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INTRODUCTION 
 

Welcome to the Inkprint Press Official Reader’s Guide 2020! We 
are excited to bring you this exclusive, free preview of our current 
catalogue.  

Our books are available from all major online retailers, as well as 
through our own store at www.InkprintPress.com. 

If you wish to order any of our books through your local 
bookstore and/or library, the full list of ISBNs can be found at the 
end of this guide. There is also a complete list of our titles by 
series—including the recommended reading order for each—and a 
complete list of Inkprint titles by genre.  

Before that, though, are the samples: the first two chapters of 
every novel published by Inkprint Press, the full table of contents for 
all our anthologies, and snippets of all the Inklet short stories. What 
a glorious cornucopia of story! 

Enjoy! We hope you find something that you love.  
 

~ Amy & Liana  
 



START READING NOW 
 
Use the single-use code READERSGUIDE20 at 

www.InkprintPress.com for 20% off all ebooks purchased in one 
transaction.  

Valid until 31 Dec 2021 11:59pm AEDT. 
 
 
 
 

 



BOOKS BY GENRE 
 

KEY 
LENGTH: 
S = short story (up to ~70 pages) 
n = novelette/novella (~70 – 200 pages) 
N = novel (~200+ pages) 
C = collection or anthology 
O = omnibus edition  
 
 
AGE: 
MG = middle grade (aimed at ages 10 – 13) 
YA = young adult (aimed at ages 13 – 18)  
A = adult content (best suited for ages 15+) 
 
 
OTHER: 
CN = content notification applies  
 
 

CONTEMPORARY 
Interchange YA S 

 
 

CONTEMPORARY ROMANCE 
Stand-In Hearts A N 

 
 

DARK FANTASY 
Anamata YA S CN 

Anything For You and As Long As I Live (Double Issue) S 
Certified and Seven Things (Double Issue) YA S 

Confessions YA S 
Darkness & Good C 
Dragon Tuesday S 

Midsummer Queen S 
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FANTASY 
A Fox Of Storms And Starlight YA N CN 

Alone S 
Another Kind Of Hunger YA S 

At The Home Of The Winter King S 
But For Snow S 

Cherry Blossom S CN 
Darkness & Good C 

Dreaming Of Forests YA n 
Forget S 

Happily Ever After S 
How Not To Acquire A Castle S 

Not Fantasy YA S 
Not Quite Cinderella S 

Oath Keeper S 
Of Sea Foam And Blood YA C 

One Bad Man S 
Sea Foam And Blood YA S 

The Artist As A Young Girl S 
The Complete Sanctuary Series MG O 

The Quilt-Maker’s Scrap S 
Through Roads Between MG N 

To Dust YA S 
Welcome To Dark Dale S 

When War Came To Town S 
When Worlds Collide MG N 
Where Shadows Rise MG N 

With This Ring S 
 
 

FANTASY ROMANCE/ROMANTIC FANTASY 
A Fox Of Storms And Starlight YA N CN 

Answer The Question S 
Courting The Winter Prince S 

Darkness & Good C 
Emalia’s Lanterns S 

Happily, Red S 
The Powers That Be S 
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Venus and Seven Reasons (Double Issue) S 
 
 

HORROR 
Dear Santa S 

The Wasporcist YA S 
 
 

PARANORMAL ROMANCE 
A Wolf For Christmas A S 

All I Want For Christmas Is A Reaper A N 
All I Want For Christmas Is A Werewolf A n 

 
 

SCIENCE FICTION 
Darkness & Good C 

Level Nine S 
Off The Rack S 

Red Planet Refugees S 
Seventy S 

The Boy Named No S 
The Claustrophobia Of Loneliness and Adam, Be A Star 

(Double Issue) S CN 
 
 

SCI-FI ROMANCE 
Bodies In Motion N 

Change Of Momentum N CN 
Even Villains Fall In Love A n 

Even Villains Go To The Movies N 
Even Villains Have Interns N 

Even Villains Play The Hero A O 
Fey Lights n 

Prime Sensations A n 
The Polar Terror n 

 
 

SUPERHEROES 
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Even Villains Fall In Love A n 
Even Villains Go To The Movies N 

Even Villains Have Interns N 
Even Villains Play The Hero O 

Forget S 
The Polar Terror n 

The Powers That Be S 
When War Came To Town S 

 
 

TALKING ANIMALS 
A Final Request For Mercy S CN 

The Kitten Psychologist S 
The Kitten Psychologist And The Kitten Come To A 

Conclusion S 
The Kitten Psychologist And What The Kitten Did S 

The Kitten Psychologist Broaches The Topic Of Economics S 
The Kitten Psychologist Tries To Be Patient Through Email S 

The Kitten Psychologist vs. The Kitten’s Owners S 
 
 

URBAN FANTASY 
Trust Issues A n 

 
 

NON-FICTION: WRITERS 
How To Create Cultures 

How To Create Life 
How To Map 

How To Theme 
How To Write Dogs 

 
 

NON-FICTION: GENERAL 
How To Plan A Pinterest-Worthy Party Without Dying 

The 32 Worst Mistakes People Make About Dogs 
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OTHER 
For A Little While (poetry) 

Where Your Treasure Is (plays) 
 
 

 



SERIES READING ORDER 
 
 
ALL I WANT FOR CHRISTMAS by Liana Brooks 
Read in any order. 

• All I Want For Christmas Is A Werewolf 
• All I Want For Christmas Is A Reaper 

 
STATUS: On-going 
 
 
FLEET OF MALIK by Liana Brooks 
Best read in order; can be read in any order. 

1. Bodies In Motion 
2. Change Of Momentum 

 
STATUS: On-going 
 
 
HEROES AND VILLAINS by Liana Brooks 
Read in any order.  

• Even Villains Fall In Love 
• Even Villains Go To The Movies 
• Even Villains Have Interns  
• Even Villains Play The Hero (omnibus of Love, Movies and 

Interns) 
• The Polar Terror 

 
STATUS: Complete 
 
 
INKLETS 
Read in any order. Inklets are listed below in chronological order of 
release, except where some form part of a sub-series; these are 
grouped together after. 

• Another Kind Of Hunger (Sanctuary series) 
• Off The Rack 
• Midsummer Queen 
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• The Wasporcist 
• A Final Request For Mercy 
• Answer The Question 
• Happily, Red 
• Dragon Tuesday 
• Cherry Blossom 
• Alone 
• Level Nine 
• To Dust 
• Interchange 
• Emalia’s Lanterns 
• Dear Santa 
• The Quilt-Maker’s Scrap 
• Happily Ever After 
• Certified and Seven Things (Double Issue) 
• My Grandmother Carries A Machete 
• Sea Foam And Blood 
• Anything For You and As Long As I Live (Double Issue) 
• Welcome To Dark Dale 
• Not Fantasy 
• Courting The Winter Prince 
• At The Home Of The Winter King (Storm Foxes series) 
• With This Ring 
• Venus and Seven Reasons (Double Issue) 
• Oath Keeper 
• Not Quite Cinderella 
• One Bad Man 
• The Claustrophobia Of Loneliness and Adam, Be A Star 

(Double Issue) 
• The Artist As A Young Girl 
• Confessions 
• But For Snow (Kaditeos) 
• The Boy Named No 
• Anamata 
• A Wolf For Christmas 
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STATUS: On-going 
 
 
Powers (Amy Laurens): Read in any order. 

• The Powers That Be 
• When War Came To Town 
• Forget 

 
STATUS: On-going 
 
 
Seventy (Liana Brooks): Read in any order.  

• Seventy  
• Red Planet Refugees  

 
STATUS: Complete 
 
 
The Kitten Psychologist (Thea van Diepen): Best read in order.  

1. The Kitten Psychologist 
2. The Kitten Psychologist Broaches The Topic Of Economics 
3. The Kitten Psychologist vs. The Kitten’s Owners 
4. The Kitten Psychologist Tries To Be Patient Through Email 
5. The Kitten Psychologist And What The Kitten Did 
6. The Kitten Psychologist And The Kitten Come To A 

Conclusion 
 
STATUS: Complete 
 
 
INKPRINT WRITERS by Amy Laurens 
Read in any order.  

• How To Write Dogs 
• How To Theme 
• How To Create Cultures 
• How To Create Life 
• How To Map 
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STATUS: On-going 
 
 
KADITEOS by Amy Laurens 
Best read in order. 

1. How Not To Acquire A Castle 
 
Read in any order.  

• But For Snow (short prequel story; no spoilers) 
 
STATUS: On-going 
 
 
SANCTUARY by Amy Laurens 
Best read in order.  

1. Where Shadows Rise 
2. Through Roads Between 
3. When Worlds Collide 

 
Read in any order. 

• The Complete Sanctuary Series (omnibus of books 1 – 3) 
• Another Kind Of Hunger (short prequel story; spoilers for 

books 1 & 2) 
 
STATUS: Complete 
 
 
SECRET BREAKER by Amy Laurens 
Best read in order. 

1.5 Trust Issues 
 
STATUS: On-going 
 
 
STORM FOXES by Amy Laurens 
Best read in order. 

1. A Fox Of Storms And Starlight 
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Read in any order. 

• At The Home Of The Winter King (short prequel story; mild 
spoilers for early book #1) 

 
STATUS: On-going 
 
 
STANDALONE BOOKS 
Dreaming Of Forests by Amy Laurens 
Fey Lights by Liana Brooks 
How To Plan A Pinterest-Worthy Party Without Dying by Amy 
Laurens 
Prime Sensations by Liana Brooks 
Stand-In Hearts by J.C. Nelson 
The 32 Worst Mistakes People Make About Dogs by Amy Laurens 
 
 
ANTHOLOGIES 
Darkness And Good by Liana Brooks and Amy Laurens  
For A Little While by Amy Laurens 
Of Sea Foam And Blood by Amy Laurens  
Where Your Treasure Is by Amy Laurens 



ALL I WANT FOR CHRISTMAS 
 
Like many of Liana Brooks’ series, this was originally supposed 

to be a short story. Amy had found two pictures of puppies in 
Christmas boxes, and suggested that she and Liana might each write 
a Christmas puppy story to go with the images to be released as 
December Inklet titles.  

Instead, we have something infinitely better: Liana’s contribution 
grew into All I Want For Christmas Is A Werewolf, and when Amy 
(delighted by the book) suggested a series of stand-alone paranormal 
holiday romances and Liana agreed, the All I Want For Christmas 
series was born.  

These stories are not connected, and can be read in any order. 
What links them is a main character with a dislike for the holiday 
season, an attractive paranormal someone, and a blossoming 
romance between the two.  

 
 
 



ALL I WANT FOR CHRISTMAS 
IS A WEREWOLF 

 
Del hates Christmas. As a child, she spent too many Decembers 

on the streets after her parents abandoned her. As an adult, the 
enforced family focus, the clients who see the holidays as an excuse 
to get gropey, and the mistletoe her well-meaning colleague 
Maureen hung over her work desk just seals the deal: December 
sucks. 

If only it could stay Halloween for a couple of months instead. 
Del loves the excuse to slay monsters, the spooky atmosphere—and 
of course, the werewolves. Because everyone knows werewolves 
make the best lovers... Pity they’re not real. 

When Maureen conjures up a list of eligible bachelors for the 
holidays and insists Del take her pick, Del does the only reasonable 
thing: she lies. And when nosy office Grinch Rafael Kane asks who 
the lucky fellow is, Del announces it to the whole office: she's 
getting a dog.  

So now, the first item on Del’s holiday to-do list? Find a dog. 
Fast. Because if she doesn’t, nothing will protect her from 
Maureen’s list of Miami bachelor rejects.  

A charming, sensual romance for everyone who believes in found 
families, happily ever after—and werewolves. 
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THERE WAS MISTLETOE OVER MY DESK. HONEST TO goodness 
mistletoe hanging over the remains of my Halloween festivities. The 
Great Pumpkin was now overshadowed by a hemiparasitic shrub. 

When I’d left for a conference two hours ago, my desk had been 
a bastion against the winter holidays. A snow-free island in an 
otherwise elegantly decorated office suite dedicated to art. 

The gallery’s front foyer with the dark wood paneling and over-
stuffed pine-green tub chairs was now displaying glass and metal 
snowflakes in dazzling designs. 

The main negotiating room, with the long table suitable for a fleet 
of lawyers, had a festive Seasons Greetings banner with pine trees 
and bright red birds signed by various Miami athletes. 

The hall had garlands, multi-colored lights, and occasionally 
holiday music blaring out of incautiously opened offices. 

But this? 
This monstrous greenery was not supposed to touch my space.  
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Elegant Miami’s main art gallery across the MacArthur 
Causeway was a glittering gem of holiday art. But over here, at the 
offices on Miami Beach that had been selected specifically to be near 
my boss’s favorite house, things were toned down. This was where 
Elegant Miami hid the nitty gritty details of business. It was the safe 
space for the sales people that spent all day on the phone with 
overseas clients; it was the home base of the style teams who went 
and decorated Miami palaces with carefully curated art from around 
the world; it was a soulless sovereignty of the contracts office where 
Maureen and I made sure every jot and tittle were in place. 

Tittle was one of my co-worker’s favorite words. It means the dot 
over a lower case I or J, but it sounds funny. Stuck in an L-shaped, 
linoleum-floored concrete bunker with two high windows that 
looked at the neighboring building a foot away and that always 
smelled of nail polish and mildew, we took our fun where we could 
find it.  

But I drew the line at plastic Naughty Santa window clings 
blocking the little sunlight available. Being held hostage by forced 
holiday cheer was not part of my paycheck.  

“Happy holidays, Del!” Maureen jumped out from behind my 
desk wearing a bright blue sweater with silver bells, dancing elves, 
and snowflakes. The bell at the end of her bright pink Santa hat with 
pole dancing elves jingled as she stilled.  

I stared, carefully counting to ten in every language I could 
remember, willing the other half the contracts team to vanish. It 
wasn’t enough. Maureen and her seasonal cheer remained where 
they were. 

“Don’t you love it? I’m going to spray some fake snow too!” She 
pointed around at the sad, red tinsel garlands hanging off the black 
filing cabinets and the tiny palm tree that was sagging under a strand 
of rainbow lights.  

“That’s really not necessary,” I said carefully circling around the 
hazardous airspace of the parasitic plant of unwanted kisses. 

What was Maureen even thinking? Who on earth was I going to 
kiss here? It was against my personal policy to kiss clients or married 
people. That left Rafael Kane, office grinch, as the only possible 
target of unwanted contact.  

Granted, he was a hot and sexy Office Grinch, but he was also 
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the person voted most likely to ruin a party. He didn’t chitchat. He 
didn’t get distracted. He didn’t waste time talking to coworkers, 
going to long Friday lunches, or building friendships. 

Rafael Kane went to work, smiled for his clients only, and made 
Elegant Miami over fifteen percent of our yearly profit. We all loved 
him for his sales acumen, and stunning good looks, but no one 
around here considered him a friend.  

Very early on, I’d tried. But Rafael Kane had taken one look at 
me, snarled like I’d stabbed his grandma, and avoided me ever since.  

Which suited me just fine. 
I frowned. If Maureen thought there was any chance of an office 

romance, my desk would look like an ad for the Great Bridal Expo. 
I needed tiny white seed pearls and chiffon as much as I needed 
mistletoe, which was about as much as a shark needed a tuba. 

My idea of a good date was streaming a good murder mystery. I 
liked crime shows, creepy horror movies, and all things Halloween. 
People joked that I was a pagan, but that wasn’t exactly true. I just 
loved the idea of magic. It made sense to me. 

I should have loved the idea of Santa, except I can’t remember a 
time I wasn’t poor, and Santa doesn’t visit poor kids. 

December was my own personal hell. No winter solstice bonfire 
would ever be big enough to burn away all my anger at the forced 
cheer, demand for gifts, and unseasonable expectations. 

I wasn’t making New Year’s Resolutions, I did that on my 
birthday in July. 

I wasn’t meeting anyone under the mistletoe, I wasn’t that 
desperate. 

I wasn’t going to participate in the annual gift exchange, because 
somehow I always wound up with the bar of soap stolen from the 
pay-by-the-hour motel down the street. 

I would be skipping the party, hitting the white sand beaches of 
Miami with a pink drink in hand, and spending my three days off 
catching up on N.W. Gehson’s Serial Killerz series. 

Maureen moved out from behind my desk and pouted. All of five-
foot-nothing, she was a cute, apple-shaped woman with sunset pink 
hair and perpetually purple lips from a permanent makeup choice 
she made thirty years ago when she was twenty-one, drunk, and 
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planning to be an exotic dancer all her life.1  
In the bright blue sweater, she looked like the world’s glummest 

Sugar Plum Fairy. She was holding a shiny blue paper with the 
words “All I Want For The Holidays” and a blank space for a holiday 
wish on it. 

If I ignored the paper, I might escape further holiday 
interrogations. 

“I… I was just trying to be nice!” A huge tear shimmered in her 
eye. 

“I know.” I patted her shoulder and tried very hard not to look at 
the tattoo peeking above her collar that HR insisted she keep covered 
during work hours. “But I don’t like Christmas.” 

“This year is going to be different!” Maureen assured, her smile 
turning on like a floodlight in turtle season. “I figured out why you 
don’t like Christmas.” 

“Because it’s a commercial farce to celebrate capitalism?” 
“No, silly! Because you’re single! No one’s giving you the good 

gifts.” She winked and tried to bump me with her hip, but since her 
head only comes up to my shoulder even in kitten heels, it didn’t 
quite work. 

I scooted around her and into my three-sided box of an office.  
There were sparkly confetti snowflakes covering the nameplate 

that had been a gift from one of my favorite metal-work artists.  
Delinna Farmer was not a name that deserved to have snow on it. 

Especially fake snow. 
Shaking the snow off the metal cut-out of my name, I smiled up 

at Maureen. “Really, Maureen, I’m fine.” 
“You will be!” She pulled a scroll of candy pink paper out of her 

cleavage so it unrolled in a long, curling list. “This is Auntie 
Maureen’s list of acceptable bachelors in the greater Miami area.” 

“Maureen,” I said, sitting down and giving her my very best glare, 
“if Rafael Kane is mentioned even once on that list, I will murder 
you. Right here and now. There will be blood all over your dancing 
elf sweater. No jury will convict me.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Tried that. Obviously there’s chemistry 

 
1 She still dances under the name Cotton Candy every other Friday down at the 
Sugar Strip on 4th, if you’re wondering. 
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there, but Rafe could have chemistry with a doorknob, so it doesn’t 
matter.” She put the list of names—written in pink and purple ink—
on my desk. “Names. Numbers. Histories. Sizes.” 

“Siz—Oh!” I covered my mouth. “Sweet mother of pearl! 
Maureen! This is so invasive!” I crumpled the list up and dropped it 
in the recycling bin. 

“A girl’s got to know…” 
“I do not need to know anyone’s sizes!” I shouted as the door to 

the contracts office opened and the devil himself walked in. 
Rafael’s brown eyes went wide, his tan face frozen in a rictus of 

horror. 
“I’m not participating in the company Christmas party and I’m 

not ordering the shirts,” I said loudly, willing Maureen to play along. 
Rafael might be the office grinch, but nobody gossiped as much as 
his people in the sales department. If he even guessed at the content 
of Maureen’s list, I’d have every art gallery employee and intern in 
the greater Miami area sending me extra details. 

Maureen, oblivious to the threat of Dick Pic Armageddon, 
crossed her arms over her ample chest. “Why not? What’s wrong 
with the holiday party?” 

“Because…” I scrambled for an excuse that wouldn’t insult 
Maureen’s party planning. “…I’m seeing someone.” 

Rafael snorted in amusement as he shook his head and walked to 
our copy machine by the door. The sales department had a better 
one, one that could print posters and banners, but it was broken and 
the sales associates had been bouncing in and out of the contracts 
office all week. There was nothing like the holidays to convince the 
obscenely wealthy to drop hundreds of thousands of dollars on art.  

“Oh, sweetie,” Maureen said, grabbing my arm and leaning in for 
a sideways hug as she ignored Rafael. “You don’t need to lie.” 

“I’m not,” I lied. “I am in a relationship. And I think it’s serious. 
We’re talking about moving in together.” 

From the copier Rafael gave me a look of disbelief that said, No 
one would ever live with you. 

Maureen patted my hand with a tiny sigh of pity. “Let me guess. 
His name is Nick ‘The Closer’ Claus and you ordered him from the 
toys department at Lady Things downtown? I’ve met him too.” Her 
smile was wicked. “But he doesn’t count as a dinner date.” 
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Too. Much. Information.  
Closing my eyes, I focused on the filing list I needed to finish 

today. Anything to get the image of my middle-aged co-worker 
gleefully bouncing through the adult toy store out of my head.  

In my imagination, she wore a frilled pink skirt that barely 
covered her ample thighs. I shuddered. 

My only option was to lie more, or to hope Rafael would step in 
to help me. “Maureen—” 

“No!” Rafael shouted from across the room. “No more. Not until 
I leave. I do not need to hear this. Let me finish. Please. Five more 
pages!” 

Just for that I wanted to play dirty, but encouraging Maureen 
would give me a heart attack. There was only one course of action 
left… 

“I’m getting a dog,” I said before the dick pics became porno 
subscriptions in my stocking. “I’ve been visiting the shelters and I’m 
planning to adopt one over the holidays.” 

Maureen’s shoulders sagged. “Honey, that does not count.” 
“A dog will be more loyal than any man will!” I drew myself up, 

a furious dark queen with a mask of rage perfected after years of 
studying every campy Halloween vampire movie ever. Morticia 
Addams, eat your heart out. “Probably more loyal than a woman, 
too. It’ll love me, wait for me, and cuddle with me while I watch 
horror movies in December. A dog won’t make me watch cheesy 
Christmas specials. A dog will go for walks on the beach with me. 
A dog will be happy eating whatever I cook—”  

“A dog should have a high-protein diet.” 
Maureen and I both turned to stare. 
Had Rafael Kane actually joined a conversation that wasn’t about 

sales? After all these years? 
“Do you like dogs?” Maureen asked politely, reverting back to 

Sweet Office Eccentric like a chameleon. “You’ve never mentioned 
them.” 

Rafael stared at the wall behind the copier as he realized his 
mistake. His body went rigid and I swear I saw a shiver of terror 
shimmy through him. He knew Maureen would never let him escape 
now. 

“My mother raised dogs when I was growing up.” He finished his 
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copy work and turned to glare at me. “I’ve seen the stuff you eat for 
lunch, Del. Do the world a favor and stick to stuffed animals and 
battery-operated toys. A dog deserves better.” He opened his mouth 
as if he were going to continue, then snapped it shut and marched 
out, back stiff. 

Maureen hummed happily. “He has such a nice tush!” 
“Maureen!” I smacked her arm. 
“What? I’m married, not dead. I can look.” 
“We’re at work.” 
“Quitting time was eight minutes ago. I can lust after people off 

the clock.” 
“You are a dirty old woman.” 
“Yes I am,” she said proudly. 
I rolled my eyes and remembered why I’d come back in. “I need 

to get my water bottles. I keep forgetting them.” Nine of them sat in 
a row by my spare shoes. 

“Oh, is that what happened?” Maureen asked. “I thought you’d 
decided to decorate with them. Maybe make a shrine to your beloved 
agua.” 

“Ha ha, funny.” I grabbed a big bag with the name of a local 
farmer’s stall on it and stuffed the water bottles inside. “The winter 
wonderland stuff… Can you keep it off my desk?” 

Maureen pouted again. 
“Please? I’ll bring you some of those spiced pecans you like.” If 

the bodega had a BOGO sale going on. If it wasn’t buy-one-get-one, 
I wasn’t sharing. 

Her eyes went wide with delight. “Consider it gone. I will leave 
your corner a natural wasteland of bones, ghouls, and whatever that 
thing is,” she said pointing to my Zany Zombie bobblehead. 

“Thank you.” I packed up and went home to research animal 
shelters. If I was going to be forced to participate in the holidays, I 
deserved to have someone who was happy to see me every day.  

Surely I could get a dog for Christmas. It couldn’t be that hard. 
 

 
 

THE BEACH WAS NICE. TRITE, BUT TRUE. WHITE SAND sloped gently 
toward tropical, turquoise water and a fading blue sky. Pink and 
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purple coquina clams dotted the tide line. Occasionally there was a 
shimmer of light under the waves as a slippery marine creature 
neared the surface and dove away again. 

Here on the east coast the sun didn’t sink over the waves, night 
rose. A stark, engulfing darkness surging up from the eastern 
horizon and gobbling the light. I breathed it in, the smell of briny 
ocean and tropical flowers with a hint of smoke and metal.  

Exhaling, I let out the stress of the day.  
It was quiet, because it was the last Tuesday before Christmas. 

The tourists hadn’t arrived yet and all the locals were somewhere 
partying, or shopping, or whatever big groups of people did in the 
days leading up to family holidays. 

My memories of holidays involved bonfires, tail-gating, and 
screaming.  

I’m not entirely sure when that happened, exactly. Most of my 
early life is a blur of disconnected images and emotions. 

There was a car accident when I was seventeen, almost eighteen. 
I was in the hospital for my high school graduation, still having 
trouble forming sentences, and then I was eighteen and on my own. 

My parents were dead… Possibly. 
I’d been in the back seat of the car and we’d been hit from behind, 

that much I knew from the police report I’d memorized in the 
hospital.  

The two adults spoke with the police briefly, gave their first 
names, and were supposed to follow the ambulance to the hospital. 

Derry O. and Kitty Farmer had never shown up. 
When the police had gone to the apartment listed on my driver’s 

license, the place was empty and back rent was due. The landlord 
said she’d never met the family who lived there, but there were bills 
stacked up to several different names: Madra Hubbard, Jack and 
Jillian Hill, Missy Moffet, Jackson Sprat, Tommy Tucker, Lucy 
Locquett, Tom Piperson, Wynnie Nod. 

My driver’s license said Delinna Farmer. It kept with the nursery 
rhyme theme,2 even if it didn’t appear on any monitoring system 
outside the Florida DMV and the records of Cyprus Bay High 
School where I’d transferred in October of my senior year. 

 
2 Delinna, as in dell, the farmer in a.  
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Even there, the office staff found a note with the words “Mom is 
bringing in the records next Tues” in the friendly, cursive writing of 
one of the elderly staff members who’d had an unfortunate stroke 
two weeks after I arrived. 

I sat above the high tide line and stared out at the Atlantic Ocean 
as the sky changed from purple to black. 

Early on, when I’d restarted life, I’d wanted my family to come 
find me. It would have been an appropriate holiday miracle. The 
kind you saw on TV. 

But they’d never come. 
Not to the hospital. 
Not to find me at the homeless shelter, where I spent the summer 

after high school. 
Not to my college graduation, when I finally finished it seven 

years later. 
 It was heartbreaking at first, to hope and dream, but I got over it. 
No one was coming to rescue me. Whatever problems I had, they 

were mine alone. 
I’d survived. 
Alone.  
A seagull landed nearby and watched me hopefully with beady, 

yellow eyes. 
“I’ve got nothing.” 
The bird squawked in disappointment and flew off to find 

someone willing to feed it. 
I pulled my knees in tight and folded my arms as the lights turned 

on along the boardwalk. This was the secret reason I let Maureen 
and everyone else think I hated winter. Even if the weather wasn’t 
that cold and most of our office were the amiable sort of atheist, I 
didn’t want another reminder that seventeen years’ worth of family 
time had been destroyed by a stupid drunk driver. Or that I was going 
to spend another miserable family holiday without family. 

