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Content Notice


Mentions of flaying. Some dream sequences that might be uncomfortable for those with parasomnia and/or waking dreams. Bad things happening to kids off-page.

Most of my urban fantasy books have some level of violence, gore, and blood, but this book in particular has a few details specifically regarding flaying that some readers might find disturbing. Those details are located in only two places, and consist of a sentence or two that are easily skipped if you’d rather not read more.

Some of the dream sequences might be unpleasant for those with parasomnia, since they include some bodily changes in terms of a character “waking up” with the wrong face. These sentences are also pretty easily skipped over.

There are also some child deaths off-page, so if you’re sensitive to that, please bear it in mind.


“Teach your grandmother how to knit!”

— The Lunch Lady
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Chapter 1
Work With Purpose
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When Viv opened the door to her room that morning, there was a man standing inside, directly in front of it.

“Sugar!” she swore, taking an involuntary step backwards into the hall. “Luca! Why are you in my room?”

“Seffy won’t come out of your bathtub,” said the man inside her room, his pale hazel eyes bright and unsettlingly attentive.

He stood perhaps a centimetre or two shorter than Viv in general, but she was wearing low heels today, and that gave her the advantage of about five centimetres with which to look down on him in censure.

“I told you that you’re going to have to stop dropping into my room whenever you want,” she told him.

“I waited until you weren’t here,” he said, as though pointing out a counter-argument. “And I was just on my way out.”

Viv studied him for a moment, and then edged around him into her room. “No, you weren’t,” she said. Luca didn’t use doors; he would have simply melted through her floor or wall if he was on his way out. The only motive for him to use the door was because he had need of a door for something.

His sudden, delighted chuckle stirred her hair as she passed him. “That’s only correct by half the measures of truthfulness,” he told her.

She heard him turning on his heel behind her so that he could face her again when she had made a little more space between them both, and Viv turned only halfway around, an instinctive, protective curtailment of movement to leave her with her side and not her full front facing him.

From front on, it was very difficult to face the full onslaught of the presence that was Luca—and it was getting more difficult by the day. Far easier to glance sideways at him so that she could look away when she needed to. There was such a vibrance to his presence—an intense kind of life, and interest, and unpredictability—that looking at him sometimes made Viv feel as though she needed to stop and catch her breath.

And when he was smiling at her with a mouth that was just a little bit too big for his face, his eyes dancing with laughter, it was much harder.

“If I only use the other half, it’s true,” he added, shifting his weight to his foremost leg so that he drew almost imperceptibly closer. “I heard you coming, so I was on my way out to see you on your way in.”

“There’s no need for you to see me,” Viv told him, hardening her heart. She was not supposed to be encouraging him; Luca needed to expand his circle of female acquaintance instead of focusing his energy on her.

She didn’t know how, because she didn’t see him move, but Luca was once again closer. The hair of his arm tickled the back of her hand and his face was upturned and just close enough that if he stood slightly on tiptoes he could easily lean forward and kiss her.

It seemed as though she could feel the warmth of those lips pressed against hers again. It was a disastrous thought; Viv found that she was gazing at his lips and hastily looked away, but too late.

Luca’s lips curved in a slow, soft smile, and instead of leaning forward or lifting himself upwards, his hand slipped beneath her left arm, where a small, warm tug told Viv that he was holding a pinch of her sleeve between his fingers.

“It’s been so long since I’ve seen you,” he said, looking up at her through dark golden eyelashes.

Viv drew her arm away hastily from that dangerous warmth. “It hasn’t been long at all,” she said. She wasn’t used to being looked at—or looked for, in any room—with such intensity.

“I haven’t seen you since yesterday,” Luca told her, as if reiterating the point. “I missed you.”

“It was yesterday evening,” said Viv rather plaintively.

In fact, she hadn’t gone down to breakfast this morning because she preferred to give Luca some space—or perhaps, more honestly, she felt the need to give herself some space. She’d eaten in her own room with SooAh and BoRa, and had then gone directly to the sixth floor to see what Jasper had for them to do this week.

They had spent quite a lot of time outside the Tea House lately, chasing a lead that Luca had brought them as far as Tasmania. She had hoped that Jasper would give her something similarly outside the Tea House, as much for the fact that it would get her away from Luca as for the opportunity to find herself near enough to drop in and visit a certain location she would much rather Jasper not know about. She didn’t feel safe enough to make a special trip, but if she’d been close enough, it would be normal to stop and visit a local landmark.

Luca’s eyes rested on her curiously. “You weren’t here last night.”

“I sat opposite you at dinner,” pointed out Viv. She had spent a lot of time trying not to look at him, which had flustered her so much that she had forgotten to ask the lunch lady for dessert along with the others. Luca had pushed a crystal bowl of trifle across the table at her, which had surprised Viv so much that she’d started to eat it, then disappeared for a few moments before returning with another for himself.

“Yes, but you weren’t really there,” he said. “You were thinking about something else all night.”

That was quite true—Luca hadn’t been the only thing on her mind. Jasper had also been occupying a great many of her thoughts recently—not for the same reason, but with much the same result that Viv found herself uncomfortable around him and not entirely sure how to deal with him. She wasn’t sure, in fact, how much he was to be trusted any longer.

It wasn’t that Viv had ever completely trusted Jasper. But her distrust had been in things like his habit of not telling her things that she considered she needed to know, or actively concealing things that she had a right to know.

As much as she might disapprove of his way of thinking in general—and sometimes his methods in particular—Viv had somehow never expected him to actually do something so cold and deliberately wrong as he had done a month ago while on the manor job.

But she had seen that Jasper cared enough about the Tea House, and justified ends over means so completely, that he would allow the son of an old friend to live a half-life without memories that Jasper had the means of restoring, if it meant Jasper got what he wanted from Forex.

And she had to admit to herself that she had gone further than she expected to go while trusting that Jasper wouldn’t go too far. She had told herself that so long as she would only go so far—so long as she made sure she didn’t misuse any power or influence that she had—she could live and work in the Tea House. That she wouldn’t stay in the Tea House if it began to stand for things she couldn’t support.

But she was still here. She was still allowing herself to be used in the worst of ways to keep Luca close and useful, and she now knew that Jasper counted all things subordinate to the good and survival of the Tea House.

Viv couldn’t pretend that the same attitude didn’t extend to her—she wasn’t even sure it didn’t extend to BoRa, though she wondered. At any rate, if Jasper thought that it would be in the best interests of the Tea House, she was quite certain that he would sacrifice Viv as well. He already had, to a certain extent: he had continually put her in danger in order to keep Luca available and agreeable, he had baited a trap for her and another with her, and there wasn’t a single part of her life that didn’t have sticky, dangerous, suffocating threads that led right back to Jasper and the Tea House.

It was the biggest reason that she hadn’t been able to bring herself to dig too deeply into the tantalising padded mailer bag of clues about her parents that Marazul had sent her. In that bag had been two keys—one of them the key to a deposit box and the other a key to whatever was inside—and a small scale-like item (something like a USB, Marazul had said) with the stored information of the deposit box log. She had also learned that the deposit box was in one of the oldest banks in Melbourne. It had sprung out of the early gold rush days in Melbourne, its marble pillars dragged into place by teams of six horses at a time, and its tiled mosaic floor laid on solid rock. The Gothic interior and exterior made it a national landmark, but it was still also in use as a bank—and since the carpet that had covered the gorgeous mosaic floor in the 90s had been removed, the bank had seen as many tourists as bank customers.

On the strength of that, Viv might even have been able to visit the bank a second time on supposed bank business, but it simply hadn’t felt safe to do anything about the keys. It hadn’t felt safe to use her phone to look at the scale USB that Marazul had sent her, either, or to do more than visit the old Gothic bank once to ask if the old security boxes were still where they had been, and available—sandwiched in between other questions about the heritage status and items around the place.

And then, there hadn’t been time for her to do anything about the keys: Luca had brought the Tea House a series of disappearances to investigate that had not only taken them out of state, but had eaten up so much of her time that by the time Viv had thought better of visiting the bank too openly or too often, it was already weeks after she’d been given the keys.

And now she was dealing with one of the consequences of her own actions—or at least of her lack of action. She couldn’t encourage Luca to get closer to her by telling him her worries, her fears, or her next move.

So instead, she said to him, “You need to stop coming into my room. I don’t mean only when I’m not here; I mean at all. I don’t want you to pop up suddenly because you think of me, or come in to meet me, or slip in to see Seffy. I could be dressing—I could be doing anything. Actually, it doesn’t matter what I could be doing; it should be enough that I ask you not to do it.”

Luca’s smile had dropped. Viv wasn’t sure if he looked perturbed, or guilty, or simply confused. “I didn’t think about that,” he said, putting his hands in his pockets. He stood still for quite some time as though in thought, then snapped out of it in a bright, brisk sort of way to say, “All right. I’ll remember that now. Sorry, Viv; I forgot about privacy.”

“You probably didn’t have anyone giving you privacy when you were growing up,” she said, because now all of the swiftly moving emotions of his face had solidified into ruefulness. “Things you learn when you’re older take longer to take in.”

She absolutely couldn’t say, It’s all right, and pat his head, so that would have to do.

Viv didn’t expect him to say curiously, “Neither did you,” or to look as though he would like to pat her on the head, too.

She looked away and said briefly, “Thanks, then,” so that she didn’t have to follow that train of thought.

She found that Luca was still watching her through his lashes when he said, “You can still come into my room any time you like,” and her gaze jumped back to him in surprise. He assured her, “I don’t care if you come in while I’m dressing.”

Viv narrowed her eyes at him, and it seemed that this was just the reaction he had been hoping to provoke, because he grinned just as Viv realised that instead of uncomfortable and vaguely worried, she was now just feeling mildly (and perhaps fondly) exasperated.

“You didn’t come in here because you were missing me,” she said. “I’ve already been to ask Jasper what we’re doing today, and he said wait and see. Did he tell you to get me for a job?”

“There’s no job,” Luca said, his eyes dancing. There was something he wanted to say that he wasn’t saying.

“Then what is it?”

“You’ve been sneaking,” he said, in much the same way that he’d told her she hadn’t really been present last night.

Viv felt her cheeks grow slightly warm. “No, I haven’t,” she told him. “I’ve been too busy helping you and Seffy find kidnapped children and their kidnapper.”

“Hiding and creeping,” reiterated Luca, as though she hadn’t spoken. “I don’t know where, but I’ve seen you sneaking out.”

Viv threw him a faintly disbelieving look. If he had seen her sneaking out the single time she had done so, then there was a very good chance that he knew exactly where she had been—it wasn’t as though she would have been able to see him following her if he didn’t want her to.

“Are you saying that you didn’t follow me?” she asked.

Luca grinned at her. “My feelings are hurt, Viv,” he said. “I wouldn’t do something that I knew you wouldn’t like me to do.”

Since Viv had had to tell him at least three times that she didn’t want him in her room before he finally understood it, she felt that her immediate scepticism wasn’t unwarranted. “I’m surprised you knew it was something I wouldn’t want you to do,” she said. It was less obviously invasive than, say, appearing without warning in her suite.

“Jasper told me to follow you,” Luca explained. “Of course I knew.”

So Jasper was now directly playing them off against each other? Viv’s chin set. “Jasper has no business telling you to follow me,” she said.

“Yes, that’s what I thought.”

“It’s bad enough that he’s been taking me out and about with him for things he doesn’t need me for,” she added, and then regretted it. She should have kept that thought to herself. What she had really wanted to say was, “It’s bad enough that he’s trying to tell me how to spend my time, and that he wants me to spend my time vamping you well enough to keep you here, and everyone else safe.”

That would have been far worse to say.

She found that Luca was watching her with his head on one side, his eyes roaming over her face in the silence.

“You don’t have to stay,” he said, putting his hands in his pockets and tilting his head to look at the ground instead of her.

“Pardon?” Viv said, shocked in a faintly unpleasant way.

“You don’t have to stay at the Tea House,” Luca said. He glanced up at her fleetingly, seemed to take in the shock on her face, and added, “I’m not telling you to go. I don’t want you to go. But you don’t have to stay here when Jasper is trying to steal your private moments as well as your work hours—or when you think you might be doing the wrong thing by staying. I didn’t think you’d always be here.”

Before she could think better of it, Viv asked, “Then why did you come back?” and then felt her cheeks flood with colour as she realised that she had as good as outright said that she thought he had come back for her. She added hastily, “I don’t mean that I think you came back for me, I meant⁠—”

“Oh, I did come back for you,” he assured her. “No, don’t turn away, Viv! I like your red nose! Bring it back! I came back so that I could spend as much time as I could with you before you leave the Tea House. I didn’t expect you to stay just because I came back.”

Viv said stiffly, “Thank you.” It did mean something that he said as much—it meant that Luca had more maturity to him than she’d given him credit for—but it didn’t mean enough for her to feed into Jasper’s plans to keep Luca under control via the ties of a relationship.

“You’re not a security blanket; you’re a person,” he added, his pale eyes bright. “That’s what makes it fun. And I’m not going to be goaded into doing things for Jasper that I know you won’t like.”

“He’s getting a bit clumsy, isn’t he?” Viv said, glad of a way to keep the conversation moving away from a trajectory that had edged far too close to dangerous ground for comfort. “He must have known that you’d say something to me if he ordered you to follow me around the Grid.”

Luca’s eyes glowed with a gleeful light. “So it’s the Grid you’re going to when you sneak out. I’ll remember that. He didn’t order me. He did that thing he does where he makes sure I know something and then tries to goad me into doing what he wants me to do.”

“Jasper underestimates you a lot,” Viv said, gazing at him curiously. “And then he seems to forget that he’s done it and does it again. Is that something you do with magic?”

“It doesn’t take magic to do that,” Luca told her, the golden stubble on his cheeks stretching with a grin. “He just thinks of me as beneath him, so it happens naturally. That’s the problem with only working on your brain without trying to work on your personality.”

Viv couldn’t help laughing. “As opposed to you? The man who checks the colour of someone’s blood before he asks their name?”

Luca, without even trying to defend himself, grinned at her again. “You should take me with you, Viv,” he said, and added persuasively, “It’ll annoy Jasper if you take me with you and I still don’t tell him where you’ve gone.”

“I don’t think so,” Viv said, rather crisply.

If she asked him to help, she knew that Luca would help her without question; he would do everything she asked him to do. That was exactly why she wouldn’t do it: it didn’t feel fair to ask Luca to do things when she knew he would do them—and exactly why he would do them.

She found that Luca was gazing up at her with a bright, understanding look that made the breath catch in her throat. Viv cleared her throat, looking away, but she could still feel his eyes on her.

“Friends are allowed to do things for friends,” Luca said. “And it will annoy Jasper, which means you’re doing me a favour.”

Perhaps Viv’s silence was discouraging enough—or perhaps Luca had simply said everything he wanted to say to her. He sauntered back towards the door, and that made Viv want to laugh again, because he didn’t need to use the door. He was making a point, and she was ridiculous for feeling so delighted that he was making it.

“I’ll remember not to come in next time without knocking,” he said. “You can call me if you need me to get Seffy out of the bathtub, though.”

Then he really did leave through the door, bringing Viv to the realisation that he had come to see her because he missed her, and because he wanted to let her know that he knew she was up to something, and that he wanted to help, if she would accept it.

And, perhaps, to let her know that Jasper knew she was up to something, too.

Viv had done her best, over the last month or so, to spend as little time with Luca as was possible. She hadn’t avoided him while they were working, but she had tried to limit the time they spent together outside working hours with the dual purpose of trying to cool his interest in her, and wean herself gradually from the far too strong hold that Luca had on her thoughts and attention.

She had obviously been spectacularly unsuccessful in the part that pertained to Luca’s interest: Luca was still very openly fixated on her. Worse, it seemed as though he had been actively trying to work out how to approach in the most unexceptional way he was capable of.

Now, going back up to the lunch room for dinner, she couldn’t convince herself that she’d been any more successful when it came to guarding her own heart. Luca had told her that he wasn’t a child, and it was becoming increasingly clear that, no matter how differently he walked through the world and interacted with people, he was indeed no child.

He was inexperienced, Viv knew that. When it came to humans, being human, and romance in general, he was undeniably inexperienced. It was why she had told him that he should have had the chance to develop crushes on other women—why she had made herself pull back from the moment of insanity that had led her to kiss him back when he kissed her.

But there was nothing about the certainty, conviction, and calmness with which Luca had declared his interest and continued it, that screamed immaturity. He hadn’t even tried to push himself on her, as such; he had certainly overstepped, but he had moved back swiftly when told he had overstepped.

He was just…always somewhere nearby, considering that they lived in the same building; and that made it much harder for Viv to know exactly how to deal with him.

And now, she realised in annoyance, she was thinking about him again. There were things of far greater importance that she should be thinking about instead—specifically, getting into the records that Marazul had sent her in a tiny USB drive, and getting back to the bank with both keys so that she could try to access the safety deposit boxes below street level.

The problem had always been that she didn’t want to be discovered going there. Viv had been what she had considered to be paranoid about not doing anything while any of the other Tea House residents were in sight or sound—or potential sight.

Now she knew she hadn’t been paranoid: her instinct had been spot-on to not trust Jasper, at the very least. She was suddenly very glad that she had only ducked into the bank once because she was passing by that day—whatever instinct had kept her from returning there had preserved her from complete dismay upon hearing that Jasper had asked Luca to follow her.

It was with not very friendly feelings towards Jasper, therefore, that she entered the lunch room later for dinner and found him already there. He was at his own table, while BoRa and Luca were sitting at another table that overlooked the recreation area, and he was very slightly turned away from them as though forbidding anyone to approach.

He looked up as Viv walked in, however, angled just so as to be in line of sight of the elevator, and his eyes met hers briefly. Jasper looked away almost immediately, and didn’t look at her again, but Viv couldn’t shake the uncomfortable feeling that he had been waiting for her to arrive.

That was something else that Viv felt she had had to spend far too much time thinking about. As much as she distrusted Jasper when it came to what he expected of—or planned for—her, there was something uncomfortably personal in the way that his grip on her life had strengthened. They had argued—really, fought—when Luca came back to the Tea House on his own terms, and Jasper’s anger had been unexpected and unpleasant. But the thing that really worried Viv was that it had come across as almost…jealous.

She had tried not to think about it too much, but she hadn’t been able to avoid her mind churning things back over every night when she retired to her room where she would have to deal with neither Luca’s bright, warm presence nor Jasper’s sharp, icy notice. BoRa had outright said that Jasper was interested in Viv; Cora had cautioned her to be careful with him, while warning that Jasper was impressionable specifically to support—“hand-holding,” she had said.

Viv didn’t imagine Jasper to be as inexperienced as Luca, no matter how impressionable Cora thought he was when it came to people getting close to him. At the very least, Jasper himself seemed to have decided that it was safest for him to be kept separate from Viv, and everyone else. His seat in the lunch room was only one of the outward manifestations of that particular decision.

On her way to the small counter that the lunch lady seemed to live behind, Viv didn’t miss the swift, brief looks that BoRa shot over in Jasper’s direction. She remembered BoRa’s remarks that Jasper was the most dangerous and worrisome when he started isolating himself and cutting people away from himself, and fought back a sigh.

It would probably be wise, then, even with all dangers considered, not to allow Jasper to sit on his own to brood. Viv gave the lunch lady the parcel of spices Bazza had given her to take up (and that she strongly suspected were not human spices), then caught BoRa’s eye and headed over towards Jasper’s table, leaving BoRa to rise with her own bowl and bring it over with her. She was eating bibimbap today, as was Luca, who came with her.

When Viv sat down at the table, Luca settled beside her and BoRa across from her, beside Jasper; the lunch lady brought out another metal bowl of bibimbap for Viv, and pointedly put the spicy gochujang on Viv’s side of the table, glaring at Luca.

“I didn’t take the gochujang bottle,” Luca said, radiating innocence in a way that was very faintly terrifying. This evening, he was wearing charcoal-coloured trousers and a matching vest, underneath which a white shirt, slightly rumpled, presented a collarless neck band that had been unbuttoned, and sleeves that had been pushed up and confined with a set of charcoal arm garters.

He looked trim, tidy, and very faintly blood-spattered, if the pale green splashes on his skin just beneath the white shirtsleeves where his garters held them were blood. Viv was fairly sure they were. BoRa was similarly dressed in dark colours, and also bore faint signs of green, leading Viv to wonder exactly what had happened between meeting Luca in her room and this evening.

“That little beast you let in here sat on the bench last night and drank it straight from the bottle,” the lunch lady said, still glaring.

“He’s a gremlin,” said Luca. “His name is Sammy. He probably wanted cake.”

“If he wanted cake, why did he drink gochujang?” asked BoRa, without any of the disgusted horror that Viv felt at the idea of drinking gochujang, or pairing it with cake.

“It threw rice at me,” said the lunch lady, her flat, ruddy face still turned like flint in Luca’s direction. “And it says the pantry is its room because you said so.”

“Did you try giving him cake?” asked Luca. “He likes cake. He doesn’t need a room as big as the pantry; if there’s a dumbwaiter or service lift around, put him in there. So long as there’s cake and enough fresh air, he’ll be happy. You might need to supply his gochujang habit if he’s drinking it from the bottle, though.”

The lunch lady stared at him for so long that Viv was half afraid she might try to rap him over the head with the soup ladle that always managed to appear, somehow, out of nowhere.

Then she sniffed and said, “It can have the second service lift. It’ll have to clear out any pests itself,” and marched back into the bowels of the kitchen.

BoRa raised her eyebrows at Luca and went back to her bibimbap.

“He’s my friend,” said Luca, as though answering a question that had been asked aloud.

“He’s your accomplice,” Jasper corrected, and almost immediately looked as though he was annoyed with himself for having broken his silence. Curtly, he added, “You don’t have friends.”

“I have friends,” objected Luca. “You just think everyone else is like you. Ow!”

BoRa, who was eyeing him with distinct ire from across the table, said, “Was that your leg? Must have stretched a bit much. We’ll have to be careful I don’t kick your other one.”

With great enjoyment, Luca said, “That was a threat! Why are you such a trope?”

“You’re all too noisy,” Jasper said. “Why are you sitting with me?”

“No, we’re not,” BoRa told him. “You’re just a sad little sack.”

“It’s sad sack,” Luca told her. “He’s just a little sad sack. A sad sack of⁠—”

“Don’t try to correct my expressions; you don’t even live in the human world.”

“I know that it’s sad sack instead of sad little sack,” pointed out Luca, and the two continued to squabble for the rest of the meal.

Jasper looked completely fed up by the time he finished his meal and left, but Viv liked that expression on him better than the one of carefully cultivated isolation, so she didn’t regret bringing the other two over with her to break him out of that isolation. Luca and BoRa might each be a different degree of feral, but they were very hard to ignore separately; together, they were impossible to ignore.

BoRa followed Jasper very shortly after he left, though Viv wasn’t sure whether she had followed him further than the elevator, abandoning Viv to Luca’s complete attention.

He asked her, “Why are we being nice to Jasper?”

Viv didn’t look directly at him, but she felt as though her cheeks were warmer. She didn’t want Luca to think that she was interested in him, but she didn’t want Luca to think that she was interested in Jasper, either.

“We’re not being nice to him,” she said. “We’re making sure that the Tea House keeps running smoothly and that Jasper doesn’t hide things from us.”

“Jasper is always going to hide things from us,” said Luca. “That’s what the fae do. He doesn’t know how to speak straight out of his mouth anymore.”

“Well, we’re making sure he doesn’t hide more from us than necessary,” Viv corrected herself. “BoRa said that he starts separating himself from the other staff when he’s up to something.”

There was a brief silence; Luca’s eyes were thoughtful. “BoRa knows a lot about Jasper,” he said at last. “She’s probably known him a lot longer than I have, too.”

“Yes,” agreed Viv thoughtfully. Despite knowing that BoRa and SooAh were both at least part fae, and that SooAh was much older than she appeared, it hadn’t really occurred to her to wonder exactly how old BoRa was, and exactly how long she had known Jasper. “And he’s been steadily fulfilling all of her dire predictions for the last month, so I’m not about to wait around while he fulfills this one, too.”

Luca gazed at her in silence for some time before he said, “So you’re nipping at his heels like a sheepdog until he goes where he should go.”

He sounded, she thought, biting back a laugh, vaguely approving.

“I’d rather not be thrown to the Forex agents again,” she said.

“Then you should be practising your Voice, not babysitting Jasper,” Luca advised. “You’ve made pretty good progress over the last month, haven’t you? I looked through Jasper’s computer and saw the records he’s made.”

“Yes, I suppose so,” Viv said unenthusiastically. She wondered if Jasper knew that Luca was going through his computer. She was rather certain that BoRa did. “I think he’s planning on taking me with him somewhere I can be useful to him once I get good enough, though.”

The problem wasn’t the matter of being good enough—not exactly. Viv had taken time in her room every night to practise using her Voice, and she thought that she was beginning to be able to use it reliably when she needed it. She could always, for instance, make SooAh stop leaping from the top of the massive wardrobe at the far end of her room—or stop the little girl in mid-air if she wasn’t quick enough to speak the words—and she had begun to realise that she could really command lifeless things to obey her, too. She didn’t know how that worked with lifeless things, but it did.

She had not yet been able to bring herself to really try and command a person to do anything, however.

“What are you afraid of?” Luca asked her, as Viv was still remembering the way her teacup had shifted in the tray last night after a single word. “That you’ll get too good, or that Jasper will find out that you’re getting too good?”

Neither, she nearly said. Or perhaps, Both.

The problem was exactly how her Voice was to be used—by Jasper intentionally, or by Viv, whether intentionally or by accident. If she got too good at it, would she eventually start using her Voice without realising it? Would Jasper begin to suspect that she was deliberately holding back and make further, less perceptible tests to prove her usefulness to himself?

She had already been less than honest in her last Voice assessment with Jasper. She was coldly aware now that he had hired her because he had realised that day in the park when they met that she had a Voice—and because she was a woman. She was someone who could potentially keep Luca in line, while providing him someone to keep him at the Tea House in the longer term. Jasper, Viv was beginning to appreciate, was someone who considered short and long term in his planning.

And Jasper didn’t just want someone who could tell Luca when to stop. He wanted someone who could tell Luca—or anyone else—what to do and have them do it. To a certain extent, Viv felt that she understood: the world Between was perilous and encroaching, and if someone had joined that world, they needed to be able to protect themselves and those they loved.

But Viv couldn’t shake her unease when it came to commanding people to do things.

Perhaps it was because she had taken to calling Dad every few days to listen to his voice, too. It was useful for practise, and for understanding Voices—as little as it made sense for Dad, a human, to have a Voice as though he were a selkie like Mum—but it was also useful for reminding herself what she could become if she let herself get too used to having and using a Voice.

The small, petty pulling of Dad’s Voice, and the way he used it to try and get Viv to do what he wanted her to do, whether knowingly or unknowingly, frightened her. Even now, thinking about it made her shiver, her thoughts darting away as if to hide underneath the furniture like mice.

And that was another thing that made no sense: Viv should be immune to Dad’s Voice, if Voice it was. Selkies didn’t get caught by other selkies’ Voices. So why did she feel those small tuggings with nearly irresistible force pulling at her mind and whispering that she should go to visit Dad when he wanted her to?

Viv found that Luca was watching her silently, waiting patiently for her thoughts to conclude and for her to return to the conversation that she had, for several minutes, left.

Tiredly, she said, “Oh, I don’t know. It just feels as though I might lose myself if I develop my Voice too much—or as though I might go over the line if I’m not careful.”

Luca propped his chin in his palm, his head tilting very slightly as he gazed at her. “What is your line, Viv?”

Viv blinked a little at him, and found that she didn’t have an answer ready. That was problematic.

As if he’d read her mind, Luca added, “It’s pretty easy to go over the line when you haven’t defined it to yourself. Once you’ve figured that out, it’ll be a lot easier to make sure you don’t do something you don’t want to do.”

Her eyes met his with a very faint buzz that worried her. “Thanks,” she said. Was it fellow feeling, or was it that she felt as though he had seen her soul—and that she had, for just a moment, seen his, too? “That’s really helpful.”

“Lines are hard,” he said, his gaze falling to his iced coffee. “I like circles better.”

“Circles are made out of lines,” Viv said, trying not to laugh.

“Yes, but there’s more roundness and less sharpness,” Luca told her. “And you can sit down and think about things.”

Was that why Luca’s hidden room was a circle? she wondered. “No advice for me, then?” she said.

“That was the advice,” said Luca, grinning. “I’m not a good person to ask about moral lines.”

“I don’t know about that,” said Viv seriously. “It’s not like you murder people at will. Well, not exactly. You only go after people that your worldview tells you are evil. And you don’t give any quarter there because you don’t believe it’s deserved—or maybe that it’s dangerous to give it. And it’s usually because you’re protecting someone.”

Luca’s eyes rested on her with some intensity. “Lines can move sometimes. If you have good input—if you can take good input.”

Shifting lines could be good sometimes, Viv knew. Luca was telling her that his viewpoint had shifted slightly, but that was something she had already seen. That conviction had been shaken when he assassinated Jonno, but only until she had learnt that although the body was Jonno’s, the soul that had died was his father’s soul—dying within a body he had stolen.

It was unsettling how different a thing it was to know that Luca was doing things to protect people, and knowing that Jasper was doing the same—and perhaps that showed the difference in where their lines lie. Jasper seemed to be willing to cross every line to protect what he wanted to protect. Luca had chosen to rethink his prejudices and adjust accordingly.

Given Jasper’s more privileged background, that was worrying to her.

“I suppose my line is that I don’t want to make people do things against their will,” Viv said, her mind still turning. She thought a little longer and added, “I don’t want to force their bodies to betray them into doing things they wouldn’t do. I’m happy to stop them doing things to me or other people, though.”

“Yes, Jasper is pretty discontented with that,” Luca remarked.

“Looked at that report, too, did you?” said Viv, rather dryly.

“It was in the same report,” he said, grinning. The grin faded a little. He said more seriously, “You’ll have to be careful about your assessments if you want to keep your developments to yourself. Jasper isn’t going to change—he has too much to protect. I’ve got the freedom to change if I need to.”

Viv found that she still remembered that remark when she woke up the next morning. It was true that Luca was solitary in a way that Jasper wasn’t, but he didn’t feel quite as solitary as he’d felt when she first met him. Luca was certainly changing in small, but discernible ways. And she trusted him—not to do the right thing all the time, or to treat her well all the time, but to apologise and change when he did something wrong, at least to her.

There were some things that an apology couldn’t cure, but Luca was also beginning to develop beyond what he had been when they first met. Viv found that she also trusted him to keep working things over in that sideways, unchancy, and not-quite-human brain of his, and to continue to change in small but definite ways.

He had shown yesterday not only that he understood her dilemma, but that he had given it some thought, and that he was prepared to discuss things that might annoy her, so long as he had something useful to contribute.

He was in this way, she understood, actually treating her like a friend and not necessarily a potential lover. It was only fair that she do the same by him—and not just when it came to not taking advantage of his liking of her. She should be able to help where he was lacking, continue to protest when she thought he went too far; she should be able to accept help when he offered.

But that was another place where Viv wasn’t sure that she knew where the line should be. If Luca was any other friend, with his breadth of knowledge and insight, she would already have approached him for help with her questions into her parents’ history.

She dressed herself slowly that morning, still mulling things over in her head, and it occurred to her that there was another way to solve her present issue. A way to treat Luca as a friend at the same time as not taking advantage of him.

She wasn’t going to ask for Luca’s help. She was going to ask for a bit of his knowledge instead—and that was something that couldn’t be considered as either taking advantage, or asking Luca to do anything.

Viv felt almost buoyant as she took the elevator down to the garden after breakfast. Luca hadn’t been in for breakfast, but BoRa had told her that he was out in the back garden, working on something messy, so he should be easy to find.

It was better to talk about things like Mum and Dad outside the Tea House, where listening ears (either on Jasper’s or Forex’s behalf) couldn’t overhear. Viv had not yet forgotten that pictures from her phone had been deleted by someone within the Tea House—while at the same time the physical files those pictures represented had been stolen from her father’s house.

She found Luca partway through the maze that was usually to the right and not very far away from the back exit of the Tea House. Today, the maze was just a little bit bigger than usual, and had several suspiciously comfortable-looking sets of table-and-chairs that Viv had never seen before. She wasn’t sure whether they were natural or iron, and she was less sure that they wouldn’t promptly seize on and perhaps swallow anyone who sat on them.

Either her misapprehensions were incorrect or the chairs knew better than to mess with Luca, because when she found him around one of the leafy corners that opened into a small courtyard, he was sitting at an identical table on one of the two chairs that flanked it.

He was sitting cross-legged on that chair, and seemed to be reading something that was written in the almost-wrought-iron curlicues of the tabletop, but when Viv stepped into the courtyard, he looked up immediately, grinning at her.

“You can sit down,” he said, when she hesitated. “It won’t eat you.”

That, Viv considered, was a definite confirmation that her suspicions had been correct. And while Luca’s voice sounded just a little bit too innocent to be believed, she didn’t really think he would let her be eaten by a garden chair.

She settled herself down cautiously despite that, and there was a distinct hint of mischief to Luca’s face by the time she was comfortable and facing him properly.

“I have a question,” she said. She caught the brightening of his eyes and added, “It’s not a personal question; it’s a professional one.”

The reason she was asking was personal, but the question itself had nothing to do with getting to know Luca better. She still wanted to be careful, since despite the fact that she wasn’t asking him to do anything, asking for knowledge could still be considered asking for his help.

Luca’s head tilted to the left a little as he considered her in silence. Finally he said, the brightness intensifying instead of diminishing, “I’m not going to trade on it, Viv. I don’t do Bargains with personal relationships: it’s why I don’t have many personal relationships.”

Viv flushed. “I didn’t think you’d trade on it,” she said. She had already come to that conclusion; her difficulty lay in the sudden onslaught of conviction that had swept over her. She found she didn’t have any other way to say it than honestly. “I’m still just not sure it’s fair to ask you.”

“Yes; that’s why I like you,” he said, grinning. “I do things for my friends. My friends sometimes do things for me. I’m not going to stop doing that just because it’s you.”

“I haven’t done anything for you,” she pointed out. In fact, she had done a lot of things that from Luca’s point of view were distinctly opposed to him.

The sheer surprise on Luca’s face was so instantaneous and sincere that she didn’t think he could be counterfeiting it.

“You tricked me into eating the drugged food when we were trying to catch the Maker!” he said. “And you moved the mashed potatoes for me.”

“I didn’t trick you into it!” she protested. “How could I guess you’d eat drugged food!”

“You didn’t stop me eating it, either,” he said. “If you had, I would have escaped that night, and I probably would have killed Jasper, too. I don’t like people being alive to keep trying to catch me. It would have been a big mistake to kill him.”

It was something, Viv thought, that he at least thought it would be a mistake to kill Jasper. She wondered if Luca would ever get to the point of considering whether a kill was right or wrong.

“You’ve done other things for me, too,” Luca said. “I’ll tell you about them one day. What do you need?”

“I need to get a phone unconnected to the internet,” she said at last. “And I thought you’d know the best way to get a safe one that isn’t connected to anything. I thought you might have some contacts who could get that sort of thing for me.”

“You could do that,” agreed Luca. “If you want to go to someone who can get you a number unconnected with anything, I’ll take you to someone I know. But you probably don’t need a number unconnected with anything if it’s something to do with that little storage scale you look at when you think no-one is watching—you just need a number attached to a phone that doesn’t have internet capabilities. You can get that from the local supermarket.”

Viv couldn’t help laughing. She might have expected that he knew what she needed it for, but she was still surprised. “You mean that in this case, a cheap supermarket phone is just as good as a black market one? That’s not very exciting!”

“Exciting is bad; easy is good,” said Luca. “And you’re far less likely to be followed when you’re shopping at the local than you are if you’re going to the sort of place where you can find an untraceable phone.”

“Which means that Jasper will just think I’m getting groceries if he puts someone else to the job of following me,” she said slowly. “All right. That’s something useful to know.”

“You can ask me other things, too,” Luca said encouragingly into the thoughtful silence that followed. “You don’t have to tell me why you need to know them, or what you’re going to do with the knowledge.”

Viv hesitated. Luca could probably tell her some very useful things about deposit boxes, and might even know if there were other ways into the old Gothic bank on Collins street if it was too obvious to go in through the front door again. Maybe he kept things there, himself. Then she remembered his round room with its endlessly unrolling walls, and reflected that he had no need for something like that. She also doubted that Luca would trust anyone else with his things.

“There’s somewhere I have to go,” she said. “It’s connected with the scale—the um, USB, and it’s…personal. I don’t know why Jasper’s trying to keep tabs on me when it comes to either of them, though: it’s got nothing to do with him or the Tea House.”

“Everything has something to do with the Tea House, to him,” Luca said, shrugging one shoulder. “If you’re an employee, anything that can affect the Tea House is something he wants to know. And that’s before you factor in that he has his own plans for you that he won’t want you to disturb.”

“I know what plans he has for me,” Viv said, through a dry throat. The garden felt chilly. Jasper had made them extremely clear when Luca had returned to the Tea House. He had told her that her job was making sure that Luca stayed enough attached to her to remain at the Tea House, making himself useful, instead of taking himself off to live his life as he pleased. It was just one of the reasons that she couldn’t let Luca keep liking her. “And he’s not going to get what he wants. He’ll have to make do with a normal employee.”

“There are no normal employees at the Tea House,” said Luca. He had settled his chin in the palm of the arm that was propped on the table, and his pale eyes gazed at her with an unsettling, sad fondness. “Not even you.”

It took Viv some time, under the curiously heavy weight of that gaze, to say, “That’s just my Voice, though. There isn’t anything else about me that isn’t normal.”

Luca gave a very small sniff. “Lots of things are normal,” he said. “Death, taxes, and so on. That doesn’t mean they’re normal in all contexts.”

That might very well be, thought Viv later, on her way out of the Tea House to visit the nearest supermarket that could be counted on to sell phones. But death and taxes were at least the normal lot for humans; she could and would still refuse anything else.

Viv was on her way back up to the sixth floor with her new, plastic-coated phone still in her pocket when a resounding boom shook the entire Tea House beneath her feet and sent her staggering forward. She caught herself against the wall, bewildered, just as the elevator spat out BoRa at the end of the hallway. BoRa was running at a speed that seemed to have begun well before the elevator, and her arms were full of a shifting, barely controlled mass of files. Her dark eyes were stormy, her mouth determined, and when she saw Viv, a bright, tough grin slashed across her face.

She said something in Korean that the Tea House belatedly translated as “Good!” and stopped in front of Viv. “Take these,” she said, shoving the armful of files—and, it turned out, small electronics—at Viv. “Find your little man. Get him to put these somewhere safe.”

“Why—what’s happening? Is the Tea House falling down?”

“We’re being invaded,” said BoRa, shoving two more files on top of the pile that Viv was already clutching. They must have been stuffed into her leather jacket, because they were very slightly curved.

Viv accepted them unthinkingly, her attention caught by one word. “Invaded?”

BoRa flipped her phone out of her pocket and brandished it in Viv’s face. Viv stared, uncomprehending and desperately clinging to files and devices, until her mind made sense of what her eyes were seeing on the glossy screen. She saw Bazza’s desk on the first floor from a high angle—a security camera—and the way he suddenly jumped to his feet, his huge, usually cheery face suddenly as stone-like as the rest of him. Two Forex agents had entered the Tea House, apparently without being let in, and Viv had only just grasped that fact when she saw Bazza go flying backwards in an explosion of dust and wall pieces, clean through to the next room, while dozens of other Forex agents poured into the room.

“Got it?” said BoRa crisply, taking her phone back and slipping it into her inner pocket. “They’ll be up here as soon as the elevator can’t keep them down. I’m going to make it a bit harder for them—but those can’t stay here.”

“Can’t—why? Why do I have all of this?”

“Because they can’t have these. Find your little man and get him to put them somewhere safe. Quickly, Viv!”

BoRa turned on her heel and ran for the elevator, leaving Viv frozen with her armful of illicit paraphernalia. Luca didn’t have a bedroom on the second floor—he had preferred, for a reason Viv didn’t quite understand, to stay in the upper apartment above the sixth floor where he had been confined when he first came to the Tea House.

Perhaps it was because that was where he had put the entrance to his real room, Viv thought now. That was where she’d managed to get into it last time, after all. But she couldn’t go up to the sixth floor via the elevator, even if she could manage to find the entrance again. In fact, short of climbing out a window and somehow up to the sixth floor and opening one of those windows from the outside, Viv didn’t see how she was supposed to get up there.

With the files (and a tablet perilously slipping between them), it was impossible.

The elevator dinged, as though mocking her, but the doors behind which BoRa had disappeared didn’t open. A vibration rumbled through the floor, small but persistent, as though someone from below was pushing very hard against the floor while someone from above was pushing down very hard at the same time, and the result was a trembling stalemate.

Viv hesitated one moment longer, then turned towards the door of her room. There must be somewhere that she could hide the things BoRa had given her, if she couldn’t get to Luca—and her room seemed like the best place to do so. No one would suspect her, would they?

She shuffled her armful until she had two fingers free, and then bent her knees a little to put those fingers within reach of her doorknob. As she did so, a larger rumble made its way up through the floor and through the soles of Viv’s shoes, buzzing her fingers against the doorknob and opening the door a crack without any momentum from Viv.

Distantly, she heard a splashing from her bathtub, and cold relief flushed over Viv.

“Seffy?” she said, her voice unsteady and rather breathless. “Seffy, I need you to take me to Luca, right now!”

The elevator began to grind and whir, and the numbers lit up, one after the other.

“Seffy?”

The taste of salt hit Viv’s lips almost before the smell of it entered her nose. Cool, slick wetness wrapped around her waist and then around the mass of files and electronics that she was still desperately trying to cling to, and the Tea House hallway scattered into millions of pieces around her.


Chapter 2
All Is Well
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Reality came back together in static pieces that roared in Viv’s ears as they whirled around her, pressing tight where Seffy’s tentacle hugged her waist, then scattered outward in an equidistant blast, stretching out as it flew.

A familiar room sprang into focus all around her, as if she had arrived in the very centre of it; books teetered in piles on various desks and pieces of furniture, a lava lamp happily floated nearby, and a cassette deck with two massive speakers and a broken handle stared at her from a bedside table near an occupied single bed.

Luca, who was sprawled out on the mattress of that bed with one arm tucked behind his head and his feet propped on the footboard, sat up very suddenly, and Viv heard static again as the curved television screen blared black and white static.

There was a moment of charged silence around the static while Luca’s eyes bored into her; then he flopped back onto the bed as though on an exhale, and Seffy released her hold around Viv. The old CRT abruptly switched back on and the Monkees, mid-song, tumbled back on the screen, pushing a bed with Davy lying in it across a zebra crossing while a tambourine shook.

“Hallo Viv!” said Luca, his pale eyes bright. She expected him to make a remark—or perhaps just point out that she had entered his space without knocking, although she had instructed him not to do so with her, but he didn’t. “I’m glad you popped in. I got some new tapes while I was out yesterday; I think you’ll like them.”

Viv caught herself before she asked him what the tapes were, and shifted her armful of detritus uncomfortably. “I thought you couldn’t get back in here,” she said, glancing around. “Or did you mean you closed it up for everyone else except you when you sent me here?”

Very little had changed since she had been here, to her eyes. The place was, of course, overflowing with Stuff and Things, and she had only been able to reach one of the walls no matter how far she walked, so her look around wasn’t as comprehensive as might be required to judge correctly.

“I couldn’t get back in,” he said, sitting up again, this time straight and alert. “When I left last time, I locked it up and threw away the key.”

“To me,” Viv said, realisation dawning. She stared at him. “That was a risk.”

“The whole place was set to you specifically,” Luca told her. “And to unlock for me again once you’d been in and out. I knew I wouldn’t be able to get in while Jasper and Forex were still trying to get to me, anyway.”

Viv gave vent to a short huff of breath. “What if I hadn’t been able to get in? What if I hadn’t brought back the right thing?”

“You did, though,” Luca said, shrugging. “I knew you would!”

“No, you didn’t,” she said. “I didn’t even know what I was going to bring! Or do you mean that you knew I’d bring the memory stick out so that Jonno could have his memories back?”

“I didn’t do anything,” said Luca, his eyes dancing. “My contracts don’t let me talk about them. You brought out the right thing and everything came out all right in the end!”

“Only by accident!” protested Viv. “I didn’t know that’s what you meant! I just took it because I suspected what it was and didn’t think you should have it!”

Luca grinned and swung his legs over the side of the bed closest to her. He combed back his hair with one hand, but it fell down again as soon as he left it alone. “I shouldn’t have had it. No one should have had it except the person the contents were taken from. What else did you take?”

Viv lifted one shoulder uncomfortably, feeling ridiculous, and the files she held slipped a little. She clutched them closer to her chest, feeling the jab of what she was quite sure was the antenna of a very old mobile phone, and said, “One of the moths from the collection on the wall over there. I didn’t know what you wanted! I just took the first thing that seemed as though it might be right to take. It’s still in my room; I’ll get it for you later.”

She should have given it to him weeks ago like she’d meant to; keeping it, even because she’d forgotten about it, seemed too much like trying to hold onto a piece of him.

“I thought there was something missing over there,” Luca said easily. He tilted his chin towards Viv’s armful of files and devices. “What’s all that?”

“I don’t know,” she said, rather grimly. For a moment, in this still, familiar and unfamiliar space, she had forgotten the rush and panic of the last few minutes. “BoRa gave them to me and said to take them to you. Forex have invaded.”

Luca sat very still for some time, his hair still askew, and then asked, “What do you mean, invaded?”

“I mean that a couple of agents somehow got through the front doors, then did something that threw Bazza through the first-floor wall into the original building from reception. Then there were a whole swarm of them heading for the elevator. They were still working their way up when BoRa got to me with this lot. She said that Forex shouldn’t be allowed to see them, and that you’d be able to keep them safe.”

She saw the way Luca’s eyes seemed to unfocus, and waited to see what he would come up with after some thought.

Before long, he blinked, and asked, “Was there a normal-looking human with them? A tall bloke with dark hair—sideburns, dark brows, receding hairline?”

“Yes,” said Viv. She already knew who he was talking about—she had spent too much time in close proximity with management not to recognise a manager when she saw one. He had had that same business-like, brash, and dismissive look to him that every other male manager she’d worked with had also had. “He’s Chris, isn’t he?”

Luca glanced sharply at her. “You know him?”

“I heard him and Jasper talking at the manor,” she said quietly. “They were talking about me, amongst other things. I didn’t have context for most of it, but I don’t like that they were talking about me.”

“Neither do I,” murmured Luca, almost to himself.

Viv saw a spider crawl across his shoulder from nowhere and disappear inside his collar. Luca hunched his shoulder and tilted his head away from the creeping shadow as though he felt it—perhaps he did—and she tried not to shudder.

“Why do they appear outside your dreams, too?” she asked, without meaning to. She had asked him about the spiders before, and had received answers from It’s a secret to nonsense, but she had usually asked about them in the context of nightmares, where there were thousands of them. It struck her that single spiders in what she thought of as a real-life setting, and where Luca didn’t need to get through anything, were not very usual. “Just one of them, every now and then?”

His eyes were on her when she looked back at him, with an expression in them that was unreadable. That, Viv was beginning to think, was something extremely unusual. “Why do what appear?”

“The spiders,” she said, confused. “The ones you use to get through things. You said that they’re part of your nightmares, but they appear outside of your dreams, too.”

“When I’m going through things?”

“Yes, but not always,” Viv said. “Just now, there was one on your shoulder.”

Luca’s eyes sparkled. “Viv!” he said. “Are you sharing my delusions? You’re not supposed to do that! I was a doctor of psychiatry at a hospital once for a few days; they frown on sharing delusions over there.”

“Oh, never mind!” Viv retorted. “I’m supposed to be making sure that you get these files and…things, and put them somewhere safe, not entering into delusions or anything else. Are you going to do anything about it?”

“About what?”

“The Forex invasion!” she said, rather exasperatedly. It was her own fault for getting distracted by Luca and his spiders. “BoRa only said she was going to stop them as long as she could—do you think she’s waiting for Jasper to do something?”

“If I know Chris, it’s not an invasion so much as a business takeover,” Luca said. He was serious now, but not worried. “Did they bring books or files with them?”

Viv took a moment to try and cast her frazzled mind back to the short section of surveillance footage that BoRa had shown her. “I don’t—maybe? There were several of them with suitcases.”

“They brought books and files with them,” Luca said, as if that confirmed things. “Then they’re probably going to be doing a lot of comparing and arranging and research. They don’t do a lot with computers—Jasper is surprisingly up-to-date with magic and tech, compared with Forex.”

Hearing Jasper referred to as up-to-date was also far too amusing for the situation. “What will they be comparing?” she asked.

“Contracts, staff records, payments, after-action reports—files,” he added nodding at Viv’s armful. He took the files from her, somehow managing not to drop any of them even though his arms were not much longer than Viv’s. “There are probably a few things in here that wouldn’t match with their books, which is why BoRa wanted you to keep them hidden.”

“What do they want with our records? Why do they even have their own version of them?”

Luca shrugged one shoulder, and threw the armful of files on his bed, where they spread out messily. Viv wasn’t sure this was what BoRa had meant when she said somewhere safe, but it wasn’t exactly unsafe, either.

“I don’t know why they want to look,” he said. “They might not know, either. Not exactly. If they came with suitcases, they’re expecting to stay for a while—they might be looking for something a bit too broad to pinpoint in one trip.”

Viv felt a tinge of dread that even the fear she’d experienced as the elevator rose hadn’t reached. “They’re going to stay?”

“Probably,” said Luca. He didn’t seem particularly worried, but perhaps that was because he had his own safe place, and a way out. He gestured towards the bed. “What do you want to do with these?”

“Do with them?” Viv asked. She had thought that Luca would know what to do with them. At the very least, she supposed they were as safe thrown onto Luca’s bed in the middle of his unfindable room as they were anywhere within the Tea House.

He grinned at her. “Should we take a look at them? They’ll be interesting.”

Viv pinched her lips together, not just to keep back a laugh that was inappropriate for the seriousness of their situation, but to stop herself from agreeing. She would very much like to have a look at those files—and she was aware of a wistful thought that it would be interesting to get Marazul to look at some of the devices. Curiosity aside, the way that Jasper had been isolating himself made her itch to have some insight into things about the Tea House that were hidden from her.

“No,” she said. “BoRa gave them to me to keep them safe, not to go through them.”

“Did she say you couldn’t go through them?”

“That’s beside the point,” Viv told him.

“Not if you’re fae,” he pointed out.

“I’m not fae. Stop grinning at me.”

He did stop grinning at her, and for a moment, Viv thought that she had actually hurt his feelings. Then he said, “You can stay here, too. With the files. To keep them safe.”

It was very unwise to feel so warmed and cared for.

“I don’t think I can,” she said, reluctantly.

She dreaded the thought of going back to the Tea House to see what was happening there—especially when she was horribly aware of the fact that Forex were already interested in her. She also had some experience when it came to how they felt comfortable treating her when there was no one else around. But SooAh was still there—BoRa and Bazza were, too; and Bazza was probably hurt.

She couldn’t stay in hiding if they were in danger.

“I thought you might say something like that,” Luca said, and there was a ruefulness to his voice that she found more touching than she would have found any sort of persuasion for her to actually stay. “It’s going to be tricky out there for a while.”

“I figured it might be,” she agreed, taking in a fortifying breath. “But Jasper’s still out there, too. He’s probably got a plan.”

“Yes,” said Luca. “But it might not be a good one.”

Viv didn’t answer that, because she couldn’t disagree.

“My room is still coded to you,” he added. “You can come in whenever you like—whenever you need to. It’s not coded to anyone else, though, so don’t try to bring them through with you unless you’re trying to kill them. Anyone coming through who isn’t me has a codicil of satisfy the requirement that I put in there to kill them.”

Viv took a few moments to choose her words carefully because it would be too easy to be distracted by asking him what requirement he had set. She said, “Is that something that should have an entrance in the Tea House? I thought it was supposed to be safe in here.”

“It’s very safe, Viv!” he protested.

“It doesn’t sound safe,” she objected. “What sort of requirement kills someone?”

Luca’s pale eyes studied her face and then flicked away. “It’s just a precaution,” he said. “I don’t let just anyone in here. You’re a special exception.”

It was just as silly and dangerous to feel a touch of warmth at that special exception as it had been to feel it earlier. Viv persisted. “What if someone accidentally found their way to the door?”

“They wouldn’t,” he said. “Not unless you brought them with you.”

“I’ll make sure I don’t bring anyone else in here, then,” she said, with a shiver. “I’d better get back out there, I suppose. Are you…are you going to stay in here?”

Grinning, Luca said, “That would be very boring.”

“Maybe, but it’d be safe,” she pointed out. “If the Tea House is being overrun by Forex, shouldn’t we try to keep a few people out of the net?”

“You’re going back,” Luca said.

