven for the first time in her life by a genuine sense of purpose, Solace felt more alive than ever before. She wasn't a superhero; she wasn't marked by destiny, fated to live out her days in service to some incomprehensibly higher burden; but she did have a goal. Sanguisidera was her enemy – and that enemy threatened her friends. The reason lay tangled in history, but Solace resolved to untangle it. And if it proved to be a Gordian knot?
She would be a sword.
Just as she had on her first night at the Gadfly, she found herself slip into sync with the world. She was aware of her heartbeat, slow at first, but gradually speeding up, thumping heavily in time with her footfall. Beneath her boots, the loose shale and rock-dust skittered and crunched like the bones of tiny mammals, giving way as the Bloodkin continued to urge her forwards. The air was full of smoke and the coppery scent of blood – thick, warm and animal. Where previously she'd blocked it out, Solace focused on the chatter of the Rare, picked up individual threads of talk or laughter, heard the low rumble of their languid motion pulse through the cavern like waves on a midnight shore. Her own breath felt loud in her throat. A waft of incense tickled her nose, while somewhere a glass tinkled and smashed, scattering myriad tiny crystals across the floor.
It was beautiful. Deadly, bizarre and beautiful.
Walking through the subterranean darkness towards a maniacal enemy, finally self-acknowledged as a vampire, felt real – though uncanny and frightening – as nothing in her human life ever had. Two of her friends were missing, possibly dead, while the others were chained in a dungeon, one of them weak and bleeding from her own bite – and it was real. Each and every damn second.
If Solace had been expecting an exultant feeling of strength and powerful knowledge to come from these revelations, she would have been disappointed. She didn't feel any less frightened or angry; she didn't worry any less for those she cared about. The effects of the blood in her system didn't vanish, and Sanguisidera's cavern didn't seem any less imposing. The only change that had taken place was small and internal: Solace no longer felt as if she ought to be doing something else, or as if at any moment, she would wake up. Her life, now – her life since she'd met her friends – was real, with real consequences. Reality was a frightening, dangerous place to live, she knew, but it also bestowed purpose on those who acknowledged their place in it, and purpose gave her cause for hope where there otherwise might have been none.
It was only a small, internal change. But it mattered.
By now, they'd reached the foot of Sanguisidera's dais. A red and gold carpet was laid down the backwards slope of the plinth, so that Solace's boots made a gentle scuffing sound as she walked. The climb seemed to take forever. Maliciously, the Bloodkin had slowed his pace, as if sensing her desire to hasten the inevitable. Before reaching the summit, however, he released her wrists and thrust her forward so sharply that she almost fell. When she looked back curiously over her shoulder, he only nodded, gesturing onward.
‘Alone,’ he said, and then grinned wickedly. ‘Well. Almost alone.’
And with that confusing threat ringing in her ears, Solace took the final steps upward on the path toward Sanguisidera.




Grief
‘Sharpsoft,’ said Evan.
Nobody paid him any attention.
Turning anxiously on his manacle chain, he stared at Manx. ‘Sharpsoft!’ he hissed.
Manx looked up at him through puzzled eyes, his forehead creased into a frown. ‘Evan, what –’
‘Bloody Sharpsoft!’ he yelled, jolting everyone out of whatever stupor they'd been in.
Three sets of eyes (Harper being unable to turn around) became instantly fixed on him.
When it became apparent that nobody understood what he meant, he swore loudly and exhaled through gritted teeth. ‘He comes when you call! He can bloody well teleport us out of here! Sharpsoft! Sharpsoft! Sharpsoft!’
Silence.
Breathing raggedly, Evan stared intently at the empty space in front of them.
‘He can't hear you, Evan,’ Laine said gently. ‘Or if he can, he can't come.’
‘Or won't,’ Paige muttered.
‘Yeah right! He's always heard me before, and he's hearing me now! He can save us and he knows it, and if he doesn't damn well get his arse in here right this second then he'll be wearing his ribs as a hat! Sharpsoft!’
‘Shut up, Evan!’ roared Manx. ‘You're not helping anyone! You stupid idi –’
‘I'm sorry,’ said Sharpsoft quietly.
If anyone present had picked up a pin and dropped it at that moment, it would have echoed louder than an anvil. Everyone, even Harper, stared. For once, Evan was silent, not venturing so much as a single I told you so.
‘I haven't got much time,’ Sharpsoft continued. His face looked haggard, the flesh of his cheeks sunken in around their high, sharp bones, weird eyes staring prominently from pale sockets. Reaching a hand deep into one of the pockets of his leather jacket, he pulled out a sheaf of papers. Taking a single step forward, he knelt in front of Evan, head bowed, and held them out.
Too stunned to do anything else, Evan took them.
‘Keep them safe,’ Sharpsoft instructed.
Dry-mouthed, Evan nodded, tucking the pages into his pocket.
‘Wait,’ said Laine, as Sharpsoft straightened again. ‘You can get us out of here. Harper's hurt, Solace is in danger – we need –’
‘I cannot help you.’ It was said so softly, they almost didn't hear. He bowed his head again, concealing his unnatural eyes, but when he looked up again the gold and the silver halves of each iris were whirling hypnotically. Only Laine saw the single tear seeping down the edge of his jaw, vanishing at the junction of coat and neck as if it had never fallen.
‘Forgive me,’ he whispered, and vanished.
For a moment, nobody said anything. Then Paige, who was hunched in a ball, began to cry.
‘He left us,’ said Evan, confused and shocked. ‘Why would he –’
‘Evan,’ Manx interrupted urgently, ‘look.’
In the centre of the dungeon was a ball of weird green light, no bigger than a ten cent coin but spinning faster than the eye could properly make out. Almost immediately, it began to enlarge. A fearful, shrieking buzz filled the room, roaring like the blue light behind the doors in Lukin's tower. The noise was so extreme that everyone clapped their hands to their ears and closed their eyes as a fierce, blinding force seemed to pin them in place. It was like being caught in a hurricane, and with the ball now the size of a small child the light was blinding to the point of pain, generating heat in waves.
Forcing open one eye Manx screamed – his cornea was seared – and as the heat and light and pain and wind and noise grew ever fiercer, he found that he was crying in fear, the tears streaming down his cheeks as Paige sobbed relentlessly in the background.
‘God oh God oh God oh God oh G –’

‘So,’ purred Sanguisidera, ‘this is the daughter of Aaron and Morgause Eleuthera of Starveldt.’
Her throne was ebony inlaid with blood-garnets, and her skin was white and fair, as if she'd been carved from marble. Neck to ankle, she was dressed in the finest, deepest dark-red gown that Solace had ever seen; her hair was all the colours of fire; and the velvet-black eyes set in her exquisite face glittered with madness. Flanking her throne were three men, only one of whom Solace knew by sight. Forcibly, she inclined her head to him.
‘Professor Lukin,’ she said tightly. ‘You'll have to forgive me. I don't know your companions.’
Lukin smiled and blinked. ‘Well! I suppose that ought to be remedied – although, sad to say, I can claim the pleasure of only one introduction. This man,’ and he threw a comradely arm around the shoulders of the stranger beside him, ‘is Mikhail Savarin, my esteemed cousin. You've met before: something about fainting and blood extraction, I think? But of course! I'm forgetting – you're also familiar with some of the work he's done. The portal in and out of the Town Hall, for instance, or the entrance to my laboratory via the Galleries Victoria? You and your companions even entered here through what is, if I may say so, a particularly splendid piece of pipe-work. Then again –’ Lukin's face, previously so open and friendly, hardened, the words becoming as sharp and indestructible as granite, cruel in tone. ‘From what I'd heard, you were somewhat indisposed during the journey. Tell me, little Desdemona, did you enjoy the black man's blood? Did it taste like wine and rubies? Did it taste like joy?’ This last was almost hissed, Lukin's face frighteningly contorted with sick humour. Then, just as abruptly as the change had come, it vanished, leaving behind his semblance of an absent-minded academic. ‘I only ask, of course, out of intellectual curiosity. Mikhail! Say hello to Solace!’
‘Charmed,’ said Mikhail Savarin, in that now-recognised voice, which was so much like, and yet unlike, that of Lukin himself. The professor's vicious transformation left Solace feeling ill. Even Sharpsoft's warning hadn't prepared her for such a brutal contrast. All at once, she realised she was more disgusted by Lukin's façade than his real face. She'd trusted that veneer, and felt violated at seeing how easily it was stripped away. As her throat tightened with betrayal, she hated herself for finding it easier to loathe Mikhail than to meet Lukin's crinkled, friendly-seeming eyes.
‘I'd say the same,’ she managed, finally finding her voice, ‘except I'm really not. And who's your other stooge?’
The third man present had not, as yet, spoken, but as Solace asked her question, he smiled at her. There was something familiar about him, something in the face, perhaps, or eyes, which niggled because she couldn't place it. Where had she seen him before? He looked to be in his mid-twenties, and although looks among the Rare were clearly deceptive – Sanguisidera herself must have been decades, probably centuries older than she appeared – she had no other marker to go by. Without intending to and despite her fear and anger, she found herself studying his face.
Like Sanguisidera, he was pale-skinned and black-eyed; his hair, too, was jet-black and shoulder-length, tied in a neat tail behind his head. He was dressed in charcoal-grey trousers and a long-sleeved, tailored linen shirt, and although somewhat piratical, it didn't seem out of place. He was almost handsome in a sharp and distant way, but as he inclined his head, Solace saw the same flash of madness in his eyes that marked Sanguisidera and her Bloodkin. Glancing down, her anger returned in a wave.
‘My manners are poor,’ demurred Sanguisidera. Her voice was rich and velveteen, persuasive and almost playful. ‘But then, I have never been good at the little niceties which others perform so well. You have only met this man once, Solace – I hear you swapped words while Mikhail Savarin borrowed some of your life's blood – but you have seen him before, less informally. I can only imagine the things he longs to say to you. He's waited for this day, you know, with almost more anticipation than I myself. I believe he told you as much.’
‘And why would that be?’ Solace shot back. The skin at the top of her neck had suddenly begun to tingle like crazy, and when Sanguisidera's perfect lips curled in a smile, she felt her heart drop through her stomach.
‘Why, my dear! Isn't it obvious? This is Grief. Your elder brother.’
Grief which seeks Solace.
Faceless man.
Myriad thoughts clamoured for her attention, all of them denials, but when the stranger smiled again, the words of Jess's singsong prophecy burned her heart, and Solace knew it was true. For the first time since drinking Harper's blood, she felt her vision clear. Grief was familiar because he looked like her – she could see it in his colouring, in the shape of his face and shoulders – and because she knew his silhouette, that ghastly waking nightmare she'd met in the alley and in her dreams; the man who'd laughingly strapped her down and stuck steel in her flesh.
‘How?’ she asked.
Brother.
‘The book, please, Erasmus?’
Sanguisidera held out a hand. Obediently, Lukin bent down and picked up something from the side of the throne. As Solace recognised the object, her stomach clenched. When Mikhail smirked at her reaction, she found it in herself to hate him all the more, furious that she couldn't keep from speaking her thoughts aloud.
‘My mother's book.’
Sanguisidera raised an eyebrow and half looked up, signalling patience. Flicking aside the cover with a delicate, slim-boned finger, she opened at a set page and began to read aloud:
‘“I can only hope that the raid was a consequence of Sanguisidera's madness – of all things to hope! – and not revenge for her discovery of the agent in her midst. I will not even write their name, in case this book should fall into her hands. And so, though I burn to tell more, I will only say this of the most important matter: the heart of our plans has been stolen. Only the grief of Sanguisidera remains”.’