The little sniffle that followed I was going to pretend was the start 
of a seasonal cold. 

I was not crying, darnit. 
I was an adult. A big, tough adult who liked scary movies and 

soccer and monsters. I didn’t cry because I was unwanted. A broken 
past didn’t mean I couldn’t have a better future. 
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As I was very definitely not crying, sitting on the cool sand while 
the ocean shushed away in front of me, something ran me over. 
Something that smelled like low tide and wet fur. 

I tumbled to the ground, rolled to my side on the white sand, and 
looked up at the largest dog I’d ever seen on this side of town. It was 
a huge black brute with a silver belly, chocolate brown eyes, and 
gleaming white teeth. 

Staying calm, I sat up and held out a fist for the dog to sniff. 
The dog ignored it and instead pounced forward, managing to 

land with its legs over mine and its nose nuzzling my neck. 
I fell back into the sand, fending off a friendly dog. “That 

tickles!” I giggled and pushed on its chest. 
The dog grinned at me but didn’t move. 
“Can I pet you?” 
It stuck its head under my hand and leaned in in a beautifully 

canine invitation to touch, its thick fur soft and warm. 
“Who do you belong to?” I murmured.  
The dog dropped to the sand and rolled to its—his—back, tongue 

lolling out. 
“You’re too well-groomed to be a stray.” I looked around but 

didn’t see anyone else on the abandoned beach. “Are you a tourist 
puppy?” 

That would make sense. He’d probably come with his family and 
was staying at one of the beach rentals. 

I rubbed his tummy for a few minutes and stood up. “Come on, 
let’s find your people.” My stomach growled. “And then I need 
dinner.” 

Rafael’s horrified expression when I mentioned feeding a pet dog 
came back to haunt me. 

I could cook. Really. 
The basics at any rate. 
It was just that I never found a reason to cook much of anything. 

Living alone meant eating alone, and eating alone was boring. 
The dog rubbed against my leg. 
Its head came up to my hip, and I patted it. “Come on. You need 

your people.” We moved off down the beach, back toward the 
road—and people. “I don’t even have kibble at my house.” 

Or bread. 
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Or ramen. 
Or any of the basic essentials for life, unless water and kiwi fruit 

counted. 
I wasn’t even sure my fridge was plugged in, to be honest. I’d 

unplugged it for a little spring cleaning back in April and never really 
gotten around to plugging it back in. 

That was going to have to change if I wanted a dog. 
Did I, though? I hadn’t even asked myself that when I’d run in 

fear from Maureen’s list of well-sized men. It was an excuse. 
But with the big, friendly black dog rubbing against my leg and 

trying to keep his ear under my hand, I could see the advantage. It 
would be nice to have someone happy to see me.  

Maureen always looked at me with pity. The rest of the office 
acted like I was a free-range stack of paperwork come to haunt them. 
And the rest of the world didn’t care if I were dead or alive. 

Up off the sand and across the dune bridge, we turned the corner 
onto Ocean Drive. This time of year, half the condos were filled with 
Snow Birds, and the other half were available for rent. None of them 
looked like they had been vacated by a large dog though. 

There were little giveaways in situations like this, like broken 
screen doors, open windows, or owners shouting for their lost pup. 

Suddenly the dog, who’d been glued to my side, sprinted off 
along 5th, heading west to A1A. 

“We’re not running that far,” I called after the dog with a sigh. 
Once I was home from work I didn’t cross the bridge unless there 
was a hurricane coming, Cat 4 or higher.3  

The dog lifted its ears, looked pointedly back at me, and 
continued its dash. 

The enticing aroma of a truck promising Cuban food on the 
corner almost lured me away, but I chased after the dog. Food was 
important. Lives were more important. I could come back for dinner, 
but I couldn’t save the dog if he got hit by a car.  

He dodged down Meridian and then jumped over the low stone 
wall, dashing over the crabgrass lawn to barrel into the house. 

326. The golden numbers on the gray stone gatepost burned into 

 
3 As far as I knew, I’d lived in Miami my entire life, and I did not run from weak 
hurricanes. 
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my brain as I ran past the open wrought-iron gate. Who knew. It 
might be important if I got shot for breaking and entering. 

“Hello?” I skidded to a stop outside the open door to the house. 
“Hi. Hola? I’m… That’s not my dog? Is it your dog? Is anyone 
there?” Pushing the door open, I looked into the shadows of the quiet 
house, waiting for someone to shout. 

There was silence and then a dog barked. Something crashed in 
the house. 

“Please don’t shoot me! I’m trying to get the dog.” I walked up 
to the open door, told myself that the best option was to close it and 
run for my life. But I couldn’t leave the dog. Or the poor owners of 
the house who would come home to that black monster locked in 
there. I banged my fist on the door. “Hello! I’m walking in! Please 
don’t shoot me.” 

This was going to be on the evening news. I just knew it. 
The house was tastefully decorated, not ostentatious, but 

someone with an eye for art had created a serene oasis in the chaos 
south of 5th. Driftwood sculptures and paintings from local artists 
were staged around the main living room and down the long hall. 
There were the classic acrylics and watercolors you found hanging 
in the local cafes and in the boardwalk art shops. All of them leaned 
toward the stormy blue end of the color spectrum but with pops of 
yellow, orange, and bright green that perfectly captured the spirit of 
Miami. 

I recognized several as being by artists our firm represented in 
the main living area. It was nice they’d found a good home. 

By the front door, hung so it could be seen from the living room 
and the upstairs balcony, was my favorite painting of all: The Storm 
In Her Eye. On a canvas longer than I was tall, the artist had captured 
the front edge of a storm cutting across the bay. A stunning acrylic 
painting with bright sails and clouds so gray they looked like they 
would thunder right off the canvas. 

I could feel the hurricane behind it. 
And I was seriously tempted to just pick it up and walk out with 

it.  
It was only a few blocks to my apartment. Not that I had a wall 

big enough for it, but I could give up my bed. 
At least it was being appreciated here and wasn’t stuffed in some 
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collector’s vault, forgotten and alone. This house felt lived in. It 
wasn’t a rental and it wasn’t like my studio a few blocks away, where 
I had a box-store bed, a couple of cheap prints, and some PVC tubing 
filling in for the missing closet. 

The sound of bare feet hitting the tile floor behind me reminded 
me that I was breaking and entering. 

I spun fast enough to make myself dizzy and found myself staring 
at a shirtless Rafael Kane. 

Closing my eyes, I told my racing heart that I was hallucinating. 
Things like this did not happen to me. I was nice a girl who did not 
have to deal with the devil afterhours. 

Opening my eyes, I looked down at the white tile of the floor. 
There were bare, brown feet. Check. muscular legs and white towel. 
Check. Abs… Oh wow… Very nice abs.  

Broad shoulders, yum. Mouth, not bad. Eyes, chocolate brown. 
Hair, black. 

…Rafael Kane. Check. 
“Hi.” 
He lifted his eyebrows. “Hi.” 
“This is not what it looks like.” 
“What do you think it looks like?” 
Bad. It looked very bad. “I was chasing a dog.” 
“Uh-huh.” He didn’t sound convinced. 
“Big, black dog. He ran in here and I heard something crash.” 
Rafael leaned back to look around the corner. 
I leaned too and saw the screen door of the kitchen hanging off 

the doorframe like a drunk at closing time. “Oh. I guess… I guess 
he kept going?” 

“Was this the dog you were adopting?” Rafael sounded dubious. 
“No. No.” I shook my head. “Probably not. Unless he’s a stray. 

But I don’t think he is. I found him on the beach and he ran this way. 
I thought I should try to help him find his family.” Way to sound 
pathetic. I looked away, stubbornly keeping my hands at my sides 
so I didn’t cross my arms and reveal how pathetic I felt. If Rafael 
had even an inkling of respect for me, I’d just ground it into the mud. 

He didn’t say anything. 
My teeth ground together. “Right. And with that I’ll be leaving. I 

have… dinner to cook.” That sounded plausible. My stomach 
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growled again. Lunch had been six hours ago. 
“Do you know how to cook?” Rafael’s low tenor voice was filled 

with doubt. 
“Yes.” Technically true, if microwaving counted as cooking. 
He narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “You always come to work 

with those box lunches from the bodega.”  
And he always came with a carefully portioned lunch filled with 

strange grains, lean proteins, and fresh fruit. 
“I believe in shopping local.” 
Rafael stretched and sighed with a little frown that, at least at 

work, meant he was debating whether to argue with someone or not. 
More than one aspiring sales associate had seen that look just before 
they were told to pack their desk. Brown eyes looked me up and 
down. Rafe raised a questioning eyebrow. “Want to eat at El Mago 
De Las Fritas? They have their food truck parked up the street for 
another hour and I was going to go eat there tonight anyway.” 

I looked at his towel confusion. Had I chased a dog into an 
alternate reality? Was that even possible? 

“Del?” Rafael snapped his fingers. “Delinna?” 
I shook my head. 
“No dinner?” 
“Dinner yes, but you…” No. I was not going to point out he was 

undressed. “I’m confused.” Being blunt has always been one of my 
hobbies. “Why are you being nice to me?” 

Rafael shrugged a broad shoulder in a way that made the light 
play over his abs in a distracting fashion. The Storm In Her Eye 
wasn’t the only piece of million-dollar art in the room. “Because I 
want to.” 

“You don’t like me.” 
The look he gave me should have been framed for posterity with 

a title like Hot Guy Meets Clueless Person. I could feel my IQ 
dropping the longer he stared. As if I’d never measure up to his 
standard of perfection. 

“This isn’t about whether I like you or not. If I feed you, you’ll 
go home instead of chasing some random dog into strangers’ 
houses.” 

I put my hands on my hips. “That’s not fair. He was a very sweet 
dog.” 
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“Who is out playing in Miami traffic.” 
“And you’re not exactly a stranger.” 
He stilled, watching me intently. “Did you know this was my 

house when you ran in?” 
I stifled a nervous laugh. “Um… no. But it worked out, right?” 
Rafael ran a hand through his black hair and turned away. “I’m 

going to put on clothes. If you leave, close the door.” He walked off 
as if he didn’t care what I did.  

Typical. I sniffed.  
The bayside painting tempted me again. 
“Hands off the painting, Del,” Rafael called from upstairs, as if 

he could read my mind. 
Unfair.  
I glared after him. “Why do you have it?” 
“Because I bought it.” He walked back down wearing ripped 

jeans and pulling a white t-shirt on that did nothing to downplay his 
good looks. There were sandals waiting by the door. “I like it.” 

“So do I! I saw the sketches but it didn’t even go on the market!” 
I’d been waiting for it, saving for it, hoping to hang it in my eventual, 
maybe, one-day living room. Working in contracts didn’t earn me a 
commission like the people in sales got, but I staged a few homes 
and received bonuses for referrals. My savings account was the only 
healthy thing in my life. 

Rafael shrugged, looking like the arrogant SOB he was. “Should 
have moved faster.” 

“I hate you,” I grumbled, crossing my arms. My heart was 
pounding in my chest. I wanted to go home, to curl up safe under my 
blankets and escape all the conflicting emotions.  

Rafael Kane was safe because he was distant. But this? This was 
not distant. 

“Do you hate me too much for me to pay for dinner?” he asked, 
a teasing smile playing at the corners of his mouth. 

Well… There were principles, and then there was free food. “Not 
that much,” I allowed—very, very grudgingly.  

Food was a requirement, right? That made it safe. The food truck 
was neutral territory, not his, not mine, just a place two co-workers 
might wind up. We could eat near each other, chat a little to be polite, 
and it wouldn’t mean anything. 
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Rafael snorted in amusement and nodded toward the door. “Next 
time you come in, shoes off outside.” 

“There won’t be a next time,” I promised as I stepped outside, 
suddenly hyper aware of my sandy white flipflops. 

Rafael stepped right behind me, chest pressing against my back 
as he locked the door. “Yeah. Right. No next time.” He winked as 
he brushed past me. 

Holy mother of pearl! The devil was buying me dinner and unless 
I was totally mishearing things, it sounded like he wanted me to 
come back home with him afterward.  

I put the back of my hand to my forehead. Maybe I was coming 
down with a cold after all. Or maybe it was a brain tumor. 

Or maybe I was desperate for sex and he had a really nice body. 
I watched Rafe walk down the sidewalk, remembering the rumor 

that he’d paid his way through college by modeling. 
 “Get a grip, Del,” I muttered to myself. 
He waited under a palm tree and I hurried to catch up, flipflops 

flapping on the sidewalk. 
It was quiet for Miami. There was a steady hum of traffic in the 

distance, the low sound of voices and music, the smell of barbecue 
and cars, the distant sound of the ocean. The sun was setting on 
paradise, and for the first time in years I was walking to dinner with 
someone. 

What a weird afternoon. 
I should have stayed home and watched Train To Busan again. 

Weird days were made for classic zombie movies. 
My phone rang, the opening strings of Mendelssohn’s Violin 

Concerto E Minor Opus 64, which meant work. “Elegant Miami, 
this is Delinna in the contracts department, how may I help you?” 

Rafe wrinkled his nose in disgust. “We’re off work.” 
Taking a half second to hold my phone away I whispered, “I have 

overseas clients.” And the boss was at dinner with a big spender, 
which meant I was on call. 

“Delinna, darling!” The voice on the other end had the over-
enthused tones of someone on their third martini. “This is Carson 
Vietti! How are you?” 

A shiver ran down my spine. Vietti was my fourth least favorite 
client, a big spender who thought everything he saw was for sale. 
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Last year he’d been relentless in his wooing, sending me flowers and 
offering to buy me a house in Coral Gables. Trouble with an ex-wife 
had taken him away overseas suddenly and I’d wished them a happy 
reconciliation.  

If he was back in Miami, it meant Round Two hadn’t worked out 
and Vietti was back on the prowl.  

“I’m doing well, Mister Vietti,” I said with a tight smile. “Is there 
something I can help you with tonight?”  

I stopped at the corner of the street under a palm tree wrapped in 
white lights and motioned for Rafe to go on without me. If this went 
like I thought it would, I’d be calling a ride back to the office instead 
of eating a free dinner. 

Rafe stayed beside me, hands in his pockets, expression 
unreadable. 

Vietti continued. “You know that divine Suzanna piece? The blue 
one?” 

“Visions In Blue?” Everyone knew the piece, we’d been getting 
calls and bids on it for weeks. “It’s exquisite.” 

“I’m buying it!” Vietti said triumphantly. “Spoke to Suzanna just 
now and made her an offer she couldn’t refuse.” 

Ugh. That meant paperwork. “When would you like the contract 
by?” I asked, fully expecting him to say within the hour. 

“Tomorrow is good enough.” 
I sighed in relief. “Wonderful.” 
“But you need to come here!” 
“Excuse me?” My angered shock wasn’t enough to pierce the 

happy bubble of alcohol sheltering Vietti from the rest of the world, 
but it drew the attention of everyone on the street. 

Several people frowned at Rafe and I grimaced in apology. 
“Come here and celebrate!” Vietti was saying on the phone. “I’m 

buying dinner for everyone at the office!” 
Putting on my smiliest voice, I wished I had the power to strangle 

people through the phone. Why wasn’t there an app for that yet? 
“Mister Vietti, that sounds lovely, but I’m afraid I’ll have to decline. 
I’m already committed for the evening.” 

Vietti muttered something incomprehensible. 
There was a pause and then “Del?” in my boss’s voice. 
“Sir?” 
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Barros? Rafe mouthed. 
I nodded. “What was that, sir?” 
“I asked if you were with a client, Del,” my boss said. “Vietti is 

a very important client, and unless you have an excellent reason to 
be away tonight, you are going to be at the Rockwell on Washington 
Avenue by the time they open.” 

In my head, I was saying prayers to whatever forgiving deity 
wanted to rescue me from a night of boozy, middle-aged men who 
wanted to tell me the same six stories all night in an attempt to flirt.  

If I told Barros about Vietti, I could get out of it—probably—but 
Vietti would walk away from the sale and Suzanna would be in tears. 
It was unfair to punish a wonderful artist just because I didn’t like 
the idea of Vietti possibly chasing me again.  

He hadn’t done anything wrong. Yet.  
“Tell him you’re with a potential client,” Rafe said. 
That was a good idea. With one minor flaw. I held the phone by 

my hip. “He’ll ask what I’m selling.” 
“The driftwood table Martin is making.” 
Of course! The beautiful driftwood and sea glass piece that I’d 

been coveting for months. Even the making-of photos were 
exquisite. Rafael had good taste—and so did several potential buyers 
who had emailed me when the article about the table had come out 
this week. 

I was going to lose that table. I just knew it. 
With a bitter smile, I lifted the phone. “Sir, I have someone 

interested in some of Martin’s sea glass work.” 
“The table?” he guessed, the promise of millions giving him 

focus. 
“Yes, sir.” 
“Wine them, dine them, and put it on the company card,” Barros 

ordered. “Try to get their bid over two million.” 
Ha, not likely. Martin wasn’t well known enough. “What’s my 

commission?” 
“Twelve percent,” Barros said. 
I laughed. Knowing what you’re worth is always good business, 

and since I handled the contracts, I knew exactly what everyone in 
sales earned. I wasn’t settling for half of what a junior sales associate 
made.  
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“Twenty-five,” Barros countered. 
“Sir, I’m working after hours for this deal.” And that table was 

going to be hard to move. People were interested, but no one was 
offering because they weren’t sure what they thought of practical, 
usable art. 

“Thirty percent commission but only if you close the deal this 
week.” 

“Thank you, sir. Enjoy your evening with Mister Vietti.” I ended 
the call and looked at the food truck in misery. Goodbye, delicious 
Cuban food. Goodbye, quiet evening. “Barros told me to put dinner 
on the company card. Where do you want to eat?” 

Rafe looked up and down the street, then shrugged. “The food 
truck is good.” 

It smelled delicious, but it hardly counted as wining and dining. 
“If I get in trouble for this...” 

“You won’t. How much does Barros want you to sell the table 
for?” 

“Two million.” 
“It’s worth at least three.” 
“It’s avant garde and unique,” I said as we crossed the street. 

“None of our usual buyers are interested in it and the people calling 
in have only made tentative offers in the low thousands.”  

Rafe slowed by a temporary wooden table to look at the menu. 
“What do you—” 

“Number four,” I said without looking. I knew every food truck, 
bodega, and restaurant between South Pointe Pier and Dade 
Boulevard like I knew the complete works of Laelanie Larach. 

He nodded and left me at the table while he ordered, coming back 
with an orange Fanta for me and grape one for himself. 

“Three point five.”  
I took a sip of my drink and stared at him. “Three point five?” 
“For Martin’s table.” 
“Sure,” I said. We could pretend like we were negotiating. “Three 

point five.” What a nice daydream. I could picture that table in my 
house, with The Storm In Her Eye hanging in the living room. 

If I closed my eyes, it looked an awful lot like Rafe’s living room. 
I sighed, and took another swig of Fanta. Well, it was a pretty 

dream. And like everything during the winter holiday season, it 
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would never be anything more than a dream. 
“So, do you have big plans for the holidays?” Rafe asked when it 

was obvious I wasn’t in the mood to indulge his hypothetical sales 
scenario. 

“Does rewatching four seasons of Kingdom and reading 
crossover fanfic that links Train To Busan with Kingdom count?” 

Rafe narrowed his eyes as if he we were trying to interpret a 
foreign language and shook his head. “No.” 

“Do you even know what any of that is?” I asked as a runner 
dropped two recycled paper plates piled with food in front of us and 
zipped away.  

“Twenty-seven hours of watching zombies in Korea and maybe 
a hundred pages of a good crossover fic. Maybe. I doubt it’s more 
than a drabble.” 

I laughed, Fanta almost going up my nose. “You do not look like 
the kind of person who knows anything about fandoms.” 

“Really? In high school I was a big fan of Teen Wolf.” He 
grinned; it only made him more handsome. 

“Not. Possible.” It would be easier to believe he’d acted in the 
Teen Wolf reboot. 

He shrugged with a teasing smile tugging at his lips. “I was a 
scrawny, sarcastic kid who didn’t fit in. It was perfect for me.” 

My eyes widened in delight. “Oh. My. Word. Rafael Kane, are 
you a closet geek?” 

“Werewolves aren’t geeky! And I’m not closeted.” He tilted the 
neck of his bottle of soda at me. “I’m very bi and very comfortable 
with my sexuality, thank you.” He lifted the bottle in a mock cheers. 

I focused on my dinner while a million thoughts skipped through 
my brain. Rafael Kane liked werewolves? He liked horror? We had 
something in common? I stopped and pinched my leg. 

Rafe raised his eyebrows in question. 
“It’s been a weird day. I thought I’d make sure I wasn’t 

dreaming.” 
“Would dinner with me qualify as a good dream or a bad dream?” 
“Weird,” I said definitively. “You’re not... dying or anything, are 

you?” 
He stared at me for a long, uncomfortable minute. “Dying?” 
“It’s just, you’re acting very strange. Out of character. You never 
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talk to me at work. We’re not friends. And, it’s just...”  
Rafael Kane was nothing more than a co-worker, but I couldn’t 

handle a holiday tragedy. I cried over roadkill and dead fish on the 
beach; finding out a co-worker was dying made my chest feel tight 
with panic. 

“I don’t avoid you,” Rafe said quietly. “I avoid Maureen. She’s 
always eyeing me and I feel uncomfortable being ogled by someone 
older than my mother. And you’re so tight-laced and all-business at 
work that I’ve never really had the chance to talk to you.” 

“Oh. So...” 
“So I’m not dying.” 
“I have Zany Zombie on my desk. I’m not that straight-laced,” I 

argued, tilting my bottle back at him. “You could have talked to me 
before.” 

He lifted his shoulder in a shrug. “You could have talked to me 
too.” 

Not possible. Rafe was the kind of person that made rooms light 
up. Everyone loved him, instantly. He was rude and stand-offish as 
a form of self-defense. If he smiled at a gallery opening, he wound 
up with more groupies than the artists. 

A darker thought whispered doubts in my mind. “Is that why you 
invited me to dinner? To tell me I wasn’t giving you enough 
attention?” I frowned. 

“No, but when a beautiful woman walks into my house, I’m going 
to take the opportunity I’m given.” Rafe rested his elbows on the 
table, breaching the no-fly zone between us. “It’s not like I could 
talk to you at the company party on Friday.” 

“True.” I nibbled on my pickled carrots in silence as I tried to 
think of anything else. December holidays were worse than cheap 
pickled jalapenos, bitter and bland.  

Rafe pushed a side of fried plantains across the recyclable paper 
plate. “Are you okay?” 

I nodded quickly. 
“It’s just, you seemed upset at work today. Chris The Secretary 

said you took your name out of the holiday gift exchange. He’s 
heartbroken because he thinks you’re going to quit.” There was a 
hook in his statement, fishing for information. 

“Quit?” I laughed. “Why would I? The job is good. I like it here. 
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It’s one bus away from my apartment.” 
“It’s just that I keep trying to start a conversation and you keep 

killing every topic. So…” Rafe wrinkled his nose. “I know it’s been 
a minute since I dated anyone, but usually I don’t have this much 
trouble keeping a dialog going.” 

Considering I’d seen him charm the grumpiest of Miami elite into 
buying a teddy bear painting for three times the market value, I 
believed him. I nudged my empty Fanta bottle, staring at the damp 
ring it left behind on the table. “It’s really not you. I’m a buzzkill 
this time of year. I just don’t like winter holidays.” 

“Why not?” He sounded genuinely curious. 
“Because they’re for families and couples and groups. I don’t 

have a group.” 
He nodded. 
“You have a family, right?” I was sure he’d mentioned them 

before. 
“Yeah, I’m the third of six kids. My parents and grandparents all 

live in Orlando. The furthest away anyone lives is my older sister in 
Tallahassee.” 

“I bet they love and adore you and welcome you with open arms.” 
Another nod. 
I met his eyes. “Do you like it?” I wanted him to say he hated it. 

It was an ugly thing to think, but jealousy is an ugly emotion.  
“They love me unconditionally,” Rafe said. 
“Must be nice.” Dinner had lost its flavor. I pushed it away.  
Rafe shook his head. “What about your friends? I’m sure you 

have some.” 
“Military assignment to Guam, tracking rare insects in 

Madagascar, undercover FBI, one who says she’s a civil rights 
lawyer in Africa but might be CIA, and then Sherri died last year. 
Breast cancer. We’re close but, um, they’re not the kind of people 
you can call any time of day. I get emails every other month or so.” 
I shrugged. “It’s cool. People grow up. They have lives. They have 
kids. Life is busy.” 

The dark, desperate thoughts that had haunted me just after the 
car accident tip-toed through the shadows in my mind, whispering 
that I should walk away. If I left now, I couldn’t be abandoned again. 
I wouldn’t be forgotten because of life, or kids, or chemo. 
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“That’s why I’m getting a dog,” I said to silence the whispers.  
“To make you feel loved?” 
“Dogs are amazing animals.” I stabbed at my remaining bite of 

meat. “They love you unconditionally. They don’t care what you 
watch or which holidays you like. They don’t pressure you to do 
anything but go for walks and maybe a run on the beach, which I 
already like doing. A dog would be perfect for me...” I nodded. 
“Besides, you can’t adopt a werewolf.” 

Rafe laughed as he took my empty plate and bottle. “You want a 
werewolf?” 

“Who wouldn’t?” I followed him as he dropped the trash in the 
recycling bin.  

“Somehow I pictured you for the vampire type. Smooth. Cold to 
the touch. Rich.” He managed to put a spin on his words so they 
were sexy and threatening all at once. 

“Ewww! No.” I shook my head. “Vampires make the worst 
boyfriends. Have you ever read the books? They’re always going on 
about what their mortal lover can do for them. I need you to be 
human. You make me better. Your blood is my favorite drug. All the 
emotional labor is on the non-vampire. Skip!” 

Rafe crossed his arms and shook his head. “You thought about 
this?” 

I shot him a brief grin. “Of course I did. In college my friends and 
I came up with a supernatural ranking of everyone on campus. 
Vampires are the ones who need you to do all the work. Zombies are 
the ones who say they want you for your brain, or your style, or your 
sense of humor, but they really want is this idea of you they made 
up in their head. They don’t really want you. 

“Ghosts are, you know, the ones who vanish with no warning.” I 
waved vaguely at the distance. “Demons are the ones who seem 
great and then get steadily worse and worse. Angels are the ones 
who are amazing but just don’t love you back. Fun to be with, but 
they always break your heart.” I nodded decisively. “Werewolves 
are the best.” 

“Really?” He sounded more amused than skeptical. 
The hot meal and happy memories of a time when my friends 

actually talked to me regularly made me smile. “Of course 
werewolves are the best! They’re completely loyal, wonderfully 
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protective, they want you to be happy, they are always hot as Miami 
in August, and they can turn into a dog that loves you no matter 
what. There’s no downside.” 