“Yes, but that’s only because I’m not important,” she said. “I’m not someone they’ll worry about, and I’m not someone who can do any good hiding and keeping out of their clutches. I’m much more use being underestimated in the Tea House than trying to do something from outside.”

“You’re important to me,” said Luca, and that sounded rueful, too. “It’s no fun in here if you aren’t staying. It might be fun out there playing with Forex.”

“Fun isn’t how I expect it to be,” Viv said, rather dryly. “But between you and Seffy, I’m sure it’s going to be interesting!”

“That’s the spirit!” said Luca, following her over towards the door. Seffy had dropped her right in the middle of the room, comfortably within sight of Luca but farther from the door. “We might as well both go and see what Forex want with the Tea House.”

“All right, but don’t come back at the same time as me,” she warned. “They’ll think there’s something going on between us.”

“I’ll wait,” he agreed, much to Viv’s relief. She hadn’t been sure he would agree. Perhaps he guessed what she was thinking, because he added, “There is something going on between us, but that’s none of their business.”

Viv, trying to ignore that, reached for the doorknob. When her fingers were around it, she felt the faintest tug at her elbow, and knew that Luca had pinched her sleeve to keep her back. It was a tiny pressure, but Viv’s hand dropped and she turned before she was aware that she’d done it.

“They won’t know where the door to my room is,” he said. “Even if they see you come out of it. I’ve got it randomised now that I’m back: you’ll come out of whichever door synchs up with this door. You can get back in through any door if Seffy isn’t there to help, too; just knock and then turn the doorknob the wrong way.”

“All right,” said Viv, instead of, That sounds disastrously easy to do by accident, and then she took a step out of Luca’s room and back into the Tea House.

The Tea House was eerily silent when she stepped back into it, and it took some time prowling the corridors and floors, avoiding those where she saw the first signs of agents, to find the rest of the Tea House staff on the first floor. They were all gathered together at the garden end of the Tea House, in the long section that ran alongside the reception area and elevator, where there were grey cubicles of about shoulder height in the parody of a normal office building. Further down towards the street end of the Tea House, the massive hole that Bazza had caused by flying through the wall was still gaping, and still obscured with concrete dust in a low layer close to the carpet.

The Tea House staff stood in a rough semicircle with one man standing slightly apart from them, backed by about five Forex agents. He was the focus of the room; Jasper also stood a little apart from the semicircle, flanked by BoRa, but their eyes were also on the man. Even Bazza was there, looking craggy and dustier than usual, but he didn’t take attention away from the tall, very Australian-looking man with a beaked nose and dark hair that slightly receded above the outer edges of his straight, dark brows.

It was the man she had seen briefly in BoRa’s security footage.

She didn’t get the chance to see if she could slip into the semicircle beside the lunch lady—Viv had never seen her outside of the lunch room, and hadn’t, until now, been sure she actually existed anywhere else—because when she slipped through the door by the elevator and into the cubicle-divided section of the first floor, the human man backed by Forex agents immediately turned his eyes on her, a change of attention that everyone else in the semicircle promptly followed.

Viv’s heart stuttered unpleasantly. It was ludicrous, she thought crossly, feeling the instant tightness of her shoulders and the warning pinch at her hips as her entire body tensed. She had walked in on a staff meeting. Everything in her human vision told her that she was, ridiculously, looking at a staff meeting. But the other side of her that had been awakened so recently by life at the Tea House, with all its dangers and extra dimensions, warned her that she needed to be very careful about what she did and said right now.

“Viv,” said the man at the focus of the group. She recognised his voice immediately: just as Luca had said, this was the same Chris she had heard talking to Jasper on the phone. “We’re glad you could join us. Where have you been?”

“I don’t know,” said Viv, meeting BoRa’s eyes for a brief moment before turning her full attention on Chris again. “Sometimes I open a door and I’m somewhere else. I think the Tea House likes playing with humans who can’t do much about it. I wasn’t even sure I was back in the Tea House properly until I found you all down here.”

It was the truth. Viv had no way of knowing exactly where Luca’s room actually existed, and her return to the Tea House had scarcely been less disorienting. The hallways had been almost eerily empty despite the fact that she often walked them without seeing anyone; there was something to the silence that suggested complete abandonment instead of the comfortable quiet of everyone existing in their separate rooms with a pleasant buffer of silence between them.

“I see,” said Chris, in a thoughtful sort of way. She didn’t think he believed her, but he had no way of proving that she was lying, either. “Maybe you can help us with Luca’s whereabouts, then?”

“No idea,” Viv said promptly. Even if Luca was still in his room, she would still have no idea of where he was, in terms of actual space and dimension. “He usually comes down for meals, though. If he wasn’t in the lunch room, your best bet is probably the sixth floor.”

She kept her expression neutral with her best customer service face through the next twenty seconds of heavy silence before Chris seemed to accept her answer.

“Join the group,” he said, with the same sort of pressurised friendliness that Viv had encountered far too often in the workplace. It was disorienting to her how extremely human Chris was, while feeling so threatening. “We’re just going over a few bits of housekeeping so that we can all shake down and start working together from tomorrow.”

“What’s going on?” Viv asked. “There’s a hole in the wall over there. And why are we suddenly having staff meetings?”

“There’s going to be a temporary merger of Forex and the Tea House,” said Chris.

That was certainly a polite way to say that Forex had mounted an attack on the Tea House and taken it over by force, thought Viv, her lips pressing together. Mind you, Jasper was standing here looking aloof and cool, and she couldn’t picture him letting the Tea House be overtaken without a fight. For whatever reason, Jasper was pretending this wasn’t what it was. Was he just waiting to take control again, or did he have a reason for letting Forex take over the Tea House?

“Jasper and I will be working together to make sure that the merger is as painless as possible; you’ll report to him as usual, and I’ll only get involved where necessary.”

“You threw Bazza through the wall,” said SooAh, whose shoulders were being held very tightly by BoRa. “I’m telling my dad on you.”

“That’s not really true, is it?” Chris said, smiling down at her with no amusement—or any feeling at all—in his eyes. “I was outside when that happened. Barry was a little bit too threatening, and my agents have to protect themselves.”

Viv could have pointed out that the agents wouldn’t have had to protect themselves if they hadn’t been attacking the Tea House and forcing their way in, but she met Jasper’s eyes as she opened her mouth, and there was a stark warning there.

She shut her mouth, but it was an effort.

“There will have to be a few temporary restrictions in place, of course,” added Chris. “We’re operating under strict security right now, so all staff will be asked to stay in the Tea House or its grounds at all times for the foreseeable future.”

“You’re asking us to do what?” BoRa asked, flatly. “Why should we stay inside just to keep your secrets? We know how to keep our mouths closed.”

“There will be a period of settling in,” Chris said, as though that answered her question. “We’ll all get used to it quickly, I’m sure.”

“My dad is outside,” Viv said, hearing her own voice in all its prosaic normalcy, as if this really was a normal staff meeting. “He calls me a lot, and he needs a lot of help. Are you telling me that I can’t leave the Tea House to make sure he’s all right if he calls me for help?”

“There will be allowances, of course!” said Chris’ mouth. His eyes, hard and searching, roaming from person to person, said otherwise. “If anyone’s situation needs an adjustment for any reason, my door is always open. My door is open to staff for any reason, in fact. I hope you’ll come to me with any issues you have while we’re working together.”

“I thought we were still reporting to Jasper,” said BoRa.

“Think of us both as always available,” Chris said, his smile very slightly tighter. “When it comes to the coming month’s workload, I’ll be interviewing each of you separately to see where we can best use your services. Teams will be decided based on those interviews. Once we’ve got you into teams, you’ll be given your assignments for the week, and targets for the month. We’ll start interviews after lunch tomorrow, so feel free to move about the Tea House as normal today while Jasper and I are setting up the office—you’ll need to avoid the sixth floor, but everywhere else is fair game.”

Chris’ eyes ran over them all, and Viv found that she knew what he was going to say before he said it.

“I’m looking forward to working with you all,” he said. “I’ve heard good things.”

“I’ll bet,” said BoRa, without bothering to lower her voice, in English. She had already turned her back on him; she sauntered away to a nearby cubicle and sat on the desk there with her feet swinging, looking down at her phone.

Chris raised his brows very slightly and sent a private sort of smile around at them all as if to share commiserations at having to deal with a difficult someone, and to Viv’s great satisfaction, nobody returned that smile.

The smile vanished a moment later. Chris said, “I’ll see you first, Viv—in the office after lunch tomorrow. Anyone who sees Luca can tell him that he’ll need to be available for a meeting tomorrow, too. Carry on.”

“Carry on,” said the lunch lady in disgust as Chris strode through the group, breaking the circle, and back towards the elevator. The Forex agents followed him like a straggling tail, and she added, “He’s the one that’s carrying on. There was a flamin’ lot of carry on. I’m not supposed to be out of the kitchen and here I am wasting my entire afternoon.”

It was the most Viv had ever heard her say at once.

Jasper’s shoulders drew back, his chest expanding very slightly with a breath taken in. “Let’s see if we can get through the day without more mess. You’ll all avoid the sixth floor if you’re sensible, and if I were you I’d take the chance to get some sunshine and fresh air in the garden before we get back to work.”

“I’ve already had some sunshine and fresh air,” said Luca’s voice. He stepped through the wall from the direction of the garden, making Bazza’s body grate a little bit in surprise as one stony arm brushed against his stony torso. “What are you all doing down here? This is the boring part of the Tea House. Is that why somebody made a hole?”

“We’ve been having a staff meeting,” Viv told him. “Forex is apparently here to take over for…a while.”

“I thought I smelt something rank and old,” Luca said. “What does Chris want?”

Jasper’s nose thinned. “He was looking for you. He’s just left.”

“I’m right on time, then,” said Luca. “I’ll wait for him in his room later. Where is it?”

His eyes met Viv’s in a bright, secret moment of shared laughter as Jasper snapped, “There’s no reason for you to know where Chris’ room will be, and less to wait there for him! He’ll be on the sixth floor for the remainder of the day; you can find us there.”

He stalked across the floor and towards the elevator—off to join Chris, thought Viv, her brow troubled and pinched. She wished she knew exactly what was happening, and why Jasper was letting Forex take over the Tea House.

“You’d know that if you were here for the meeting, little bro,” said Bazza. It sounded matter-of-fact, but it might have been reproach.

“Yes, but this is more fun,” Luca told him, grinning up at the troll. His eyes moved over Bazza’s huge body and up to his left shoulder, and a frown pressed into his brow. “Some of your moss is dying.”

Viv wasn’t sure if Bazza looked bashful or ashamed. “They got me with some bad vibrations,” he said. “Right through the wall with me teeth buzzin’; I should have been ready for it.”

“Nobody’s ready for being blown through a wall,” Viv told him.

“Security should be, little sis,” Bazza said seriously. “I’ll have to put in my notice.”

“You can’t,” said BoRa flatly, slipping down from the desk and shoving her phone in her back pocket. “The man said that we’re not allowed to leave. You’re stuck with us.”

Bazza beamed, making BoRa scowl at him for appreciating the comfort that she had obviously built into the remark, and said, “I’ll wait and see what Boss Man says.”

Jasper was extremely unlikely to get rid of someone so usually effective as Bazza, Viv was certain. She glanced at Luca to see if he was laughing at Bazza’s ready acceptance of his inability to leave, but he was absorbed in something on the apex of Bazza’s shoulder instead. Her own eyes followed Luca’s gaze and caught on a bright green, growing spot there.

Tendrils of moss unfurled in small, furry, green fingers that shivered in the faint current of air in the room. Viv caught her breath as something fresh stole through the air, cooling it around everyone. She glanced back at Luca just as his pale eyes caught hers, and for a moment those eyes were almost foreign to her, as though Luca was caught up in some far-off place that she had never been, where she never could reach him.

Bazza sighed gustily, the sound of tension releasing, and it seemed to wake up everybody else.

“I’m going to kick those agents in the shins,” SooAh said.

“They’re not getting any food,” said the lunch lady, and stumped away from them to bully the elevator into taking her back to the lunch room. SooAh skipped after her, grabbing a handful of her red-striped apron, and was swept away in an instant.

Viv was left feeling as though there was very little time remaining before something big and dreadful, and that they ought to be doing something with that time rather than just grimly getting back to work.

“What are we supposed to do?” she asked, although she wasn’t sure if she was asking Luca or BoRa. “Jasper can’t be happy with this. Why isn’t he doing something to stop Forex?”

“Because Jasper has made one too many binding deals with Forex,” BoRa said, her eyes dark and a line pressed between her brows. “And they’ve come to collect on it.”

“Yes, but that means they want something,” Viv persisted. “And they’ve come here as a way of making sure they get the something. What do they want?”

“It’s Forex,” BoRa said, shrugging one shoulder. “It could be anything. But usually,” she added, her eyes lingering on Luca, “it’s because of Human Resources they want but can’t get somewhere else.”

“Boss Man will be figuring something out,” Bazza told her.

“That is more worrying,” BoRa retorted.

Viv was inclined to agree. Whatever Jasper did, or planned to do, she was fairly sure that it wouldn’t include anyone but himself. “There has to be something we can do, though,” she said. “Even if we can’t get to Jasper.”

“I’m going out into the garden,” said BoRa. “You can do what you want. I know exactly what’s going to happen later, if they’re shutting us in now. Sooner or later the garden will be a perk that we only get if we’ve been good, and then after that it’ll be a privilege that we have to earn.”

She headed for the back garden without bothering to head for the elevator, or even a door; she vanished through the wall a moment later, and Viv was left alone with Luca and Bazza, feeling even more helpless than before.

“What about you?” she asked Luca. “Are you going to go out in the garden?”

“No,” said Luca, smiling dreamily. “I’m going to bring the outdoors indoors.”

And whatever that meant, it was more worrying than Jasper disappearing by himself.


Chapter 3
No Shortcuts Allowed
[image: ]


The Tea House felt tense and quiet the next morning, though at the same time there was a murmur of unfamiliar and unchancy noise humming just below the surface. Perhaps it felt quiet because the noise wasn’t talking or shouting, or even the sound of staff moving about.

It was the short chirp of screw-bits tightening screws, the soft, distant whine of drills, and the boring of the drill-bits digging into the walls.

Viv sat up wearily in bed, her hips tightening with thin bands of sciatica burning into the back of them and a catch in her breath where her shoulder hurt at the front. She must have slept wrong, despite waking up on her back.

She spent a few moments massaging the dip in her shoulder below the collar and shoulder bones to try and ease the tight, sharp pain there, wondering if the agents were renovating the Tea House.

The fluff of bright green netting that had been bobbing back and forth on the carpet in her peripheral said, “They’re trying to stop Daddy from getting in,” in a tone of deep, satisfied smugness.

From that sense of smugness, Viv gathered that SooAh was both proud of her father and contemptuous of the attempts to keep him out. “Is that all they’re trying to do?” she asked.

She wouldn’t have thought that any kind of renovation was something that would keep the chollima out of the Tea House, but she still had a great deal to learn about this world, after all.

SooAh made a small, angry hiss, and the pyjama-clad leg beneath the froth of green tulle shifted, as though she had gone to stamp her foot. “They threw me out of the sixth floor before I could see what else they were doing up there,” she said. “And now they are in the hallway outside.”

“Wonderful,” said Viv, and slid her legs over the side of the bed with a wince. “I suppose that means that tea and biscuits is going to have to be in the lunch room.”

“I am going to kick them in the shins,” SooAh said, as though anxious to not have it forgotten. “I just haven’t done it yet.”

Viv studied the little girl for a while, and took in the hunched shoulders and pinched little mouth. SooAh was scared. Whatever Forex was and did, their presence unsettled and frightened SooAh so much that she had retreated into her usual defence: feral anger.

“You don’t need to kick them,” she said. “Luca will do that. And it will be far more fun to watch him do it. Do you want me to help you with your pyjamas?”

By the time she had helped SooAh out of her pyjama pants and top, and into a t-shirt that suited her skirt better than the pyjama top had, the little girl was considerably less stiff and frightened. The idea that Luca would kick shins for her was obviously comforting.

Viv braided SooAh’s hair and then shuffled her towards the door, half anticipatory and half worried about what breakfast might look like this morning, given the lunch lady’s predilection for giving people what she felt they needed to eat rather than what they asked to be given. If Chris and the skin-suits needed to eat in the same way that normal humans needed to eat—Viv hadn’t been convinced by the way the agents at Gilbert’s manor ate food that they necessarily needed to eat it—then they would certainly come in to eat at least breakfast.

Luca was leaning against the wall beside Viv’s door when she entered the hallway with SooAh, but Viv didn’t see him at once because first one agent and then another passed by, each in a different direction. She saw one of them turn into the doorway of the cleaning supplies room near the elevator; the other agent approached a third, who was on a ladder and screwing a bracket into the wall.

“You’re up late, Viv,” said Luca.

Viv didn’t jump, because somehow it seemed as though her body had expected him to be right there next to her when she turned her head, even though she hadn’t seen him until he spoke. She looked briefly at him, and then past him to where the shadow of the agent who had vanished into the cleaning room still lay across the hallway carpet.

“There are agents everywhere,” she said quietly.

Luca, as though unaware of the danger of agents lurking here or just around the corner, said in perhaps a rather louder voice than usual, “Yes, they’re going out in pairs to put up surveillance.”

Viv stared at him, shocked. “They’re putting in more cameras?”

“They’re not the same type of security cameras you’re thinking about,” Luca said, again without any attempt to lower his voice. “They’re a human-Behind tech hybrid—think of them as the Between of the surveillance world. They can capture behindkind as well as humans, and they can even record some of them; and they take audio in the form of vibration records so that they can get as many types of voices as possible.”

“Then they’re going to need people to watch them,” Viv said. She couldn’t help instinctively lowering her voice. “And I suppose they’ll have keywords for those as well.”

“People to watch them, keywords, and translators.”

Viv’s brows pinched together. “Translators for what?”

“The vibration scripts. It’s all pictorial; it isn’t an audio record like you get from a human recording.”

“So if we had any behindkind who speak differently to us, they’d need it translated before they had any idea about what was being said except that it contained keywords?”

“They need it for humans, too,” Luca replied. “They don’t have enough staff to follow all of the feeds, so even if there are keyword spells, everything is script that needs translating.”

That meant, thought Viv, running briskly through all the new bits of information in her mind, that even if Forex agents captured anyone doing or saying something they shouldn’t on their security feeds, it would take time before they could discover exactly what was being said. And it would have to trigger the keywords before they were alerted to the fact that something important was being said.

So long as the Tea House employees were making sure that they weren’t overtly meeting to plan things, or discussing things that were inconvenient for Forex at the breakfast table, for instance.

It was silly to be so suspicious so early, Viv told herself. Jasper would see that Forex removed themselves from the Tea House as quickly as possible. As much as the entrance of Forex had looked like an invasion, there was no guarantee that either she herself or the other Tea House staff would have to do anything like communicate in secret or work out plans for something as extreme as sabotage, after all.

Luca, too, seemed very calm.

Perhaps that was more worrying than otherwise, Viv thought suddenly. She was therefore relieved to see that not only were there no Forex agents in the lunch room when she walked in with Luca and SooAh, but that there were also no cameras. Jasper sat at one table evidently trying to eat his bacon and eggs while BoRa, propped up on one lackadaisical arm, ate cereal with her mouth open, glaring down the length of the table at him. Since Viv had never seen her chew with her mouth open before, she presumed that it was done on purpose to annoy Jasper, who seemed to be trying to resist the instinct to wince.

As Viv put her plate of French toast and bacon on the table, the colourless voice of an agent said over a loudspeaker that Viv hadn’t known the Tea House possessed, “The sixth floor is out of bounds for the day. We’ve had an explosion of moss and leaf litter making the area unsafe and unusable for human or part-human inhabitants. Please avoid the area until otherwise notified, and take care on the fifth floor, which is also minimally impacted.”

“We have a loudspeaker?” Viv said, unpleasantly shaken.

She sat down next to BoRa who, her brows rising, said to Luca, “We have moss and leaf litter on the sixth floor?”

“How would I know?” Luca asked, the picture of innocence.

“Because they just announced it. What did you do?”

“I can’t help where moss decides to grow,” said Luca. He discovered too late that SooAh had sat next to Viv, and picked her up to put her down between Viv and BoRa. Then he slid in next to Viv, who was amused enough to scoot down closer to SooAh and allow him to sit next to her, too. “Do you think I can tell it what to do?”

BoRa stared him down. “Yes.”

“I like moss,” SooAh said, in such a satisfied voice that Viv, who had been waiting for the inevitable revenge against Luca, realised in amusement that it wasn’t coming. “Bazza likes moss.”

That wasn’t surprising: out of all the Tea House residents, Viv was quite certain that Bazza was SooAh’s favourite, notwithstanding the general comfort she seemed to take in Viv’s presence and the general delight she had in annoying BoRa. Anyone who took revenge for the giant troll was someone SooAh would forgive anything.

“You’ll have to tell whoever did it,” Luca told the little girl, leaning around Viv to do so. “Maybe they’ll do it again.”

“And do it before lunch,” BoRa added, her eyes meeting Viv’s. “Maybe we can put off the interviews.”

“Don’t interfere in the interview process,” said Jasper, making BoRa’s eyes kindle with what looked like triumph. “And stop behaving like a child!”

“What am I doing?” BoRa and Luca said at the same time.

SooAh gave a small, gleeful, and almost threatening chuckle.

Viv ignored them all and said to Jasper, “Forex agents are putting up cameras all around the Tea House.”

Jasper looked as though he regretted breaking his silence. “No,” he said, “they’re putting up cameras we can see.”

“That’s what I said,” Luca said, pleased.

He hadn’t, but Viv supposed that he could have meant something like that by what he said to her earlier. Luca, like Jasper, had layers and layers of meaning to the things he said. Unlike Jasper, he seemed to do so accidentally and not by design.

“It’s oversight,” added Jasper. “They’re trying to make a lot of things more apparent than they’ve hitherto been.”

“What do they want?” Viv asked him bluntly. She didn’t trust him not to disappear somewhere in the Tea House where he didn’t have to answer questions he apparently would rather not answer. “You’ve been an independent contractor for a long time, according to the library records. Why are they moving in for oversight now?”

“They’re activating their audit clause,” Jasper said, putting down his knife.

He was getting ready to excuse himself and leave so he didn’t have to answer any questions that he didn’t want to answer, Viv realised. She just wished she knew whether his disinclination to answer was because he never wanted to answer anything in a straightforward manner, or because he had legitimate reasons to not want to answer.

“What’s their audit clause?” she asked, to get ahead of the inevitable exit. “And why do they have an audit clause with a private contractor like the Tea House?”

“The audit clause isn’t something you need to know,” Jasper said briefly. “It isn’t something that impacts the life of a regular employee; it’s attached to me, not the Tea House.”

“Are you sure it’s not something I need to know?” Viv retorted. Was this contract with its personal audit clause something that could be found in the library? Or was it something she might have to ask BoRa about? “Because it really looks as though it is going to be impacting my life. I’m not even allowed to leave the Tea House to check on Dad.”

Jasper’s hand paused for a moment in the act of laying his fork precisely next to his knife. He said, “It won’t be lockdown forever. They’ll lift restrictions and leave when they get what they want.”

“And what exactly is it that they want?” asked Luca, taking something that looked like a milkshake from the lunch lady, who had appeared behind them to smack a fat mug of something warm and steamy down in front of Jasper and distribute the rest of the drinks.

Viv had been so intent on Jasper that she hadn’t seen the lunch lady approach. Perhaps Jasper was just as surprised as she was, because she saw his fingers swiftly clench in on themselves before he relaxed his hand enough to reach for his mug instead.

The lunch lady, she noticed in surprise, had made Jasper cocoa. She refused to make it for anyone else, and usually refused to make it for Jasper, either—especially if she was annoyed with him.

Luca must have noticed it as well, because after leaning over the table and sniffing suspiciously at Jasper, he said to Viv, “So that’s why she wouldn’t make me cocoa. She’d already made her one cup a month.”

“Forex hasn’t told me what they want,” Jasper said coolly, ignoring the question of cocoa.

“Yes, but has Chris?” Luca said, grinning at him over the top of his drink that the lunch lady had put, suspiciously, in a cup with a lid and a straw.

Jasper’s eyes lingered on the cup. He said, “There better not be coffee in there.”

Viv had had the same thought—however, given that Forex had moved into the Tea House and taken over, she wasn’t entirely convinced that they didn’t need a highly caffeinated Luca.

“The lunch lady didn’t tell me what she put in it,” Luca said primly.

Across the room, the elevator made a long, echoing sort of ding that hung in the air for at least three seconds before the doors opened. Viv was so used to Tea House denizens walking right out without waiting for the doors that she was almost astonished to find that the current occupants of the elevator were waiting for them to open.

Perhaps they couldn’t walk through the doors; when the two metal sides of the elevator hissed aside heavily, Chris and two Forex agents walked into the lunch room. Viv was fairly sure that Chris was the type of man to prefer using the element of surprise as opposed to walking into a room normally.

Viv had seen him mostly standing still yesterday, but Chris in motion was a very slightly different prospect than Chris presiding over a staff meeting. His suit trousers weren’t quite long enough for his legs, and whatever material they were made from, it was too cheap to sit well. His stride wasn’t as long as it should have been given the length of his legs, and the effect of that made it look as though he very slightly minced along. It was the single thing about him that didn’t say stereotypical older male Australian. His socks were blue, and slightly visible even though he wore boots.

He looked around him in a certain wide, critical, faintly self-important way that Viv recognised almost immediately. She had been right yesterday: whatever else Chris was, he was absolutely a Manager. Worse, he was looking around him with the air of a Manager surveying his new store that he is convinced only he can whip into shape.

“Here’s trouble,” said Luca, leaning his forearms on the table, the better to reach the straw of his “milkshake”.

“Don’t make trouble where there isn’t any,” Jasper said coldly, his eyes on Luca. Behind him, Chris was approaching with two agents flanking him, all three of them with bowls and spoons. “If you co-operate with Forex, this visit will be over more quickly.”

Luca gazed at him for a very long time, and Viv saw Jasper’s lips tighten. “It’s very odd of you to not want to do anything about a hostile takeover,” Luca said. “It makes me very curious.”

Chris was right behind Jasper; he couldn’t have helped overhearing. Luca, Viv was rather certain, had meant him to overhear it.

“Don’t think of it as a hostile takeover,” he said, with a Very Honest, Very Blokey smile. He put his bowl on the table beside Jasper and sat down. The bowl was empty, and very shiny. “Think of it as taking the weight off your shoulders. We’re here to help, and to realign the Tea House with important goals.”

“It probably would have been easier not to think of it as a hostile takeover if you hadn’t thrown our secretary through the wall,” said Luca, sucking milkshake through his straw very loudly in the silence that succeeded his words.

The lunch lady definitely had put coffee in the milkshake.

“You can’t blame us for fighting back when we’re attacked,” said Chris, shrugging. “That’s what the Tea House is here for, isn’t it?”

“The Tea House charter says that we started up to help people impacted by the worlds Between and Behind, and to bridge the gap between the two,” said BoRa.

“Well, that’s what I said,” said Chris, his smile just a little bit more fixed as his jaw tightened. “The Tea House is here to fight back for humankind.”

“It doesn’t specify only human,” BoRa said.

“Well, I suppose I should expect that point of view from a half-blood behindkind,” said Chris, in such an affable sort of way that it took Viv quite some time to process her shock and indignation. “It’s something that’s understood, Miss BoRa. It doesn’t have to be spelled out.”

Viv sucked in a breath to cool her temper, but when she asked a moment later, “What about your agents?” her voice was sharper than she’d meant it to be. “They’re not even in the same bodies they started in. I’m not sure you could call them human, either, by that metric.”

There was a momentary silence as Chris’ eyes dwelt on her in a distinctly unfriendly way. Then he smiled again, and said, “Our agents aren’t up for discussion; you can ask again if you’re interested in joining the agency professionally. Understandably, we like to keep the security and working terms of our agents confidential.”

“So when you said that the Tea House and Forex were merging, you were planning on keeping us on under different employment terms?” Viv asked, glad for an opportunity to push further. “Is it a choice between new terms or quitting?”

“It’s not a traditional merger,” said Chris, after a brief moment. “Perhaps you misheard or misunderstood a bit of agent teasing. The Tea House will continue to operate in much the same way it always has; I’m not trying to turn it into just another part of Forex.”

Whatever Jasper said, or thought, Chris was evidently planning on staying at the Tea House. Viv didn’t believe him when he said that he wasn’t trying to turn it into another part of Forex.

Judging from Luca’s low chuckle, neither did he. “And you’re not going to be restructuring, either, I suppose,” he said.

She wasn’t sure where Luca had gained his insight into business structures during his wild, dangerous childhood running around the worlds Behind and Between, but that he understood exactly what was happening, she had no doubt.

Chris looked around the table in an affable sort of way that might as well have been a pat on the head for everyone there, then said, “There might be some…restructuring, but it’s only to make you all more efficient.”

“What sort of restructuring?” Viv asked him. This was also something she was very familiar with; she already knew the answer to her question, but she wondered how much of it Chris would say aloud. He had already mentioned making new teams.

“Small things,” he said easily. “A bit of a tweak here and there. Some of you have been working in pairs when you’re capable enough to work alone; I’ll make sure we’re making the best of your potential by challenging you. Some of you need a bit more direction and should have been partnered up to help you reach a more team-friendly mindset.”

Across the table, BoRa’s eyes met Viv’s. There was no amusement in those brown eyes, but BoRa grinned at her—a fierce, grim sort of grin that Viv understood perfectly well. BoRa was almost certain to be paired up with someone inconvenient; Viv had never known exactly what it was she did, except that BoRa came and went as she pleased, and reported only to Jasper—if she reported at all.

“We’re going to be a more hands-on team for a while,” added Chris. “I like to lead from within the team; we’re all one big family, and I like to make sure we’re all on the same level and working for the same goal.”

He meant, Viv was very well aware, that he intended to micro-manage every aspect of their working—and probably resting—life for an undetermined amount of time. And he was going to be making the conditions as favourable to himself as he possibly could.

“How long are you going to be hands-on?” she asked. “How long are there going to be Forex agents and Forex cameras everywhere in the Tea House?”

“I’m glad you asked about that,” he said.

Another one for the bingo card, thought Viv, trying very hard not to roll her eyes.

“The safety of the Tea House’s human staff is one of our top priorities—whether it’s from threats outside or inside.”

Viv’s eyes met Jasper’s for just a moment before he turned his head slightly and his glasses mirrored, hiding his eyes. She flicked a look towards BoRa and saw that the other girl was grinning again—the sort of grin that made her wonder with some anxiety exactly what BoRa had planned in revenge for the off-hand suggestion that the non-humans in the Tea House would, or wanted to, hurt the humans there.

“Nobody here is a danger to us,” she said flatly to Chris.

“You’ve got a nice little scar there on your neck,” he said. “Something to remember one of your housemates by?”

It was no use explaining to someone like Chris that today’s Luca—today’s Tea House—were very different to the Luca and Tea House of Viv’s first acquaintance. It was useless to say that it shouldn’t have happened, and that it wasn’t right that it had happened, and that it wouldn’t happen again.

“Wild things are always wild,” said Chris. “Some of them act as though they’re tame when they find they like something well enough, but that only lasts until they get bored, and then all the old rules apply.”

It was unpleasantly reminiscent of what Jasper had said about Luca. Luca didn’t say anything, but Viv was aware of how still and tense he was, and how much he buzzed with action he wanted to take, but wasn’t taking.

“Yes, I suppose it’s more convenient for you if people think that,” she said, instead of any of the things she might have said if Chris had been someone reasonable enough to be reasoned with. “You said you’re doing a bit of tweaking to the structure here. What if we don’t like the new structure? What’s the off-boarding procedure?”

“I like to think that none of you will want to quit,” Chris said. “If we can’t persuade you to stay, of course there’ll be an off-boarding procedure. But when you each come in to discuss your remuneration packages with me later today, I think you’ll be very pleased. Of course you can have time to think about it and discuss it with each other, but you’ll find that we’re very competitive.”

He smiled around at everyone affably once again, as if he hadn’t just repeatedly insulted half of the people at the table, picked up his still-empty bowl and utensils, and left with the two Forex agents. Each of them carried away their bowl and utensils, too, and left them at the lunch lady’s counter while she stared impassively at them, her hands on her hips, knobbly elbows red and defiant.

“He’s almost as good as you are at not answering questions,” Viv said to Jasper, rather pointedly.

He pinched his lips together in what at first she thought was displeasure but realised belatedly was an attempt not to smile. “Try to behave yourselves while Forex is here,” he said to them all, rising.

“Well,” said BoRa in the silence that followed Jasper’s departure from the table. “At least he eats, I suppose. But that’s the only thing keeping him above agent status right now.”

The sixth floor had changed. Before, it had been a wide, open area with tall, plain windows all around and support posts wide apart in rows throughout. Now, like the first floor had been when Viv arrived, it was arranged into offices. No—half of it, the half closest to the staircase leading to Luca’s apartment, was arranged into offices; the rest had been shut away by a soft, soundproof wall that went from floor to ceiling and didn’t seem to have a door. What was behind it was anyone’s guess.

Most of the new cubicle walls were only shoulder height and displayed an unpleasant amount of Agent head and shoulder, leaving a visitor to the sixth floor under the complete scrutiny of however many agents were in the complex. It was more than slightly confronting to arrive on the sixth floor and walk into it.

Chris’ desk was well in view—a massive desk nearly as big as Bazza’s, set up with a space between it and the floor-to-ceiling wall so that his back was to it, and his eyes towards the agents. Everyone obviously knew Viv was here for her interview, and that made her even less comfortable: she felt as though she was being watched by everyone. She made her way through the low walls of the offices, wondering why she felt more exposed than the Forex agents seemed to feel, given that they were out of place here. And as she got closer to Chris’ desk, she began to wonder exactly what the agents were doing.

Each of them was in their own cubicle, and at a desk: several of them had computers, and the ones that did have computers looked significantly more stressed than the ones without computers. They also tended not to look at Viv as much.

When she had passed through the cubicles, she found herself unable to move forwards any longer and realised that Chris also had walls and a cubicle—they were simply made of some kind of see-through Perspex. There was a tidy, prim Perspex door in the middle of it; that door was closed, and looked as though it might have ideas about who and what would be allowed through it.

So Chris’ open door was a theoretic open door rather than a literal one. That wasn’t a surprise. Viv very much doubted that it would amount to more than theory, either. She drew in a deep breath, suffering a small pinch in the front of her shoulder as a reminder not to be too hearty, and knocked on the door, letting the breath out slowly.

Chris, who couldn’t have missed seeing her approach, looked up from his work. “Viv! Come in!” he said, his voice muffled.

Viv turned the doorknob after one moment of panic about which way to turn it so that she wouldn’t end up in Luca’s room instead of Chris’ office, and in the air that the door displaced, she thought she felt the tickle of dust and mould in her nose.

She was still trying not to wrinkle her nose in all the distaste she felt when she realised that Chris wasn’t alone in the room. There was a female agent standing by the desk behind which Chris sat, and a second agent sat working at a small desk over along the right-hand wall. Viv had thought they were outside of the confusingly see-through room, and in their own area.

She wondered, suddenly and disorientingly, why Chris wasn’t a skin-suit, too; she had no doubt he wanted the same longer life he offered to his agents. But here he was, shut off from everyone else on the floor, and even the agents who were with him looked as though they weren’t part of his space.

She probably should have expected to see Jasper leaning against the wall behind Chris’ desk like a lurking storm cloud in a dark grey suit of something that glimmered faintly like high quality silk, but Viv hadn’t, and it was a surprise. His suit was the same colour as the wall, which explained why she hadn’t seen him at first. Or perhaps she had simply been too anxious.

“’Morning,” she said to the group in general. There was one chair in front of the desk, on which she supposed she was supposed to sit so that all three of them could look down on her—the agent and Jasper because they were standing, and Chris because he was tall and sitting on an office chair much higher than the seat that had been put out for her.

Viv nearly put her hands on the chairback to lean into it instead of sitting down, but she was too stiff with sciatica after a bad night’s sleep to do anything other than sit down and make herself perfectly comfortable while Chris waited, instead.

It was hardly a protest on the level of growing-moss-through-an-entire-floor-to-such-extents-that-it-passes-as-an-emergency, but it made Viv feel a very little bit better, and she was almost certain that Jasper’s lips pressed together to prevent a smile forming when she finally looked up and gave her attention to him and Chris.

“Good afternoon, Viv,” said Chris, his voice just as spuriously hearty as it had been yesterday. “I’m glad you could spare the time for us.”

“I didn’t think there was much of a choice,” Viv said candidly. “You did tell us we wouldn’t be allowed to leave, yesterday.”

“That’s a bit harsh,” Chris said, smiling genially. He didn’t, Viv noticed, say which part of it was harsh—the order itself or her bringing it up. “I hope we’re going to get along well; I’ve been very excited about working with you.”

Both profoundly surprised and profoundly worried, Viv said, “Really? I’m probably the least interesting staff member here.”

“Completely human!” said Chris, as though agreeing. His tone, however, suggested otherwise. “And yet completely competent to safely navigate a manor house steeped in Between, survive not just a madman but a cuckoo as well, and somehow come through several encounters with selkies and an entire selkie pod without a hiccough!”

There was an almost deafening silence when he finished, through which his friendly smile suggested that it would be okay to just confess now.

“I’m confused,” Viv said. “Are you saying that I’ve been too good at my job of liaising between human and other? I hope that means I’m getting a pay raise.”

“I’m saying that now is a good time for a change,” Chris said, his smile just a little bit more forceful. “Fo you—and for the Tea House. Now that we’re here and monitoring the situation more closely, it’s especially convenient.”

That didn’t make Viv much less confused. “What sort of change?” she asked.

Chris gestured towards the female agent who now stood by the desk rather than answering directly. “This is Hope,” he said.

“Hi,” said Viv, with a small, awkward wave.

At first glance, Hope looked very young. Her hair was blonde and straight in a blunt cut that was just short of her shoulders, and smoothed back at the top into a neat half-up style that was pinned back by a piece of leather with a stick through it. She wore a neat suit that fit her better than the skin of most agents fitted them. Her skin was fresh and healthy, and even almost seemed plump like it ought to look—if you didn’t gaze too closely at the skin below her ears where her earrings swayed.

Viv wondered, with a horrible jarring sensation, exactly where this skin had come from, and why its previous owner had given it up so early. Now that she remembered what she was looking at, it was easier to see the pinched skin below the ears, and the way that it made Hope’s nose sit not quite right in her face, and the unsettling tightness with which it had been pulled under her chin.

“You’ll be working with Hope from today,” Chris explained, with a perfunctory managerial smile that said more clearly than words that this was an order and the smile was to let impacted parties know that they had better accept it with an answering polite smile.

“Pardon?” Viv said blankly. She had been able to tell from BoRa’s reaction to Chris’ breezy remark that he would be deciding teams according to his own thoughts, that it was not a good change and that BoRa herself expected a personally challenging change. She had at least expected that Chris would finish the interview before he settled her with whoever he had decided to place her with.

Apparently the interviews were a formality when it came to those decisions. BoRa would not be surprised, Viv was rather certain.

“Hope is a useful partner,” said Chris, his smile never faltering. “She’s experienced enough to be able to mentor you with anything you need help with, and new enough to appreciate the world around her and sympathise with your position on things.”

Hope was, Viv would have hoped, human. Despite the skin she wore, she should technically be human. The way Chris spoke about her suggested otherwise, and that made a deep uneasiness creep through her stomach and up into her throat.

“You know I’m not an agent, right?” she said. “I’m not like BoRa and Jasper—I’m a normal human. I’m only here as a sort of human interface and handler. I don’t know enough about Between, Behind, and everything else to be useful in the field as an agent. I’m also not skilled enough to keep myself safe.”

“There’s no reason why you shouldn’t remain as a human interface and handler,” he told her. “You’ll just use those skills in a more…outward-facing role. Hope is fully capable of keeping you safe.”

“I’m sure she is,” Viv said, trying to remain polite. “But that doesn’t change the fact that I’m not an agent.”

“I’m sure you’ll discover new skills and abilities you never knew you possessed,” Chris said, as though she hadn’t spoken. His voice was hearty and business-like, as though soothing someone who was a bit too overwrought. “And as I said earlier, you have overcome quite a few challenges most humans never face—or never get past.”

“I see,” said Viv politely. “So it really is that I’ve been too good at my job and now you’re making it harder?”

Perhaps his smile tightened by a fraction. “Think of it as a promotion—or a challenge,” he said. “You haven’t yet been tested and pushed in the ways this job can push you; you don’t know what you might find out about yourself.”

Viv met Jasper’s eyes briefly, and his nostrils flared very slightly, as though he was taking in a breath to cool his own temper. She was surprised that she could see his eyes, given that Jasper tended to prefer keeping his own counsel when it came to difficult meetings—but she was grateful, too. It made her feel as though she was not quite alone.

It made her feel that perhaps he did have a plan, after all.

“I hope that er…Hope is prepared to do a lot of fighting, if our work is as dangerous ongoing as it has tended to be until now,” she said dryly. “Who will Luca be working with, if not with me?”

Chris’ business-perfect smile became more plastic. “I don’t discuss other staff members with each other,” he said. “You can leave him to me; I’ll make sure he’s kept safe.”

“I wasn’t worried about his safety,” Viv said, even more dryly. So far, this interview had been less an interview and more a run-of-the-mill restructuring staff meeting. “Am I still expected to write end-of-day reports?”

“I’ll take care of all reporting,” said Agent Hope, before Chris could reply. Her voice was light and pleasant, unlike those of most of the agents Viv had met. There was only the slightest touch of greyness to it—or perhaps a certain rock-like coldness. “Please don’t worry about that. If an incident occurs, you might have to write an after-action report, but most of the time you’ll just be able to sign the one I write.”

“I see,” said Viv. She would have to see when the time came how she felt about putting her name to something that she hadn’t written. In the meantime, she would take full advantage of not having to comb through a day’s worth of notes to write reports that she wasn’t even sure Jasper read.

“And now that we’ve got introductions out of the way, this is for you,” said Chris briskly, passing a file with a blank envelope on top of it across the desk. “Your remuneration and employee perks are in the envelope; you can take some time to look at them and decide if you’d like to accept the terms.”

Viv took the file before her brain caught up with what it must be. “This is our first job?” she asked, to confirm it. It was odd that it was all paper; Jasper usually dealt with computers, files, and tablets.

“I’ve already read up on it,” Hope said. “We can begin tomorrow if you’d like to spend some time together to get used to me first?”

“I can get used to you on the job,” Viv said. “But I’ll look the file over this afternoon if I can take the time to do it?”

“Make yourself comfortable,” said Chris. “If you see Miss BoRa on your way out, please send her in.”

And that was the end of the interview, realised Viv. She got up, put her remuneration offer in her hip pocket, and left the room with her file, nodding at Jasper on her way out. She was relieved, but also disappointed. Despite everything, she had hoped that the interview might make clear Forex’s place in the Tea House—or perhaps Viv’s own place in a new, Forex-led Tea House. She didn’t feel free to say no to anything, but she also didn’t feel as though she would be allowed to leave if she outright refused to play by Forex’s rules.

Some answers to those questions would have been welcome, even if the answers were unpleasant.

Instead, she had sat down to an impersonal and businesslike meeting where everything had already been decided despite the fact that Chris had told her the meeting was so that he could get to know her enough to decide where to place her.

It couldn’t have been anything much else while Jasper just stood there and watched, she supposed. But she would very much have liked to have had some clarity about whether they really had been taken over in a hostile attack, or simply folded into Forex under Jasper’s supervision.

And it was hard to do anything else but say, “All right,” while Jasper was behind Chris like a hawk—or a hostage. Viv would rather he hadn’t been there—or at the very least to have been able to say to Jasper, “Blink three times if you need help.”

Perhaps she could find a way to speak with him where Forex wouldn’t hear—or know about it. Viv remembered, with a sinking feeling, all of the surveillance she had seen going up. Everywhere she had gone in the Tea House today, there had been more agents putting up more cameras.

It might be necessary to let them make certain assumptions that Jasper had already let them make by slipping into his room tonight to see what she could get out of him.

No, Viv thought instinctively. That might put her within reach of the man in Jasper’s bedroom who had stabbed her—who was, Jasper had said, a memory, or a version of his father in his dreams. Luckily it had been a dream encounter, or Viv would have been badly injured.

There must be another way. She would find another way. And in the meantime, she would take her file back to her room and read it while she waited for a tray of tea and biscuits to arrive as Seffy splashed in the bathtub. The remuneration envelope could wait until she had decided more about her place at the Tea House—it might be best not to tempt herself with what could be offered.

“How bad is it?” BoRa asked that night at dinner time. Viv had been right; BoRa had been well and truly prepared for exactly what was coming. “Who’d they put you with?”

“A female Forex agent,” Viv said, sitting down next to Luca without really thinking about it. Hopefully that would stop being a habit before long. Maybe it would even be a good thing for Luca to be doing other things with other people—it would certainly be good for her. If she lived long enough to get the good out of it. “She looks…a bit younger than most of them. How’d you know this was coming?”

“Because they need a reason as well as a way to control people,” BoRa said laconically. “They’ve put me with one of the actually human acolytes. He’s in training to be a skin-suit.”

“You never work with a partner,” Viv said. She had known that BoRa expected it, but somehow it was still something of a surprise to her.

BoRa grinned a small, savage grin. “We’ll see how long I work with this one.” She tilted her chin at Luca. “Who’s he going to be with, then?”

Viv, who had also wanted to know that, turned enquiringly towards Luca. He seemed to be humming with an energy she didn’t think was quite safe, and that worried her. What had Chris decided to do with Luca?

“I’m a team on my own,” he said.

That was the energy, Viv realised: Luca was angry. It was strange how much less afraid she felt when it wasn’t directed at her, when it was still the same emotion.

BoRa stared at him in disbelief. “They’re letting you go out on your own?”

“I’m a free member of society,” pointed out Luca, and he grinned at her.

It took Viv a moment or two to realise that Luca was making sure that BoRa knew his anger wasn’t directed at her.

“Only because Gilbert paid off a few people and the Enforcers can’t prove what you did without those people,” she retorted.

“Maybe you should have bribed a few people as well,” he told her, and this time it was BoRa who grinned.

“Should I do what SooAh does, and tell them my daddy will deal with it? He’d love it if I did that.”

“Is that why you’re here?” Viv asked. They had talked about BoRa’s father before, but although she knew that he was something of an overlord—or perhaps crime lord would have been a better description, if BoRa’s father was the human equivalent—she hadn’t learnt very much about his business, or BoRa’s part in it. “To get you ready to join the family business?”

“I think Dad is trying to keep me out of it, actually,” BoRa said. There was a grudging amount of affection in her voice. “Maybe it’s his way of showing affection.”

Luca, his pale eyes resting on her, said over the top of his hot chocolate, “Is this something you want to share with the class?”

So there were now cameras in the lunch room, were there? Viv hadn’t seen any, but she trusted Luca’s judgement on that far more than her own.

BoRa shrugged one shoulder. “It’s in my file. Anyone who wants to see it can see it.”

Anyone with access to the files, was the unsaid part of that statement.

Of Viv, Luca asked, “What did you tell them?”

“I didn’t get the chance to tell them much,” Viv said. “Chris did most of the talking. Everything was decided before I got in there.”

“I want to know why they want to send you out with a green agent,” BoRa said, prompting what seemed to be an involuntary grimace from Luca. “Chris has to know it’s dangerous for humans who haven’t been in the work long. It’s dangerous for humans who have been in the work for a while—it’s also dangerous for behindkind, if they aren’t as powerful as the average behindkind.”

“That’s probably why they are sending me out with a green agent,” Viv said slowly, and as she said it, she realised it was probably true. The surveillance installation she had seen on her way to the lunch room this morning prompted her to say with more care than usual, “They must…suspect that I’ve got some type of ability that’s useful to them. Maybe Jasper exaggerated something in the paperwork to hire me.”

“That sounds like something Jasper would do,” Luca said, though he didn’t specify whether he meant hiding things in the paperwork or sending her out with a green agent.

“All of it,” agreed BoRa, even more ruthless than Luca. “Keep your phone on you, Viv. If you need help, I can get to places pretty quickly.”

That, thought Viv, feeling touched and cared for, was perhaps the nicest thing that BoRa had ever said to her.

“And it’ll help me find your body if I’m not quick enough,” added BoRa. “You shouldn’t be laughing, Viv; bodies are a serious matter.”

“I’m very serious about my body,” Viv promised her. “Why do you think they’re sending Luca out alone? It can’t be because they think it’ll bring out extra depths in him.”

“They want to be more effective and less careful,” said BoRa, without waiting for Luca to respond. “And if there are any issues, it’s a human resources issue.”

“There will be issues,” said Luca, and it sounded like a promise. “A lot of issues.”

Viv felt faintly chilled, because Luca was capable of making enough chaos when he wasn’t really trying to. It was worrying to think what he might be capable of when setting his entire mind to it.

“What are you going to do?” she asked him, her breath caught.

“I’m going to be very effective,” said Luca, his pale hazel eyes glittering. “I’m going to be so effective that it hurts. And I’m going to follow orders to the letter.”

“I’m not even Chris and I still feel threatened,” BoRa told him. She untucked one of the arms she had folded across her chest and gave him the thumbs up.

“I don’t think you should encourage him,” Viv said, managing to take a breath again. But she felt better, even though she had no reason to think that things really were better.


Chapter 4
Progress Builds Momentum
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Viv found Hope waiting for her at the breakfast table the next morning. She was the only Forex agent in the room, making Viv wonder again how much the agents needed to eat to survive. If they were dependent upon the lunch lady to feed them, Viv noticed with a certain grim amusement, they were going to find things very difficult; every original Tea House staff member present had their breakfast, and the lunch lady had disappeared. Viv couldn’t even hear her moving in the kitchen.

“I have to eat before we go out,” she told Hope.

“Yes, of course,” said Agent Hope, smiling pleasantly. It didn’t look forced or fake, but it also didn’t look quite natural. “How did you go with the file?”

“Not too bad,” said Viv, lifting the file a touch by way of indicating that she had, until then, still been reading. “But I’m also a bit confused. It says in here that we’ll need to make sure we go in after the bell rings in the morning so that the kids see us as little as possible—and it says that we can’t take anything defensive or offensive with us.”

“Yes, that’s right,” said Hope expectantly, as though still waiting to hear the confusing thing.

Viv felt Luca settle back beside her as though prepared to listen to something that was going to be entertaining, and she had to suppress the urge to elbow him. “What does it mean by “defensive or offensive”?”

“Any weapon of magical or technical kind, and any defensive mechanism in the same kinds.”

There was a small scoffing noise from beside her, but Luca said nothing.

“No guns, no spells or spelled items that can attack, and no defensive magic of any kind,” BoRa said glibly, from across the table. “In other words, you’re on your own.”

“Yes, that’s what I thought,” Viv said. “So there’s something going after kids in a school, and we’re supposed to find out what it is without any kind of weaponry or protection?”

“The children are the priority,” said Hope.

“Yeah, I get that,” Viv said, wondering why, if children were the priority, the school hadn’t been shut down weeks ago to keep them safe while the grounds were searched for something that was injuring them. “But why aren’t we going in with any kind of protection or defence? We’re not going to be very useful for making the kids a priority if we can’t even protect ourselves, let alone them!”

“We can’t make ourselves look suspicious or inhuman in any way,” Hope replied. “One of our directives is to keep the worlds Between and Behind a secret from humanity in general.”

“That’ll be a lot harder if something rips us apart and leaves our bodies there to be found,” pointed out Viv.

“What sort of ripping apart is happening?” asked Luca, his head suddenly pushing in around her shoulder to look at the file she was still holding. It wasn’t open, so he tugged Viv’s hand closer and picked up the edge of the file to peek at it.

Hope leaned forward swiftly and snatched the file from Viv, nearly shutting Luca’s nose in the flurry of paper. “This is protected data,” she said, and her voice now had a stricter edge to it. “You’re not cleared to see it.”

Luca grinned. “I bet my clearance is higher than yours,” he said, sitting up straight again. “What sort of ripping apart is happening? If it’s body parts to all four winds and blood everywhere, that’s one thing. If it’s soft insides gone and the body mostly together, that’s another. If you’ve got shredded skin and flesh⁠—”

“I’m eating,” BoRa said.

Luca stared at her for roughly five seconds and then said, “I don’t know what that means. Viv, if⁠—”

“She means that talking about people being ripped apart in detail at the breakfast table is making her feel sick,” Viv said, putting her own piece of sourdough toast down with a sigh. She was suddenly not very hungry. To Hope, she said, “I’m ready to go if you are.”

“Yes, but I’m not doing it at the breakfast table,” argued Luca, as she got up. “There’s no blood, no bones, no viscera⁠—”

“If you try to explain the difference between dismemberment via troll⁠—”

“Oi!” objected Bazza, from the next table over.

“—and dismemberment by werewolf while I’m eating Boston beans on toast, I’m going to get the gremlin to put Collywobbles in your bed.”