She closed the book carefully, a smile both beautiful and bestial licking along her lips.
‘“The grief of Sanguisidera”,’ Solace echoed numbly. ‘That was their plan. I wasn't the first child Morgause bore. But you found out. And the night she gave birth –’
‘I raided Starveldt. Yes. The lore does say that your brother should have been fed on the blood of his parents, but I wasn't willing to test the theory. No need to have any more of their traitor-blood in my Grief than could be helped. Thankfully, it would seem that the blood of strangers serves just as well. All that mattered was that they were willing to die.’ She chuckled, and the sound was like oil on water. ‘Well, perhaps more able than willing.’
‘And the agent?’ Solace was trembling, too shocked to know what to do or say. She wanted to hurt Sanguisidera, somehow, anyhow, and it was the only weapon she had to hand. But the Bloody Star only laughed and shook her head, smiling.
‘Ah! Such naiveté must run in the family. Their “agent” was never such to begin with. They thought he'd recovered from blood addiction to save them all; a pretty deception. Still, he has kept a part of his oath to them, at least: to protect your family. Grief? Why don't you summon him?’
And before the man – her brother – could so much as open his mouth, Solace already knew what name he would call. A low moan escaped her lips, but no one else heard.
‘Sharpsoft?’ Grief called imperiously. ‘Come!’
There was a pause, followed by a small flash of light. Anger and despair burned in Solace. She wanted to scream, but when she met Sharpsoft's eyes, she saw they were whirling – gently, as they had on the day they'd first spoken.
Don't>
He didn't speak; neither did his lips move. The word hung heavy in her head, and although his gaze was fixed on hers, Solace longed to disobey. Only a stubborn refusal to give Sanguisidera the satisfaction kept her silent. Instead, she spat, hoping her expression could convey enough of her bile.
‘Jess's prophecy,’ she growled. ‘It makes sense, now.’ Without meaning to, she found herself reciting it. ‘“Grief is behind it all, Grief which seeks Solace”. That was you at the end, though, wasn't it – telling us to “trust in the blood”. It was you who spoke through her and cut her adrift. She almost died! Bastard!’
Sharpsoft's voice was calm. ‘Yes. It was me. Am I needed further?’ This last he addressed to Sanguisidera, who narrowed her eyes.
‘That depends. Has Glide been taken care of?’
‘He had served his purpose in fetching the book. I killed him myself.’
Gleeful as a child, Sanguisidera reached out and fondly touched his hand.
‘Good boy. Then no: you are not needed further. Leave us.’
‘As my mistress commands,’ Sharpsoft said. His gaze flicked once more to Solace, so swiftly that no one else noticed. But she didn't care, and gave no sign of acknowledgement, watching with leaden eyes as he executed a short bow and disappeared, leather coat swirling.
‘A handsome helper,’ Sanguisidera remarked absently.
‘What do you want with me?’ Solace whispered.
Her enemy arched an eyebrow. ‘What do I want? But my dear, you've read at least some of your mother's book. You know what I want.’ She laughed again, but this time the beauty was gone: it was a flat sound, dead and crazed. ‘I want what everyone wants. I want the world. And you,’ she added, standing at last, ‘can help me.’
She took Solace by the arm and led her to the edge of the promontory. Below them stretched the vast enormity of the cavern. The Rare blanketed the visible floor like a living carpet, the countless torches glittering like jewels on a necklace. It was ugly in its splendour, and although she longed to, Solace was unable to look away. Closing tight around her forearm, Sanguisidera's fingers were cold to the touch, her grip like iron.
‘Too many of my followers are conspicuous in daylight,’ she said. ‘I can put to use Rare like the friends you've made. They would serve me well.’
‘And then you'd kill them, like you killed Glide?’ She was surprised by how angry that made her. A traitor he might have proven to be, and a murderer besides, but there was no comfort to be taken from his death, only a numb and distant fury that he was beyond all punishment, beyond all redemption. If Sanguisidera noticed her reaction, however, she gave no sign of it, shrugging the accusation aside.
‘Most probably. Or I would have them turned. Our kind is superior, Solace – such an amusing name! Whatever their strengths in sunlight, those wretches chained in my dungeon would last not a second against you, should you so choose it. And your brother would love your company.’
‘You don't need me,’ said Solace flatly.
Serpent-swift, Sanguisidera's free hand shot out, gripping her fiercely by the chin. Her nails were filed to tiny points, and it took all of Solace's willpower not to cry out as the soft skin along and below her jaw was pierced. Blood began to trickle down her throat, and the image of similar red lines slipping from Harper's neck over Laine's fingers flashed vividly through her mind.
‘No,’ hissed Sanguisidera. ‘I don't need you, specifically. What I need is every member of our kind. You, I only want – because you are strong, and because it would please my Grief. Whatever else I could possibly need from you is in your blood, which, thanks to Mikhail Savarin, I already have.’ So saying, she pulled her hand back from Solace's chin, delicately licking a drip from one of her nails. ‘Such sweet blood it is. But you must remember, Solace dear, as your late and eloquent mother so thoughtfully pointed out, that I am, perhaps, just a little mad.’ She forced a laugh, the sound high and grating. ‘So others have always said! And perhaps that means I should phrase my offer in a different way, with the honesty born of madness. Mikhail!’
Swiftly, she turned. A knife appeared in her hand, plucked with lightning speed from somewhere around her waist.
‘My lady,’ said Mikhail reverently, stepping forward.
To her horror and sick fascination, Solace saw that Lukin was holding a bowl below his cousin's arm. Before she could so much as cry out, Mikhail had taken the knife and slashed his forearm. It was a deep cut, and his blood flowed thick and freely into the bowl. Panting, he stood back, letting Lukin hand the libation to Grief, who sipped it as appreciatively as if it were a fine wine.
‘Mage blood,’ he whispered, passing the bowl on to Sanguisidera. ‘Delectable.’
Solace felt herself pale. The blood smelled good, singing to the aftertaste of what she'd already consumed. The realisation disgusted her, but even so, she couldn't shut off her senses.
‘There's no need to blanch so, girl,’ the Bloody Star purred. She drank, careful as a cat, licking a stray drop from her bottom lip before it could fall awry. ‘Your nose works as well as mine, and what's more, your body yearns for it. As well it should! And you are free – free as the birds in the air – to accept or reject my gift. But if you reject it,’ and here her lovely face darkened, ‘I would have only to force it down your throat for you to become what you profess to hate. And then I would lead you to that dungeon from whence you came, back down with your friends, and you would drink of them willingly in rage and laughter, as if they were no more than cattle. As if they were beasts.’ She took another sip. ‘Accept, however, and I may put them to use – I'll probably kill them eventually, of course. I'm not particularly adept at keeping merciful promises, and so I tend not to make any.’
‘That isn't much of an offer,’ Solace managed to say. Her stomach was tying itself in knots, but she was dizzying, swooning at the scent of Mikhail's blood. It was increasingly difficult to think straight, and impossible to keep her eyes from following the bowl of their own accord, as if she were no more than a starving dog.
‘Don't be so ungenerous,’ cooed Sanguisidera. ‘I'm giving you a choice. In one alternative, the deaths of your friends are on your hands – and in the other, they might even live! Or at least, live longer.’
And all of a sudden, the bowl was in Solace's hands, the coppery, spicy, enticing scent of blood too close to her nostrils for comfort.
‘You read the words in the pipe.’ The speaker was Grief, his soft voice echoing as if from a distance. ‘I wrote those words, sister Solace. I painted them in my blood. They call to our kind, invoke us, bind us. They free our true selves. They're all over the city, hidden in places where the night folk roam. And they called you. I know what you truly want. Drink.’
‘Drink,’ echoed Solace, staring into the bowl. Dimly, she was aware of Mikhail shouting something unintelligible – his voice was weak, and it seemed as if she were encased in a kind of bubble. She could no longer feel Sanguisidera's grip on her arm, and looking down, she saw that the blood in her hands was limned with a vivid emerald glow. Light blossomed around her like the petals of an orchid. A piercing scream rattled the distance, but Solace didn't hear, the sound unnaturally muted by – what? Slowly, oblivious to the encircling light, she found she was raising the bowl to her lips.
And then, as violently as if someone had yanked hard on a rope around her waist, she was jerked backwards and up. Pain blossomed in her body. She opened her mouth to yell, but no sound came out – had the earlier scream been hers?
The last thing she saw was the bowl of blood, broken in two as its awful contents soaked into the rock, as wet and reproachful as tears.




Aftermath
For the first time in what felt like years, Solace awoke slowly and in comfort. She was somewhere soft and warm – a proper bed! – and yes, the familiar soft weight tucked against her body was a real doona. Tentatively, half afraid of herself, she probed her memories of what had happened, cringing in shame at her weakness as she recalled lifting the bowl to her lips. Then there had been the light, fierce, green, and pulsating, as Sanguisidera shrieked and screeched in the background.
And then she remembered Glide, and Grief, and Sharpsoft, and felt like weeping.
As she rolled over, she wondered where she was. Opening her eyes would provide an answer easily enough, but it seemed as if the last few mornings had only resulted in the knowledge of some horrible new truth. More likely than not, she realised, heart sinking, her friends were still ransom in Sanguisidera's dungeon, helpless in chains or dead already. And what had become of Jess and Electra? No. Too much uncertainty awaited Solace if she decided to open her eyes, and now that she knew how real her life had become – knew that it was never going to go away, none of it, not even if she wished it to – the risk seemed almost unbearable.
She started to cry.
‘Hey there. Hey. It's all right.’
The voice was familiar and female. Someone rested a hand on Solace's head.
‘Jess?’ she whispered.
‘That's the one.’
Solace's eyes snapped open. Laughing out loud, she turned around and sat up, all but crushing the seer in a fierce hug, tears forgotten.
‘Ah. Ah! Easy on the ribs there, Breaker of Doors!’
‘Sorry,’ Solace sniffed, but she was smiling. Looking over Jess's shoulder, she realised she didn't recognise where they were.
Catching her glance, Jess nodded towards the doorway. ‘I'll explain in a minute. You're pretty much the last one awake. Come on.’
Cautiously, Solace followed her friend. The doorway led out to a landing and a flight of stairs. In turn, these led down to a proper lounge room in what was, to all intents and purposes, a proper house. Evan and Laine were squeezed into a single giant armchair, while Manx and Electra leaned against their legs. Harper was stretched out on a nearby couch, his neck swathed in bandages, while Paige was sitting on a cushioned dining-room chair, her knees drawn up under her chin.
And in the centre of it all, curled up tight as sole occupant of the largest, most comfortable-looking sofa in the room, was Duchess, the tiny grey cat.
Exchanging a glance with Jess, Solace found herself staring. ‘Explain,’ she said flatly.
‘Okay,’ said Jess. ‘Well.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Remember when the Bloodkin first showed up, and Laine started running downstairs?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, Electra and I were lying down with Duchess, half asleep, and she was stretched out over both our legs. We were about to get up and see what was happening, but before we could move, we were – well, we were here.’ She blinked, looking to Electra for confirmation.
The blonde girl nodded.
‘It was bizarre. One minute we'd been at the house, and the next – it was instantaneous. We didn't feel a thing.’
‘And we're sitting in this room, right?’ Jess continued, speaking with the undimmed, half-outraged enthusiasm of someone who doesn't quite understand her own experience. ‘No explanation, no warning. Nada. And we're looking at each other thinking, “What the hell just happened?” But then we realised that Duchess hadn't moved either, that she was still asleep across both our laps.’