“Expect for the possibility they might try to eat you.” 
“Well, there’s eating someone and then there’s eating someone.” 

I bit my lip to hide my grin.  
Rafe’s dark cheeks turned a reddish-copper as he blushed. “Oh, 

gah—” He pursed his lips together and then started laughing. 
“You’ve been around Maureen too much.” 

“No, I’m a healthy adult who likes sex. Is that wrong?” 
He shook his head. “No, of course not. It’s just...” 
“TMI?” Latent embarrassment reared its head. “Sorry. I have no 

filters after work. There should probably be a warning in the 
employee handbook.” 

“There is one, actually. The sales training manual has a sticky 
note on the page about contracts that warns everyone to not mention 
sex, strippers, or dating anywhere near the contracts office. Maureen 
has a sixth sense. You mention one of those and she appears like an 
evil genie with bad life advice.” 

I nodded. “Yeah. I know. Trust me: I know. Life with Maureen 
is—” I sighed. “She’s not all bad.” 

“No, no. She’s just... Maureen.” 
“Very Maureen,” I agreed. I ran my hands along my jeans and 

looked up at the dark sky. “So, um, thank you for dinner. It was nice 
to talk to you outside the office. And, uh, I guess I’ll see you at work 
tomorrow.” 

Rafe nodded. “Want me to walk you home?” 
I shook my head. “I’m good. It’s just down the block and this 

neighborhood is safe.” Safer than where I’d been living a few years 
ago, anyway. But a life of Miami living had probably warped my 
views of what was safe.  

“Okay then. Goodnight, Del.” 
“Goodnight, Rafe.” I stepped away with a little wave and only 

looked back once. Maureen was right when she said he had a nice 
tush, but that wasn’t the only part worth looking at.  
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AFTERWORD 
 
Poor Del. Stuck with an upcoming holiday season she loathes, a 

well-meaning coworker trying to set her up, at least she has a hot 
colleague willing to feed her to stave away the holiday blues!  

To find out what happens next, you can shop ebooks here and 
print books here.  

Next, another paranormal holiday romance with a very different 
kind of hero…  
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ALL I WANT FOR CHRISTMAS 
IS A REAPER  

 
Meet Meredith Kriesmas, forensic accountant who sharpens 

numbers the way killers sharpen knives—Chicago's very own Grim 
Reaper of the business world. Whole divisions close in her wake, 
and her clients pay handsomely for it. But ten minutes into a three-
day weekend, Merri craves a new job to sink her teeth into. 

A call from an old friend saves Merri's sanity. Can she visit the 
winter wonderland at Cozy TV studios—known for its heart-
warming holiday movies—and take a look at the books? Horror 
movie mill Slasher Corp just bought the studio—and Cozy might not 
make it to the final credits. 

Merri must dodge the mistletoe, dismember the finances, and 
disappear before dawn—all while avoiding the Cozy Curse, where 
no one gets off set single. 

No problem there. For Merri, business always comes first. At 
least, until she meets hot horror hipster CEO Seth Morana, and 
uncovers the secret he hides... 

A sensual stand-alone paranormal romance for everyone who 
believes people should be loved exactly as they are. 
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THREE O’CLOCK ON A THURSDAY AFTERNOON IN April, and I had an 
unplanned three-day weekend. In Chicago, my favorite city in the 
world. There were thunderheads gathering over Lake Michigan with 
the smell of rain in the air but, for now, downtown was a delightful 
playground of rushing cars, stressed commuters, and the bitter tears 
of the lives I’d ruined with a pink slip.4  

With nowhere in particular to be I meandered, crossing Clark 
Street at the light to reach a small city park with maple trees that 
wouldn’t reach maturity in this century, a little playground with a 
sun shade, and a recycled rubber tire running track that crossed 
through the limited greenspace like a drunken snake trying to bite its 
own tail. 

 
4 Technically this is a lie. Dulcie Waterhouse ruined her own life 
embezzling from her firm and taking too many long lunch breaks 
buying macaroons across town. The only tears were the tears of joy 
in her co-workers’ eyes when they realized she was leaving for good. 
And there wasn’t a pink slip. I convinced her to resign. I’m good like 
that.  
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It was too early for school to be out and too late for lunch, which 
meant the park was populated by a muddy handful of toddlers, their 
attendant adults, and me. I kept to the outside track, crossing a stone 
footbridge over a shallow dirt ditch that might become a small pond 
if it rained. Tulips bobbed in the wind. The forsythia was out.  

Little flowers and cheeky sparrows.  
I enjoyed it for about four minutes before I could feel my brain 

scrabbling around like a trapped rat desperate for escape.  
Natural vistas had that effect on me. I needed something to think 

about. A job to focus on. Numbers. Problems. City things.  
At the sound of a jogger approaching, I stepped to the side so they 

could sweep past and catch the running track. 
And sweep past he did. A gloriously muscular runner with olive-

toned tan skin, a shock of silver-white hair shaved on the sides and 
long on top, a well-defined back and legs, and a black shirt sliding 
out of his waistband and dropping to the ground. 

Well then.  
It wasn’t quite the young Miss Bennet dropping her gloves so a 

militia man could retrieve them for her, but it was possibly the 
twenty-first century equivalent. Even if it wasn’t, it was only polite 
to collect the handsome man’s shirt and hand it to him.  

I picked it up, shook off the dust and grass clippings, and held the 
sandalwood-scented shirt up for inspection. The owner was broad 
shouldered and the shirt was lean cut, meant to hug him and give 
everyone looking an excellent view of his well-defined muscles. 
Slightly more interesting was the word KILLER written across the 
front of the shirt in the font of the well-known horror brand, Slasher.  

The jogger was a scary movie fan. 
Not a lot to work with as openings went.  
Scary movies weren’t my cup of cocoa. No movies were, most 

days. Sitting still for hours on end listening to other people talk made 
me restless.  

Perhaps it wasn’t meant to be.  
I folded the shirt neatly, and when I looked up the jogger was 

watching me from the bend of the running track only a few feet 
away, one white earbud hanging off his shoulder, the other still in 
his ear. He was younger than the white hair suggested, maybe 
twenties or early thirties, with dark brown, dark brown—nearly 
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black—eyes,, high cheekbones, a well-defined jaw line, and a sharp, 
straight nose. He looked exceptionally intense and unquantifiably 
captivating.  

“Is that my shirt?” he asked in a deep voice as delicious as he 
was. I could listen to that man read the dictionary and I’d love every 
moment of it.  

I held the shirt up, letting it unfurl over my dress. “I don’t know, 
do you think it’s mine?” I let him get a good look at me. Large, dark 
reds curls that looked a century out of date, a pink flower tucked 
behind my ear, pink lipstick, pretty smile, A-line green dress with 
pink flowers embroidered on it and a crinoline underneath for 
volume; I looked like a piece of walking history.  

Twee. Sweet. Friendly.  
Stupid.  
I’d heard every verdict, but the dress made me look fabulous and 

I loved bringing a pop of cheer to people’s otherwise blighted lives.  
“It’d look good on you. Killer.” The corner of his mouth lifted in 

a sexy smile.  
Oh. No. I did not like that.  
Actually, I did, very much, but I knew where sexy smiles led. It 

would be hot nightclubs, wild parties, and then a trip to the suburbs 
as Mr. Sexy waxed lyrical about “getting away from the city.’” 
Pretty soon he’d be browsing baby name websites and talking about 
getting a dog.  

No.  
If a Timberwolf Town5 werewolf couldn’t tempt me, then a yappy 

little dog suitable for the suburbs didn’t stand a chance.  
I held the shirt to my shoulders and tried not to notice how good 

it smelled—sandalwood with an undertone of mint. The scent was 
too light for a cologne—probably a soap. “It looks like my size, too.” 
Assuming it was supposed to be worn halfway to my knees. Jogging, 
dark, and handsome was also tall, dark, and handsome. 

“I’ll let you borrow it some time.” The man had dark, hungry eyes 
 

5 A paranormal-horror series from the mid 20's that centered around 
a hidden werewolf population and their unrivaled basketball team. 
I’m 90% certain that the ratings were due to the regular shower 
scenes.  
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that promised to make my flirtation worth my time.  
“Sure.” That was never going to happen. I tossed the shirt to him. 

“Enjoy your run.” 
The smile turned to a smirk. “Enjoy the view.” He secured the 

shirt to his waistband again and took off with a wink. 
Confidence was always sexy, and I was very tempted to continue 

my little stroll around the park and see if the jogger wanted to join 
me for a post-workout snack somewhere. 

I was great at first dates. Lots of confidence and a big smile got 
me everything I wanted. 

Second dates?  
No one had tempted me enough to schedule a second date since 

college.  
I glanced at the jogger again. Maybe no one had tempted me?  
He looked familiar in that we-met-once-in-passing sort of way.  
My memory for names and faces was legendary, but I couldn’t 

recall being introduced to him before. 
It was going to bother me all afternoon if I didn’t pursue it. 
 As if the office had a psychic link,6 my phone rang, the quick 

staccato tattoo reserved for my boss. Work was there again, to rescue 
me from my worst impulses and save me from the kind of heartbreak 
ice cream couldn’t fix.  

“Hi, Amara.” I moved toward the crosswalk, dodging a little 
green car that nearly swerved into me. Chicago drivers. So 
charming.  

There was a tiny community garden space across the street, a safe 
distance from the sexy jogger. 

“Merri, I just heard the good word from Windy City Security, 
you’ve officially slayed the wicked with of the upper west side. Did 
you break seven minutes?” Amara Rosa Park 7  was just as 
competitive as I was and she’d had my back in the office betting 
pool. Sloan and Markham is the name in corporate accounting in 
Illinois. Amara is the head of the forensic accounting unit.  

Really, we’re a bunch of math nerds who read too many mystery 
 

6 Or, let’s be honest, a stopwatch to keep track of the betting on the 
Dulcie Waterhouse situation. 
7 Named for Amara Enyia and Rosa Parks, obviously. 
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novels and decided we’d grow up to fight white collar crime for a 
six figure annual salary. And in the land of the nerds, I’m the big, 
brutal boss, the final, unconquerable hurdle.  

“Six minutes,” I said with a killer smile.8 
“You make me so happy! Did Dulcie cry? I met her when I went 

in for the initial contact and…” Amara sighed. “Some people just 
look evil, you know?”  

I pictured Dulcie Waterhouse in her gray pantsuit with a black 
silk shell under the jacket, two silver studs in each ear, a 
professional, asymmetrical cut for her dark brown hair, and dark red 
lipstick on a mouth pouring out more cuss words than could fit into 
a Monday morning commute when the trains were down. “She 
didn’t cry, but you may need to give the interns a bonus for reading 
my emails for the next few weeks.” 

“More death threats?” Amara sighed again. “What is it about you 
that attracts so much venom?” 

“It’s the job.” And the fact that dressing like the lead singer from 
a retro throwback band made everyone underestimate me. What can 
I say? I have brains and beauty.  

With a click of her tongue, Amara dismissed the disappointing 
news. “Well, done is done. I’ll give the interns a heads up.” There 
was a chime in the background. “Oh, and there’s the first hit on 
social media. Want to hear it?” 

“It’s not like I’m going to look it up.” I didn’t do social media. 
Despite having an email assigned to me along with my social 
security number, I had the digital footprint of a ghost.  

“The headline is ‘Chicago’s Infamous Grim Reaper Strikes 
Again.’ Good job.” 

“I try my best.” 
Amara made a happy, purring sound. “Did you try your very best 

with Harry?” 
“Harry?” I stopped in front of a bench. “I’m drawing a blank.” 
“Junior executive in accounting?” Amara dangled the tidbit. 
Mentally I flipped through a detailed list of junior accounting 

people. “Not ringing any bells.” 
“Henderson account?” 

 
8 Ha ha, I’m so funny!  
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I shuddered. 
“He sent you a gorgeous bouquet of day lilies—” 
“He was telling me about how his parents were building a new 

house in Sugar Grove and how the commute was under thirty 
minutes to the city with the new high-speed trains.” 

There was a stunned silence and then Amara took a deep breath. 
“So…” 

“So, thanks but no thanks? Give them to someone else.” 
“He left a note too.” 
Stupid man. But it was only polite to read the note and find some 

excuse for why I couldn’t show up to Domestication Of The Wild 
Wifey 101. “Leave it on my desk. I’ll deal with it when I get back to 
the office.” 

“About that….” 
“You have another job for me before the weekend?” If there were 

gods who smiled fondly on math nerds, I would have prayed. 
Numbers and patterns were my favorite candy. A weekend sorting 
through someone else’s finances as just as blissful as a bubble bath.  

There was a hesitant little sigh, which meant Amara wasn’t sold 
on the job but someone was begging. “This is an odd one. It’s not 
the bosses calling, it’s an employee, and she asked for you by name 
because she said you worked here, but she didn’t seem to know what 
it is you do.” 

Weird. “The name?” 
“Ellen Berry.” 
Someone else would have a hazy memory of a schoolyard friend 

who they’d met during a game of tag–turned–head–on–collision in 
kindergarten. My memory was sharper than that, and off the top of 
my head I could rattle off all the major life events in Ellen’s personal 
history up until she left for college in New York. We hadn’t kept in 
touch mostly because I forgot people existed when I was working 
with math.  

It was great for my bank account, but not for relationships. 
“Merri?” Amara waited. “If I give you the address can you go 

over and see what’s going on?” 
“Sure. Where am I headed?” 
“Cozy Studios—” 
“Cozy as in Cozy TV with the candy-dipped romances?” Good 
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grief. “Can I fire the writers for their poor plotlines?” 
“Only if they’re embezzling,” Amara said. “Otherwise, give them 

the quick two-day special. A little workflow advice. A little hiring 
advice. And then get out of there because we have the Oretega 
account to tackle next week.” 

Easy as mud pie in Mississippi. “Got it. In. Out. Tear-free.” 
“If you make it tear-free, I will personally buy you dinner 

anywhere in the city.” 
“I like expensive food,” I warned.  
“Cozy was just bought out by Slasher Corp,” Amara reported 

with maybe just a soupcon of glee. “You’re getting called in because 
Cozy is getting killed.”  

 

 
 
Cozy TV was on Goose Island at the corner of Hooker and 

Weed.9 The place had gone through many changes over the decades. 
There’d been a research park there at the turn of the twenty-first 
century, a Wild Mile nature reserve that was abandoned during the 
recession in the twenties, and it was temporarily a swamp before the 
canals and dams regulated water levels in the thirties. The original 
studio belonged to Whole Sum Entertainment, purveyors of movies 
and streaming videos for kids of all ages.  

On the ride over I had one of the office minions read me the 
history. Whole Sum had broken up in the mid-thirties when the 
original owner was diagnosed with cancer. She broke it into pieces, 
creating: Cozy TV, Chicago Tots,10 Natural Adventures,11 and the 
Whole Sum Learning Channel that featured streaming classes for 

 
9 Yes, I did text my sister as soon as I saw the address. She teaches 
high school French and needs something other than eighty “un ouef” 
jokes to giggle over.  

Besides, there’s a French connection between eighty and weed.  
10 And clothing line of the same name. 
11 Much to the entire office’s surprise, this was about animals and 
not the Whole Sum porno department.  

With that name though... 
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everything from English basics to college-level science.  
Whole Sum Learning went completely digital and was now a 

subscriber-based, nationally accredited online school for ages four 
and up. One of the new hires at Sloan and Markham actually had 
gotten her degree from there. Overall, it was successful. 

Chicago Tots kept the clothesline but partnered with an 
international studio. Nothing was left of them but the name. 

Natural Adventures had fallen prey to Darwin’s Law of survival 
of the fittest, becoming no more than a blip on the radar.  

Cozy TV kept the studio space and survived on a steady diet of 
Cozy shows. Everything from friendly-friendly travel adventures to 
cooking shows, to politics-lite, to their internationally known 
holiday romances for all occasions.  

Feeling like a St. Patrick’s Day romcom? Galloway Girl’s Night 
Out. 

A feel-good Fourth of July romance? For Love And Freedom.  
World Baking Day? Bun In The Oven.  
Over the years they’d earned a comfortable profit, nothing too 

ostentatious, but certainly enough to keep them growing—until they 
hit an unexpected snag four years ago with no real explanation. 

“Nothing?” I asked Willow Maguire, my team’s go-to research 
person. 

Over the car’s speaker I could almost hear her shaking her head 
and adjusting the gold-rimmed glasses she wore for aesthetic. 
“There’s nothing big. No major industry shifts. The only thing is that 
there was a rumor of an internal problem with the direction of their 
big holiday movie, Mistletoe Mischief.”  

I crossed the bridge over North Branch Canal and turned onto 
Hooker Street. “What did you dig up on Slasher?” 

“Nothing you probably didn’t know,” Willow said. “They’re the 
little Indie House That Could. Lots of low-budget horror movies, 
usually short, mostly streaming until two years ago. But they get 
rave reviews for the quality. Seth Morana is the CEO, lead creative 
director, art director, writer, and sometimes actor. His first movie to 
go to Sundance was a student film he wrote, directed, and acted in. 
But he was in a couple of big-budget movies too. Scarred and 
Unforgiven?” 

The posters had been basic horror movie ads: black, white, gray, 
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and a splash of blood red. Scarred had a hot-as-hell man looking 
away with six bloody scars on the side of an otherwise-flawless 
torso. Unforgiven had a sharp-nosed man with burning black eyes 
glaring directly at the viewer. I’d never watched either movie, but 
the reviews from my horror-loving friends were positive.  

Another image flicked across my mind: dark eyes and dark hair 
with a chiseled jawline and a university sweatshirt. “Was he in 
Timberwolf Town too?” 

“Checking,” Willow said. There was the sound of clicking and 
then a small laugh. “As always, your memory is excellent. The year 
Unforgiven came out, Morana had a cameo in the last season of 
Timberwolf Town.” 

“So, we have one over-achieving horror geek. One romcom 
studio in need of revival. And one childhood best friend asking me 
to somehow save her from the serial killer.” 

“But what will you do after tea time?” Willow asked.  
I turned into a gravel parking lot behind some dull gray sheds that 

looked like they’d started life as industrial warehouses and sighed. 
“I’m here. If I don’t check in by six, assume the serial killer from 
Studio B caught me.” 

“Best of luck, boss.” Willow hung up. 
It wasn’t that I didn’t want to help Ellen, honestly, but I wasn’t 

sure there was anything I could do. I was a forensic accountant. What 
I knew about movie production had been learned off a quick internet 
search and one too many re-runs of Out Of The Spotlight playing in 
the background during late-night number-crunching sessions.  

The sale had been legal, my team would have spotted it 
otherwise. Really, the best I could offer at this point was a 
sympathetic ear.  

Still... Cozy on the corner of Hooker and Weed? I was going be 
snort-giggling over that for weeks. Someone should have petitioned 
the city to change the name. 

As I parked, I realized there was one more thing I should have 
asked Willow about: how to reach Ellen. 

I suppose the office assumed that anyone asking for me by name 
had already talked to me and given me their contact information, but 
that’s not how it worked in the rural Midwest.  

Ellen had probably called her mother, who then went to talk to 
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her neighbor, who went to church with my aunt, who saw my parents 
at Sunday night dinner, who remembered Little Ellen Berry who was 
so sweet and kind, and then they called mom’s friend, who gave 
them the number for Mrs. Berry who then passed my work number 
to Ellen who then had an assistant call my office.  

It was the small town phone tree, no social media required. 
And while I could call the office and have them call Ellen while 

I waited for her, there was something nice about having the element 
of surprise. Walking into an office looking like the cheerful temp 
who’s going to be answering the phones all day is a good way of 
measuring people. Time and again I’d learned that everyone treated 
me differently once they realized what my job was. It was a basic 
self-preservation skill. 

City. Jungle. Et cetera, et cetera, et cetera.  
I was the well-camouflaged hunter, like an orchid mantis or one 

of those deep-sea angler fish that looked like a friendly light in the 
darkness giving hope and joy to everyone right before the fangs 
closed around them. Nom nom nom. 

Grinning at my reflection, I gave my strawberry-pink lipstick one 
more touch up and headed out to find Ellen Berry and the Cozy 
studios.  

The building to the left of the parking lot looked grim, with darkly 
tinted solar windows 12  and no signage. To the right was a 
warehouse, the smell of second-rate catering, and the steady hum of 
machinery and noise. A narrow, dirt path led between a wooden 
fence and the warehouse; I followed it right into Winter 
Wonderland. 

Literally.  
There was a broken, wooden sign with distressed pink lettering 

and a beheaded elf.  
There was also a sticky puddle of red that smelled like corn syrup 

and was probably fake blood. Probably not a Cozy set. 
Carefully avoiding the puddle, I kept right, heading slowly 

toward the warehouse and the sound of voices muted by the scream 

 
12 The kind that replaced solar panels in most of Chicago several 
decades ago. 



All I want for Christmas is a reaper 

 
 
54 

of the dying ventilation unit.  
I don’t know what I actually expected to find. My ideas about 

Hollywood and filmmaking in general were all formed by repeated 
viewing of Backlot and Ultra, both shows set in pre-reform 
Hollywood, California, before the monopolies were broken up in the 
thirties.  

Both shows left me with the impression that movie making was 
a huge undertaking with a crew of hundreds and sets that could cover 
whole counties. That wasn’t what I was seeing as I walked through 
Cozy’s backlot. It was more like walking through a series of pocket 
dimensions. Little universes contained by thick, sound-dampening 
curtains, three sides of thin walls and a ceiling of light reflectors.  

When I entered the sound stage in the warehouse, I saw huge 
overhead camera setups, lights, and larger sets that ranged from 
Mistletoe, Minnesota,13 to a fake beach complete with a shallow 
pool of water in front of a green screen. Each set had a huddle of 
people, most wearing jeans or shorts paired with a jokeish holiday t-
shirt, and then heavily made-up, heavily perspiring actors bundled 
in winter coats, despite the spring weather outside.  

“If you take another step, I’m going to have to kiss you.” 
“What?” I spun fast enough to make my skirt flare. 
A sandy-haired man with sparkling blue eyes and the biceps of a 

dedicated gym aficionado smiled back at me. His grimy, once-white 
t-shirt had a picture of a body building Santa and the words ‘Santa 
Stud’, so I figured he belonged to Cozy. “Hi,” he said.  

“Hello.” I put enough ice into the greeting to create a polar vortex. 
“You’ve got to watch out for the mistletoe.” He gestured above 

our heads. 
“Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.” I took a deliberate step to the 

left without looking up.  
“I’m Noah, by the way.” Sexy Santa held out a strong, tanned, 

calloused hand. “I do set design.” 
I ignored it. “I’m just passing through.”  
“Right…” His eyes dragged down and back up. “Cute costume. 

Do you work for Slasher?” 
“Do I look like I work for Slasher?” 

 
13 Home of the Mistletoe Kisses series that made Cozy so popular. 
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Again, he looked me up and down, appreciation in his eyes. “You 
look like you could keep a man up at night.” 

I smiled. “Thank you for the compliment.” 
“Any time, beautiful.”  
“Lesbians!” someone screamed behind me. 
I turned in time to see a trim, bald man wearing pink sunglasses, 

a black sweater, black shorts and waving an actual clipboard with 
paper in the air. 

A woman with short, curled gray hair and purple t-shirt with a 
kitten in a Santa hat ran up to him. “Have you seen the mistletoe 
bouquet?” 

“Nope,” the man in pink glasses said, “no bouquets. I’m zombie 
wrangling.” 

“Noah?” 
“Sorry, Bee.” 
She nodded and rushed off.  
The bald man took a deep breath and shouted, “Lesbians! Where 

are the lesbians?” 
Noah winked at me as he sauntered off.  
A pair of women in matching bridal gowns ran up, one with 

shaggy, blonde hair with the tips dyed an atrocious mildew green 
that clashed with her too-pale skin. The other looked like she was 
ready to play Okoye in the reboot of the Black Panther movies. She 
waved at the man. “We’re the lesbians!” 

He checked his clipboard. “Ghosts or zombies?” 
“Mistletoe Miss,” the blonde said.  
“Wrong lesbians!” He marched away, clearly enraged that the 

lovely ladies were not undead.  
They glanced at each other, shrugged, and then looked at me. 
“Are you looking for lesbians?” the blonde asked. 
“I’m looking for Ellen Berry,” I said, “but I have a sister who 

likes lesbians.” I reached for my purse where I kept a couple of 
Lucky’s business cards for just such occasions, but the second 
lesbian shook her head. 

“We’re already—” She waved a hand between herself and her co-
star. “On set romance.” 

“Cozy Curse!” the blonde said cheerfully shaking her silk flower 
bouquet at me and hugging her wife-to-be’s arm.  
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I nodded. “Understood. Congratulations.” 
“Thanks!”  
The future general of Wakanda pointed down the row of lights. 

“Ellen is over in Paradise, I think.” 
“Thank you.” 
Off in the distance, someone called for the kissing misses and the 

brides rushed off to Montana waving and running much better than 
I ever could on matching high heels.  

Paradise...  
Hopefully that was a set and I wasn’t interrupting a private 

moment between Ellen and whoever she was with these days. She 
hadn’t dated in high school, and I couldn’t remember anyone 
mentioning her with a partner in college.  

I knew for a fact she wasn’t married because that kind of news 
would have reached me even if I were on the moon. But maybe it 
wasn’t news she was sharing yet.  

I walked through wintery scenes, gazebos and pine forests, and 
coffee shops, and remote cabins.14 Snow really is prettier when it 
isn’t cold enough to freeze your nose off outside. Cozy’s brand 
managed to encapsulate my two least favorite things: winter 
holidays and small towns.  

No one truly understands how horrible Christmas can be until 
they have to have a mock cheese made of fish and almonds, or 
locally-sourced beaver tail, with a group of random grad students 
who showed up for a three-week intensive course on twelfth century 
English history.  

One time is fun. Getting a slightly moldy orange and two pence 
every Christmas for eighteen years while your parents spend their 
time with guests and your sister goes to winter training camp is 
significantly less fun.  

Sure, I’m fluent in Middle English, but I really prefer summer 
holidays. It’s hard to go wrong with fireworks and barbecue.  

“Merri?” The voice of my childhood friend had gotten richer over 
the years, like a fine wine, but I knew Ellen’s voice anywhere. 

I pivoted in a swirl of skirt. “Ellen!” 

 
14 With only one bed! Oh my! 
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“Aahh!” Ellen looked the same as she had at graduation: curly 
black hair cut to shoulder length, a galaxy of dark freckles across her 
permanently and perfectly tanned cider-brown skin, bright gray 
eyes, and a wide smile. She wore a shell-pink blazer, champagne 
satin camisole, and a cute pencil skirt. “Merri! You made it!” She 
wrapped me in an enthusiastic hug. 

I had a height advantage only because I was wearing two-inch 
heels. Ellen had the muscle advantage of being the former state 
wrestling champion for her weight class—women’s and co-ed—
from ninth grade through college graduation. “Can’t breathe! Can’t 
breathe! You are squishing me!” 

She gave me one more tight squeeze and released me back like a 
little kid releasing a goldfish they just tried to kiss. Her smile was 
even brighter than mine. “I didn’t think you’d come!” 