Viv left them to their argument, pressing her lips together so that she didn’t smile too openly. She wasn’t sure yet how likely Hope was to get any of the Tea House staff into trouble for any perceived wrongs, and laughing too much was, in her experience, something that tended to make bosses and their informants angry more quickly than most things.

“We’re headed for Essendon, aren’t we?” she said to the agent as they were descending in the elevator. “The old primary school there?”

“Yes,” said Hope simply. She nodded at the agent who was manning the giant front desk in lieu of Bazza, and who consequently looked like a child behind it, and opened the front door for Viv as well as herself. When they were stepping down the stairs, she added, “We’ll need to be careful when we get to the school, but especially if we get inside the areas where there might still be some original school building.”

Viv, with memories of the photographs and reports that had made up the file she read through last night, had not been planning on being anything other than careful. She felt quite cold and unpleasantly vulnerable with this very slender agent beside her instead of Luca. Whatever was at the school in Essendon had caused a teacher to disappear—and then reappear in pieces strewn across the floor of one of the buildings before school started for the day. Previous to that, a child had gone missing and returned in the same way.

Viv had skipped quickly through the photographs, but they had imprinted in her mind despite that. She was still trying to clear her mind for the day ahead when they stepped out onto the footpath at the front of the Tea House and found themselves in sunny, urban, normal Melbourne.

“We’re going via tram, are we?” she said, belatedly realising that they weren’t going to the car park.

Hope looked puzzled. “Of course not,” she said. “That leaves us out in the open with nothing between us and anything that might come out Between. We’re going by taxi.”

There was a taxi, too. Viv hadn’t taken it in properly, but there it was, pumpkin-beetle orange and waiting patiently by the footpath a few steps away. She wondered again, climbing into the taxi and shuffling across to the further side to allow Hope to climb in, exactly how they were supposed to protect either themselves or the school kids from something that could tear them apart, if they could only travel via taxi to keep themselves safe on the streets.

They arrived at the red-brick building on Raleigh Street just under twenty minutes later, leaving Viv to feel rather guiltily pleased that work was, this time, so close to home. Maybe she would be able to take the chance to drop in and see Dad after she and Hope finished work for the day.

The principal, a woman with tired eyes, a hard mouth, and bottle-blonde hair, met them just inside the doors, and although there was no immediate lessening of the worried line between her carefully manicured brows, she seemed to take in a breath of relief.

“You’re right on time,” she said. “I was told you would be very discreet?”

“If we’re asked why we’re here by anyone who should get an answer, we’ll tell them we’re surveyors,” Hope said. “You said that the kids don’t know that a teacher was killed yet; they’re unlikely to think it has anything to do with one student death several months ago.”

What sort of surveyor? Viv wondered. She would ask Hope later, when they were alone. The principal at least didn’t seem to question it; she simply nodded.

“Follow me, then,” she said, and turned on her heel to enter the red brick building.

Hope paced alongside her easily, and Viv trotted along behind them both to keep up, envying their longer legs. She wasn’t sure she was at all surveyor-like while she was trotting. Still, not having to keep up with the conversation gave her a good chance to take in the school as they were swept around it.

There was a feeling about the place, she thought. She wasn’t entirely sure what it was at first, and as she padded along with sneakered feet just a bit behind the principal and Hope, she wondered if it was nostalgia. There was something almost sorrowful to the air, and it took her another few moments of walking to realise that it wasn’t nostalgia—even though it was some kind of sense of loss.

It felt as though something was missing from the place. And it felt as though that something was very close, within reach, if she only knew the right way to grab at it.

“The kids are all in class,” said the principal, looking back to include Viv as well as Hope in the remark. “They shouldn’t get in your way at all. But if one of them gets out—and they do sometimes manage it—please make sure you send them back straight away. I don’t know what will happen if another of them has an accident. The groundsman should be around here somewhere if you need help getting into any of the out-buildings or areas; he’s always on the grounds as a matter of contractual requirement. He is hard to find, but he is occasionally useful for something.”

She ended their brisk, almost terse tour of the building at the wall-mounted map of the school that was just inside the main doors leading out into the back part of the school. To Viv’s amusement, she then became even more brisk.

“This is the main lunch area, and the kids play just outside if they want a hard surface for handball, or further out if they want some greenery. This is the library—the student was found behind it, but their shoes were found inside. Please avoid the library during lunch and little lunch, if you can; we have a handful of students who prefer the library to the playground, and they’re a bright bunch. We’ve got a couple of outbuildings beyond the library, and a toilet block. Please let me know if you need keys to any of the buildings and you really can’t find the groundskeeper.”

Then she left them alone to step outside into the lunch area, where a fresh breeze found them and whisked leaves and dirt around them on the concrete and then onto new parts of the lunch area.

“Where was the teacher found?” asked Viv. “Outside? Inside? Both?”

“Alongside the school, for the most part,” Hope answered, looking around the space critically. “Let’s go this way. I’ve got a feeling.”

Viv went to ask, “What sort of feeling?” but found herself asking instead, “What does for the most part mean?”

“Some parts were still on the roof,” Hope answered, leading the way across the concrete and out into the uncovered area of the grounds. She seemed as though she was heading for the toilet block, or maybe the other outbuilding nearby.

“Then why are we going away from the school building and the library?”

“Because there’s no way up onto the roof for normal access, and because I’ve got a feeling.”

This time, Viv didn’t need to ask her what sort of feeling it was that she had, because once they passed beyond the toilet block, she could feel it herself: that feeling of something missing, which she had caught from inside the school building, was even stronger out here. It was strong enough that as she looked around, it made Viv’s breath catch in her chest with the sense of loss it brought with it.

Surely someone had died here!

“Was anybody found here?” she asked. They were a good fifty metres from the main school building behind them, with the street-facing fence and the toilet block to their right, the back fence in front of them, and a narrow space between the fence in front of them and the other outbuilding to their right.

Hope, sliding herself sideways into the space between the building and the fence without pausing, didn’t seem to have heard. Viv followed her, feeling rather amusedly like she was up to a forbidden adventure in school, and after some moments of shuffling, found herself in a much wider area that opened up as the fence dog-legged and left a large, irregular section of free space behind the outbuilding.

Viv didn’t recognise this place from any of the photos in the file that Hope had given her, and the principal hadn’t pointed at this area when talking about body parts. The fence, she was also rather sure, had been quite straight on the school map.

She asked again, “Was a body found here?”

“No,” said the agent. There was a distant look to her already fairly expressionless face, and it seemed as though she was looking at the world around them in a different way than Viv—or that she was looking at a different world than Viv. “But there’s a thinness around here that makes me suspicious. Anywhere too thin is somewhere even behindkind from the deepest Behind can push their way through without having to live in the human world.”

“So there’s access to Between here?” Viv said slowly. Was that the sense of loss she felt? Not a lingering death, but a dragging on the outskirts of reality that tried to suggest to the world that there was something more, something extra.

“It’s not Between, but it’s somewhere you could get to Between,” Hope said, confusing Viv.

At the very least, Viv knew that this was a between space of a human kind—far enough away from the main school building and teachers, and close enough to the fence with its overhanging trees for some privacy, this was the perfect spot for children to meet together.

So while Hope gazed at things Viv couldn’t see, Viv looked around at the human world. There was a girl’s hairband on the ground near her feet, and nearby, she was rather certain she saw a pack of cigarettes tucked between two bricks that were overhung by the bulging of bricks above them. She stepped closer and verified not just the pack’s existence, but the fullness of it. There were still a little over half of the cigarettes remaining.

Above the brick-line, on the stuccoed part of the outbuilding, someone had graffitied, “What is a building when it’s not a building?” which faintly Alice-in-Wonderland sentiment had been allowed to remain, perhaps as further proof that although the teachers didn’t come here, students did. The shifting leaves and sunlight around them danced over bricks and words, and seemed to make them move.

Hope made a small noise of irritation and said, “It would be helpful if we knew where the groundsman was.”

There wasn’t that much in terms of grounds, really. Viv gazed around the space, and then took a couple of steps back down the narrow channel that blocked them from view of the main building. It seemed unlikely that they wouldn’t be able to see the groundsman either as they crossed the grounds, or from here, unless he had ducked around either of the road-side perimeters of the school building itself just as she and Hope came into the open area.

Unless he was deliberately keeping out of sight, in other words.

“We might have to talk to the groundsman specifically, then,” she said, returning to the open space in some relief. It felt a little claustrophobic in the space between wall and fence. “Do you think he knows we’re here to look into the murders?”

“If he’s behindkind, and originally from Melbourne, he probably knows. Forex has been a pretty strong presence here for at least fifty years; agents are pretty well known.”

“You do stand out a bit,” admitted Viv. Hope’s eyes still ran over the space in front of her, and there was nothing wrong with her exactly, but there was something so clearly not all right, either. “So what do you think is getting through here?”

“I’m more concerned with where they’re coming through,” said Hope. She added, “And how. Once we know that, we can close it up and make sure nothing keeps coming through. That’s the important bit.”

“If we don’t know what it is, can we actually close it up?” Viv asked. She wasn’t trying to argue, but Hope’s way of doing things was so unfamiliar to her that she couldn’t quite get a grip on why things were being done the way Hope did them. “It seems like it would be pretty easy for something to keep coming through if we don’t know what they are.”

“That’s why we want to find out the how,” the agent said crisply. “Because then it still doesn’t matter.”

Viv found it very hard to control her expression for a few moments, without the relief of being able to turn and make a face at the empty space beside her where Luca was not, as usual, standing. She thought she knew what Luca would have said—some version of “if we know what the behindkind species is, that will tell us how”—but she didn’t think Hope was prepared to listen to that.

She had got far too used to letting Luca do all the work, thought Viv severely, ignoring the fact that until now, Luca himself had been her work. She didn’t have the same kind of resources or knowledge as Hope did, and it would be silly to pretend she knew better. She would, she supposed, eventually learn to trust Hope—though not in the way she had come to trust Luca.

Viv heard footsteps, quick and soft, and looked around just in time to see someone emerge from the channel between fence and wall. It was a schoolgirl of perhaps eleven or twelve, her shoes scuffed and her socks dirty, with long brown hair allowed to hang free in a fuzz of split ends. Her face was angular, her lips nearly as pale as her freckles, and the eyes that met Viv’s were brown, and as flat and undisturbed as a dam in a parched field.

For a few moments, they just looked at each other, and Viv’s stomach turned over at the blankness of the girl’s face—the complete absence of any kind of emotion or thought.

“It’s all right,” she said. The kid was probably scared she’d been caught in an out-of-bounds area. “I’m not a teacher.”

That didn’t prompt any kind of expression on the girl’s face, but it did make her blink a couple of times, as though Viv had broken a spell. The girl seemed to relax just slightly.

“Send her back to the playground,” came Hope’s voice, from over Viv’s shoulder. “The Principal said so.”

Viv didn’t think the schoolgirl missed her involuntary but fleeting eyeroll. She asked her, “You come here to get a bit of time away from the other kids?” in a friendly sort of way. The stiff way the kid was holding herself was very familiar.

The girl’s chapped lips pressed together and then released, leaving them pale and uncertain. “They’re okay,” she said. “No one’s being mean to me.”

“That’s good,” said Viv, without believing a word of it. “I’m Viv. What’s your name?”

“Jessica,” the girl said reluctantly.

“Heard you’ve been having some pretty scary stuff happening around here,” Viv said lightly. “Did you at least get some time off school out of it?”

For the first time, she saw an emotion pass over Jessica’s face: brows up and frozen, eyes just a little bit too wide, and her nostrils slightly flared to draw in more oxygen.

Jessica was frightened.

“Yeah, I don’t know anything about that,” she said at last. Then she turned and scuttled back around the wall of the building and out of sight.

Viv was left to kick herself for being too blunt about things—but not for long. Behind her, Hope made a strangled sort of yell that was muffled by the dull thud that immediately followed. Cold with sudden fear, Viv spun on her heel and found that Hope had disappeared. No, not disappeared: she had been flung across the space from the fence into the wall of the outbuilding, where she slumped as though tacked to the bricks, a high, breathy exhale of pain trickling from her no-doubt momentarily crushed lungs.

Viv hesitated for a second, afraid that she would be likewise thrown across the space, and then, ashamed, hurried forwards to try and help Hope get up from what looked like a very uncomfortable slouch.

But when she grabbed Hope’s arms at the elbows to try and lift her enough to either sit her comfortably on the ground or help her stand, there was resistance from the wall itself. Viv’s eyes, shocked and wide, trailed over to the place where Hope’s shoulders should be against the wall, and saw that they were inside the wall.

She had not hit the wall—she had been partially torn through the wall. And something was continuing to try and haul her right through it as she desperately tried to breathe.

Viv grabbed Hope’s upper arms, throwing her weight backwards, her eyes running over Hope from shoulders to waist, but although she could feel the strong pull that fought against her, she couldn’t see hands, rope, arms, or even claws.

She dropped her weight lower into her bent knees and backside, still pulling back with all of her weight, and there was a brief feeling of coming unstuck before both of them were snatched forwards again, and Viv nearly lost hold of the other woman’s arms.

“Don’t let go!” gasped Hope, gripping Viv’s cardigan on both sides as Viv tried to get to her feet again.

Her left shoulder jerked backwards, pulling Viv forwards again and tearing Hope out of her grip. Viv caught herself with her left hand, now free, and for a moment she thought she could feel some sort of flesh instead of brick, though she wasn’t entirely sure that it wasn’t stone, either.

There was a moment when Viv breathed—and perhaps that breath said, “No, ya don’t,” with a thread of her Voice in it—and the flesh beneath her hand breathed, too. Perhaps the building itself breathed, and then the tug against Hope simply…dropped. The two of them scrambled away from the wall and then collapsed on the ground, both gasping for breath and shaking with the effort of pulling away.

“What was that?” demanded Viv, once she could speak properly again.

“Don’t know,” Hope said, her voice thin and breakable. She began to dust down the knees of her trousers as though she needed to be doing something but didn’t have the strength yet to stand—and perhaps she didn’t, because she took a few minutes fussing over her knees and lapels before she climbed to her feet.

“We’ve found where the kids are being taken, then, I suppose,” said Viv. “Are we going to come back with…I don’t know, reinforcements?”

“Maybe, and not yet,” Hope said, still rather hoarsely. “First, we need the groundskeeper.”

That was easier said than done, it turned out. Viv paced the entire length of the school on one side while Hope determinedly kept up with her, breathing laboured. By the time they had circled the school and were coming back towards the toilet-block end, she was breathing nearly normally, though she massaged her shoulder absently as she walked. She was, however, very obviously annoyed.

Viv, the base of her neck throbbing with a dull ache and every second step catching with the pinch of sciatica, both understood and mirrored the annoyance. She wanted a hot bath with some Epsom salts, and then to lay down somewhere flat and carpeted with something under her neck right where the warm ball of ache had lodged.

“Unless he’s circling the building in time with us, we should have seen him,” she said, as they passed the toilet block on their left once again.

“She did say he’d be hard to find,” Hope said, giving vent to a short, sharp breath of exasperation.

Much to Viv’s relief, she stopped as she said it, her eyes ranging around the school yard, now filled with children playing at little lunch.

Her attention caught by something that moved towards her left, between fence and toilet block, Viv said, “Oh, hang on,” and then, belatedly, as her eyes took in the stanchion where she had thought there was movement, she added, “Never mind.”

Only there hadn’t been a stanchion there before. There was no reason for one to be there at all, in fact. If it had been a little bit farther back, closer to the building, it might have been part of something that originally joined to the fence, or that indicated a parking spot.

But it was just a little bit too far away for that.

It was also, Viv realised, her eyes now observing it narrowly, a bit too broad and a bit too tall to be a stanchion. It also had a very worried sort of brow-line where it might have had a face if a stanchion could have a face.

A year ago, Viv would never have approached a stanchion and said to it, “It’s too late. I can see you. You might as well come out and talk to us.”

She wasn’t sure what she expected to happen, exactly. She did know that it didn’t really involve the way the stanchion straightened a little, shook itself, and sort of shivered out and up and into a human.

Well, into something that looked like a human. If you didn’t look too closely.

“Sorry,” said the human-ish stanchion. “It’s sorta habit.”

“Yes,” Viv said uneasily, unsure of what else to say. “Yes, I see.”

For a brief moment, she saw her own startled, confused, and slightly disturbed expression flash across the behindkind’s face. As though that mimicry had made it able to interpret the expression, it said to her in an explanatory manner, “I’m a mimic. We’re superhuman.”

“You’re subhuman,” Hope said flatly. “It’s why your designation doesn’t allow you to have access to any job that involves money or power. What’s going on behind the building over there?”

“His designation?” Viv said, still caught on designation and doesn’t allow access.

“I don’t know,” the mimic said, its eyes darting swiftly between Hope and Viv. There was a momentary swell in the shouting of children as the bell rang to call them back into class, but it didn’t raise its voice to be heard over the cacophony. “That’s a nasty bit of the grounds. I don’t go over there.”

“You must,” said Viv, who hadn’t missed the fact that the area had been swept—and swept recently. The hair tie had still been there from the morning, or perhaps left behind for its owner to reclaim, but there had only been a few leaves sprinkled across the ground. “It’s all swept out over there. You can’t tell me that those leaves don’t cover the whole place every day.”

“I keep it tidy,” said the mimic, its not-quite-human face phasing so quickly between pleased and guilty that it was uncanny. “I get in and get out. It’s dangerous over there.”

“Dangerous in what way?” Hope asked it. “I couldn’t see anything but empty space there.”

“That’s the bit I don’t like,” the mimic said, shivering. “The emptiness. Can’t tell what it’ll call in there.”

Hope’s eyes rested on it. “That’s not a documented phenomenon.”

“I don’t think the thing that’s been grabbing people cares about that,” said the mimic.

“What has been grabbing people?” Hope demanded sharply. “What have you seen?”

“I didn’t see anything. I don’t know what it is,” the mimic said. It seemed to hunch in on itself, and its outline became more fluid, as though it might ripple into another form. “I just know that corner is bad news and the kids like it.”

The agent kept her eyes on him, hard and unconvinced, for several long, uncomfortable seconds. Then she asked, “What happened with the first kid?” She frowned, consulted her small tablet, and added, “Chloe. The one called Chloe; what happened to her? What did you see?”

“She was being bullied,” the mimic said. It was speaking too quickly, as though it wanted to provide as much verbiage as possible to prove its usefulness. “She had a horrible life here, and she didn’t deserve to die like that. It shook up the power structure here; her friend who used to be bullied alongside her doesn’t get bullied anymore. She’d be happy about that.”

“I don’t need to know about the playground dynamics,” Hope told him curtly. “I need you to tell me what you know about any behindkind living in the school.”

“There aren’t any,” said the mimic, not quite as quickly, but still nervously. “And I didn’t see what happened to the kid; I told you. All I know is that the kids made her life hell, and now that she’s gone, the other kid isn’t being picked on anymore.”

“Is the other kid’s name Jessica?” asked Viv. If Hope wasn’t going to ask questions to which Viv thought the answers were pertinent, she might as well ask them herself. She was supposed to be stepping into a more independent role, after all.

The mimic looked at her in surprise. “Yeah. That’s the one. Reckon it scared a lot of the kids, ’cos the whole dynamic shifted.”

“Behindkind,” said Hope in a chiding sort of way. “We’re here to find out about behindkind.”

Maybe she just had a sore back, thought Viv, trying to be charitable. Her own shoulders were aching, and there was now a flaming tear of sciatica sawing through her left hip. Rescuing Hope from whatever had tried to haul her through a couple of layers of brick wall had been necessary, but it would also not be easily recovered from, unless Viv could find the Tea House nurse.

If the nurse was still there.

If the nurse had ever been there, Viv thought, rather sardonically. She had heard of the Tea House nurse, but never seen her—she had always been out, or not there yet, or just ducked into the garden, when Viv had been looking for her.

Most of her magical medical intervention had come from Luca and Jasper, in fact. Jasper was out of the question, and Luca was very nearly as out of the question; Viv would simply have to recover on her own, far more slowly, like she had done before she worked at the Tea House.

But she couldn’t help the thought that slipped out, rebelliously.

If Luca had been here, he might have been able to give her at least a little relief from the pain.

If Luca had been here, it wouldn’t have happened at all.

Viv shook off the thoughts uncomfortably, and found that paying attention to the world around her again was even more unpleasant. Hope was now, even more sharply, pressing the mimic for information that Viv was quite sure the mimic didn’t have, and it felt as though there were eyes on all three of them.

She tried to look around unobtrusively, wondering first, almost hopefully, if Luca had somehow guessed that she was thinking about him and appeared to see how she was getting along. Instead, she saw the glitter of eyes between the doors of the main school building, at about chest height. The eyes saw her just a few moments after she saw them, and a small rosebud mouth grinned at her in the same crack of shadow and light.

Viv was tempted to let the kid watch. The school was obviously uneasy and unsettled; the playground had been busy enough, but there had been an unease about it as the kids came out, and much the same as they went back into the building. Teachers looking around into the further edges of the school grounds; kids looking around at each other as if to make sure that all the other kids that had left for little lunch were returning to the school.

Maybe it would do them good to know that someone was looking into whatever was happening. Viv threw a glance towards Hope and the mimic, undecided, but the mimic’s face and body were shifting too much.

Viv turned and took a step back towards the building, and saw the eyes and mischievous mouth disappear.

Content, she stayed where she was, and heard the mimic say for at least the fourth time, its voice a nasal, complaining whine, “I don’t know how to get in! I don’t know what’s there!”

“Then you can come with us while we try to get in there,” Hope told it; and, grabbing it by the arm (or what looked like its arm), she pulled it across the now-empty playground and back towards the fence and the outbuildings.

Viv wasn’t quite sure exactly what Hope had expected to get out of returning to the space behind the outbuilding; she suspected that it wasn’t very much, and that the idea behind the move was along the lines of frightening or threatening the mimic rather than achieving anything useful.

She caught up with Hope and the mimic, and saw that the mimic’s face had ceased to produce any type of expression at all. It had fallen into a sort of mumbling reiteration of, “Dunno anything, dunno how to do it, you’re hurtin’ me arm, why are you doing this, dunno anything, dunno how,” while rocking itself backwards and forwards in tiny, jerky movements.

“You’re hurting…them,” Viv said, reaching for a pronoun and unsure which one, if any, fit the mimic. She had, she realised, been thinking of them as an it, and that was an unpleasant realisation.

“Then it should start talking and stop whinging,” Hope said, without looking at the mimic. She pushed them towards the wall that she had recently been partway through, and let them go to stagger forward. “Where’s the opening? What’s in there?”

“…dunno how, dunno anything,” mumbled the mimic, patting their hands across the surface of the wall. Those hands had lost the appearance of fingers and were now simply flat spatulas that made tiny plat plat sounds against the wall.

And, Viv noticed, already stepping forwards to stop the mimic’s useless movements and check their arm for damage, those hands were shadowed in a way that wasn’t quite normal. Almost as though they were dipping a centimetre or so into shadow that was liquid.

“It’s all right,” she said, stopping their hands so that they didn’t worry that she was going to grab their arm, too. “Stop for a bit. I can see something. Maybe try to sort of…go back a bit with your change and then try to look human again from there. You’re bruised: it might help that, and it’ll make sure no one sees you like this.”

The mimic looked up at her with wide, alien eyes and shivered slightly. Everything about them rippled outward, including the eyes, and then sucked back inwards into a far more cohesive human appearance.

“There you go,” said Viv. “Looking good. Stay here for a sec.”

Jasper had said that she wasn’t able to get into Between by herself; even when she had passed through his door into his room, it had been because he had made sure she was able to do so. There was something here that was Between, or close to it, but it made sense that none of the human kids or teachers or parents were able to pass through by accident. She had seen the section of the file that listed the forebears of each victim and gave a percentage likelihood of them having any kind of Between ability, and that percentage had been between 0% and 0.5% for each of the victims.

It stood to reason that they had been allowed, or invited, to pass through in some way.

So Viv tried not to look too closely at the wall, or the shadow that was somehow now swirling just a little bit, like oil on water, and walked forwards.

It felt as though the sun went out, or as though she had stepped into a perennially hidden cleft between two rocks.

“Oh,” said Viv, shivering. She could barely see, and even a few moments of blinking her eyes didn’t clear her vision very greatly. It was dark and cold within the shadow, and the air moved around her with a constant sort of push and pull, as if the shadow itself was alive and breathing around her. Worse, she could feel the edges of it: she could feel, rather than see, that she was in a tunnel that undulated slightly and was pinched down at the edges. It was as though the shadow was made from black plastic that was kept in tunnel shape by a constant shifting of air, and might collapse at any time.

“Viv?” Hope’s voice stabbed into the shadow, and suddenly Viv could see her. “How did you get in?”

“There’s a sort of door, I suppose?” Viv said, reaching out for Hope’s wrist. She found it, and pulled Hope into the shadow. The mimic came along with her, pulled along by a collar that probably wasn’t a collar. “I reckon it let me in. It’s probably letting people in based on some sort of criteria, and we hit that criteria this time.”

Perhaps Viv finding the way into the shadowy tunnel was a mistake; at the very least, it was inconvenient. Finding it seemed to throw Hope into a bloodhound sort of mode. She marched the mimic up and down the entire length of it to find a way out, or around, or even just a new space along its length; she made Viv take her in and out, and back in again, over and over again, as though it might open into a new space if they only entered it at the right time.

“There’s nothing there!” the mimic shrieked at last, when Hope made them go back out of the shadow only to turn around and push them back towards it. It was evidently irritated into indignation that went beyond fear, and had become verbose in its temporary courage. “It’s just empty space! I’m not hiding a secret behindkind club, or a door that goes Behind! I don’t even know why the kids want to hang around here! It’s dead creepy!”

“Listen,” said Hope, her lips thinning at this sign of rebelliousness. “You can either tell us what you know, properly, or I can have a few words with the behindkind overseers on this side of the Yarra. They’ll be happy to keep dropping in on you to make sure you’re not breaking any rules or causing any difficulties while you’re here. They’ll probably be interested to know that there are fundraising activities going on at the school, too; they consider that sort of thing working in a job with access to money in specific cases.”

“I didn’t do anything,” the mimic said miserably, hunching up again and taking on something of the colour and texture of the fence behind them. There was very little in their facsimile of a face that Viv could accurately judge their sincerity by, but she knew the rambling, nasally voice in which the mimic said, “I do all the things I’m supposed to do and I don’t do the things I shouldn’t do. I don’t even earn enough money to do all the things I’m allowed to do, and⁠—”

The mimic was at the end of its rope, had nothing more useful to share, and was now settling back in to chunter about how unfair it all was because they had no real way of changing things or resetting the balance in their own favour. There was something of hopelessness to the natter that kept going, sotto voce.

Interrupting the mimic in irritation, Hope said, “It takes me two minutes out of my way back this afternoon to make your life⁠—”

“They told us all they know,” Viv said impatiently, and without bothering to hide her disgust. To the mimic, she said more kindly, “You’d better get back to work, mate. We’re going, and we’re not going to be talking to anyone about you.”

The mimic didn’t wait for Hope to corroborate; they disappeared around the corner—and probably turned into something completely different as they did so. The agent didn’t try to follow them, however; she remained where she was, staring at Viv as though trying to gather her thoughts together.

That couldn’t be good.

“You can’t undermine me like that,” Hope said at last, her shoulders stiff and her head pulled back as if to give herself more height.

She didn’t need to: she was already taller than Viv was, with or without her low-heeled shoes.

“You can’t threaten people like that around here,” Viv retorted. “Number one, they don’t like it and it’s not fair; number two, you’re representing the Tea House while you’re with us.”

“Chris told me to report to him any time that you disobeyed orders or tried to undermine me,” Hope said bluntly, without addressing any of the things she had said. She probably knew she didn’t need to. “Do you want this to get back to him?”

“Do what you like,” Viv said, baffled. “I’m not going to stand aside while you terrorise people just because Chris won’t like me doing something about it.”

“They’re not people,” said Hope, as though explaining to a child. “They’re behindkind.”

Viv stared at her for quite some time before she found exactly the thing she was trying to say. “That’s funny, because I’ve heard the same thing about you. You’re not people; you’re not even strictly human any longer. You’re Agents. Am I supposed to let you get torn through a wall next time?”

“Another one of them is tearing up people and leaving them around the grounds,” said Hope, with some emphasis, her face flushed and annoyed in a way that Viv hadn’t thought possible for an agent.

“Yes, but it wasn’t this one,” she told Hope. “This one was trying to help us. And at least when they weren’t being terrorised, they gave us a lot of info that’s going to be very helpful.”

This time, Hope really did seem to pause and reflect. When she had done so, she said, “Tally up all those useful things you think he told you, and give me your results tomorrow. If they’re really useful, we’ll factor them in before we head out for the day. Let’s go look at the library before we leave.”


Chapter 5
Keep Morale High
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At dinner that night, even the agents were in the lunch room. The lunch lady was still not feeding them, but as Viv had suspected, the agents had their own food: they were each sipping something from grey pouches that didn’t look much like food, but did seem to provide some kind of sustenance. Even Hope, sitting at a table with her fellow agents, was doing the same. The pouches were an improvement on the empty bowls brought in and taken away with them, though.

“Think it’s concrete?” Viv asked BoRa. “Or maybe sealant?”

“Don’t know,” BoRa said shortly. “But they must think that Jasper’s going to start a revolution if they leave him alone for a minute, because they’ve got him over there surrounded. I’ve barely seen him all day, and when I have, he’s got a halo of agents around him.”

Viv threw a look across the room to where Jasper was, indeed, surrounded by Forex agents and sitting next to Chris. They were the only two with meals, although Chris’ looked like he had brought it from his desk. There was no sign of any emotion on Jasper’s face to show whether he appreciated or deprecated his position, and his glasses were mirrored so thoroughly that they very nearly flashed light.

“Maybe they really are afraid,” she said. “Maybe they’re holding him as a hostage to make sure the rest of us behave. Hope didn’t let me out of her sight the entire time we were out, so they must be afraid of something.”

BoRa’s eyes narrowed on her. “Who’s Hope?”

“The agent Chris put me with,” Viv told her. “She’s not too bad to me, but I don’t like how she treats the other people we have to work with.”

“Don’t go thinking they’re not too bad,” BoRa warned her. “They’re listening to us the entire time—even what we’re saying now. Don’t forget that she’s not your friend.”

“I didn’t think she was,” Viv said peaceably. “But I’m not going to call her hey and oi. How did you go with yours?”

The other girl grinned. “He’s asked to be reassigned. We ended up walking into a bit of a dicey situation that he wasn’t prepared for.”

Viv’s gaze rested on BoRa, who had not bothered to make any appearance of innocence and looked deeply pleased with herself. “Were you prepared for it?”

“I am always prepared,” BoRa said in satisfaction, and picked up another piece of fried chicken. “What about yours? Any fun?”

“She got pulled through a wall,” Viv said, as a shadow slipped past her and into the seat next to her. She felt her shoulders relax and thought that Luca must have started to use his healing on her, but when she turned her head automatically to look at him, he wasn’t touching her. He was simply sitting and looking at her, his pale hazel eyes bright, and somehow that allowed her to relax something she hadn’t realised was tight inside her chest. “I had to get her out of it.”

“You had to get her out, or she made you get her out?” BoRa asked.

It was nice, thought Viv, momentarily deaf to BoRa’s question in the unexpectedly warm, bright light of Luca’s welcoming smile, to have someone looking at you as though they were glad to see you just because you came home to eat dinner. She found herself smiling back without reserve, and that was far too dangerous, so she looked away.

Distantly, she remembered the question, and said vaguely, “It just happened. I don’t think she purposely got herself stuck—something attacked her. Stuff just sometimes happens while we’re working: that’s pretty normal.”

“Yeah, but it might not be about the work,” BoRa said, more plainly. “It might be more about how you react to it. So be careful what you say.”

“Got it,” Viv said, her throat suddenly very dry and her mind very much on the job again. BoRa wasn’t warning her to be careful what she actually said, she was telling her to be careful how she used her Voice.

She was being careful. She was being so careful. But the thing that frightened her more than anything else was that when she had used her Voice that morning, it had come without thinking, like normal speaking. It had come as though it was meant to be used, as though it would be harder to not use it. She didn’t think Hope had been in any state to notice, but she wasn’t sure of that, either.

She would have to remember that she wasn’t safe outside the Tea House, either. It was more obvious here, where Jasper was surrounded by a table full of agents who must have taken to the lunch room before anyone else, but it would be dangerous to forget that Hope was watching her just as closely outside the Tea House.

Luca stole a piece of fried chicken from her plate instead of waiting for the lunch lady and asked, “What’s happening? Why is your agent being pulled through walls? I couldn’t see much of the file this morning.”

“People are disappearing around a Melbourne primary school, and they’re turning up in scattered pieces.”

Luca brightened and sat up straighter. “How scattered?”

“Body parts within a six or so metre radius, sometimes without regard to elevation.”

“What does that mean?” asked BoRa. Her face was sculpted into an elegant sort of scowl, but that was just her concentration face, Viv had come to understand. “I understand all the words, but it doesn’t make sense all together to me.”

“Some of the bits were on the top of the school roof, and some of the bits were on the ground beside the wall, but if you looked straight down at them all, they’re still within a circle roughly twelve meters in diameter.”

BoRa nodded, her scowl smoothing away, and went back to her chicken.

“Do all the pieces of the people come back?” asked Luca.

Viv couldn’t help sighing a little bit as she put down her fork with fried chicken still impaled on it, seeping marinade. “No,” she said, resigning herself to hunger later. “Only some of the bits and pieces come back—stuff like feet and hands and heads. Sometimes hips.”

“Oh,” said Luca, as though it were suddenly clear. “That’s a troll.”

Viv couldn’t help glancing over at Bazza. She hissed at Luca, “What do you mean, it’s a troll!”

“There are lots of different trolls,” Luca told her. “Bazza is a rock troll, and he has a beautiful soul. There are also half-feral rock trolls, bridge trolls, root trolls, and cave trolls: the only thing they all have in common is the dandruff. Most of them like meat, and don’t much care where they get it.”

“They’re—do you mean they’re eating the people who are disappearing?” Viv demanded, her voice a bit higher than she’d meant it to be. She was suddenly very glad that she’d stopped eating.

“Only the bits they like,” Luca said out. “They throw out the rest.”

“All right, then how do we find it? Where is it hiding? Because we found a place where the schoolyard isn’t exactly right, but it’s like a whole big empty hallway with nothing in it, going nowhere.”

“Empty doesn’t always mean nothing there,” Luca said.

“Yes, Hope discovered that,” Viv said, rather dryly. “That was when the something tried to haul her through the wall and into the hallway; I only just managed to pull her back long enough for it to get tired and let her go.”

“Trolls don’t get tired,” said Luca, his pale eyes flitting over her face and then away again. “Did you see it?”

“No,” she said. “I felt it, for maybe a second or two. Then it let go of Hope and we got away from the wall as quickly as we could. It didn’t try to follow us out, thankfully.”

“It’s probably not a rock troll, then,” Luca said. “They like a nice bit of noon sunshine, so long as they can sleep in it for a while, and especially if there’s water nearby. Root trolls and cave trolls don’t like sunshine at all, and bridge trolls prefer to stay in the shadows because they know they’re ugly.”

“That’s not why bridge trolls stay in the shadows,” BoRa said flatly.

“Yes, it is,” Luca said, without looking at her. “Do you really want to find it, Viv? Trolls are dangerous and hard to fight. It’s better to ignore them if you can.”

“Not really,” Viv said, amused in spite of herself. “But it’s already killed a kid and a teacher. I can go look in the system to see what it says about trolls, but⁠—”

“I am an open book,” Luca said, waving away the dangling sentence. “If it’s a cave troll, you need to find its cave; if it’s a bridge troll, you need to find its bridge. Rock trolls and root trolls are more likely to be underground, or somewhere dark. You should find out where your hallway leads to.”

“We did try,” Viv said, sighing a little again. “We tried for a good two or three hours—pacing here and pacing there, getting stuck in cobwebby little corners and trying to find a door or an opening anywhere.”

“Maybe the door didn’t want to be found,” said Luca. “Viv, you’re all crooked again. What happened to your shoulders?”

“That happened when I was trying to pull Hope out of the wall.”

“Didn’t her little Agent Pack keep her out of trouble?” asked Luca, his gaze flicking over to the table where Hope sat with the other agents.

“She didn’t really have anything on her,” Viv said. “Apparently, it’s more important to keep undercover than it is not to be dragged through walls on this job.”

She said it rather tartly, because she still didn’t agree at all with that mindset—especially if Hope could have had access to something that would have prevented her being nearly torn apart by something that had already torn several people apart.

“I wonder,” said Luca, stealing another piece of fried chicken from Viv, “if she expected it to happen to you.”

His leg was lightly touching hers from knee to hip, despite the way he leaned his further arm on the tabletop, and his head on the palm of his hand. Viv had been aware of a faint prickle from the contact that was probably half shifting magic and half due to the contact itself, and there was already significantly less tightness in her shoulders, as well as a reduction of throbbing migraine in the sockets of her eyes.

“I hope not,” she said honestly. “I’d have less chance of getting out of it than she did.”

“Yes,” agreed Luca. “Unless she thought you had extra resources and wanted to know if you’d use them, then was caught in her own hubris.”

BoRa and Luca exchanged a look, and Viv felt colder and more worried than she had earlier. It was one thing for BoRa to be warning her about something; it was another thing entirely when Luca was also worried about it. She had been unsettled enough to think that she needed to be careful not to use her Voice—the thought of Hope being given the job of pressuring her into using it was highly unpleasant.

Luca, unexpectedly, asked, “Do you think she would have done the same for you?”

“I don’t know,” said Viv, her voice quieter in hopes of not catching attention. “I haven’t known her long enough.”

There were cameras in the lunch room now, too; if the presence of so many Forex agents hadn’t been enough to make Viv lower her voice automatically, the cameras would have done it. To her relief, however, Luca seemed to be done with that particular train of thought.

“It’s not much good poking around in a password tunnel,” he told her. He still didn’t bother to speak more softly; Viv wasn’t sure that he very much cared whether Forex heard him. At the very least, Luca was probably the one among them who could afford to annoy Forex the most without worrying too much about reprisals, and that was a relief. “That tunnel you said you found: it’s probably a password tunnel. You’ll need to find out the password before you can get in.”

“Oh, is that all?” Viv said, rather dryly. She very much doubted that any of the kids she had seen today would talk about anything so wildly out-of-pocket as a magical passageway that needed a password to enter it, especially to surveyors. “I’ll make sure I tell Hope that.”

Viv dreamt about the Tea House that night. Perhaps it was all the Forex cameras around the hallways and floors sinking into her subconscious, and turning the dream version of the Tea House into a dark, sinister labyrinth, but it was an unpleasant shock to find herself floating down the hallway of the second floor with her legs moving but no suggestion of actual walking.

She wasn’t wearing any of her usual clothing, either; the ripple of white at the bottom edge of her vision made Viv aware that she was wearing a long, white dress that swept down to the carpet and hid her feet, and she could feel a belt at her waist.

The hallway also looked odd in a slightly distorted, fairground mirror type way, as though she was seeing from a slightly different perspective, or through trick lenses. The elevator doors up ahead curved slightly like a very smooth heat shimmer. Viv was so fixated on that, and trying to make it sit still in her vision, that it took her another three steps forward before she thought to wonder where she was going, and why.

She stopped, hovering where she was for a few moments, and she thought she swallowed to clear her throat—but if she wasn’t corporeal, did she really have a throat? That kept Viv frozen in indecision for a few moments longer before she abruptly started to walk again—and she did almost feel the floor beneath her feet, even if her soles didn’t make a noise against it—and continued up the hallway towards the elevator.

Viv walked briskly, and tried to feel the way that she walked briskly, embodied but perhaps invisible. But to her horror, it seemed to her as though she glided, her feet only dabbing lightly against the floor and pushing her along more swiftly than she should have been travelling.

She stopped just before the elevator, where the full-length mirror was, flanked by two potted plants, white fabric shifting and teasing at her vision until she finally turned her head, with a vague sense of dread.

Viv had positioned herself directly in between them, and she should have been able to see herself between the reflections of those two potted plants. But there was nothing to be seen except a faint shimmer that could have been heat haze—nothing but the other wall, framed with green foliage from the plants.

Am I a ghost? she wondered, staring into that empty mirror. But it felt less as though she were dead, and more as though the world was dead to her—or somehow disconnected from her in a way that left her without her reflection but still able to touch and feel it around her. It was true that she wasn’t quite as heavy as she ought to have been, and that she wasn’t moving quite as she would normally have done, but she could feel the floor. And when she reached out gingerly with a hand that she couldn’t see, Viv felt the touch of cold glass against her fingers and the mirror briefly fogged with the warmth of her fingers.

“I’m not dead,” she said, and it was cheering to be able to hear her own voice, even if it didn’t seem to fill the hallway like it should have done. “I’m not dead. I still have a Voice.”

Perhaps her Voice was the problem. Perhaps, just like Kyma’s Sponsor, who had gorged herself on so much life force and power that she could leave her body at night and go seeking for more, Viv’s Voice was draining her of her human essence and leaving just her soul and her Voice behind.

She had, after all, been practising lately. Worse, she had been getting better at using her Voice.

“Nope,” she said aloud. “We’re not going to think about that. Selkies don’t become ghosts because they use their Voices. I’m human, and I’m going to stay human. I am not going to turn into just a Voice, for Jasper or anyone else.”

The weight of her own existence seemed to settle on her again, and Viv felt as though she was really breathing again. Perhaps she was waking up.

Here we go, she thought, in relief. She was beginning to firm up and regain some semblance of human weightiness. Her feet seemed to really feel the floor again (why wasn’t she wearing slippers?) and then pressed down into it properly as her body took on its real weight under gravity. Viv looked down at those feet, and saw a puzzlingly long, smooth sweep of white silk that needed to be twitched aside before she could see her own feet, bare and with their toes scrunched into the floor as if to make sure she didn’t disappear again.

She followed the gentle, elegant folds of the dress up until she could see her hips, her waist, her arms, her torso, her shoulders, and felt as though she was really able to take in oxygen by the time her eyes were inexorably drawn to her face.

But instead of her own face, Viv saw the face of Kyma’s sponsor, cheeks slack and eyes a dark cutout, with their deep recess showing the faintest glimmer of Viv’s own eyes. The flowing white of the sponsor’s—or Viv’s—gown fell in a cape over shoulders that could have been either Viv’s or the sponsor’s, joining the flow of the rest of the gown in elegant curves against the floor.

She had last seen the Sponsor in exactly this dress, with very nearly the same slackness of expression as she was led away to her creeping death by a pod of selkies.

With shaking fingers, Viv raised her hands and tried to pull away the face that she could see there as though it was a mask, but it wouldn’t come away.

“I’m not you,” she said to the sponsor’s face. “I’m not going to be you. Not even in a dream.”

She realised that it was true as she said it. This was a dream.

I’m asleep, Viv thought at last, cold with relief. I’m asleep, and it’s no good trying to change things.

She didn’t mean to, but she found herself looking around instinctively for Luca. If he was here somewhere, maybe he would be able to help her to find the way out. She so rarely had nightmares that it was something of a shock to have been having so many of them lately. It was hard to know what she was supposed to do, or where she was supposed to go in nightmares that had a bit too much reason to them.

At any rate, Viv knew she didn’t want to stay near this mirror that lied to her.

She tried to press the elevator button; and when that failed, she tried to pass through the elevator doors like everyone else in the Tea House seemed to be able to do without trouble. Neither worked, and when she huffed out an irritated breath, it didn’t seem to stir the air, though she felt it against her lips.

If she couldn’t get to Luca, it was time to see who she could get to. Knowing that she was dreaming didn’t seem to have made it possible for her to wake up, and if she was only able to move around the second floor, she at least had access to the other Tea House denizens.

Hopefully, thought Viv turning around slowly to retrace her steps, the Forex agents weren’t inclined to sense dream-versions of staff members wafting about the halls; they had their rooms in the corridor that made a T-piece of the main corridor where the staff lived and slept, and Viv had seen the huge, strange pods they apparently slept in being carried past for installation on the second day. Mechanical sleep suggested that they wouldn’t dream, she thought.

Jasper was sitting outside the door of his room when Viv turned around, and the sight of him was such a relief that she felt a physical release of breath in her chest. He wore what looked like silken pyjamas, and he sat with his back against the hallway wall and his knees pulled up close to his chest as though he was a little boy.

In fact, it was a little boy, thought Viv, blinking. The figure was far too small and slim to be Jasper—and yet, it certainly was him. She started down the hallway again, relief flooding her chest when each footstep sank just as deeply into the carpet as it should have, and the flickering of dark blue satin made her aware that she was now wearing her pyjamas as she ought to have been.

“Jasper?” she said quietly, when she was closer.

It was certainly a little boy, and that little boy was just as certainly Jasper. He looked up at her, his face blank and emotionless—or perhaps just hopeless—and there was no sign of recognition when he said, “Yes, of course.”

“You don’t look like yourself,” she said.

Jasper looked down at his hands and legs, and seemed to study them for a few moments. Then he lengthened, broadened in the shoulders and hips, and one leg stretched out until it was straight on the carpet. When Viv looked back at boy Jasper’s face, she saw instead adult Jasper’s face. His head had dropped back against the wall instead of hunching over his knees, and there was a great tiredness in his eyes.

“Someone kick you out of your room?” Viv asked him, and heard the swift inhale that hissed past his teeth, though Jasper’s expression didn’t change. “Was it the ghost of your dad?”

“How did you get here, Viv?”

“I’m not a ghost, if that’s what you’re thinking,” she said to him. She was almost light with relief that her face and body must look normal to Jasper, at least.

Jasper surprised her by laughing, though it was something of a sardonic laugh. “I’m afraid you’ll have to prove otherwise if you expect me to believe you,” he said, but the way he tilted his head to look up at her, and the expression in his eyes, said that he did know that she was there, and real.

“I’m not really sure how you expect me to do that,” she said. “But I can help you try to get back into your room, if you like.”

“After last time? I think not.”

“I didn’t say I’d go back in with you,” she pointed out. “Hang on—does he stab you, too?”

“Sometimes,” said Jasper. “But usually he doesn’t get me unless I’m in the nightmare. He’s not completely real.”

“Yes, I remember you saying that,” Viv remarked, sitting down next to him. “I don’t see why you have to go back into your room if we’re dreaming, then. You’ll get just as much rest being out here as you will in there.”

“Oh, significantly more!” Jasper agreed. “So long as you’re actually the real Viv.”

“I suppose you have a plethora of pretend Vivs coming in and out of your dreams,” Viv retorted. “Absolute rubbish! Nobody cares enough about me to pretend to be me. You can come or not come with me, but—oh⁠—”

The hallway had melted away around them, and they now sat within Viv’s suite, with their backs against the couch instead of the hallway wall. When Viv looked over at Jasper with wide eyes, he was equally silent—and equally surprised, if the one raised eyebrow was any indicator.

“Well now,” said Jasper into the silence. “That was actually very convincing.”

“The other Vivs can’t remix the Tea House?”

“No,” he said. “None of them can do exactly what you can do.”

“Maybe I should try to get rid of your dad, then—while I’m here.”

She had meant it more as a joke than anything else, but Jasper turned sharply to face her and snapped, “Absolutely not! You will stay away from my room, and away from all that remains of my father!”

Viv almost retorted in kind, but it occurred to her just in time that Jasper wasn’t angry. Not actually angry. He was frightened—so frightened that all he could do was snap and snarl and stiffen his hackles.

So she said instead, “Why is he always hanging around in your room? Does he just like killing people in their sleep? What does he want?”

Jasper’s laugh was so grey and dry that Viv nearly put her arm around him for comfort. “Me,” he said. “Or my soul, I suppose you could say. He’s just waiting until the day that I’m desperate enough to ask him for help, because he already has a price he wants me to pay.”

“Ah,” said Viv. “I suppose that’s why you’re turtling and pretending that everything is okay here at the Tea House even though none of us have seen you since yesterday. You don’t want to ask anyone for help, let alone the shade of your dad.”

Jasper’s back stiffened. “Everything is fine. It’s just a matter of time before Forex gets tired of poking at the Tea House and leaves.”

“I don’t think they’re planning on leaving,” Viv said. “Not until they get whatever it is they want.”

“At any rate, there’s nobody who can help in this situation; I simply have to see things to the end.”

That was nonsense, thought Viv, unimpressed. “What do they want here?” she asked him. Maybe he would be more willing to talk in a dream than in real life. She wasn’t completely convinced that this was Actual Jasper and not just a highly accurate dream-facsimile her brain had thrown at her, but she thought she might as well take advantage of the time if it was real Jasper.

“I don’t know,” Jasper said wearily. Perhaps he still wasn’t sure if she was Real Viv or a Dream Viv. “Chris only tells me what he wants me to know—and I’m only ever about fifty percent sure that anything he tells me is actually the truth. Whatever it is, he’s only going to grip tighter if the Tea House feels like it’s slipping through his fingers, so it would be best if BoRa and Luca stop causing issues.”

Viv would have told him that it wasn’t BoRa and Luca at fault in this situation, but Jasper looked so tired, his eyelids closing as if he couldn’t help it and then opening again in weary determination to stay awake as his head dropped forward.

“You can sleep on my couch, if you like,” she said; and as if that permission had unlocked something in the dream, Jasper was suddenly lying on the couch with one of her cushions under his head.

Jasper sat up immediately, his eyes wide but still glassy, and said, “How on earth—Viv! What did you do?”

That was a nice change, Viv supposed, someone assuming that this was her dream and her doing instead of insisting that it was their dream. “No idea!” she said cheerfully, getting up from the floor to sit in the armchair that wasn’t occupied by a sleeping SooAh. “But at least I did it on purpose this time! You might as well try to get to sleep, or deeper asleep. Your dad, or the ghost of your dad—whatever he is—won’t be able to get in here.”

To her surprise, he did actually lay back down, and soon his eyes had fluttered shut again. Viv watched his breathing slow and become regular, and before he became quite relaxed, she said softly, “Jasper?”

He didn’t open his eyes. “Viv?” he murmured in return.

“Wear something grey tomorrow if this is really you. We need to know that we’ll be able to talk to you reliably outside Forex’s oversight.”

“No, you don’t,” said Jasper, and fell asleep.

When Viv woke the next morning there was, of course, no one on her couch. It looked very slightly dented, as though someone might have lain there for a while; but since SooAh was still sleeping on one of the armchairs nearby, and tended to play by herself in the room while Viv was asleep, it seemed unlikely to have been made by anyone but the small fae girl.

SooAh, said a small thought at the back of Viv’s mind as she dressed herself. SooAh had been with Bazza all of yesterday, but where she really needed to be was with her father—at least while the Tea House sorted out its problems. Viv didn’t put it past Chris to use SooAh as leverage in much the same way that he was beginning, she was convinced, to use Jasper. She had been expecting the chollima to arrive either last night or tonight for his somewhat weekly get-together with SooAh; perhaps it would be possible to convince him to take her somewhere else safer, for a little while.

Hope was already at the table with the other Forex agents when Viv got to the lunch room with SooAh. SooAh danced away to sit with Bazza, so Viv slid into the seat opposite them and next to BoRa, who was very nearly finished eating. Her left hip was already twinging with sciatica and there was a ball of dull pain in her left shoulder—probably from dragging Hope back out of the wall yesterday. She should really be glad that it wasn’t worse than it was, but Viv felt irritated, instead.

Hope didn’t look in her direction, more by intent than chance, Viv thought. She was probably still annoyed at Viv. That was fine. Viv was annoyed, too.

“Where’s Luca?” she asked BoRa, when her own breakfast had arrived and BoRa seemed to be on the point of getting up. “And where’s Jasper?”

“Who knows?” BoRa said grimly. “I haven’t seen Jasper since last night—and I broke into his room to get to him, too. Your little man is probably somewhere making mischief.”

“That’s not good,” said Viv, anxiety spiking. “Let me know if you see either of them. I’m back out with Hope today, and if we get anywhere with the kids or teachers, we might have a run-in with a troll.”

“I’m out to have fun with another partner,” said BoRa, showing her teeth in a dangerous grin. “Good luck. Don’t die.”

She was gone with her bowl before Viv could do more than laugh, and a few minutes later, Hope was standing by her table, very obviously waiting for her to finish. Viv sighed and took her not-quite-empty plate back to the lunch lady, who glared at her, then rejoined Hope just in time to catch the elevator.

The agent was still stiff and somewhat forbidding until they got outside the Tea House, at which point she said abruptly, “Are we going to have trouble again today?”

Trouble, gathered Viv, meant her saying something when Hope did things that she didn’t agree with. “That depends; are we going to be shaking down behindkind who already don’t have much going for them?” she retorted. Then she hesitated and said more persuasively, “Look, I think the kids know a lot more than you think they do—and I think the mimic knows that, and was trying to tell us that before we scared them into only sharing plain facts.”