‘No way,’ said Evan. ‘No way. You are not telling me we were all just saved by that cat!’
‘Believe it,’ Electra said.
‘What happened next?’ asked Harper. His voice seemed a lot stronger than it had been, but Solace still looked away when he smiled at her. The memory of his blood and Mikhail's was still too strong, the temptation too real to be mistaken for anything else. He frowned at her reluctance, hurt, and her sense of shame deepened. Searching for a way out, she nodded towards Jess, miming concentration.
‘We woke up Duchess,’ Jess was saying. ‘And, well, you guys –’ she indicated Manx and Solace, ‘– said you'd been talking to her before, that she understood us. The thing was, though, we couldn't understand her. It was ages before we could get her to communicate – she's a stubborn little miss! – because we had to keep saying, “we know you can hear us, but we can't hear you, meow once for yes, twice for no” – that sort of thing. God was it painful, because apart from anything else, we had no idea of what had happened to all of you or where we were, and it seemed like the longer we waited, the more trouble you'd be getting into. Eventually, though, she seemed to agree. We asked if she'd brought us here: yes. Would she tell us how: no. Had the Bloodkin come to that house before: yes. Had they bothered her: no. Was she able to help us rescue you: yes.’
‘Would she?’ Electra chimed in, grinning. ‘No.’
‘She wanted a nap – we think,’ said Jess, glancing with fond irritation at the small, sleeping feline. ‘It took us about another forty minutes to get her to say she'd help. It was Electra's idea: she figured that if we couldn't plead with her, we might as well try bribery. I didn't know what sort of things a cat would want, but I guess Electra's spent enough time with Manx to be able to take an educated guess.’
‘And what did you give her?’ Solace found herself asking, her brain not yet entirely in sync with her ears.
Electra grimaced. ‘A swan. A whole, entire swan. I teleported one here from the university lake. The poor thing's wings were clipped – she chased it around the house for about twenty minutes. I mean, I thought it would probably peck her eyes out or something, but it seemed too confused about where it was and how it got here to do much more than run away. She finally did kill it, though, and ate most of it.
‘FYI, a cat that size, eating a swan? It should be the textbook example of “hilariously disturbing”.’ She made a face. ‘It was only afterwards that we managed to come and get everyone.’
‘Well, almost everyone,’ Jess amended. ‘We didn't realise that Solace was somewhere else. I don't fully understand what it is that Duchess does, or why, or how, but it seems to be harder if she isn't actually there. We think she, I don't know, used Electra somehow, took strength from her. But it pretty much worked out that whatever we were doing got way out of control with five people. Duchess passed out. We thought she was dead.’
‘We thought we were being executed,’ Manx confessed. ‘I honestly can't ever remember being so frightened. We were all on edge because of what Sharpsoft had said.’ Solace's eyebrows shot up at that, but she kept silent. ‘And then this weird green light started spinning and glowing and doing all kinds of painful shit. It was like being in one of those amusement park rides where you're strapped against the wall while it rotates at some insane speed – that, plus pain and noise and heat. I think all of us had passed out by the time we got here; we didn't wake up much before you just did.’
‘And then you came and got me the same way?’
Jess nodded. ‘Yes. We had to wait for Duchess to come to, though – she's been asleep like that ever since you arrived.’
‘I had to promise her another swan before she'd go back for you,’ Electra apologised. ‘There was just no way, otherwise.’ She sighed. ‘Poor, stupid birds.’
‘Solace,’ Laine asked suddenly. ‘What happened to you?’
All eyes turned her way. For a moment, she considered lying, keeping quiet about Sanguisidera and Grief and Sharpsoft, but too much had already happened to everyone on her account, and she couldn't bear the thought of even more people being deceived.
‘Sanguisidera talked to me,’ she managed. ‘Lukin was there, and his cousin – the one Sharpsoft mentioned. Mikhail,’ she gulped. ‘And there was my brother. His name's Grief. He was in your prophecy, Jess. He's the faceless man.’ She was running on quickly now, as everyone stared at her, shocked. ‘I didn't think I could have a brother, but it's true. He even looks like me, and it was in my mother's book, only I just didn't know to look for it. He was the first child they tried to have to defeat Sanguisidera, except she found out about it and stole him. He's as mad as she is, her pet Bloodkin. And the man who betrayed my parents to her was – was Sharpsoft.’
That did it. Everyone started yelling and talking at once. After almost a minute of confusion, it was Evan who finally managed to make himself heard over the top of everyone else, staring levelly at Solace as he spoke.
‘Look. Look! Shut up, all right? He came into our cell and said he was sorry. I don't know what for, but he gave me this.’ He reached into his pocket and held out the crumpled wad of paper.
Taking it from him, Solace had barely begun to flatten the first page before recognising the neat, sloped handwriting. ‘These are from my mother's book,’ she said, slowly. She scanned the opening lines, then looked away, unable to bring herself to keep reading. ‘Parts I haven't read yet. But Sanguisidera has it. He must… he must have stolen them. Why, though?’
‘Because he's on our side?’ Evan asked sarcastically, ignoring Paige's loud and unconvinced snort.
‘I don't know,’ Solace said quietly. ‘He said he'd killed Glide, that he'd done what he was meant to in getting the book.’
‘Of course he'd have to say that! If he really is a double agent, then he's obviously got some pretty hefty lies to tell. And anyway, if Sanguisidera really knew he was hanging out at our old place, why did she need Glide to steal from us?’
‘Perhaps she just wanted him to milk Solace for information.’ Electra's voice was faint. She looked even paler than usual, almost nauseous, her normally bright hair lank with perspiration.
Evan was outraged. ‘But he told her more than she ever told him! Right?’ He swung his head to Solace for confirmation.
She shrugged helplessly. ‘I honestly don't know. He spoke to me in my head when they showed him to me – when Grief summoned him, I mean – and told me not to say anything. It would make sense if they didn't know I'd met him before, but then he admitted to being the one who spoke through Jess at the end of her prophecy, who sent her spiralling out into everything. Remember?’
‘I remember it was Glide who “rescued” her,’ Evan said, pointedly.
‘He never said why he was helping me,’ Solace persisted, but she wasn't sure why. A large part of her desperately wanted to do as Evan did, and trust that Sharpsoft really was their ally, that he wasn't the one responsible for Grief. But after everything that had happened, it was a hard suspicion to shake, especially for the Vampire Cynic. Physically, she felt weaker than she ever had in her life.
‘Well, I'm still reserving judgement,’ stated Evan, crossing his arms stubbornly over his chest. ‘Nobody else has to agree with me and that's fine, but I'm the first one of us he ever spoke to – and I'm the damn empath! I say he's not on Sanguisidera's side, and that's that.’
‘All right,’ said Manx quickly, seeing that Paige was preparing for an angry rebuttal. ‘Let's just leave it be, okay? We don't know for sure, he's not here right now, and we've got more important things to worry about – like, for instance, where we should be headed next. We don't even know whose house this is. Perhaps Duchess does, perhaps not, but either way, we can't stay here indefinitely, and I'd prefer to know sooner rather than later if someone's about to come home from work and accuse us of breaking and entering.’ He breathed in deeply. ‘At any rate, I'm guessing that getting as far the hell away from Sanguisidera as possible is a good plan right about now.’
Nobody spoke. Breaking the silence, Duchess wheezed contentedly in her sleep, rolling briefly onto her back before stretching full length on her side, exposing her long, white belly.
‘I wish I could sleep like that,’ murmured Jess.
‘Starveldt,’ said Solace abruptly. ‘Evan, do you still have the key?’
Her friend pulled a face. ‘Take it,’ he said, rummaging in his pocket and tossing it to her. ‘I've never been overly fond of responsibility. Why people keep entrusting me with it is beyond me.’
‘Me, too,’ Paige muttered, without humour.
‘You think we should go to your castle?’ Laine asked, raising an eyebrow. When Manx glared at her, she raised her hands defensively. ‘No, no! I don't think it's a bad plan. I was just asking.’
‘We should, I think,’ said Solace, and then, having experienced a jolt of delayed memory, ‘there's one thing I never told you. When we jumped back through from the tower that night – well, I went somewhere. An empty place. And there was a Voice – all right, more like a presence, and I'm not going to pretend it wasn't annoyingly cryptic – but it claimed to be a guardian, an interested party. The point being,’ and here she sucked in a breath, ‘it told me that the warehouse was on fire. That “events had been set in motion”. It sent us home.’
‘And you never thought to mention this before now.’ Paige's voice was flat.
Solace shuddered, not so much at the accusation, but at the fact that nobody rushed to negate it. ‘I'm sorry,’ she whispered, momentarily dropping her gaze. ‘So much was going on at the time that I didn't…’
‘It's all right,’ Manx said, managing a supportive half-smile.
Grateful, Solace continued. ‘If we're going to look for Starveldt, then the Voice seems as good a thing as any to start with. Maybe it'll show up the next time I use the key; maybe not. I don't know. But it's all I've got to go on, and weird though it is, it's better than nothing.’ She stopped, looking at everyone in turn.
Electra was drawn, drained from the talk as much as the events preceding it, so that she seemed all uncertain eyes and sharp edges. Even Manx, a protective arm thrown around her shoulders, looked tired. There were circles under his mismatched eyes that Solace hadn't noticed before, either out of carelessness or because they were newly acquired; but whatever the reason, she felt responsible for their presence. Jess, for all her earlier enthusiasm, was paper-thin, her blue eyes huge and childlike. Unusually, her thick, black hair was unbound, its wildness serving to give her a witch-like appearance. By contrast, Evan was surprisingly composed, although paler still. Perhaps it was just their closeness in the armchair, but at that moment he looked more like Laine than his sister: Laine, whose small face was deliberately blank, as though she were carefully weighing up what was said (and what was thought, Solace amended) before passing judgement. Strangely, it was Harper who seemed the most relaxed, but then again, he was the only one lying down. That left Paige, tense and whey-faced, the pink-and-purple streaks in her hair seeming to stick up like the tufts of a novelty wig. It would have been comic, were her hands not gripping the wooden edge of her chair so tightly that the colour had bled from her knuckles. Of everyone present, she was far and away the most terrified, and despite what she was about to ask, Solace was hard pressed to blame her.
Dropping her gaze, she sighed. ‘I'm sorry for everything that's happened. If I'd known what was really going on, I never would have put you all in danger. But the thing is, I didn't know, and now that I do – and I feel selfish saying this, but it's the truth – I'm glad you guys have been here. I don't know what I would've done without all of you. Any of you. Really. I've never had… well, friends, before now. It changes things. And I understand if you don't want to come looking for Starveldt. Heading down to the Gadfly and grabbing a few drinks seems a hell of a lot more attractive than almost-certain danger. Who knows – if I wasn't around, then maybe Sanguisidera would leave you alone. But if you want –’
‘Solace,’ Jess cut her off. Walking over, she reached out and gripped her shoulders. ‘The last time you went out in the sun, you fainted and started trying to look like Laine. Colour me crazy, but I think you're going to need a teensy bit of help if this venture of yours involves daylight. Yeah, it's dangerous, and it's not like I'm averse to the Gadfly. But this, what's going on now? Even if it's frightening, it's important. Besides, tell me the better choice we have? Or at least,’ she added, glancing around the room, ‘that was just speaking for me, anyway. No one else has to agree.’
‘Damn right I don't!’ Paige snapped.
Everyone turned.