“For you? I’d drop anything,” I promised. Linking arms with her, 
I walked away from the movie sets smelling of pine wood and fake 
snow, back to the garish light of day.15 “So, tell me every little thing. 
Why’d you need to see me at work and not for brunch?” 

“All I want from Kriesmas is for her to play Grim Reaper and kill 
some problems for me.” 

“Done,” I promised. “Tell me where to start.” 
“First, because I didn’t even realize we were in the same city,” 

Ellen said as she led me to a park bench under a small maple tree. 
“Your digital footprint is nonexistent.” 

“That’s intentional,” I assured her. “I get stalkers. I get haters. I 
get death threats. I am the Grinchiest Woman In America according 
to a recent poll and—at last count—there were seventy-two public 
videos where my face has been imposed over Scrooge’s in various 
iterations of Dicken’s classic A Christmas Carol. Thankfully it’s the 
slightly blurred photo from the newspapers, but still, I’m not putting 
any of my social life out on the internet. Also,” I added, “I don’t 
have a social life. I have work.” 

“Sounds like me,” Ellen said sympathetically. She led me to a 
park bench under a fake maple tree with silk leaves glued to the 
branches and nailed to the ground. When she saw my dubious 

 
15 So bright. So imperfect. So obviously not filtered to make skin 
look poreless. 
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expression, she giggled. “This is the set for the save-the-date promo 
photos we’re doing for most our movies. Right now all the outside 
sets are for promo shots to share on social media. They’re mostly 
wedding invite-themed.” 

I nodded. “Even Winter Wonderland?” 
“Holiday of Horrors for Slasher.” Her mouth twisted at the name 

and her shoulders rolled forward into a hunch. 
“Is Slasher really that bad?” 
“For a bunch of Goth Gremlins who get their wiggles and giggles 

out of watching serial killers?” she asked with a stretched tone. “No. 
They’re fine. I mean, they’re polite at least. I haven’t heard any of 
them actually making fun of Cozy.” She named the studio like it was 
her precious puppy or only child. “But they give us looks 
and....” She sighed heavily. “I mean, it’s obvious what they’re doing, 
right? There’s no way Seth Morana is going to keep Cozy going. 
The only reason we’re still kicking is because there are contracts 
Morana couldn’t get out of.” 

“Has he told you that?” 
Ellen shook her head, tight curls moving as a unit. “No, the 

amount of senior staff abandoning Cozy around the time of sale told 
me that. Merri, I was hired last year as a costumer. That’s it. Now 
I’m basically running the production of all the Cozy movies. I’m on 
the Slasher executive board, officially. That doesn’t happen in 
healthy companies.”  

“Transitions can be rough,” I said. There wasn’t much 
information to go on, but mass quittings after a change of ownership 
weren’t necessarily a red flag for me. “I’m sure you can handle this.” 

“I’m sure I can’t,” Ellen said glumly. She sat back against the 
bench with a sigh as someone in the distance yelled for mistletoe. 
“We had a policy to pay up front for as much as possible. Everything 
from salaries to the marketing budget is set aside before filming 
starts and stays there. In January I was told it was all there, the full 
Cozy budget. I want to start paying and...” She shook her head as 
she stared out at the fake, brown grass. “I can’t.” 

“Was it stolen?” 
She shook her head again. “Each quarter’s budget is sectioned 

off, there’s some accounting magic the CFO does.” She waved her 
hand to scare off a passing dragonfly. “I accessed the second quarter 
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budget this week, after I got my new computer, and it’s not enough. 
Morana said this was the same budget Cozy had used for the past 
three years. It was the projected budget for this year, including our 
big, new movie.” 

I looked at her with interest. “I thought all the movies were new?” 
“About forty percent,” Ellen said, easily falling into the stats 

because she’d always been good with them. “We show a mix of past 
favorites, ones we loved but that didn’t get enough public love, and 
then our new ones. But A Midwinter Wish is a totally different style 
than anything Cozy’s done before. It’s an interactive holiday 
romance. The heroine wants to wish for love on a shooting star on 
the night of the winter solstice and when she wishes the star breaks 
into three pieces. 

“It’s technically difficult because we have to set up all three 
romances. And it’s more expensive to film, and post-production 
tripled and so did marketing. It’s a great idea, but really ambitious 
and very expensive. Very, very expensive.” Ellen glanced up at me 
guiltily and then went back to studying the impaled leaf as if 
spending money was a sin. 

“And the budget doesn’t cover it?”  
She reached for the pocket of her shell-pink blazer and pulled out 

a folded, multi-creased piece of paper that had obviously been 
crumpled, tossed away, retrieved, smoothed, and refolded. 

I unfolded it and looked at the number. “Fifteen thousand? How 
much does it take to make most your movies?” 

“The cheap ones run fifty thousand, and that’s with no-name 
actors reusing sets. Bigger projects usually run close to a hundred 
thousand, and that’s after accounting for the product placement and 
ad revenue. Subscriptions help, but where we really make money is 
having the sales. Every piece of wardrobe is available on our 
website. You see a toy? You can buy it through Cozy. We team up 
with every major brand in thirty-four countries.” 

“But fifteen thousand—” 
“—doesn’t buy me anything.” She nodded. “It’ll cover a half a 

week of wages for a full crew or, maybe, a cheap dinner for 
everyone.” 

“What did Morana say?” 
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“That he checked the numbers and he thinks that the budget is 
enough. If I need more, we can talk about it at the next meeting. But, 
I have to pay people now. Patrick Miles is supposed to be flying in 
tonight to start filming his portion. If I don’t have the money for him, 
he’s going to be on the red-eye back to Portland. As for everyone 
else? I have less than two weeks to make this money magically 
appear.” She looked ready to cry. 

Patrick Miles was Ellen’s celebrity crush. Missing a chance to 
meet him because of a budget mishap would… Okay… it wouldn’t 
be the end of the world. But Ellen would be sad, and I could never 
let that happen.  

I refolded the paper as I thought. “Do you think this is the budget 
Cozy had before?” 

“Absolutely not.” Ellen was confident. “I started working 
budgets last summer. I know this isn’t what we spent.” 

“Have you talked to Morana face to face?” 
Ellen suddenly became very interested in one of the fake, orange 

leaves nailed to the fake, brown grass.  
“You didn’t,” I said flatly. 
“He’s hard to find!” Ellen protested. “And he’s scary. He creeps 

me out.” 
My eyes narrowed immediately. The chances that I would let 

Seth Morana scare my best friend were about as good as me retiring 
to North Pole, Alaska, or releasing an album of Christmas carols.  

“No!” She held up her hands to keep me from murdering her 
creepy boss. “Not, like, he’s done anything creepy. He’s just so 
quiet, and he just stares at you until you start to ramble. I don’t like 
dealing with him. I don’t like dealing with anyone from Slasher,” 
she admitted. “They all have awards and experience and I feel like 
an idiot. They’re polite, but, you know how it is when people just 
stare at you?”  

She wilted like a rose at the first touch of frost.  
Ellen had never been particularly good with confrontation. It’s 

part of the reason we were best friends: my sister and I were very 
good at confrontation of every kind. That, and after bumping heads 
on the playground Ellen had spent a week following me around 
apologizing. I’d finally convinced her she wasn’t supposed to say 
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sorry because bumping heads made us best friends. It’d sorta been a 
lie at the time, but it worked out and became a self-fulfilling 
prophecy.  

She was overwhelmed, she felt unskilled, she felt like she was 
letting everyone down, so she’d reached out. That made perfect 
sense. To me. 

I patted her arm. “Do you have the account books?” 
“Yes.” Ellen sniffled a little. “But they’re old school.” 
“What? Like... Excel? OpenOffice?” 
“Pen and paper.” 
I stared at her in horror. “Ellen, that’s not funny.” 
“I know. I have an entire office full of brown boxes of pen and 

paper accountant ledgers and checkbooks with pre-signed checks.” 
My stomach turned and I felt faint. “That’s... that’s not even 

legal! To sell Cozy they had to have digital accounts.” 
“Morana might have those,” Ellen said. “I don’t.”  
“Right.” I stood up, brushing off sawdust from my skirt. “Then 

step one is to track down the serial killer CEO and get the digital 
records from him.” 

“Can you do that?” 
I thought about it. “Are you officially asking me to do an audit 

and performance review of Cozy Studios?” 
She looked up at me, gray eyes wide, waiting for a hint. 
I nodded. 
Ellen nodded. 
“Then, yes, legally you are allowed to ask for an audit and I am 

allowed to request the records for the audit, unless Morana did 
something very sketchy during the sale.” 

“I probably can’t pay you your regular rate.” 
“True, that’s why I’m charging you the friends and family rate: 

you owe me a meal.”  
Ellen jumped up and hugged me. “You’re the best!” 
“I know.” I managed to wiggle loose of her grasp again. Barely. 

“Where can I find tall, dark, and dangerous?” 
She jerked a thumb in the direction of the building I’d avoided. 

“Slasher HQ. Lurking somewhere.” 
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“Grand.” I nodded as I mentally lined up my arguments. “Is there 
anything else I should know?” 

Ellen frowned and then shook her head. “It’s pretty simple. I need 
a bigger budget or the miracle of everyone volunteering everything.” 

“What’s the Cozy Curse?” 
She froze, a deer in the headlights caught robbing the bank. 

“Um...” 
“Ellen Petunia Berry!” I put a lot of menace into those eight 

syllables.  
“It’s a joke!” she bleated out. “Sort of. It’s, it’s this thing. 

Superstition, that before the filming wraps on the big holiday movie 
of the year everyone who’s single will be with someone special.” 

I might have stepped back.  
Not saying I did.  
I’m in no way suggesting I was reacting like Ellen said she had a 

mutated super-form of the Ebola virus. But I may have stepped away 
from her and a little closer to Slasher’s Winter Wonderland of 
horrors set for absolutely no discernible reason at all.  

“Really, it’s just the natural outcome of single, attractive people 
working on romances and sweet, family-friendly holiday movies for 
every kind of family.” I was impressed that Ellen could get the studio 
slogan into a panicked ramble. “It’s not like you’re single.” 

“Perpetually,” I muttered. 
“Or looking.” 
“Only sometimes.” At joggers who lost their shirts in the park.  
“And you won’t be here very long.” 
“True.” Monday morning, I’d be at Oretega no matter what.  
“So you should be safe.” Ellen hadn’t made eye contact the whole 

time. 
I should be safe?  
Oh, dear, sweet, innocent Ellen. That was not how the world 

worked. 
 I was always safe. It was the rest of the world who needed to be 

protected from me. Especially best friends since kindergarten who 
weren’t telling the whole truth. 

Smirking, I crossed my arms. “Are you safe, Ellen?” I asked ever 
so sweetly.  
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Ellen didn’t blush like some charming cartoon character with a 
little glow on her cheeks. No, Ellen’s blush was a steadily rising 
color that scaled her neck, climbed across her nose, and turned the 
tips of her ears a blushing bronze. “There’s no one,” she lied like a 
liar.  

I tried to stay angry, but wound up laughing. “How would Patrick 
Miles feel about being called No One?”  

Ellen glare told me I’d gotten it right in one. She crossed her arms. 
“Merri! If you tell my mother—” 

“I won’t!” I promised. “But you have to tell me if anything 
happens! That’s what best friends are for.” 

Her gaze dropped to the ground again and she shook her head. 
“It’s—no—it’s nothing. I had a bad break up before I moved back 
to Chicago and started working at Cozy. I’m not going to read things 
into it. I’m not... I’m not looking. It’s just… Patrick Miles is coming. 
To film. In our big holiday movie.” 

“And he’s single and you’ve had a crush on him since he was in 
live-action remake of Rescue Otters when he was twelve. 16 ” I 
nodded. “Do you want me to run a background check?” 

“Merri!” Ellen’s shriek sent a flock of birds into hurried flight, 
and someone on the other side of the set cursed. “Merri,” Ellen said 
in a calmer tone. “No. It’s nothing. It’s a silly, childhood crush. I’m 
just excited because…. Because.” She nodded firmly. “When I have 
a relationship that becomes something, I will tell you.” 

“Hmm.” I took out my business card and wrote my personal 
number next to the office number. “Fine. Keep your secrets. You 
still owe me dinner.”  

“Only if Morana actually lets you do the audit.” 
I smiled at her. “Ellen, my dear, this is me. I’m the Grim Reaper 

of Chicago. The Wicked Witch of the South Side. My job is auditing 
companies and making their numbers dance. And when I go talk to 
Morana, I’m going to turn on the tunes and see his budget twirl 
around a pole.” 

She covered her eyes. “Gargh! I just had a mental image of my 
 

16 Ellen dragged me to watch it in the outdoor theater sixteen times 
during the opening week. Six. Teen. I had seventy-three mosquito 
bites before Patrick’s first on-screen kiss.  
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boss pole dancing! Merri! Stop!”  
“You want me to use a strip tease metaphor?”  
If possible, she turned even redder.  
I grinned.  
“Go!” Ellen ordered between giggles. “Just... go!” 
Me: 1  
World: 0 
I’d made my best friend laugh despite her circumstances, and 

now I was going to fix her problems, stubborn Slasher CEO or no. 
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AFTERWORD 
 
Ah yes, but what will Merri find as she looks into Slasher? We 

all know it’s more than just the books she’s going to end up checking 
out…  

To follow Merri’s dance with the Cozy Curse, check out the 
ebooks here and the print books here.  

And now for something equally as flirtatious but in a different 
world… Literally.  

 
 



FLEET OF MALIK 
 
Liana’s Fleet Of Malik series began as a short little enemies-to-

lovers novella. This is a common theme with many of her series—
both the enemies-to-lovers aspect, and the short-story-spawning-a-
series.  

Set on Malik IV, this series follows various members of the Fleet, 
a space military not long free of a civil war in the stars that decimated 
their numbers. Now, confined to the tiny Enclave on the main 
continent, conflict brews—between the various clans of the Fleet, 
between the winners and the losers of the civil war, and between the 
Fleet and the Grounders, the native people of Malik IV—providing 
a fast-paced, action-packed, high-stakes background for these 
gripping, sensual enemies-to-lovers romances.  

You can read the Fleet Of Malik books in any order—each one 
follows the development of a new romantic relationship between 
two of the Fleet members—but if you read them in order, you’ll 
catch a larger story arc as the Fleet struggles against its constraints 
and tries to build a better future.  

 
 



BODIES IN MOTION 
 
Selena Caryll lost everything in the war—her ship, her crew, her 

family. Although technically on the winner’s side, her lack of crew 
makes her easy pickings in any fight—and any bar brawl. But she 
never goes down without swinging. 

Titan Sciarra, on the losing side of the war, brokered a kind of 
peace with the winners, enough to let him live as the fragile bridge 
between the two sides. As a Fleet Guardian, he deals with the day-
to-day operations of the fleet—and breaks up bar brawls when 
necessary.  

As a Guardian, obviously he should walk the fired-up Selena 
home. Make sure she gets there safe.  

Definitely without flirting. That could bring his delicately spun 
balance crashing down, dragging the fleet with him. 

If only a way existed to get the bodies of the fleet into motion 
again. 

An action-packed enemies-to-lovers romance in a world drawn 
with stunning vision and depth—don’t miss this fantastic series from 
Liana Brooks.  
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SELENA 
 
 

THE PROBLEM WITH VACATIONS, Selena reflected as she 
adjusted her sweater outside Cargo Blue, was that reality was always 
waiting at the end. A quick search of the local security cameras 
found one that showed the peeling sunburn on her right shoulder 
blade.  

Such was the curse of pale-skinned, ship-born Fleet personnel. 
Anytime she left the foggy belts covering the city of Tarrin, she 
barbecued like a shrimp no matter how much sunscreen she applied. 
Otherwise, she’d flee even further from the Enclave and make her 
home on the equatorial beaches of the planet they were trapped on.  

She panned the camera and checked her left shoulder. Black ink 
made a starscape that disguised three silver scars as shooting stars. 
The painting covered her shoulder blade and part of her upper arm. 
As the artist had promised, the skin-paint had kept her from burning 
as much, though it still had the over-stretched feel of a burn. With a 
few adjustments, her uniform covered most of the temporary art; it 
would keep her from having to explain to her colleagues. 

Her forearm warmed, a warning that someone was about to 
contact her through the tech implant tucked between her radius and 
ulna.  

She hesitated too long and the call came through, a persistent ping 
against her skull as the phantom image of her best friend floated on 
the edge of her vision.  

Selena turned off the visual receiver and answered. “Genevieve,” 
she said with a smile as the image of her vivacious, red-headed 
friend appeared floating against the backdrop of landing gear that 
supported the grounded fleet. 

A grounder would have thought she was talking to herself, but 
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grounders wouldn’t set foot near the neo-city-state of Enclave. The 
rocky beach served as a city and tomb for the survivors of the last 
war. 

“Selena!” Gen gushed. “Starcom to Selena. Where are you? I’m 
covering for now.” 

“Delayed, but almost there.” Selena hoped Gen wouldn’t hear the 
lie. She’d been standing in the shadows of the Enclave pub for nearly 
a quarter hour.  

“The Lorenza could get here faster,” Gen said, referencing a long-
dead ship whose crew were found skeletonized at their stations. Gen 
blew hair off her face. “Stars above, you’re an hour late. The whole 
fleet is flying faster than you.”  

Selena turned on her visual long enough to roll her eyes at her 
friend. “Ha, ha, funny. That joke needs to be forcibly retired.” 
Sooner rather than later. The fleet couldn’t fly without fuel, and the 
Malik system they were stranded in held precious few deposits of 
the orun crystals needed to power the ships.  

“If you don’t come,” Gen said threateningly, “I will teleport to 
your apartment and drag you out in your pajamas.” 

“I’m not at home,” Selena admitted. And she wouldn’t have let 
her best friend come to her new house if she was.  

Gen was smart enough to realize that the small palace Selena had 
bought in downtown Tarrin wasn’t paid for by her official OIA 
salary. The paygrades for the Office of Imperial Affairs had last been 
updated when the Malik system was still in contact with the empire, 
making them 900 years out of date. 

Technically, taking a second job wasn’t treason, but there were 
enough people in the fleet who’d see it as a betrayal that keeping it 
secret felt right. Especially since Gen’s captain was one who would 
scream the loudest.  

Gen clapped. “Selena! Stop stalling yer engines and get in here. 
This isn’t some Fleet Tribunal, just our friends. You, me, Carver. I 
left a message for Marshall. You know. People we like.”  

The light of understanding dawned. “Carver? This is so you can 
snuggle up to Perrin Carver without your parents watching?” 

“Yes,” Gen admitted, not looking the least bit contrite.  
“You’re only dragging me along so I can cover for you while you 

make out in a corner, aren’t you?” She masked the relief with mock 
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anger. At least Gen wasn’t trying to set Selena up with one of her 
cousins. Or, ancestors forbid, Gen’s handsy older brother.  

Again.  
Gen opened her eyes wide with an innocent smile. “Maybe.” 
“Gen!” Selena rolled her eyes. “Doesn’t he have his own place?” 
“Just the bachelor’s dorm. The Carvers didn’t have any ships 

except the shuttle his parents crashed in. Making out next door to 
Mom and Dad? No. And the BOQ? It’s so tacky. You can hear 
everything through those walls.” 

Selena hid a smile. “I’ll be there soon enough.”  
If Gen ever caught wind of how panicky the thought of a 

relationship made her, Gen would make it her life’s goal to see 
Selena paired off. And there wasn’t a man alive who she could 
imagine getting close to now. 

Her implant helpfully pulled up an image of a tall, broad-
shouldered, lean-muscled fighter with skin black as the night 
between stars and emerald-green eyes.  

She pushed the memory away.  
Lieutenant Commander Titan Sciarra was striking, intelligent, 

and had a body she’d cross battle lines for, but he was also out of 
reach. There was no point in chasing a man who wouldn’t give her 
the time of day.  

Another crew shuffled past her into the bar, black patches with 
silver fists on their shoulders.  

It was getting harder to pretend she belonged in Enclave, with the 
fleet. Once upon a time she knew every crew’s patch without 
thinking. She could name captains, their ships and their seconds by 
rote. Now she would need to tap into the fleet’s information nexus 
if she wanted to know who they were.  

She stopped at the edge of the door to tug her lightest shields into 
place. A few minor adjustments would keep bugs away, keep beer 
off her clothes, and prevent anyone from hacking into her implant. 
They could still send messages, because disallowing that would have 
raised eyebrows. And they could still hit her. But she could always 
hit back.  

Selena rolled her shoulders and strutted into Cargo Blue. It was a 
battlefield, but she was the last captain of the Caryll family, and she 
wasn’t going down without a fight.  
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Whatever crew owned Cargo Blue probably hadn’t had much of 
a decorating budget, but at least they’d stuck with a theme: oversized 
cargo boxes were piled up to make walls, seating, and tables. Olive-
green safety webbing draped from the ceiling between blue lights. 
Fog used for fire drills on the ships pumped across the floor to hide 
the concrete beneath.  

There was no bouncer at the door, but people were still hanging 
around the entrance.  

As a rule, the fleet was cautious, and the young faces she saw 
belonged to fleet members who had never ventured outside their 
own crew more than a few times, even though the fleet had been 
grounded for nearly three years. 

Tables to the left, bar ahead, dance floor to the right… and that 
meant the back half of the cargo hanger had been partitioned and 
karaoke would be in the back right corner. After a few minutes of 
weaving through the human crush, she found Gen, already sitting in 
Perrin Carver’s lap and giggling.  

“Selena!” Gen jumped up and hugged her. “I was beginning to 
worry!” 

“How many people are in here?” Selena shouted over the music.  
“Everyone under forty?” Gen laughed. With a small hand wave 

Gen put up a minor sound shield, muting the music. “People are 
going to stir crazy. Combine that, with the anniversary—” 

The anniversary.  
Today.  
The day the war had begun, the day the united fleet had died.  
They’d been dying for four hundred years, well aware that the 

reserve of orun crystals was depleted and there was no way to move 
forward with the ships they had. 

Old Captain Baular had seen the deposit of orun on the fifth 
planet as their saving grace. He’d get it even if it meant killing the 
grounders. And, coward that he was, he’d ordered his grandson to 
lead the first attack instead of leading it himself. 

That opening skirmish began and ended in the dark, with Titan 
Sciarra in the infirmary, and five Academy fighters missing or 
damaged. But by lunch of the next day, every officer belonging to 
crews allied with the Baulars withdrew.  

Seven months later, heated words turned to live rounds. 
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“Selena?” Gen asked quietly, placing a hand on her arm. “You 
didn’t know the date, did you?” 

“I was trying not to think about.” If she had, she’d have cut her 
vacation to the islands early. Maybe even made her pilgrimage to 
the small cay where she’d ditched her stolen fighter after driving off 
the attack.  

She rolled her shoulder, stretching the deep scars. “It snuck up on 
me.” 

“First round, we drink to the Lost Fleet, and all who’ve gone on 
to crew it. I’m buying,” Gen said with a touch of forced joviality. 
“Carver’s been making friends. Tell her, babe.” She pushed Carver’s 
shoulder. 

Perrin Carver was tall, broad-shouldered man with shy, hazel 
eyes that hid a wicked sense of humor.  

Selena’s heart fluttered just a little at the memory of a time when 
she’d fancied herself in love with him. He’d been the ideal starsider: 
intelligent, good-looking, and charismatic. They’d been friends of a 
sort, but even that relationship had soured when she’d realized he’d 
been getting close to her so he could learn more about Genevieve 
Silar.  

Carver nodded and held out his hand. “Hi, Selena. How are you?” 
She tapped the back of his hand with hers, letting him test her 

shields. “Good. How’s the Starguard?” 
“Booming.” The commander of the Starguard smiled, white teeth 

flashing, but there was a tightness around his eyes. “Everyone hears 
about guardians being allowed outside the Enclave, or working with 
the Jhandarmi, and I’m drowning in recruiting requests. Captains of 
larger crews invite me to Captain’s Mess so they can introduce me 
to their best and brightest. Half the time I can’t tell if they want me 
to marry into the crew or take the fleetlings into the guard.” His 
shield was still attached to hers, scanning her has he talked.  

All he would get from her was polite interest. Her heartrate didn’t 
spike or dip at the mention of the Jhandarmi. Her smile never 
flickered.  

“Maybe you should lock down Gen,” Selena said. “If you had a 
spouse, no one would try to get you to marry into the crew.” 

Carver and Gen shared a look, and Gen sent a ping of information 
that Selena’s implant translated as an ongoing debate over crew 
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name and a place to live.  
Carver sent something similar; a picture of his bachelor’s quarters 

and his one ship.  
There was no room for them to marry and have a family. 
“Enclave is a temporary solution,” Selena said out loud. She’d 

lost the taste for communicating by implant years ago. “If we—” 
A heavy hand wrapped around her waist as someone wearing too 

much cologne stepped far too close to her. “Hello, Selena.”  
Hollis Silar, one of Gen’s many siblings, kissed her temple.  
Simultaneously, Selena sighed, sent a shock through her shield to 

Hollis’s hand, and elbowed him in the gut. “Hi, Hollis. I see you’re 
still bathing in cologne rather than water.” 

He stepped away from her, an easy smile still in place.  
It wasn’t that Hollis was bad looking; plenty of women found him 

handsome. It was that he was equally affectionate with every woman 
he saw and he couldn’t keep a secret to save his life. Or anyone 
else’s. He’d chase anyone with a pretty smile and fell in and out of 
love a couple times a day.  

“Nice to see you too, Selena. Now, everyone, you’re all going to 
look at me, smile, and laugh like I’m my normal, dashing self,” he 
said, his smile never changing. “You haven’t been paying attention, 
but I’m not a member of the Starguard for nothing. We’re being 
watched. Now take your nice drinks from the waitress and keep your 
eyes on me.”  

Hollis nodded to the waitress and handed out four cups with 
bright purple liquid. “Bruised Stars all around. Guaranteed to make 
you giggle, or so the guy at the bar told me. Although he’s a Seutaai, 
so take it with a shield in place.” He handed Selena her drink with a 
smile, but turned immediately to glance over his shoulder. 

“Big brother, who are we looking for?” Gen asked with a slow 
drawl. “Is it a friend who you might have forgotten to call back after 
a night out?” 

Hollis shook his head. “No, I thought I saw some of the Lee crew. 
Make that, I’m certain of it.” 

Selena grimaced. “As long as Rowena isn’t here.” 
“Did you call me?” 
Startled, Selena looked up to the face of her least favorite woman: 

Rowena Lee. “Hello,” Selena said politely. “I see you’re still alive. 
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That’s…” Unfortunate. She nodded and took a slug of her Bruised 
Star.  

Rowena held up a tray of electric blue shots. “My crew thinks I 
can’t out-drink anyone in this bar. I probably can’t go toe-to-toe with 
alcoholics like the Silars here. But No-Shot Selena?” Rowena set the 
drinks on the table. “I can out-shoot you in the stars or on the 
ground.” 

Gen sucked in air between her teeth and sent Selena several 
urgent pings telling her to ignore the Lees. 

Selena muted Gen. “I took plenty of shots in the war. As I recall, 
I disabled three of your big birds. Bassi, Aryton, Theoano… Bang, 
bang, bang.” Selena mimed firing with her finger. “Three shots. 
Three silent ships.” 