Hope threw her a look that was at once sharp and accusatory. “Then we’re agreed that we need to talk to the mimic again. Are you going to undermine me again today if I try to get more information out of it?”

“Yes, of course,” said Viv, in surprise. “If you’re going to do it like you did yesterday. It wasn’t a one-day-only special! If I’m not going to let Luca murder people out-of-hand, I’m certainly not going to let you threaten them out-of-hand. If we ask them nicely, especially about something they said yesterday, I think we’ll find that the mimic will have something to say that might include names of some of the kids. There’s a couple of questions I want to ask, myself.”

“This isn’t the sort of thing you can just do with Forex,” said Hope, as much in apparent bafflement as flat annoyance. “You know they can sack you, right?”

“I’ve had some time to think about what I will and won’t accept,” Viv said. Brave words, but she still didn’t entirely trust herself to stick to them if her bluff didn’t work. She still had no idea what she’d do if she really did get kicked out of the Tea House. She had some savings that had grown comfortably over the last few months, but those wouldn’t last forever, especially if she didn’t have another job to go to. “And killing and threatening people on the job aren’t things I’m willing to accept. They can sack me if that doesn’t work for them.”

“You don’t have to do it yourself,” said Hope, even more baffled.

“Yes: I just have to stand by and let it happen,” Viv retorted. “I’m not doing that, either.”

“How—what do you mean that you wouldn’t let Luca murder people out-of-hand? How on earth do you stop him?”

“I don’t,” Viv said. “He stops himself. He started listening, and paying attention, and then he started stopping himself. He’s still far too comfortable with murder as an answer to a lot of problems, but at least he doesn’t outright execute anyone who hasn’t either killed anyone or isn’t attacking someone else at the time.”

It wasn’t until she saw how closely Hope was watching her that she realised the question had had a different suggestion to it. Hope had thought that she had been using her Voice on Luca to keep him under control—and she wasn’t far off, Viv thought, wanting to be fair. Jasper had hired her exactly for that purpose, and it wasn’t from any lack of trying on Jasper’s part that Viv hadn’t ended up doing exactly that.

“If this isn’t going to work for you, you’d probably better talk to Chris and find a new partner,” she said. “You don’t have to stick with me if it doesn’t work for you.”

“It isn’t as simple as that,” Hope said, her voice subtly guarded. “The agency is a structure, and all the little parts are meant to do their job.”

“Or get slotted out for a new part?” suggested Viv.

She hadn’t meant it to sting, but Hope’s head jerked back as if Viv had slapped her, and then it seemed as if she was having so much trouble trying to find something to say that Viv immediately felt regretful.

“Sorry!” she said. “I didn’t mean to be rude, or—or—or anything. It was a bit of a joke because I know the way that business structures go.”

Hope smoothed her already perfectly tidy hair back, and seemed to smooth out her face at the same time. “No,” she said quickly. “It’s nothing. Give me your little list you said you’d make; you can take the lead with the mimic today.”

She hurried down the pathway towards the road and the waiting taxi, and Viv, mystified but aware that she had struck home in a way she never intended, followed her out onto the street.

It was easier to find the mimic that day, much to Viv’s relief. Hope was already on-edge and inclined to be snappy, and having to look for the mimic again might have compromised the better relationship Viv had been hoping to build with them.

She was also relieved when Hope really did let her begin the conversation—though not as relieved, she thought, as the mimic was when they realised that Viv was the one talking to them.

“You didn’t tell us your name, last time,” she said. “The school records say that you’re Robert Holmes, but I’m guessing that’s not your real name?”

Cautiously, the mimic said, “My name is Bobbert. The transliteration isn’t hard, but they still call me Rob.”

“Yes, I suppose they would,” Viv said.

“I don’t mind them doing it,” added the mimic. “It means I am assimilating. But I like my name better.”

“It is very um, perky,” said Viv, wondering if that was an appropriate thing to say.

The mimic’s face seemed to open out in a flower-like sort of way; they smiled at Viv and said, “Yes. When I sprouted, my Imprint said that I was a flower.”

Viv would have liked to have asked what an Imprint was, but she could feel Hope shifting impatiently next to her, and the mimic could, too. Instead, she said, “You told us that the kid who got killed was being bullied before she died.”

“Yes; her and her little friend. The other kids laughed at them, took their lunch, and made up silly names for them. Sometimes, they pushed them over or pretended they didn’t see the girls and ran right into them.”

“And the girl who died was bullied right up until she died, but her friend made it out of the line of fire?”

“Yeah,” agreed Bobbert. “She was a quiet little thing, the friend. But she had that human thing that keeps people going. Guts. She had guts.”

“The friend who had guts—Jessica,” said Viv. “What changed after her friend died? You said that she wasn’t picked on after that, didn’t you?”

The mimic executed a perfectly human shrug. “They all treat her differently now; I thought maybe it was shock, or something. Sometimes kids don’t realise how things can turn out until something really bad happens.”

“Did everyone change around Jessica, or just the kids? How do the teachers treat her?”

“They seem to like her better, but not like the other kids. The other kids…well, they seem to revere her, now.”

“Right after her friend died?”

“Yeah. I figured that they’d all gone through something together that they weren’t expecting.”

“You think all the kids know about whatever it is killing people?” She had already had that suspicion, but now that the mimic was really talking, she wanted to confirm it if possible.

Even Hope, her blue eyes sharp and attentive, seemed to be listening.

“They had to know, at least that little group,” the mimic said. Their usually uncertain voice was clear and confident. “They all go around together, and they were all off at lunch when the kid died. Whatever it was, it changed those kids specifically.”

“Do you think they seem traumatised?” asked Viv. She wasn’t sure the mimic knew exactly what traumatised was—and she was even less sure that the children she had seen yesterday were suffering any such mental turmoil—but even if they didn’t show it, or the mimic didn’t know it, it seemed likely.

Bobbert took a long time to think about it. They took so long, in fact, that Hope began to shift impatiently and look at her watch, though she tried to settle herself when Viv looked pleadingly at her.

“Dunno,” the mimic said at last. “The thing is, some of ’em were, at least for a few weeks. And then they were sorta excited and wild.”

“What else changed around then? Apart from the second child dying?”

“Well, that’s when they all started playing their Red Rover game—after the first kid died. Then a teacher got interested and died, and they were still playing.”

“There’s another kid,” Viv said. She took a moment to picture the face she had seen through a crack in the door, and added, “Brown eyes, cheeky—freckles over the nose and curly brown hair.”

“That’s Fiona,” said Bobbert. “She’s the original little ringleader. If anyone started it all, she did. She’s the sort that usually starts and finishes things; I’m not sure how that’s working with Jessica, though.”

Hope, Viv noticed, had begun to look very thoughtful. “Are they all in the same class?” she asked.

The mimic didn’t exactly flinch, but their eyes were lowered when they answered her, and they didn’t quite look right at her. “All but two are in the same class. Fiona and Michael are a grade below the others.”

So the ringleader was younger, was she? thought Viv, her eyebrows rising. That was not completely surprising. She had gone to school with a couple of girls, and one boy, who ran their school playground with a rod of iron despite being a year or two younger than the oldest students. It wasn’t about age as much as it was about personality—or a complete lack of any sense of consequence, adult responsibility, or personhood.

“Are they likely to talk, do you think?” she asked Bobbert. “Which ones are more likely?”

“If you want to speak to ’em, you’ll need to get them all apart from each other,” the mimic told her. “Jessica, Kelly, Fiona, Brett, Michael, and Colin. They’re the inner group, but you might be able to get some of the kids on the outskirts to talk. You won’t get much out of Fiona or Jessica, but Kelly might talk, if she thinks she’ll get in trouble with her mum. Colin might talk if you offer him something he wants, and Brett would only talk if he thought that the others had kicked him out of the group.”

“I’ll talk to the headmistress and see what she says,” Hope said grimly into the silence that followed the mimic’s burst of information. “But I don’t think she’s going to like it.”

The headmistress didn’t like it—but they were still reluctantly given permission to talk to the students, thanks to Hope’s very careful warnings and dire pronouncements. They were not to tell the children who they were, or what they thought they were looking for, but they could talk to them.

“I don’t want anything getting back to their parents!” the headmistress said sternly, as though she had forgotten they weren’t her students.

“That was smooth,” Viv said, in some appreciation, when they were in what must have been the detention room, waiting on the headmistress to bring them the first child to talk to. “Now she’s doing what we want her to do and she isn’t all ruffled feathers about it!”

Hope looked as if she was trying very hard not to look pleased. “I am pretty good at my job,” she said. “Even…even if we don’t agree on methods.”

“Never doubted it!” said Viv promptly, and it felt as though the room was slightly friendlier by the time the first child arrived.

The headmistress had some nous when it came to choosing which child to send first: she sent, in order, Kelly, Brett, Colin, Michael, Jessica, and finally, Fiona. Kelly was giggly and nervous and inclined to avoid answering altogether when she didn’t think she could safely answer a question, a frustrating and childish method that Hope dealt with by employing steady, boring repetition.

When it was suggested that her mother wouldn’t be pleased to know that she’d been getting into trouble with other kids, she said sulkily, “It’s just a game. I didn’t do anything wrong! S’not our fault if some of the other kids can’t hack it. I want to talk to my mum!”

Hope’s eyes met Viv’s over the top of the girl’s blonde, curly hair. “Off you go, then,” Hope told Kelly.

Brett and Colin were both nearly as unhelpful as Kelly had been, though Brett’s eyes shifted worriedly when he asked if they had “talked to the others”. The mimic had obviously been correct there, too.

Michael was a small, obstinate, fiercely loyal and fiercely silent boy. Jessica kept her mouth closed and her blank eyes on Hope, though she flicked looks at Viv every now and then. Fiona was the only one of them who seemed to be enjoying herself—though she said even less of importance than even Michael—and at the end of her questioning, she asked in what seemed like genuine cheerfulness, “Are you asking all the kids questions, or is it just us?”

“Us?” asked Hope, and that made Fiona’s mouth shut, though she smiled just as sweetly at them.

“My friends,” she said. “I saw the headmistress taking Kelly out of class before she came for me.”

“We’re talking to everyone we think we need to talk to,” Hope said, without really answering her. “Off you go; back to class.”

It wasn’t until they were nearly at the front gate of the school that Viv realised how much the atmosphere in the school had shifted—and she realised only then because it was lunch time, and the children had started pouring out into the undercover area to eat and play and talk to each other.

But they were also doing something else; they were staring at Hope and Viv as they lingered by the front gate so that Hope could send a message, children talking to each other and furtively throwing looks and nudges between them. And the little group that had gathered at the front of the school building where parents and teachers would normally go in and out were all the children they had questioned just a little while ago.

They had failed, Viv realised, with a sinking heart. And now the little group knew that she and Hope were interested not just in the disappearances and deaths, but the group themselves. They would turn inward, insulate themselves, and make sure none of the other members of the group spoke out.

“They’re only twelve!” Hope said in disbelief, as the children shifted around the undercover area in small groups clumped together that threw furtive looks in their direction. “And the youngest two are eleven! Are they—are they trying to get each other killed?”

“How long have you been working as an agent now?” Viv asked her mildly. She was disappointed and worried, but not really surprised. “You might have been focusing on behindkind for so long that you forgot how savage little kids can be. Some of ’em don’t develop any sense of the personhood of other people or an idea of consequences until they’re teens. Some of them don’t develop it at all.”

Hope bit her lip, but didn’t reply. The pinch of skin between her brows said that she was deeply perturbed. “We should get back to the Tea House,” she said, shutting her phone with a very small click.

Viv, who hadn’t seen a flip phone in at least ten years, eyed it in fascination as Hope slipped it back into her pocket. “Why’s that?” she asked. “It’s starting to feel a bit claustrophobic in there. Why don’t we head to a café for lunch and see what else we can be getting done while we’re out? I think we’d do better to come back after dark, honestly.”

“Miss!” called a voice gaily. Fiona was skipping up to them from the group by the front of the school, and she called out, “Miss!” again to make sure she had their attention, even though she caught up to them a second or two later.

Hope looked down at her with an enquiring look. “What is it?”

“Are you coming back to see us again?”

“Probably,” said Viv, studying the child. “And I think you should all be very careful and look after each other until we do.”

“We’re all right,” Fiona said, grinning at them. “You don’t have to worry about us. We’re clever and fast.”

“It’s other people who have to watch out,” Viv said, as though agreeing.

“Exactly!” said Fiona brightly.

Viv didn’t think she knew how much she’d given away, but Hope’s face had gone absolutely blank and perhaps a little bit sick. To Fiona, Viv said, “So do you have any advice for us?”

Fiona’s brown eyes fairly sparkled. “Okay, but you can’t tell anyone else! You should try to get into history—Miss Holly said that history is a bridge to the past. And come back on a clearer night—or day!” she said. “It’ll be lots more fun!”

Then she ran away, laughing, and rejoined the group of kids that still waited and watched from the front of the school. Behind them all Viv saw Jessica lingering, still not quite part of the group but impacting it; the children nearest to her seemed to edge away slightly as though they might catch something from her.

“We’d better get out of here,” Viv said shortly. There was a pit of fatalistic dread in her stomach that made the emptiness of it feel sour. The kid had been playing with them, which was never a good thing. “I’ve got a feeling we’re going to lose another kid.”

“We’ll come back tonight, then,” said Hope. She hesitated, and then asked as she looked up and down the road for whatever taxi she had called, “Why does it feel claustrophobic at the Tea House? We’re still getting out every day.”

“I don’t like being told that I can’t leave my place of work unless it’s official business,” Viv said shortly. Hope wasn’t answering her, and wasn’t telling her why she wasn’t answering her, either. “Especially when—actually, no. I don’t need another reason. I don’t like being told that I can’t leave.”

“I can’t leave, either,” Hope pointed out. “Not unless I’m on business. It’s the same for all of us.”

“Not quite,” said Viv. “I’m the only one apart from SooAh who has family outside the Tea House and within visiting range. I haven’t even been to see my dad this week.”

“I didn’t think you got along with your father.”

Viv felt a tug of wry amusement that pulled at her irritation. “Oh, that’s in my file, is it?”

“We only see the files of the people we’re partnered with,” Hope offered, as though that made it better. “No one else has been given it.”

“Does that mean I can ask to see yours?”

Hope’s eyes shifted. “No,” she said. “It only applies if you’re an agent.”

That was somehow not very surprising. “I don’t get why you feel like it’s okay to be stuck inside, even if you are an agent,” said Viv. “Your employee loyalty is…something. Don’t you have family to see?”

“They wouldn’t recognise me, even if I did go to see them,” said Hope curtly.

Ah, thought Viv, wincing. She had really put her foot in it. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t think about the skinsuit thing before I spoke.”

“I’m one of the new generation of better-fitting skinsuits,” Hope said, as though glad to edge the conversation in another direction. “We look a lot more natural, and everything fits a bit better. It’s easier to forget that I’ve got one, I suppose.”

“Yeah, I suppose,” Viv said, because it was impossible to say that you really couldn’t forget about the skinsuit in so many different ways. She had forgotten to consider it when she spoke; she hadn’t forgotten that Hope was wearing someone else’s skin. She hesitated, and added, “Would you go back to see them, if you could?”

“I don’t know,” Hope said, and for the first time that Viv had heard, she sounded uncertain. “I hadn’t thought about it. I love them, of course…”

The words faded away into an unsaid but.

“Of course,” echoed Viv, wondering if it was just a generational thing to have family trauma by the time you were thirty. She could sympathise with I love them but… “Family is always hard. Even if you love them, sometimes it’s easier not to go back a lot.”

“I thought I’d feel worse about it,” confessed Hope. “But whenever I think about them, it’s just a mild sort of what a shame I can’t see them, and then I go on with my life.”

Maybe I’d be a bit healthier and happier if I could think like that, Viv thought to herself. Aloud, she said, “But you’d be allowed to see them if you wanted to?”

“You’re allowed to see your dad. I mean, I’m allowed to let you visit your family,” Hope said, and then flushed. She added, “So long as I’m with you.”

Viv stared at her, caught between amusement and anger. “Does Chris think I’m going to pass notes to my dad if I don’t have a babysitter?”

“It’s the same rules for everyone.” Hope’s voice was defensive. “And it’s only until everything settles down and we know we aren’t going to get any leaks.”

Viv would have stopped her brows arching if she could have. Since it was too late to hide the incredulity with which she was looking at the agent, she went ahead and asked without trying to hide her feelings, “Who exactly does Chris think we’d be leaking information to?”

And leaks of what, exactly? she wondered.

“Well…It’s not an accusation; it’s a precaution,” Hope said uncertainly. “It’s all just procedure. You are allowed to see your dad! I just have to be around; I won’t get in the way.”

Ah, thought Viv, understanding at last. Nobody was really afraid she would leak anything to anyone: they would let her visit Dad because they thought it would be useful to them for her to visit. Was it because they wanted her to be in the best frame of mind to work, and they thought that Dad would help to achieve that? Or were they, as she feared, a bit too interested in Viv personally, and Hope would be able to observe and report back on Dad if she was invited in along with Viv?

“All right,” she said. There was only one way to figure it out. “Let’s go see Dad before we go home, then. He’s been messaging me all week asking when I’m going to come around and help him figure out his medication delivery. We might as well make that today.”


Chapter 6
Feed Your Soul
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Viv entered Stratton Heights from the entrance that fronted the Yarra, Hope following behind her and looking around in interest. It seemed to her that it would be safer for Hope not to see any potential soft places where Between might be impinging on the world of Stratton Heights—it was very hard to explain that she had never in her life known about Between and Behind while walking past areas she now knew could lead an unwary human into danger.

Or provide entrance to any small but dangerous denizen of Behind that might have mischief on its mind.

“’Afternoon, Viv!” called Tony’s voice from above the garden beds with their monsteras and retaining wall with its huge, spiky aloes that accompanied the sweep of the stairs upwards.

Viv craned her neck and saw his face appear for long enough to wave and grin at him. “’Afternoon!” she called back. His face had been watchful rather than friendly, and it occurred to her with a sense of well-being that Tony was letting her know he was there, and watching, and within call.

He must have recognised Hope for a Forex agent immediately.

Viv slid a glance sideways at Hope, and saw that the agent had paused on the stairs, still gazing up at the place Tony had disappeared.

“I forgot about that,” she said. “This is where the new guardian and his selkie live, too, isn’t it?”

“On a different level, but yes. Dad and Tony have a cuppa together sometimes, and Tony puts out Dad’s bin for him.”

Hope’s blue eyes rested on her thoughtfully for a moment before she began climbing the stairs again. “Is that because he knows what Tony is?”

“I don’t think Tony has talked to Dad about that,” Viv said. “And I certainly don’t discuss things like that with him. He thinks I’m working at some sort of boarding house, I’m pretty sure. Dad doesn’t…ask very many questions about stuff that isn’t—” she nearly said about himself, but managed to turn it into “—about the flat or his medications.”

“Doesn’t he get out of the house much?”

“Not much,” Viv agreed, and led the way around the corner and up the single step that brought them beneath the yawning cement overhang of the stairwell.

She knocked on the door just to give Dad notice that it wasn’t her alone, but entered without waiting for his reply, which came when she was already a step or two into the room. He was not, surprisingly, playing his game: he was doing a crossword puzzle in pen while the tv murmured in the background with cricket highlights from the out-of-country season games.

“’Afternoon!” she said cheerily. “Got time for a cuppa? This is Hope; she works with me.”

Dad perked up a little bit with his company face, and made a very good pretence of starting to get up. “I’ll make the tea,” he said. “There’s biscuits, too.”

“I’ll get it, Dad,” she told him. “Biscuits still where they were?”

His affirmative floated into the small kitchen after her. He had done his washing up, Viv was relieved to see; all that was in the sink was today’s usage. There were also two mugs sitting in the sink with tea stains in them—Tony must have been to see Dad today, too.

In the other room, Hope made polite conversation with Dad, who happily gave her the run-down on his health and current issues and gave her very little time to speak in between; by the time Viv came back in with the tea and biscuits, each of them seemed comfortable and easy with the other.

“The doctor says that I need to be careful this winter,” Dad said to Viv. “How’s your shoulder? I’ve been having trouble with mine these last couple of weeks; I think it might be frozen shoulder or something neurological. I’m tired all the time, these days.”

“I hope you told the doctor about it while you were there,” said Viv, choosing to go with the discussion rather than try to answer the question that had only been asked because it would lead to a further discussion of Dad’s ailments. “Did you get your blood checked, too?”

Dad shifted listlessly. “I got my bloods done. It was my normal time for those; I think they check them just to shut me up.”

“Doctors don’t check your blood for no reason,” Viv said soothingly. “You should mention your shoulder next time you go, if it’s still giving you trouble.”

“It doesn’t do any good,” Dad muttered. “They don’t listen, anyway.”

“At least they took your blood,” Viv said, trying to be cheerful. “Maybe your bloodwork will show something they can use to figure out why you’re tired all the time. Did you get your script filled while you were out?”

“I couldn’t,” said Dad. “I was so tired and even though I stopped at the bakery and sat down, I was getting too sore to stay out for long.”

Viv froze. There it was again. Dad was doing something with his voice that she could hear—or feel, or sense. She couldn’t help the convulsive look she shot at Hope, but the agent didn’t seem to have noticed anything out of the ordinary. She still had the polite, attentive but not engaged smile on her lips, and she hadn’t stiffened or even moved.

“We can’t stay too long, Dad,” she said. She couldn’t understand what he would be lying to her about—or trying to convince her about—but that was the only reason she could think of that would make him do something so familiar and uncomfortable with his voice. “Don’t go out if you’re going to make yourself sick. I’ll make sure I get to the pharmacy and bring you your meds later this week, all right?”

“Yes, but I might be sick again tonight,” said Dad. “You could stay here just for tonight, couldn’t you, Viv? I don’t think you know what a hard time I’m having right now. You never come around anymore, and I never get to see you.”

“I know, Dad,” she said. She shouldn’t have said that; she had been there earlier this week, before Forex threw Bazza through a wall and took over. “And I’m sorry. But you stopped the home deliveries, and I have to work tonight. You’ve still got enough pills left until Thursday; I can see that your pill organizer is nearly full. I’ll make sure I get them to you before then.”

It took far too long for Viv’s stretched nerves to get Hope out of the room and back to the concrete staircase that fronted the Yarra, and she could hear that strange stretching and pulling in Dad’s voice the entire time.

“Your dad’s a bit delicate,” commented Hope. There was very slight amusement in her voice that surprised Viv.

She would have expected more suspicion—hopefully its absence meant that Hope had just seen a rather hypochondriac old man instead of a suspicious old man doing tricks with his voice to…what? To convince people he was actually sick? To get them to do what he wanted them to do?

“Yeah,” she said, shrugging off the uncomfortable conclusion of the thoughts. It wasn’t as though she didn’t already know that Dad sometimes…told things as he saw them instead of how they actually were. Everyone did that. Dad just did it…a bit more. “He’s sick a lot.”

“And thinks he’s a lot sicker than he is?” suggested Hope. Then she caught herself, colouring, and said, “Sorry. This is none of my business. We’d better get back to the Tea House.”

“It’s all right,” Viv said. “Dad is sick a lot, and he’s sicker than doctors like to admit, and with just…weird, rare stuff. But he’s also a bit hypochondriac. I think you tend to get that way more when you’re not believed for a bit too long.”

They reached the footpath through the shadows of monsteras that were bigger than Viv remembered them being, but gave no sense of danger; even the spiny, toothy tentacles of the giant aloe plants in the steep retaining wall gave a sense of well-being. It made Viv wonder if Tony was deliberately causing that, as well.

“We might as well walk back,” she said, once they were on the footpath and watching cars zip past. “It’ll be nearly quicker than waiting for a taxi and definitely quicker than walking to the tram. And if we accidentally buy some ice cream and eat it on the way home, no one but SooAh is going to get close enough to lick our fingers and find out.”

There was a brief silence that made her think that she had either annoyed Hope or simply confused her, but when she looked over at the agent, she was frowning thoughtfully.

“We can walk,” she said at last, tapping the button for the walk light over the zebra crossing. “It can be considered mental health support.”

Viv grinned. She didn’t think that Chris would agree, but she was glad that Hope thought so. She wondered if Hope had softened over the day because of Tony, or because of the human children.

It wasn’t until they’d been walking alongside the river, narrowly avoiding being run over by the rowing coach who was cycling along the footpath to hurl instructions at teams of small, rowing boys through a megaphone, that Hope spoke again.

Then, she said, “SooAh is…very young,” in a questioning sort of way.

“And part-fae,” agreed Viv, wondering if Hope was going to surprise her. “But even for fae, she’s still pretty young, I hear. I know she isn’t ten yet by fae years, at least.”

“Yes,” Hope said slowly. She hesitated, then pointed ahead and a little to the left. “Is that the ice-cream you meant?”

“Yep!” said Viv—and because she suddenly very much did want ice-cream, she added enticingly, “They let you have two different flavours, even if you get the kid’s cone.”

To her amusement, this did persuade Hope. That was something to remember—Hope, like Luca, could be swayed by ice-cream. It would also help her to come out with exactly what she evidently wanted to say but didn’t quite feel comfortable coming right out and saying.

When they were both walking onward again, with afternoon sunshine warm and pleasant on their heads and another swarm of small boys rowing past them to send waterbirds hastily zipping out of their way and towards the shore, Viv consciously ate her ice-cream without saying anything. And it worked.

“You might,” Hope said cautiously, after some time, and hastily interrupted herself to add, “—and I’m not giving instructions or telling you what to do—you might want to think about getting SooAh out of the Tea House for a little while. I’m not saying anything will happen, but she’s young, even if she’s fae, and things are⁠—”

“Things are…?” Viv prompted her. She would not have expected any kind of softness from Hope when it came to children—especially fae children. Luca still struggled with that—though Viv had been relieved to see that he had started to struggle with it. He had been unwilling to see any of them as potentially salvable for most of the time she’d known him.

Hope seemed in that moment perhaps a little more human and a little less agent. It made Viv wonder exactly what made the Forex agents so loyal to Forex—loyal enough to literally turn into a different person, epidermically speaking. Some people probably wanted power out of it—the longer life that the skin suits could provide, and the access to another world, knowledge as power, and possibly other benefits that Viv hadn’t yet learnt about.

It made her wonder why Hope had chosen to become an agent.

“The other staff aren’t as…co-operative as you,” Hope said, even more carefully. “And that means that there are combustible elements inside the Tea House.”

“Are you worried that SooAh is going to get hurt?” Viv asked her bluntly. “Because I want to know if she is.”

“I can’t say that,” said Hope, stubbornly. “But the Tea House is volatile right now.”

“All right,” Viv said mildly, decreasing pressure. She was worried that Hope herself might fissure if she pushed too hard. She added, following her thoughts, “What happened to you?”

It was probably a rude thing to ask—perhaps rude to insinuate that only something going terribly wrong could make a person join Forex—but it was something she was fairly certain she needed to know.

Hope looked so puzzled that she explained, “What made you join Forex? It must have been pretty bad, if you were willing to step into someone else’s skin.”

“There wasn’t much left of my own by the time Forex showed up,” replied Hope, with such matter-of-factness that it took several seconds for Viv’s stomach to drop. “There’s a type of fetch, or golem, that you can make out of skin. They’re not very powerful or very clever, but they do all the grunt work that real people don’t want to do.”

Viv’s ice-cream, forgotten in her hand, dribbled melted sweetness over her thumb, and she absently licked it off. “Something like that hurt you?”

“No; a gang of mixed behindkind wanted to make themselves one, but didn’t have enough parts.”

Viv shivered. “They took your skin for parts?”

“They didn’t even hate me,” Hope said reflectively. “They just thought it was funny to strip my skin from my body and scalp me while I screamed for mercy. I don’t think they even thought I was a person. I was just spare parts to make a useful servant they could keep around until it ran out of air or magic.”

“When did Forex show up?” asked Viv, with the sensation that she was drowning. She shouldn’t have asked it, now that she knew what was beneath Hope’s skin suit, but she wasn’t quite capable of thinking sensibly presently.

“Hours later,” said Hope. “I didn’t have any of my own teeth left, and not much of my skin—I don’t know how I was even still alive. Either it stopped hurting after a while, or my mind just couldn’t deal with it and just didn’t process that bit of the experience. By the time I was able to understand anything again, Forex had me in one of their birthing pods—the same ones we sleep in—and nothing hurt at all. I don’t really remember much about being in there, but I do remember that it was worse seeing what was left of me because it didn’t hurt like it should, and I thought for a while that it had just been a bad dream. You don’t have your eyelids, you know—when someone flays you. It was terrifying when they showed me what I was in the mirror.”

“You don’t—” Viv stopped, and tried again. “You don’t have to go through it all if you don’t want to. You don’t have to think about it because I was ignorant enough to ask you about it. You shouldn’t have to remember all of that—it shouldn’t be there to be remembered.”

“Don’t worry about me,” the other woman said, smoothing a stray strand of hair back into her sleek coiffure. She took a bite from her cone, reflectively, and added after a few moments, “They help us with that when we first start—emotions are dialled down a bit, but our anger and drive is left as it is to make sure we develop into good agents with enough strength of mind to keep pushing to protect. It doesn’t hurt me to talk about it; it’s like they put a glass box around everything that happened so that I can still see it, but it can’t hurt me. Remembering without the emotions is much easier.”

“What do you mean, your emotions are dialled down?” Viv asked, her vision swimming slightly. It should not have been worse to learn that Forex was controlling the level of their agents’ emotions—and apparently choosing not to consider anger as an emotion—than it had been to hear that Hope had been systematically torn apart for fun and spare parts. Perhaps it seemed so dreadful because the behindkind who had torn Hope’s body to pieces had so obviously been monsters through and through, without sense or reason. Forex pretended to be sane and good as they tore up her mind for peak usefulness, while leaving the ticking time bomb of trauma still there in her mind, guarded only by brittle anger and a sense of righteousness.

Suddenly, Hope’s comments about not really feeling badly about not being able to see her family made a terrible kind of sense.

“They offered me a new life and a reason to keep going—and they made it so that I was clear-headed enough to be able to make good decisions for my future consciously,” Hope said. “They had to be patient with me, too, because I said no at first. Then I saw how little there was left of my outer body and I appreciated all they had to offer.”

“Yes, I suppose it might seem like a good offer under those circumstances,” Viv admitted. She threw what was left of her ice-cream into a bin they were passing, pressing her cold hands together to help them warm up. “But what do they ask from you in return?”

“Nothing like you’re thinking,” Hope said, sliding a look sideways at her.

As though, Viv realised, she was expecting Viv to come up with some sort of answer that she had been given a list of. Ten ways that humans misunderstand the agenting process and how you can answer them, suggested her brain. Some sort of useful, apparently logical propaganda that gave agents easier answers to questions that should never have been asked and didn’t have easy answers.

“What is it you think I’m thinking?” she asked Hope curiously. “Because I’m not sure we’re thinking the same things.”

“Well…organs or body tissue, or experimentation. Assassination. That sort of thing.”

“I was thinking more of the shared mind hub,” Viv said. “And the loss of personhood it could trigger, especially if your emotions are tamped down and you’re considering a melting pot of different influences instead of your own.”

Hope, it turned out, didn’t have a pre-prepared answer for that. She shrugged her shoulders uncomfortably and said, “There are ways of making sure that not everything gets to the shared hub.”

Then she looked as if she regretted saying anything.

“Don’t worry,” Viv told her. “I’m not going to go telling stories about you. You’re my partner, after all.”

She thought that Hope looked even more uncomfortable at that, and wondered why.

“Regardless,” said the agent, clearing her throat. “Do you see now why I’m not going to be gentle with behindkind when it comes to keeping humans safe?”

Hope had decided to make this a Teachable Moment, Viv realised. It was hard to say anything after her revelations, and Viv didn’t think she necessarily needed to say anything that wasn’t a version of “that was awful and should never have happened.” But there was just enough self-righteousness in Hope’s demeanour, and still enough of a remembrance of what she had threatened to do to the mimic at the school, to keep the thought in Viv’s mind that hurt people, even when they wished, and tried, to do good, were often capable of doing a lot of damage to others. A very strong recollection that Forex and Chris had tried to secretly acquire body-stealing technology that would have made even their claim to have permission to use the skins they had increasingly precarious, also still lingered.

Hope might have joined Forex in all her innocence and a desire to get some good out of an awful situation, but Viv was absolutely certain that to Forex, she was simply another cog, another part in the machine, to be used until there was no use left in her.

And with that reminder, the conversation, Viv realised, was over. That was probably for the best.

It was only later, when the horror had faded a little and Viv was alone in her room to wash slightly sticky hands and wait for Hope to present their evening work request, that she wondered, Had it been a real choice? Forex had put Hope in a medically safe space and kept her free from pain, but they had shown her the extent of the damage to her body after they offered her a life that she refused.

And she had accepted it because she had seen no other way of rejoining the world that had been torn away from her with her skin.

Jasper was nowhere in sight that afternoon, and only distantly visible that evening at dinner time, surrounded by Forex agents and sitting next to Chris. There was, Viv noticed, absolutely not a shred of grey on him anywhere, and his glasses were completely mirrored. His face gave no sign of any emotion, either, but there was a certain tenseness to his shoulders that worried Viv.

Jasper was becoming more and more distant from them—not just by means of Forex, but through his own efforts—and Viv could see that BoRa was also more on edge because of it. There was a certain bright, sharp danger to BoRa, who sat with her back to Jasper and an angry suddenness to her motions as she speared buttery asparagus on her fork.

She would probably appreciate a distraction right now, Viv thought. She asked the other girl, “Do you think you could get Hope’s employee file for me?”

BoRa’s brow rose. “You’re not allowed to have that.”

“I know,” said Viv. “Hope told me—after she told me that she’d read mine.”

BoRa made a contemptuous sniff that spoke louder than words.

“I can get it for you,” said Luca, putting down a massive bowl of ddeokguk beside Viv that made BoRa look at him sideways. “I’ll be quicker than she is.”

He stole BoRa’s small plate of kimchi while she was still eating asparagus, and she snarled across the table at him, “She didn’t ask you, little man!”

“Don’t point your fork at me because Jasper is annoying you,” Luca retorted. “If you’re going to be stereotypical again, you might as well push through all of the agents and climb over the table to take his glasses off.”

BoRa glared at him. “And do what? Kiss him? He’s deliberately cutting us off so that we can’t get to him and help him get out from under Chris.”

Luca grinned. “I didn’t say anything about kissing, but you probably know best when it comes to Jasper.”

Viv, remembering what Hope had said about things being likely to explode at the Tea House with rising tensions, asked them both, “What have you been doing to upset Forex today?”

“Just today?” asked Luca, chasing a flat, oval piece of ddeok with his chopsticks.

BoRa rolled her eyes. “Why are you eating it if you don’t know how? Just use your spoon!” To Viv, she said, “I went through two agents today. Why?”

“Because it might be a good idea to get SooAh out of the Tea House for a little bit,” she said thoughtfully. “In case things…get nasty.”

“Has your agent been threatening you?” BoRa demanded. “Is that why you want her file?”

“She hasn’t been threatening me!” Viv said exasperatedly, in a lower voice. She didn’t want to be more specific when she didn’t know how much Forex cared to hear of the conversations they were undoubtedly recording. “And I want the file because it’s fair that I read hers if she’s read mine.”

She wished she could speak to BoRa in her dreams. Maybe she’d have to try and find BoRa next time she had a dream that was just a little bit too real for comfort, to let her know that there were good people—well, slightly better people—within Forex, too.

“I want to make sure that SooAh doesn’t end up being pulled here and there as a little pawn piece again,” she said. The little girl had told her something of her life in Seoul, living mostly with her mother and fluttering views of her father, before she was kidnapped and brought to the Tea House both as a way of keeping her safe and keeping her useful for prodding at her father. “It seems like things might be more volatile here even than I thought, and she’s probably the most helpless one of us.”

BoRa said definitively, “That little snipper⁠—”

“Nipper,” Luca corrected her.

“—is more dangerous than most of the people here. You’re the most helpless one.”

“Thanks,” Viv said dryly.

Luca threw her a melting look and said, “I don’t think you’re the most helpless one, but I agree we should be protecting you.”

“Thanks,” said Viv, even more dryly. She didn’t want to ask them to help her get SooAh out—it was bad enough that she’d mentioned it where it could be overheard—but she did add, “I hope things are a bit more exciting tonight in the Tea House. It’s been a bit quiet lately.”

BoRa and Luca exchanged looks, and Viv wondered if she had imagined the very slight twitch of Jasper’s head to direct a long look in their direction. She didn’t blame him: Luca was grinning, and BoRa had gained a bit of energy. Even if there wasn’t enough of a distraction to slip away to the rooftop this evening, it would certainly be eventful.

Viv was exhausted by the time she dropped into her own bed after a brief, far too sleepy shower and a slow, stumbling walk back to her bed. Hope’s request for an evening shift had apparently been refused, and thanks to Luca and BoRa, the evening had indeed been exciting enough for her to slip up to the sixth floor and then through Luca’s room there to the rooftop with SooAh and her tiny bag.

It shouldn’t have surprised her that SooAh was crabby and angry and hunched as she was taken to fly away with her father—an outcome she had thrown tantrum after tantrum to achieve—but it somehow did surprise her. It was also touching, she realised ruefully. SooAh was angry not because she was going to her father, but because she was emotionally wrung to be leaving Viv, and the Tea House. And because she didn’t know how to deal with that emotion, it had all turned to anger.

“Don’t worry,” Viv had told her. “You’re going to come back.”

“Yes, Princess,” said the chollima, with a worried look at Viv. “We’re going to come back.”

That had been enough to allow SooAh to plant a small, sticky kiss on Viv’s cheek, although she still scowled, and Viv had been able to slip back down to her room through a wild froth of magic and unexpected foliage that had taken over the entire top three floors of the Tea House.

She hadn’t realised how extremely tired she was until she got into her room and took her pyjamas from their usual place on top of her pillow to shower and change into. Then she found herself yawning so hard that her jaw cracked, and took herself off for her shower so that she could get into bed for her usual brewed chai and biscuits.

Viv probably would have been disappointed if she’d been awake long enough to realise that she hadn’t eaten her biscuits. As it was, she fell asleep almost immediately when she climbed into bed, leaving her biscuits to Seffy’s tentacles.

The next thing she knew, she was hovering again in the hallway outside her room in the dream-version of the Tea House, a long white dress and unfamiliar limbs visible with a look down. Viv set her jaw and strode down the hallway towards the elevator and the mirror once again—and sure enough, her face was the face of Kyma’s sponsor instead of her own.

This time, thought Viv determinedly, she would make things different. It was ridiculous to tell herself it was no use trying to change things within dreams when it had been proved last time that she was, in fact, able to change things in dreams.

“Stop it,” she said to her reflection in the mirror, her Voice threading through the entire dreamscape of the Tea House. Her reflection blinked, and then Viv was looking at her own face again, and when she touched her hair, it felt right, too. There was a real weight to her, too, that made her feel satisfyingly real, even if the hallway around her remained faintly shrouded in mist.

Perhaps, she thought, glancing around her, she wasn’t just in a dream version of the Tea House. Perhaps she was in another layer of the Tea House, and she had simply got here, as it were, via sleep, or dream. Luca would have been able to tell her, she thought, rather wistfully.

Jasper wasn’t in the hallway tonight. He was probably skulking behind the door, she thought sourly. She could sense him, in much the same way that she could feel the rest of the usual employees—BoRa, the lunch lady, a couple of the kitchen staff she had never seen but somehow knew the feeling of—except for SooAh and Luca.

SooAh wasn’t there, obviously, and Luca didn’t sleep on this floor—he slept in the apartment above the sixth floor…from where, Viv was beginning to realise, she could feel a distinct sense of…Luca-ness.

Viv glanced down the hallway again, hesitating between trying to roust Jasper or see if she really could get to BoRa, and going to find Luca. She took a step or two away from the elevator and back down the hallway, but it seemed as though each step made her tireder than she had been before, so she stopped. Perhaps Jasper was making sure she couldn’t speak to him in his dreams, either. That was annoying but not surprising.

She hesitated once more, and then settled her resolve on seeing what she could really do here in this shifting, misty version of the Tea House. Viv took a breath that felt far too real for comfort suddenly, straightened her shoulders, and stepped up and through the Tea House wall towards the subtly yellow and far-reaching sense of Luca above her.

Not only could she move through the wall as though it really was made of mist, Viv found that the world around her hardened beneath her feet as though there actually was a step there. She wondered briefly, stepping up and up, and up again, if this was what the others felt like when they accessed Between—this strange kind of terrifying freedom because everything was possible and there were no real edges to the world.

She knew she had reached the sixth floor, even though it didn’t look exactly like the sixth floor around her, because Luca’s staircase appeared through the fog, while the things that should have been wooden pillars, barely glimpsed through the whiteness, seemed to move like trees in the wind. The agent cubicles weren’t visible at all.

Viv waited for a moment for the fog to clear, and when it didn’t, she said to it with her Voice, “Go away.” The floor cleared between one breath and the next, revealing the half of sixth floor that was unwalled in something very nearly like full colour. Or perhaps it was that there was a gloss over everything.

She reached out to touch the low wall of the nearest cubicle that had been made to accommodate an agent, and was surprised that she could actually touch it. Viv couldn’t help the worried glance she threw up towards the security cameras, but when she looked down again, she found that she didn’t throw a shadow at all.

It could be that this was all just a dream, and she wasn’t really wandering bodily through a level of the Tea House that she never had access to while awake, but Viv found that supposition not at all believable.

Whatever the case, she wasn’t likely to be visible to Forex’s security.

At once heartened and worried by this conclusion, Viv set her foot on the first step up Luca’s staircase as she had done earlier that night, and climbed each one and into his apartment. To her astonishment, Luca’s space in this level of the Tea House was an almost magical space. It glimmered with touches of pale yellow that seemed to be foreign light lying on unexpected surfaces and gleaming like moonlight in Luca’s hair as he lay, sleeping.

Why do birds, whispered a song in her ear. Suddenly appear…

Viv found herself smiling without meaning to. Luca had been playing The Carpenters a bit too often, and it often filtered down through the Tea House to her room with Seffy’s tentacles for tea and biscuit time.

As if he had sensed her there, Luca stirred, and then opened his eyes. He lay perfectly still, his eyes on her, until she reached out to touch a finger to his forehead, testing if she could feel him, too.

His skin felt real, and warm, and alive.

Viv couldn’t help the involuntary exhale of relief. “You’re really here, aren’t you?” she said.

“It’s dangerous for you to do this,” Luca said, staring at her for several moments before sitting up. “But here you are. That means that we’re both here, because I’m here and it’s definitely you. But I’m the only one who’s sleeping right now.”

Viv narrowed her eyes at him. “That sounds like you’re saying I deliberately did something I shouldn’t. I woke up in the dream Tea House again—I didn’t make it happen.”

“Yes, that’s part of what makes it dangerous,” Luca told her, running fingers through his hair to sweep it back out of his eyes. His golden stubble had grown, it seemed, since she had seen him last. He had gone to sleep in the singlet that he must have been wearing beneath his shirt, and she could see that his cotton pyjama pants had decapitated pandas on them when he swung his legs out from under the covers and put his feet on the ground. Viv wondered if BoRa had given them to him.

“Why is it dangerous for me, specifically?” she asked him.

“Because it might be hard to wake up again,” Luca said. He reached for his shoes to put them on, and then stopped.

“Remembered you can change your clothes without physically doing it?” inquired Viv, amused.

“Only you can do that here,” said Luca.

“Because it’s my dream?”

“It’s not your dream—it’s another layer of reality. I can’t do very much here except hold onto you.”

“I wondered about that,” said Viv, sitting down next to him on the bed. There was a heaviness behind her as if Luca was still lying there sleeping as well as sitting up next to her, and she found herself avoiding looking over her shoulder.

“You just get in through dreams,” he said, and hesitated. “But you get in by being a bit too close to death’s door, too. That’s why I said it’s dangerous—death and sleep aren’t too far away from each other.”

“I shouldn’t be able to change things, then,” Viv said. “If it’s not really a dream.”

“Yes,” said Luca, gazing at her with one shoe still in hand. He put it down and stood in his socked feet instead. “That’s the very interesting thing that I’m still not sure about. We should go and look in your room to see if I’m right or wrong about it.”

He held his hand out to her and Viv stood again, eyeing the hand warily. “What?”

“I can’t go through walls here,” he said. “You’ll have to take me the way you go.”

That was an odd and not entirely felicitous idea. Viv was very much used to Luca being the one who knew where to go and what to do in any given Between- or Behind-related circumstance. She hesitated, then took his hand and settled her shoulders for the second time since she had entered this dream-like world.

“All right,” she said. “But I don’t really know what I’m doing.”

But after all, there was nothing very hard about it. She was doing the same thing she had done on the way, and she was doing it while holding Luca’s hand, which had the very strange and useful effect of making her feel certain and safe instead of alone and perilously ungated.

She brought them back safely to the hallway on the second floor, and yawned almost at once. “Sorry,” she said, surprised. “I forgot that I’d been feeling sleepy down here. I think Jasper did something so that I can’t bother him when he’s asleep.”

“Do you usually bother him when he’s asleep?” asked Luca thoughtfully.

“No, but he’s sometimes out here because his dad’s shade, or a memory of his dad, or whatever it is, is making things hard for him.”

But she couldn’t sense him any longer, either. Perhaps he had woken up and gone somewhere else.

“Yes, I suppose it would,” Luca said, even more thoughtfully. “I don’t think it’s Jasper that’s making you sleepy. We should try going into your room—but slowly. And through the door, if we can.”

He hadn’t, Viv noticed, let go of her hand. She didn’t try to let his go, either. The nearer she got to her room, the sleepier she was becoming, and that frightened her in a ridiculous sort of way. Still, she could open the door when she tried it, and her room looked normal when they stepped inside.

There was a file on her little table beside the door where she kept her keys and purse that hadn’t been there when she went to sleep, though, Viv was quite certain.

Luca must have seen her looking at it. “I asked Seffy to give you that,” he said, tilting his chin at it. “It’s Agent Hope’s file.”

“How did you⁠—”

“It was nice and easy to find,” Luca said. “I wouldn’t bother reading it, but I did take it.”

Viv stared at him for some time before her lips twitched. “Why did you take it if it’s not worth reading?”

“Because it was nice and easy to find,” he repeated. “Right at the front of the right part. Waiting for me.”

“You think Chris has been following our conversations and wanted to make sure I had a look at it.”

“That,” he said, primly, “and the fact that I had already stolen her file for you. I thought you might want to see it. I copied it and then put the original back, but the one I found this time is a bit lighter.”

Viv couldn’t help laughing, though she yawned, too. “Why did you try to steal it again if you had already stolen it?”

“Because they expected me to,” Luca told her. Dreamily, he added, “And I don’t like disappointing people.”

“Oh, is that what it is?” she said, shifting her weight so that she didn’t stay still for too long.

Luca possibly picked up on her discomfort, because he pulled her towards the bed by her hand, and Viv was so sleepy and discombobulated by then that it took her far too long to realise what was wrong with her bed when she was finally looking down at it.

“Oh,” said Viv, grabbing Luca’s arm with her other hand to steady herself at a sudden wave of dizziness. “I’m not here in bed.”

“Yes, that’s the dangerous bit,” he told her, steadying her with his arm beneath hers. “Well, one of the dangerous bits. The other dangerous part is probably why you’re dizzy. The orchids I gave you—do you remember I said not to sleep with them in the room?”

“Mm,” murmured Viv. “Blue. A whole bunch.”

There was a little pinch in her fingertips—a continuous pinch and release from one to the next, and then back again—and Viv realised that Luca was gently pinching the fingertips of her left hand in a continuous loop to keep her awake.

“They open sleep doorways that can get a bit too close to death—it’s a sort of Between that you can use if you…are the right sort of person.”

“That doesn’t make much sense,” Viv said, but there was a sweet sort of smell coming from her bed, particularly towards the head of it where her pillow still sat, thin and crisp and slightly askew, with something vibrantly blue peeking from beneath it.

“There it is,” Luca said, reaching past her to tap a finger on the tiny blue orchid—or, more correctly, through it. “Don’t touch it now. You’ll have to move it tomorrow when you wake up. I wouldn’t try to come back here and sleep tonight, if I was you. We’d better get out of your room before you drift too close to death to come back.”

“Why…why can’t you touch it?” she asked him. “Why did your finger go through it?”

“Because I’m not—” Luca hesitated and finished, “—in the right frame of mind to be able to properly exist here. I can’t see or touch things the way that you might be able to.”

“What do you see, then?” she asked.

“Just you,” he said. “And things that you’re concentrating on. Can you touch the things in the room?”

“Usually,” Viv said, insensibly moving away from the bed at Luca’s light tug on her hand. She was feeling lighter again, but the further she got away from her bed, the more solid and weighty she felt. She mentioned that to Luca, who nodded.

“That’s the orchid,” he said. “That’s why I said you’ll have to move it tomorrow. If you want to find out if you’re really moving things around in the Tea House, you should move something in your room before we go.”

“Go where?” Viv asked blankly.

“Back to my room,” he said. “I’ll watch for…monsters while you get some real sleep.”

She did move something before she left, purely on a whim—a book she had been reading on the couch, she put on the table beside the door with the file Luca had brought her. Then she took Luca back to his own apartment because he really didn’t seem to be able to find his way through the cloudy dreamscape of the Tea House in the same way she could.

That made sense, she supposed, if he could only see her and not the world around them.

She was yawning again by the time they got back to Luca’s apartment, and it didn’t take much persuasion for Luca to shoo her into bed.

“I don’t like being this tired while I’m asleep,” she complained. That was probably the flower, too. Luca said something like that, but she was too sleepy to listen to him properly by then, and she had discovered another confusing thing. “You’re not in the bed,” she added.

Luca’s voice was amused. “That’s because I’m out here,” he said. “And your brain doesn’t want to see two of me. Brains soften things sometimes to make things more…”

He must have said more, but it all disintegrated into a warm, fluffy nothingness that Viv willingly surrendered to.


Chapter 7
Do Your Best
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Viv woke in a slow, pleasant, pain-free glow of warmth that seemed to breathe around her—or at least in front of her, where most of that warmth was concentrated. Her eyes snapped open.

Oh. She had forgotten that if she fell asleep in Luca’s bed while dream Luca was watching over her, that she would wake up next to real, flesh-and-blood Luca. Not to mention closer to him than expected, since she had apparently wrapped her arm around him and tucked her head into his chest during the night.

There was still a thread of magic connecting them—a little touch of healing that he must have been feeding her for hours, given how free and loose her shoulders felt despite sleeping on her side. He smelt faintly of salt and more strongly of rosemary, and when Viv carefully moved to disentangle herself from him, his lips murmured something against her temple, warm and soft.

She had managed to arch away from him just slightly when Luca sighed and stirred again.

“Warm,” he said, on a breath. Perhaps that was what he had said before. He wasn’t even properly awake, but he smiled and pulled her closer, the one arm beneath her neck wrapping warmly around her shoulders to nudge her head closer to his, where it had been when she woke.

His other hand had been at the small of her back, and now it pressed her against him and travelled up the curve of her spine as though tracing who it was he had found in his bed.

Uh oh, thought Viv, her breath catching. Time to get up; she would wake him up properly if need be. She pulled back her right shoulder so that she could remove the arm that had folded over her, and that was enough to make Luca open his eyes, though they looked distant and shadowy and not-quite-present.

“Hello Viv,” he murmured, and found the hand with which Viv had been trying to move his arm. He wrapped his own around it and looked at it for a few moments before he added, with a sleepily rueful smile, “Ah. Dream.”

He turned his head back to look at her, then nudged a kiss into her lips, his eyes closing again, the connection tenuous and lingering and warm as he teetered on the edge of sleep.

It would have been catastrophically easy to follow him—to wake him up by pressing the kiss softly and fully into his lips, and to guide that arm back around her waist.

Appalled at herself, Viv pushed away and sat up, running a hand through her hair and curling her legs up to her chest. Luca blinked a couple of times and then said, “Oh I see. You’re not a dream. Good morning, Viv.”

“Yes, I’m not a dream,” she said, glad for the glow of morning warmth that would hide what would have otherwise been a suddenly very red face. It was hard enough to look down and see Luca still flushed and disordered, one uncovered arm still stretched out across the bed towards her where she had left it.

“I kissed you because I thought you were a dream,” he said, raising himself on one elbow. “Not because I thought it was you. I prefer to kiss the real you, but⁠—”

“I understand,” Viv said hastily, climbing over his legs to get off the bed. “I should get back to my room before anyone comes up to the sixth floor. I’ll get rid of the orchid before breakfast.”

“Make sure there’s not another one there before you go to sleep tonight, too,” he recommended, laying back down again with his arms behind his head, his eyes following her as she looked around for her cardigan and shoes, then realised she was in her pyjamas. “Your feet are so small, Viv. Why don’t you fall over more often?”

Viv bit her lips together, but couldn’t help laughing anyway. “I don’t think the two things are correlated,” she told him, and moved towards the door in his floor.