Her cheeks flamed red. ‘Don't all look at me like that! I'm bloody frightened and I have been ever since Tryst and Claire and Phoebe died. This isn't some stupid game. It's not something we're getting into lightly, or because we want some fun on a Friday evening.’ Tears filled her eyes as she hugged her knees. ‘I don't know what's happening any more. I don't know where I'm going or what I'm supposed to be doing. I've never had a great life, but parts of it haven't been too bad, either, and I'm sorry, but I'm not going to sit here and clap my hands with everyone else and say “tra-la-la, everything is fine and wonderful on our grand new adventure” when it isn't!’ She stopped, wiping her eyes and gulping back sobs. ‘I'm frightened.’
‘Paige,’ said Harper, as gently as he could, turning to look her in the eye. ‘We're all going. At least, I think we are.’ When nobody contradicted him, he continued. ‘And I know how you feel, I do. I think we all do. But no matter how we got into it, there's just not an easy way out, and it makes sense to stick together, like we always have. You don't want to be left on your own, do you?’
‘No,’ Paige shot back, ‘so I don't have a choice, really, do I? I've got to go with you, no matter what. As always.’ Miserably, she hung her head.
Humans> came a withering sigh from the couch.
Manx and Solace stared at Duchess. The little cat had lifted her head and was staring straight at Paige. A moment passed before the short girl realised what was happening. Her eyes widened.
‘She's talking to me?’
I am talking to you, smallest human. See here> She paused, glaring at Manx. Translate!>
‘Oh! Er, she says, “I am talking to you, Smallest Human. See here”. She wants me to translate.’ Nervously, he looked back at Duchess, who blinked with slow approval.
Good. Tell her this: there is no point in wailing about what cannot be changed. She will go, and you will go, and I will eat my swan. Things will happen as they happen – no faster, no slower. No more, no less. Only those who bewail their fate have no hope of changing it. Cats know better>
Too startled even to laugh, Manx passed this on. Silence filled the room, and Solace watched a flicker of emotions cross Paige's face: surprise, indignation, defensiveness and then – most surprisingly of all – a kind of acceptance. The anger faded from her eyes. Her shoulders slumped, but seemingly more from relief than defeat. If the decision was out of her hands, then what was there to rail at? She sniffed again, but only once.
‘Hang on,’ Evan blurted, breaking the moment. ‘Am I the only one wondering how on earth does Duchess do what she does? I mean, no offence intended, but she's tiny! A cat!’
Feline eyes narrowed. Cats do not know every human secret. Why should you know all of ours?>
Dutifully, Manx relayed the sentiment.
Evan snorted. ‘That isn't an answer!’
‘Somehow,’ Manx said wryly, ‘I don't think you're going to get a better one.’
Very well> yawned Duchess. I will sleep now> She closed her eyes, then opened one of them a fraction, looking slyly at Electra. I was promised a second swan, human. Do not forget>
Manx conveyed this quickly. His mouth twitched.
‘I won't,’ promised Electra, not bothering to hide her distaste.
‘Hey,’ Jess suddenly thought to ask. ‘Duchess? Whose house is this? Are we about to get evicted? Do you live here? Are we trespassing? Because, you know, I'm not actually sure where we are, geographically speaking, and I'd kind of like to know we're not a collective Goldilocks to someone else's Three Bears.’
‘Duchess?’ Electra echoed.
But the small cat was already asleep.




Midnight
Solace slumped at the kitchen counter, head and arms resting on the cool marble. Here, as in every other room, they'd opted for darkness. It didn't seem as if anyone was coming home, but neither she nor the others saw a point in drawing attention to their occupancy by leaving the lights on. By the time they'd finished their conversation, it had been too dark outside to really see where they were, and even had it been lighter, Solace suspected that they were all too exhausted to bother. As if Duchess were leading by example, her relapse into sleep had been the catalyst for more than one pair of eyes to close.
Mercifully, the house was both large and well-suited to their needs. Manx and Electra had passed out almost instantly on one of the double beds, Paige and Harper the other. Solace laughed softly to herself: two pairs of friends, each bound by a complex, unspoken history, each retreating into companionship in the aftermath of danger, each like an echo of the other. She wondered if she were the only one to have noticed, and concluded that she probably was, if only because nobody else was still awake. Evan and Laine, still slightly wary of one another, had taken up two mattresses in one small room. That left the room in which Solace had previously woken, and a freshly laundered bed apiece for herself and Jess.
It might have been a coincidence that the available sleeping space perfectly matched the number of occupants; just as equally, it might not. Among a host of other thoughts, it was this consideration which kept Solace awake. Jess had long since stumbled up to bed with the others, which meant that, apart from Duchess, she was the only one still downstairs. Despite the evidence of her senses, she wasn't yet entirely sure that the little cat counted as a person, per se, although she was certainly an individual. Watching her sleep, it was hard to believe she was anything other than a blue-grey, white-splotched cat, whiskers twitching in a dream of mice. Whatever she was, Solace was slightly nervous of waking her, and so she sat quietly in the kitchen, breathing steadily, eyes half-lidded, thinking without thinking.
Beside her, the green-numbered digits of the microwave clock read 22:54, glowing with dim, familiar symmetry. Despite being a slightly older model, it looked brand new, hardly out of place against the spotless benches and swept floors. Upstairs was no different: prior to their occupancy, the beds had been impeccably made – or so said Jess and Electra, who were the only ones in a position to have noticed. In the lounge, too, the furniture seemed freshly upholstered: not even the cushions were worn. A family of pedantic neat-freaks would have left more signs of habitation, Solace thought – which was odd. Suddenly curious, she checked the fridge, which none of them had thought to do earlier: despite the length of time since their last proper meal, exhaustion had taken precedence over hunger. Its shelves were stocked with fresh groceries, everything from meat and eggs to chilled wine and fruit. Further inspection revealed that the cupboards, too, were full, positively brimming with rice, tinned corn, biscuits, flour – everything a house should have. By contrast, however, the kitchen bin was not only empty, but clean, bereft of the usual smears or stains. All the crockery and glassware was immaculate, the knives and forks laid out carefully in the top drawer. There was a dishwasher under the bench, but it, too, was empty, as if it had never been used.
Puzzled now, Solace padded out through the lounge and into the hall. A coat-rack hung on the wall, but the pegs were bare. Several colourful umbrellas stood in a ceramic urn, all furled with such precision that it was doubtful they'd ever been opened. A suspicious thought nagged at her, persistent and sharp. Nearby, the polished dining-room table gleamed dully in the small amount of moonlight, seemingly bereft of scratch or stain; the only disturbance was the missing chair Paige had carried into the lounge. Solace walked purposefully towards the bathroom. Stepping inside, she shut the door behind her and turned on the light.
As in the kitchen, the bench was made of marble. She was surprised by how large a room it was: she'd seen pictures before of bathrooms with two sinks, but three, no matter how tasteful, seemed needlessly extravagant. A large, flat mirror took up most of the rear wall, stopping above the toilet to make room for a medicine cabinet, while to the right, a long, deep bath under a shower head lay along almost a whole wall, leaving just enough room for a short, multi-tiered shelf brimming with soft, white towels. Turning, she saw several fluffy bathrobes hanging on the back of the door, not one of which looked like it had ever been used.
Quietly, she stepped up to the middle sink. Three cups in a row bristled with a total of eight assorted toothbrushes and three pristine tubes of toothpaste; all the soap was untouched, while in the shower, several different bottles of shampoo and conditioner rested in a convenient wall-rack. Redundantly, Solace checked: they were all full, all unopened, all brand new.
A strange sense of disquiet settled over her. The number of beds was one thing, but this went beyond coincidence and into the realm of deliberate, thoughtful planning. Which, even more unsettlingly, suggested that not only had Duchess brought them to this house for a reason, but that it had been made ready for their arrival. Given that Duchess herself lacked opposable thumbs and the ability to go shopping, everything pointed to an accomplice – someone who knew there were eight of them, who'd set the house in order with them in mind.
Solace froze. Should she wake the others? Should they run? Run where? the Vampire Cynic pointed out. And why? Because the terry towelling looks sinister? Get a grip!
Her mouth quirked into a smile. Not long ago, she'd watch Mikhail Savarin slice open his own arm so that Sanguisidera could tempt her with his blood. Not long ago, five of her friends had been chained in a dungeon at the mercy of violent enemies. Not long ago, the warehouse had burned. Dangerous things were happening, but she'd been cheerfully acclimatising to the apparent weirdness of the world well before any of that – and she was worried by the unexpected niceness of a house?
She laughed, listening to the rich echoes as they bounced off the bathroom walls. True, she didn't know who or what Duchess actually was, let alone what she might want, but the fact remained that the little cat had not only saved them all at cost to herself, but given them sanctuary. Under the circumstances, it would have been utter foolishness not to take advantage of what was on offer, and until their tiny benefactor woke and was in a communicative mood, what else could they really do? Solace still felt too wide-eyed for sleep, but a shower sounded like heaven.
Locking the bathroom door, she eased out of her clothes, setting each item carefully aside. The next room along was, she thought, a laundry; gods alone knew what she must smell like. There'd been a bathroom at the warehouse, but the shower hadn't worked properly, only ever emitting a bare trickle of tepid water that was hardly worth the effort and which had smelled strongly of salt, as if it had been pumped from the harbour. Stepping carefully into the bath, she reached out and gently turned the taps, sighing with pleasure at the touch of warm water.
‘Bliss,’ she murmured happily.
Luxuriating in the heat, Solace washed her hair and brushed her teeth. After finding a proper razor, she even shaved her legs and underarms, something she hadn't bothered to do since arriving in the city. The hot water supply was seemingly without end, a novelty she tried not to abuse but which, ultimately, proved too enjoyable for restraint. As weeks of stress and grime washed away, she closed her eyes and sighed with contentment.
By the time she judged herself to be properly cleansed, the room had filled with steam, smudging the mirror into a sheet of foggy silver. Putting aside her towel, Solace slid into one of the bathrobes. Soft, warm and more comfortable than she'd been in weeks, she investigated the cupboard, searching for and finally finding a hairbrush. Wiping the steam from the glass, she came face to face with her reflection. Puzzled, she stopped and stared.
Since leaving the group home, Solace hadn't really seen her own face. The sight came as somewhat of a shock – the harder she looked, the less she recognised the person looking back. It was a strange feeling. Receiving her mother's book in the dream-that-wasn't, she'd seen her parents for the first time, but it wasn't until she blinked, tilting her head to one side, that she realised how strongly she resembled Morgause, her mother. Sleeked to her neck with water, her black hair glistened darkly, pulled back from jaw and forehead to accentuate her strong, curved cheeks. Squinting, she tried to see her features as a stranger would, focusing on the changes until her whole countenance seemed alien: the small, straight nose, the expressive mouth, the lean round of her chin. Her skin seemed paler even than usual, freshly washed of dirt and glowing softly under the fluorescent lights, accentuating the darkness of her hair and eyes. But that wasn't new.
What had changed? She struggled with the question. Her cheeks were perhaps a tad thinner, but that seemed too inconsequential. Not so much time had passed that she could reasonably term herself older – she blinked, frowning. Not physically older, no. Mentally, though? Emotionally? Leaning closer still, she focused on her eyes. That was it; a subtle difference around the edges, but a significant one. Laughing softly to herself, she let her irises change from black to green, amazed at this new talent. The colour altered her appearance, but the newness, whatever it was, remained.
‘Growing up at last,’ she mused, letting her eyes slip back to their usual shade.