“Not kills,” Rowena said. “A whole war and you never blood-ed 
yourself.” 

That was it, the memory she didn’t want to face; the time she’d 
almost taken Death’s claim and risked killing someone outside of 
war.  

“That’s uncalled for,” Hollis said, trying to step between them. 
“Selena, why don’t we—” 

Selena pushed Hollis aside and grabbed the first shot. She tossed 
back the potent drink and shattered the glass on the table. “Go suck 
vacuum, Rowena. You’re a pissant yeoman with no hope of 
command.” 

“I went to the Academy, same as you, Selena. I fought for the 
fleet.” Rowena slammed a shot back. “You fought for the 
mudlickers.” 

Selena took another shot as the first started to fuzz her judgement. 
“I prevented the Baulars from committing mass genocide and 
destroying the civilians along with the fleet.” 

Rowena took her second shot. A crowd was gathering and that 
seemed to feed her cruelty. “The Lees survived the war. We’re still 
here. How many Caryll captains are there? Oh, right, one. Can you 
count that high, No-Shot? You have any idea how easy it would be 
for me to end you right now?” 

Selena took the last two glasses and slammed them both back. 
Gen pinged her, giving locations, counts, and identities of the Lee 

allies in the crowd.  
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Hollis stepped to her flank, ready to defend her.  
She stood, anger burning through her veins. “Sure, your crew 

outnumbers mine. I guess on paper, it’s not really a fair fight, is it, 
Rowena? But you were trained as a flight leader, and what do Carylls 
do? Hand-to-hand combat. Maybe I should thin your ranks, starting 
with one mouthy yeoman.” 

 

 
2 

TITAN 
 
 
 

THERE WAS NOTHING WORSE than being called by the 
commander to handle a disturbance ten minutes before the end of 
shift.  

Titan checked the time as he left his desk. Cargo Blue had 
officially opened less than three hours and already there was a fight 
that would close it down permanently if someone lodged a complaint 
with the Captains’ Council. He pulled up his shields and a Guardian 
Veil that allowed his implant to produce a visual representation of 
the shields everyone was wearing.  

Then he sent Rowena a ping telling her to stay on the Danielle 
Nicole until he sorted this out. They’d have to celebrate her birthday 
elsewhere. 

Rowena sent a memory of bright blue drinks tinged with anger 
and humiliation. She was already at the bar.  

Already fighting.  
Titan ran, skidding on the loose gravel outside of Cargo Blue. It 

was a tangle of blue lights and yellow-green shields. He could see 
the information eddying there, everything someone might think a 
potential lover would want to know: name, rank, age, crew 
information, battle record… The information swirled a few inches 
above their skin, data slowly snaking along their shields.  

He pinged Rowena again and got a location lock. He tried to send 
her a message, to warn her he was coming in uniform and couldn’t 
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help in a brawl, but she was either too focused or intentionally 
blocking his contact. 

It was easier for his nerves if he pretended it was focus. But he’d 
been friends with Rowena since forever. She only blocked him when 
she was planning to get into the kind of trouble that started wars.  

Pushing through the crowd, he caught sight of Rowena’s black 
hair, stepped in, and pulled her away from the person she was 
arguing with. 

An angry fist backed by telekyn collided with his jaw and rattled 
his brains.  

He brought his shields up as he held Rowena back.  
His attacker wasn’t someone he instantly recognized. Their 

shields were opaque, hiding their body; there was no data stream, 
and the shield was spiking. They were in full battle mode. 

Desperate for a better resolution, Titan pulled on the Starguard 
files, trying to force more information. His opponent’s shield turned 
slightly blue… A captain. 

Titan looked around. Noted the commander trying very hard to 
avoid becoming a target. And there, in the streams being traded back 
and forth, Rowena’s challenge. Was she that eager to enlist in the 
Lost Fleet? 

People were milling, and even with the Guardian Veil making 
him think faster so time seemed to slow, there wasn’t enough time 
to make this right. 

“Captain,” he said to the angry figure. “I’m on duty for another 
seven minutes. I’d rather not be here all night doing paperwork.” It 
was a gamble, but it paid off. 

The shields powered down to a quiet glow. Still no data, but now 
he could see his opponent clearly, a pale, elfin woman, with 
moonlight for hair and deep oceans for eyes. Her wispy skirt 
matched her eyes, and the thin, white sweater that fell off one 
shoulder was little more than a curl of cloud.  

She was beautiful. But then, she always had been. 
Captain Selena Caryll.  
Rowena was feeding him the memory of their drinking contest 

and insult war that led to his bruised jaw. If he’d known that he 
would have gone in shields maxed. Angry fleet captains didn’t pull 
their punches. 
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Commander Carver stood up, his red-headed lover hiding behind 
him. “I think we should go home. Silars, Lees, and Carvers are 
banned from the premises for the rest of the night. Sciarra, make sure 
they all get home all right.” 

Titan nodded. “Yes, sir.” The joys of being one of Carver’s top 
lieutenants. He turned to Rowena.  

“Sorry,” she mouthed as she provided a flood of information. A 
bad day on the ship, the need to burn some energy, and seeing Selena 
Caryll had pushed her over the edge. 

Not that she was ever far from it.  
He shook his head. He pointed at her cousins, Jion and Alexi. 

“Get back to your ships. I’ll come by as soon as I get off duty.” 
Mars, his younger cousin, appeared at the edge of the crowd 

waiting for orders. 
“Help them,” Titan told him. Mars was technically still a cadet, a 

fleet officer in training, but he was on track to be one of the Sciarras 
most lethal assets. If the Lees ran into trouble between the dead 
ships, Mars would keep them safe.  

“But…” Rowena looked miserable 
“We’ll have your party in the hangar bay.” 
“My captain won’t allow it.” 
“Mine will,” Titan said as Mars stepped closer. “Did you hear 

that?” he said to Mars. It would mean calling in favors and taking an 
extra duty rotation to repay his crew, but it would be worth it. 
Rowena deserved a celebration and he knew for a fact he was the 
only person in the fleet willing to wish her happy at the moment. 

Mars nodded. “Party at our place. Got it.” He smiled at Rowena, 
leaving Titan to clean up the mess.  

He turned, looking for Captain Caryll, and saw her slinking out 
the side exit. He was there in time to catch the door as it closed. 

Caryll glared up at him. “Is there something else you needed, 
Guardian?” 

“I was ordered to escort you home.” It was close enough to the 
truth, but she saw through it. 

“Carver wouldn’t have ordered you to do any such thing.” Her 
smirk was cruel.  

“If something happens to you between here and your quarters, he 
won’t remember that. I’ll walk you home.” 
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She turned with a stomp and moved forward rapidly, shields on 
max protection. Less than fifty yards from the door, she stopped. 
“This is ridiculous. I’ll be sober in a few minutes, and I can take care 
of myself.” 

“That’s what I’m worried about. Row—the woman in the bar 
issued you a direct challenge.” 

That stopped her. “I won’t go off seeking revenge in the dead of 
night. Review the transcript. I never accepted her challenge, only 
said maybe I should. Now, can you please stop stalking me?” 

“I could walk with you,” Titan offered. 
“How about in front, so I don’t feel like I’m going to get a knife 

in my back?” 
“I could do that.” Titan walked a few paces in front of her. He 

couldn’t ping her. Attempts to get a data hit off her shield failed. 
Every tracking measure he used slid off like oil on water. He was 
stuck glancing over his shoulder every few steps.  

Caryll followed along, surly, but moving toward the BOQ 
attached to the OIA building.  

They’d made it half way home before she stopped. Titan turned 
and watched her wobble on one foot as she rubbed her other ankle. 
“Did you hurt yourself?” 

“I broke my heel.” 
His heartrate jumped in alarm. He’d almost had her safe and now 

he’d broken a captain. 
Caryll must have sensed something because she held up a strappy 

shoe that was, indeed, missing a heel. “My shoe. Not my talus. I’m 
fine, but I’m going to cut myself on these rocks. Why don’t we have 
grass here?” 

“It’s a fire hazard when ships take off.” He rattled off the rote 
answer, though none of the fleet ships would reach the stars again. 
“We could walk on the path. It’s not soft, but it’s not as bad as the 
rocks.”  

“Oh?” She looked to the right. “When did they finish that?” 
Titan frowned in confusion. The path had been completed over a 

year ago. Maybe she’d seen someone sweeping it or repairing it. 
With a tight smile, he offered her a hand and helped her hobble to 
the sidewalk, where she kicked off her other sandal.  

It was the coldest contact he’d ever had with another human 
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being. No information at all. She was furious and locking him out of 
every normal interaction.  

He tried smiling. 
She scowled. 
“I’m sorry about ruining your evening,” he said, his mind turning 

over all the ways this could go horribly wrong. He was just doing 
his job, she’d see that. His recording of her contact would protect 
Rowena’s life, but Captain Caryll could still sanction the Lees. He 
winced. “This is probably not how you wanted to spend tonight.” 

“Ya’ think?” She rolled her eyes and started walking, keeping 
pace with him. 

“Cargo Blue set a record tonight.” 
“Really?” One word with a ship’s weight of contempt. 
“It’s the shortest-lived venue ever in Enclave. The previous 

record was held by Star Shooter, a bar funded by the Alun crew. It 
burned to the plastic shell in a brawl seventy-one hours after it 
opened.” 

“Who thought booze and grudges were a good combination?” 
Caryll asked. “Is someone expecting for us to kill each other off? Is 
this the Starguard’s idea of population control?” 

“Oh, no, our idea of population control is hiring Silars.” 
She slowed and turned to stare at him in wide-eyed horror. 
A misstep. A serious, possibly fatal, misstep.  
Titan laughed weakly. “Sorry. I know you and Hollis are…”  
A pale eyebrow rose over her dangerously dark blue eyes. 

“Hollis? And I? I don’t think there’s a way to end that sentence 
well.” 

“He tried to come back for you when I broke up the fight,” Titan 
said, almost babbling in panic. Although, now that he ran through 
the memory, Hollis had reached for Caryll, but she hadn’t reached 
for him. She hadn’t so much as glanced at him on her way out. 
“Maybe it’s a bit one-sided?” 

Caryll shook her head. “As far as I know, the only thing Hollis 
and I share is wanting to spend time with Gen.” She continued 
walking, but slowed a little when he wouldn’t keep her burning pace. 
“Shouldn’t you, I don’t know, be checking the perimeter or 
something?” 

“I did that,” Titan said. “We actually had some activity tonight.” 
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That seemed like a safe topic. She was a captain after all. It would 
be in the reports in the morning. “Someone broke into the old 
terminal.” 

“The what now?” 
He pointed across the way to the squat building. “That one.” 
“Oh, the museum. Probably someone just wanted to look at the 

pictures and artifacts.” 
“There’s pictures? I didn’t know anyone went in there.” 
“Did they break anything?” Caryll asked. 
Titan shook his head. “No, it was weird, someone teleported in, 

but I think they came from outside Enclave. Which is bizarre. The 
sign-out sheet doesn’t show anyone leaving and whoever did didn’t 
use their authorization codes.” 

“We have authorization codes for going through the Enclave 
Shield now?” 

“We’ve had them for two years. Ever since we put up a new 
shield.” 

Caryll looked upward with a slightly surprised look on her face. 
“Huh. I hadn’t noticed.” 

“It’s there every day. I guess, if you don’t leave Enclave you 
wouldn’t need to notice?” 

She nodded. “It’s a good shield.” 
Titan checked it under the Guardian’s Veil and nodded. “One of 

my best. I didn’t think anyone could slip through it without 
triggering an alarm, but this person slid along it. It was like they 
anticipated the code I’d use and wrote themselves a door.” 

She nodded again. “Your shield, you say? You were good at them 
in Academy.” 

“One of the best.” His implant pulled up the old rankings. 
Vanessa Baular—ancestors grant her rest—had been the best. Her 
son, and his former best friend, Mal—ancestors grant him rest—had 
tied with Hermione Marshall for second. Titan had held the third 
spot until just weeks before the war broke out when he’d been 
bumped by… “Selena Caryll.” 

“Yes?” She turned with a look of confusion and surprise.  
“You beat me in the shield test at Academy.” 
“Yes.” The word was divorced from any emotion, her face blank 

and uncaring.  
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“So, you would have the skill level to open a door in the Enclave 
Shield.” 

“I suppose.” She shrugged and her sweater slipped an inch, 
exposing raw, red skin that was peeling from an energy burn. 

His breath caught in fear. “Is that from tonight? Did Rowena do 
that?”  

Caryll looked at her shoulder and tugged her sweater back up. 
“It’s a sun burn. I’m fair skinned.”  

Titan tried to picture how anyone could get a sun burn in uniform. 
Even if she’d stripped down to a tank top for sparring outside, 
Enclave in the spring was a cloudy, rainy, dreary place. And a tank 
top would cover more skin. “How?”  

His mind slipped to ways that a body could be fully exposed to 
the sunlight, like on the top of a ship, lying naked on a blanket with 
a lover.  

He squashed that thought, and the sliver of jealousy that came 
with it, as fast as he could. 

Selena tugged her sweater closed. “I was visiting somewhere 
warm.” 

He pulled up the Starguard log, as much to distract himself from 
his lascivious thoughts as anything else. “There’s no travel itinerary 
for you.” 

“I didn’t file one,” she said as they approached the building.  
“You traveled out of the Enclave without a guardian and without 

letting us know where you were?” That was not going in his report. 
Captains were way above his pay grade. But… she should have let 
someone know.  

The door opened at her silent command. “I handle land deals for 
the OIA and the Captains’ Council. If my contact says they have an 
opening in three hours, I don’t have time to file an itinerary and get 
Carver’s permission. Besides, what’s a guardian going to do that I 
can’t?” 

“Protect you.” 
Her smile was cold. “I’m a captain. If I can’t handle it, a guardian 

won’t be able to either.” 
“We’re trained in unarmed combat. Non-lethal techniques.” 
She stomped to a halt, furious and threatening even with tousled 

hair and a thin skirt. “I’m a Caryll. I know in your shriveled Sciarra 
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brain that probably only means Traitor and Idiot, but I was training 
in non-lethal combatives when you were learning how to pee 
standing up. The Starguard training manual was written by a Caryll, 
and all it has is the basic moves. Trust me, I’m fine.” She stormed 
towards the Enclave’s outer doors. 

“The doors to the bachelor’s dorms are to the left.” 
She came to a stop, barefooted under the empty dome of the OIA 

lobby.  
“You didn’t know that, did you?” Titan asked as he put the pieces 

together. “You don’t have a ship to sleep in. You don’t have a lover, 
or you’d have called for them by now.” Her back stiffened. “You 
teleported in because you don’t live on Enclave.” 

When she pivoted, the look on her face could have peeled paint. 
“Bravo, Sciarra. You’re a genius. If you check the fleet registrar, 
what’s my residence listed as?” 

He pulled up the file. “An apartment.” 
“Across the street and outside Enclave.”  
In the wastelands between the Enclave and the main part of 

Tarrin. Filled with vagrants, people running from the law, drug 
dealers… 

It was a security nightmare, but technically it was her crew’s 
security nightmare, not his. Which meant he couldn’t justify walking 
her home.  

“I never sign in or out because it’s a bother. Carver knows where 
to find me if there’s an emergency. So do the captains on my contact 
list. Is there anything else you need from me before I retire for the 
evening? I’m tired. I’m sober. I want to go home, soak in the tub, 
and get some sleep. Maybe order some take out. I haven’t decided 
yet.” 

Titan hesitated. Every instinct told him to do his job, protect the 
fleet, keep the captain safe, even if she hated his presence. But he 
couldn’t. 

He sighed. “If you’d like to press charges for the evening, I’ll 
need you signature on some paperwork.” He hated himself for 
saying it, but the fleet had rules. Rowena had lost rank after the war, 
and with it she’d lost the right to start a fight with Selena Caryll.  

Caryll wrinkled her nose in disgust. She looked away at the wall 
with a sour expression. Then she shook her head, the distaste 
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vanishing behind a captain’s placid gaze. “Rowena was having a bad 
day. We all were.” Her angry scowl softened slightly. “How’s your 
jaw?” 

He touched the cheek she’d punched. “Sore. I’ve got a split lip, 
but I’ll live.” With some of the officers he could have teased them, 
asked them to kiss it better. Trying that with Caryll would probably 
get him a black eye. Or worse. That didn’t mean he didn’t imagine 
soft lips and a smile of apology.  

“Are you going to file a complaint?” There was a guarded look 
in her eyes. She was expecting the worst. There was no reason not 
to; their crews had never been friendly.  

Titan silently measured the power differential between them. A 
captain with no crew, from one of the youngest crews, against the 
Sciarra names and traditions.  

The wrong move with her could start another war. So he shook 
his head. “As you said, we were all having a bad day.”  

There was a ping, finally, the image of a purple-pink cloud used 
in the Academy as code for gratitude.  

He smiled in understanding. “Have a good night, captain.” 
“Good night, guardian.” She stepped out of the Enclave, passing 

through the shield like it didn’t exist and then winking out of sight. 
She’d teleported without sound or light. 

It wasn’t meant to be erotic, but evolutionary fleet genetics were 
in play: power was alluring. The combination of power, brains, and 
beauty were practically hardwired into his brain to trigger all sorts 
of chemical cascades. He could pick it apart, even halt the progress 
of the nascent emotions, but he didn’t particularly see a reason why 
he should. Besides, there were bigger problems than a minor, 
momentary attraction.  

Titan went to his desk and pulled up Carver’s contact in-
formation.  

Ten seconds later a projection of Commander Carver appeared, 
floating over Titan’s desk. 

The commander ran a hand through his hair and sighed with 
annoyance. “Another problem?” 

“Maybe a small one. Captain Caryll opted to leave Enclave for 
another housing option.” 

Carver shook his head. “Not a problem. She has an apartment. 
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It’s well shielded.” 
Titan hesitated. “Sir… was…” He sighed in frustration, not sure 

how to explain his concerns. 
Carver looked tired, and his attention kept shifting from the 

monitor to something else in the room. Probably Genevieve Silar.  
“Sir, if she’d been one of my crew, I wouldn’t leave Caryll alone 

tonight. She wasn’t just angry. Her defensive shields were up, she 
was taking things hard. And I know Yeoman Lee was out of line. 
I’m fully aware of that. But…” He shrugged.  

The commander motioned for someone to join him, and sure 
enough the young Silar lieutenant slid on his lap wearing little more 
than a pink night slip.  

“Lieutenant,” Titan said politely, keeping his gaze pointedly on 
his commander’s face.  

Carver had a steady lover who’d probably be his wife by the time 
the year was out, he didn’t need to rub it in. Besides, pale pink was 
an atrocious color on Silar. She needed a steel gray or copper red, 
something martial.  

That could be filed under the list of things he would never, ever 
tell anyone.  

“Gen, do you think Selena was acting abnormal tonight?” Carver 
asked. 

“She was cranky, but she wanted to go somewhere in Tarrin 
proper, not Cargo Blue. That’s it,” Silar said. 

“You don’t think she was upset by what Rowena said?” Carver 
asked. 

Silar shook her head, tossing bright red curls that caught on the 
commander’s bristles.  

Titan squelched a surge of jealousy. It had been a long time since 
he’d had someone to hold that close.  

“Selena’s heard all that before. From everyone,” Silar said. 
“She’ll be fine. But, if the guardian is worried, I’ll contact her. 
Would that make you happy?” 

“I was doing my due diligence,” Titan said. “If you believe 
Captain Caryll is in a good mental state, I won’t worry about her.” 

“Selena’s never in a good head space,” Silar said. “She doesn’t 
have a crew and she spends more time at work than with her friends. 
That’s not healthy. But it’s not new either. You’ll see, she’ll be 
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dancing at Cargo Blue next weekend. Unless it’s shut down by 
then.” 

“Captain Caryll mentioned that too, sir. We may need to consider 
allowing more passes for people to leave Enclave.” 

Carver held up his hand. “We’ll worry about that later. Are you 
going to check on the Lees?” 

“As soon as I’m done here, sir,” Titan confirmed. 
“May I make a suggestion?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“Find a reason to spend the night with the Lees or at the office. If 

your crew sees your face right now, we’re going to be filing incident 
reports and reprimands for the next month. Not that you can’t 
request a reprimand for Captain Caryll, she was out of line, but once 
we go down that road it won’t end.” 

Silar looked offended. “She had every right to punch Rowena! 
It’s not Selena’s fault Sciarra got in the way of her fist.” 

Titan pressed his lips into a thin line. “I don’t want a fight with 
the Carylls, sir. Even if there is only one of them.” 

“Thank you,” Carver said. “Have a good night. Tell Rowena 
happy birthday from us.” 

“Yes, sir.” That was a lie, but a polite one that would keep the 
peace. He closed the transmission and stared into the darkness after 
the vanished Selena Caryll. In another world, in another fleet…  

It was a silly thought. They’d all made their choices years ago 
and now he had to live with his. 

 

 
 
Seven hours later, Titan rested his head on his desk with the 

overhead light dimmed and remembered why he never went partying 
with Rowena if he didn’t have the next day off. Even with his nanites 
working overtime, he had a hangover.  

There was a soft tap at his door. “That brutal?” Carver asked. 
“Good morning, Commander.” Titan tried to stand and gave up 

as the room spun. 
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Carver snickered. “I went drinking with Rowena once. My first 
year at the Academy when I’d made the flight team, she invited me 
over. Were you there? Baular was. A couple of Lee officers.” 

“I remember three days of drunken blur,” Titan said. “Mal—
ancestors keep him—brought something over from his dad’s private 
collection. I don’t remember what it was.” 

“Golden fire? Gilded sun? Something like that?” 
“Gilded Sun Whiskey from the first continent.” Titan sighed 

fondly at the memory. “Now I remember. Mal had welts on his back 
for a month when his parents found out. It was a museum piece. One 
of the last bottles from the first wave of colonization.” 

“Ancestors keep him.” Carver sighed. “He wasn’t always a bad 
man.” 

“Best of a bad lot,” Titan said. “The Baulars were cruel to 
everyone, even their own crew. But a lot of the old guard were. It’s 
hard to know, in the thick of it, that what your captains and elders 
are doing is wrong. Until you have a good captain, you don’t realize 
what a bad one is. Mal—may the ancestors welcome him to the Lost 
Fleet—would have been a good captain.” 

“Maybe,” Carver said. “He had problems.” 
Titan shrugged. “We all had problems. We were barely adults. 

Nineteen, twenty years old and making choices that got hundreds 
killed. It’s a bit ridiculous when you think about it. Things needed 
to change and we thought it was the only way to go.” 

“And now we change again,” Carver said. “That’s why I’m here.” 
Titan raised an eyebrow.  
“I saw your report about last night. And I wanted to say thank 

you, personally, and not as the commander. Selena’s a good person 
once you get to know her. So, thank you for letting things slide.” 

He shrugged again. “If she’d accepted Rowena’s challenge, I 
might not have.” 

“The hardest part of battle is having ammunition and a target, and 
not taking the kill shot,” Carver said. It sounded like he was quoting 
someone. “This was one of th—” 

 He stopped and his eyes glowed silver. “Can I use your wall 
screen?” 

“Sure.” Titan pinged his commander with the code to use the 
wall’s teleconference screen. 
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An old, round-faced man with bright red cheeks appeared, 
leaning far too close to the monitor on the other end. “Com-mander 
Carver.” 

“That’s me,” Carver said. 
Titan turned on the lights and shut his office door with a thought. 
The round-faced man frowned at him. “And that is?” 
“One of my men,” Carver said. “Who are you?” 
“Commandant Tyrling of the Jhandarmi’s Third Corp. I’m the 

sector commander for this area. Did you receive our message last 
night?” 

Carver shook his head. “I haven’t sorted through the paperwork 
you sent yet.”  

And Titan knew he never did. Anything sent over by a grounder 
was dropped in a file unopened.  

“When you didn’t respond immediately, I feared you’d ignored 
the memo. Hence the call. Our intelligence operatives believe 
someone has paid for an attack on one of your Starguardians.” 

Titan winced at the fumbled name. The guardians were in the 
Starguard, but there were no Starguardians. 

“Starguard, excuse me,” Tyrling corrected as if he was being 
prompted by someone off screen.  

“Do you have any more information?” Carver asked. “The name 
of the target or the assailant?” 

“Not at this time.” 
“May we speak with your intelligence operative?” It was a fair 

request. Even the phrasing of the assignment could give them clues 
to who the threat was coming from.  

Tyrling shook his head. “Out of the question, I’m afraid. Our man 
is on a deep-cover assignment. He only slipped us this information 
because it could destabilize the current truce.”  

“Thank you for letting us know,” Carver said. “I’ll put Enclave 
on lockdown immediately and make sure we reinforce the 
perimeter.”  

Titan smirked. No one was getting through his shield. Not unless 
someone had hired Selena Caryll as a hitman, and somehow he 
couldn’t see No-Shot Selena taking up murder-for-hire as a hobby.  

“We’ll update you if we learn more,” Tyrling said with a nod, 
before closing out his monitor. 
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Carver grimaced. “This is not going to make Gen happy.” 
“Was she going somewhere today?” 
“No, but there’s a flyer race scheduled for this weekend and she 

was planning on entering.” 
So was Rowena, now that he checked his schedule.  
Grumbling, Carver dropped into the chair by the door. His eyes 

were unfocused. 
Titan waited. 
Finally Carver came back from wherever he’d mentally 

wandered off to. “This is not good.” 
“I know, sir. Especially since it means we’ll be denying requests 

to leave Enclave. And after last night, we need a distraction.” 
Carver nodded and licked his lips. “Okay…” He nodded again. 

“How much do I need to pay you to streak naked through Enclave?” 
Titan raised his eyebrows. 
“It’d be a distraction,” Carver said with his signature smile.  
“Maybe you should ask Silar,” Titan said.  
“Everyone’s seen Hollis naked. There’s no novelty value.” 

Carver stood and paced. “Do we have any other distractions?” 
Titan mentally listed everything he’d used to keep junior officers 

from causing trouble out of boredom. “Mock battles aren’t a good 
thing right now. Sports won’t work. We could try a shielding 
contest?” 

“No competitions,” Carver said. “We need something to defuse 
the tension, not start another war.” 

“Options fail me.” Titan shook his head.  
Carver glared. 
“I’ll go… find something. Rowena has better intel than anyone 

in the fleet, maybe she knows who would want an officer killed.” 
“Fine.” Carver nodded as he stood up. “Contact me as soon as 

you have something. But make sure it’s something good.”  
“Aye, sir.” 
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AFTERWORD 
 
Boiling tensions within Enclave, death threats from outside… 

Everything needed for a high-tension, high-stakes sci fi romance 
adventure! To find out how Selena and Titan end up working 
together in this delicious enemies-to-lovers action story, check out 
the ebook here, or the print book here.  

And if you want more in this world, read on…  
 
 



CHANGE OF MOMENTUM 
 
Rowena Lee lost the man she was supposed to marry in the war, 

and with him, any hope for a happy future. Now, five years later, 
with a suspicious kind of peace brokered between the sides, Rowena 
lives a half-life in emotional isolation. Neither her former enemies 
nor her crew have any use for her, and her only joy comes from her 
new job training cadets—something made difficult lately by 
Commander Silar’s constant, irritating presence. If he got out of her 
way for just three seconds, she could actually do her job.  