When she was still a few steps away from it, Viv became aware that there was already movement down on the sixth floor—the shuffle of papers and grey, muttering conversation. It was too late to slip down the stairs without anyone seeing her.

She hesitated and Luca, his eyes roaming over her face, said, “What’s wrong?”

Viv sighed. “There are already agents upstairs. They’re going to think I slept with you when I walk out.”

“You did sleep with me,” Luca pointed out, his pale eyes bright with mischief. “You were warm and soft and you snored three times. It was very hard not to bite you.”

“Is that why—” you kissed me, she almost finished.

“Yes,” Luca answered anyway, smiling dreamily. He called out after her, as she started down the stairs, “See you at breakfast, Viv!”

There were only two agents downstairs, to Viv’s mixed relief and embarrassment, but she had only set her foot on the last step of the staircase when the elevator opened and released Chris into the room. Viv said a very quiet, “Sugar,” under her breath, but there was no help for it, and nowhere to hide.

She nodded at Chris, and headed towards the elevator.

He said a jocular sort of, “Early morning, Miss Viv?” as she passed him, but Viv didn’t like the watchful gleam in his eye. He now thought he knew something about her, and it worried her that she might have given him any type of leverage over either herself or Luca.

She simply said, “Very,” dryly, and went down in the elevator to remove the orchid from beneath her pillow.

Viv’s tablet buzzed with an email while she was in the elevator on her way to breakfast. It was Hope, to her bemusement—she could see Hope at her own table with the other agents when she exited the elevator, and although the agent looked up and caught her eye, she looked away again immediately.

Viv gave a soft laugh and went to the counter to see what the lunch lady was convinced Viv should be eating for breakfast today. When she had received a surprisingly large plate of steak and eggs, and the promise of a cup of tea, she sat opposite BoRa, who gave her a grim sort of nod and kept eating.

“That kind of day, is it?” she asked lightly, flicking her tablet open with a swipe of her finger.

“It’s going to be, if Jasper isn’t back in his bedroom by tonight,” BoRa said.

Viv frowned, pausing before she opened her emails. “He was there. At least, he was for the first couple of hours of the night.”

BoRa’s eyes focused with uncomfortable intensity on her face. “Why do you know that?”

“Not for the reason you’re thinking!” Viv retorted. “I’ve already been caught coming back from Luca’s apartment this morning, so I’m not going to have more than one man I’m suspected of sleeping with.”

There was a brief pause before BoRa said, in a far friendlier voice, “We’re going to come back to that when I’m not trying to figure out where Jasper is. When do you think he left his room?”

Viv tried to remember if she had sensed him there at all in the dream version of the Tea House when she returned briefly to her room with Luca, and didn’t think she had. But she had been so sleepy at the time that she couldn’t be a hundred percent sure.

“I can’t say for sure, but I think he was gone pretty soon after that. Do we have our own security in the hallway, or is it just⁠—”

Viv’s tablet pinged again, as did BoRa’s phone. They exchanged looks and checked their messages at the same time.

“That’s even more suspicious,” said BoRa, slapping her phone back down on the table with a distinct thunk. Several agents at the next table over glanced at her with their cold, grey looks from expressionless faces that didn’t belong to them.

“Of course it is,” Viv agreed. “But you don’t have to let everyone know.”

“If I have a problem, I don’t see why they shouldn’t have one, too,” retorted BoRa.

Viv didn’t blame her. The message said, All staff should be advised that your Tea House manager is part of a top-secret project and won’t be available to staff during this time. Please address all concerns or requests to your agent partner, or to Chris directly.

“I see they’re not even pretending that we’re actually full partners,” she observed. “We’re reporting to them instead. So we’re not going to see Jasper at all? I wonder how long this will last?”

“Until they finish their project,” said BoRa, her eyes dark and angry. There was a touch of fear there, too, Viv thought. “And they haven’t told us how long that will be. It’s very useful.”

“Yes, I noticed that. Are they trying to get you to behave, or…”

BoRa shrugged one shoulder, but it was too stiff for real nonchalance. “Maybe. Your agent is looking at you.”

“Yes, she sent me an email just as I was coming up to breakfast.”

“She could have just talked to you.”

“Yes,” agreed Viv. “But I think she likes to go by the rules. Or at least by the guidelines. Are we laying bets on whether or not we see Jasper tonight, by the way?”

“No,” said BoRa, picking up her empty place to leave. “That’s just a given at this point.”

“Don’t do anything too permanent,” Viv said, and received a sharp sort of grin that told her BoRa was prepared to do anything and everything it took to find out where Jasper was.

Left alone at the table with more worries than she’d begun the morning with, Viv went back to her emails, absently eating a forkful of rapidly cooling eggs. The lunch lady must think she was in need of either protein or energy today—or both. It would be foolish to refuse the proffer, either way.

The email from Hope was the newest one; it had been forwarded from the school, with a terse agent note added.

Us, or coincidence?

The email she had forwarded said, Agents, please be advised that the school will not be able to receive you today: there has been another death, and the police will be requiring the grounds all day. School won’t return for another two days. An evening visit to see what you can when the police have left will be possible, but will require special consideration and handling.

Young Fiona Williams was found this morning by the groundskeeper. I believe you spoke to her yesterday, along with her group of friends. Obviously, I can’t allow any more interviews on school grounds, given the outcome, but my jurisdiction ends there.

Please give notice if you would like to return to the school grounds tonight.

Miss James

Viv sucked in a slow, thoughtful breath as she read through the email again. A shadow fell across her steak and eggs as she did so, supported by a cologne so strong that it could have been a presence on its own. She looked up from her email and saw that Chris was standing beside her.

“Good morning, again,” he said, with a hearty smile. “Have you seen little Miss SooAh this morning?”

“No, but I didn’t expect to,” Viv said, without trying to lie. “She went away with her father last night.”

“I see,” said Chris, his voice taking on a disapproving edge. “We don’t typically allow employees to make those kinds of decisions by themselves. It leads to some short-sighted decisions when employees without an overview of company goals take it on themselves to do it.”

“I didn’t make the decision,” said Viv. It wasn’t a lie, either; she had certainly planned and prepared for the decision, but it had been the chollima’s decision in the end. As she had suspected he would, he had almost immediately agreed to take SooAh. She didn’t tell Chris that the chollima had also expressed a hope that the situation would be short-lived—or that Viv had grimly answered, “I certainly hope so!” when he did. She added, “Her father did. He comes to visit on a semi-regular basis and he doesn’t like sudden changes in his daughter’s environment.”

“I see,” said Chris again, his voice no less disapproving and his eyes as dull and hard as dried stream pebbles. “I assume that is why you were coming down from Luca’s apartment this morning?”

He knew it was a lie, and expected her to either lie or blush, Viv thought. “You could say that,” she said.

“We encourage all staff to sleep in their own beds.”

“Just not the managers?” suggested Viv, tapping her tablet, where the message from Chris still sat in notification form. “How long will Jasper be…out of reach?”

“Not out of reach,” Chris said, with an insincere smile. “Just out of contact with staff members. You can give me any messages you want to get to him—I might not decide they need to get to him, or I might be able to help, myself.”

Viv very nearly said, “I’m sure you will try your best to help yourself,” but managed to stop herself in time. Instead, she just said, “I’ll remember that.”

Then she put her tablet back in her pocket, got up and skirted around Chris to take her not-quite-finished breakfast back to the lunch lady to receive a severely disapproving look in return, and strolled over to Hope’s table.

“Ready to go?” she asked.

Hope got up with a readiness that suggested she’d been ready for some time—perhaps since she’d sent the email—and said, “Of course.”

She didn’t speak until she and Viv were outside the Tea House again and waiting for their taxi, and it struck Viv that she looked concerned—or perhaps just conflicted.

“I don’t think we did anything to pre-empt the kid’s death,” she said to Hope. “You can’t let it get to you. Kids were already dying there; that’s why we’re here, trying to find things out.”

“Yes,” Hope agreed, but she did so soberly.

Viv didn’t blame her. She remembered the cheeky young face of Fiona Williams yesterday, and the brightness with which the child had almost mocked them—or perhaps teased them—and it was hard to conceive of that child being dead.

She said, “It’ll be hard to get more insight on what went wrong if we can’t talk to the kids again, though. It’s not a coincidence that one of them was the next victim. I wouldn’t have expected it to be the one it was, but it’s not surprising it was one of them.”

Hope threw a surprised look at her. “We can question them. In fact, it should be one of the first things we do.”

“How are we going to do that while school is out? And when the headmistress won’t let us?” Belatedly, she realised that she also had no idea of where they were going. If they couldn’t go to the school, where was Hope taking her? “Hang on, where are we going?”

She thought that Hope looked even more conflicted at that—or perhaps she looked guilty. She said, however, “Look at the email again.”

Viv frowned, then opened the email again. “It says that she can’t let us talk to the kids.”

“No,” said Hope. “It says that she can’t let us do it on school grounds. And there’s an attachment.”

“Oh,” Viv said, glancing at the top of the email. There was an attachment there, and when she opened it, there was a neatly compiled list of names, addresses, and phone numbers. “Miss James doesn’t want us to come to the school, but she’s given us the contact details of all the kids we spoke to yesterday.”

Hope nodded. “She’s not going to give us permission to go and talk to the kids in writing, but her instincts are telling her to give us the information so that we can do it anyway. We’ll go back to the school this afternoon if the police are finished with the area. In the meantime, we’re going to set up in a café within the grid and start calling parents to see who we can visit. I’ve already got yeses from two of the parents, and we can call the others while we’re out. Our first parent-child interview will be at twelve.”

“We can only see a couple of them, as of yet?” Viv said. It sounded like a question because it was. Why were they out in a café doing something they could be doing at the Tea House?

“Yes,” agreed Hope, stepping up to the curb to meet the taxi that had pulled up.

It wasn’t until Viv climbed out of the taxi with Hope after a very short ride that it occurred to her what was happening. “Are you seeing to the health and well-being of the Viv?” she asked, tickled.

Hope’s face grew very slightly pink. “It’s legitimate work,” she said stiffly. “I’m not breaking rules. And it doesn’t hurt Forex, either.”

“I’m not disagreeing with you!” Viv said, laughing. “It was more of a thank you! All right, I’m buying this morning, then.”

They found a quiet bakery café within the Grid that was central enough to have good food and good ambience but near enough to enough taxis to travel out quickly for their first interview, and both began calling parents.

Two more parents had agreed to interviews—one eagerly, and one with extreme reluctance and almost offence, as if her daughter was being accused of being the killer—before brunch arrived in the form of huge, buttery croissants and chai lattes. Hope, Viv noticed, had ordered the same thing that she had; she wondered if it was because Hope was trying to fit in, or because she actually could still eat human food.

She wasn’t quite sure she dared to ask.

At any rate, Hope hadn’t eaten or drunk a mouthful before she excused herself to go to the toilets (to eat the rest of her grey, concrete breakfast, Viv wondered?) She had started on her own croissant with some satisfaction when BoRa slid into the booth opposite her, with Bazza in close, hulking attendance.

The piece of croissant that Viv had torn off dropped from her fingers. “What are you doing here?” she hissed at them. “If Hope sees you, she’ll tell Chris!”

“Your little man asked me to look in on you when I could,” said BoRa. “I’m just making sure you’re all in one piece. I heard you had a kid die last night.”

“I brought you a choccy, little sis,” said Bazza. “Just in case you’re getting a bit tired.”

“I’m not particularly tired, but I do want the chocolate,” Viv said frankly. “Thank you, Bazza! You’re a darling!”

Bazza looked down bashfully, and nearly knocked over a nearby table when he shuffled back a little. Heaven only knew what he looked like to the rest of the people in the café, but his physical size was still impacting the physical space.

Perhaps this was why Bazza didn’t often leave the Tea House.

“Couldn’t they find anyone else to go out with you?” she asked BoRa, still trying not to smile.

“Not anyone who would agree without extra hazard pay, apparently. Chris says that someone will be found by tomorrow. I think he’s hoping that I’ll start behaving if Jasper stays out of sight for long enough.”

“He’ll probably peel and stuff someone himself, if he needs to,” said Luca’s voice, far too cheerfully.

Viv jumped, and her head twitched around to find that Luca was directly behind her. As he moved around to sit in the booth beside her, she said, rather crossly, “I really hope they don’t have trackers on us.”

“They don’t,” Luca said. “I checked. In three dimensions and four different formats.”

He probably had, thought Viv, fighting a smile. She was gladder to see Luca than was wise.

“If you were going to check on her yourself, why tell me to come and check?” demanded BoRa, disgusted.

“I was in the neighbourhood,” said Luca. “And there’s a rogue troll somewhere tearing people apart. You can’t check too often.”

“You can if the Forex agent comes back while we’re all checking,” pointed out BoRa.

“She’s stuck in the toilet,” Luca said easily. “She’ll get out in about two minutes, I reckon, so if anyone wants to hug me and say how nice it is to see me⁠—”

“I’m not going to hug you,” BoRa told him. “Come on, Bazza! We might as well get back to work.”

She turned a shoulder towards the door, her eyes scanning the café as though making sure that Hope really hadn’t returned, and the table shifted not very subtly as Bazza also turned to move.

“Wait!” Viv said suddenly, realising that this was possibly the only time she would be able to speak with BoRa without Forex being able to listen in for quite some time. “That old bloke that’s in Jasper’s room when things are a bit…dreamy. The one that’s sort of his dad?”

“It’s not his dad,” BoRa said. “Well, not anymore. Or maybe not properly. He tried to explain it to me once⁠—”

“I don’t think he was trying to explain it to you,” said Bazza. “Reckon he was trying not to explain it.”

BoRa waved him off. “He tried to explain it to me once and what I think he was saying is that his dad isn’t really there; he’s dead and this is either a splinter of his soul or a splinter of the bit of Jasper that still remembers and fears him. And it can actually hurt anyone who finds their way to the Betweeny dream space there because Jasper’s imagination is a bit too strong.”

“Maybe I should introduce him to an exorcist I know,” said Luca. “But first I want to tell him that you said his imagination is too strong.”

“Wait,” Viv said, feeling as though she might panic. She had simply wanted to make sure she had actually met with Jasper while she was asleep, and to know how she could do it again without being stabbed again for her pains. “Ghosts and demons are real, too?”

“Not ghosts,” BoRa told her. “Slivers of people left behind, still doing damage, stuck under the skin of reality and trying to become real again. They’re not demons, either.”

“Why is he interested in me, then?” Viv asked. “Because when I dreamt the Tea House the time before last, he was there. He tried to stab me, too.”

Luca’s brows pulled together immediately. “He tried to kill you? When? What happened?”

“It was before you came back to the Tea House,” Viv said. “Don’t worry, Jasper made sure I got out all right.”

Luca opened his mouth as if to argue with that, but shut it again.

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” BoRa said, waving a hand dismissively. “It’s not very likely that you actually met Jasper or his dad in a dream.”

“That’s what I thought, but the night before last when I did, I asked him to wear some grey yesterday somewhere on him if it was actually him, just in case.”

One of BoRa’s eyebrows went up. “He’s always wearing grey on him, somewhere. That won’t prove much. Why? Did you see some grey on him? I didn’t.”

“No,” Viv said. “He was wearing no grey of any kind, anywhere on his body. Not even his socks.”

“Oh,” said BoRa, after a moment. “Then yes. You actually connected with him.”

There was a grimness to her tone that worried Viv. Either things were worse than she had thought, or BoRa was chagrined that Viv was meeting Jasper while she was asleep; neither option was particularly appealing to her.

“If Chris has sequestered him away somewhere, this might be the only way we can talk to him—if he’ll talk to us.”

BoRa, her eyes angry, said, “Yes. If he’ll talk to us. He’s probably trying to figure out his own, singular plan to fix everything by himself. Idiot.”

Viv glanced over at Luca, who had gone quiet. “You should try to stop doing that,” he said to her, seriously. “Dreaming through layers of reality at night. It’s dangerous. Especially for you.”

“What if it’s the only way we can contact each other, in the end?” she asked him. “And it’s not like I don’t end up with you in your dreams, too.”

“That’s all we need,” BoRa said, her voice exasperated. “We’re going back. You can figure out your dreamlife together without us.”

She probably needed time to think about what she wanted to say and do to Jasper next time she saw him—in dream or real life, thought Viv, with a pang of fellow-feeling.

“Maybe I can try and bring BoRa with me when I look for Jasper,” she said to Luca. “She’d probably be more useful in trying to get him to play nicely with us instead of pushing us away.”

“Only if you don’t mind her maybe getting lost in a level of the Tea House she can’t get back from,” Luca warned her.

Viv stared at him. “Are you telling me that last night I could have accidently left you in a no-man’s land you can’t get back from?”

“Of course not!” said Luca easily. “I wouldn’t have let go of your hand for long enough.”

“That’s not the point!” Viv said exasperatedly. “Luca⁠—”

Luca’s focus seemed to break, as though someone had thought something very loud at him. “Sorry, Viv,” he said. “It’s time for me to go. Make sure you bring me with you if you end up in the dream levels again—worst case scenario, call for Seffy. She can get places I never could, and she’s used to fishing people out of places they shouldn’t be. She might be able to sneak in there if it’s you asking.”

He was gone before Viv could say that she absolutely wouldn’t be going to him, or taking him, anywhere in the dream levels of the Tea House again, with the warning he had just given her. She might have thought he had left as swiftly as he did to avoid just that, but Hope arrived so quickly after he had gone that she knew he must have had notice as soon as she was coming.

“Sorry,” the agent said, dropping back down into the booth. She was out of breath. “The toilet blocked, and then when I tried to get out the door stuck. It took me a while to get the hinges off.”

Viv, who probably would have tried to climb over the top, sciatica or not, said with some admiration, “That’s a good way to do it.”

“It should be a good way,” Hope said, still rather flustered. “It should have been a lot quicker than it was, too. They’re meant to lift off, but they were rusted together. I had to find my little screwdriver and unscrew all six screws from top to bottom instead.”

“Do you mean there’s a loo in there with no door on it?” asked Viv, amusement lighting in her chest.

“Yes, and I’m afraid that the café manager might go in there and realise it was me, so we’d better go,” replied Hope. “I’ve already paid for our drinks; let’s sneak out while they’re not looking.”

If Viv had thought about it, she would have expected that saving Hope from being dragged through a wall and into Between to face a troll would have endeared her to Hope more than escaping a café before the manager thereof realised that one of them had removed one of the toilet stall doors by its hinges.

That didn’t seem to be the case, however. If Viv was any judge, Hope was far warmer and friendlier than she had been before as they took a taxi out to Moonee Ponds to meet with their first parent and child. She remained so as the day drew on with nothing very much to show for their questions but evasive answers and silent, scared eyes from children, angry and protective answers from parents, and very few answers.

Kelly’s mother threatened to sue them—over exactly what, Viv wasn’t entirely sure—while Kelly, her fingers white around her knees, sat stiffly like she was waiting for a school photograph before she walked to her death. Viv met Hope’s eyes and was fairly certain that they had both made a mental note to see if Kelly could be talked to away from her mother.

The three boys and their parents were already together when Hope called them, which meant that all three could be spoken to together. The mothers of Colin and Michael seemed to want to co-operate, and encouraged their children with some sternness to answer questions without lying, but Brett’s father was just as tight-mouthed, and in the end his wariness seemed to infect the two mothers. The boys said very little at all; they simply repeated that they didn’t know what had happened and they couldn’t understand how Fiona had died.

Two of them seemed genuinely shocked and scared. Michael seemed angry—and perhaps scared.

“I heard there’s a service for Fiona tomorrow,” Viv said to one of the mothers, as they were on the point of leaving. “That’s pretty quick, isn’t it?”

“They probably want to be able to reopen the school and get back to normal as quickly as possible,” said the woman. She said it wearily and not entirely cogently, as though she was repeating something she’d read or been told. “It’s better for the kids.”

“That’ll be hard for you,” said Viv to the boys. She still didn’t know how much they knew, but they knew enough to be scared, and that must be especially difficult at eleven or twelve.

The youngest boy, the angry one, said, “We’re not going to that.”

Colin kicked him in the ankle while pretending to pick up the fork he’d dropped on the floor—or perhaps he stabbed Michael with the fork.

Viv wasn’t sure which one it was, but she knew that vague suggestion of movement above the table and the accompanying sharp breath that Michael drew in. If the boys weren’t going to be at the service, where were they going to be?

She left her tablet on the couch when she and Hope got up to leave. The parents had already started to move into the other room for afternoon tea, leaving the father to see Viv and Hope out the front door.

“Wait here for a sec,” said Viv to Hope, once they were outside the front gate. “I’ve left my tablet in there. We should only have to wait a couple of minutes to make sure that they’ve found it.”

Hope gazed at her. “Did you do that on purpose?”

Viv grinned. “Why? Are you going to put it in your report?”

“Only as a commendation!” Hope said, laughing.

It was the first time Viv had seen or heard her actually laugh. It was a normal, spluttering, surprised laugh that made Viv laugh, too. “Thanks,” she said. “I’ve been learning all the dodgy tactics from Luca since I’ve been here. Oh, here we go⁠—”

She darted back through the gate and towards the house, where she had caught the shadow of movement across the curtains that had already been drawn in the living room where they had been sitting. If she was very lucky, one of the boys had found it—or one of the parents would choose to send a kid out with it.

The angry boy, Michael, was stomping out of the house by the time Viv set foot on the first step up to the patio. Caught off guard, the boy became more surprised than annoyed, and stammered, “You left—this was on the couch.”

“Yeah, sorry about that,” Viv said cheerfully. “I usually have it in my pocket—it must have fallen out while I was sitting down.”

She took it from him with a word of thanks, and then gazed at him in silence for a little while until he began to shift.

“What? I gave you the tablet back.”

“Nothing,” Viv said gently. “I just wondered why you’re not going to the service tomorrow. I thought Fiona was your friend.”

“She is—was.” The reminder seemed to make him angry again. “That’s why we’re not going. None of us are. That’ll teach h—” He stopped, clenching his jaw, and ground out, “Anyway, we’re not going.”

“Yeah, I got that,” said Viv. She hesitated, and then asked, “Why Fiona? I would have said she was the last kid that would have turned up dead.”

“She was the least likely one of us to die,” Michael muttered. “She told us that she’d get us out of it. If you want to know who got her, ask Jessica.”

“If she did it, tell us how,” Viv said. “Tell us how you get to the other place where it is—or how it’s getting to you from there.”

He stared at her for a very long time, his chin mulish and his eyes angry. Then he said, “It’s our game: we can take care of it ourselves,” and ran back into the house.

Viv found Hope waiting for her outside the gate, looking more conflicted than ever. As she shut the gate, the agent said, “You’re very useful at this sort of thing. Why do people just…tell you things? You’re not even forcing them to! I didn’t expect you to be⁠—”

“Human?” suggested Viv. “I’ve been human all my life.”

Hope flushed again. “Sorry. It’s just…Anyone in this world who isn’t strictly human, or for humans, is usually pretty off-putting to humans. And they don’t usually care about humans.”

“Everyone in the Tea House cares about humans,” Viv said frankly. “Behindkind, human—mixed. We all care about keeping humans safe; that’s why we’re at the Tea House.”

“Yes, I suppose so,” Hope said slowly, and Viv wasn’t sure if she was convinced or simply agreeing to stop the conversation. “We’d better get back to the Tea House.”

“Good,” said Viv, which seemed to surprise Hope. She explained what Michael had said to her, and added, “If I had a thousand bucks to put on anything that might happen after this, I’d put it on all of those kids being at the school tomorrow—after the police have left, but before school goes back. They’re all skipping the service. And they’re angry.”

“At Jessica?”

“It seems like it,” Viv said thoughtfully. “Weird, because it looked like Fiona had welcomed her in, and that she was in the group. Everyone seems to have thought so. Whatever the reason, it looks like they blame her. If I had another thousand bucks, I’d put it on them trying to make sure she’s the next victim.”

“If so, we’ll be ready for them,” said Hope. Her face was pale, and there was a line between her brows again.

Hopefully, that meant that they would have the right tools and weapons to deal with a troll this time, Viv thought, but she wasn’t sure she could depend upon that.


Chapter 8
Lock in Daily
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Bazza was sitting at his usual spot in the receptionist desk when Viv and Hope got back. Hope excused herself and strode away down the hallway towards the elevator with something very obviously on her mind, while Viv stayed back to lean against Bazza’s desk and open the chocolate he had given her so that she could share it with him.

“Busy?” she asked him, as she offered half of the chocolate

“Flat out like a lizard drinkin’, little sis,” agreed Bazza. He took the chocolate, which looked like a mint between his massive fingers, and asked, “You need something?”

“Nope,” said Viv, grinning. “Just wondering what BoRa did to leave the receptionist desk empty enough for you to get back in there.”

Bazza’s mouth stretched in a slow, bashful smile. “Dunno, little sis,” he said. “She just told me I’d better get down here. But I reckon something happened in the men’s toilet.”

“Amazing,” Viv said, and headed towards the elevator, still grinning.

She returned to her own room, wondering if she should visit the library to find out all she could about fighting trolls, and then stood just inside the room, laughing at herself. She had just been with Bazza—she could have asked him. Luca hadn’t been around to ask that morning at breakfast, and they hadn’t had time in the café. She hadn’t known that it was so likely that she’d actually have to face a troll until now, either.

Sobering, Viv wondered if Luca had made it back to the Tea House. It made her feel off-balance to have Jasper so absent, and she thought she would have felt a lot better to be working with Luca as usual.

Her room didn’t feel quite right, either. That wasn’t anything to do with Luca, but both things had the same root cause. It was odd and even unpleasant to find her space so empty of the energetic ball of tulle and shoulder-chip that was SooAh when she returned to it. Viv sighed a little, but couldn’t be sorry that she’d sent SooAh away.

She took a brief look through the file that Luca had left her with the remark that it was Hope’s file, but as he had said, there was nothing in there that she hadn’t known, and it was sparse with details, some of which should definitely have been included. He had also, she noticed, left a second file with Hope’s—his own, it turned out, when she opened it. That was more than she thought she should be reading right now, so Viv put it down to decide about later, and looked around for the book she had moved during her dream last night.

She found it—exactly where she had put it in her dream last night. That didn’t really surprise her, but did worry her a little. It was one thing to find that she was dreaming but genuinely interacting with real people in those dreams; it was entirely another thing to know that she was suddenly, bodily moving through the Tea House in such a way that she could still interact with the world enough to affect items in it, and wake up in an entirely different spot than she had started.

Perhaps it was time for Viv to see if she could sleep-walk into the sixth floor to look at the contracts, where she might be able to get a peek at the contract Jasper had with Chris.

Since she was back at the Tea House so early with nothing else to do, Viv went back downstairs to talk trolls with Bazza. She hadn’t been there for longer than ten minutes—or learnt more than the fact that most trolls apparently had supercritical water that seeped through the pores in their rocky body instead of blood—before the elevator dinged. Chris strode out and into the hallway, throwing a shadow on either wall which made Viv think rather sarcastically that it suited his two-faced style of management.

“Ah, Viv!” he said heartily, almost at once. “What a bit of good luck! I was hoping I’d find one of the old guard in here!”

As if he hadn’t been looking for her specifically but found this a pleasant happenstance, thought Viv, in the deepest of suspicion. She knew what it meant when a boss pretended it was a pleasant surprise to see someone exactly where that someone might be expected to appear. Chris wanted something from her—and it would probably be something she wouldn’t like.

“I’d like you to come out with me for an assist,” he said. “You don’t have to do much; just stand beside me and observe while we get a look at something. There might be a meeting involved, depending on whether the person showing us decides they don’t want to show us, after all.”

“What sort of meeting?” asked Viv. Chris met her eyes in a wide, surprised sort of way, and she explained, “Will it be a behindkind meeting, or a human one? Am I expected to be silent and subservient, or am I supposed to be a normal human secretary?”

“No need for that sort of things,” Chris told her, without explaining which of the two options he was talking about. He started towards the back door and the parking lot, still talking, and Viv realised with a sense of familiarity that she was expected to simply follow and listen. “No one will care how you act, so long as you’re there. The official Forex stance is that we work in pairs wherever possible to always have accountability. My usual accountability partner isn’t available today, so I thought I’d see who was around to work with me. The old guard and the new guard should work together, after all!”

“What exactly are we supposed to be getting a look at?” asked Viv, stepping out into sunshine and wondering which of the cars would be available to them. She didn’t think that Jasper’s car would allow Chris to drive it.

“Just quietly, it’s something that we’re thinking about utilising in the Tea House,” he said. “Nothing decided yet; it’s just one of the directions we might go in.”

He didn’t answer her question in any other way, which didn’t entirely surprise Viv. Jasper was just the same, though he was less offensive with it. Or maybe she was just used to his brand of offense by now.

Chris seemed to find it difficult to find a car, much to Viv’s amusement. When he did find one, it was the most uncomfortably large ute that Viv had had the displeasure of riding in, though Chris appeared to be pleased with it. He had, predictably, just as much trouble finding somewhere to park when they got into the Grid and reached the strip of Russell street that had the glorious old stonework building of the Tech University on the corner and the old Melbourne Gaol a little further along.

Viv waited, with a curling lip, for a good twenty minutes while Chris cruised back and around in search of a park, and then while he tried to fit the ute into a space that very clearly was too small for it, and finally roared back out into a street and ducked into a park that said it was only a five-minute park.

“Are we going to have long enough?” she asked him. It was the only thing she considered worthwhile saying to him—the ride had been almost completely silent.

“That doesn’t apply to us,” Chris said, and climbed out of the ute in manly satisfaction.

Viv climbed out with a bit more difficulty, her sneakered feet landing lightly on the roadside as she jumped from running board to the bitumen, and then edged around to the footpath hastily before someone hit her.

“We’re going in here?” She asked, tilting her chin at the University building’s green glass windows with their curved arches. It was made of massive sandstone in the Gothic Revival style, and she had always liked it.

“No, we’re going in at the old Melbourne Gaol,” Chris said, and strode away along the footpath.

It was a good thing she’d gotten used to Jasper’s far-too-long legs over the last month, reflected Viv. Luca had spoilt her for gangly legs that strode at such length as to make it hard to keep up, and only her practise with Jasper made it possible for her to keep up without looking as though she was a Shetland trotting after its owner.

Viv hadn’t been inside the old Melbourne Gaol before: she knew, vaguely, that there were tour times and tour guides, and that it was reckoned to be as much of a historic location of interest as the old Gothic Bank and the State Library. She had never seen more of it than the outside and what she could see from looking through the enormously tall, solid black bars that laced the giant, arched gate in the old stone wall of equally massive proportions in shades of grey.

Nor did she get to see much of it this time—she was almost convinced that Chris was doing it on purpose, speeding up his walk as they entered the open gate so that she had no time to look around her, catch her breath, or get a feel for the place.

She caught a brief glimpse of the high, dark building as it loomed over them, and then they were at the entrance in the side with the university courtyard behind them and another curved, heavy door in front of them.

Inside, Viv was mostly aware of cold, and massive stones that made up the floor they strode across, with the darkness of stone-walled cells on either side. The space above their heads was wide open and galleried with walkways that ran alongside the cells above, culminating in a peaked glass roof that let light drench the curved supports that held it up.

There was an air of unchanciness—or perhaps death, or danger—to the place. Viv wished that she had had a chance to research the gaol a little more before she came inside.

It wasn’t as though she could see or interact with Between like Luca or Jasper—or anyone and everyone else in the Tea House, she thought gloomily—but she had been able to manage with sheer instinct until now, and she would have liked to have had time to form a proper impression of any place that Chris took her without prior warning.

She had, however, been exercising both her body and her mind lately—the former to make sure she could physically escape unexpected violence, and the latter so that she could take note of, and make use of, any egress from said unexpected violence. There were two ways out of the current floor, a couple of emergency exits that were both on the left side of the floor, but with such short notice, Viv hadn’t been able to do more than glance at floor plan she had found with a quick internet search before they were in the building itself.

On the second floor, if they got so far, she would have to rely solely upon her newly-honed instincts. If this had been a normal job and a normally horrible manager, Viv would have been quite certain that she had been brought along to be shown to someone, talk to someone, or provide necessary information in a natural sort of way. She found that she still thought that, so when they knocked at the door of a cell that had a “Staff Only” sign on it, she felt relieved that she was close enough to the emergency exits to feel more comfortable at whatever the Between version of that management procedure turned out to be.

But Chris didn’t stop walking there. He knocked, and moved on, and they walked the entire length of the floor to the stairwell on the right, which they ascended to the second floor. It was less polished and more gritty there, and Viv was cautiously relieved when they exited the stairwell at the second floor. That relief was as short-lived as the first bout, however; Chris proceeded to walk the entire length of the prison floor to the stairwell at the road-facing end, and thence to the third floor.

At least, Viv thought ruefully, she still had two directions in which she could go if need be. She didn’t like the way that the walkways seemed to shudder beneath her feet, and made too much noise even if she walked carefully.

On the third floor, with the length of it spread out ahead of them and reflecting light through the galleries below, Chris knocked at another door, the first on the right. It said “Ned Kelly” on the door, which charmed Viv. She would have come to the gaol a lot sooner if she’d known it had a Ned Kelly room—it was why she’d visited the State Library building for the first time at the tender age of ten, when bush-rangers were the height of romantic and adventurous thought.

This time, they waited outside the door, which was heavy wood with a small peep-hole that was open to show only dark, heavy, shifting shadow and the impression of stone walls. Viv should have been able to see the person who suddenly unlocked and opened the door—that person, she realised belatedly, shouldn’t have been able to unlock it from the inside—but she jumped convulsively when it opened because she hadn’t seen even the suggestion of movement.

Viv thought that she had heard that certain cells in the old gaol were inclined to have rumours of ghosts and spirits, and she suddenly didn’t find that odd at all. She also didn’t find it very comforting.

The person who opened the door was technically human. They might even have definitely been human. But there was such a blankness to their face, and a sensation of ticking as their eye muscles engaged along with a completely emotionless smile, that Viv wondered for a horrified moment if they were one of the Maker’s clockwork-and-straw cuckoos that hadn’t managed, like Denise, to possess a soul.

“Please come with me,” said the perhaps clockwork person in a whisper that seemed to be a part of the walls like moss might have been. It sank into Viv’s very bones.

The person stood aside to allow Chris and Viv to enter, then closed the solid wooden door behind them. The world was almost pitch-black for a second, and then soft, warm light began to glow from points around the ceiling, and the smell of the cell changed from cold stone and pervasive urine to dark, cold, wet rock and leaf mould.

The clockwork person moved ahead of them and led the way further in, where the back of the cell was no longer the back of the cell, but a charmingly uneven curtain of fine, leafy vines that feathered through Viv’s hair when she passed through them and trailed cool, ferny leaves against her cheeks with a trace of moisture.

This cell was marked as back-of-house on the floorplan, Viv was fairly certain. She had assumed that this meant an area specifically for tour guides, vendors, lunches, and merch storage. She hadn’t guessed that it would lead into a room that felt as though it had been hewn out of massive, aged rock that seeped with moisture and glinted with gold interspersed with soft, cool moss.

She would have liked to have stopped in that room, but it must have been something more like a transit room than a destination, because the clockwork person continued to walk and Chris didn’t even slow his stride. They passed through the room, leaving Viv feeling refreshed, and then walked through a wall that was straighter and more architecturally aligned to a building wall than a cave wall.

It felt different just as suddenly as the shift between cell and cave had felt, and in a way that gave Viv a sickening feeling of whiplash.

“You can wait here for a little while, can’t you, Viv?” Chris asked her, while she was still reeling at the change in atmosphere.

Viv murmured something that he must have taken as assent, because he turned away with the clockwork person and walked through the opposite wall while Viv was still trying to establish some kind of balance again.

There must have been a door there, but it wasn’t one Viv could see—or probably use—and there was a single window to her left, at the end of what she could now see was a long, gallery style room. She was already confused about where they had entered, because the only door she could see was the one at the far end of the gallery from the window, behind her and a little to her right. It didn’t feel as though they’d walked as far across the room as she found herself. It didn’t feel…right. It didn’t feel as though this room could have led directly from that refreshing and delightful cave she had just emerged from, despite the golden sunshine that limned the window to her left and haloed clouds so vast and fluffy that she knew the gallery she was now in must be impossibly high.

It was as though, Viv thought, trying to understand, the gaol and the end destination had some cohesive similarities, but not enough to connect directly, and had had to join via a third space that had enough of both to allow access through it.

The gaol cell had felt, if anything, twisted, dark, and oppressive; this final gallery felt dangerous, bleak, and almost evil.

It was a thoroughly unpleasant room. Viv didn’t like it, and didn’t know why she didn’t like it—and she disliked that fact even more. She would have tried to leave if she could have managed it, but when she tried to go out by the door she must have been brought in by, the simple proximity to it made her so sick with fear and dread that she backed away from it immediately without once touching it, and crossed the long gallery to stand by the window instead. There, the sunshine pretended to be warm while lingering always at the cusp of the window without really coming in or warming the room.

Viv wasn’t sure how long the meeting lasted, but it was far too long. As the minutes ticked on, the influence from the door seemed to spread, reaching out cold, clammy fingers to creep down the skin at her throat, making her shiver and swallow down on the bile that burnt at the back of her throat.

It was only when she had her back pressed against the windowsill that Viv began to feel the slightest thread of sunshine creeping through her as a defence against the cold, deathly aura of the door. Perhaps it had just been waiting to feel a human beneath its rays, because after that first, tentative touch, sunshine grew against her back and spilled into the world, lighting the deathly grey dimness with golden life.

In the sunshine, the room felt safer and warmer, and even the door at the far end of the room seemed a little bit different. Was it because there was dust hanging in the air that was lit by the sunshine, making a curtain in front of the door? Did the sunshine somehow disinfect everything that was evil about the door, or lock it away from Viv? She wasn’t sure, and she felt that she was probably being silly, but she was thankful for the sunshine despite that.

She stayed with her back pressed against the window for her remaining time in the gallery, mountains of clouds passing by behind her without Viv feeling as though she could quite take her eyes off the door for long enough to watch them float by.

She was almost glad when Chris appeared again, though her first thought was that of course he would come back now, when there was far less reason for him to be gone.

“Sorry about that,” he said. “I didn’t expect to be as long as I was. Our negotiations aren’t…going well. You look a bit pale—should we stop and get some food? I keep forgetting that you need to keep eating to keep your bodily health.”

“Most of us do,” Viv said dryly. She nearly asked him if he was talking about making a Maccas run, but she didn’t have the energy. She wondered again why Chris didn’t employ a skin-suit—and what exactly he did do given that he had forgotten the importance of food for the human body. “I’ll eat when we get back to the Tea House, if that’s everything we were supposed to do.”

She wasn’t sure how she was supposed to be any kind of accountability partner for Chris when he left her alone in the room with an unfriendly door on one end and a barely-normal window at the other end. She was very ready for the day to be done.

It didn’t entirely surprise her when Chris walked her back through the wall on the side that connected with the door’s wall instead of the door. It was typical of someone like Chris to leave her in a room where there was something unpleasant without warning her about it or explaining anything about it.

It wasn’t until she was back in the car with him—and there wasn’t, after all, a ticket waiting for them—that Viv felt she had caught her breath well enough to ask for the explanation she felt she ought to have been given in the first place.

“What was that, anyway?” she asked him. “The door. The entire room, actually, but especially the door. It felt as though…”

“…as though?” Chris prompted her. His eyes were on the road, and she wasn’t sure exactly how she knew he was listening intently. Perhaps it was the way his fingers were nearly white on the steering wheel.

“As though something very bad might happen to me if I went through it—or even just a bit too close to it,” she said. It was too late now to pretend she hadn’t noticed anything. If she’d known that Chris was going to be interested in her question, she would never have asked. For all she knew, he’d taken her to that place specifically to test something on her. That thought made her sharper when she added, “You and Jasper both have a really bad habit of putting me in bad situations I don’t know are bad until later. What was it?”

“If it makes you feel better, I didn’t do it,” Chris told her. “I don’t have any control over what doors the Host makes appear to guests—he must have made it appear to you for some reason.”

“If that reason was to make me try to climb out the window to get away from it, he nearly succeeded,” Viv retorted. She asked once again, “What was it? Why did it feel like that?”

“Being curious is a fantastic asset to an agent or Tea House employee,” said Chris. “I can see why you’ve come so far in under a year.”

Viv thought that he might sail on after that congratulatory remark without answering her question for a third time, but he hesitated for only a moment or two before adding, “The Host is called the Host because he stores, or hosts, things for certain people. And each one of those things is behind a door able to be linked with any lintel and frame—but locked to anyone but the owner of the item. And in some cases those locks are magic locks that allow only certain people in and out. This one must have been warning you off.”

That was a bit of audacity on the part of the door, then, thought Viv with some asperity. She hadn’t wanted to go through it. She hadn’t wanted to be near it, if it came to that.

“Don’t tell any of the others about it,” Chris added, with a disarming smile.

Viv didn’t feel disarmed. She felt as if Chris was pushing at her to think a certain way about things, and to feel a certain way about them. She would also be very surprised if Chris didn’t expect her to go back and tell the others everything about this evening’s work. And that worried her—if Chris was giving her information, it was because he wanted it to be known. Why?

“I’ll be careful what I say,” she said.

“That’s what I’ve noticed about you,” Chris said, after a moment. “You’re always very careful about what you say. You don’t have to be that way with me—Jasper is young and tends to take some things badly, but I’m an old dog and I don’t rip up if you say something you maybe shouldn’t.”

“I’ll remember that,” said Viv, non-committally. That meant he wanted some sort of information from her, she was quite sure. Well, if he wanted specific information, he could ask for it like a normal person.

At any rate, Chris didn’t seem to know quite how to reply to that, and the short ride back to the Tea House was spent in silence.

There was nothing beneath Viv’s pillow when she checked that night before bed. She was faintly disappointed, because despite the tinge of fear that came with the idea after Luca’s warnings, she would very much have liked to have been able to talk to Jasper while she was asleep. The things she wanted to ask him were mounting up, and she was now fairly certain that, as usual, he had only been telling her part of the truth last time she had seen him in the dream level of the Tea House.

Perhaps that was enough to direct her dreams, because Viv woke in the doorway of her own room, caught between the lintels of her door with a good view down the hall either way but somehow no ability to move beyond that.

A little bit of fear sparked in her—she was in one of the layers of the Tea House, she was quite sure. She just couldn’t go further than her room. Perhaps that was what the orchid had done for her.

Remembering Luca’s advice from last night, she ducked back into her room and moved her glass of water from beside the bed to the windowsill that SooAh’s father normally rapped at if they didn’t meet him on the Tea House roof. Then she went back to the door, sensing a prickle of movement in the hallway, and saw that Jasper was now sitting there.

He looked much the same as last time she’d seen him, though she didn’t see the little boy version of him this time. He was fully grown, and sitting on the floor with one leg stretched out in front of him and the other bent to rest a weary arm over.

He saw her perhaps a second after she saw him, and because his glasses were properly transparent, Viv clearly saw the swift unfocus of his eyes, as though he were looking straight through her.

“It’s no use pretending that you’re just a dream,” she called out into the hall, leaning as far out in his direction as she could without her legs following. “Where are you?”

Jasper’s nose thinned with what she presumed was an irritated breath. “You’re as bad as BoRa,” he said.

“You’re lucky you weren’t in your room last night, I think,” Viv told him frankly. “BoRa came to find you; she said you weren’t there. Chris says you’re out on a project, but it’s a funny kind of project that makes you disappear from your bed partway through the night.”

The annoyance didn’t fade from Jasper’s face so much as it was overwhelmed by tiredness—and, Viv thought, a kind of hopelessness.

“Where are you?” she asked again, frowning. “Are you really out on a project?”

“I’m here, again,” he said wearily. “I’m here still.”

Viv felt a touch of cold horror in her stomach. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that I don’t know where I am,” Jasper said. “And that I have been here in the corridor since you saw me last. Chris must have caught me while I was sleeping—or maybe I lost a bit of time between whatever happened and him putting me to sleep. The Tea House has…begun to let him siphon off its power.”

“Started to let him?” Viv repeated. The Tea House wasn’t a person; it was a house. Well, a building. “Are you saying that he’s got you in some sort of enchanted sleep, and that he’s using a sort of…latent power in the Tea House to keep you that way?”

“Yes,” said Jasper, his jaw clenching. “I’m not entirely sure why. Is Luca still out and about?”

“I haven’t seen him since last night,” Viv said, her stomach clenching. “I hope so. Because if he’s in the same fix as you, I’m going to come back here tomorrow night and make sure your life is very uncomfortable!”

“What does that mean, Viv?”

“It means that I asked you what Chris needed here,” Viv said, her voice even and sharp. “And you told me that you didn’t know.”

“I didn’t know,” Jasper said. “I still don’t know, if it comes to that. I know Chris wanted it enough to start digging into the Tea House’s resources before it was wise, but that’s about it.”

Viv’s voice became even flatter. “You knew that it had something to do with me.”

“I might have suspected so, but even a selkie Voice isn’t enough to make them take the risk of taking over the entire Tea House with Luca in residence,” he said impatiently. “They could already just pressure me to use you to do whatever they want.”

“Only after they’d proven that I had a selkie Voice they could use,” Viv said. “And I doubt that’s in the file you have on me.”

“Of course not,” Jasper said, unconsciously elevating his nose in hauteur, even though he was still on the floor. “Only fully verified facts about employees are in their files. Everything else is untrue until proven true.”

“So that you don’t have to send employees off to Forex because they need them?”

“So that they can choose what they want to do with their lives,” retorted Jasper.

“But only with the facts that you choose to give them about what their life will be like at the Tea House,” Viv reminded him. She hadn’t forgotten—probably would never forget—that Jasper had hired her especially as someone for Luca to fall in love with, as well as be controlled by.

Jasper reddened, but he didn’t answer her directly. It seemed to bother him less to actually answer the question she had originally asked him than to acknowledge and answer her pointed remarks.

He said, “Forex never does things without a reason. No, that’s being too broad: Chris never does things without a reason—Forex agents themselves aren’t necessarily as intelligent. If Chris knows—or thinks he knows—something about you more than that you’re a selkie, and something that he needs, he’d push into the Tea House in a second.”

“They know something about me that you don’t, then,” Viv said. Or, as she suspected, Forex suspected something about her that Jasper also suspected. “What would bring them to take over the Tea House just to get to me?”

Jasper gave the ghost of a laugh, making her stiffen. “I know that Luca is inclined to think that the world revolves around him,” he said. “But I didn’t think you would be susceptible to that particular folly. I very much doubt that Chris took the trouble of taking over the Tea House for the single purpose of getting his hands on you.”

“Really?” Viv said sharply. “Then perhaps you’d like to explain why Chris took me out as his accountability partner and then left me alone in a very unpleasant room while he did what he did?”

“Chris isn’t subject to the Forex requirement of accountability partners.”

“Yes,” said Viv. “That’s exactly what I mean. I’m also pretty curious about why he left me in close proximity to a door that made me ill just to stand near—and why he’s now telling me that I could have died if I’d gone through it.”

For a moment, Jasper’s face displayed absolutely no emotion—or even expression—at all. He even forgot to make his glasses opaque, so that Viv could see the utter blankness in his eyes.

“That doesn’t make sense,” he said, slowly and dazedly, as if trying to catch up with his own thoughts. The wall behind him, already darkened with his shadow, seemed to shift, as though the effort of his thoughts had caused a disturbance there. “He can’t have thought that you’d be able to safely go through a door of that kind. He would have needed some fairly strong proof to even consider it. And even if he did think that, he would have come to me.”

“Unless he thought that we were in a relationship,” Viv said. “I’m right, aren’t I? Because your little play-act while we were at Gilbert’s manor really made the Forex agents take notice—and you knew it!”

Jasper’s head leant back against the wall and he stared into space for several moments. Then, very softly and sibilantly, he swore.

“Exactly,” said Viv. “That’s why he came in like this. He wanted to get to me, but he knew you’d probably object if he went straight for that—I suppose he knew you when you were with Cora.”

“So he came for the Tea House because he didn’t think I’d give you up,” Jasper said to himself, slowly.

“Because he knows you’re not going to stand up to him when it comes to the staff and the Tea House,” Viv said.

“Because he knows I can’t.”

Viv stared at him for a long time, and although Jasper didn’t look at her, he didn’t try to explain or move the conversation on, either.

“You said that Chris’ contract is with you, and not with the Tea House itself,” she said slowly. “Do you mean that he’s only able to do this to all of us because he owns you, and you own the Tea House? He doesn’t actually have a right to the Tea House that isn’t connected to you?”

“I would advise against assassinating me, if that’s the direction of your thoughts,” said Jasper, and this time he sounded wearily amused.

“As if BoRa would let me assassinate you,” scoffed Viv. “Or let Luca, if it comes to that.”

“It wouldn’t do you any good, either,” he said, and the shadows behind him seemed to grow and crawl as he said it. “The Tea House would just pass on to Cora as property, and all of the current employees would be immediately severed.”

“You should get away from the wall,” Viv said, her eyes on that shadow. “And I don’t know, I think that’s a pretty good outcome if the other outcome is Forex taking over and keeping everyone on with or without their consent.”

Jasper, eyes wary, had moved away from the wall, but it continued to swirl. He said, “It looks like my father has something to add to the conversation. Perhaps we could continue in your room?”

Viv very much doubted he wanted to continue the conversation—but it did seem to her as though Jasper wanted and very much needed rest, so she moved aside and said, “Come in.”

The wall melted into a face, or perhaps a face melted through the wall, stretching after Jasper as he crossed the hallway towards Viv.

“This fool,” said a cold, dusty voice of such malice that Viv shivered, “is willing to give up anything and everything rather than take his birthright and trample his enemies into the dust.”

“Please ignore my father,” Jasper said. He slipped through the doorway and around Viv, and she shut the door in his father’s disturbingly stretched face before he could produce a knife again. “He lied desperately while he was alive, and he lies even more desperately now that he’s dead.”

Maybe that was something to be expected from a king of the domain known as Behind, thought Viv. She had learnt enough from Luca and others who had seen the change of power happen, and all of them had been amazed that a change of power had been able to happen at all.

“How exactly does he expect you to take up your birthright and trample people?” she enquired. “You’d better sit down before you fall over.”

“I don’t have a birthright, and I can’t,” said Jasper. He sat down on Viv’s couch as though boneless, and leaned his head against the back of it, his chest rising and falling as though he had fought a battle to get as far as he had.

She didn’t think that he was entirely telling the truth, but it struck her that this was the first time she had seen or heard Jasper refusing access to power that he could have had if he wanted it, and that seemed important.

Apparently there was something that Jasper wouldn’t do for the sake of the Tea House.

“You could do something about it, boy,” said the voice of the shade, or ghost, or whatever it was. The voice penetrated the wall first, followed by a horrifyingly inevitable swirl of wall that stretched and pulled and formed itself into a face. “Come to your father. You only have to ask.”

“Don’t listen to it,” said Jasper to Viv, his face drawn and exhausted. “I told you: it’s not my father. No, worse; it is my father—all the worst parts of him that survived death—and he wants me to become him. Or he wants to become me. All I need to do is submit myself to him, and I can have all the power I could wish for.”

So Viv wasn’t the only one having trouble turning into things she didn’t want to in her dreams. She said to the shade, “Out you go,” and she heard the threads of Voice in her dream-voice.

Jasper’s father vanished immediately, the wall healing as though it had never been breached, and Jasper stared at her wordlessly for moments that stretched out into minutes before he said, “I knew it was a good idea to bring you into the Tea House.”

“We’re going to have another discussion about that one day,” Viv said, rather dryly. “Jasper, I can understand if you don’t want to be asking the wicked ghost of your father for the ability to regain control of the Tea House and kick out Chris, but that isn’t the only way available to us. For a start, we can try and get you out of wherever you are and awake.”

“I’m the least useful piece in this business,” he said, with cutting self-mockery. “You might as well leave me where I am, and take the rest of the staff out with you when you go.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Viv said tartly. “If you’re going to sink into a self-pitying mass after you dragged me into this world with no idea what I was doing and nothing good in your mind for me, you can’t expect me to go along with you! And I’m not even sure that the lunch lady’s kitchen staff can leave. So you’d better sit up and help me figure out how to fix this, or⁠—”

Perhaps it was a good thing that Luca sauntered through the wall and into her room at that point, because Viv wasn’t exactly sure what she had to threaten him with.

“I fancy that it’s easy enough,” Jasper retorted, evidently stung enough to sit up a little straighter. “You could use that Voice you’ve been training and have a few words with Chris.”

“Yes, and let him know exactly what I am!” Viv said. “If he’s got a contract with you, me kicking him out of the Tea House isn’t going to change that. He’ll just come back with his own selkie—or earplugs, more likely. This is something you need to help us do.”

“We can discuss this again when we have the privacy to do so,” snapped Jasper.

“Luca is contracted to the Tea House, too,” Viv told him. “He has as much right to be here as you or I!”

“No need to stop scolding Jasper,” Luca said, throwing himself down in the armchair that Viv usually sat in to read.