Silently, she combed out her hair, returned the brush to the cabinet, hung up her used towel and stepped out of the bathroom, pensive. Flicking off the light, she found herself once more in the unfamiliar dark. Softly, her stomach growled; she smiled and made her way to the kitchen – in all the bounty of the fridge, surely there was something she could eat. Solace had never really learned how to cook, and in any case didn't want to make too much noise, but held out hope for something cold that wouldn't result in another, considerably less pleasant trip to the bathroom.
Luck was with her: hidden behind a range of condiments was a plate laden with eight cold sausages. Greedily, she took the whole lot, carrying them over to the bench. For a short while, hunger overwhelmed her: the taste was delicious, the soft, textured beef balanced against a subtle spice and the cool of refrigeration. Solace closed her eyes in enjoyment – had there ever been a time when she'd been able to simply eat her fill of food that didn't make her sick? Mrs Plumber and Miss Daisy had done as best they could with what they had, but the plain fact of the matter was that Solace could eat so little, but was so often hungry for so much, that it felt as if she'd spent most of her life starving. Before she knew it, the plate was empty. Ducking back to the fridge, she found a loaf of bread and tore into it ravenously.
The bread vanished all too quickly, and was followed by an entire bag of marshmallows, three bananas (being one of the few fruits Solace could actually eat), several boxes of biscuits and, finally, a handful of raw spaghetti. Only once she caught herself grabbing at the pasta did she stop, ashamed and still feeling empty. As suddenly as it had come, the terrible hunger vanished, leaving her once more slumped at the bench, her head in her hands. What was wrong with her?
You crave what you cannot have>
She jumped. Turning, she saw that Duchess was awake, sitting calmly on the kitchen tiles. The glow from the microwave clock gave her pale green eyes a weird luminescence.
‘What –’ Solace began, but the little cat cut her off, blinking as she spoke.
You know what, human. Blood>
Guiltily, Solace gulped. ‘Why now, though? Eating's never taken me over like that before.’
Duchess made an odd sound somewhere between purring and choking; a moment passed before Solace thought to interpret the sound – correctly – as laughter.
Silly human. You have never drunk from one of your kind before. It is the after-effect. Your body wants more. Your head does not. And so, uselessly, you hunger> She yawned. You would be better off with prey. A swan, perhaps?>
As with the laughter, there was a moment of dislocation before Solace realised that Duchess was being wry. Apart from the oddity of not being able to use facial expressions as a key to interpreting sentiment, the way in which the words simply appeared in her head left her uncertain of their intended intonation. There was a particular flavour to speaking with Duchess, or perhaps timbre was a better word, that read cat, or at least, not human. Sighing, Solace tilted her head and studied her strange saviour.
‘Back at the group home, just before I left… it was you, wasn't it? The cat in the alley? You scared the faceless man away. You cut Miss Daisy's shirt.’
You did not belong>
‘And in my dream, with the riddle-song.’ She gulped. ‘I know now it was Grief. But who are you?’
I am myself. As you are. As is everyone>
Solace opened her mouth to speak, but found herself forestalled.
I know what you meant, human. My true name is not for casual use> Her whiskers twitched, almost imperceptibly. Still. I do not object to Duchess>
‘Are you a cat? I mean,’ Solace rushed on, sensing rather than seeing that she'd caused offence, ‘obviously, you are a cat. But were you always?’
Were you always seventeen?> Maddeningly, the cat held out one lily-white paw and proceeded to wash it clean: once, twice, three times. When she lowered it to the ground without adding anything more, Solace all but shouted in frustration. Angrily, she leaned forward, trying – and only just succeeding – to keep her voice down.
‘Why did you bring us here? Where is here? Who prepared the house? How did you know we were coming? And –’ She paused, stunned. Why hadn't she noticed before? Idiot! ‘Why did you lead us into danger with those Bloodkin? You knew they were in the house!’ Her eyes widened as the full implication hit her. ‘I could have killed Harper! You –’
Silence>
The word sounded as heavily in her mind as if it had been spoken aloud, the resonance hanging between them like a shared sin. Duchess didn't move, but somehow seemed to grow, her presence expanding to fill the whole room. Where earlier the clock had lit her eyes, they now seemed to burn from within, smouldering and darkening like twin witch lights. Dark blue light glittered in her grey fur like the underbelly of a distant storm, while her white markings seemed to glow. Solace felt pinned in place, immobile. It wasn't terror, but the presence of something older, bigger and immeasurably stronger than she was; as if she were standing on the brink of Niagara Falls, hearing the raw power of so much water thundering into turmoil, only the barest spray on her cheek. Then, abruptly, the sensation vanished, and Duchess was once more a tiny blue-cream cat barely larger than a kitten, staring at her with eyes the colour of algae.
You ask more than what is provided for you to know. Had I my way, human, I would tell you nothing for your insolence. As things stand, however, I lack that choice. So> She blinked once, slowly. You were put in the path of the Bloodkin because it was necessary. No human fights who does not comprehend why, or against what. This place was made ready for you by the Lord and Lady of Starveldt. I was instructed to lead you here, when the time came. And now I have. I've been watching you>
‘But…’ Solace felt drained of words; somehow, she forced them out. ‘Everything here is new. The food is fresh, the beds are made. You must have known there'd be eight of us, but my parents couldn't have. Could they?’
Your friend is not the only seer ever born. Some things, like your number, were known. Others, like the manner of my finding you, were not. I was to stay away until you had come of age, make this place ready, then test you and bring you here. But you, and only you, were to know my purpose. To all else, I am – and must remain – a mystery>
‘I don't want to keep any more secrets.’
That choice is not yours to make>
A part of Solace wanted to walk out, turning her back on the conversation and all its implications. Another part, smaller and wiser, made her stay. There were still things she needed to know, questions to ask, and who knew when Duchess would next indulge her curiosity? For a moment, she hesitated, uncertain of how to continue.
‘How –’ She stopped, frustrated. Calm down. Think slowly. ‘When I was… when my parents gave me up. They had no choice?’
You already know the answer to that. You saw their shells>
‘Yes. But that's not what I meant.’ She dropped her eyes. ‘I mean, did I have to go into care? Wasn't there anyone else to look after me? A friend of theirs? Someone? Why did they leave me with strangers?’ Her voice cracked on the last word, and for the first time – not just since running away, but ever – Solace realised how much that stung; how much it had always stung. As though a dam had burst, she found her thoughts running away from her, felt the heat of unshed tears behind her eyes and in her throat. She choked them back.
‘I was always alone. Normally, if you show up as a baby, they give you a house, but not me. The foster parents all backed out. I stayed with the carers. When you turn five or six, regardless of where you live, they send you to school. Not me. I had a tutor.’ She felt tears on her cheeks and swiped them away, angry at her lapse. ‘Not even high school. Only me and a bunch of problem cases, kids who couldn't think or spell, who started fights or couldn't learn, who set fires and shot up. I just… slipped under the radar. For seventeen years. I was different, but couldn't tell anyone – even if I'd wanted to, there was no one to tell. Even the rejects thought I was weird.’ She looked up, glaring at Duchess, her eyes bright with fury. ‘But you knew that, didn't you? And they must have known, too. My parents. But they still left me there. Left me to rot.’ Her words trailed into a whisper.
For a moment, silence filled the room. Solace stared furiously downwards, waiting for the backlash.
Something rubbed against her ankles.
Startled, she turned just in time to see Duchess jump into her lap, vibrating with a purr. Shaking just a little, Solace reached out and patted her, smoothing her palms along the blue-grey coat, noting for the first time the miniscule spray of white fur between the shoulder blades, admiring the serpentine flick of the tail. Simply, as though hers was a normal life, she closed her eyes and stroked the cat, and for several minutes, that was all Duchess was: no more, no less. Finally, as if at some unspoken signal, their eyes met. Without jumping down, Duchess pulled back slightly, balancing on her haunches.
It was due to the Bloody Star. You had to be kept safe. Had the Rare raised you, she would have known. Her spies were too many, her reach too great. Only among humankind was she blind enough for safety, but now, even that is changing>
‘But the separation? I couldn't even go to school?’
I am… sorry. But if you had moved around, what then? What if you were discovered? I could not reveal myself before it was time; I could offer no warning. We could protect one dwelling only. The fewer people you knew, the less you moved, the safer your secret was. In a human household, with friends and family, too many questions would have been asked> She paused, and her voice softened. You ran because you feared discovery; because Grief was finally catching up. How much sooner might that have happened otherwise?>
Solace felt her heart sink. Duchess was right, no matter how much she wanted to believe differently. The ache didn't lessen, but she managed to nod. The exchange had drained her beyond curiosity, but there was one more thing to ask.
‘Was it… was it my parents’ idea that I be tested? Shown to the Bloodkin?’
Yes>
‘Oh.’ She dropped her eyes. Somehow, she'd expected nothing else.
Rest now, human. You are safe. Soon, there will be much to do. I cannot say more> Her small eyes narrowed, all compassion gone. It is… difficult… that another can hear me. He must not know. None of them can. Do you understand?>
For a moment, Solace didn't. Then she realised. Manx. Briefly, she considered rebelling. But the fight had gone out of her: she was too tired, too uncomprehending. Duchess was right. She needed rest.
‘I understand.’
Good. Now sleep>
‘Sleep,’ murmured Solace. A wave of exhaustion broke and crashed on her body. Almost, it brought a kind of peace: her stomach was fuller than it had been, her flesh cleaner, and a soft bed was waiting upstairs. Her movements heavy, she mounted the stairs, walked along the hall to her room. From Manx and Electra, Paige and Harper, Evan and Laine, she heard the dim, quiet sounds of breath in the lungs, the soft rustle of sheets. Low murmurs came from one room, although she couldn't tell which. At any other time, she might have listened, curious, but now it seemed not to matter. Eyelids drooping, she fumbled at the doorknob, letting herself in as silently as possible. Jess was a dark lump under the covers of the first bed, snoring her usual gentle snores. Sighing with relief, Solace moved past her, collapsed onto the second mattress, snuggled under the covers and fell, seconds later, into sleep.

Silent and unobserved, the cat-shaped creature currently known as Duchess guarded the house. Padding softly up the carpeted stairs, she lay belly-down on the landing and closed her eyes, sensing the ebb and flow of life in her strange charges. Brushing gently against minds, she felt the tides of thought and dream eddy against her consciousness, rippling like the surface of a deep pool into which a stone has fallen. Or been dropped.
Sighing a little, she reached out to those around her. The Bright One dreamed uneasily, her mind full of memories not her own, of lives she had never lived. Duchess felt some small sympathy at this. With unexpected fondness, she chased the dead away, feeling the girl relax into sleep. They would return the following night, as they always did: some cruel, some kind, some vivid, some faint, but almost all forgotten with the dawn. It was a pointless act to banish them; and yet, strangely, it felt right. A low rumble of purr quivered through her chest, and she flexed, briefly unsheathing her claws. Such follies should not matter.
Unperturbed, she recommenced her study of the humans. Well, if truth be told, they were not exactly human, but the distinction was so fine in most respects as not to merit being made. Or so Duchess believed.
Shadowfriend and Quickling stirred, each unconsciously seeking the other. Their bond went far into the past, tied to some hidden memory that stained both their hearts. Whatever it was had hurt, but although soothing it was well within her power, Duchess chose to let it be. In its own way, the wound gave strength, strength the Daughter would need in the coming days. Briefly, she lingered in the Warden's mind. Aptly enough, she found no trauma there, making him well suited to his purpose. The discovery came as no surprise, but was satisfying all the same. He will keep them safe.
The Starkine was a different matter. That mind was full of chaos – not unreasonably so, but enough to give Duchess pause. The prophecy had called the Starkine doomed, but whether that doom lay in betrayal or sacrifice was uncertain. I will be mindful, she thought. As is my duty. As is my purpose.