Commander Hollis Silar came out of the war a hero, the golden 
boy who could do no wrong. Romance came easily too: easy come, 
and easy go. But Rowena? Challenging. Like trying to flirt with a 
rock. Especially since he shouldn’t associate with her in the first 
place.  

As politics heat up on Malik IV and factions begin to draw battle 
lines, an unknown enemy forces Rowena and Hollis into an uneasy 
partnership. Love is a battlefield, and on Malik IV, war is in the air.  

A sensual enemies-to-lovers romance for everyone who believes 
in the power of one strong woman to change the world.  

 
CONTENT NOTIFICATION: References to past emotional and 

physical abuse.  
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1 

MALCOLM 
 

 
THE HYPERTRAM FROM RYUN to Kytan was running three 
minutes late, a silver-blue moonbeam racing across the golden 
desert. It was one of the little inefficiencies that made Malcolm Long 
hate ground travel. That and the other passengers, of course.  

Waving off an offer of food from the refreshment cart, he settled 
into a seat on the port side of the tram and bullishly stared out the 
window as they rushed across the barren rock between the city-
states.  
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High overhead, a shining Koenig-1-11 caught the sunlight as it 
turned for a landing in Dreyun to the north.  

Long’s lips twitched into a frown as he pulled out his ever-present 
palm pad to take notes. The one-elevens were supposed to be phased 
out by now. Blue Sky Air Transport had been sold off six weeks ago 
to Lethe, and Lethe was replacing the one-elevens with the Koenig-
360, a plane with a fabulous interior and fuel consumption that made 
him wince.  

He assumed that was why Lethe had contacted his offices two 
days ago to request this meeting. They were paying for his travel, 
and had offered a consulting fee that was generous without being 
obscene.  

The whole set-up made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. 
Senior engineers at small research firms did not generally get 

attention like this. Especially since he hadn’t published anything in 
over a year. His team had been busy, and he’d been juggling too 
many projects to finish anything of substance.  

If this was about the Koenig-360s, he could handle the matter in 
a couple of weeks. If it wasn’t… 

An old fear clawed up his throat.  
For a moment the crowded tram was silent, devoid of oxygen, 

cold as the dark between stars. Memories of pain and rage threatened 
to destroy him. His heart raced as he fought the fear. Pulled it under. 
Drowned it in the memories of today. 

That had been another life.  
Another name. 
A time of power and cruelty—because the two always went hand 

in hand. But it was the past. He’d left the islands and there was no 
way Lethe could know who he had been.  

Lips twitching into a grim smile, he checked his watch as the 
rocks gave way to the cultivated terraces of Kytan. Red rock 
formations ringed what were laughably called terraformed plateaus, 
bordered first with grain crops dividing the desert from the 
cultivated countryside, and then the land rippled inward past pools 
of pale pink water lilies, and into a sea of blue-green iridescent irises 
that sparkled like a dragonfly’s wing.  

Kytan was famous for the blooms that appeared for six weeks 
during the height of the Descent wedding season. Right now, the 
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city-state was overflowing with tourists who wanted to wander the 
parks and young couples taking engagement photos for next 
summer.  

The tram went straight to the hanging gardens hiding the terraced 
buildings at the heart of the city. The air was cooler there under the 
shade of the vines, effervescent with the scent of falling water, and 
the crowd hurried past him to catch the city transports while he 
walked, briefcase in hand, along a stream-lined road.  

The artisinal waterway was filled with silvery-blue fish that 
swam through the sun-dappled water against the current flowing 
down from the step pyramids at the city center. 

The original home of the Imperial Governor of Malik IV, 
designed to match the legendary summer palace of Emperor Insei 
Qui the Third, the pyramids in the center of the city were an 
architectural wonder, covered in towering waterfalls and fronds and 
vines of greenery. Great stone mountains built in the desert plain and 
covered with a deep green jungle, with flowers of brilliant white and 
pink burning along the branches like captured stars. The whole city 
sparkled like the dead emperor’s scepter, exactly as the first arrivals 
from the old Empire had hoped.  

“A thousand years of freedom and still we bow,” Long murmured 
to himself. He couldn’t remember the rest of the poem now, but he 
remembered when he’d first heard it, in the halls at school spoken 
by a girl who’d both captivated and challenged him.  

She would have appreciated the architecture of Kytan. Probably 
had the opportunity to, considering her family and wealth.  

Or perhaps not.  
With the powerful families on the first continent, it all depended 

on who you knew and who you were allied with. 
The Longs were a small family with no allies, unless his mother’s 

book club friends counted, which he personally didn’t feel they 
needed to. A family name, the right genes, a pittance of an 
inheritance, and an acre of land somewhere out in the wilds between 
city-states. It had been enough to get his family off the islands along 
the edge of the second continent and earn him a scholarship to the 
most prestigious university, but it wouldn’t keep him alive if the 
Lethes wanted him dead.  

Especially not here in their capital city. 
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“I suppose I should have asked for a bodyguard,” he muttered to 
himself. One of the lab interns had the height and reach to be a good 
shield—but also the personality of a frightened rabbit, which might 
have made the graceless man more a liability than an asset.  

Long followed the streams to the step pyramid and walked up the 
wide steps until he reached the main entrance. The arched glass 
doors opened into a chilled atrium, where the light passing through 
the waterfalls outside rippled and splashed over the dark marble 
floor.  

Jewel-colored hummingbirds zipped past, chasing each other to 
the background music of a drowsy orchestral melody.  

He felt he should applaud the theatrics, but restrained himself 
instead to a small half-smile.  

The Lethes didn’t sound like the kind of people who would enjoy 
his sense of humor.  

A man in the Lethe colors of deep purple and slate gray 
approached him, white hair slicked back to an opalescent sheen. 
“May I help you, sir?” 

“Doctor Malcolm Long. I have an appointment.” 
“Certainly, sir. If you’ll please follow me.”  
He gestured to a bank of black lifts behind a discreet marble 

reception desk. The greeter stepped around and peered at a screen 
that Long had the good manners not to peek at.  

Or at least not to get caught peeking at. 
“You’re a few minutes early, sir,” the greeter said, glancing up at 

him with a moue of censure.  
“My apologies. I have the day free if you would like me to wait.” 

He must have rushed. And now I look too eager, he berated himself. 
On time was on time. Eager looked weak. Late was disrespectful. It 
was these little social mores that kept the culture of Descent afloat.  

The greeter shook his head. “No, I apologize, sir. The computer 
recalculated the time based on the tram delay. You have arrived on 
schedule, but a few minutes later would have been acceptable as 
well. If you’ll take lift number seven, sir, it will take you to your 
meeting room.” 

That wasn’t much information to go on.  
Today’s invitation had come from Lethe Corp, but without a 

signature. It was one of the annoying habits of the business people 
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on the first continent that they used to keep their rivals guessing. Not 
knowing who he was meeting with meant he couldn’t study or 
prepare for the meeting, not unless he wanted to study the several 
hundred middle managers, division leads, and board members.  

He stepped into the mirrored elevator and tried to avoid glancing 
at his reflection, afraid he’d catch himself glaring and remember 
what a bad idea it was to get caught up in the machinations of 
political fanatics.  

The mirror image glared back anyway.  
For good reason, too; he should have worn a touch of Lethe 

purple somewhere to show a willingness to work together. The dark 
gray suit with a white shirt was a little too neutral. Long jerked the 
edge of one cuff straighter, an expression of annoyance tugging at 
his lips. He suppressed that too. This was a stupid risk to take. But 
declining, he suspected, would have proven fatal. 

The door to the lift opened to a long, wide room with a row of slit 
windows overlooking the city. The only furniture was a white stone 
desk, carved to look like it had grown out of the stone floor. The 
walls were lined with silent waterfalls that pooled around the edge 
of the room, filled with small green reeds that had either been 
genetically engineered for the poor lighting or were fake; he couldn’t 
tell at this distance. 

At the desk, a woman was silhouetted by the window light, her 
pale hair swept up into a coiling, sleek up-do and held in place by a 
pin with a dripping chain of amethysts that matched her silk shirt. 
She was framed by the jungle outside, a pale diamond in the city of 
jewels. The effect was stunning, albeit contrived. 

Long waited in front of the lift for her to acknowledge him as a 
dark suspicion formed.  

Several minutes crept by before the woman finished her work, 
turned off her screen and stood. Recessed lights in the ceiling turned 
on as she moved, spotlighting Sonya Lethe, the sole heir of the Lethe 
fortune. 

Fear crawled down his spine with cold fingers.  
This is what a fish feels like when it sees a shark. I always 

wondered.  
“Doctor Long, please, come in,” she said from behind the desk. 

“I’m delighted you could make time in your schedule to come to 
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Kytan today.” 
“The delight is mine,” he said, repeating the proper polite 

phrasing. “I’ve been looking for an excuse to come to Kytan.” 
“Wedding season,” Sonya said with a slink of a smile. “Is there 

someone you were hoping to show the flowers to?” 
“Much to my mother’s dismay, there is not.”  
Sonya walked around her desk and perched on the front edge. 

“Yes, she is Nettie Amherst of the Northland Amhersts, isn’t she?” 
“The last of that line to bear the Amherst name, yes.” Sonya had 

done her homework, both a threat and a show of strength. Or maybe 
she thought it put them on equal footing. After all, any schoolchild 
raised on Descent could name the Lethe heirs back to the first ship.  

“Perhaps your future spouse will see fit to revive the name. Long 
is....” She pursed her lips as she looked him up and down in an 
appraising way. “...Perhaps a little generic?” 

He let the insult pass with a smile. “My father says it’s a dialect 
word from the Grizhjan System meaning ‘dragon’. I make it a rule 
never to argue translations with a linguist.” 

Sonya laughed. It was a calculated move, the arch of her neck, 
the degree of her smile, the uplift of her breasts, all mathematically 
designed to hide the fact that the muscles around her eyes never 
moved. She wasn’t amused, she was manipulating him. 

There were few things in the world that felt worse. 
Long waited her out. Social graces did not require him to laugh 

along with her, so he didn’t.  
“Doctor Long, you look so grim. I do not like grim faces at 

business.” 
“Forgive me, Miss Lethe, I wasn’t sure what response you 

anticipated. My name is not often a topic of conversation.” 
She smiled with an apologetic head tilt. “Engineers. You’re 

always so delightfully focused, aren’t you?” 
“It’s been mentioned before.” 
“Excellent.” Sonya nodded. “Focus, I believe, is something this 

project needs. Please, take a seat.” She brushed her hand along a 
control set in the stone desk and a chair materialized to one side, 
perfectly set to give the occupant a view of both the city and Sonya 
at their best angles.  

Long regarded the chair with quiet suspicion. It was a trap, that 
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much was obvious, but he wasn’t sure exactly what kind.  
Days like this, he thought about throwing it all away and moving 

back to the islands.  
But then he’d never be able to fly again. And flying again was the 

only reason he kept breathing. Everything else was lost to him, but 
maybe, one day, he could reclaim the sky.  

“It’s quite safe,” Sonya assured him as she took her own seat 
behind the desk. “The matter transporter is something new our 
research and development team is working on. It could replace all 
travel one day.” 

All the more reason to hate it.  
Aloud he said, “I’d heard of research along those lines, but I 

thought we were decades away from a breakthrough.” Unless 
someone was getting tech from the space fleet that had landed on the 
third continent. He, like most people, wasn’t privy to the fine details 
of the treaty the planetary representative had signed with them, but 
he felt certain the tech they’d brought with them was off limits.  

“This can only move objects a few feet. But it is fun to bring a 
chair in from the closet at the touch of a button. There’s an awe 
factor I appreciate.” She sat back with a smug smile, the empress on 
her throne. 

“I can imagine.” He took a seat and dutifully surveyed the view 
of the city.  

Sonya sat in the chair across from him, blonde hair framed by the 
shimmering blue flowers. “Tell me, Doctor Long, do you have your 
father’s gift for languages?” 

The question blindsided him and he let a frown slip. “No. Some, 
I suppose. I speak all the regional cants of the first and second 
continents and can read the Journals Of Discovery in the original 
Imperial Script, but that’s a talent any well-educated person on 
Descent can boast of.” Especially since the dialects only changed a 
handful of slang terms between all of them. Calling them languages 
was a bit of an insult to the idea of diversity, really. 

“You claim to have no gift for languages, but you broke the 
hardest cipher we know while at university.” She laughed. “What a 
shame everyone isn’t as lacking in gifts.” 

“Ah,” he said, shrugging one shoulder in dismissal. 
“Cryptography is a ghost from my misguided youth.” And he hadn’t 
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broken the cipher alone. The key to the whole thing had been in an 
obscure text his classmate had found.  

Technically, he should have credited her, but that would have 
required finding her after the move to Descent, and he hadn’t had 
the resources. And she was unlikely to want to speak to him ever 
again anyway.  

“I work exclusively in aeronautical science now. That was why I 
thought you’d called me in, to solve the fuel efficiency problems 
with the Koenig-360?” He let the opening dangle.  

Sonya waved the comment aside. “Planes are relics. We can burn 
all the fuel we want. In a few years the new matter transporters will 
be the foundation of Lethe’s transportation division. Let the Koenigs 
fly. This project is much more time sensitive.” She held up a 
datcube, black and small enough to be concealed in his fist. 

Long raised an eyebrow in question.  
“This belonged to one of my employees. At the time of his death 

he had no heir, so the data became company property.” 
How convenient for Lethe. 
“My techs have been able to decrypt a portion of the data on here, 

but the rest is beyond them. We’ve applied to other experts Lethe 
already has a working relationship with, but neither were able to 
decrypt it. Both experts mentioned you.” She held the datcube out to 
him. 

It was heavier than its size suggested. Someone had coated it in 
the anti-theft paint that had been popular for the past two years—
which meant it wasn’t too old to be recoverable—but on one side he 
felt an indentation, as if someone had pierced the cover with a 
fingernail.  

It was all too easy to picture the previous owner holding this in a 
death grip in their final moments.  

A sense of inevitable dread settled over him. It had been a mistake 
accepting the Lethe’s offer. A mistake to be found on their radar at 
all. If he couldn’t untangle himself—quickly—he would 
undoubtedly meet the same fate as the datcube’s luckless owner. 

“Have you considered the possibility that the information is 
corrupted?” Long asked. “I can guess which experts you would 
speak to, and who would recommend me, and there’s very little I 
could do that they wouldn’t have. There’s no point in wasting your 
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time if the data isn’t salvageable.”  
Sonya shrugged. “I give it a twelve percent chance of being 

corrupted. It might be a keyed cypher, but the balance of probability 
says it’s most likely an encryption.” 

“And the data?” 
“Time sensitive only because of the employee’s death.” 
A thin thread of hope appeared. “I realize it’s tactless to ask, but 

is this datcube part of an ongoing investigation into that death? My 
clearance for several of my projects requires me to steer clear of the 
Jhandarmi and all local constabulary.” Please say yes.  

Sonya gave him another calculated smile, this one undoubtedly 
meant to make her look innocent and charming. “The employee died 
because of a burst heart. The coroner ruled it death of natural 
causes.” 

The coroners of Descent would rule a stab wound death by 
natural causes if the right people asked. It was a line of thought he 
didn’t dare to follow. “The best I can offer is to look at the 
encryption. Without seeing it I can’t tell you anything more.” 

“Can you have a status report to me by the end of the week?” 
Sonya asked with a polite smile that said ‘No’ wasn’t an acceptable 
answer.  

Three days to unlock the datcube and analyze the contents was a 
tight timeline if he wanted to focus on his other work, but it was 
doable. He nodded. “A status report, but nothing more. Do you have 
a copy of the cube that I can take with me?” 

Her lips slipped into an uncharacteristic grimace. “That is our 
only copy.” 

“Ah.” He set it down on the desk between them. “That makes 
security problematic.” 

“Your lab is secure?” she asked. 
“The research lab is, but the outer office is designed with client 

comfort in mind.” 
Sonya nodded in understanding. “The datcube will be sent by 

armed courier. Lethe can offer you the standard security fee for 
priority technology as well as a consultant fee.” She twisted the 
screen on her desk he could see the numbers.  

Standard fees, nothing that raised any red flags, although the 
whole affair seemed suspect.  
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“If you are able to decode the data, there will be a sizable bonus. 
Have you ever worked with Lethe before?” 

“I’ve never had the pleasure.” Just as he’d never had the pleasure 
of being burned alive before. It was one of those little life-
threatening things he’d made sure to avoid.  

She pulled a paper contract from her desk drawer. “This is our 
consulting contract. While working on this project, you are not 
considered a Lethe employee and will not receive shares, benefits, 
or protections from Lethe. You will be paid commensurate to your 
skill level, and at the rate agreed. The contract terminates 
automatically after six weeks, unless both parties agree to extend the 
contract. Before, during, and after this project you are forbidden 
from disclosing the focus of the project with anyone other than your 
Lethe contact. Do you have any questions?” 

Long looked over the paperwork. “Do you have the work of the 
previous groups that tried to decrypt this cube?” 

“Would it be useful?” Sonya tilted her head.  
“Knowing what they tried and what failed will save me time.” 

And it would tell him who she had trusted.  
Another small frown. “The other experts said they didn’t want to 

be influenced by other people’s processes.” There was a hit of 
censure in her tone. 

“We all approach work differently,” he said. “I will probably look 
at it before reviewing their notes, but I don’t feel the need to reinvent 
the wheel. Appearing like a genius to the world usually involves 
standing on the backs of geniuses who came before. It’s how I did 
the decryption that I published in university.” 

Sonya gave a small nod, but he could see that she’d deducted a 
few points from the imaginary tally. “In that case, I’ll make their 
work available to you. The records and a machine to process it on 
will arrive tomorrow. It goes without saying that everything stored 
on the computer becomes the property of Lethe after the contract is 
over.” 

“Of course.” He made a mental note to scrub the machine for 
spyware and keep it away from his work lab and notes when it 
arrived. Lethe hadn’t made their empire by playing fair.  

Sonya stood up. “Then all is in order.”  
Following her lead, he stood too. 
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She posed, probably trying to look seductive. “I look forward to 
working with you, Doctor Long.” 

“And I look forward to working with you.” As much as he looked 
forward to being eaten alive by ant lions. It was a trap, and the only 
way to escape was to move forward. If he could get Sonya the 
information maybe—just maybe—he’d escape with his life.  
 
 
 

2 
ROWENA 

 
 
 

ROWENA STEPPED BACK, DODGING her attacker’s punches. 
He was unbalanced, feet spread too wide on the green training mat, 
leaning on his shield and hers.  

So she dropped her shield for a millisecond.  
Stepped right.  
Brought a new shield up as he fell.  
She dropped in for the kill. 
Her opponent rolled, using his larger body mass to grab her and 

pin her with her arms over her head.  
Hollis Silar grinned down at her in victory. Dark red hair slicked 

with sweat framed a chiseled face with a patrician nose and wide, 
golden brown eyes filled with delight.  

The foolish boy thought the fight was over.  
With a little growl, and a tight smile, Rowena backed up. Using 

the telekyen in the mats that allowed for tech-assisted telekinesis, 
she flipped Silar off her.  

He stepped away, reassessing the situation. Sunlight streaming 
through the large cargo bay door highlighted a tanned and freckled 
body made of carved muscle. He’d lost his shirt, earlier, tossing it 
aside as the training gym grew warm, leaving only a pair of black 
running shorts to work out in. Silar chuckled, cocky and sure of 
himself as always. He should have known better. 

Rowena followed, catching him with a flurry of punishing kicks 
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and punches that pushed him to the edge of the training ring, where 
slack-jawed cadets stood watching.  

Silar punched, but she pivoted away. 
Her gray knife came out, and she tapped him twice on the side of 

the neck.  
“Combatant down.” The deep, male voice of the gym computer 

echoed around the training facility.  
Rowena nodded. “And, with that, there’s one less enemy in the 

world.”  
Several of the cadets snickered. A few red-headed Silars crossed 

their arms and scowled.  
“Now, that wasn’t a real fight. You can tell by a couple of things. 

First, no bruises.” She stood up and held up her forearms. 
Silar followed suit.  
“We both had training shields up, so no one was injured. Second, 

what would we do in a real fight? Besides kill each other?” 
The cadets, the fleet’s new officer-candidates, stared at her 

mutely. Three weeks into drilling them on close-quarters combat, 
and still they sat there like she was a holovid for their entertainment.  

She sighed. “Guardian Silar, can you help the cadets out?” 
“If this were a real fight, we would have worked to take down our 

opponent’s shield,” Silar said with an infuriatingly calm but cheerful 
voice that masked every emotion and drove her mad. One day, she 
hoped to rattle his hull as much as he rattled hers.  

The man destroyed her peace of mind. If he would just vanish—
or if she could just use the knife while she had it at his throat—life 
would be simpler.  

Rowena nodded, keeping her thoughts in check. “In a real fight, 
the shields would probably spark.” Spinning, she turned and stabbed 
at Silar with a dull practice knife. A flurry of green and blue sparks 
flew off their shields as they clashed, and the knife stayed in mid-air 
when she released it. “Pretty enough, but useless. What you need to 
do is take down your enemy’s shield.” 

It took thought and focus, but she had Silar’s shield now—he’d 
finally repeated the cycle. She forced it to break, feeling it crack in 
her mind and kicked his feet out from under him so he landed on the 
mats with a thump. She dropped, one knee on his bare chest and a 
knife at his throat. “That’s how you kill someone.” 
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Silar grinned and put his hands behind his head like he’d planned 
on lying down to relax. 

A light globe appeared over one of the baby-faced cadet’s heads, 
a virtual construct projected by the chip implants most members of 
Fleet had, designed to politely indicate a question. 

“Yes, Cadet Daunfar?” 
He blinked his tiny, dark eyes a couple of times. “How did you 

break the guardian’s shield so quickly?”  
That was one of things she’d been hoping no one noticed. Or, if 

they noticed, she hoped they would think it was staged. “I didn’t 
break his shield quickly. When the guardian walked in, I started 
working on it.” Which made her look criminally inept, because 
Hollis had started haunting the edges of the class over thirty minutes 
ago.  

She rolled her eyes to the ceiling and prepared to do something 
she detested: compliment a Silar.  

Ugh.  
“Because the guardian is combat trained, he was cycling his 

shield, both before the fight started, and during the fight. After the 
demonstration was over he dropped to a single-layer personal shield 
and that’s what I broke.” 

Silar jumped to his feet in a fluid move that had half the class 
gawking and the other class mentally stripping his shorts.  

“How many times did you cycle your shields?” Rowena asked 
for the class’s benefit. 

“Thirteen times in the two minutes we were fighting,” Silar said, 
standing at-ease beside her, and still smiling.  

The urge to crack his jaw and shake that smile loose was 
becoming overwhelming. She’d been in the gym for four hours, 
working out and then training cadets, and she still had a full day of 
duties aboard the Danielle Nicole. It wasn’t fair that Silar still 
smelled freshly showered and was completely unfazed.  

“It helps if you’ve been trying to kill someone for the better part 
of a decade,” Rowena said. “The random pattern generators on your 
shield aren’t truly random. Patterns repeat. Most people will use 
patterns they’ve learned from other shields.”  

Another cadet’s globe lit up, her blue eyes narrowing in her dark 
face.  
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“Yes, Cadet Ukuroh?” 
“Is it true that you can sync shields?” The girl’s voice managed 

to drip unsubtle suggestion while being entirely wholesome. 
Silar coughed as he hid a laugh. 
Rowena leaned over to him and whispered, “Is one of those books 

making the rounds again?”  
“Yes.” The guardian grinned with impish delight. 
Nishu books were handwritten literature passed around the fleet, 

a vestigial tradition usually titillating in nature—gruesome war 
stories or erotic romances, it didn’t matter. When one of the books 
got loose in the general population, it was like an uncontrolled 
engine fire.  

At least this one wasn’t about her.  
Hopefully.  
She rolled her eyes. “All sex-ed questions can be saved for the 

guardian after class. Does anyone have a question relevant to the 
demonstration?” 

Another light, this time over a young man with dark hair and 
quiet, steady eyes. 

“Cadet Moren?” 
The boy frowned at her and Silar. “If you’ve been trying to kill 

him for so long, why isn’t he dead?” 
“Too many witnesses,” Rowena said without thinking. “The 

guardian is actually intelligent enough not to meet me in a dark 
alley.” 

Silar coughed again and gave her a warning look. “And, we’re at 
peace.” There was a subtle emphasis on the last word. “The 
disadvantage of a long conflict is that your enemies can learn your 
habits, and that makes you easier to kill. It’s better for everyone if 
we can resolve conflicts without combat.” He put on an overly 
cheerful smile. “Right, Drill Instructor Lee?” 

“Of course, Guardian Silar.” She faked a smile too. “Hit the 
showers,” she told the cadets. “You have tomorrow off, and then 
we’ll start on paired sparring. Ancestors help us all,” she added 
under her breath.  

As the cadets ran off, Silar stayed. “That was a nice touch of 
bravado at the end. You’re going to have the cadets looking over 
their shoulders after dark now, worried that DI Lee is after them.” 
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“Good. It makes up for the fact that I have to deal with their little 
romance dramas. If the guardians need to know who the age 
seventeen cohort finds attractive, I have a list of requested sparring 
partners.” She stretched, arching her back and trying to work loose 
some of the knots.  

“Aw, kids.” Hollis grinned. “They haven’t learned that a good 
sparring partner is the one who actually challenges you.” 

Rowena nodded agreement as she picked up the dull practice 
knives they had been working on holding today. “Speaking of 
which, how’d you get tickle fight duty over here again? I thought it 
was Herra’s turn.”  

Not that Meryem Herra could hold her own in a knife fight, but 
Silar had taken over as Rowena’s training partner four months ago 
when her regular partner had moved to a different work shift. It was 
hard to imagine Silar volunteering to come see her more than 
required. 

“Carver asked me if I wanted to roll around with a hot woman 
and have her hands all over my body.” 

Rowena snorted in amusement. “How’s that working out for 
you?”  

He didn’t even bother doing the whole look-the-body-up-and-
down-suggestively thing. But his brown eyes sparked gold when he 
smiled. “I wasn’t going to say this in front of the cadets, but…” He 
crowded her personal space, trapping her between the raised 
platform of the green mats and his body, and leaned in. “If you want 
to caress me that much, you should at least ask me out to dinner 
first.” 

“You want a broken jaw?” Rowena demanded, throat tightening. 
Silar was a big bastard. Tall, with broad shoulders and a dominating 
presence. The smell of his sweat and his crew’s oakmoss soap 
surrounded her. Ancestors, but he made her fists itch. “I’m more 
than happy to oblige. I was pulling my punches in case you forgot 
to shield.” 

“You were dropping your guard on your left side, too.” His voice 
was low and smooth, somewhere between a threat and an invitation. 

“It’s called ‘leaving an opening’. I didn’t want you to embarrass 
yourself.” She tossed her head and almost smacked him with her 
thick, black braid.  
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Silar sidestepped the attack, giving her an escape route. “Yeah, 
you left an opening so big I could have flown a squadron through it. 
If I get this detail when I get back, I’ll take that opening.” 