She wasn’t sure how it had gotten exactly there, a few steps away from her—perhaps Luca had moved it so that he could sit nearer to her. She didn’t know how she felt about him being able to change things within her dream room. Or, she wondered, her face growing faintly hot, perhaps she had done it herself, unthinkingly.

Luca added, “I’m happy to watch. I’m pretty sure that I heard killing Jasper was an option.”

Jasper’s nostrils flared. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m always in Viv’s dreams,” Luca told him, grinning. “You’re the interloper here, not me.”

That made Jasper annoyed enough to prompt Viv to wonder if they really were in her own dreams rather than a layer of the Tea House, and if she herself had made Luca appear. That wasn’t good. She wasn’t supposed to be encouraging him in real life—if she was bringing him, the real him, into her dreams with her, that was the opposite of not encouraging him.

Jasper said coldly, “Considering that I was also on this couch two nights ago, I would say that you’re not the only one welcome here.”

“If you’re both going to squabble, I’m going to leave you in here and go away somewhere else,” Viv told them.

Jasper and Luca, both of them plagued by nightmares and childhood trauma of different sorts, but both connecting back to the worlds Behind and Between, ought to get along more than they fought.

Jasper looked away, suitably chastened, but Luca grinned at her and Viv realised that he knew that she wasn’t in the kind of sleep that meant she could move between layers of the Tea House physically.

He didn’t say anything, however—and he didn’t take a jab at Jasper again, either. Viv wasn’t sure if he was being nice, simply enjoying sitting close to her, or if the dream itself was destabilising around her and she had begun to wake up.

Conversation ceased entirely, which frustrated Viv, who felt that she really ought to be saying more, or asking more, while she had this precious time with both Jasper and Luca to remove the Tea House from Chris’ clutches. Items seemed to be vanishing from around the room, or perhaps she was simply not able to focus properly any longer. Then the dream vanished, too, and Viv woke into a confusing morning far too early to be up, but far too awake to go back to sleep.

She got up instead and started stretching, wondering if the muzzy feeling in her head was because of a lack of proper sleep or because she was about to have a migraine. Either way, her stretches would help.

Halfway through the neck exercises that required a wall to stand against, Viv found herself gazing across the room at something that was not in the right place. She blinked, stopped the stretch, and then started it again, frowning at the window. There was a glass of water on her windowsill.

At first she was just confused, and then she was cold and confused. She had thrown Jasper’s father out of her dream—and, she was fairly certain, every possible way of getting to Jasper while he was with her—and she had really moved the glass in the real world when she moved it in her dream. But there hadn’t been an orchid under her pillow last night when she went to sleep.

So how had she slipped so far into sleep that she had approached the border of sleep and death and found herself in the sleep-layers of the Tea House again, even if in a limited capacity? She had been confined to her room, but she had been affecting real, physical, waking things.

Viv checked under her pillow again, interrupting her stretches, but there was nothing there. She had woken up in her own bed, with no further memories of her dream shortly after Luca arrived. Still frowning, she went back to her stretches, and made a mental note to speak to Luca today, if she could.

She had nearly finished dressing when a message from Hope buzzed on her tablet, lighting it up in a rectangle of blue light. It said, The service starts at 10am, so we’d better be at the school before 9am if we want to get a good place to observe from. Can you be ready to leave the Tea House at 8.30?

Viv sent back, Got it. See you down at Bazza’s desk at 8.25.

Then she checked the time: it was already nearly eight. If she was very quick about it, she could probably get breakfast and wolf it down before she needed to leave with Hope.

Viv put on a light cardigan, then spent some time waffling back and forth about whether or not to use her phone to call Cora, who evidently would inherit the Tea House if Jasper died, and might conceivably have more information on what exactly Jasper’s contract with Chris consisted of. She eventually decided that her phone was better not used in the Tea House right now outside of emergencies, given that Marazul had just made sure it was clean, and given the number of Forex security surveillance devices that were openly in the halls (and possibly, less openly, now in personal staff living spaces).

A cold part of her said, If now isn’t an emergency, then when will be? and although Viv wasn’t convinced, she couldn’t get rid of the thought. She told herself that she still had the little phone she’d bought to read the tiny USB Marazul had sent her, but she didn’t know how safe it was for calls, and she had made very sure to keep it in airplane mode, only for use with the USB.

Viv put her phone in her pocket for the first time in a week, and left her room with it.


Chapter 9
Light Defeats Darkness
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Chris was standing outside the elevator doors when they opened at the lunch room, looking at his watch.

“Viv, there you are,” he said, and Viv felt her stomach clench with anxiety.

What did he want now?

“Yes,” she said, trying to slip past him and out of the elevator. Chris edged around her until he was in front of her again once she was out of the elevator, prompting her to say, “I’m supposed to be getting a bite to eat before I meet Hope so that we can head out to the school. We need to be there in good time to get a good surveillance spot—it’s to save human kids’ lives.”

“Very big, very important,” agreed Chris soothingly, without moving. “This won’t take long: I’ll need some time with you this afternoon to talk about utilising your skills in a specific area and for a specified duration.”

“What skills?” Viv asked, confused. “I just…translate between normal people and the Tea House.”

“Well, I’m sure you’re being modest,” said Chris, smiling gently and entirely without emotion. “This afternoon, sixth floor, at five o’clock. We’ll pay overtime, of course.”

“All right,” said Viv. She was still confused, and still had questions, but she was too relieved to see him moving out of the way to take the time to ask those questions. She would ask them at five o’clock today—hopefully after they found and neutralised the troll, and made sure that all the remaining kids at the Essendon primary school were safe, permanently.

Luca was nowhere in sight as she entered the lunch room. Viv didn’t like that: she would have preferred to have discussed trolls with Luca as well, and she didn’t like not being able to see him in person in the Tea House so quickly after Jasper had also disappeared. She found herself chewing on her lip as she waited for the lunch lady to bring her breakfast, and running anxiously through her mind everything that Luca had said when she saw him in her sleep last night.

He had been very slightly confused, she thought. Or perhaps he had simply been tired. As if she’d brought him into her dreams that were actually excursions into the sleep Between at the Tea House, and he hadn’t expected to be moved around.

She wished she could have seen him in person this morning just to make sure that he wasn’t somewhere out of sight and reach like Jasper. There was already so much wrong and off-beat at the Tea House without losing sight of Luca as well.

Even Hope, when Viv met with her on the first floor, didn’t seem to be quite right or settled. Perhaps she was anxious to be on the way—anxious to make sure that no more human children died—and that just made her absent, twitchy, and inclined to snap. She had mellowed a little by the time they got to the school, though Viv was inclined to think that this was because they had gotten out of the taxi early and walked off some of Hope’s anxious energy by the time they got to the school.

It didn’t occur to her until after they were on the school grounds and heading for the back of the school yard, to wonder if Hope had, this time, brought with her proper defensive or offensive magic. She hoped, with a sudden chill, that Hope’s distraction wasn’t because they had once again come to a dangerous place wholly unequipped.

She had, at any rate, brought something that was either magic or Between. When they got to the fence at the back of the schoolyard where the outbuilding was, Hope sprayed the fence with a transparent spray that smelt almost like ozone, then stepped right through the fence. The fence let her walk through it, but also seemed to bulge around behind her so that she stood between two realities of fence, one behind her and one in front of her.

“You’d better come in before it dries,” she said to Viv, who hastily did so.

“Will we be able to get out when it dries?” she asked.

“Yes, but it’ll break the entire thing when we step out,” Hope told her. “The kids won’t see us from here, but we’ll be able to see them if they come here. We’ll have to be quiet, though.”

It would be unfortunate if they were entirely wrong about where the kids would need to go to get to the troll, thought Viv; but she kept that thought to herself.

“Does Miss James know we’re here?” she asked quietly. The kids shouldn’t be able to get here sooner than another half hour, but she would rather be too careful than not careful enough. “And do we have more on us today than a spray that gives us a place to hide?”

“The headmistress knows,” said Hope.

She waited, but Hope didn’t answer the other question, leaving Viv with the somewhat bitter reflection that as much as the agent sometimes seemed to see issues with the way Forex had taught her to do things, it obviously wasn’t enough to prioritise life—human or otherwise—over the company.

Silence fell, and Viv didn’t feel as though she wanted to break it. If today was going to be the day that she died at the hand of a troll, she thought that Hope could deal with uncomfortable silence before as well as after. She wished, even more fervently, that she had been able to see Luca before she came out today.

It was not until another fifteen minutes had passed in silence that Hope said, haltingly, “We’re allowed to say no to things that we don’t agree with. The agency isn’t a dictatorship.”

“Yeah?” said Viv, rather grimly. “Does that mean you’ve brought weapons or, or spells, or anything out with you today so we don’t die if we do have to face a troll?”

Hope looked away. “That’s different,” she said.

“Is it? I don’t think so. It’s just you having to say no to something—or, Wait, this isn’t okay—instead of a hypothetical someone having to say no.”

Silence fell again, and this time Viv thought that Hope felt it as bitterly as she did.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m not a good partner. If I was a better partner, you’d be safer with me, and I know that’s not fair on you. You don’t have to come with me when I go after the kids; there’s no need for you to be involved at all when you don’t even have proper training. What I meant to say is that Forex has some really important goals, and there are sometimes dangerous things that need to be done to achieve them. And you, personally, don’t have to be the person taking the chance and doing the dangerous thing. Especially if it’s something that could—could…Well, especially if it’s very dangerous.”

Viv turned her head to look directly at Hope. It no longer felt as though Hope was talking about the possible events of the morning. “What dangerous thing exactly are you talking about?”

It couldn’t be a co-incidence that she was supposed to meet Chris this afternoon to discuss doing something he needed her to do, and that Hope was suddenly talking about dangerous things that other people could technically say no to.

Hope opened her mouth to answer, but they both heard the sound of arguing and footsteps at the same time, and she snapped her mouth shut again. The children—or at least some children—were in the schoolyard, and they were already very close.

The scuff of shoes bounced between the channel between two buildings, and then the fence. Michael’s voice said, “We should do another game for Fiona, since she didn’t finish. It’ll be fun.”

He sounded angry, and Viv wondered if he thought he was deceiving anyone with what he said when his tone was so opposed to it.

“She has to play, too,” said someone else, and then the first of the children was within sight.

It was Jessica, walking along without speaking at the front of the group, her face as closed as her eyes. Viv was certain that she knew she was being marched to her death, and she wondered why Jessica had come.

She wondered why the others blamed Jessica.

And she wondered how self-assured and arrogant Fiona had been the one to die.

“Of course she’s going to play,” said Kelly, skipping to the front to wrap an arm around Jessica’s neck in a pantomime of friendship. “It’s part of the rules. It was Fiona’s turn last time, and it’s back to Jessica’s this time. D’you reckon you can beat it four times?”

Jessica said, without affect, “Don’t know. None of us do. That’s the point of the game. It’s why you made all the others go across first instead of going yourselves, isn’t it? At least Fiona took the dare and made a real game of it—the rest of you are just cowards.”

“She shouldn’t have had to die for it,” said one of the other boys.

They were all behind the building and just in front of the fence where Viv and Hope had frozen in silence, now. Viv could see school uniform plaid—the kids had dressed themselves as though in armour, or uniform—and a great deal of hair and bare leg.

“None of them should have had to die,” said Jessica. “Not Chloe or Miss Holly. Fiona didn’t have to, either—you were the ones who started the game.”

“They had the same chance as us to get over safely,” said one of the boys sulkily.

“Only once you started playing properly,” Jessica said. Then she added, “Don’t forget that you all have a turn after me—you better not chicken out, ’cos I’ll be watching you from the other side.”

Kids, thought Viv, feeling sick. She’d forgotten that kids could be so cold and lacking in empathy when they were young, or in packs, or both. She threw a glance at Hope and saw the same horror on the agents face as she was feeling herself.

She mouthed, “Now?” at her, wondering if Hope would let her stop things here, where it was safe but also impossible to stop from happening again. The other woman shook her head, but she did pause first.

Then there was a further scuffling, one of the girls said, “Bridge,” and a sudden chill spread out from the building in front of them and sank deep into their bones. The kids all moved forward in a straggling, half-pushing, half-pulling group, then the cold enveloped them and they were gone, and the world was almost normal again, morning sunshine falling across the uneven bitumen between the fence and the wall.

“The kid was telling us the password to get in,” Viv said, on an exhale. “She was laughing at us.”

“That will be why she died, I suppose,” agreed Hope, stepping forwards and out of the instability they had made in the fence. “The quiet one—Jessica. She must have known it was too much of a hint and egged the rest of them on to having a game the other night. When is a building not a building?”

“When it’s a bridge,” Viv finished. There was a shift in the air, and she knew just slightly before Hope moved forward that the bridge, or tunnel, or opening, had opened all the way again in response to the word. “We’d better hurry up and make sure that they don’t get too far ahead.”

There was no sign of the kids ahead, but this time the bridge, or the tunnel, they entered was open at both ends. The far end was only about twenty metres away, and it was so much edged around with foliage and tree trunk that it was a misshapen sort of oval shape.

Viv followed Hope, who kept to the side of the tunnel, and they arrived at the other side with a good coverage of gum tree trunk. From there, they could see a building that looked very familiar.

Hope gazed around. “Where is this? I know it’s Between, but it’s a specific place between.”

“It’s the old building,” Viv said. She could see the three peaked points that she had only seen in a black and white photograph during her research on the school. “The school building from the fifties, before the school moved. It shouldn’t exist here and now.”

“It doesn’t, not really,” Hope told her quietly. “It’s just that here in Between, the impression it made has stayed, the old linking to the new, even in a different physical spot. Can you see the kids?”

Viv chewed on her lip. “No. Yes! They’re—they’re on the roof! I think they’re playing a game?”

“Bridge troll,” said Hope grimly. “We’re better off down here, if they’re doing what I think they’re doing.”

The building seemed to meet with the rise in the land on one side and the other—more like a bridge than a building, in fact. Hope had said bridge troll, and Viv could hear chanting—Jessica was separated from the other children on the top of the first peak, while they lingered at the lowest point of that peak. One of them, she could see, had a long stick—a broom?—and as she realised what the point of something like that might be, the chanting ceased and Jessica began to descend the first peak and climb up the next.

Had the girl managed to turn the tables on the group who had already successfully brought about the deaths of a teacher and a student—not just to escape, but to demand respect, equal peril, and eventually take revenge? It looked like that.

But now Jessica was up there by herself, with the little group together at the end of the roof, and the boy who had the broom was creeping after her, down the peak and up the next.

Viv gave up on trying to hide and shouted a warning to Jessica, who looked around at her and then over her shoulder just too late to avoid the broom that shoved her over the edge of the roof.

Hope made a short, horrified exclamation as Jessica fell from the roof, her legs flailing, and then another as the girl caught herself painfully on a piece of the roof, her arm jerking her to a stop some three metres above the ground.

Viv felt the breath hiss through her teeth—she hadn’t spoken a word with her Voice because it had happened too quickly, and there was still a shocked part of her that wondered what good her Voice was if she couldn’t use it in an emergency.

“She’s going to fall,” said Hope, striding forward.

Viv followed her, because the old school building was no longer what could be called a building in any way at all. It was all bridge. And Jessica was now clinging to the decorative struts that drew the central arch down to meet the next into a curved ornament, her legs dangling into space.

The children’s heads were turned towards Hope and Viv, but as they ran for the bridge, the children looked away from them and back towards Jessica, caught up between the bridge and the ground.

“Why aren’t they trying to run away?” asked Hope, her voice troubled. She slowed as though on instinct. “They’re just staring at us.”

“They expect the troll to kill us, too,” Viv said. She had slowed, too, but only because she could see that the children were already discussing what they were going to do, and she wasn’t sure whether she would need to be on the bridge or beneath it to stop whatever else they were planning on.

If they wanted Jessica to fall down, they would have to cross the trough that led to the peak she was currently dangling beneath to get close enough to prod at her with the broom again, and they would have to face the danger of the troll themselves. They probably knew that, because they were huddled together and whispering—because the troll might hear and come out? Or because they didn’t want Jessica to hear what they were about to do next?

She wasn’t left to wonder long: soon two of the children—a girl and a boy—climbed out carefully and quietly with their pockets bulging, and paused at the top of the first peak.

“Do the chant,” yelled a voice defiantly. “Do the chant!”

Jessica, still clinging to the downward point of the decorative flourish on the bridge, was yelling at them. She was not being careful not to be heard, and that worried Viv, who had seen how carefully the girl did her chant to start with.

Besides that, the building had become more and more stone-like instead of brick and wood, and now there was a dangerous sort of murkiness to what had once been wall and was now…empty, cavernous space beneath the arches of the bridge. A certain dark, fetid smell crept out, catching Viv unawares, and Hope choked next to her.

On the bridge, the children pelted Jessica furiously with rocks and slate—no, they were throwing past her, the projectiles bouncing off the stone support behind Jessica, and they made a loud, ringing sound that seemed to grow in the space Between.

“We’ve got to get out there,” Viv said, understanding. “The kids aren’t just making her fall; they’re calling out the troll to make sure it gets her. There isn’t time to wait for them to leave—they want to watch it.”

It was already too late. A shifting of shadow that Viv had thought was trees moving on the other side of the bridge revealed itself to be a hulking mass of rock so big that it blocked one section of the bridge and the trees behind it completely. It was slowly, lumberingly, moving towards the front of the bridge where Jessica was. Its huge head, however, was turned to its left, where the group of children were arguing too loudly—so loudly that even Viv could hear them.

“It’s going to get them!” snapped Viv. “Them or her! Go around from the other side and get those kids off the bridge! I’ll get Jessica!”

She didn’t see Hope, or the direction she went: her eyes were fixed on Jessica. The troll had come out from beneath the bridge, Jessica on its right, and had turned to go to the left, where it could probably, with a little bit of a scramble, get on top of the bridge and to the children there.

Viv ran, as fast as she could, in sneakered feet across the short, bindi-dotted grass and towards the long grass surrounding the bridge. The troll was turning away from the bridge’s end, confused at a lack of children, when she had covered three-quarters of the distance. She put on as much speed as she could, and ducked in behind the first support with grass whipping at her shins as the troll turned, out of sight just in time and very nearly slipping over. There was something unpleasantly squishy and sometimes hard beneath her feet, and it took far too long looking down to realise that it was human remains—bones, bloody, bloated flesh, and scalps. Too many to be just the children and the teacher, but there were certainly scraps of uniform there.

Viv managed to stop herself from throwing up by telling herself that she had no time to do so, and that the troll would hear it and kill her if she did. Then she took a breath, and ran more carefully to the other end of the support, where she could keep an eye on things without being seen by the troll.

“Sugar!” she swore under her breath, after a second look.

The troll was so big. Big enough that with a single extended swipe, or a few extra centimetres, it would be able to reach Jessica’s dangling feet. The girl knew that, too. It was directly beneath her now, and her school shoes were bare inches above its head. Her face was pale and her eyes intent; she wasn’t crying—she was concentrating on pulling her legs up before the troll could see her.

It hadn’t seen her yet, but it would.

Viv, her eyes flicking to the other end of the bridge, saw the children and Hope clambering down the final arch of the opposite end they had begun. She picked up a couple of bones, one in each hand, sticky and smelly and unpleasant, and hurled them in turn towards the end of the bridge the troll had just come from. Then she ran back to the end Jessica dangled from.

The little girl had already got her legs swung up, her school skirt flapping around her waist to show off the shorts she wore underneath. Whatever else Jessica had expected, she had expected to need some kind of coverage. If Viv was correct, she also had some sort of weapon shoved in the waistband of her skirt.

That weapon dropped with a sick, soft sound into what was left of Fiona’s torso a moment later. At least, Viv assumed it must be Fiona, but it could have been anybody who was still wearing a rag of school plaid.

Flies rose in a cloud, furiously buzzing, and then settled again.

The troll would be back very soon, and Viv needed to have Jessica down by then. Down and running, preferably, but she didn’t know that they would be able to outrun the troll. It was slow-moving, but its legs were so long that it covered ground in a frighteningly short amount of time despite the lumbering gait.

Trolls, said a little voice in Viv’s head. What do we know about trolls?

Bazza’s voice answered it: Made of rock, little sis. We don’t have blood, just that—wotchacallit—supercritical water. It just sorta seeps through our pores and keeps us goin’. Carries around the nutrients, ya see. You know what supercritical means, little sis? Supercritical means flamin’ hot.

Viv bit her lip, and then looked up at Jessica, who was staring down at her, plaits dangling.

“I can catch you,” Viv told her. A step shook the ground, closer than it had been before. “But you have to get your legs back down and then let go. That troll is going to—well, I don’t know exactly what it’s going to do, but something unpleasant is going to happen and I can’t guarantee that it won’t um, explode.”

She hoped, in fact, that it would explode.

Two more steps that shook the ground, and Viv saw the rocky, shifting shape of the troll come into view between the first and second supports of the bridge.

“Now, Jessica!” she snapped.

Jessica lowered her legs and dropped, and Viv caught as much of her as she could, her shoulder popping and a yell of pain shoved from her by a small knee to the stomach. Arms momentarily clung to Viv as the troll lumbered around the second support and towered over them, its beady black eyes fastening on them.

“Up you get,” Viv said to all the blood that still congealed around her and on her shoes, not quite dry. “In you go.”

Blood rose in small, thick globs, separating into smaller drops, and moved towards the troll. As they did, making a dark, garnet curtain of beads, Jessica made an exclamation, wriggled furiously until she was out of Viv’s arms, and darted towards the troll.

The troll, whose attention had been caught by the dark, glittering beads of blood, snarled and began to lumber forwards again as Jessica dropped to her haunches, her hand darting out to snatch something out of another part of the mess that had once been human.

Viv took two terrified steps forward, grabbed up Jessica in a bundle of arms, legs, and perhaps a plait, and dragged her around the side of the bridge support. She lurched against the stone support—fell down, rather than ducked—hunching over Jessica with cords of sciatica tearing through her hip and all the way up to her shoulder, just as there was a prickling in her ears as though a million tiny needles of static had just bubbled up inside them. The hair on the back of her neck stood up.

She didn’t have time to think, Oh, those were the cracks because the troll exploded. The bridge exploded. The world exploded, and possibly so did Viv’s ears, because although she could feel the thundering crash of chunks of bridge around her, and feel the cut and sting of shrapnel on her face and back and arms, and feel the warm, fetid air hitting her ears, she couldn’t seem to hear anything.

Jessica was a dead weight in her arms, dragging down on her neck and shoulders in a throbbing, hot, and almost visible manifestation of pain; the world was a dusty, opaque, shifting mass with an aura overlay of pink spots. Fingers dug into her arms and Viv’s fingers probably dug into whatever limbs she was holding, but she must have said something as everything exploded, because there was a full metre between where she crouched with Jessica and the closest shifting dust that was even now clearing to reveal the world to them again.

They possibly wouldn’t have been crushed in any case—two massive sections of bridge were shoved up against each other, the smallest section to her right where the troll had exploded, and the other a piece of the top curve of the bridge.

Viv settled on her haunches, sighing or perhaps sobbing in relief. She could see a dim group of kids beyond the bridge, through the new arch that had been made of debris, and a taller figure that had to be Hope.

She breathed, “That’s enough,” up at the bubble of protection and it dissipated—hopefully before the other woman had seen that it was there. Floating bone and stone dust wafted in, settling on everything and everyone, and making Viv cough. She looked back down to make sure Jessica was still unconscious, and found that the brown, silent eyes were watching her, a trickle of blood running down the girl’s cheek.

“Sorry,” she said to Jessica, dabbing her cheek with the cuff of her cardigan. “I wasn’t quick enough.”

“Neither was I,” the girl said. Viv could see what was clutched in her hand now—it was a friendship bracelet. Jessica said again, choking, “Neither was I,” and then tears welled up, broke, and fell.

To have said that Viv did not enjoy the interview process would have been a massive understatement. Hope brought out a small piece of technology that looked like a portable cassette player—and that Viv assumed to be a recording device—that, when the middle button was pressed, instead sent the parents of each child into an eyes-open fugue state.

Understandably enough, this terrified all of the children except Jessica, who was their final interview, and the fact that she became more comfortable instead of less was considerably more discomforting than the terror of the other children had been. And, unlike the other children, she answered questions without trying to hide anything or excuse herself.

“I didn’t mean for the teacher to die,” she said. “Miss Holly followed us in because she was worried, and saw what was happening—she was just trying to help me. She didn’t understand that trolls were real until it got her. She saved my life the second time.”

“What about Fiona?” asked Hope. They already had a very good idea from the other children as to events and the timeline, but Viv had the impression that Hope was asking questions because she still found it hard to believe that these children could have been capable of playing such a deadly game. “Was she an accident too?”

“No,” Jessica said. “Fiona was my fault. I wanted her to die. I was the one who goaded her into agreeing to play the game properly; I had to play the game twice for every one time they did, and it was her turn first, because she’s the leader and she couldn’t let the others see she was scared. I knew she wouldn’t be able to let them think that she was too scared to do something that I could do. I killed her because she killed my best friend, but she killed my best friend because it was fun for her.”

Viv wondered later, on the way back to the Tea House, if that sentence lingered in Hope’s mind as much as it did in hers. She certainly wasn’t as put together as she normally was, because she called a taxi and then slung herself grimly in and fell into silence immediately.

Neither of them spoke more than to tell the driver where to take them. Viv was exhausted mentally and physically, and feeling ill from the migraine aura that was growing and slowly taking over her vision in ever larger hot-pink spots.

When they got out at the Tea House, however, Hope finally spoke. “You’ll have to explain why the troll blew up.”

“Will I?” Viv felt a sudden stab of almost hysterical amusement. “Will it be important along with the killer children and what has to be done with them?”

“I’m not asking you for an explanation,” Hope said, stopping on the footpath before the turn in to the Tea House. “I’m saying that someone probably will. I didn’t see anything, so I can’t tell them anything.”

“That’s very convenient for you,” remarked Viv, and her voice sounded more sarcastic than she’d meant it to.

“You need to remember that you don’t have to say yes to things you don’t want to, as well,” the other woman said.

“Yeah, I heard you earlier,” Viv said, and strode on up towards the Tea House.

Hope jogged to catch up with her. “Viv⁠—”

She was trying, Viv knew. She was trying to warn Viv, and she was doing it against all of her instincts to protect Forex. But there was a lingering sadness in Viv from the interviews, and it struck her as uniquely horrible that Hope was willing to warn her without doing anything or saying anything to stop wrong things from happening. Worse, that she had done so just this morning, and could have ended up with more dead children as a result of that.

Viv mustered up all the patience and kindness that she had at her command and said, “See you at dinner. I’ll be careful what I say yes to, and I’ll make sure I have some sort of explanation for anyone who asks about the troll.”

Hope didn’t look completely satisfied, but they were already at the door of the Tea House by then, and Viv knew that she wouldn’t push further once inside.

Viv had a shower before she did anything else, because she didn’t think she could deal with either Chris or Forex with the blood and bones of dead children in her hair and on her skin. Seffy unfurled a tentacle against the glass shower door and then furled back a little from the heat.

“Do you know where Luca is?” Viv asked her, but the tentacle only waved back and forth as though Seffy, too, was lost.

After her shower, she stretched carefully and then rested on her bed with a carefully placed cylindrical pillow under her neck, and a bigger, fluffier pillow beneath her knees for a couple of hours. It didn’t take away the migraine, but by the time Viv’s alarm went off to let her know that it was ten minutes to five, the aura was receding.

She climbed out of bed, left her room, and went to the sixth floor to find Chris.

“What do you want me to do?” she asked bluntly, when she found him at his desk.

“Nothing difficult at all—it’ll be a two-minute job, and you’ll be paid for a full four-hour block of overtime,” Chris told her. “You remember the meeting I attended at the Melbourne Gaol? It turns out that the Host showed you the door you didn’t care for with a specific reason.”

His reason, or Chris’ reason? wondered Viv—very nearly aloud. “What specific reason?” she asked, instead.

“He’d like you to try and go through it, and I told him that we’d see what we could do about that. I presume there’s something in there that he’d like to get out of storage, but for today all you’d need to do is open the door.”

“Oh, is that all?” Viv said discouragingly. “What’s wrong with the door? Why can’t he open it, or go through it? Why can’t you, if you want the payment?”

“Only a certain kind of person can go through it,” Chris said, rising from his chair. “Anyone else has a one hundred percent likelihood of failing.”

Her voice was flat when she said, “You’re not telling me everything.”

“I never tell everyone everything, or I wouldn’t have a job as manager,” Chris said, with a hearty chuckle. “There needs to be something for me to do. Now, you can say no to this, but we’d really appreciate it if you helped out.”

“I still think there’s something important you’re not telling me,” Viv said. “Something like it being a door that will kill me if I’m not the right person to go through it?”

He froze for the slightest moment, but that was enough. He saw it was, and said, “I’d like to know who told you that.”

“If the door could have reached across the room and strangled me while I was in there, it would have,” Viv told him. “And a one hundred percent failure for the wrong kind of people is also pretty telling.”

Chris leant across the desk, his hands planted firmly and confidently on top of it. “I can promise you that I’m very good at my job, Viv. You are the right person for this. If you help us with this, Forex will be very grateful to you—and our gratitude is something that a lot of people would love to have.”

“No, thanks,” said Viv.

Chris seemed genuinely confused. “Sorry?”

“No, thanks,” she said again, and added by way of explanation, “You said that I can say no.”

He hadn’t expected that, and Viv wondered why. It took him a good few moments to pull himself together, and when he had done so he said, “I don’t think you’ve fully understood the position, Viv.”

Chris said her name far too often, Viv decided. He said it like a weapon, or a tool, to wedge her into a certain shape, or place.

Perhaps he expected her to be like Jasper, who assured her that a favour from someone who hadn’t specified parameters for the favour was far more useful than an immediate, even exchange. Viv wondered if Chris really did think that she was fae—or at least behindkind.

But then, if she was selkie, technically she was behindkind, even if she felt wholly human.

“I’ve understood that you’ve asked me to do something, that it’s dangerous, and that you’ve told me I can say no,” she said. “That’s enough for me.”

Chris smiled at her with a touch of condescension. “Maybe I should have said that you don’t understand everything we have to offer you,” he said. “I shouldn’t have to explain everything to you, Viv. You’re a clever woman. Perhaps you’ve wondered why you haven’t been able to spend any time with Luca over the last day or so.”

Viv understood, very suddenly and coldly. Somehow, Chris had got to Luca as well as Jasper, and he was trying to make her understand exactly how bad her position was—and how good it could be if she just did as she was asked.

He was going to do to her exactly what he—or the agents in charge of her—had done to Hope. Ask something, receive refusal, then make plain how bad the situation was for her and how much she needed what they had to offer in return.

Viv slid her hands in her pockets and found the side button on her tablet. She had, quite some time ago when she learnt that she didn’t have perfect recall for conversations, set it up to voice-record with a double-click of the button.

She started it recording and said to Chris, “Explain it to me like I’m not a clever woman. You’ve asked me to go through a certain door for you, while telling me that I can refuse; and I’ve refused. What else is there to add to the conversation?”

Chris’ lips pressed together for a moment, and Viv was glad to see his annoyance. She herself was also annoyed—she had had a horrible day, she had had to throw the bones of recently deceased children to distract a troll, and she had barely managed to keep herself and the child she was trying to rescue safe from said troll. Then she had had to sit down with a group of children she was quite certain were little psychopaths, one who was convinced she was a murderer and might in fact be a murderer, and a partner who was obviously having some sort of crisis of conscience—but not enough to be open about what she was worried about.

“Luca became a danger to the agents this week,” Chris said. “And I know that he’s someone you’re…attached to, Viv. That’s why I’m willing to offer you a chance to return to being his partner for us here at the Tea House. I really can’t make any promises about his future at the Tea House—or his freedom—without some assurances.”

“What about Jasper?” Viv asked. “Are you willing to let him go? And don’t tell me he’s out of the Tea House on a project, because I’m not an idiot.”

“That’s the other half of the equation,” Chris told her. “This is much better! I knew you were a clever woman!”

“So what you’re saying is that you’ve got Jasper shut up somewhere, and Luca shut up somewhere else, and that you’re going to—what? if I don’t say yes?”

His tone became chiding—a manager to his underling who doesn’t understand the difficulties of management. “That’s an unfair take on the situation,” he said.

“Then help me to understand,” Viv said shortly. Her head had begun to ache again in good earnest now, and if things kept going the way they were going, she would have the pleasing opportunity of throwing up on Chris. She would also be significantly less capable of dragging the Tea House and all its occupants out of the mire they had found themselves in.

“Luca is too dangerous to be out in the world,” Chris said, shrugging. “And Jasper is a bit of a liability right now. I’m saying that I’m kind enough to let you choose one of those liabilities to set free—one, not both—in exchange for a yes from you. The other stays where he is, for the safety of the Tea House staff and management. I tend to think that Jasper is right in thinking that you can keep Luca under control, and you certainly seem to be capable of keeping Jasper in line.”

“They’re both grown men,” Viv told him. “They can—or should be—capable of keeping themselves in line.”

“Yes, but we all know that men need a good woman to keep them in line,” Chris said, with gentle jocularity.

Viv stared at him. “Do we?”

Chris cleared his throat. “Open a door for me, and I’ll let you open a door of your choosing to see one of them.”

“All right,” said Viv, shifting her weight a little. If she wasn’t careful, the waves of dizziness that were coming with the throbs of migraine would make her fall over. “Agreed. But you have to let me open my door first before I open yours.”

Chris looked annoyed. “If you must. But I’m going to point out that you agreed to this exchange on the record, that this floor is under constant surveillance, and that you’ll be held legally responsible for following through.”

“No need to be snappy,” Viv told him, glad for the chance to irritate him. “I might be too dead to open one of the doors after I do what you want me to do. You can’t expect me to take that chance.”

He gave her another tight-lipped smile. “All right. Who would you like to access?”

Access, said the part of Viv’s mind that was in more pain than it could stand and still remain polite. Like they’re pieces of equipment.

“Jasper,” she said. It cost her a pang, but she knew that Luca could look after himself—at least long enough for Viv to get done everything she could get done only if she could get to Jasper again.

He seemed surprised, but not put out. “All right, follow me, Viv,” he said. He turned and walked around to the wall that had been put up behind his desk, and Viv discovered to her surprise that there was a door there.

It wasn’t easy to see, but perhaps it had only been put there today. She wasn’t quite sure. She followed him into the further section of the sixth floor that continued towards the front, road-facing wall of the Tea House, and found it free of anything except three doors, four Forex agents who had evidently been waiting for them, and a couple of almost anachronistic filing cabinets.

So that’s where the really important contracts and paperwork was kept, thought Viv, gazing at the three doors to make sure that Chris hadn’t noticed her swift, comprehensive glance at the two cabinets. Jasper always did say that behindkind and adjacent agencies tended to go with hardcopies of things instead of computerised records like the Tea House tended to use, and that specific weakness was something she meant to fully exploit.

“There are three doors,” she said to Chris. “None of them feel like the door you took me to last time, though.”

“That’s because the door leads to somewhere we can access that door more conveniently, rather than bringing the door itself here,” said Chris. He smiled, and gestured towards the door on her right. “You can head on through,” he said.

It was sure to be a trap, thought Viv, taking in a silent breath and letting it out again in a sigh. She wished that her head wasn’t pounding so hard that each of the doors seemed to have an aura of their own; perhaps she’d be able to think through everything before she did it.

But it was, and she couldn’t, so Viv opened the door and walked into another part of the Tea House.


Chapter 10
Commit or Quit
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She should have guessed that Luca would be behind the open door. Viv felt that immediately when Luca looked up as she entered, the door yawning wide and dangerous behind her. He was sitting on a white, padded bench, and the room around him was white. Even the pod beside him—one of the Forex sleep, or medical pods that she had seen in Hope’s room—was white. She wasn’t sure if he was attached to it by one wrist or not, because there seemed to be doubles of him.

Viv blinked and tried to tell her migraine-ravaged brain that there was only one of him.

“Hallo Viv!” Luca said, leaping up. There were certainly two of him, no matter how much she wished otherwise—two of nearly everything in the room—and the movement made her feel violently ill. “Did you come to rescue me? I was already nearly out; I just had to figure out how to get properly awake.”

That was when Viv realised that the reason she was seeing two of everything wasn’t because of her migraine. Luca really did exist in two different phases here—one that was supine and motionless on the padded bench with his wrist attached to the Forex sleeping pod that was evidently keeping him asleep. The other version of him was crossing the room towards her with bright, pale eyes and far too much stubble on his cheeks because he hadn’t been able to shave for at least two days.

And somehow, she was accessing or seeing both in this room without being asleep, or being near one of the orchids.

She wanted to tell him that she hadn’t come to rescue him—she needed to get to Jasper because she thought she had figured out a way to get them all out of the mess they were in, but Chris was already stepping through the door and towards them.

Luca got to her first. He hugged her, and Viv immediately felt the trickling relief of his magic seeping through her where his arms wrapped around her, trying to heal her migraine.

“Stop it!” she said in his ear. “You need all your wits and magic about you to wake up. You’re still asleep.”

She felt the movement of his cheek against hers, scratching her cheek, and knew he was grinning—whether at her or Chris, she didn’t know. And the magic pushed into her faster, and faster, until she was nearly dizzy with it, and the pounding at her temples and the base of her neck had pushed so far back that she could barely feel it.

Viv heard another step, as though time itself had slowed down, and Luca’s arms tightened around her. Chris in the room meant trouble, but she didn’t know what trouble yet. She heard the door swing shut and then close behind them.

In the shuffle and click of that sound, Viv said, more softly still but in a Voice that shook a layer of the room she couldn’t quite see, “Wake up.”

Over Luca’s shoulder, she saw the forefinger of his body—his real, physical body—twitch once, and then twice. Perhaps his eyelashes lifted slightly and settled back down, but she didn’t think Chris could see that. In coming to hug her, Luca had shifted just enough to block his real body from Chris.

So she said in his ear, “Get out now, while you’re awake. I’ll take care of Jasper,” and disengaged from the hug. Two bodies were better than one for blocking a view.

“This is very sweet,” Chris said, with a congratulatory tone that suggested he was here to preside over their union. She didn’t know whether or not he had heard what she said. “It surprised me when you chose Jasper instead of Luca—I suppose it was a good thing that I mixed up the doors, wasn’t it?”

Viv’s jaw tensed, and she saw Luca’s head tilt. “You said you were going to let him go,” she said to Chris. “Do it.”

“Of course!” agreed Chris. “Even if you didn’t get the person you asked for, you’ve got one of them, and everything will be done in good time. I have to do a bit of paperwork before I can let this one out.”

“You said you’d let him go,” Viv said shortly.

“And I will,” Chris assured her. “It’ll just take a day or two.”

“I see,” Viv said grimly. She saw…a lot of things very clearly that she had only suspected before she walked through the door. Chris had either never meant to let her see Jasper, or had never meant to let her see whichever of them she really wanted to see. “Then we’d better get out of here and on with it.”

She didn’t look behind her at Luca as she said it, because she wasn’t sure she was brave enough to encounter his eyes or his expression. Instead, she crossed the room, passing Chris, and opened the door herself. She held it for him, and Chris followed her, looking ridiculous and discomforted as he caught up with her—as though he hadn’t expected this turn of events.

Viv hoped she could keep Chris off balance enough for Luca to get out of where he really was while she distracted him.

She shut the door for him, too, and that discomforted him even more. Viv was fairly sure he was annoyed, too.

“I’m sorry that I couldn’t let you see Jasper,” he said. “But you’ve seen that Luca is alive and well, and a promise of being able to release him within a couple of days. We did have an agreement that you’d go through a door for me if I let you go through one of the doors. We can start with a brief explanation and warning, and go on to⁠—”

“I’m not doing anything,” Viv said bluntly. Now she was annoyed and not migraine-pained, and she intended to cause as much irritation as possible. “Our agreement was based on me seeing Jasper.”

“It really wasn’t,” said Chris. “If you’ll recall the exact words⁠—”

“The exact words don’t matter to me,” she interrupted. “Do you think I’m fae? I’m human. The understanding you led me to believe that we had was that if I could walk through a door and see the person I chose, leading to them being released, I would then walk through another door for you. You sent me through to Luca, not Jasper.”

To her surprise, this made him actually, humanly angry. “This is not on, Viv!” he told her, his voice deepening and outrage on his face. “You can’t make deals with me and renege on them!”

“Why not? You reneged first!” she retorted. “You already broke the bargain! Why on earth would I hold up my side of it because you tried to be tricky about how you asked it? I agreed to what I thought the bargain was—not to the letter of what you tried to make it.”

He really hadn’t thought of that, Viv realised, looking up into the indignant face in front of her. It was the first time she’d seen Chris properly angry. Whatever he thought she was, he thought that she was tied to the same kind of rules that the fae followed.

Well, why not let him keep thinking that? She added, with a very grim smile, “Anyway, if this bargain is on the letter of the deal and not the spirit, I’ve already opened a door for you. I shut it, too, if you remember.”

His entire face flushed brick red with anger. “That’s not⁠—”

“What you meant by it? No, but that’s what you said.” She shrugged. “You should have been more careful—or kept the deal you said you would.”

She started walking across the room to exit the door, and all four of the agents made a move towards her to make her stop. Viv stopped and wheeled to face Chris. “You’d better call them off before I get Seffy in here to deal with them,” she said.

Chris’ jaw clenched and unclenched, his eyes black and his expression dark. At last he said to the agents, “Let her go. We had an agreement.” And then to Viv, as she walked out of the area without waiting for anything else, he called, “This isn’t the end of the discussion, Viv.”

“It is for today,” she said, and shut that door behind her, too.

For the first time since Forex had taken over, Viv left the Tea House alone. This was possibly the only occasion she would have to do so—the only chance she would have to get away and speak to someone outside the Tea House who might be able to help with her specific issue.

She only went as far as the garden, and only then because she had help. She had got as far as the first floor, where she ought to have been able to get out into the garden, but the elevator would go no further, no matter how many times she pressed the button.

Viv took in a breath and said, “Seffy? Can you get me out into the garden without drowning me?”

Salt air gently wafted into the elevator. Just as gently, Seffy’s tentacle wrapped around her and drew her swiftly and smoothly through metal, wall, and a nameless, cloudy place that looked very much like the levels of the Tea House that Viv could access only by sleep. Sunshine succeeded cloud, and Viv was left blinking in the sunny warmth of the back garden of the Tea House.

It didn’t look exactly like the garden she was used to—untethered from the Tea House’s elevator and untouched by human surrounds, it seemed wilder, freer, and more dangerous. It also seemed more beautiful in some imperceptible way.

Even the sunshine didn’t feel the same as it would normally feel.

Viv said, “Thanks, Seffy,” and wondered why the sky felt so vast and wide, until it dropped into her mind with an unpleasant lurch of the stomach that it was because there was no large, comforting back wall of the Tea House looming over the brick wall.

The brick wall itself was still there, but it didn’t look exactly like brick, and she wasn’t sure that it was stopping things getting in as it was stopping things getting out. The Tea House was completely gone.

She had planned to go into the maze to get away from the Tea House windows and potential listeners, but Viv knew in that moment how laughable the idea was, even if it didn’t leave her feeling as though she wanted to laugh.

She took a moment to breathe and remind her self that Seffy was still there. She was safe. Viv had come out here for a purpose, and she would do what she needed to do, even if it was growing twilight and cool around her.

She needed outside help. She needed to know what Chris wanted from the door he was trying to make her go through. She needed to know exactly what the door was, and meant. She needed to know if Jasper’s contract with Chris was on paper or verbal. She needed to know where the blank contracts were. She needed to be sure that she really had woken up Luca, and that he was now safe and free in the Tea House.

Viv swallowed, finding herself near tears, and took her phone out. She was being silly and frightening herself.

She almost called Marazul, but at the last moment deleted his number from the screen and called Cora instead. She could only call one of them before Marazul said her phone wasn’t safe any longer, and instinct said that Cora would be more useful in this situation—especially since she was the one who would inherit the Tea House, and who potentially knew Jasper best.

It was almost unreal to hear Cora’s pleasant, normal, “Hello, Viv! It’s been a while since you called! How’s Jasper?”

Viv nearly started crying again. “Um, Jasper is actually the issue,” she said, willing the tears back and pressing the knuckle of her forefinger to the bridge of her nose to help control her voice. “Have you tried getting in touch with anyone in the Tea House in the last week?”

Cora’s voice was instantly sharper. “No, but I had heard that someone else had trouble. I thought Jasper might just have blacklisted them, and about time, too! What’s going on?”

“Forex have taken over,” Viv told her briefly. “They separated Jasper from us, and then they started pairing us up with agents to make sure we couldn’t talk too much or plan too much. Then he disappeared and they said he was on a project, but he’s not. They’ve had him for the last three days, and they’ve had Luca since yesterday. Chris has them both in some kind of sleep state that I can sometimes get into, but not always. Forex is also playing silly beggars with doors that go to…places I didn’t know you could get to from the Tea House.”

“You need to get Jasper out,” Cora said, in the same sharp voice. “Have you tried? Have you asked Seffy to help? If he’s somewhere, asleep, you can’t leave him there. Three days is already too long for him.”

“I tried today,” Viv told her. “They gave me a choice between him and Luca, and I’m not even sure if I managed to get Luca out. There was no chance of me getting both of them out.”

“You—” Cora stopped, as if gathering her thoughts, and then said unexpectedly, “But what about Jasper?”

“I was only allowed to see one of them,” Viv said. “And Chris decided to—that’s not important. I’m almost certain I can get him out, too, but I need to know a couple of things first. Most of all I need to know if Jasper’s contract with Chris is paper, or verbal.”

“You left Jasper in storage? With Chris?”

Bewildered, Viv said again, “I was only allowed to see one of them. I couldn’t get to him as well—but I might be able to tonight. His contract⁠—”

“Yes, but what about Jasper now? He’s already been trapped in a sleep state for three days!”

“He’s the son of the last King Behind,” Viv said impatiently. “Half fae and all trickery. He’s fine. I need information, not help to keep him safe until I can get him out.”

There was a long, yawning silence that caused a finger of dread to run down Viv’s spine.

“Cora?” she said sharply. “He’s the son of the last King Behind, isn’t he?”

“I told you Jasper’s story!” Cora said at last, her breath quick and jarring over the phone. “I told you that his parents were killed protecting him because he was someone who threatened the last King Behind. He was thrown out Between with nothing but his own wits and a trickle of fae blood in him to keep him alive. And you threw him to Chris?”

“You said it about Luca!” Viv protested, horror roiling in her stomach. “We were with Luca! We were looking at Luca and talking about him!”

“We were talking about Jasper. I didn’t even know Luca until you introduced me to him! I had some ideas about what he might be, because I’ve heard stories about someone like him, but I was absolutely talking about Jasper.”

“His dad,” Viv said faintly, thoughts still pinwheeling wildly in her head. “Jasper’s dad. No, you said that his mum and dad were killed. His dad is still in his room with him in his nightmares! No one who died for his kid would do what that ghost wants to do to him!”

“The man who died for him was his mother’s husband,” said Cora quietly. “Jasper wouldn’t let anyone call him anything but his father. He says that no one else deserves the name.”

Viv, sick and numb, said “The chollima told me…told me that⁠—”

But what had the chollima said, after all? He had said to Viv that she was living with the son of the last King Behind. And because she thought she knew exactly who Luca was, she had just assumed that Jasper must be the son of the King Behind.

Had he meant that Luca was the son of the King Behind?

But Luca hated behindkind. He hated behindkind, and did everything he could to protect humans from them. He actively assassinated behindkind for a price because he hated behindkind. He did it without being paid, on many occasions. He had an entire room that was stuffed full of human things that was…that was⁠—

—A room that was almost a museum, or a shrine. A room that was dedicated to the people Luca saw but wasn’t one of, no matter how much he wished he was, and no matter how human his mother might have been.

Through a buzzing mind, Viv said sickly, “Luca is the son of the last King Behind?”

A quick, in-drawn breath came through the phone. “Oh, he would be!” Cora said, in quiet, almost amused amazement. “Viv, I don’t know how you’ve done it, but you’ve handed over the one person least capable of defending himself to Chris.”

“I didn’t hand him over,” said Viv, but that didn’t really make it any better. “Chris already had him. I just chose the wrong person because Chris played games to make sure that no matter what I chose, we’d all lose. And Jasper isn’t the least capable in the Tea House—he’s just the one who is naturally the least capable. Oh… And I think…I think perhaps that’s the point, right now.”

Viv wasn’t the reason that Forex had taken over the Tea House—not the entire reason, at least. Chris had also hoped to push Jasper into what he must think of as his final form: that version that had all of the youth, life, and ambition that Jasper had in his mostly human body—bound to the contract with Chris—along with the magic, power, presence, and malice of his late father. So long as Jasper was desperate enough to ask for his father’s help, and pay the price for asking it.

“I can still fix this,” she said. “I think. But Jasper isn’t going to like it.”

“Oh good,” said Cora, with what sounded very much like a sigh of relief. “Make it as awful as you like, but don’t leave him there alone for too long.”

“Jasper’s stronger than you think he is,” Viv said. “But I won’t. His contract with Chris—contract or verbal?”

“It was originally verbal, but they committed it to paper.”

“What about the contract for the sale of the Tea House?”

“Paper. It was a normal, human sale.”

“So Jasper is the master of the Tea House only because he owns the place?”

“Yes,” said Cora. Her voice was beginning to return to normal, though she still spoke more quickly than usual. “The business is tied to the building, and the staff are, too. I think I like where you’re going with this. But Jasper won’t.”

“I know,” Viv said. “But I really do think it’s the only way to fix this now for long enough for someone else to fix it properly.”

The Tea House was a cold and unfriendly place when Viv returned to it via Seffy’s gentle tentacles. She hadn’t really grasped what Jasper had meant last night when he said that Chris had begun to be able to use the Tea House’s vast personality and levels of Between as a power source until she stood in the hallway of the first floor, gazing down at the empty receptionist desk at the end of the hall.

Bazza wasn’t there, but it wasn’t just that—it was the sense of immense, cold, heavy displeasure that weighed on her from the walls themselves. There wasn’t a twitch of movement or life anywhere in the floor.

Viv went to the second floor and trod down the hallway until she reached BoRa’s room. It was empty. There was such a lack of life all along the human part of the lodgings that it was almost a taste in the air.

She lifted her chin and went back to the elevator to go to the lunch room. They were trying to make her afraid, and they were succeeding, but she still had to keep going. There was nobody but Forex agents in the lunch room when Viv got there, either. Even the lunch lady seemed to have disappeared, though there was a dinner—one single, human dinner—left out for her on the counter when she got there.

It was still hot.

Viv took it and ate alone at her table, refusing to be frightened away from the room, and made herself feel more defiant by sending the audio file she’d recorded of herself and Chris to Hope. Goodness knew if it would do any good, but she felt as though she wanted Hope to have every chance of seeing exactly what she had gotten into.

Then she took her tray back to the counter and left it there. She had hoped to be able to talk to BoRa before she went to sleep tonight—she needed a small blue orchid to get deep enough into her sleep to not just meet with Jasper, but interact with him and the Tea House both physically.

She didn’t know what she would do if she couldn’t get that very vital ingredient.

But when she went through the Tea House systematically from first floor to sixth after her dinner, all Viv found were Forex agents here and there, and complete silence everywhere else. Even Luca’s apartment was completely empty of him—and any of the small blue orchids, which Viv remembered to look for just a moment before she left.

Who had put the orchid under her pillow in the first place? There must be some in the Tea House if someone had been able to put one there.

She returned to her room, grim and even more frightened, and it was the single place that felt warm and normal since she had left it this morning. Perhaps that was because several of Seffy’s tentacles were already there when she got back, rippling up and across the ceiling and looking for biscuits in Viv’s drawers.

“Seffy? Can you tell me where they are?” she asked the tentacle that was investigating the drawer of her bedside table. “Luca, BoRa—any of the others?”

The tentacle made the same kind of sad no sway that it had done earlier, and Viv sighed. “Then it’s just you and me for the night,” she said.

If Chris had put the entirety of the Tea House staff to sleep and stocked them away out of sight and tentacle reach, she would simply have to wake them all up again.

It took Viv a very long time to fall asleep that night. She was nearly wild with frustration by the time she did fall asleep, which of course made it even harder to relax for long enough to sleep, and at first she slept too fitfully to find herself anywhere but back in her bed, awake.

Then, through a red, black, and yellow series of light, dark, and light, as though sleeping in the back of a car while driving through the city, Viv found herself, weary and frightened, sitting on the floor in her own bedroom. It was dark around the edges and just a little bit cloudy.

She got up at once, her hip pinching at her reproachfully, and stared around at the room until it became as solid as she wanted it to be, then she took some time to try and make herself as heavy and real as she could make herself.

She needed to give herself the best chance to get to Jasper as she could.

And despite everything she had done, her door wouldn’t open for her. Viv kicked it, tried again, and managed to stop herself from kicking it again. She obviously wasn’t deep enough asleep even to get into the hallway, let alone see Jasper.