The only real surprise came from Trueheart and the Watcher. They alone were awake, wrapped together in the warm salt of lovemaking, each enmeshed in thoughts of the other. The act twined them together in a way which might have made Duchess smile, had she been able to; instead, she uttered her odd, choking purr of laughter. It was a strange pairing, but perhaps not entirely unexpected, and she wondered (although without genuine curiosity) what the others would make of it, if and when they found out. Certainly, it seemed that neither lover intended to tell: the pact of secrecy was almost as closely woven between them as their shared breath. Detachedly, Duchess probed the emotion. She had no intention of censorship, and was too far removed from these creatures for voyeurism – rather, she was merely concerned for any potential fracture in the group. Her eyes narrowed as she concentrated, then her tail flicked, once, in satisfaction. The tryst was nothing sinister.
Content with her observations, Duchess flexed once more, stretching full length on her side, comfortable. There were worse forms to be burdened with. All shapes imposed certain behaviours on their occupants – in this case, an uncommon fondness for mouse flesh and an almost pathological hatred of birds – but such restrictions were easily borne. True, it had been many years since she'd lived as anything else, but Duchess was convinced that her nature had remained fundamentally unaltered. Others might succumb to the travails of animal life, but she would not. Was she not, after all, guided by a higher purpose, a higher function?
I remain. I endure. I am.
Yawning once more, she remembered the taste of the swan earlier in the day: the hot, dark blood, the succulent flesh. Ever since taking on her current form, she had longed to know what such a creature tasted like, and had not been disappointed. She anticipated with pleasure the next such feast, salivating at the thought of snapping the long, slender neck, cracking the hollow bones.
She felt midnight come as a change in the air, settling its wings across the house like a black cockerel shuffling in his roost. Her charges, though stubborn and frustrating, were safe; and her task, though burdensome at times, was not beyond endurance, nor was it without need. A sigh escaped her, slipping past her pink tongue and bright teeth to vanish without trace.
And then, my debt is paid.







Epilogue
Despite being old and dented, the manacle was still sturdy enough to dig deeply into his wrist. It was too tight, almost cutting off circulation to his hand while simultaneously rubbing the skin beneath it raw, so that any attempt at movement pained him on two counts. Not that he had much strength to move, or even breathe; the broken ribs made sure of that. Before he'd grown too exhausted to make the attempt, he'd sat up and pulled his shirt aside in order to see the damage, half-convinced that a bone would be poking through. Thankfully, that wasn't the case, but he was nonetheless covered in a mess of dark bruises, barely beginning to yellow around the edges and still decidedly tender despite the passage of days. One eye–his left– refused to open, swollen shut by what he imagined was a mass of purple swelling. Directly above it, a short, broad cut itched maddeningly as it healed over and pulled at the line of his eyebrow, too raw yet to scratch.
Gently, as he had done every day since the beating, he probed the inside of his mouth with his tongue, wincing whenever he brushed a loose tooth. Several had been shaken, two more severely than the rest, but through a miracle all had remained rooted in his jaw. Whether that counted as curse or blessing remained to be seen. For such small things, his teeth were responsible for a great deal of discomfort, causing migraine after nauseous migraine. He couldn't imagine what it would be like to try to chew, and so, despite his hunger, he remained oddly thankful that the opportunity of finding out hadn't presented itself.
At times, his lesser injuries were almost painful or discomforting enough to draw attention from the hole in his chest. Almost. That was a fire unquenchable, either by sleep or, it seemed, time. The knife had gone deep, half-twisting as it slid in beside bone, through muscle and meat and blood. If he tried to roll over, he fancied he could still feel the sharp, agonising scrape of the out-thrust, which was just one more good reason to stay still. Without painkillers or means of distraction, the memory of it invaded his dreams, what scattered few he managed. For days now, he'd been a sergeant shot through the heart at Gallipoli, a soldier at Dunkirk, and a dead nurse in Tripoli gargling life as her husband caught her in bed with another man. He'd tried to steer away, but the pain made him powerless. Even without the manacle, he was a captive, prisoner in his own head as surely as if his skull were made of iron.
Perhaps he'd never been free.
In his more lucid moments, he wondered where he was. Underground, he guessed, from the lack of light and the high, stone walls, but that speculation was little better than if he'd thought nothing at all. The floor beneath him was hard, but surprisingly warm, heated from below via some means he couldn't fathom. The room was square, the single door made entirely of half-rusted metal. The hinges scraped and creaked, as though they, too, were in pain. There was almost no light at all.
Since being chained to the wall, he'd been left alone. The exception was his carer, a quiet, mouse-brown woman with sympathetic eyes and deft, gentle hands. There was no particular rhythm to her visits that he could tell, but then, he spent so much time unconscious or unthinking that the observation was worth little. The woman never spoke, although once or twice he'd thought to ask her name. Rather than answering, she would lift his head and trickle water into his mouth, or else remove the crusted bandage from his chest and rub a pungent, sweet-smelling salve into the knife wound. Coward that he was, he would scream when she did that, or try to; his throat was so dry that only a whimper came out, as though he were no stronger than a child; and perhaps he wasn't.
Despite his pain, he had no way of knowing how injured he really was. Certainly, the woman said nothing of either recovery or regression, and even had she seemed likely to answer, he wouldn't have asked. Either alternative was too difficult. He didn't want to die – he wasn't brave enough, and never had been. He clutched at life like a drowning man to flotsam. Surrounded by uncertainty, he was just as afraid to live. Perhaps it would be easier, he thought, if I didn't deserve this. The idea was as muzzy as it was comfortless: he did deserve this, and so, appropriately, it wasn't easy. The thought had crossed his mind that perhaps he really was dead; that God existed after all, and had sent him to purgatory. But that would have made an ironic breed of sense, and the boiling heart of life, he'd come to see, was chaos. There was no sense.
On the fifth day, he began to wake up. For the first time since coming to the dungeon, he found himself able to regain a modicum of his usual control. At first, as before, he drifted, spinning idly between battles, murders, fights. Midway through the Sadarian Wars (whatever they were), he forced himself away from the pitched battle at Glas Mar, resting instead inside the mind of a young arkan'i as s/he meditated in the light-filled Sorku Cloister. It was alien, impossible and beautiful all at once, but without more strength, he couldn't place it in any kind of context. Even so, the experience helped clear his mind as nothing else could have done. I will escape, he prayed, to no greater deity than hope. I will survive.
On the sixth day, Sharpsoft returned.
At first, when the door to his cell opened, he assumed it was the woman, come to offer her usual silent ministrations. It wasn't until he recognised the big, green-black boots, heard their heavy, awful tread, that he truly began to panic. He knew those boots intimately, remembered the blunt steel bite as they crashed into his ribs and legs and jaw. A small, wet cry escaped him as he tried to wriggle backwards across the floor, wincing further as the manacle pulled tight, but there was nowhere to hide. Frightened, he squeezed his eyes shut, bracing for the blow that never came. His heart began to hammer in his chest. Had Sharpsoft come to finish the job? All self-recriminating thoughts of guilt and deservedness vanished, and he began to sob in fear as that wild, fierce, alien man knelt down beside him.
‘I'm sorry.’
At first, the words didn't register; then he felt something clink against his chain. There was a grinding sound. The manacle fell away. Bewildered, he looked up, hatred and disbelief filling him like a balloon as he stared into those weird, unnatural eyes. Startlingly, Sharpsoft dropped his gaze first, reaching out and gently propping him up against the wall. His ribs burned with the motion, but he was determined not to show it, fright abruptly giving way to stubbornness.
‘What're you… geroff,’ he mumbled angrily, the words hideously slurred. His visitor said nothing, only reached out to check the bandage on his chest. It was impossible not to wince at that, but he hated himself all the same for showing it.
‘You're free to go, now,’ Sharpsoft added. His voice was low, the tone unfathomable. ‘But come back here again and I really will kill you.’
Dazed. He felt dazed. His head was spinning.
‘Where am I?’
‘Do you need to know?’ Silver, gold and purple flickered, threatening to swamp him. He looked away.
‘Beyond the door are supplies. Food, a bag. That manner of thing. Leave when you feel ready. You won't be stopped.’ A pause. ‘There's also a pot of the salve that's been used on you; rub it into the wound whenever you hurt. It won't heal you straightaway, but the pain should start to ebb in a day or so.’
‘Why?’ Uncertainty, fury, disbelief. ‘You bastard. You don't even know –’
‘Presume nothing about me.’ The words were spoken softly, but with force enough for the purpose. ‘I know more than you think.’ Those weird eyes raked him. ‘Do you understand, Glide?’
‘Understand?’ Shakily, Glide pushed himself up the wall, wincing with the effort of standing as he straightened. ‘I understand that you're more a traitor than I ever was. At least you had a choice.’
‘And you did not?’ Sharpsoft asked. Eerily, his eyes flickered.
It was Glide who broke the contact, hot with shame. ‘No,’ he whispered.
‘Nor did I.’
Surprised, Glide glanced up again, but his captor – his liberator? – was already at the door. The bone-white leather of his coat gleamed dully, that peculiar moon-coloured mix of silver, cream, white and yellow, faintly luminous even without light. Glide didn't mean to speak, but the words slid out like ichor from under a scab.
‘Why betray Solace? I thought you were helping her! Why beat me, stab me, then let me go? Why are you doing all this?’
He didn't expect an answer, and almost, didn't get one. For a moment, it seemed Sharpsoft would ignore him, continuing out through the door as if nothing had transpired, leaving Glide angry, his question unanswered. Passing through the frame, however, he held out a hand, gripping the stone so that he swayed in place.
‘Because I have no choice. Because, perhaps, you do.’ And then, quietly: ‘Because I, like you, have never been free.’
And then he was gone, dropping his hand slowly from the door as he moved around the corner and out of sight, leaving Glide – battered, bruised and bloody – to shiver in the sudden cold, alone.



To be continued in The Key to Starveldt
 

A Secrecy of Birds
If ever there had been such a thing as normalcy, Solace considered, it must have had the life expectancy of a suicidal mayfly. Being saved from death by an inscrutable feline only slightly larger than the average rockmelon and deposited in a magically sealed safe-house was all well and good, but it didn't explain how Evan had managed to procure a humorous plastic apron with painted-on bosoms and a slogan about the kissability of cooks. The idea that a house provisioned by vampires – and worse, by her parents – had contained such an item was frankly alarming. Solace realised her mouth was open, and closed it.
‘Breakfast?’ Evan asked, by way of greeting. He waved a plastic spatula towards a nearby frypan and frowned. ‘Well, it's brunch, technically. It just looks like breakfast. We're in the realm of noon.’
‘Yes,’ said Solace muzzily. She'd just woken up, and was only about seventy percent of the way towards full consciousness. Rubbing sleep from her eyes, she glanced around.
Besides Evan, the kitchen was staffed by Manx and Harper. Notwithstanding Evan's ludicrous apron, all three boys were clothed only in boxer shorts. Noticing this, Solace blushed and reflexively tightened her bathrobe – she'd left her clothes downstairs the night before. Seeing her expression, Manx cocked his head towards the laundry and raised a mischievous eyebrow.
‘Electra's done a load of washing,’ he said. ‘Your stuff included. So we're all reduced to toplessness, and everyone else is in robes.’
‘I lobbied for the other way round,’ Evan sighed, ‘but no one ever listens. Philistines.’
‘Clothes should be done soon, anyway,’ Harper said, ignoring this remark. ‘Soonish. They're on the line.’