“When you get back?” She stopped and looked at him in 
confusion. “Where are you going?” 

“Ah, that’s something I needed to talk to you about. I’m headed 
to the Jhandarmi survival training in the mountains. Sciarra said 
you’d done it.” Silar grinned apologetically. “Want to tell me what 
torture the grounders have planned?” 

She dumped the practice knives in the cleaning bin and shrugged. 
“It’s pretty easy stuff I guess. You’re supposed to use your implant 
as little as possible, because if you’re trapped anywhere on this 
planet it’s because your implant is broken and you can’t teleport 
home. Well…” She shrugged. “For me. I don’t know what your 
teleport range is.” It was a not-so-subtle dig.  

“Far enough that I could get home from the mountains on 
minimal power.” 

Ugh. Of course he could.  
“But don’t use it to balance hormones or keep your muscles 

going,” Rowena continued. “That’s the main difference. Half of fleet 
have their nanites cleaning up lactic acid and they can’t turn their 
implant off without getting sore in an hour or two.” 

He nodded, probably taking notes with his implant. 
“Other than that, I don’t know what to tell you. The instructor I 

had was good looking. The grounders were friendly enough until 
they figured out what crew I was from. You won’t have that 
problem.” 

“Were they rude?” he asked, a touch of warning in his voice. The 
guardians could be very prickly about perceived insults to the fleet.  

She shook her head. “No more so than anyone I meet. The Lees 
aren’t going to be popular again in this generation. That’s our fault 
for backing the Baulars and being Warmongers. In hindsight it was 
a bad move, but with the intel we had at the time, that was the only 
choice to make. It’s life. We made mistakes. We’re getting punished 
for it.”  

Her more than the rest of the crew, but that was a different matter.  
Silar didn’t look too pleased with her analysis. “The Sciarras are 

back on track,” Hollis said, referring to the black-skinned, green-
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eyed Warmonger crew known for their lethal knives.  
Her best friend, Titan, had been second-in-command there until 

he’d married Captain Selena Caryll, breaking the strict delineation 
between Allied crews like the Silars and Warmongers like the Lees.  

“Their crews don’t have Hoshi Lee as captain,” she said, and then 
regretted it. That was crew business. “And the grounders don’t care. 
They gave me extra stuff to carry, didn’t talk to me much, but that 
was it. They weren’t cruel.”  

Rowena sat down on the edge of the training ring, trying to 
remember anything useful. Hating Silar was as natural as breathing, 
but he was still fleet, it went against all her training to send him to 
enemy territory unprepared. “The worst part of the survival training 
is the quiet. I thought sleeping outside would be bad, and it is, it feels 
like a hull breach and the first night you’ll have trouble sleeping. But 
the quiet is the worst. No crew checking in, no information adding 
to your implant, no sense that someone is nearby.”  

She stared at the now-empty gym and shivered at the memory. 
“The grounders like it. They say they enjoy the space. But to 
someone born in the fleet? It was torture. Not the worst two weeks 
of my life, but I didn’t enjoy it. I could do all the physical stuff, but 
mentally being away from everyone?” She shook her head. 

Silar grimaced. “I’m only going for a week.” 
“And the grounders will probably talk to you.” It seemed Hollis 

Silar could get along with just about anyone, except her. They 
weren’t exactly at each other’s throats the way they’d been in their 
younger years, but they were lightyears away from being friends. 
The best she could hope for—from anyone—was tolerance. 
Friendship and family were things lost to her for good.  

Hollis sat beside her, shield to shield, just another way of turning 
every moment into a competition. He wanted to make her flinch. The 
gym was her domain: if she left first, he won. “So, now that I’ve 
made you miserable, are you going to the flight show this 
afternoon?” 

“Um, no.” She laughed as she forced herself to stay close. “I have 
cleaning duty and a 2000 curfew.”  

He frowned. “What? A curfew?” 
“One of the crew is courting, so everyone the captain has listed 

as a trouble maker is on curfew and extra duty so we don’t embarrass 
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her.”  
Silar bumped her shoulder with his, invading her space. “Ah, 

come on. You might be trouble, but you’re a fun kind of trouble.” 
There was a gleam in his eye. The one that had seduced half the fleet 
into falling for his charms. She’d never quite understood why, but 
people loved Hollis Silar as easily as they hated her. 

“Really?” She glared at his shoulder until he scootched away. 
Point to her. “You want to do survival training with broken bones?”  

Voices of cadets returning from the showers saved Silar from 
whatever idiotic thing he was about to say. 

He looked over her head with an expression of minor panic, then 
back at her. “All right. Kiss me!” Another intoxicating smile hit her 
at full force. 

And bounced off her shields. Rowena raised her eyebrows. 
“Excuse me?” 

“Before the cadets get here, kiss me. Otherwise I’ll have children 
following me around all day peppering me with questions about how 
erotic shields can get.” He nodded. “Right now. Please.” 

She laughed. An honest-to-ancestors belly laugh. “Oh. I wish I 
had the day free to follow you around and watch this.” She stood up, 
still laughing. “Poor Hollis,” she said mockingly, pretending to 
reach for him. “Chased by teens with raging hormones and zero 
common sense! Whatever shall you do with all that adoration?” 

His teeth champed together as he snapped his jaw shut and 
scowled. “Lee…” He put a spin of menace on her name. 

“You’re on your own, fly boy.” She walked away. 
Silar took the escape route of many a trapped fleet officer and 

teleported away before the cadets could catch him.  
They’d dressed for flirtation, summer skirts and light shirts 

purchased in the grounder city of Tarrin outside Enclave. Several of 
the girls had their hair loose. One had gone so far as to dry her hair 
and give it a bit of curl.  

For a minute, Rowena tried to picture herself in the grounder 
clothes, her black hair falling free. It didn’t work. Skirts never had 
enough pockets and loose hair got caught in gears. Impractical had 
never been her style, even if it was a good way to attract attention 
these days.  

The younger generation—the ones who had been too young to 
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fight in the war—were finally realizing they were going to grow up 
here. Groundside. The ships parked in the Enclave like a forest of 
metal fungi and the stars out of reach. 

They seemed okay with it. Even if most crews insisted they learn 
basic combat skills before being allowed to go to the university in 
the city.  

Who knew? In another year or two maybe one of them would get 
adventurous and venture outside Tarrin to one of the other city-states 
on the planet. They might even be welcome on the first continent, 
Descent, if they were from the right crew and the grounders solved 
their housing problems.  

But there would never be a home for her on this planet.  
She sighed. After her students left, she did a final sweep of the 

training gym and headed back to the Danielle Nicole, the Lee 
flagship—and her home.  

The late summer sun was pleasantly hot on her face as she walked 
from the gym to the shade of the smaller ships that made the outer 
ring of each crews’ territory. They towered over her, obscuring the 
sunlight as she walked past landing gear wide as a grounder car and 
taller than most the buildings in the nearby city of Tarrin.  

There was a hint of brine in the air from the rocky seashore at the 
edge of Enclave that was slowly washing away the metallic scent of 
space travel. If she could, she’d find a way to escape to the Danielle 
Nicole’s outer hull so she could enjoy the sunshine, stretch out on 
the hull and let the heat work out some of the aches from training. 
There was probably a sensor there that needed fixing. Or she could 
break one. It wasn’t like anyone else on the crew knew how to run 
her ship.  

They’d made her a Yeoman as punishment. Stripped her of rank 
and made her a runner for the whole crew. But she’d still managed 
to take over engineering. Eventually, she’d find a way to take over 
the rest of the ship.  

The problem wasn’t the recent war, as everyone outside the crew 
assumed. The problem was that the Lee crew had been 
fundamentally split for the better part of the century. Her parents had 
been on one side, aggressive and totalitarian. The Captain had been 
on the other side.  

Hoshi was quiet, slow to show others what he was thinking, with 
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mercurial moods that changed as easily as the weather and a 
penchant for holding grudges.  

That was what no one else understood.  
It didn’t matter what she did. It didn’t matter if she were the best 

engineer or pilot in the fleet or if she sat in the bilge drinking shanty, 
Hoshi hated her parents, so he hated her. And everyone from his side 
of the family hated her.  

She’d never be promoted. Never be recognized. Never escape. It 
was as hard to swallow as broken glass, but what other choice was 
there?  

The war had left most her family and friends dead. Those who 
had survived treated her like a jinx—except for Titan Sciarra. But 
he’d gone off, become a guardian, and fallen in love with Selena 
Caryll, of all people. She’d feel utterly betrayed if he wasn’t so 
disgustingly happy.  

“Happiness.” She tasted the word and it was as alien as the planet 
she was living on.  

She let the thought go as the angular shadow of the Danielle 
Nicole fell between her and the sun like the maw of an abyssal beast. 
Home sweet home.  

Ish. 
The ramp was being watched by Minsu, a third-cousin on her 

mother’s side and not in Hoshi’s good graces. He sighed in relief as 
he saw her and ran over to Rowena on the rocky path. “The captain’s 
looking for you with war on his mind.” 

She checked her internal clock. “I’m less than sixty seconds 
behind my normal schedule. What broke?” 

“Nothing. You have a visitor.” 
“Minsu!” Captain Hoshi’s bellow echoed from the shadows. 
Her cousin grimaced and ran back to his post. 
Rowena trudged after him.  
It was a shame Titan was over on Descent, in the completely 

wrong time zone to make bets with, because she was betting Hoshi 
was going to lend her out to someone. If nothing was broken on a 
Lee ship, that’s where she wound up, spending hours in the bowels 
of someone else’s vessel. This time of year it was usually to repair 
an environmental coil and keep the ship from turning into an oven.  

“Yeoman Lee!” Hoshi stood at the top of ramp, hands on hips.  
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He wasn’t an ugly man, despite his personality. He’d probably 
been considered quite handsome in his younger years, when his 
black hair had less gray. He wasn’t tall, but none of the Lees were, 
and he was taller than she was. But the years of scowling had taken 
their toll and now his face was a wrinkled prune of disapproval. 

“Captain?” She saluted, hiding all of her thoughts behind a blank 
stare and a heavy shield.  

“You’re late.” 
“I apologize, sir.” 
“There’s a minister from Tarrin waiting for you in the main war 

room. Teleport there immediately and apologize to him for your 
tardiness.” 

Rowena snapped a second salute. “At once, sir.” 
“Dismissed.” 
She blinked out of Hoshi’s reach and landed in the empty grey 

metal corridor outside the war room. Teleporting in on grounders 
tended to startle them, and if this one was already insulted because 
she was running on schedule and didn’t know about an unscheduled 
appointment, they were probably the kind of person who would feel 
insulted if they were startled. 

Thankfully, she pushed the door open and instead of finding a 
Tarrin politician, she found the Jhandarmi regional director. He was 
a bullish man with a shaved head and a permanent expression of 
mild surprise.  

Despite all that, she liked him. “Tyrling.” 
“Agent Lee.” He nodded and went back to picking things out of 

the ornamental fruit bowl. He held up a green orb with a dark 
interior. “What do you think this is supposed to be?” 

“Winkli fruit from the Gewfyn System. One of the plants was 
given to a Lee captain seventeen hundred years ago as a wedding 
gift. There was one growing in the hydroponic gardens of the Ginger 
Kerrick until she was shot down in the first war. The only other 
vessel known to carry the fruit was actually the space station Eden, 
last seen over six-hundred years ago when the fleet and the planet 
chose isolation.” 

Tyrling chuckled. “That’s what I like about you, Lee. I ask a 
simple question and you have an encyclopedic answer. Most of the 
Jhandarmi would simply say: fake.” 
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“I thought you could figure that out on your own.” She took a seat 
at the polished metal conference table and put her feet up. “Pardon 
the sweat, I just finished teaching cadets how to hold fake knives.” 

“How’s that going?” he asked as he took a seat opposite. 
“They won’t survive a real fight with anyone who fought in the 

war. But maybe that’s the point? We train them enough that they 
don’t get killed in a park, but not so much that they can actually hurt 
anyone.”  

He smiled. “Well, they’re young yet. Right?” 
“Seventeen.” 
“Most people haven’t had to fight to the death at seventeen.” 
Rowena kept her mouth shut. The infighting on the Lee ships had 

been so fierce in her younger years that going to the Academy had 
seemed like a vacation. For her, the war started when she was ten.  

Tyrling’s eyebrows went up. “I won’t ask.” 
“And I won’t tell.” 
They smiled at each other in understanding.  
“So,” she said, “what does the Jhandarmi want with the fleet’s 

least favorite person today?” 
“Oddly enough, since we’re talking about death, I need you to 

come examine a corpse.” 
Rowena shook her head. “I’m an engineer with flight training, 

not medical training. I can make corpses but I don’t do anything past 
that.”  

Tyrling waved a hand. “I know, but in this case my coroner is 
stumped. I want you to come in for weapons identification.” 

“I’m assuming you want me to tell you what killed this person 
instead of identifying a gun they’re holding?” 

“Right.” 
She sighed. “How soon do you need me?” 
“Within the hour if possible. The gentleman’s family is coming 

in from their home town and we’ll need to release the body in the 
next twenty-six hours. I’ve cleared it with your captain, if that 
helps.” 

“It does. Immensely. Uniform?”  
Tyrling winced apologetically. “I don’t suppose you have 

something in your wardrobe that screams ‘Distinguished Scholar’, 
do you?”  
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She didn’t hide her grimace. “Do scholars wear coveralls with a 
lot of pockets?” 

“No.” 
“Then no. But I can get something from the guardian’s day-trip 

wardrobe.” 
Tyrling smiled, and as he stood pulled a paper card from his 

pocket. “Coordinates for the Tarrin morgue, since I assume you’ll 
teleport there.” 

Rowena nodded. “Do you need a lift out?” 
“No, thank you. I have to stop by the OIA and check in with 

Marshall and Carver. The guardians have volunteered to help with 
crowd control at the air show, which means the Tarrin police force 
is giddy and trying to prove they’ve got bigger balls, which means 
there’ll be a Jhandarmi presence to keep everyone in line. We don’t 
expect trouble, but there’s more than one group pushing for Tarrin 
to reclaim the spare building material going to waste in Enclave.” 

“The what now?” Rowena almost laughed. There wasn’t spare 
space to use any spare building material in Enclave. Some of the 
crews had run out of ground and landed their smaller shuttles on the 
upper hulls of their warships in an effort to house the growing 
population. There was nothing for the grounders to reclaim.  

Tyrling nodded to the bulkhead. “The hulls. One of your large 
warships could be the seed for a decent sized city-state. They hold a 
lot of people.” 

“I know, they’re holding people now.” The largest warships were 
still in orbit, and they could hold well over a hundred thousand 
people. The largest ones in Enclave could hold a third of that.  

“How many of them are half empty?” 
“None,” Rowena said a touch defensively. She knew Tyrling had 

worked with the fleet long enough to respect them, but he needed 
the facts so he could argue on their behalf. “Even if they were, they 
belong to people. They’re dowries and futures. They can be 
repaired.” 

Tyrling tilted his head to the side. “But they’ll never fly again.” 
Rowena’s chest tightened. “They will.” 
“How will you do that without fuel?” His brows drew together.  
“It’s a problem I’m addressing.” 
The door opened without warning and Hoshi stepped in. He 
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nodded politely to Tyrling, and scowled at her. “I assume you’ve 
some new excuse to avoid work today.” 

Rowena stood. “No, sir. I can refuse the request for assistance 
from the Jhandarmi.” It wasn’t like her rank with them was official. 
They’d offered, but Hoshi saw it as an insult to his family line that 
Tyrling hadn’t offered one of them the job.  

“Is loaning Rowena to us a problem?” Tyrling asked. 
The captain’s mouth twisted with disgust. “Not at all.” His look 

could have frozen a star. “When you return, I expect you to clean 
sections C and D to repay the crew for your absence.” 

“Yes, sir. Of course, sir.” She saluted. 
With a sniff of disapproval, Hoshi walked out. 
Tyrling made a noise of disagreement. “Charming man, your 

captain. If this is too much of a problem, I can get someone else to 
look into it.” 

“It’s not,” Rowena assured him. “Hoshi just likes throwing his 
weight around. It’s nothing I can’t handle.” She clicked her tongue. 
“About those arguments for seizing Enclave…” 

“It’ll be handled,” Tyrling promised. “We might have a housing 
crisis, but we’re not going to solve it by stealing homes from the 
fleet. I know that. So do most people when they stop to think about 
it. But scared people say stupid things.” 

She nodded. “If it comes up, try to find a way to politely remind 
the grounders that the fleet will go to war before they give up their 
ships. No one wins in that scenario.”  

Tyrling nodded in agreement.  
With a smile instead of a salute, Rowena said, “If that’s all you 

need, I’ll go change for the morgue.” 
“See you soon,” Tyrling said.  
Rowena teleported to the safety of the engine room and stared at 

the wall where she’d carved the names of her dead family. Hoshi 
wouldn’t allow their names on the memorial in the quiet rooms at 
the heart of the ship. He said they were traitors. That she was a 
traitor.  

They would understand her choices though. Survival was the 
only thing that mattered now. Whatever she had to do, whoever she 
had to work with, it was worth every sacrifice. The engine room—
her engine room—was where the work got done, where she kept the 
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crew running through back-channel trades and calling in old war 
favors. Hoshi took the credit, but it was her name that kept the Lees 
alive. 

Her deal with the Jhandarmi was more of the same. They were 
allies now, and keeping them strong meant the crew would weather 
whatever political storm was brewing on the horizon.  

They had to. She’d couldn’t lose anything more without losing 
her mind.  



Change of momentum 

 
 
116 

AFTERWORD 
 
Ah, Rowena. Always prepared to do the right thing for her family, 

no matter what the cost. What will come of her alliance with the 
Jhandarmi? And how will Doctor Long go about unlocking the 
datcube’s secret data?  

To find out the answers to these questions and watch as the 
conflict brewing away on Malik boils to the surface, grab your copy 
of the ebook here, or the print book here.  

Now for a romance with a change of pace! We’re off to Liana 
Brooks’ Heroes & Villains world…  

 
 



HEROES AND VILLAINS 
 
The Heroes & Villains series was Liana Brooks’ first, acquired 

by Inkprint Press in 2015. The main books follows a family of super-
powered characters through the ups and downs of love—and 
fighting real villains for the safety of the world.  

These books can be enjoyed in any order, though Even Villains 
Have Interns contains spoilers for Even Villains Go To The Movies. 
The Polar Terror follows a completely separate set of characters as 
they fall in love during a cold Yukon winter.  

Over the years, Heroes & Villains has acquired a cult following, 
and we are excited to let you know that the final Inklet of 2021 will 
be a new entry in this series! Look out for Even Villains Grant 
Wishes in December 2021, and in the meantime, read on to enjoy the 
current books in the series!  

 
 



EVEN VILLAINS FALL IN LOVE 
 
If you believe the rumors, you know that Doctor Charm, the 

wickedly sexy super villain, retired in shame seven years ago after 
his last fight with the super hero Zephyr Girl.  

The fact that the charming Evan Smith—father of four and 
husband of the too-beautiful-to-be-real Tabitha—bears a 
resemblance to the defeated Doctor? Pure coincidence. And, please, 
ignore the minions. 

The only problem in Evan’s perfect life? Tabitha wants to go 
back to work. Looks like the Morality Machine in the basement, 
dedicated to keeping Tabitha hungry for him—and only him—needs 
tweaking.  

Because of the super villain thing, of course. Not because he 
worries for Tabitha’s safety if she goes back to super-heroing.  

A charming, heart-warming superhero story about life after 
marriage, and the lengths that even a supervillain can go to for love.  
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CHAPTER ONE  

 
 
I knew from the first time I saw my wife that I wanted her naked. Of 
course, seven minutes later I wanted revenge. It wasn’t that she 
had handed me my first defeat or ruined my chances for world 
domination that year, it was the way she kissed me goodbye. She 
sent my head spinning, then walked away as if I were the least 
important person in the world. 
Once my arm healed, I stole some new equipment, cloned some 
new minions, and I felt a little different.  
I wanted revenge, with a side order of naked. 
 
 

ACROSS THE DINNER table, Tabitha devoured him with dark, 
ocean-blue eyes. She put a bite of lettuce in her mouth, full lips 
pursing around it. Eating salad never looked so good. Her tongue 
darted out to lick away a stray drop of dressing. She winked at him, 
promising with every move to do the same to him. “It’s almost 
bedtime,” she said, her voice husky and luscious.  

“I don’t wanna go to bed!” one of the quads screamed.  
“What about cake? Don’t we get birthday cake?” another asked.  
Evan winked back at his wife from the far side of the table, 

separated by a few feet and four precocious just-turned-five-year-
olds, all as stunning as their mother with big, round eyes and hair 
that fell in loose curls meant to trap hairbrushes and sticky 
substances. He had to peek at the eyes to see who was talking. Maria 
had green eyes, Angela’s eyes were blue like Tabitha’s, Delilah’s 
eyes were brown like his, and Blessing—their stillborn who 
miraculously survived—had purple eyes. The waif in question had 
blue eyes.  

“Angela,” Evan said, “after dinner it’s pajama time, and then 
story time.”  

“Mommy doesn’t have a bedtime!” Angela wail ed, shoulders 
drooping. 

Tabitha winked at him again. “Tell you what, tonight Mommy 
will go to bed the same time you do. Right after we eat cake.” She 
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leaned over to give Angela a hug. 
All Evan could see was the deep V plunge of her tight blue shirt.  
Oh, yeah. Crime didn’t always pay, but altering someone’s moral 

compass sure put the O’s back in the bedroom.  
The cake was split into fourths, equal parts purple, white, green, 

and blue so each girl could have her favorite color in the cake. 
Baking four cakes was unreasonable; there weren’t any grandparents 
left to celebrate with, and neighbors had an annoying habit of asking 
uncomfortable questions. Saying little things like, “You look just 
like Doctor Charm! Do you remember him? Whatever happened to 
that guy? Do you know how hard it is to put together a good Villains 
vs. Heroes fantasy league without him?” made for awkward 
evenings.  

So they had a quiet family party. Cake, then presents, after which 
he hurried the girls off to bed so he could read Dilly Duck’s ABCs 
in record time before rushing to the bedroom, hoping to catch 
Tabitha still in the shower.  

She was already out and wearing a blue satin robe that caressed 
her skin in exactly the way he wanted to. Rose-scented candles cast 
sensuous shadows on the walls.  

Tabitha turned, lips curved in an inviting smile. Long fingers 
twined with the sash of her robe. She tossed her honey-blonde hair 
in the way she always did when she was about to argue, posing with 
feet apart and one hand casually resting on her waist. “Sweetie, we 
need to talk.”  

Evan wiped grease-stained hands on his jeans as he forced a 
smile. “Sure, babes, anything you want.”  

“Really?” She slunk forward, all sinewy limbs and doe eyes. 
“Promise?” Tabitha nuzzled his nose. One hand flirted up the back 
of his neck to play with his hair. The other traveled downward, right 
to his zipper.  

Oh, yes, the little Morality Machine in the basement was working 
just fine. Another thirty, maybe forty years of this and he’d consider 
retiring. Or turning the machine down so his wife wasn’t quite a sex 
kitten every day of the week. Maybe only days with Y in them.  

“Sweetie?” She nibbled his ear. “I want to go back to work.”  
“What?” Evan actually pushed himself away from her, something 

he wasn’t sure was possible in any other circumstance.  
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Tabitha tucked her chin and pouted.  
“Tabby-cat, I love you, but work? I’ve got my... stuff... in the lab. 

I’m busy. And we can’t afford daycare for the girls. We’re barely 
making ends meet as it is. Do you really want to go back to being 
Zephyr Girl? Crime fighting is a game for the young, baby. You’re 
not nineteen anymore.”  

“I’m twenty-nine. A very”—her hips pressed against his tight 
jeans just so—“very healthy twenty-nine.”  

He shivered at her touch. “You’re cheating.”  
“I want to do this, Evan.” She ground against the thick denim.  
“You can do me all you want, baby.”  
She stepped back, frowning. “I’m serious.”  
“So am I.” Evan sighed, reaching for his wife. “Sweetie, I love 

you, but what’s the point in being a superhero? The government 
stipend barely covers the dry-cleaning bill. If it’s money you want, 
write another tell-all superhero book. The Spanish Mask sold his 
third last month.”  

Tabitha crossed her arms. “I don’t want to write another book just 
for royalties while you’re between jobs.” 

He waved a finger at her. “I’m not between jobs. I work freelance 
in the computer business. I’m self-employed. That’s not the same as 
being between jobs.”  

“Between paychecks then.”  
“We will have a solid income. This project I’m working on, 

Tabby-cat, it’s going to set us up for life. We’re never going to worry 
about money again. I promise. Give me a couple of weeks and 
everything is going to be perfect.” He caught her hand and pulled 
her into his arms. The faint scent of her spicy perfume left him dizzy 
with need.  

She rested her head on his chest. “I want to save the world. Have 
you seen the news, Evan? An entire town in Kansas held hostage for 
a week by a bomb scare before a superhero was able to get in to 
defuse the situation. A week! I could have that done between grocery 
shopping and paying the bills. Ten minutes, no pulling punches.”  

“I know, baby. No one is better at this stuff than you. But I need 
you at home, Tabby. Having you out there scares me. I’m terrified 
I’d lose you. Why don’t you wait until I finish this project? I’ll be 
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done by the time the election rolls around. Two more weeks. Once I 
get paid we’ll look at this again. I have that armor design for you, I 
just need some time to put it together.”  

Tabitha sighed. “You’ve been saying that since we got married.”  
“Well, my nights are busy.” He nibbled her ear as he tugged her 

sash loose. “Are you complaining?”  
Tabitha stretched against him, sending a delightful frisson of lust 

up his spine. “I thought you gave up the super villain schemes.”  
He twitched. “I did, baby. Of course I did.”  
“But you’re keeping me here. Isn’t that a little selfish? Just a 

teeny-tiny bit super villain-ish?” She slipped her hand between his 
pants and his skin.  

“Ah!” He caught her hand so he could think clearly. “Not selfish. 
Necessary. Like oxygen or sex.”  

“Don’t you mean water?”  
“No, definitely sex.” Evan slid her robe off and tossed it into a 

corner. “Come here, Tabby-cat, I’ll make you purr.”  
She tugged at his shirt, pulling it up.  
The shirt joined the robe on the other side of the room.  
“What are you doing down in that lab?” she asked as her hands 

drew lazy circles on his back.  
Ten seconds, that’s all he’d need to get her panties off. Three 

more to drop his pants. “What was the question?”  
“What are you doing in the lab? What’s this project?”  
“Oh, computer stuff. I told you. To help tally everything on 

election night. I’m trying to make the process run smoother so we 
don’t have to worry about recounts.”  

“Hmmm.” She gave him a dubious frown.  
Tabitha was built like a supermodel and had a superhero name 

straight from Campy Comics, but her brain was Mensa all the way. 
“And this computer program has nothing to do with world 
domination, or get-rich-quick schemes?”  

Evan contrived to look wounded. “Tabby-cat, how can you ask 
that?”  

“Because you spent ten years as a villainous criminal 
mastermind?”  

“I wasn’t a mastermind, I was a super villain, there’s a difference. 
Masterminds are just thugs with money. My crimes had artistic flare. 
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I was practically Robin Hood! Robbing from the rich and 
scandalous, and giving to me.”  