The vague suggestion of tentacles swept across the door and up around the ceiling, and Viv realised, with a rush of affection, that Seffy was doing her best to help from whatever level of the Tea House she existed in.

The realisation was enough to make her stop and rest her head against her door, breathing and trying to think instead of react. But there was nothing she could do, after all. Viv pressed her eyes shut, opened them again, and turned back to face her room with her back to the door.

And somehow, Luca was there watching her with his head very slightly tilted and his eyebrows faintly puzzled as though trying to figure out what she was doing.

Viv felt for a moment as though her heart might have stopped. Then Luca grinned at her, and she ran across the room to throw her arms around him, swallowing the sob that had risen in her throat.

Luca’s arms folded around her as she drew in a breath that felt just a little bit too shaky for comfort against his neck. “I thought you were dead,” she said, realising as she said it that it was what she had been afraid of all night. “I thought maybe Chris was getting revenge for me not picking you the first time, or for refusing to go through the door he wanted me to go through because he broke our agreement.”

“He couldn’t kill me,” Luca said easily. “I’m just biding my time—he was a bit too quick getting me back to sleep before I could get the needle out, but he hasn’t quite managed to stop me from dreaming.”

He nudged his face into hers and kissed her, and Viv let him. No, she helped him—she kissed him back. And when she had done that, she said into his ear, “I picked Jasper instead of you because I knew you could take care of yourself, not because I was choosing him instead of you.”

Luca pulled back so that he could see her face without letting her go, and his eyes danced with mischief. “I know that,” he said. “But tell me again, because that’s almost as good as saying you chose me.”

He wasn’t angry or resentful, or even surprised, and it wasn’t until Viv realised he wasn’t, that another realisation followed hard after it. She had been afraid that he would be angry and resentful. That fear and dread had been churning in her stomach since Chris told Luca that she had actually come for Jasper.

In fact, at the time, she had wanted him to know because she was half-convinced that he would turn into the same Luca who had held a knife to her throat, and it was necessary to know the worst in order to hold her resolve not to encourage him. Despite that, she had been sick all evening because she had been afraid that he would think, somewhere underneath everything, that she really had chosen Jasper because Jasper was the most important to her. Because if he thought that, he would no longer like her, or love her—or whatever the brightness of Luca’s interest was—and while that was probably for the best, it felt as though that might hurt more badly than anything had hurt before.

But Luca hadn’t been angry—wasn’t angry. He wasn’t even unreasonable. Instead, he was ridiculously matter-of-fact. And Viv was beginning to wonder if she had been truly afraid that he wasn’t ready for any kind of relationship, or afraid that she wasn’t ready to get into another relationship.

Viv realised that she had been gazing into his face for far too long without speaking. “I suppose we’re going to have to try it and see what happens,” she said, without thinking. That brought its own kind of fear, small sparks of it in her stomach that were hard to tell apart from anticipation. “Slowly. Very slowly.”

Luca’s pale eyes ran over her face; he looked as though he half-understood, but didn’t trust what he thought he understood. “What are we trying, Viv?” he asked.

“Dating, I suppose,” she said, huffing out a very small laugh. “This isn’t the time to talk about it. We can talk about it later.”

“No, I want to talk about it now,” Luca said, and then kissed her. “After I kiss you again,” he added, and would have done so again if Viv hadn’t stopped him.

“We need to get you out of wherever Chris has you first,” she told him. “We’ll talk about it properly once we’re all awake and the Tea House is free again. He’s got everyone else asleep, too, I think.”

“I’m just biding my time,” he said again, grinning. “Chris can’t keep me here forever. I don’t think he can keep me here more than a day or two.”

“He put you to sleep again,” Viv pointed out. “And you haven’t escaped, yet.”

“My spiders only work to get from dream to dream, or when I’m awake,” said Luca. “I’m a bit slower, that’s all. Chris only got me because he took me by surprise; I would have worked out a way out of here sooner or later. But since you’re here, it can be sooner. Did you get to Jasper yesterday?”

“No,” she said. “He’s still somewhere in the Tea House, sleeping. What do you mean that it can be sooner now that I’m here?”

“You’re the only one of us popping in and out as you like,” Luca pointed out. He was all business now that he wasn’t trying to kiss her again, but he hadn’t let go of her, either.

Viv recklessly decided that she didn’t care.

“Do you mean you think I can sort of push you out?” she asked. She had done something like that to the ghost of Jasper’s dad, after all. She had also woken Luca yesterday evening—though she had been in the room with his physical body that time.

“Or hurl me out,” he agreed, grinning. “I’m about ninety-nine percent certain. Every time you wake up after bringing me here, it throws me out of your room and nearly out of sleep. They’ve already had to rush in to keep me asleep after seeing you in my dreams. Throw me out hard enough, and it should keep me awake enough to get the needle out of my arm and fight my way out. I’ll find you when I can, but I don’t know where they’ve put me, so it’ll take me a while to get to you.”

Viv wanted to ask him why she could do that when there wasn’t even an orchid beneath her pillow, but there would be time to worry about that later. Could she really push Luca right out of the dream and awake, and potentially do the same with Jasper?

Only one way to find out, thought Viv. She didn’t realise she’d said it aloud until Luca said, “That’s the spirit, Viv! All it should take is a nice, strong push back the way I came!”

“Won’t they come after you straight away again?” she asked. “You’ll have to get out of the room really quickly.”

“They’ll know I’m out, but they won’t know where I am; Seffy will do everything after I’m awake,” he said. In some delight, he added, “Are you worrying about me, Viv?”

“Stop fishing for compliments,” Viv told him, and pushed.

It was the last thing she remembered asleep; perhaps she had used up the last of whatever innate ability she had to be in that kind of sleep and do that kind of energy shift. Whatever it was, Viv found herself opening her eyes and back in bed. In that strange sort of way that dreams have, she had lost an inordinate amount of time between the dream and waking, and it was morning—if early morning. Even her room was dark and unfriendly now, and when she dressed and went out into the hallway, the weight of the Tea House felt as though it really might crush Viv.

She nearly headed for the sixth floor to see if she could find an orchid in the Forex agents’ area—or in Chris’ desk. Someone had put one under her pillow, and if she had wanted to bet, she would have bet that it was Chris, even if she didn’t understand why. The problem was that they would probably stop her if they saw her going anywhere on the sixth floor that wasn’t Luca’s apartment.

What could she do, then? She could try to find and wake up some of the others. They wouldn’t need to keep people like the lunch lady or BoRa in a special place, Viv thought. It would be enough if they were asleep and out of the way. And if they were all asleep to the level that Luca and Jasper had been, Seffy wouldn’t have been able to find them. That meant they were most likely in, or attached to, the Forex sleep pods.

Viv hesitated, considered, and turned on her heel to go back down the hallway towards the agents’ private quarters. Luca would have found her by now if he had been able to get away. She would have to get to work on her own.

To her mystification, all of the doors were unlocked. The first room she entered had one of the pods she had seen Luca attached to, and an agent was in it with his eyes closed and his face bathed with gentle orange light. She was tempted to try and find a way to lock him in there, but she didn’t have the time so she went onto the next room.

She found the lunch lady first, stuffed into one of the sleep pods next to another that held an agent who was likewise sleeping. Viv panicked for a few minutes before she found the very visible button on the front of the pod that, when pushed, made the pod hum and retract its glass or plastic cover. There was another button that was labelled “sleep” and one labelled “emergency wake” on the other side. Viv hit the emergency button, and the lunch lady’s eyes snapped open.

“Ha!” she said, standing up so quickly that she nearly hit Viv’s nose with her head. “The mongrels got me! Are me staff still in the kitchen?”

“I don’t know?” Viv said, standing back in much the same way that she might have for a natural disaster. “I’ve only found you so far. Can you wake up your staff and get them out? Or maybe just get out safely; if any of the agents see you⁠—”

“If they see me, they’ll regret it,” said the lunch lady grimly, and stepped out of the pod, still wearing her slippers. The agents had evidently caught her asleep in a chair. “What are you doing, miss?”

“I’m waking up BoRa, if I can find her,” Viv told her. “And then I’m going to get Jasper back and kick out Forex.”

The lunch lady stared at her for a couple of seconds and then said, “Good stuff! I’m off, then,” and charged out the door, her long legs moving so fast that her bony knees were almost a blur.

Viv couldn’t help feeling cheered, but it didn’t take away the fear that Luca hadn’t woken up and escaped. She chewed on her lip, and then resolutely started for the next room. This was still all that she could do, for now.

She found BoRa in the fourth room she entered, fast asleep in a pod that was far too large for her tiny body. This time she was quicker waking the girl up, and BoRa, once awake, was as furious as the lunch lady and at least twice as likely to punch someone in the face for it.

“What are we doing now?” she asked Viv, and when Viv had given her the same brief run-down that she had given the lunch lady, she said in satisfaction, “Good. It’s about time someone did something about it. What do you need from me?”

“I need to go to sleep,” Viv said. “And I need one of those fae orchids that Luca gave me a while ago before I do. Do you know where I can get one?”

“That’s dangerous,” BoRa said, after a pause, her eyes sharp. “You go to sleep with that, and you might never wake up.”

“I know,” said Viv. “Someone put one under my pillow a couple of nights ago. But it’s the only way to get deep enough in sleep to get the things I need and rescue Jasper. If I don’t do this now, we might not get him out. Not while he’s still…him.”

“We’d better get going, then,” said the other girl. “I know where to get it, but it’s going to be hard to get in and out.” She grabbed Viv’s hand and added, “It’s going to be really…unpleasant. Chris is draining power from the Tea House for whatever he’s doing here, so everything is sluggish and hard to get through.”

“Got it,” said Viv. “Let’s go.”

Unlike the dream levels of the Tea House, and her experiences with Seffy, passing through the Tea House walls with BoRa was like being dragged through molasses that tried to drag itself through her as much as she was trying to drag herself through it.

Viv was thoroughly frightened by the time they made it to what she realised was the fifth floor, still overrun with moss and plant-life that Luca and BoRa between them had so successfully seeded that even Chris and Forex hadn’t been able to get rid of it.

“Keep close to the um…wall,” BoRa told her, and Viv did as she was told.

She could see why BoRa had had such difficulty referring to them as walls, because the parts of the fifth floor that could have been walls were more akin to hills.

“The seelie stuff came out—ah! Here it is!” BoRa told her, leading her around a bulge in the hill that was thick with bushes.

Viv, dazed and astonished, found herself in a tiny glade of blue orchids and pink-tinged grass.

“How many do you need?”

“Just the one!” Viv said hastily. She didn’t know how much more dangerous it might be with more than one of the flowers. She reached down and plucked one of them from the glade, and tucked it into the front pocket of her cardigan. “Can we get back to the pods? I’m going to need one, or it’ll take me too long to fall asleep.”

BoRa had already wrapped her fingers around Viv’s again. “Don’t know,” she said. “But we’re going to try.”

Viv knew right away that something had gone wrong. BoRa tried to take them through the wall, or the hill, just outside the glade, but all that managed to do was run them face-first into a soft, mossy surface that didn’t have even as much give as molasses. She strode back the way they’d come, pulling Viv behind her, and tried again, but it was just as impossible this time.

BoRa swore in Korean. “I can’t get through. We’re going to have to take the elevator, if we can get there without being seen. You need the second floor, right?”

“Yep,” said Viv briefly. “That’s where the sleep pods are.”

“All right. The agents will be up and out by now, so they won’t still be on the second floor, but as soon as they see us on the cameras, they’re going to come after us. You’ll have to be quick. How are you going to get out once you’re in?”

“That bit’s taken care of,” Viv said. “The orchid will get me deep enough in the dream to be able to move physically and wake up wherever I want to.”

BoRa stared at her for a long time. “That’s not good,” she said at last.

“Yeah, that’s what Luca said,” Viv said. “This is the only way to do everything right.”

“All right, but if you die, your little crazy man will kill everyone,” said BoRa. “Keep close to the wall.”

It took them a good fifteen minutes to get to the elevator doors on the fifth floor—partly because BoRa was trying to keep them out of the sight-line of surveillance, and partly because some of the flora on the fifth floor wasn’t as soporific as the orchids, and had a great many more teeth.

At the door, BoRa jabbed the down button, then leant down to pick up a couple of curving sticks that, once in her hands, turned out to be two long, curving knives with wooden handles instead of sticks.

Viv sighed enviously, and stepped into the elevator beside her. “I really wish I could do that,” she said, and BoRa grinned at her as she slapped her fingers against the button that said 2.

“Only the cool people get to do this,” she said.

But by the time the doors opened on the second floor, her grin was gone and her eyes were focused. She strode out of the elevator with Viv beside her, and the doors swished shut behind them. This time they didn’t try to stick to the walls.

The elevator began to move again as they got to the intersection of the hallway with the Forex agents quarters. BoRa stopped short and turned back to face it, and Viv followed suit just in time to see the numbers climb until the number six was illuminated.

BoRa swore again. “Time’s up.”

Viv took in a fortifying breath and said, “I’ll try to use my Voice.” She didn’t want to, and she wasn’t entirely sure she could use it well enough to do what needed to be done, or for as long as it would need to be done. She was also very aware of how uncertain her voice sounded. She cleared her throat and added, “We can’t stop here.”

“The agents have implants,” BoRa said. “They have ever since they took over the Tea House—they were ready for you before you were ready for you. Get moving. If you don’t get Jasper out, we’re stuck.”

Viv stared at her. “What are you talking about?”

“What does it look like?” BoRa said, rolling her shoulders and settling lower in a fighting stance with her knees very slightly bent. “Get going. I’ll keep them off for long enough for you to get into one of the rooms and asleep.”

“BoRa—”

“Get out of here!” snapped BoRa, shrugging Viv’s hand off her shoulder and striding back towards the elevator. “You said this could be our last chance to get Jasper out! Stop wasting time!”

Viv turned and ran. She couldn’t stop BoRa, and she couldn’t fight anything like well enough to be useful to BoRa—she could only do what she had come to do.

She was shoving through the closest door when she heard the elevator ding, and then there was the sound of screaming, and metal clanking against metal, and general chaos. Guilt and dread mixed in her stomach and made her mouth taste sour; Viv shut the door behind her, then darted across the room to the sleeping pod in the corner.

She had only got it open and was one leg in and one leg out when the door opened again, and someone slipped in.

It was Hope. Viv at first felt a huge relief, and then a creeping sense of unease. She had no reason to think that Hope wouldn’t turn her over—except, well, hope.

“Please don’t try to stop me,” she said. “I need long enough to get Jasper out of wherever Chris has him locked away.”

Hope shut the door behind her. “What are you going to do?”

“Kick Forex out,” Viv said plainly. “You know this isn’t right—the games Chris is playing, and the way he’s hurting the staff. He’s out trying to get past BoRa in the hallway by throwing agents at her.”

She expected Hope to argue—or at least to ask more questions.

Instead, Hope drew in a deep breath and nodded. “All right,” she said. “Do what you have to do. I won’t try to stop you.”

“How did you know I’d be here?” Viv asked.

“I know you’ve been talking to Jasper and Luca while you’re asleep,” Hope said. “It seemed likely that you’d need a way to go reliably to sleep if you wanted to get them out, so I stayed in my room this morning. I needed the time to listen to the audio file you sent me, too.”

Her eyes met Viv’s and then fell. Viv’s shoulders finally relaxed properly, and she lifted her other leg up and into the pod.

“Is it just press to sleep like it is to wake people up?” she asked. Almost too late, she remembered that she couldn’t keep the orchid in her pocket, and pulled it out to drop it at her feet in the pod instead. She needed to be able to wake up in the end, after all.

“Yes. Settle yourself in first, and then touch the button on the right when you’re ready,” Hope said. “It’s already set for sleep at a one-touch, and it has an interior supply of oxygen. It can’t be opened from the outside if you lock it from the inside.”

“You’d better get out while you can,” Viv told her. “Chris will get here soon. It won’t matter about my body if I’m asleep and…where I need to get in time.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Hope said, and there was a finality to her voice that Viv recognised. “If I’m right, they’ll stop once they understand that you’re just trying to save your people; we’re not supposed to eat each other up. We’re supposed to be stronger as a whole because of our separate parts.”

“I don’t think that’s what is going to happen,” Viv said, her finger lingering over the button. “They’re trying to kill BoRa right now for standing in between me and them. I don’t even know if she’s going to be okay.”

“I’ll make sure she’s safe,” said Hope. There was the sound of far too many footsteps much further down the hall, and their eyes met at once, Hope’s wide and intent, Viv’s already hot with tears.

They both knew that Hope couldn’t do anything for BoRa.

“They’ll get in, in the end,” Viv said, wiping away tears. “But lock the door on your way out. Tell them you couldn’t get in. It’ll take them a while to get in, and by then I should have done what I need to do.”

She saw the small, rueful smile that came and went on Hope’s face. “I’m not leaving you,” Hope said. “I’ll wait for them outside the door, and I’ll stop them if they try to come in.”

Viv’s finger hovered over the cover close button. “You don’t have to do that,” she said. “You shouldn’t do that. It’s not safe, and you can’t change anything.”

“I do have to,” said Hope, her cheeks pink and her eyes troubled. “Because I need to know who I’m working for, if I’m not working for who I think I’m working for. I joined Forex because I wanted to help humans, not because I wanted to hurt people. It should be someone from within the organisation standing up when they’re doing something wrong.”

“Yes, but standing up on that side of the door could get you killed,” Viv said urgently. “At least there’s a couple of levels of defence if you’re on this side!”

“That’s why I ought to do it on that side,” Hope said, her face very pale behind the light flush of candy-pink blush she had put on that morning as usual. “Because I want to prove you wrong, and because I need them to prove me wrong before I’ll believe they’re unredeemable. Shut the pod: they’re going from room to room, and they’ll get here any second.”

Viv pressed her eyes shut for a helpless moment. She couldn’t persuade Hope to do anything else, and she didn’t have the time to try. All she could do was try to do what she needed to do quickly, and get back out again before anything happened to Hope.

She had already let something happen to BoRa, and she didn’t think that she would be able to forgive herself for that; she couldn’t have Hope on her conscience as well.

Viv pressed her palms against her burning eyes, but she felt a trickle of wetness escape anyway. Air moved around her as she reached to press the button to send herself to sleep, and she caught the faintest whiff of Hope’s perfume before the pod sealed shut and the world doubled itself.


Chapter 11
Dreams Come True
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She was asleep, but she was awake. One version of Viv was stuck in the pod, fast asleep with her head resting very slightly sideways on the cushion there and her body held nearly upright by the cushions all around. The other version stood beside the pod, free and light and not quite substantial enough to be bothered by the fact that her foot and half of her right leg were still within the pod.

The Tea House spread around her in vague, cloudy lines that pinged with energy towards the back garden, where Luca must be doing something big enough to send waves through the level she was currently in. Viv felt the taste of relief and nearly cried again. Luca had escaped, after all; he must have had to travel quite some way to get back.

“Deeper,” she said to herself, and her voice didn’t sound as much like a voice as it did like the shifting of air and cloud, weighed down with water. She stepped deeper into the dream-version of the Tea House until it no longer looked like the Tea House, and looked more like a misty, shifting sky full of ever-swirling cloud with no beginning and no end.

There was no weight to her feet when she stepped, and the movement of particles around her felt cool and almost wet, like real cloud might have. Here in this level, the tug of Luca and the disturbance he was making were hard to resist: Viv thought that if she’d been able to see him awake and causing trouble in this level earlier, she might have realised sooner that he couldn’t possibly be anything but the son of a King Behind.

He was safe, and that was enough. She deliberately turned away from that call and looked for Jasper instead—and found him. He was a silvery thread that ran through every part of the Tea House, not strong but ever-present. He was helplessly lost in the dream, or the sleep, that Chris had imprisoned him within, and all of the threads that wove through the place led back to only one source.

“Found you,” said Viv, and this time her voice sounded a little bit more like a voice, because she had found Jasper, and he was still outside his room, in the hallway. It wasn’t his body, but it was the inner part of him, dreaming, and that was all she needed right now.

He took a step backwards when she appeared, a breath hissing through his teeth. He was in his pyjamas as usual, the silken moonlight ripple of them blending with occasional drifts of mist that made their way into the room he’d formed.

“Where are we?” she asked him. “Really, where are we? You look like you’re outside your room, to me.”

“Never mind that,” Jasper said, tersely. “How did you get in? Can you get me out?”

“Won’t do any good,” she said, just as shortly. “Not right now, anyway. What would you do? Go to your father for help?”

Eyes glittering, he snapped, “You’re not the only one with a line you won’t cross.”

“That sounds very grand and impressive and it probably would feel grand and impressive if you hadn’t spent the entire time I’ve known you pretending to me and everyone else—probably yourself, too—that there isn’t one,” Viv snapped back.

BoRa was…perhaps hurt. And Hope, as much as she thought she would be able to speak truth and reason to Chris, was also by now perhaps hurt.

“Then what are you doing here?”

“I’m throwing Forex out,” Viv said.

“Then let me help! Get me out of here!”

“That won’t help,” she repeated. “Not unless you really do want to go to your dad for help.”

Jasper’s lips tightened. “Never.”

“Exactly,” she said. “No, we’re going to your desk where you keep your seal and blank contract paper, and we’re going to stay just outside of the material, physical Tea House so they don’t see us.”

His brows went up, but she thought he already knew what she was going to say.

“You’re going to turn over the Tea House to me, effective immediately,” she said. “The contract you have with Chris is personal, not corporate. He only has a hold on the Tea House because he has a hold on you; if you don’t have the Tea House, neither does he.”

Jasper didn’t say anything until she had taken hold of his arm and pulled him through walls and space and matter in the dream level of the Tea House, to the sixth floor where his desk was, very slightly cloudy.

Then he said, “Even if you make a contract, I won’t be able to sign it. The contract I have with Chris means that I can’t wilfully interfere with the things he does.”

“That won’t matter,” she told him, although she felt as though the dreamworld was suddenly much colder. She had hoped that she wouldn’t have to use her Voice.

“What do you mean by that?”

“I mean that I’m going to tell you to do it,” Viv said, looking directly at him. “I’m going to use my Voice. You need to know that before we start.”

Jasper gazed at her for a long time before he said, with amusement in his eyes, “Are you asking my permission to use your Voice to force me to do something, Viv?”

“Yes,” said Viv evenly. It was something she had decided by herself, about her own talent: she wasn’t going to use it on friends or allies without permission, and she refused to feel silly about it, no matter what Jasper thought. “And I need you to tell me if you’re going to agree or not, before we start.”

It was hard to tell what he thought, however—even with his glasses clear and see-through, his face was almost completely expressionless, but for the faintest thread of amusement.

“Do it,” he said, and it was almost a challenge. “Can you even get to the desk from this deep in sleep?”

His own hand, reaching out, couldn’t do more than pass through the desktop.

“Yes,” Viv said tersely. “I don’t know how much security can see once I have my hands on the things I need: I know they can’t see me, but I don’t know if they can see the things we use moving around.”

“I can’t access the desk, or the things on it,” Jasper said. “What will you do about that?”

“I’ll bring them to you,” Viv said. “There are no excuses and no ways out. I’m going to make sure of that.”

She reached out and unrolled the top of Jasper’s desk without difficulty, and she thought that Jasper’s eyebrows rose. He certainly made a small sound between his teeth. The contract paper was where she remembered it, as was Jasper’s seal—and Sammy the gremlin was also there, caught mid-chew as he ate blutack when the top of the desk rolled back.

Sammy grinned at her, bared his teeth at Jasper, and went back to chewing on the blutack with single-minded ferocity. Viv reached into the space beside him and took Jasper’s seal from its place there, relieved when Sammy only watched her hand over the blutack with huge eyes and didn’t try to bite her. Why could he see her—and Jasper!—when the security system couldn’t, Viv wondered. She would have to ask Luca later. Perhaps Sammy was only dreaming of eating blutack on Jasper’s desk.

She had the paper and the seal, with its sharp ornamentation at the top that was still pale purple with the remnants of blood. She brandished them at Jasper, who was still watching her curiously, and she thought she saw hope in his eyes for the first time since she had seen him in her sleep.

Viv wrote the contract, first. She wrote it as plainly and simply as she could, with no phrases that could be wriggled around, and no excess words that could be twisted to mean anything else.

I, Jasper Renner, turn over the Tea House completely and irrevocably to Viv Sewall, who is an employee of the Tea House. It is hers to hold and command as she sees fit. I relinquish any and all claims on the Tea House, its staff, and the business thereto attached.

She passed it to him. “What do you think?” she asked. “Will it hold?”

Jasper laughed oddly, his glasses mirroring. “Beautifully thorough and devastatingly simple,” he said, and took a couple of steps towards her.

She thought he was stepping forward to look more closely at the contract paper with its blue-inked words, and instinctively held it up for him to see better, but he stepped past her hand and the contract, and then right into her personal space.

Confused and frozen, Viv felt Jasper’s long fingers cup her face and turn it up just an instant before he ducked his head and kissed her. She was shocked into immobility for perhaps a moment or two, before she pulled away, panic frizzing at the edges of her mind.

“Jasper—”

“You’d better start,” he said, straightening the collar of his pyjamas as though he was wearing his usual suit and tie, and as though he hadn’t just kissed her. “Do a good job of it.”

She should probably have said something—anything—more, but Viv found that she couldn’t. All she could say, with the deep, grounding power of her Voice, was, “Sign and seal the contract, Jasper.”

He had already been reaching for the contract, but she saw the moment her Voice ran through him and forced its will on him. She saw the panic in his eyes—the fear and the familiarity of hopelessness—and looked away until he had signed, sealed, and passed it back to her.

When she looked at him again, his glasses were mirrored. He cleared his throat, looking away, and said, “Press your thumb against the paper. It will hurt—just a prick.”

Viv pressed her thumb to the paper and felt a small prick; and when she pulled it away there was a strong bloody mark on the paper, made of the whorl of her thumbprint, clear and bright.

“Done,” she said, and there seemed to be the faintest thready trace of Voice still there. Perhaps that was why Jasper didn’t want to look at her. She had got his permission to use her Voice on him, but Viv felt that she hadn’t—couldn’t possibly ever have—asked permission to do to him all that her Voice had obviously done to him. “Jasper⁠—”

“Luca is not a sensible choice,” he said, still without looking at her. “He can’t appreciate you as a woman, and he won’t stay after he gets bored.”

Viv pinched her lips together for a moment, horrified to find that she had almost laughed. Of course Jasper wasn’t going to talk about being quietly traumatised by her Voice. Of course he had chosen, instead, the most inconvenient of times to express his feelings!

“As opposed to you?” she said, managing to banish the amusement from her voice, too. “Tell me that you’re not just trying to make sure that I turn the Tea House back over to you when this is all over!”

That did make him turn his head to look at her, his eyes blank. Then he spun his entire body towards Viv and took another step towards her, reaching for her as his head ducked to kiss her again.

“Stop that!” Viv said, hitting him on the ear with the rolled-up piece of contract paper and darting sideways and out of reach. “It wasn’t an invitation—and if you’re trying to prove that I’m wrong, use your words. You can tell me that you’re not just trying to make sure that I’ll give you back the Tea House, but you can’t expect me to believe that it isn’t one of the reasons in your head! I’ve been working with you for far too long for that.”

There was a silence that went on for just a little bit too long before Jasper said jerkily, “I’m not going to say that the thought wasn’t in my mind, but it wasn’t why I kissed you.”

“Stupid,” said Sammy’s gremlin voice, and a piece of blutack hit Jasper’s hair. Viv didn’t see him scrambling away, but she heard it, and when she looked at the desk again, there was no sign of him.

She bit back a sigh. She would very much have preferred that no one see Jasper kissing her, but Sammy the gremlin was perhaps the safest person to do so, if someone had to see. She didn’t think that he was likely to know that it was something he should tell someone else, even if he had someone he told these sorts of things. It was far better if nobody learnt that it had happened, so that Jasper could also forget it had happened—and think better of trying again another time.

“You can’t do that again,” she said to him. “It wasn’t ever a choice between you and Luca; it was always a choice between Luca or not Luca.”

Jasper’s lips twisted into a wry smile; he turned his head away and gazed across the sixth floor. “And to think that I hired you under the impression that you were thoroughly sensible!” he said.

“That was a mistake,” Viv agreed, equally rueful. She was still not sure that she had done the right thing by agreeing to date Luca; it was too early to know if that was a mistake, and she was still half-afraid that it was at least as self-serving as Jasper’s mistake. “Are you ready? I’ll try to wake you up, but if it works, it won’t wake you up here, free. It’ll wake you up wherever you are instead, and you’ll have to get yourself out. It’s also…a bit of a mess in the Tea House right now.”

“You don’t have to rush away,” he said. “I won’t try to kiss you again.”

“Yes, I do,” she said. “Hope was trying to hold off Chris and the others; I don’t know if they have my body by now, or whether they might have imprisoned Hope somewhere for disobeying orders.”

Jasper’s head jerked up. “Disobeying orders? Viv, there’s no such thing as disobeying orders in Forex—it’s treason. If they’ve gotten through her to you, it’s because they’ve killed her or taken her back to be stripped.”

Viv’s stomach went very cold. “What do you mean, stripped?”

“What it sounds like,” he said grimly. “Wake me up if you can; I’ll come to find you so you don’t have to face Chris alone.”

Viv seized him by the arms with cold hands and pushed him back through the layers of the Tea House and the layers of the sleep that had imprisoned him, hoping that she had done the job well enough. She didn’t have time to check, because if Jasper was right about Chris, then she had left Hope in far worse danger than Viv herself had faced, and with no one to help her.

She almost ran back through the Tea House, sinking through floors without thinking about it and encountering the curving, almost real tentacles of Seffy as they stretched through the Tea House in many layers looking for Luca, or biscuits, or perhaps both.

This time, Viv didn’t have to step back into her body. Perhaps she simply brought it to herself where she was, because when she stepped into the hallway that she had almost floated through earlier, there was real weight to her steps, and the Tea House itself sank fully into focus with what was almost a jerk.

She ran down the hallway, past the door to her own room, and Jasper’s room, and BoRa’s room, leaping agent bodies and dodging around blood pools. There was no sign of BoRa’s body, but there was no time to be thankful, or even worried about that, so Viv didn’t stop; she ran until she could turn down into the further corridors that led to the Forex rooms. She could already see something on the floor further down where Viv had left Hope and her own body, and a small, protesting breath escaped from her as she ran.

Tears were already slipping down her cheeks when she reached the mass on the floor, and it took Viv far too long to comprehend what it was she was seeing. It looked as though someone had left a pile of meat at the gaping hole where the door of the room had been. A pile of meat that was banded together by muscle, and slightly moving—perhaps breathing—and from which a soft moaning sound hummed along the air.

Chris had stripped the skin suit from Hope, and left her to die at the threshold of the room where she had stood between Viv and him and wielded words instead of weapons in her defence.

Viv said, “Hope!” her voice cracking, and dropped to her knees to scream, or throw up, or maybe just give into the madness that was swirling at the edges of her vision.

“Viv, please,” said Hope’s voice, and trailed away into the same keening sound, as though she couldn’t hold together that one word through the pain.

“Go to sleep,” said Viv, her Voice threading through the words to sink into Hope’s exposed muscles and tendons. The small mewing sound faded away, but Hope’s breathing seemed to steady, and that gave Viv enough time to suck in a shaking, sobbing breath and consider, as rationally as she could, what she could possibly do that would be of any help.

The pods, she thought, a sob catching in her throat as she forced herself to her feet again. The pods were where Forex had kept Hope before they gave her the new skin suit; Viv could put her in the one that had recently held Viv herself, until she knew what to do for Hope.

“Up you come,” she said in a soft whisper that nevertheless seemed to bounce off the walls. Hope’s body, red and bloody and glistening with uncovered muscle and veins and nerves, rose without hesitation to float in the air in front of her and into the room.

Viv stumbled on pieces of the door that had been shattered by Chris’ entrance, but Hope’s body didn’t falter, seamlessly moving through the air and towards the pod. It wasn’t quite where Viv remembered it being, but it wasn’t until she was standing next to it that she realised what must have happened: someone had started to move the pod with her body in it before she disappeared, and when she had disappeared, they had left it where it was, beside the bed.

Viv pressed the button to open it, snatching out the orchid that was still at the bottom of the pod, and said, “In you go,” gently to Hope. She didn’t think she was controlling the movement—she had told whatever it was that was listening to put Hope in the pod, but whatever that thing (or things) was, it was what slid Hope gently into place so that Viv could shut the glassy top of the pod.

It lit up at once, this time with a warm red light that suffused the skinless body within and made Hope look somehow less horrifying than she had looked on the floor. Her eyes, stripped of their eyelids, still stared up at Viv in what seemed like wakeful horror, but Viv could see from the rise and fall of Hope’s chest that she still slept.

Then she turned away, and found her legs giving out until she was kneeling on the carpet, sobbing so hard that the sobs sounded like small shrieks and hurt her chest. When she was gasping for breath, Viv propped herself up grimly on shaking hands, and wiped her face on the shoulder of her cardigan.

She took another few minutes to calm herself and blow her nose, then climbed grimly to her feet, her head still swimming slightly. It was time to find Chris and remove him from the Tea House, along with every Forex agent that neither BoRa nor Luca had killed. Or, she thought, her jaw flexing tight and sending a humming pain along her temple, make Chris tell her what he had done with BoRa and where she was first, and then remove him from the Tea House.

The problem to be solved first was then—where was Chris presently?

Now that she wasn’t completely consumed by the sight of Hope, and the saving of Hope, and mourning for Hope, Viv was aware that she could hear distant screaming from further down the hallway near the elevator. That was probably where she would find Luca, she thought in a detached sort of way, and left the room to look for him.

It wasn’t until she reached the turn back into the normal section of the second floor that had the employee living spaces, that the screaming stopped. Viv turned back down the hallway that led to the elevator, and not to her surprise, saw a bloody and bright Luca dropping an agent on the floor.

The agent must have come after her as soon as she appeared, and Luca had come after him.

“Is he dead?” she asked Luca, still feeling horribly distant.

“Yes,” he said, his pale eyes roaming her face. “There were already bodies here. I didn’t kill them all. Just this one.”

“Good,” Viv said. “I’m glad he’s dead.”

“You’ve been crying.”

“Yes,” she said. “Where’s Chris?”

His hands bloody, Luca said, “The kitchen, with the lunch lady. I don’t know if he has her, or if she has him. I have a couple more…things to deal with here in the hallways first; I’ll meet you in the lunch room.”

Perhaps if Viv hadn’t seen Hope, she might have tried to stop him. Instead, she said, “Have fun,” and strode grimly back down the hall to the elevator.

She didn’t press a button, but the elevator took her to the third floor anyway, and let her out without her having to press any buttons or do any thinking. Viv wasn’t even sure if she waited for the doors to open before she was in the lunch room.

“Viv!” said Chris’ voice, genuinely surprised. He stood in the open space between the lunch room and the kitchen, where the lunch lady passed through to take food to people. It was not a space where anyone else was allowed to stand. “I thought you’d vanished for good! I’m glad you’re back.”

She could tell him to kill himself and he would have to do it, thought Viv, shivering. She wouldn’t even have to ask Luca to do that. She could speak it, and it would happen.

Chris laughed his blokey, managerial laugh that he had probably laughed with the boys times without number. “You’re thinking about what you could do to me, if you wanted,” he said. “Aren’t you? I don’t know why you haven’t tried it already.”

“You would think that,” Viv said, still feeling curiously cold. “Because that’s what you’d do.”

“It’s the easy way out,” he said, shrugging. “And it would seem like a nice, tidy way to do things until you realise that no matter what you say to me, I’ll still always be linked to the Tea House, and that I’ll make my way back in by hook or by crook. You can throw me out, or you can leave, but you can’t keep me out forever. But fortunately for us, we don’t have to discover how that goes, because we’re all equipped with some very useful anti-Voice ear blockers.”

“Please come with us, Miss Viv,” said a grey, cold voice beside her, and Viv felt the horribly dead touch of Forex agent fingers wrap around her wrists on either side.

Someone tsked, and said, “That’s not how you treat a lady,” then snapped the neck of the agent at her right. The agent dropped where he stood, but Viv had no time to watch him fall because the agent at her left had grown a blossoming fountain of red in her chest that wasn’t blood but wasn’t not blood. Perhaps it was magic, or perhaps it was just Luca trying to make sure he didn’t spray Viv all over with blood.

The second agent fell forward on her face, and Luca’s wiped-dry hand, still stained with blood but no longer sticky, slipped around Viv’s hand.

“You’ve been making my girlfriend cry,” he said to Chris. “I don’t like that.”

“Don’t get too close,” Chris reminded him. “Or I’ll just send you back to sleep. I’m sure Miss Viv will wake you up again, but that will take time, and it might just be time enough for me to kill her.”

“He doesn’t need to get close to you,” Viv said, her anger cold and choking. “I’ll be taking care of you myself.”

Luca’s brows flew up; he shot a look at Viv.

“He stripped her,” she said to him, her voice choked and tight. “He stripped the skin off Hope and left her in a pile in the hallway.”

“You really can’t expect me to keep staff when they’ve committed treason against the company,” said Chris, as if it was a reasonable thing to say.

“Forex is a company, not a country,” Viv said shortly. “And you don’t get skinned for treason, either.”

“Fortunately, sentimental voices don’t make the decisions in my company,” Chris said, his eyes watchful and on Luca. “Our mission is vitally important. Those who work against us deserve death—Agent Hope betrayed her own code of conduct.”

“She’s not dead,” she told him, her voice flat. “She’s asleep, in one of your pods.”

Chris shrugged one shoulder. “She can’t live without continual maintenance—maintenance, I’ll add, that only Forex has the technology for. If you want to trade that for a partnership with Forex, then we can talk. If not, no matter how long you keep her in the pod, she won’t get better.”

“She wasn’t getting better with you, either,” said Luca, his far hand shoved in his pocket. “She was just covering up the damage for a little while with someone else’s skin.”

“I’m not making any deals or partnerships with you,” Viv said to Chris. “You’re going to have to leave—and take all of your little skin-sacks with you that aren’t dead, too.”

He smiled at her with his best, good-humoured-manager-catering-to-a-stupid-employee smile. “I think you’re getting a bit too big for your boots, Viv. You don’t seem to understand that you don’t have the authority to throw me out—or the power, if it comes to that. The only person who could do that is currently still very much asleep—and he wouldn’t do it if he was awake, because he does understand the power of a contract.”

Smiling without amusement, Viv said, “I think you’re the one who doesn’t understand.”

She took the contract out of her pocket, unrolled it, and held it out with both hands for him to see. Chris stared at it, his mouth slackening, and there was such a deep confusion there that it almost amused her, if she had been capable of being amused by him.

“You’re no longer in charge here,” she said. “You might have anti-Voice technology, but Jasper definitely didn’t. As you can see, I’ve taken over the Tea House with immediate effect, and I don’t have any contract with you. Get out, before I let Luca kill you.”

“I’ll probably kill him anyway,” Luca said in her ear, just loud enough for Chris to hear.

He had gone an unhealthy shade of grey—if Viv wasn’t mistaken, he had just tried to draw on the Tea House for power again to send Luca to sleep, and had failed to connect with it.

“It’s a lot harder to do things to Tea House staff when the Tea House isn’t on your side, isn’t it?” she said. “I don’t know exactly what it is you think I can do, or why you think it, but I don’t have to do anything to you except kick you out. The Tea House is mine, the staff are mine, and we don’t want you here anymore.”

“I’m hers, too,” Luca added, his eyes bright and dangerous. “And I know how to do a lot of fun things to your insides that will make you wish you were in your agent’s position instead of your skin.”

Chris’ feet shifted, and so did his shoulders. He was still smiling, but the smile seemed to have been stapled to his face instead of organically coming into being.

“This will be fun for Jasper,” he said, through that stiff smile. “I almost don’t regret it: watching him scramble to get his property back will be extremely satisfying. It will probably be fun later, just between the two of us, Miss Viv: I look forward to doing business with you in the future. As for now, there’s no need for unpleasantness as we part compa⁠—”

There was the resounding gong of something metallic and hollow hitting something hard and human, and Chris’ eyes rolled back in his head. He dropped like a stone, leaving the barely shorter and roughly triangular shape of the lunch lady standing behind him, wok in one big, red-knuckled hand and the other on her hip.

“That’ll teach the bleeping ratbag to play silly beggars with my kitchen,” she said, in deep satisfaction.

“I don’t think you’re allowed to do that,” said Luca. “He was your boss.”

“Nobody is my boss,” the lunch lady told him grimly. To Viv, she added, “You should throw him out before he does any more damage.”

“Yes,” said Viv. “Actually, that’s what I was doing when you hit him.”

The lunch lady snorted. “Well, you should have done it quicker, then. He was in my kitchen.”

“That’s fair,” said Luca. “I like your way, too. If you’d hit him a bit more towards the temple, or down lower on his head where the little bumpy bit is, you would have killed him. If you want to know for next time.”

Viv asked, “Where are the rest of the staff?”

“Not many left,” the lunch lady told her briefly. “They’re mostly asleep, if they’re still here, apart from that lady agent. The big man is asleep in the cleaning cupboard with something around his wrists, and the kitchen staff are all back there, waking up slowly. We’ll deal with this one once they’re up and about.”

She kicked Chris’ prone body as she said it.

“Perfect,” said Viv. She didn’t think she could safely go near to Chris’ body, or she might just take his ear implants out and make him get up and walk himself right out of the nearby windows.

And after what she had found in the hallway outside the Forex agent’s room, she didn’t yet know if it wasn’t a mistake not to take care of him herself.


Chapter 12
Keep Hope Alive
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“What now?” Viv said, more to herself than anyone else.

“Wake people up,” said the lunch lady. “I’ll get to work with my lot. You sort out yours.”

“Not Hope,” Luca said swiftly. “She has to stay asleep if she’s asleep.”

“Teach your grandmother how to knit,” the lunch lady told him tersely.

“My grandmother tried to kill me because I bent her scrying glass outward and made it into a 3-D television,” said Luca. “She’d kill me for trying to tell her anything, and she knows how to do it better these days.”

“Exactly,” grunted the lunch lady, and stomped back into the kitchen—to, presumably, wake her own staff—while Luca stared after her in delight.

“I need to remember that one,” he said. “I should use it on Jasper.”

“Don’t use it on me,” Jasper said, from behind them.

“There you are!” Viv said in relief, turning. She was so relieved, in fact, that she didn’t even feel embarrassed to remember their last meeting. “I didn’t think we were going to be able to find you!”

“You wouldn’t have, if you hadn’t woken me up,” Jasper said. Unlike the last time she had seen him, he now wore a full suit and tie; Viv wondered if he had gone to sleep in that, and his dream mind had simply populated his silk pyjamas as normal wear, or if he had taken the time, once awake, to dress himself impeccably. “Where’s BoRa?”

“I don’t know, exactly,” Viv said, her jaw tight. She knew that neither BoRa nor her body had been in the hallway with Luca by the time she returned there. “Maybe asleep, or unconscious, or whatever it is that Chris was doing to people who were too much bother for what they were worth. I know where she was when he got to her.”

“She’ll be back in the cells, where I was, if she was asleep,” Jasper said briefly. “Follow me.”

“The cells?” Viv said to his retreating back. “When were you going to tell me that we have cells here?”

“Late to never,” Luca told her, keeping up with her as she tried to catch up with Jasper. “Or at least not until he had to put you in one. I was there, too; I didn’t stop to get anyone out because I didn’t think he’d be stupid enough to put us all close together.”

“There’s no need to put Viv in a cell,” Jasper told him, even more briefly.

“Not yet. Not until she doesn’t do what you want her to do.”

Jasper didn’t bother to hide the irritation in his voice. “I think the events of today prove otherwise.”

“That’s only because you were locked up and couldn’t lock her up,” Luca said, his cheerfulness growing exponentially with Jasper’s irritation.

The cells, it turned out, were on the first floor and directly accessed from the smug, silent cubicles that were the only thing that Viv had ever really hated about the Tea House. No-one had ever used them while Viv had been at the Tea House, and she had thought that they were there purely for show, made to be seen from the outside if anything could be glimpsed from outside, and meant to hide the very small morgue that also existed somewhere on the first floor.

Apparently, they were also for hiding the fact that you could access a set of six cells on the first floor. Jasper led them rapidly through the cubicles in a specific order—probably so that they wouldn’t remember how to get in—and when the soft sinking feeling of sound-absorbing carpet firmed into something more akin to concrete but subtly still sound-absorbing, Viv found that the room around her had also subtly changed.

Luca’s eyes had gone distant, and he was doing something with his fingers in small twitches that made Viv think he had already memorised the way into the cells. The way out, she gathered, had been different. Jasper either didn’t notice or didn’t care; he went from cell to cell with a swift stride, flinging open each door in succession.

BoRa was in the fourth, stretched out on a bed and to all appearances sleeping, if you could ignore the fact that there was a dagger sunk deep in her chest on the left side. From the edges of the wound that met with the silvery gleam of the dagger’s blade, blue-tinted blood that was closer to purple than red welled in a slow, molasses-like creep of death.

Guilt cut through Viv so suddenly and devastatingly that for a moment she could only gasp for air, her eyes burning with tears and her throat choking.

“She’s not dead. She’s still alive, isn’t she?” her voice sounded just as choked as it felt.

Jasper said very softly, “She’d better be.”

“I’ve got her,” said Luca. His hand was already on BoRa’s shoulder, his eyes distant once again, and Viv almost saw the wafting threads of healing magic as they spun out from Luca to BoRa.

Perhaps she did see them, because colour came back to BoRa’s face almost immediately, and even the deathly slow welling of blood ceased to well.

“Tell me when,” Jasper said crisply, striding across the room to crouch in front of BoRa’s prone body.

Viv nearly said, “When what?” but then Luca said, “When,” and Jasper’s long, slender fingers wrapped around the hilt of the dagger and slid it, softly and quickly, out of BoRa’s chest. Viv only managed not to cry out in dismay because through the gash in the leather of the other girl’s jacket, she could see that the skin itself was already beginning to knit itself together, slowly but surely.

BoRa’s eyelids began to twitch rapidly, as though she was fighting an inner battle, and Jasper said to Luca, so coldly and sharply that the words entered Viv’s ears almost without being perceived, “If you have made a mistake, I will cut every finger off that hand.”

That made Luca laugh—a bright, absurd noise that seemed to affect BoRa, because she woke with a snarl, or a sob, her right hand flying out to seize the knot of Jasper’s tie and jerking him forward before her eyes even opened.

“BoRa,” Jasper said, his voice very faintly strained, and her eyes opened, fastening on him. Viv saw her fingers loosen, but she didn’t let go. “I’m glad to see that you’ve come back to us. I’d prefer it if you didn’t die.”

“I wasn’t planning on it,” she said, but her face was so pale that she could almost have been dead, and she still didn’t release him. It seemed as though she was clinging on to life in the fear that it would slip away again if she let go. “I was just having a rest. You didn’t need to wake me up.”

Her eyes went past Jasper, beyond Luca, and fell on Viv. “You’d better not cry on me,” she said. “I did exactly what I wanted to do. It’s not your business if I’m getting stabbed in the chest.”

“Of course not,” Viv said, laughing with her cheeks still wet with tears and aware that her nose was probably already very red. “But can you just not get stabbed in the chest from now on? I’d much rather have you around.”

“If you don’t get more rest, you probably will die,” Luca told BoRa without apology, grinning down at her. “You’re a tough little nugget! But your system is pretty upset at one of the hearts being stabbed, and the other one isn’t managing as well as usual.”

“It’ll be fine,” she said, pushing herself up with the hand that wasn’t still unconsciously half-strangling Jasper.

“Stay where you are!” Jasper snapped at her.

“Sit down and shut up,” BoRa snapped back at him. “If you’re going to act like a wall, you might as well be as useful as a wall!”

To Viv’s delight and not entirely to her surprise, Jasper did sit down and shut up. He also didn’t appear to have noticed—or perhaps simply didn’t care—that he’d sat down in a sticky coagulation of BoRa’s blood so that she could lean against both him and the wall.

“I’m really regretting not killing Chris,” someone said aloud, and Viv found that it had been her. She had expected it to be Luca.

All three of the others looked at her in varying degrees of surprise.

“You can’t,” BoRa said positively. “It’ll hurt you more than it hurts him. You might as well let one of who would enjoy it do the job.”

“That’s what I said!” Luca remarked.

“You didn’t: you wanted me to point you at someone like a weapon,” Viv said.

“Yes, but you understand me so well,” he said, with the bright, glittering, terrifying smile that she did indeed know so well now.

“I’ll take care of Chris when things are back to normal,” said Jasper, and the way that his eyes found Viv’s couldn’t be mistaken, either. “When you’re ready, Viv.”

“What about Hope?” she asked him. “What are you going to do about her?”

“There’s nothing I can do for her,” he said bluntly. “Nothing outside of making a deal with Forex, which I’m assuming will appeal to neither you nor Hope.”

“That’s what I thought,” said Viv, setting her shoulders. Unlike Jasper, she had a very good idea of where she might get help for Hope, but only for a limited time. As long, in fact, as she was in charge of the Tea House. “So you’re going to have to wait to get your Tea House back until I’ve made sure that Hope is going to be taken care of, too.”

He stared at her, his eyes hard. “What are you doing, Viv? You have even fewer useful contacts than I do; you don’t even know where you might send her for treatment.”

“No, I know where we can send her,” Viv said. “But we have to send her now, while I’m still making decisions on behalf of the Tea House. So I’m going to have to keep making decisions on behalf of the Tea House for a little bit longer.”

“Viv—” said Jasper again, through tight lips.

Luca, his pale eyes alight, said, “Are you taking over the Tea House properly, Viv? This is good. I have a friend you want to hire.”

“I’m too tired to fight right now,” said BoRa, her head still propped up against Jasper’s shoulder. That was probably the reason why he hadn’t moved although he was clearly strained as tight as a bowstring. “Can you take over the Tea House next week? It’s not that I don’t think you’d do a better job than Jasper, but I’ve gotten used to him.”

“Thank you for the vote of confidence!” snapped Jasper. “Viv, this is very inadvisable!”

“No, it’s not: I’m advising her to do it.”

“Stop baiting Jasper,” Viv told Luca. “Jasper, I wish you would stop thinking the absolute worst of me when you can’t figure out what I’m doing. Thanks to your behaviour, your old friend Gilbert isn’t willing to give the Tea House assistance any longer—unless I’m running it. He’ll help us—and more importantly, help Hope—so long as I’m the one asking, as the Owner of the Tea House.”

Jasper’s lips pressed together so tightly that they were very nearly bloodless. “Do what you need to do,” he said at last. “I will be upstairs, at my desk.”

“That’s Viv’s desk now,” Luca told him. “You can’t sit there anymore.”

“Don’t poke the Jasper,” said Viv. “It’s not a fair fight right now: he can’t leave to get away from you.”

“I am perfectly capable of getting away if I want to!” snapped Jasper. “If I choose not to be chased away, that’s my business!”

“Can it be your business a bit more quietly?” BoRa asked him.

“I suppose that means they want us to go,” Luca said to Viv. “I’ll get Bazza to bring down Hope’s pod to the first floor.”

“I’ll call Gilbert,” agreed Viv. It was still hard to remember to call him Gilbert instead of Jonno; now that she knew what soul inhabited the body, it was surprisingly hard to go back to calling him by the name she’d known him by originally.

“This is a new and devious side of you that I like very much,” Luca said, when they were back in the proper first floor of the Tea House. “But I also think we should just take over the Tea House.”

“Only for the next few hours,” Viv said firmly. “Or at worst, the next day.”

She had no intention of running the Tea House: she had only recently come to some reasonably solid idea of what her hard boundaries were with what she would and wouldn’t do, and she feared that running the Tea House would test those boundaries a bit too robustly for their comparative newness.

But she could do one thing presently in her contractual position as owner of the Tea House that wouldn’t compromise her values or her soul: she could save Hope. The important thing was keeping Hope alive—and then hoping that Jonno had enough of his father’s talents, remaining research, or access to Forex’s research to be able to help in a more solid way.

Viv took the elevator to the second floor, leaving Luca to go and find Bazza without her. She was already dialling Jonno’s number when she returned to the room where Hope’s pod seemed to pull in everything around her with a heaviness almost palpable.

“Gilbert,” she said when Jonno answered, and her own voice sounded slightly breathless to her. She had almost called him by his real name, and since she didn’t know how safe the Tea House was, or how many listening devices still inhabited it, the near-mistake had given her a nasty shock that threw her off. “I have some good news and some bad news.”

Viv saw off Hope’s sleeping body in the limo that Jonno brought around personally. Of course, personally meant that he was being driven by Gorman who, with the help of Luca and Bazza, put the Forex pod in the back of the car. None of them stopped Luca laying a single blue orchid on the top of the pod, where it stuck and remained even when the car pulled away.

Viv felt tentatively hopeful.

“I can’t promise anything,” Jonno had said. “But we’ve got some pretty good projects lined up specifically to provide alternatives for people who have…lost their bodies, or lost access to their bodies.”