‘And the others?’
‘Jess is in the shower,’ said Manx. ‘Laine's upstairs, and Paige is outside with Electra. We've been taking turns at the hot water,’ he added, by way of explanation. ‘We're all done, but you can go next, assuming there's any hot water left.’
Solace shrugged. ‘That's okay. I had one last night.’ Craning her head, she peered longingly at the still-sizzling breakfast, which appeared to feature everything from fruit and cereal to bacon and minute steaks. Despite her guilty feast the previous evening, her stomach rumbled at the enticing smell.
‘Give it another minute,’ grinned Harper, seeing her expression. ‘We'll call when it's ready.’
Nodding, Solace turned, walked past the lounge and flinched. There was Duchess, camouflaged as a cushion-shaped ball. Feeling a hard knot rise in her throat, Solace remembered their conversation the night before, and what it had revealed: that Duchess, who'd been silently guarding her since the group home, had allowed her friends to be captured by the Bloodkin. The secrecy of it weighed on her like the physical mark of betrayal, but though the Vampire Cynic longed to disobey, another more human part of her bowed its head and acquiesced, though bitterly. As if my life wasn't already complicated enough.
Shaking her head, she looked away and kept moving. Solace had small tolerance for self-pity, and rejected it fiercely now. It's a new day, she told herself. More importantly, we all survived to see it. Lighten up!
She paused at the back door. It was full-length glass. Wary of direct sunlight, she surveyed the sky. It was slightly overcast, and most of their small garden was in shade. Taking a deep breath, she slid open the door and slipped out, savouring the crisp, wintry flavour of the air.
Arms crossed over her knees, Electra was sitting with her back to the side wall, watching the laden clothesline drift heavily around in the breeze, while Paige lay full stretch on the grass, eyes closed. Overhead, the drying clothes moved gently on the line. Solace recognised her own black shirt between Jess's blue singlet and Laine's corset.
‘Morning!’ Electra called, without turning around. Paige raised her head, waved, and lay back down again. Both girls wore their robes with a lack of self-consciousness that Solace envied.
Still wary of the hour, she stepped gingerly onto the grass. It was surprisingly green, dotted with grey-beige paving stones that formed a broken, rambling footpath towards the back fence. Underfoot, it felt cool and dewy.
‘Thanks for doing the laundry.’
‘Don't mention it.’ Electra smiled.
All too clearly, Solace remembered her friend's trembling exhaustion of the night before. Guilt churned within her, but only briefly: Electra's grey eyes were clear, her skin bright, her hair washed clean of smoke and sweat. There was more to the transformation than hot water and a good night's sleep could account for. Electra's expression was serene, reflecting a quietude that bordered on spiritual.
Surprise must have shown in Solace's face, because the blonde girl tilted her head. ‘What?’
‘Nothing.’ Solace shook her head and grinned. ‘I mean, you just look very calm today, that's all, and last night was… I'm trying to think of a better description than “Book of Revelations meets magic cat”, but it's just not coming to me.’
Electra snorted.
Paige, who was still lying down, laughed with enough force that her mid-section contracted uncomfortably, prompting her to turn and prop herself up on an elbow. ‘Breakfast nearly ready?’ she asked, rubbing her ribs.
‘Just about.’
‘Come on, then.’ With a pleasant sigh, Electra stood up and flexed her fingers. She nodded to the clothesline. ‘These are nearly dry, anyway.’
They stepped back inside, shutting the door behind them. Paige headed straight to the kitchen but Electra paused and turned to Solace. ‘Quick change of subject. Am I going nuts, or has this house been made for us? I mean, exactly the right number of beds, toothbrushes, towels, a certain absence of anyone else…?’
‘You're not going nuts,’ Solace promised. ‘Although the universe might be.’ She paused, before steering back towards safer territory. ‘Speaking of which, didn't you promise Duchess another swan? She's still asleep now, but when she wakes up –’
Electra grimaced. ‘Ye gods. Don't remind me.’
‘Remind you of what?’ said Jess, startling them both. Newly emerged from the bathroom and dressed in yet another robe, the seer waved a cheerful good-morning with one hand while wringing out the tail of her still-wet hair with the other.
‘Swans,’ said Electra.
Jess made a face. ‘Gotcha.’
‘Breakfast!’ called Manx. ‘Just ready. Anyone want to call Laine?’
‘No need.’ From her spot by the counter, Paige pointed: the Goth girl was already making her way downstairs.
After that, there wasn't much more to say. They ate in silence, or rather, the closest approximation to silence that involves chewing, condiment-clinking, the scraping of knives and other such interruptions. The only conversation consisted of requests to pass the jam, toast, steak, bacon, onions, sauce, sausages, fruit, juice, cereal, bread, milk or eggs, although Solace declined these last two on the grounds of allergy. It was a hearty feast, and Solace wasn't alone in being ravenous.
Eventually, the meal was gone: crusts chewed, yolk mopped, bacon rind scavenged and bowls emptied. Stuffed to the gills they all sat back, savoured satiety, and enjoyed a moment of peace.
Then Laine spoke, glancing with amusement at the three boys. ‘So. You guys cooked all that?’
Guardedly, Evan raised his head. ‘What of it?’
‘Nothing.’ She stretched. ‘I'm just amazed you didn't burn the house down. And that it was good.’
From where he sat, Harper managed a gracious half-bow. Manx feigned wounded indignity. Solace laughed.
‘It's like a Christmas miracle,’ Evan quipped, blushing slightly at the backhanded praise.
Together, they all rose and began to clean up, stacking so much into the dishwasher that it almost wouldn't close, while Electra fielded queries as to the readiness of their clothes.
‘God, yes,’ articulated Jess, with profound enthusiasm. ‘Don't get me wrong – I love the robes – but a houseful of semi-naked people isn't nearly as much fun as reality TV shows make out.’
‘Volunteers to change that state of affairs?’ Evan winked. ‘I think there's some whipped cream in the fridge.’
Jess groaned. ‘Older sister standing right here!’
‘Clothes,’ said Electra firmly, before Evan could respond. Nonetheless, her mouth twitched at the corner. ‘Come on. They should be pretty much dry by now.’
With the exception of Harper's shirt, several thick pairs of socks, and – regrettably – Evan's jeans, this turned out to be an accurate assessment. While her brother lounged by the clothesline, Jess went back to the bathroom, leaving everyone else to find their own changing space. Pulling on fresh clothes made Solace realise how genuinely filthy they'd been before. She winced. Never again will I take hot water for granted. The simple luxury of it made her feel more human than she had in weeks. Well, amended the Vampire Cynic wryly, for a given value of human.
Once dressed, however, their energy dissipated. No matter how calm they all appeared, Solace knew no one had forgotten the dungeon. They moved like ants disoriented by a broken food-trail, milling and directionless.
Solace glanced around for her leather jacket, the one article of her clothing Electra hadn't been able to wash – she wasn't cold, but the coat was comfortable. She found it folded in a corner of the dining-room. As she pulled it on, something crackled in the left-hand pocket. Her hand touched paper.
Sharpsoft. My mother's book.
How could she have forgotten? Mentally cursing herself, Solace pulled the pages free and walked back to her friends, who'd been watching her.
‘We need to look at these,’ she said firmly. Her heart was racing.
‘Right,’ said Harper. ‘Let's –’ He stopped, distracted by something in the lounge.
‘What?’ Solace asked, then followed his gaze. The others caught on one after the other, until eight pairs of eyes were fixed on the big sofa.
Tiny, blue and graceful, Duchess elegantly stretched her slender white forepaws. Yawning sweetly, she sat on her haunches and blinked her pale green eyes, glancing aside before fixing her sights firmly on Electra.
Good morning, human. Where is my swan?>
There was a moment's pause. Electra turned apprehensively to Solace.
‘Did she just say –’
Solace grinned, unable to stop herself. ‘She wants her swan.’
‘Dammit.’ Electra sighed, glancing at Duchess. ‘Just… hang on a minute, will you? I'm going to put some clothes in the dryer.’
As long as my swan is forthcoming, I do not mind>
Dutifully, Solace relayed the message, feeling her cheeks ache with the strain of not laughing.
Shoulders slumped, Electra trudged outside, grabbed the remaining wet clothes from the line and hauled them into the laundry. A minute later, she reappeared as the whirring, thumping sound of an older-model dryer filtered into the background. Helplessly, Electra looked to each of them in turn, but Duchess's will was immutable. Jess, at least, had the grace to look somewhat abashed, but when faced with her friend's pleading eyes, she made an Evanesque bow and waved her into the kitchen. ‘Tiles, I think,’ she added over the top of Electra's resigned exhalation. ‘The last one bled a bit.’
As Duchess leapt neatly down from the lounge and padded into the kitchen, Paige stood on tiptoe and leant over the counter-top, peering downwards with undisguised fascination. ‘Speaking of which, what happened to the carcass?’ She flicked her eyes to Jess. ‘Did she, I mean, eat all of it? Like, even the beak?’
Jess made a face. ‘You'll see.’
Evan edged nearer the stove, one arm wrapped around his naked torso, having taken off his apron when the others changed. ‘All right, just to be clear? This is utterly sick. We're utterly sick. And I cannot for the life of me look away.’
‘Thanks for that,’ said Solace.
‘Hoo, boy,’ murmured Electra, closing her eyes. There was a pause. Duchess flicked the tip of her tail.
A pale gold glow suffused the kitchen, growing in intensity until, for a single instant, it was bright to the point of blinding. Electra let out her breath. The light died. Everyone craned forward, staring at the far corner of the kitchen floor.
Flapping its clipped wings and hissing in wild agitation, a large white swan arched its neck at Duchess, tilting its head to watch her from the corner of one small and frightened eye.
Hello, swan-lunch>
In an instant, Duchess pounced, launching herself forwards and grappling the startled bird mongoose-style, closing her jaws around the back of its head. Digging her fore claws sharply into its breastbone, she bit down, hard – harder than she should have been able to. With a sickening crack, the swan's neck broke. Honking and hissing, it began to spasm, blood marring its white feathers in ever-thickening rivulets as Duchess snaked her head around to finish it off at the throat. With a final, piercing shriek, the swan died, collapsing into a heap of defeated bird flesh, extremities twitching in the aftershock of pain.
Small and exultant, Duchess began to eat.
It wasn't until a bloody pinion landed near Solace's foot that she managed to tear her eyes away, uttering a small cry.
Electra, who was closest, made an ungainly jump over both cat and prey, rushing to put distance between her and the macabre spectacle.
Even Jess, who had managed to joke about the first swan, looked pale. ‘She… she'll vanish the bones and… leftovers, when she's done.’ She gulped, running a hand over her eyes. ‘We must really have been on another plane last night.’
‘And you've just now figured that out?’ Paige's voice shook with a mixture of horror and self-disgust. ‘Remind me to hit you later.’
As Duchess cracked what sounded like a particularly sturdy bone, Jess blanched. ‘I'm not going to argue.’
‘Grim,’ commented Harper, his face discernibly pale.
‘So,’ said Evan, into the resultant silence. ‘Where were we?’
‘Pages,’ said Solace faintly. ‘Sharpsoft's pages. Unless anyone else has a better idea?’
Delicious>
Automatically and with no small amount of trepidation, Manx and Solace turned to see Duchess poking her head around the corner of the bench, her normally white-and-blue features streaked with red.
Thank the human> Purring, she licked her lips and vanished back into the kitchen.
‘Duchess says thanks,’ Solace said, wincing a little as she spoke. ‘At least one of us is happy.’