Luca brightened. “Synthetic or mechanic? And can you add extras in? Have you considered alternate blood substitutes that improve on⁠—”

“Luca,” Viv said.

“Call us later,” Jonno told him. “We’ll get Agent—Miss Hope back home safely and stabilise her first. You can tell me about your alternate blood substitutes when we’ve had a chance to see what we’re working with. Can you find us photographs of her before she was an agent?”

“I’ll bring them with me,” Luca had told him, and then Gorman had taken both Jonno and Hope away with him in a smooth spurt of loose gravel beneath the limo’s back wheels.

Viv felt lighter, but not entirely care-free. It would take time and work to keep Hope alive, just as it would take time and work to get the Tea House back into some sort of healthy order that didn’t involve partnerships with people like Forex and dangerous dependencies on Jasper’s personal involvements.

At the very least, she could start them on that path by making sure that the Tea House and Jasper’s personal entanglements didn’t again become entwined—something she was quite sure Jasper would be willing to bend his considerable powers of twisty thinking toward.

“Back to being an employee,” sighed Viv, one day and one near-migraine later. “And I forgot to check Jasper’s desk drawers for any fancy biscuits.”

“Seffy can check later,” said Luca. He had been waiting in Viv’s room when she got back, his shoes beside the couch he always threw himself into, with his socked feet over one end of it. They had come to an arrangement about visiting her quarters last night—amongst other things. “She knows where to get to all the best biscuits. Did you hear back from Gilbert?”

“Half an hour ago,” she said. There was still something of a sick pit in her stomach that hadn’t gone away since she had seen Hope’s body skinned and left to die in the hallway, but the call with Jonno had comforted her a little. “He said that yes, she’s badly injured, but not as badly as Forex led her to think in terms of what can be done. The skin suit actually helped, because it kept her body in the same condition perpetually without healing or getting worse; he says that because she’s still in much the same state as she was when she first came to them, there’s a better chance that whatever they do will take and mesh with the natural healing.”

Luca’s eyes sparkled, and he sat up, legs crossing beneath him. “What will they do?”

“Something about growing new skin with a combination of magic and current human science for self-healing skin replacement. And they still want to talk to you about that blood substitute, because the blood is load-bearing in terms of magic.” Viv stopped, at the end of her memory and far beyond her knowledge base, and added, “I don’t know what that means. There was a lot more I didn’t really understand.”

“They’re using the blood or blood substitute to send the magic around the whole system and deliver targeted spells,” Luca said, his toes wriggling inside his socks. “And if they wanted pictures of her before she became an agent, it’s because they’re loading it with a nice little magic code to try and get her features and colouring as close to the original as they can.”

“That’s terrifying,” said Viv, with complete honesty. The thought of it made her feel wobbly inside her own skin. “Brilliant, but terrifying. J—Gilbert said that it’ll be a long process; it could be something like a year.”

“It has to take a long time, if it’s going to last,” said Luca, his eyes ranging over her face. “Proper healing needs time and care; you can’t just slap a skin suit over something and expect the body to heal properly. It keeps her free of Forex during that time, and afterwards. If they do it well enough, she could get her own face and body back again.”

“And she has the choice of what to do afterward,” Viv said, as much to herself as Luca. “They won’t hold it over her head.”

“Yes, it’s fun to see them stretch out,” said Luca. “I wonder what they’re going to do when their old friends start coming after them?”

“That’s what I’ve wondered, too,” Viv admitted. “Do you think they’ll be able to survive?”

“They have the power, the placement, and the connections,” said Luca. “They don’t have the cunning anymore, but they have more goodwill than they did.”

He hesitated, and Viv also hesitated, because as much as she was unwilling to point him at anyone as a weapon when she knew he would do as she asked, she was also unwilling to throw him at problems she saw needed fixing when she knew he would do as she asked without question. That, she was fairly sure, was just as much taking advantage of Luca as using him as a weapon would be.

Perhaps she could find a way of helping Jonno and Gorman—and through them, Hope—that she was capable of managing herself.

“I love your brain, but sometimes I think you use it to think too much,” Luca said into the silence that her progressing thoughts had left. He had conjured a red ball from somewhere that he was now throwing up and catching as it came down—Viv had the impression that it was to help him concentrate more than it was a reason not to look at her. “I told you that you’re like Jasper, didn’t I?”

Viv bit her lip, caught between amusement and vexation. “You did,” she said. “I’m still not sure whether to be insulted or not. You’re the one who told me that I should be trying to figure out my boundaries!”

Luca threw his ball up and down a few times before he said thoughtfully, “Yes, but you’re treating us as though it’s just you. You have to decide what’s good to do or not to do so that you don’t affect me negatively. I don’t get a choice because you haven’t told me you need help—you decide on your own not to ask for it.”

Viv shot a very direct look at him. “Tell me that you wouldn’t throw yourself into helping the manor if I asked you to. Or that you wouldn’t go directly and kill Chris if I asked you to.”

Luca slid a look at her, his pale eyes bright and warm. “Oh, in a second!” he said. “But I might go and do that anyway. You think it’s taking advantage of me? Isn’t that just the same as being afraid that I’ll take advantage of you asking me for help? You asked for this, so you think I’ll expect to get that in return?”

“No,” said Viv, but she said it slowly, because it wasn’t entirely wrong. She was worried about using Luca, and what might happen if things didn’t work out between them—how much he might be hurt, and what it might push him to do—but she was also afraid of doing harm through him if she got used to asking him to do things, or fix things. “No, it’s not exactly that. But this is so new. And you’re still really new to the human world—and what if things don’t work out with us? If you throw yourself into something, body and soul, and it doesn’t work out, what happens then?”

Luca grinned. “I’m not very good at doing things half-way,” he said. “If you get tired of me—if I get hurt—I’ll feel it the same whether or not you’ve asked for help, or needed me to do something. And I think you’re more afraid of having power than you are about anything else.”

That wasn’t entirely wrong, either. This…relationship…was something that could end up hurting a lot of people if Viv wasn’t very careful with what she said—much like her Voice. Both things were unpredictable and potentially dangerous, and both required a constant stream of thought and care not to use without unintended consequences.

“Anyway,” Luca added cheerfully, interrupting her thoughts. “I told you. I might help them if I want to—and I might still creep away one night and kill Chris, too. You can tell me not to do it, but I might not obey. I’ll listen, but I’ll still do what’s necessary if I think I need to.”

That reminder loosened a tight part of Viv’s chest that she hadn’t realised was hurting. “That’s good to know,” she said, drawing in a breath and squaring her shoulders. “It helps, I mean. But I’m also curious about why you feel so strongly about Gilbert and the manor.”

Luca flicked his ball back up in the air and caught it again. “I tried to do something that would help them in the best way I could, but it still hurt them,” he said.

“That’s the most interesting way I’ve heard someone say, ‘I owe them,’” Viv said. She wasn’t sure what else Luca could have done in the situation to keep Jonno safe and remove Gilbert from the question—but it mattered that it bothered him.

“I would never say that,” Luca said primly, reminding Viv that he was largely fae and had grown up Behind. Of course he wouldn’t say something like that aloud.

She wondered how many of those giveaways she had missed while she had been certain that Luca was human and just feral by nurture—or lack thereof. Luca, it turned out, was feral by nature as well as nurture. No wonder he had tried so hard to cling to everything human! He had wanted just as badly to be human as Jasper had wanted to be fae.

“Of course not,” she said, smiling in spite of herself. She had really been so blind!

Luca opened his mouth to reply when someone knocked at the door. His eyes shifted towards the door, and he uncurled to lay back down on the couch with his hands folded across his chest and his feet over the edge of the arm again. “I wouldn’t open it if I were you,” he said. “It’s just Jasper, coming to make things awkward.”

“He’ll just send me an email if I don’t open it, and I haven’t read his last one,” Viv said, crossing the room to open the door. It had taken a great deal of paperwork, back-and-forth with Forex via phone, and argument to turn the Tea House back over to Jasper in a way that meant it was no longer susceptible to Chris or Forex. She was sick of paperwork, sick of emails, and very slightly sick of Jasper.

It was Jasper, just as Luca had said it was; a tentacle unfurled in Viv’s peripheral to the right, and she saw his eyes flick towards it.

“I can do something about your room wards if you want to stop that sort of thing happening,” he said.

“I think she’d come into your room if you did that,” Viv said, laughing. “What do you need, Jasper?”

He was dressed more casually than Viv usually saw him, though not as casually as the pyjamas he had worn nearly every time she’d seen him lately: he wore a loose, high-waisted pair of trousers in an almost glowing midnight-blue, with a soft, short-sleeved but collared shirt in pale yellow that drew out the flecks of amber in his eyes. He looked as though he had spent some time dressing, despite the casualness, and that worried Viv slightly.

“May I come in?” he asked abruptly. “There’s something I’d like to discuss with you.”

“You might as well,” Viv told him. “Luca has eaten all the biscuits, but there’s probably still tea in the pot.”

Jasper, who had entered the room as she stepped back from the door, saw Luca at the same moment she spoke, and while she shut the door behind him, he was staring at Luca with a narrowed, indefinable look.

“Why is Luca in here with his shoes off?” he asked Viv.

“He’s allowed to be in here without his shoes on,” she said. “We have an agreement about visiting hours.”

They had discussed it, in fact, over dinner last night, even before Viv had returned to being an Ordinary Employee. It wasn’t surprising that Luca had taken up the permission so swiftly.

Jasper stared at her for far too long, as though he was trying to figure out what she meant by what she had said. Viv could have told him that she meant exactly what she said by it, no more and no less, but she didn’t think he would believe her, so she simply waited.

At last, he began in some perplexity, “If this is your way of trying to inform me that you’re planning on dating a fellow employee⁠—”

“Why on earth would I inform you whether or not I was planning on dating someone?” Viv said in surprise. “Whether they were a fellow employee or not?”

“It’s a common courtesy when there’s the possibility of a workplace relationship,” Jasper said, flushing very slightly. “And I am still your boss, despite our short-lived positional reversal!”

Jasper, Viv had begun to notice, sounded a lot more snotty-nosed when he was thrown off balance than he normally did.

“I’m not planning on sharing personal details about my life with anyone on a business footing,” she retorted. She had been very clear with him where things stood, and she very much disliked having to redraw lines she had already drawn. “On a friend-to-friend basis, maybe. Nobody else needs to know who I am or am not dating.”

“Except me,” said Luca. “Since I’m an affected party.”

Jasper ignored him altogether: his eyes were on Viv. “Then you’re telling me as a friend?”

“I wasn’t telling you at all, but if we’re friends then you might as well know,” said Viv, trying not to laugh now. She wished that Jasper would say things directly, but since he wouldn’t, he would have to deal with all the problems that came with his indirect methods of communication.

“I’m not planning on being your friend,” Jasper said, his lips thinning. Luca’s head popped up again like a cockatoo, indignantly, and swivelled to look at Viv. Jasper ignored that, too. “But if that’s how you intend to view me, you might want to reconsider dating someone who, at the age of something approximate to eighty or ninety human years, has not yet had the experience of being in a romantic relationship. Amongst other…disadvantages and red flags that you should probably consider.”

“Rude,” said Luca. The socked feet that had apparently offended Jasper so badly were again over the edge of the arm rest, and the one arm slung over the side of the couch was again throwing and catching the red ball. “A proper approximate has to take into account the fact that fae children—including most half-fae children—don’t age like humans. We have to live for four years to every one human year in terms of childhood development until at least the equivalent age of ten.”

Forty years, thought Viv, rather faintly. She hadn’t yet considered exactly how old Luca might be, even now that she knew he wasn’t fully human. And she wondered, even more faintly, exactly how old BoRa was, and where she had spent her childhood years until she reached a human-equivalent age of ten. She knew that at least a part of BoRa’s years after childhood had been very bad; having that experience for an extended amount of time was unthinkable.

“That would still make you sixty in human years!” snapped Jasper. “And still completely unfit for any relationship with a human woman from a complete lack of experience!”

“Yes, that’s what Viv thought as well, but for different reasons,” said Luca. “I think you’re worried that if she stops looking too closely at me, she’ll start to realise that you’re not as good a choice as you’d like to think you are.”

Jasper said swiftly, “At least I’m not so lacking in humanity and basic knowledge of the human world that I haven’t so much as had a girlfriend in my life! And I own my own business!”

The retaining of that ownership was of such new attainment, and his tone so obnoxious when speaking about Luca, that Viv didn’t bother to hide the incredulous look she shot at him.

“I’m not defective because I haven’t had a girlfriend,” Luca said, still lazily throwing the ball up and catching it with one hand again. “I’ve been too busy with my work⁠—”

“Murdering people, I will remind the room,” interrupted Jasper.

“—and then I was snatched away from a prison where I was working a job and hidden away in a Tea House,” Luca continued, without pausing. “The owner seemed to think that I’d be useful to him given my skills for murdering people.”

His pale eyes flitted over to Jasper and then back to the ceiling. There was a very deep silence.

Viv broke it to say, “I didn’t say you were defective. I didn’t think it, either.”

Luca rolled onto his side to turn his full attention on her, and the ball he had been tossing disappeared from reality. “I know,” he said, his eyes bright. “That’s another one of the things I love about you. You think it isn’t fair, and you’re trying not to take advantage of me. I feel very cherished.”

Viv pinched her lips together to prevent herself from laughing; Jasper’s nostrils flared.

“Spare me your nauseating canoodling,” he said.

“Canoodling?” Viv said, in disbelief. “You sound like an eighty-year-old man!”

“You’re the one who came in and interrupted us,” Luca pointed out. “I didn’t invite you in.”

“I’ll speak to you later when you’re not otherwise occupied,” said Jasper coldly to Viv, and left the room.

“I think he practises being mysterious,” Viv said, in some exasperation.

“There’s nothing mysterious about Jasper,” Luca told her. He was grinning again. “He’s hoping that you realise what a bad choice I am and make the equally bad choice to pick him instead.”

“Then he’s stupid,” retorted Viv. “Anyone can see that he’s painfully in love with BoRa, whether or not he can admit it.”

“Jasper’s just divided enough in his own mind that he’s probably capable of loving you both,” Luca said unexpectedly. “The human side of him that feels like he needs safety, and the side that had to be twisty enough to survive Behind. He didn’t just inherit the fae magic he has—he won it by killing a fae who would have done the same to him, and stealing their magic. That’s a part of him now. If he loves BoRa, he has to work just as hard as she’ll have to work to love him. You’re much easier to love—and you have mostly human baggage instead of Between or Behind baggage.”

“I think you might be biased,” Viv reminded him. “And I’m not sure that you’re finding it exactly easy.” She left the being in a relationship with me off the end of the sentence, because it was still hard to say that out loud.

“Yes, but that’s because I throw myself into things,” Luca reminded her. And perhaps somehow he had caught the shape of the end of the sentence that she hadn’t spoken regardless, because he added, “When are you going to call me your boyfriend? Humans do that once they start dating.”

“We’ll decide that later,” Viv said hastily. “Right now, we’re drinking tea and relaxing because we’re not under Forex control anymore.”

“Yes, we can decide that while we’re rooting out the last of the Forex surveillance magic and tech,” agreed Luca. “They don’t need to know our relationship status. But if they ask nicely⁠—”


Chapter 13
Growth Takes Time
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The keys were heavy and cool, and then heavy and hot, in Viv’s hand. She could breathe, but it felt as though she couldn’t quite get enough oxygen despite that. The old Gothic bank on Collins Street towered over them, its Gothic arches a soft, yellowy taupe and calligraphed into laciness with all the frills and flourishes they had been decorated with. The first floor was prohibitively high, with massive arches topped by smaller arches, and then a couple of slightly galleried floors above those. It was elegant, fussy, and completely over the top.

Just like the stories of the pillars inside being so massive that they had to be dragged in by six horses each. Just like the ridiculously beautiful mosaic floor in the back area, or the ridiculous gilt Gothic flourishes on the celling in the corners.

Winged lions with shields guarded the entrance, and Viv was almost certain that Luca grinned and waved at those lions as they passed between them. The tellers at the proper banking area were more discouraging than the lions, however: the one that Viv approached was already looking at them with the greatest suspicion.

Perhaps, Viv thought, she looked as nervous as she felt, and the teller thought they were here to rob the place.

“I have a key to one of your security boxes,” she said quietly. Luca had already told her that no one had followed them, but it was one thing to know that mentally, and quite another to be able to feel it bodily. “It should be under the name of Sewall.”

“The security boxes are all kept in our sister building,” said the teller, looking down his long nose at her. “We don’t do that here. We have all the updated security systems over there so that we can check identity and make physical and⁠—”

“No, no,” said Luca. “We want the other security boxes. The old ones. The ones you don’t hand out to people anymore. We have the keys.”

Viv put the keys on the countertop in front of the teller. His eyes narrowed on them and then flicked sharply up to Viv’s face, and finally to Luca. Did it mean he knew about behindkind and the world Between? wondered Viv. Or was it something else—maybe something that he found suspicious about them?

“You don’t have all of them,” he said to her.

Viv’s mind went completely blank. How did they not have all the keys? How many keys were there? Why hadn’t Marazul sent all of them? What was she supposed to do if she couldn’t get into the safety deposit box?

“Breathe, Viv,” Luca said. “There’s probably a password as the third key.”

“I didn’t say that,” said the teller, stiffening.

“Yes, but your face just did,” Luca pointed out. “Where’s the note, Viv?”

Still trying to catch her breath, Viv dug in her little yellow handbag and brought out the note that had been in the package from Marazul. There was nothing in the note itself, but when she turned it over with some desperation, a single word was scrawled there in pencil, so light that it was barely visible.

Her lips twitched. Marazul had layer upon layer of security; he was apparently just as suspicious as Luca.

“Future,” she said.

“There you go,” said Luca to the teller, with a very toothy smile. “You have your third key. Take us to the box!”

If the teller had been distant and unwilling before, he was now completely disapproving. “Very well,” he said. “Please follow me.”

If he had said, “Please go away,” he couldn’t have said it with more disdain or polite loathing. Unfortunately for him, Luca seemed to take some delight in his attitude, which unsettled the teller so badly that he nearly collided with the counter on his way out and across the floor to take them to the vault.

Viv had been in the Gothic bank before, but she hadn’t gone deeper into it than the floral-motif mosaic floor that had been uncovered so recently. Beyond the main room with its high, lacy arches and lit ceilings with Japanese wallpaper, there were shabby, white-painted halls with likewise shabby carpets, small, blue toilet signs and, incongruously, an elevator. Viv found herself already confused as to their position by the time they were descending stairs towards a stained-glass and wood set of doors with golden doorknobs. When she stepped onto aged, cold tiles with a flower motif every now and then, and immediately faced a massive set of green bars in a floor-to-ceiling locked gate, it was something of a relief. It was much older here. Much more vault-like.

“Most of the boxes have been emptied out or claimed,” the teller said, still disapproving. “Everything unclaimed was added to our museum—we’ve only got a few boxes left for…certain people.”

His tone suggested that he didn’t see why she should be included in that certain number.

They passed through the gate with a massive gold and ochre pillar before it, and one after it. To their left was the green-painted metal wall of the vault, and further on, another set of floor-to-ceiling gates, this one wider. To their right, where the teller ushered them, there were a closed off section of three rooms in warm wood and stained-glass. One of the doors was open, displaying a teal carpet with a golden border that smelt faintly of mildew and a couple of office chairs in front of a wooden bench.

“You can wait in there,” the teller told them. “Your privacy is important to us.”

And theirs was more important, thought Viv, entering the room and sitting down. There was no ceiling to the little box of wood and glass, though there probably had been years ago. She could see up and through the edges of the wood to the ceiling beyond; there were a couple of old, dusty planks of wood up there that someone had left.

It felt abandoned and unfinished.

Luca sat beside her, but she didn’t miss the way that his eyes stayed on the door, through which the sound and shadow of the teller in the vault beyond still flickered.

Viv couldn’t help the way her foot tapped against the carpet; it felt wrong and uneasy to be sitting down when she wanted to be moving. When a flurry of movement announced the return of the teller, she looked up and through the door immediately, and was somehow surprised to see that the box he was holding was barely bigger than one of the smallest post-boxes at the post office.

He put it down in front of her, returning her first key, and said austerely, “I will check on you in half an hour. Please remain here in your designated room: this area is covered by security cameras, so if you need help, we will know immediately.”

And if they didn’t stay in the little designated, stained-glass-panelled room, he would know, said his severe eye. He made sure to keep that severe look on them both—but especially Luca—for a few moments before he turned smartly on his heel and left them in the room.

“Don’t come back for at least two hours,” Luca called after him. To Viv, softly, he added, “He’ll come back in an hour, which is probably as long as we need.”

“It doesn’t take that long to open a security box,” said Viv. She didn’t miss the way that Luca’s eyes brightened, or the way that his hands came out of his pockets once the teller was out of the room.

“We’re not here to steal anything,” she said, trying very hard not to laugh. It was ridiculous to be so happy right now. Perhaps it was just the relief of weight removed—the freedom from containment. But Viv was rather certain that it was simply the fact of being outside with Luca again, and being sure that what she read on his face was what was going on inside his head. She had learnt to read his face very well, but even if she hadn’t, Luca’s face was generally the easiest thing about him to read.

“I’m concentrating,” Luca told her, but he grinned. He had been distracted, but he wanted her to know that he was paying attention and was here with her. “But we should still look in the other room while we’re here. Sometimes they “forget” to give people all of their things.”

“He’ll see us!” hissed Viv after him. “Luca!”

“He was lying about cameras,” Luca said easily, over his shoulder, and wandered out into the main room and towards the green-painted barred gate that led into the vault area.

Viv could have stayed and opened her box, but she had found, much to her dismay, that she was more dreading than excited about opening it. It was too small to be any of the things that she had vaguely guessed it might be, and it felt like too much to be adding yet another family secret to the current load of family drama she currently felt that she was holding.

She got up and followed Luca, who had already vanished from sight through the bars and into the safe-room itself. When she caught up with him, swiftly moving along the tiled hallway with its rather garish floral tiles on her right and the vault on her left, he was wandering the perimeter of the vault with a slow, silent tread, touching some of the boxes and avoiding others.

“Not bad at all,” he said, with professional approval, when he got back to her at the door. “For human storing. It’s mostly useless for behindkind storage—except fae. They don’t get along with a lot of the metals in here. If fae wanted something from in here they’d have to hire someone like me.”

She reminded him, “We’re not here to steal anything else,” and pulled him away by the rolled cuff of his shirt-sleeves because she couldn’t yet bring herself to wrap her fingers around his wrist or arm.

“It’s not what we’re here for,” he agreed once they were back inside their glass-panelled room. “But it would be very easy to break into nearly every one of these boxes—except the two right next to yours.”

“What makes those ones harder?” asked Viv, because it was easier to ask that than to lift her suddenly shaking hand and insert the key she was clutching with cold fingers into the lock of the box in front of her.

“Those ones,” said Luca, leaning around her to pick up her cold hand with his warm one and put the key in the lock, “have two different kinds of enchantment on them and at least one of them probably has a contact poison on the outside.”

He turned her hand with the key in it, then drew it back, the lock releasing the key with a faint, smooth metallic snick of sound. Then he let her go, and Viv put the key down on the table in front of her, where it made a definite click that reminded her she should put it in her pocket instead, or risk losing it.

“What do you think it is?” she asked him, still hesitating to open the box.

“Not very much,” he said, leaning over the back of her chair with one hand on the top of the backrest. He made a comfortingly warm patch there over her right shoulder, and that helped with the cold hands. “He carried it like it was a shoebox with nothing in it. He was also too pleased about the fact that it was light.”

Viv couldn’t help a small sniff of laughter. “Oh, is that why he was pleased? He thinks I’ll be disappointed?”

“His joy in life is sucking out the joy in everyone else’s life,” Luca opined. “That’s exactly why he was happy. Open it, Viv; we only have an hour before he comes back.”

She laughed aloud this time. “Yes, because it will take us an entire hour and a half to look over the contents of something this size!”

But she opened it anyway, while she was still laughing instead of feeling a kind of dread. The lid was light, made of metal, and painted black; it felt cold pinched between her fingers and was hinged only on one side, opening upward and out like a book cover.

Viv stared down into the box for several seconds before she realised it wasn’t, as it appeared to be at first glance, empty. Then she reached in and brought out yet another key, turning in astonishment to wave it in Luca’s face.

“Another key?” she said, in disbelief. She had already known that the box was too small for anything like what she had imagined might be in it, but to find nothing but another key was something she had not expected.

But Luca was grinning. “This is the thing!” he said. “This is what I thought you would come to me with. This is the right sized key for the right sized box—but we’re in the wrong building.”

“The wrong—do you mean this is a key to a deposit box in the other building that the teller was talking about?”

“Yes,” said Luca happily, giving her the key back. “Off we go, Viv!”

Viv went to put away the other key that she still had, but he added, “No, you’re going to need that one as well. Don’t worry about calling back the teller; I know a shortcut.”

“A shortcut to where?” Viv demanded, but Luca had already stolen her hand from her side and was pulling her through the tiled wall by that hand, and those garish flowers on the tiles, while still not any less garish, now moved and whispered as though they were real as they passed through them.

Then he pulled her through another wall, and several different layers of wall, or concrete, or batting, and out into another room that was still a safety deposit room, but much more modern.

“Where are we?” she demanded.

“The secondary building,” Luca said cheerfully. “It’s part of the same lot of boxes, and the same bank; it’s just in a different building.”

“Wonderful,” said Viv, catching her breath. She looked at the key again, and saw the number 55 etched on the other side of the room. “We want number fifty-five,” she added.

“This way!” said Luca, still pulling her along by the hand. It seemed that he at least had absolutely no second thoughts or hesitations about touching, or holding hands. “Number fifty-five is over here around the corner.”

Viv nearly asked him how he knew where box numbers were, but that would probably lead to either a mysterious reply of that’s contract work and therefore something not to be spoken of, or a long, complicated explanation that she would only half-understand until she was more familiar with the worlds Between and Behind.

She found herself, once again breathless, in front of a bank of doors—some large, some small, some massive—and the number 55 danced on the front of one, the top of which was at the level of her waist and went all the way to the shiny floor.

“Now this place,” Luca murmured in her ear, “does have cameras. I can make them look as though they’re glitching for a little while, but we only have a couple of minutes before one or two of the security guards come down to physically check things out.”

“Why didn’t we just go through the front door, then?” Viv objected, sliding the key into the lock and turning it briskly before she could think better of it.

“Because it’s better if…a lot of people don’t know that you’ve gotten in here,” said Luca. His face was unusually serious when she threw a look at him over her shoulder. “If it’s what it could be, it’s better for Forex and…anybody else not to know that you’ve seen it.”

Viv stared at him for a moment longer, then said, “We’re going to have a talk later about how much you know about me that I might not know.”

“Oh good,” said Luca, surprising another laugh out of her. “I don’t know anything for sure, but talking is good. Your room or mine?”

“Mine,” Viv said. “Yours has too many distractions.”

“Any room you’re in has too many distractions,” Luca told her, his pale eyes bright.

“You said that we only have a few minutes,” Viv reminded him plaintively.

He grinned at her and leant into the doors next to her. “You have the key.”

Viv compressed her lips disapprovingly, but more out of habit than conviction, and opened the door she had unlocked. All desire to laugh or continue flirting with Luca left her at once. There was a box within the security box with a lock very similar to the one they had opened in the old Gothic bank, and it was large.

Her stomach contracted and she felt ill, as though she’d eaten something that was now trying to crawl back up her throat, and the fingers that touched the cold metal of the lockbox felt almost numb. This was the size she had expected. And now that she saw it, she was horribly disappointed to see it.

Luca reached in and pulled it out, then shut and locked the door again. “Time to go, Viv,” he said, slipping the key into his pocket and his hand around hers again. “Someone’s coming.”

Viv felt as though the world was buzzing, and perhaps it was, in a way. There had to be some physical thing that happened when one passed through walls, and since all life was movement and atoms⁠—

“We’re back, Viv,” said Luca, depositing the box on the table next to the smaller one. It made a shockingly loud noise. “You’d better sit down.”

“I’m all right,” she told him, but she propped herself up with one bent knee on the chair as she leaned forward into the table to look more closely at the box.

Her first key fit into this box’s lock as well, and that didn’t surprise Viv. Of course it did. This time, she flipped the lid open as soon as the key had turned, and in the sudden quiet that fell after the clattering of the lid against the side of the box, she gazed down. The multicoloured light that fell on the box through the stained-glass windows lay richly on dark brown fur with highlights of russet that had been folded over in soft layers until it fit within the box.

Viv reached out with hands that shook and pulled the beautiful fur out of the box, and then wished she hadn’t—because she suddenly knew exactly what it was the selkies had seen and understood when they held a skin that belonged to a dead selkie. There was no life to the skin she held—no warmth, or spark, or scent of her mother. It was a dreadful thing in every way possible.

“She’s really dead,” she said, her voice falling softly into the room. “I know…I know it’s stupid, but I think I really hoped that somehow she’d survived and that I’d forgotten because something wasn’t right on the day.”

“There was something not right about the day,” Luca said. “It might not be because your mother disappeared instead of died, but there was something not right about it. Death isn’t always final, either.”

“This one was,” Viv said. If any part of her mother was still alive in any meaningful way—even if she had been alive in the same way that Jasper’s father was still alive—she was certain that there would have been something alive about her mother’s sealskin. “What do you think was not right?”

“First thoughts,” said Luca, bouncing a little on the pads of his feet. “If she knew how to swim in her human form, she learnt deliberately. Selkies can’t just swim well in their human forms because they’re selkies—they have to learn. And most of them don’t choose to because it feels like a degradation to have to go all the way back to the beginning and submit themselves to something they feel they rule over.”

“I wondered about that,” said Viv, putting down the sealskin and reaching into the box for the only other thing there; a physical log book that was probably the same information as she had on the USB that Marazul had sent her. “It always shocked me that she could drown when she was such a good swimmer, but it didn’t occur to me that she might have had to learn specially because she didn’t have her skin.”

It occurred to her now that although Luca had said “first thoughts”, she hadn’t told him several of the things that he would have required to formulate those thoughts.

“Did you read my file as well as Hope’s?” she asked, aware of a very distant and fond amusement. “Is that why you brought me yours to read?”

“It’s only fair if you read mine, as well,” agreed Luca. “I read yours because I wanted to see if I was right about you.”

“After I dropped you into the bathtub?”

“Then, but also later,” he said. “I’ve had a lot of thoughts about you, and only some of them have been right.”

“What was the thought you wanted to confirm after the bathtub?” she asked, although she was fairly certain she knew the answer.

“I wanted to know if you were really human,” he said. “I thought that Jasper might have got you in deliberately to control me, and I thought you knew and had been pretending to be human to get me to like you.”

“Jasper did get me in to deliberately control you,” Viv said. “But I didn’t know that when he hired me. He knew right from the start that I had a Voice.”

And, she wanted to tell him—and he also thought that you would fall in love with me exactly like you have, and that I’d be able to control you that way if I couldn’t with my Voice. And that’s why it’s still probably a bad idea for us to have a relationship.

She opened her mouth to say that bit—the bit that she hadn’t yet been able to bring herself to tell him—but Luca was already saying, “Yes, I knew that when I saw you cry, but I was so angry I didn’t want to believe it.”

“I stopped you from escaping,” Viv said. “I understand you being angry, even though it…it wasn’t pleasant.”

“No, I was angry because I already liked you and I couldn’t stop liking you when I wanted to,” Luca said. His eyes lingered on her neck where he had once pressed a knife to the skin hard enough to draw blood. “I’m still sorry about the knife,” he added. “Even if I was angry, I shouldn’t have done that to you.”

“I know,” Viv said, smiling faintly. She didn’t tell him that she still sometimes had nightmares about that knife at her throat and Luca’s angry, inhuman eyes. She probably wouldn’t.

Why do relationships have to be so convoluted and difficult? she wondered. And she wondered exactly what Mum had thought about relationships—her own, and Viv’s. Mum hadn’t been either knowledgeable or healthy when it came to advice, Viv had known that much; she now wondered how much of that had been because of Mum’s relationship with Dad—and especially because of how that relationship had started.

Viv stared at the jewel-like colours of the stained-glass windows without seeing them or the yellowed wood that framed them for quite some time without either thinking or moving, caught in a heavy, unspoken dread. Then she became aware that there was warmth and movement beside her, small flicks that were Luca going back through the logs and the murmur of his voice as he muttered to himself.

The sound brought her back to herself, and reminded her that there was something she needed to know from the log book.

Had Dad locked up her mother’s sealskin? She had thought—no, she had hoped, as she entered this strange new world with its strange new information—that Dad and Mum had married for love, with the full knowledge and consent of both. Nothing about them had ever been exactly a healthy relationship, but she hadn’t wanted to properly consider the idea that her father had essentially kept her mother a prisoner in order to marry him and bear his child.

“Her name is here, too,” Luca said, his head still bent over the logbook, cutting through the thick fog of despair and horror around Viv. “Visitor logs. Not straight away—about ten years after it was opened—but that means that she could visit, and that she did. The first one is them together, but later it’s just as likely to see her name by itself as with his.”

Swallowing away the heat of tears, Viv sat back down and wheeled her chair next to his to look at the logbook again. He was right: there were logs of Mum’s visits, and they started roughly ten years after Dad had first opened the safety deposit box.

There weren’t many records before that, either: Viv would have estimated one per month, as though Dad hadn’t wanted to go too often, but hadn’t been able to stop himself from coming that often at least. She knew Dad’s fearful personality only too well; it fit with him secreting something away and looking at it when only he could.

“Do you think he kept her by force until she started to think she loved him?” she asked Luca, still flicking back almost blankly through the log entries. She would have liked to have felt that she couldn’t believe it—that Dad would never do any such thing—but she had the awful, nightmarish feeling that he really could have. And he would still probably have the words, or the illness, to excuse himself if she asked him about it.

“I think that a lot of other men have done it since selkies began to enter the human world,” said Luca. His pale eyes flicked up to gaze at her face, then looked away again. “And I also remember that he put you on a couch instead of in your own bedroom, and siphoned away the life and energy from you every day to feed himself.”

“He doesn’t really siphon energy from me,” Viv argued, almost against her own will. “He’s just difficult to deal with and so much inward-focused that he doesn’t always see things from anyone else’s point of view.”

“I grew up Behind in the seelie fae court,” said Luca. “And even I know that fathers aren’t supposed to make their kids sleep on fold-out couches and pile so much guilt on them that their kids forget to ask any questions that are a bit too uncomfortable.”

“Yes, he does do that,” said Viv miserably. “And maybe the pelt was in here to keep it safe from other people using or enslaving Mum, but I can’t see any good reason for it to be here safe for ten years before she started appearing on the log.”

“We won’t know anything for sure about your Dad until we talk to him.”

“We might not know anything then, either,” said Viv, suddenly very tired. “Whenever I try to get him to talk about Mum, he goes completely turtle and pulls his head in. And last time I tried to push, he got really worked up and I know he lied at least once. I don’t think there’s much we can learn from that.”

“We can learn what things he lies about, at least,” said Luca. “And that’s nearly as good as knowing the truth. But for now, we can take all of this back to the Tea House in your very little bag with a very big inside, and buy ourselves a bit of time to figure out how to deal with it.”

Jasper wasn’t at the table that night for dinner with everyone else. If BoRa had been absent as well, Viv wouldn’t have wondered at it, but BoRa was sitting next to Luca, elbowing him to make more room for herself—or perhaps to tell him that she didn’t need the magic or healing that he was trying to feed into her from his shoulder to hers.

Viv wasn’t sure how long he had been doing that for people other than herself, but she suspected it might have been longer than she knew. It was one of the things about him that had been taking her by surprise over the last few weeks—somehow it was different to know that Luca was making steps and forging relationships at the Tea House outside of herself than it was to know that he had come back specifically for her. It was a relief to know that Luca wasn’t turning the full force of his personality on her and her alone, and that he was getting other influences and inputs.

It was perhaps just as important that he had done that for himself.

Jasper, on the other hand, was just as much of a concern as he had been since she met him. Secretive, manipulative, and inclined to cut off everyone rather than so much as breathe the need for help, he had only trusted her at the very last moment when there was no other option. He had done it—he had given up trying to fix things himself, or outwait them, and had trusted her to do what she could—but that was the single step forward that he had taken in the time she knew him. Viv thought she understood exactly what it was that had made Cora so sure that Jasper was not for her.

She was nearly back in her room after dinner when Jasper walked out of it through the unopened door, as though summoned by her thoughts. He stopped short when he saw her, his lips pinching together in annoyance—at being caught, Viv thought.

Before she could speak, he said, “I left something of yours in your room.” She might have pointed out that he could have handed her anything he wished to give her in the lunch room if he hadn’t added, “I don’t usually sneak into the rooms of my staff members; I’m repaying your intrusion.”

“When the ghost of your father stabbed me in the stomach?” enquired Viv. “The time that I was dreaming and didn’t know I was really going into your room?”

There was the very faintest exhale of laughter from him. “Then take it as recompense for the time that you entered my room by walking through the closed door and woke me up.”

“Oh yes,” said Viv. “That time when you nearly stabbed me with the knife you apparently sleep with under your pillow?”

At last Jasper looked at her, and his eyes gleamed behind the crystal-clear glass of his spectacles. “I’m trying to apologise, Viv,” he said.

“Why don’t you do that, then?” she advised. “I wouldn’t throw it back in your face.”

“You did very well this week,” Jasper said, instead. “I doubt we would have come out of this unscathed if you hadn’t done what you did.”

“I’m just glad I didn’t really have to take over this place,” said Viv, repressing a shiver. “You can keep all of your shades of grey and difficult decisions.”

Jasper’s voice was slightly stiff as he said, “I wouldn’t have let that happen.”

“You wouldn’t have had a choice,” Viv said dryly, unwilling to give quarter. “I want you to know that I’m not running the Tea House because I don’t want to, not because I couldn’t have taken it and kept it.”

It took Jasper a moment or two to process that, and when he did, he said almost harshly, “There’s no need to be kind to me, Viv.”

“I wish you’d stop saying things through your teeth,” Viv told him. “What’s wrong with a friend telling you that you don’t have anything to worry about from them, now or in the future? But if you want me to be less kind, then I’m going to remind you that you haven’t actually apologised yet.”

Jasper bit his lips together, breathed through his nose for a moment or two, and said with carefully modulated tones, “I shouldn’t have taken from you what I did; I thought that it was something that would distract you from your work here. I also thought it was something that might cause issues, later. But given what happened here over the last week, I may have misjudged that.”

“That’s still not an apology,” Viv said, but she said it without rancour. Jasper had obviously been, as he always was, hiding something from her that he had no right to hide from her. It was just one of the reasons that, strangely, had made her realise that of the two of them, Luca was somehow the more mature and open of the two of them.

“You can let me know if you need some time off,” Jasper said, his voice once again stiff. “I’ll approve it.”

Then he left her in the hallway and stalked down towards the elevator, though Viv had been almost certain he was turning to go towards his own room before he saw her. It amused her to think that she had so far discombobulated him as to make him go in an entirely different direction without any way of being able to turn around that didn’t concede the fact that he was flustered.

She should have asked him what it was that he’d left in her room, Viv realised a few moments later, as she stepped inside. If she couldn’t find it, she’d look a complete fool, trying to find him wherever he had vanished away, to ask him where it was.

But it wasn’t very hard to find it, after all: Viv’s bedside table had been clear of everything when she left that morning, and now there was something thin and brown and the size of a manilla folder sitting on it.

It was, she saw with a jolt of recognition, in fact a folder. No; it was a file. There it sat—fat, solid, and time-worn—on Viv’s bedside table where she usually put the biscuit for Seffy, and she was certain it was the one that had been stolen from Dad’s fireplace safe. Not just because it had a State Police stamp on the outside, or because it was the same type of coloured file that Dad had been keeping in the fireplace before he was robbed, but because there was the same half-ring of coffee or tea that someone had left when they put a cuppa down on it and then spilt a bit of it, and the same pen mark running down the left-hand side and over the fold.

Viv picked it up, her ears buzzing in shock and her hand heavy with information that might unlock memories—or at least knowledge—of her mother. Did this mean that Jasper had been the one who sent the behindkind to rob Dad? Or had he simply got his hands on it another way? But it hadn’t just been the physical file—the photographs of that file from her phone’s photo app when she took pictures of all the pages had also vanished.

“This means that he was the one who stole it, doesn’t it?” she asked Luca, who was now comfortably and rather distractingly seated sideways on the chair that Viv usually sat in, with one of his legs over the arm of the chair, his shirtsleeves rolled up, and his top button undone.

She hadn’t heard him come in, but she had known immediately when he arrived. It was nice to have him there, distraction or help, if only to break the quiet, furious moment that had stunned her into immobility, looking down at the file.

“Not personally, but yes,” he said, his eyes lingering on the file in her hand. “Do you want me to go and talk to him about it? I’m very good at letting people know they’ve made a mistake.”

“No,” said Viv hastily. “I told you that I’m not going to point you at people like a weapon!”

“Yes, but I like hearing it,” Luca told her, sitting up properly. “Do you know why he was hiding it?”

“He said he thought it might distract me from my work,” Viv said, stirring up some of her original, immediate anger again as she said it. “As if he was trying to make sure that his Viv appliance didn’t malfunction from too much input, or go off on some sort of odyssey while it was meant to be looking after you. He obviously thought he had the right to make the decision about what I should know and what I shouldn’t.”

“Did he know exactly what it was he was hiding?” There was a thoughtful sort of distance to Luca’s eyes. “I’d like to know that. Sometimes you can’t be sure that you know what you know. I’d like to see what’s in that file, too.”

“He knew enough to steal it from Dad, and from my phone,” Viv said curtly. She threw a look at Luca, and felt a tickle of amused fondness. “Are you standing up for Jasper right now?”

He didn’t answer immediately. Instead, the air prickled a little, and then Luca was sitting on her bed just inches from where she stood, his shoulders resting comfortably against the soft headrest and his head tilted back to look at her.

He was there so quickly that Viv felt as though there were two of him for one wild second.

“You have to start looking at people as if they’re things, when you’re Behind,” he said, after a brief hesitation. His shoes were off now, showing the frogs that decorated his socks. “You have to, if you want to survive.”

“You didn’t do it,” Viv said. Luca had his own failings, but for all his difficulty with seeing people in plain black and white—either good or bad, friend or foe—he didn’t treat people like things.

He gazed at her for a few moments before he asked in slow-waking delight, “Is that something you like about me, Viv?”

“It’s one of the things I like about you,” she said, avoiding his eyes.

“Come sit next to me, Viv.”

“No,” said Viv, resisting the soft tug on the underside of her sleeve as Luca leaned towards her. From this range, he could have seized her by the waist and pulled her down beside him, and it was probably because he didn’t, that she had so much trouble resisting that soft pull. “If I sit down next to you, you’re going to kiss me.”

“Just once,” he said, his finger trailing across the skin on the underside of her wrist as he sat back—and somehow that was more difficult to resist than the actual tug. “Maybe twice. For the practise, Viv!”

Viv’s breath caught in her throat, and she hastily pulled her hand away. “It’s pretty bold of you to be telling me good things about Jasper,” she said, without pretending that either of them misunderstood what she was saying.

“So long as you like me better than you like Jasper, I don’t mind telling you good things about him,” he said primly.

“It’s not even close,” Viv said, before she could think better of it. Upon a moment’s reflection, she was able to add, in much the same words as she had used with Jasper, “I mean, I’m not choosing between you and Jasper. Jasper isn’t in the equation.”

He had said he didn’t mind, but Viv was quite sure that there was the faintest touch of anxiety in the pale hazel eyes that still gazed up at her. “Does he know that?”

“He should,” she said, and perhaps it was because of that small anxiety that she put the file back on her bedside table and then sat down on the bed beside him. “I told him pretty clearly.”

“That was after he kissed you, then,” said Luca thoughtfully.

A discomfort that had been tight in Viv’s chest for the last two days undid itself and she let out a small breath. “Yes,” she said. Luca wasn’t blaming her; he was sorting things out in his own head. “How did you know about that?”

“Sammy told me,” he told her, turning his head to meet her eyes. “I told him to stop peeking at you.”

“Is that why he left a candy cane from last year on my pillow this morning?” asked Viv, enchanted. “As an apology?”

“I wouldn’t eat it, if I were you,” he said, grinning. “Make sure you throw it away outside the Tea House, though; he’ll find it in the garbage if you do it here, and then he’ll be angry, or sad.”

“Jasper isn’t going to kiss me again,” she told him, because she wanted to make sure that tiny spark of anxiety didn’t come back. “He took me by surprise. And I don’t think he realises how much he likes BoRa, either. I don’t think he knows how he really feels about anything, actually. Even if he didn’t treat people like things, that’s too much for me to deal with; you can’t be sure how much he values anyone until things are at their worst and he’s falling apart.”

“Jasper is as good as fae at hiding his feelings,” agreed Luca. His eyes dropped to Viv’s lips, and she saw him smile as her cheeks grew hotter. “I’ve never been very good at that.”

“I noticed,” she said, looking away. She pretended not to notice, however, when he nudged closer and tucked his arm under hers to take possession of her right hand.

“Jasper had to do it to survive as a human. He had to bargain and trick and talk his way through to live long enough to get back to the human world. I had…different things to worry about.”

Yes, sexual assault from mermaids, thought Viv, her hand instinctively tightening around the hand that had threaded fingers through hers. Not to mention his mother’s murder. “I’m glad they got rid of your father,” she said. “I hope it hurt when he died. No, I don’t. No, I do.”

Luca’s laugh prompted her to glance across at him again, and the way his eyes were already on her when she turned made her very aware that it was the first time she had held his hand as his girlfriend.

“It probably did,” he said. “It was probably a good thing I didn’t have to do it, though I was pretty annoyed about it at the time. I couldn’t kill him without any…ramifications that I didn’t want.”

“You didn’t want to be King?”

He scoffed. “King of mould, decay, and every kind of disease? No, thank you. I’m far better as a free agent. I don’t want to do the kind of things you need to do to be king.”

Viv couldn’t help laughing. “They’re worse than killing for a living?”

“Much worse,” he said, his forehead scored with three lines above his brows. “At least killing is clean, and you only do it to your enemies. I didn’t want any part of Behind.”

“Not any part?” Viv asked, turning herself to face him properly with one leg inadvisedly bent beneath her. She still remembered the longing on his face when he saw the soft yellow light of his home Behind—the longing, the guilt, the breathless pain of both. Perhaps he had left that part of himself Behind rather than take part of Behind with him, but the half of him that wasn’t human was still alive, still yearned.

“Sometimes I dream about the morning sky,” he said, without answering directly. “And the fields of blue orchids with the whispering bones beneath them.”

“But you don’t want to live there.”

“No,” he said, his eyes coming back to her face. “Everything I want and need is in the human world.”

It had been inadvisable to face him; it meant that when Luca returned from the place his memories had taken him, the shift in attention brought him far closer than he had been. There was still a small pinch of sorrow between his golden brows, and Viv had lifted her free hand to cradle his face before she could think better of it.

Luca’s other hand reached up to press against hers for a moment before he took it away from his face and kissed her palm to leave a hot, soft mark there that didn’t seem to dissipate when he raised his head again, his pale eyes still holding hers.

Oh dear, thought Viv, her breath catching in her throat. She couldn’t fix anything, but perhaps she could avoid causing damage as they moved forwards. She asked, “Can I kiss you?”

“Every day,” Luca said at once, and met her halfway, his hands dropping hers to wrap his arms around her.

Caught up against a hard, solid chest with equally hard arms around her, she felt the unmistakeable twinge in her neck that promised trouble if Luca continued to kiss her with as much enthusiasm as he was presently using in his inexperience. Viv pressed her palms down slightly on his shoulders to give herself some space to draw back from the lips that pressed far too solidly into hers.

“Too rough,” she murmured against them.

Luca was nothing if not a quick learner; he drew back his head and softened the force of his lips against hers, sinking back to where he had been before he sat up so suddenly, leaving Viv to lean forward naturally with him. The almost punishing grip he had had around her loosened and his hands slid from her back and down to her waist to make a warm, pleasant brace there instead.

Viv settled into him, her fingers slipping up and towards his hair, forgetting nearly everything but the pressure of Luca’s lips, the warmth of his neck where her fingers rested, and the grip of his hands around her waist. Then those hands lifted her effortlessly and settled her astride him, and Viv became very aware of how soft and warm his lips were, and how quickly Luca was breathing.

“Absolutely not,” she said as firmly as she could through the stutter of her own heart in her ears, pushing herself away with both hands against his chest. Luca stayed where he was, half-reclined with his hair in disorder and his eyes watchful. “The chollima brought SooAh back a few hours ago, and she walks in whenever she wants.”

“Seffy can play with her,” he suggested, the watchful gleam replaced by a mischievous one. His chest was still rising and falling just a little too quickly beneath her hands to assist Viv’s resolve, although he had released her waist as soon as she pushed away. “She’s very good with little kids who get into places they shouldn’t.”

“And,” she told him, climbing off him and settling back where she had been to catch her breath, “this is going too fast.”

Luca sat up properly beside her and asked, “Which bit? The kissing, or the bit where I picked you up?”

“The bit where I was sitting on your lap,” she said without mincing words, though she found that it was best not to look at him again while he was still faintly flushed and disordered. It would be too easy to be persuaded to kiss him again, and she didn’t want to be tempted into anything that would be best kept for later.

She was justified in her caution when the connecting door between her room and SooAh’s rattled and then flew open to bounce off the wall, preceding the small fae into the room as though the sheer force of her personality had opened it for her.

She stopped when she saw that Luca was with Viv, her brow scrunching. “It is movie time!” she said to Viv.

“I suppose you’re going to say I told you so,” said Luca cheerfully, sweeping his hair back with one hand into some semblance of order. To the scowling SooAh, he said, “What are you doing in here?”

“This is my Viv’s room,” the little girl said, putting her hands on her hips over all the froth of tulle. “I’m allowed to be here. What are you doing in here?”

“Viv was kissing me,” Luca told her, and Viv hit him lightly in the stomach.

“She kisses me, too,” SooAh said, still scowling. “She kissed my head when she brushed my hair before I went away. You’re not special.”

“We don’t have time for movie night,” said Luca, reaching over Viv to grab the file from her bedside table, and taking longer about it than he strictly needed to. “We’re having a reading night.”

“You can’t. It’s zombie night.”

“Oh, if it’s zombies,” Luca said at once, dropping the file onto the bedspread. “Are they Korean zombies or school teacher zombies?”

“I don’t think your father should be letting you watch zombie movies,” Viv said, but Luca had already abandoned the bed and was sitting on the couch with all the same enthusiasm he usually showed for coffee and new weapons. She slid off the bed to join them at the couch. “It’s Korean zombies; her dad doesn’t want her to forget how to speak Korean, so he asked me to make sure she watches at least a couple of Korean movies a week.”

“They’re not even the real zombies!” SooAh said scornfully, opening a packet of lollies with too great enthusiasm and too little care. The lollies flew everywhere. “Why would I be afraid of them?”

“Hang on, we need to back up,” said Viv, freezing with a small handful of the scattered lollies. “Real zombies?”

“We can’t rewind; we haven’t started,” said Luca, digging lollies out of the back of the couch with all the skill and energy of a small terrier.

Viv stared at him. “Zombies are real?”

“Our new friend with one arm and a sewing shop has a zombie friend,” he told her, dumping a double handful of lollies on the coffee table in front of the couch. “Didn’t you know?”

“No!” said Viv, in a rather strangled voice, sitting down on the couch. They had met Ruth Walker at a sewing shop while trying to track down a kidnapper a little while ago, and had had considerable trouble getting into the sewing shop until they could show her that they weren’t just trying to kill a human who had come to her for sanctuary. “That settles it. I’m not watching a zombie movie if zombies are actually something I might have to worry about in the future.”

“Don’t worry, Viv; I’ll keep you safe,” Luca assured her.

“They would eat you because you’re annoying,” SooAh said, with some satisfaction. “I will keep Viv safe.”

“One bite from you would probably do more damage than one from a zombie,” said Luca, somewhat approvingly. “All right: you go for the ankles and I’ll go for the neck.”

Viv didn’t remind SooAh that she had been sent off with her father while Forex were still in the Tea House specifically because she needed to be kept safe; nor did she remind Luca that of the two of them, Viv was probably considerably better adapted for keeping zombies—or anyone else—at bay.

Instead, she leaned against Luca, pulling her legs up beside her on the couch, and pressed play on the remote. Everything else could wait. Tonight, Viv was going to let her boyfriend put his arm around her and kiss her on the head and play with her fingers, while the tiny fae explosion of tulle and pompoms that was SooAh bounced beside her and jeered at the zombies. She was going to pretend for just a little while that life really was somehow as warm, and safe, and delightful as it presently seemed, and that the dangers and insecurity of the future was as distant and untouchable as the zombies on the television.


[image: ]


“[My family] wouldn’t recognise me, even if I did go to see them.”

— Forex Agent Hope
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