Electra shuddered. ‘Let's make a pact, all right? This is not to be mentioned ever again, on pain of disembowelment. Ever.’ When nobody objected, she let out a sigh and gestured to the sofas. ‘Right. So let's see what Sharpsoft has to say. Or at least, what Sharpsoft thinks we should know.’
Nodding, Solace smoothed out the pages, walked over to the armchair Laine and Evan had shared the previous evening and sat down, trying not to tremble. What did they say about her? For a moment, her throat was too tight to speak. Then she glanced across to where Jess and Electra were recovering via the time-honoured practice of mocking Evan, and felt her spirits recover. Whatever Sharpsoft had brought them, she could bear it.
‘My mother's book,’ she said, by way of introduction. The others looked up. Solace took a deep breath and smoothed out a final crease. Tantalisingly, the first sentence started halfway through – had Sharpsoft been too hurried to notice, or was it a deliberate omission? And, come to that, had Sanguisidera noticed the pages were gone, or had they been stolen before she saw the book? Putting these thoughts aside, she began to read aloud:
‘… prophecy is, although quite beautiful, damnably vague. Such is always the way with seers, and in any case some warning of the future, no matter how cryptic, is infinitely preferable to no warning at all. As I have become the chronicler of these events, Aaron takes care to warn me of the trouble in punctuating prophecy when we do not know where the correct emphasis should lie, and so I have endeavoured to be careful. Here, then, are the words we were given:
‘In a place of nameless speakin
 bloody-eyed a star is seeking
 memories undone
 come will eight of rarest making
 in their echoes power waking
 in their selves and selves forsaking
 darkness overrun.
‘At the doom of Starkine's crossing
 Trueheart grieved in turmoil tossing
 Watcher's secrets all unsaid
 Daughter chained and hope unlocking
 where the fates are cruel and mocking
 and where worlds are interlocking
 Bright One, listen to the dead.
‘Warden under midnight learning
 Shadowfriend in silence burning
 Quickling's prison fades
 heavy with remembered yearning
 fight the wheel within its turning
 all go forth and two returning
 worldly renegades.
‘We do not know the whole meaning, but this much is plain: our child – the Daughter – will have seven companions in the fight against Sanguisidera. Or so I hope. Some parts of the prophecy suggest treachery – forsaken selves and unshared secrets are not happy futures, and yet there is one called Trueheart, and woken power. Luck and the universe willing, these words will mean more to my daughter than to me, as it is for her sake they are written.
‘The Daughter. I had not known I will bear a girl.
‘She will read this, Aaron says. We will leave her my book. And suddenly I feel the pressure of years upon me: not age, but my daughter's life. Most women fear to die in childbirth, a primordial clutching as they ebb and bleed. I had not thought to feel it when I bore Sanguisidera's Grief – my life was already forfeit – but at the last, I did not want to die. A century has passed since then, one hundred years in which I have fought and loved, and lived, and lost. More span of time than most mortal men are given; but I am older still. And yet, I fear to die. I want to know my daughter.
‘I won't. But Liluye will.
‘The Rookery lives at the Sign of the Singing Hawk. My daughter, if you read this, seek Liluye there. She can be trusted. Mayhap she knows more of the prophecy. At the very least, she can guide you – not only to Sanguisidera, but within yourself.’
Staring at the final line, Solace stopped.
‘That's… that's quite a prophecy,’ Manx said, at last. ‘So much so, in fact that, I didn't understand a word of it.’
‘You and me both,’ Solace muttered, genuinely piqued. She'd hoped for at least some answers, but instead had found a bittersweet commingling of the cryptic and the personal, neither of which was particularly illuminating.
At her expression, Jess laughed and held out a hand. ‘Perhaps if we all had a look?’
With strange reluctance, Solace handed over the pages. After some initial tugging, the others settled on crowding around and reading over Jess's shoulder. Paige in particular made a show of scrutiny, but it was Laine who lingered longest in study, eyes flicking back and forth over the three prophetic stanzas before handing them back to Solace. Then came discussion: a long, speculative, argumentative ramble during which everyone tried to make sense of what they'd read. The simplest agreement was on the notion that all of them were mentioned: certainly, there were eight of them now, and as the house was clearly intended to house eight occupants, it acted as a kind of validation. By itself, that spawned a separate discussion as to who had set up the house – Solace argued that it must had been her parents, a point that was accepted with minimal fuss – and how Duchess had known to take them there. This latter was more problematic, but with the swan still bloody on the kitchen floor, the others were mercifully eager to divert back to the prophecy itself, thus allowing Solace to lie by omission rather than outright. Nonetheless, the deception pained her.
Of greater concern were the names they'd been bestowed and what they might mean. Solace, obviously, was the Daughter, but who was Shadowfriend? Quickling? Bright One? Nobody could quite decide, and although Evan theorised that it must have something to do with their respective Tricks, Manx pointed out that none of them had super-speed or were friendly with darkness. The idea that Solace might be chained at some point was cause for disturbance, as was the notion of selves forsaken and listening to the dead. Paige blanched at that particular line, but recovered when Harper squeezed her hand and pointed out that it probably meant heeding the contents of the book, which, what with the deaths of Solace's parents – not to mention their vampirism – had effectively been written by the dead twice over. Jess looked like she wanted to challenge that interpretation, but caught Laine's eye and thought better of it. Evan took that opportunity to exclaim over the age of Solace's parents, and the fact that Grief, her brother, was therefore over a hundred years old. Some small discussion on the notion of ‘worldly renegades’ followed, but by then, they'd pretty well exhausted their very limited stock of knowledge as to what was going on, and fell silent one by one.
As a last-ditch effort, Jess exhaled lengthily and nodded towards Solace's lap, where the fateful pages rested.
‘I wonder what the Sign of the Singing Hawk means,’ she mused. ‘That, at least, sounds like something we could find – if we knew what it was.’
It is a secrecy of birds>
Solace jumped. Manx stared. This time, the others were quick to notice their reaction, turning almost in sync to watch Duchess, now cleansed of blood, pad daintily out of the kitchen and into the lounge.
‘What did she say?’ asked Paige, eyes wide. When Solace told her, she blinked. ‘Oh. That's… kind of pretty, really.’
Abruptly, Solace remembered the previous evening's exchange with Duchess, and wondered at the positive effect it seemed to have wrought on Paige. No longer skittish and frightened, the pink and purple-haired girl was almost entirely back to normal – calmer, even. It wasn't a stretch to imagine that she remained a little in awe of Duchess, if not entirely fond of her culinary preferences.
‘Have you cleaned up the swan?’ asked Electra, watching the little cat warily. Duchess looked up at her through pale green eyes before yawning and washing a paw.
The swan is gone. It was most satisfactory>
Dutifully, Manx relayed the sentiment.
‘A secrecy of birds,’ Laine repeated thoughtfully. Freshly scrubbed, her pale skin glowed, bright against the blackness of her now-clean hair. The effect was a softening one, as though her edges had been temporarily worn down. ‘It makes a kind of sense.’
‘How so?’ Harper asked.
Laine shrugged. ‘Because of ravens, you know.’ When everyone continued to look at her, she blinked. ‘Oh. Well, rookery literally means a place where crows and ravens live, because corvid birds – black carrion birds, I mean, like crows and ravens – are also called rooks, right? And corbies, actually, because of corvid. But “rook” was a slang term in Victorian England, too, meaning a cheat or thief – probably because crows like to steal shiny things – and seeing as how thieves and other undesirable types like poets and thieves and prostitutes tended to live in slums, they started to call the slum areas and tenement buildings rookeries. So, it makes sense. A conspiracy of birds.’ She fell silent. The others stared at her. After a moment, Laine began to blush.
‘How do you even know this stuff?’ asked Manx, a little in awe.
‘Dickens,’ said Laine. Evan snickered. The psychic rolled her eyes. ‘Charles Dickens, idiot. And, you know. I read a lot of history.’
Unexpectedly, it was Paige who came to the rescue. ‘We're looking for a slum, then?’ she asked, tugging absently on a lock of hair. Laine shot her a grateful look and nodded.
Solace frowned. ‘If we are, that hardly narrows it down.’ She toyed with the pages in her lap, flipping her fingers against the edge as though shuffling a deck of cards.
‘What does that say?’ Evan asked suddenly. Solace stared at him. Sighing at her incomprehension, he gestured for her to turn the pages over.
Obedient, Solace leafed through the upturned sheets. Sure enough, a message was scrawled on the back of one in thick, smudgy pencil, the writing all but illegible.
‘Sharpsoft,’ she murmured.
‘What does it say?’ asked Manx.
‘I'm not sure. I think…’ Squinting, she tried to puzzle out the message. ‘It's almost like… directions? Someone else have a look.’
‘Here.’ Laine held out a hand, leaning across Evan in the process. Solace stretched out and submitted the relevant page, brushing fingertips with her friend. A kind of static electricity passed between them; Solace blinked, catching a look of pity in Laine's eyes, there and gone like a distant flash of lightning. Then the moment passed; Laine dropped her gaze and withdrew the page, leaving Solace momentarily stunned, embarrassed and, once the initial shock had faded, curious. A suspicion began to form in the back of her mind, too immature as yet to be spoken, but difficult to shake. The nape of her neck tingled.
‘You're right,’ said Laine, after a moment. ‘At least, it's part of an address. It just says “Kent Street – early underground”. And then there's the letter R.’
‘Which, along with the number eight, has been the proud sponsor of today's Open Sesame Street,’ mused Evan. ‘Directions to the Rookery, I'm guessing.’
‘Makes sense.’ Laine shrugged and handed back the page. ‘At least it's somewhere we can find.’
‘What do you mean?’ asked Manx bemused. ‘We should just head over to Kent Street and peer in the guttering?’
‘No,’ said Jess, sitting up suddenly. ‘Underground car parks. There's a few on Kent.’ Pleased with this reasoning, she glanced at Laine for confirmation. After a moment, the psychic nodded. ‘It might be like Lukin's lab or the entry into the Town Hall – you know, joined to somewhere else. In which case –’
‘The Sign of the Singing Hawk could be a marker,’ Solace finished. They both grinned.
‘So,’ said Harper, speaking for the first time in some minutes. ‘This prophecy says we help Solace fight Sanguisidera. Solace's mother says we should go to the Rookery and look for someone called Liluye, because she – I'm guessing they're a she – can help us on both counts. Sharpsoft says the entrance to the Rookery is in Kent Street. We're not quite sure if we trust him, but thus far, he hasn't actually harmed us so much as been party to a boatload of crazy weirdness, which can be fairly said of everyone in this room. Add in a free house, breakfast, clean clothes and a good night's sleep, and I'd say we're doing all right.’
‘Unto that man give a cigar,’ said Evan, with wry approval.
‘But Tryst and Claire and Phoebe… they're not all right.’ All eyes turned to Paige. While nowhere near as wild and distraught as she'd been the previous evening, there was nonetheless something hard behind her eyes. She looked up. ‘I don't mean to ruin the mood. But we need to remember this isn't a game. Sanguisidera killed our friends.’ She swallowed. ‘Even if we're doing all right now, it's not because we've beaten her, or because some prophecy says we eventually will. It's because of luck, and Duchess, and running away. So we need to be careful. It's real. It's not a game.’
‘Agreed,’ said Solace.
Paige smiled, but briefly.
‘We're heading to Kent Street, then?’ asked Manx. ‘I've heard worse plans,’ said Jess, glancing around the room.
Evan made a face. ‘Does that mean I have to put my pants on?’
His sister groaned. ‘Please!’
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