“Robin Hood gave to the poor,” Tabitha said with a laugh. “You 
were never poor.”  

He caught her hand, pulling her close. “Poor is relative. Besides, 
I’m reformed now. You showed me the error of my wicked ways. 
Although”—he leaned in for a kiss—“if you’d like to remind me 
why I gave up a lucrative life of crime, I have the evening free.” 



Even villains fall in love 

 
 
124 

CHAPTER TWO  
 

 
 

Someday, I know the kids are going to ask for the story of How I 
Met Their Mother. Every kid asks; it’s a rite of passage like losing a 
tooth or learning to ride a bike. I just don’t know how to tell them 
without losing their respect.  

The truth is, Tabitha broke into my lab and kicked me and my 
minions clear into the next time zone. She can move at sonic speeds 
even when she’s not flying. She blew past my machines like they 
weren’t even there. Embarrassing, of course, but that wasn’t the 
worst part. No, the part that will make my daughters lose all respect 
for me is how, while their mother was kicking my rear, I couldn’t 
take my eyes off hers. Not when she wore a skin-tight white bodysuit 
and bustier on the verge of a wardrobe malfunction. Any man who 
can think straight when confronted by that must have a wonderful 
boyfriend at home, because I’ve seen drag queens hand in their 
Prada kitten heels for a shot at Tabitha.  

 
 
EVAN WOKE UP relaxed and ready for another dose of marital 

bliss. Let the bachelors have their one-night stands, lost to the 
alcoholic haze of the weekend. Married life meant getting lucky 
three or four times a day, when dentist appointments and world 
domination didn’t demand his full attention. He rolled over and 
reached for Tabitha.  

She wasn’t there. “Tabby? Babes?”  
“In here!” she called from the closet. He relaxed back into the 

Tabitha-scented sheets. ”What do you think?” she asked, stepping 
out of the closet in her white Zephyr Girl bodysuit: reinforced leather 
leggings, gloves, and bustier. Knee-high, steel-capped boots and a 
sky blue cape completed the outfit. Tabitha hovered, the air around 
her seething with the aurora borealis that always accompanied her 
use of super powers.  

“You look amazing.” She’d looked like that first time he’d seen 
her. “Come here.”  

She flew to him, settling over the bed before dropping the last 
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centimeter. “It still fits.”  
“I know.” He caught her lips, tasting her.  
“Do you know where my trench coat is?”  
“In the hall closet.” He reached for her hair, but she was already 

gone.  
A breeze slammed the bedroom door open and shut. Tabitha 

cinched the belt to her white trench coat around her tiny waist with 
a smile. She sauntered away with her hips swaying to pull her purse 
out of the closet, along with a pink scarf.  

He shook his head as she slipped past him to the door. “Wait! 
Tabitha, where are you going?”  

She froze in the act of putting on sunglasses. “Work, remember? 
We talked about this. I’m going to work; you’re going to take care 
of the kids. Right? Good. I’ll try to be home by seven. Make sure 
dinner is ready.”  

The front door slammed shut on Evan’s bewildered expression.  
Tabitha swung the door back open. “Sweetie? Get the lawn 

service out here, the yard looks like a jungle, and hide the crayons. 
The girls found where I was keeping them yesterday. I don’t want 
them coloring on the walls again.”  

Shut. Open.  “Love ya!”  
“Um...” Evan ran to the front lawn and watched his wife leap into 

the sky, flying away to save the day like any good superhero with a 
deadline. This was not a good thing.  

Back inside, Evan scrambled to find jeans in the mountain of 
unfolded laundry.  

“Daddy?” Delilah said through a yawn.  
“Yes?”  
“I want breakfast.”  
“Breakfast?” He stared at his daughter. “Um, let’s see what 

Mommy left.”  
The other three girls were waiting quietly in the kitchen.  
“I want Mommy!” Delilah said.  
Blessing sat at the table with an expectant expression. 

“Pancakes?”  
He peeked into the cupboard. There were boxes of things neatly 
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stacked with matching lids. That probably meant something 
profound in the secret language of women, but he wasn’t even 
getting a mixed signal.  

“Daddy?” Four judgmental scowls looked up at him. “Can you 
cook?”  

“For a given definition of cook.” He closed the cupboard door. 
“Give Daddy a minute.” Evan ran through the garage to the door to 
his basement lab. “Hert!”  

His warty toad of a minion climbed up the stairs, six-knuckled 
fingers dragging on the floor. “You bellowed, Master?”  

“Do you cook, Hert?”  
”I wasn’t programmed to, Master.”  
He’d forgotten that. Hert was his original minion, a summer 

project cooked up from the DNA of animals he’d been able to find 
in his backyard when he was fifteen and had nothing better to do 
with his life. Back then, Mom had cooked.  

In college he’d had the meal plan. Tabitha did the cooking once 
they got married. Back in the bachelor years between college and 
marriage...  

“Girls! Get dressed. Daddy’s going to take you to McDonalds!”  
Angela put her hands on her hips, posing just like Tabitha. “Fast 

food is very unhealthy for you. Mommy said so.”  
Evan looked at his warty minion for help.  
“Never hurt me,” Hert said, shrugging.  
The girls wrinkled their noses in unison, a move worthy of the 

synchronized snob team at the country club he didn’t belong to.  
“I don’t want to look like him,” Maria said.  
“Daddy survived on fast food before he met Mommy.” Evan 

dropped his head. He was arguing in third person with five-year-
olds, a sure sign of senility. “This is not part of the plan,” he muttered 
to Hert.  

Tonight, the Morality Machine was getting a tweak. It might 
mean some extra late nights in the lab after Tabitha fell into a 
satisfied slumber, but sex would keep her home. Although spending 
eight hours a day making love wouldn’t actually get the kids fed. 
“Everybody to the car.”  

The girls watched him with intent glares.  
“There will be toys.” 
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AFTERWORD 
 
Well, we all know this can’t possibly end badly. We can only 

hope that the kids are okay with fries, pancakes and pizza for the 
next few weeks. If only that was the worst they had to look forward 
to…  

To see how Evan juggles solo-parenting—and the host of other 
chaotic events that occur—you can find the ebook here, and the print 
book here.  

And now that you’ve met the children, let’s head off to their 
stories…  

 
 



EVEN VILLAINS GO TO THE 
MOVIES 

 
Angela Smith has superpowers—nothing that will ever make her 

comic-book famous—but her ability to psychically sense and 
manipulate the emotions of people around her has drawn unwanted 
government attention. Forced to choose between her quiet life as a 
teacher under constant surveillance or the life of a rogue, she 
chooses the latter. She plans to hide out in sunny Los Angeles where 
being a blue-eyed blonde won’t make anyone bat a false eyelash.  

Silver screen star by day, superhero by night, Arktos is a triple-
threat. He can fly, freeze anything, and see glimpses of the future, 
all of which he needs to keep the city of Los Angeles safe, but which 
does nothing for his social life. When a frightening vision of an 
explosion leads him to rescue a damsel in distress, he finds himself 
trading Shakespearean insults with a rogue. 

Angela knows just how dangerous well-intentioned superheroes 
can be: one tried to kill her family when she was young. Arktos 
knows he should hand the rogue over to Company justice; it’s not 
safe for someone like her to be in the middle of a fight. 

But they can’t seem to stay apart. And together, they just might 
be able to melt all the obstacles standing between true love for a hero 
and a villain. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
 

Dear Mom, 
 
New York is everything I hoped it would be. I love this school! 

Last semester alone the students showed a marked improvement 
over the previous year. And, so far, we haven’t had a single senior 
drop out. This might be our highest graduation rate ever. 

I’m really excited by all the improvements. It makes me feel like 
I’m actually doing something useful. I’m in control of myself, and 
it’s wonderful. 

The date with Simon was less exciting. He’s... um... “Dull as a 
brick” might be the right term. You’d think it would be easy to find 
someone who could carry on an intelligent conversation in New 
York, especially with Internet dating. It’s 2032! But, no, this 
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hypothesis has been proven incorrect yet again. 
Give my love to Daddy, Gideon, and the minions. If Maria stops 

by, tell her I’m worried about her. Delilah and I talked about staging 
an intervention. I’m not sure, but Delilah thinks Maria will calm 
down once the shock of losing Martin is over. It may be just a phase. 

Oh, and Blessing wrote me. She’s in South Africa and loving it. 
She sent the most hideous picture of a giant bug ever. I forwarded it 
to Gideon. And I told her not to bring it back no matter how much 
she adores its fangs. 

 
Your loving daughter, 
Angela 

 
 
APRIL IN NEW YORK City. Angela could almost taste the coming 
summer. She’d even rolled the car windows down to take advantage 
of the first warm day while she drove back from lunch. Summer 
would be bliss: eight weeks kid-free that she planned to fill by 
maxing out her tourist quota and hitting every landmark in a day’s 
drive. By the time her second year as a teacher began in August, she 
would know more about New York than any native-born city slicker. 

Angela parked her car and rolled the windows up. The school was 
experiencing an unprecedented surge in academic reform, but that 
didn’t mean she needed to tempt the alumni with an easy steal. 

A police siren screamed in the distance, echoing the fear and 
despair radiating from the school. It felt like the first edge of trouble, 
a nudging headache that made her want to snarl despite her good 
mood—but New York was like that, the underlying anger of the 
citizens scraping against her nerves until she was emotionally raw. 

Public School 84 was hers though. Angela had been there long 
enough that she’d been able to slowly shift the mood of the school 
from fearful resentment to an amiable interest in learning. It was 
probably just a schoolyard punch-up, nothing to worry over too 
much. 

Sipping on her smoothie, Angela headed for the impressive 
security array that divided the outside world from the inner sanctum 
of PS 84. Outside there were guns, drugs, and chaos. Beyond the 
arch of metal that scanned for everything from weapons to lethal 
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viruses, there were regimented schedules, dusty dead-wood copies 
of Shakespeare’s sonnets, and young minds ready to argue over 
every word she said. 

One of her favorite students had spent an hour debating the merits 
of shoelaces. You couldn’t buy that kind of doublethink. 

The security guard wasn’t at her usual place in the main lobby, 
but Angela knew the drill. She swiped her ID, scanned her 
fingerprint, and headed for the lunchroom where there was 
undoubtedly a fight emerging. 

As she neared the cafeteria, however, fear washed over her like 
the noxious smell of a skunk in the dark. Angela tossed her 
unfinished smoothie in the trash and thought of pleasant things. 
Bluebonnets on the Texas prairie, the smell of hot apple cider on a 
crisp winter night, the laughter of her baby brother, the love of her 
parents... She took it all, wrapping it into the idea of what her school 
should feel like. 

At first, the collective mind of the students fought back. They 
were scared, and fear was a familiar friend. But she pushed, and they 
swayed under her will. Manipulating emotions was right up there 
with the ability to generate polka dots on a wall in terms of 
usefulness; unless she wanted to turn people into mindless slaves, 
there was very little she could do as far as the government was 
concerned. Besides, brute force wasn’t her style. 

Influencing things was different though. This is different, she told 
herself. She turned the corner into the cafeteria and almost jumped 
at the sight of Travys Freeman—top student in her AP calculus 
class—holding a gun. 

The security guard had her Taser out and was trying to talk 
Travys into handing over the weapon. Terror so thick it was almost 
a physical force rolled off Travys. There was no way he would hand 
over anything to the guard. He wanted to turn it on himself. He just 
hadn’t worked up the nerve. Yet. Waiting would be fatal for 
someone. 

Angela cleared her throat and pushed on the mob. Everyone 
turned, even Travys. She smiled winningly. “This isn’t about the 
quiz yesterday, is it?” she asked, weaving between the tables. 

Travys made eye contact. Big mistake. Eye contact meant she had 
his full attention, and once she had that, he was hers. 
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“Travys, I asked you a question.” 
“It’s not about the quiz, Miss Smith.” The gun wavered, not quite 

dropping, but he wasn’t sure where to aim. 
Angela laid a comforting hand on the security guard’s arm. “We 

don’t need an audience do we, Travys?” 
He shook his head. 
“Miss Netley, why don’t you get everyone to class? The bell is 

ringing,” Angela added as the bell marking the end of lunch rang 
out. The crowd stayed frozen, spellbound by the same power that 
kept Travys from pulling the trigger. It was risky, but she refocused, 
encouraging everyone to hurry away. “Everyone go to class. Not 
you, Travys. I want a word with you.” 

The security guard shook herself out of her stupor. “Come on 
people, get to class. What are you gawking at?” 

Conversation hummed to life around her and Travys sagged. The 
terror that had buoyed him was gone—only crushing despair 
remained. 

Angela took a seat across the cafeteria table from him as the 
students and teachers filed out. Some of them tried to stay, or shout, 
or intervene, but she kept them all walking. 

Travys peeked up at her, brown eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry, 
Miss Smith.” 

“Guns don’t solve anything. You know that.” 
He was getting ready to kill himself. She could feel it. The desire 

to stop the pain overwhelmed him. Angela tried to bleed it off, taking 
some of the despair herself. It hurt. 

“What happened? You can tell me, Travys.” She pushed thoughts 
of safety towards him. He wanted to believe, but Travys had no 
memories of safety. When they’d first met, he was a failing student, 
a scrawny sixteen-year-old who flinched when anyone raised their 
voice. Her power allowed her to create a sanctuary in the classroom, 
and in that sheltered place, he’d bloomed into a brilliant student. 

“Did you get a college rejection letter?” she asked. It seemed the 
most probable answer. 

He jerked his head to the side as if he’d been slapped. “Chris 
came home.” 

She sucked in air so fast it whistled past her teeth. “I thought he 
was doing twenty to life?” 
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“He got off on a technicality.” Chris Freeman was his son’s worst 
nightmare. He was a dealer with an anger problem who saw his only 
kid as a punching bag. Angela had never met the man, although 
she’d wanted to rearrange his brain after meeting Travys’s mother, 
a sweet woman who was the poster child for domestic abuse. 

“What’s your mom doing?” 
Travys’s eyes dropped to the floor. “She didn’t come home from 

work.” 
Which made her smarter than Angela thought. “Maybe she didn’t 

know he was coming home.” 
“She knew.” 
And crueler than she’d guessed: she’d abandoned her son to a 

monster. “I’m sorry.” 
“I’m not going home,” Travys said. His thoughts turned back to 

the gun. Angela could feel his longing for an escape. 
“Shooting yourself won’t make anything better.” 
He startled. 
“Give me the gun. We’ll make other plans for tonight. You won’t 

go back home to him.” 
Travys hesitated. 
“Give me the gun, Travys.” She seized at his mind, making him 

want to please her. The desire for her approval was false—Travys 
was too strong-minded to need outside approval—but it worked. His 
arm lifted slowly, like he was fighting gravity. 

“You can trust me.” 
“Nobody move, NYPD!” 
Angela jumped. She’d been too focused on Travys to feel the 

approach of the police. In a split-second decision, she released her 
hold on Travys and reached out for the minds of the police before 
they could ruin everything. 

It was the wrong decision. 
Travys screamed in pain. His hand convulsed around the gun, 

pulling the trigger, and sending a bullet through the flesh of her 
upper arm. 

Still trying to grasp the collective mind of the police, everything 
blurred and Angela found herself standing near the main office in 
the arms of a strange man in bright green spandex. 

“Travys! Hold still!” The police were moving, too focused for her 
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to grasp; they’d stunned and cuffed Travys before she could even 
figure out what had happened. 

She tried to brush the man aside. “Let me go.” Angela released 
Travys’s mind and focused on herself. The man in bright green held 
her. 

“We need to get you to the doctor,” the man said. 
Angela realized he wasn’t holding her as much as trying to hold 

her arm. Blood seeped between his gloved fingers. She blinked at it. 
The pain was secondary to the emotional savaging she’d taken from 
Travys’s mind. 

“Stay calm. An ambulance is on the way,” the man repeated. He 
was trying to make eye contact. She didn’t cooperate with him. 

“I’ll be fine. I’d like to check on my students now.” 
“If I hadn’t rushed to your rescue, you would be dead.” Confusion 

tinged his voice, as if he was waiting for praise. 
She glared at the team hustling Travys out of the school. “If the 

police hadn’t burst in here screaming, Travys would have handed 
the gun over and I wouldn’t have been shot.” She pushed him away. 
“This is your fault.” 

“No,” said a crisp, authoritative female voice. “This is your 
fault.” 

Angela turned to look at the newcomer, an older woman with salt-
and-pepper hair and a grim expression, which she recognized from 
a picture. Katrina Bocks, de facto government employee and chief 
of the United Nations Council for Superhero Control. 

Not a friend. 
“Miss Smith, please let the EMT examine your arm, and then I 

have some paperwork for you to sign.” 
“What sort of paperwork?” She wouldn’t qualify to sign with the 

teachers’ union until she’d worked a full school year, and she 
doubted the school board was prepared for this kind of situation. 
Besides, the chances that The Company was involved with 
something as benign as arranging medical leave were astronomically 
low. She’d sooner believe in love at first sight. 

Katrina gave her a bitter smile, her emotions colored by hate and 
anger so violent it was almost a physical aura around her. “How long 
have been aware of your superpowers, Miss Smith?” 

Angela played innocent. “Superpowers? I’m a teacher, but that’s 
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a generous compliment. Though some days I can’t imagine anything 
harder than twisting these young minds around calculus.” She 
widened her eyes, the very picture of an innocent southern belle. 

Katrina wasn’t buying it. She held up an old-style thumb drive. 
“I have papers saying you are a superhero with the ability to perform 
psychic manipulation.” 

“I don’t believe anyone can do that.” 
“I also have evidence that you and the young man were in a very 

unprofessional relationship. When he came to his senses and 
realized how he’d been used, he came to school to kill you. The 
public will be incensed to hear you lived.” Satisfaction edged 
Katrina’s words. She thought she had Angela pinned in a corner. 

The woman had come far too well-prepared. Angela looked over 
at the EMT hovering behind them. Time for a quick getaway. “I 
think I need to see the doctor now.” 

“I’ll wait with you,” the man offered. “For your protection.” 
Right, he was her well-meaning bodyguard, another concerned 

citizen fighting for truth, justice, and the American way. Angela 
moved to walk past Katrina, then stopped. “How long have you been 
tracking me?” 

“I learned several months ago that a mind-raper was in the area. 
I didn’t know who it was until today.” 

Angela nodded. Considering they didn’t know the name of their 
target, they had certainly put a plan together quickly. Daddy was not 
going to like hearing about this. There was always a risk of The 
Company stumbling across her path this close to headquarters, but 
things had been so quiet lately she’d been sure she was flying under 
the radar. “I’ll meet you at the hospital, I suppose?” 

Katrina smiled triumphantly. “Yes. There’s some very simple 
paperwork you need to fill out. And then we’ll discuss more of your 
future after your surgery.” 

Her arm stung at the reminder. “I don’t think I need surgery, just 
stitches.” 

“And I don’t think a mutant should be allowed to breed,” Katrina 
said. “Fortunately, the government sees my point of view. A quick 
snip-snip and you’ll be safe to release into the wild.” 

Angela turned to follow the EMT, teeth clenched hard enough to 
hurt. There were so many things she wanted to say. None of them 
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would help. Training took over, memories of summer drills under 
the hot Texas sun. The Company could come at any time. There was 
no hope of fighting them, so you had to evade, dodge, run. 

She let the EMT load her into the back of the ambulance and 
waited until they’d hit the first stoplight before she dialed the only 
number that mattered. “Mom, they found me. Come pick me up.” 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 
 
 

Dear Mom, 
 
The doctor says I can get the stitches out in a few weeks. There’s 

going to be a scar, but that’s what happens when a bullet takes a 
bite out of your arm. I might need physical therapy after the stitches 
come out, but it will have to wait until I can get a job here. Maria 
was able to sell my bike for a reasonable price so I have rent money 
for a bit and a new name. AJ David; it sounds like something out of 
a buddy-cop movie. Any minute now some burly old guy will break 
in and tell me he’s two days from retirement. 

Anyways, yes, I’ll be able to find a job here. Just not teaching, for 
obvious reasons. Is it wrong to pray that your former boss will 
accidentally drop into a pit of lava? 

It’s L.A.—you’d think there’d be jobs everywhere but I can’t find 
anything. Teaching is out until The Company backs off, and 
apparently blonde waitresses are a dime a dozen. I’m seriously 
tempted to cheat and force someone to hire me. I tell myself that I 
couldn’t live with that in the long run, but every night I eat ramen 
noodles I seriously consider world domination. It’s so easy. People 
want to do what I say, if I want them to. And... Well. I’ll think of 
something. 

Tell Daddy I say thank you for the allowance. I know he said it 
was my birthday money a little bit early, but since he’ll send a 
birthday gift too, it’s a loan. I’ll pay you guys back when I get a job. 

 
Love, 
Angela 

 
 
LOS ANGELES WAS ON the short list of places Angela had hoped 
never to live. Now, staring at the criminally beige walls of the 
cheapest apartment she could find, she listened to the L.A. traffic 
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and an argument in Spanish from next door. A door slammed, and 
with a resigned sigh, Angela grabbed a plate of cookies. She stepped 
into the communal hall to see which one had retreated. 

Luiz, single mom and neighbor, grimaced. “Sorry.” 
“Cookie?” Angela offered. 
Luiz grabbed one and took Angela’s unspoken invitation to step 

inside. They sat at the white plastic table Angela had found on the 
roadside as Luiz chewed her cookie angrily. “It wasn’t supposed to 
be like this. We came out here to get away from my ex, be near 
family. My brother and I started a stunt company. We’ve got a good 
reputation, but the past few months.” She shook her head as she 
stared at some personal nightmare. “Mikey said he had a big job, 
something that would set us up. He quit showing up to work, and 
now he’s been arrested on a DUI. I’m so stressed and I’m always 
yelling at Mia. She’s right. I’m a horrible mom.” 

“No, you aren’t.” Angela reached over and rubbed her shoulder. 
“She didn’t mean that. Mia’s a good kid, she loves you.” 

“She’s failing classes.” 
Fights between Luiz and her daughter Mia revolved around two 

things: Mia’s grades, and Mia’s string of good-for-nothing 
boyfriends. Angela had heard every single fight for the past week. 
“Is she not doing the homework, or does she not understand the 
subject?” 

“She says she doesn’t understand.” Luiz wiped tears from her 
face. “I just want something better for her. I don’t want her to wind 
up like me.” 

Angela took a cookie. “Do you want me to tutor her?” 
Luiz studied her suspiciously. 
Being the only blue-eyed blonde in an area heavily populated by 

Latinos, Angela had gotten used to the looks of suspicion and 
contempt. She’d gotten the same response when she’d gone to high 
school in Laredo while her dad taught at the university for two years. 
She’d also picked up enough border-style Spanish to make the fights 
all too easy to understand. 

“I can’t pay you,” Luiz finally said. 
“Let me borrow your bike so I can interview for jobs a couple 

times a week. That would be payment enough.” 
Luiz mulled it over, grabbing another hot cookie. “You can ride?” 
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“I have an M1 license, but I sold my bike when I left New York.” 
It was sell the bike for cash or tell the school, and thereby The 
Company, where to send her last paycheck. She’d opted for selling 
the bike and twisting Delilah’s arm until her sister used her security 
firm mojo to produce a new life for her under the name Angela Jane 
David. 

Luiz’s eyes narrowed. “How long have you been riding?” 
“Since I was eighteen. Mom wouldn’t let me have a bike when I 

was living at home.” She shrugged. 
Luiz drummed her fingers on the table. “If I can get you a job, 

you’d tutor my daughter so she doesn’t fail classes?” 
“I can tutor her so she understands what she’s doing in class. 

Failing and passing are up to her. I can’t magically make her a 
perfect student.” Angela saw a mother’s fear in Luiz’s eyes. It rose 
off the heat of her skin like a perfume. “I’m a good tutor. I’ve done 
it before to pay bills.” 

“I know something you can do. The pay isn’t tops, but it’ll cover 
your groceries for the week.” She stood. “I’ll pick you up at seven. 
Wear riding gear, black if you have it. Try to act tough.” 

 
* * * 

 
Arktos landed on the roof of the US Bank Tower in a corona of 

cold blue fire as the sun sank into the Pacific Ocean. He was late, 
again. He wanted to run his hand through his hair in frustration, but 
the mask he wore, the one that lent him better night vision and kept 
his features hidden while he worked, covered his head. The thieves 
had pulled off another jewel heist last night, and he wasn’t any closer 
to tracking them down. 

He walked to the edge of the building, looking down at the City 
of Angels from over a thousand feet up. People scurried around, 
wrapped in their own worries, insulated by their private fears and 
precious egos. Somewhere in that mess were the three people he 
wanted. 

They were getting better. 
The first heist had been badly executed, and it was only because 

the police hadn’t called The Company for help that he hadn’t caught 
them then. It was frustrating that a set of amateurs who couldn’t plan 
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ahead enough to take care of a silent alarm were still smart enough 
to wear masks and gloves. 

Their second heist had been better planned. The woman had acted 
as a distraction. A car wreck, an armored car blocked in traffic, and 
then the fire bug in the group had bombed the truck, grabbed the 
cash, and they were gone. His only hint had been a flash of blonde 
under the woman’s USC Trojans baseball cap. 

A blonde woman with the ability to influence emotions fit the 
description of the mind-raper who’d escaped The Company in New 
York. It wouldn’t be the first time a rogue had teamed with a villain, 
and it wouldn’t be the last. And if they had kept to hitting stores and 
trucks, he wouldn’t be so worried. Last night’s heist though—that 
had been different. The mind-raper had held an entire restaurant in 
thrall while the heist team robbed them blind. 

That twist left him with a sick feeling in his stomach and the urge 
to freeze the criminals in their tracks. His fingers tingled as frost 
settled around him. Even in the spring heat, he was cold. 

Arktos leapt from the building, letting the rush of air strip away 
his worries. On the edge of thought, he could feel the tug of an idea. 
A vision appeared, a hazy overlay of the city, and he saw the studio. 

With a chuckle, he barrel-rolled in the sky, switching directions 
high above the streets and heading for home. Sometimes his 
premonitions let him see something that was about to happen, like 
the first heist that he’d called in to the police. And sometimes it acted 
like an alarm clock to make sure he got to work on time. A subtle 
reminder from his subconscious that he needed to get to work if he 
wanted to get paid. 
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AFTERWORD 
 
What could Luiz have lined up as a job for Angela that involves 

motorbike riding gear and a tough attitude? (And, is it legal??)  
Arktos could no doubt tell us if he wasn’t in such a hurry to get 

to work… It’s tough to squeeze paying the bills in between saving 
the world from crime.  

Jewel thieves, flirting in Shakespearean couplets, and mind 
control. What’s not to love? To read on, grab a copy of the ebook 
here or the print book here.  

And since Angela mentioned her sister Delilah, let’s head now to 
Delilah’s story…  
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EVEN VILLAINS HAVE INTERNS 
 
Bootleggers, drug dealers, crooked cops, and dirty politicians... 

Chicago has always had a reputation for indulging in the finer vices 
of life. That’s why Doctor Charm’s favorite daughter found 
America’s Second City so appealing; criminals are never boring. As 
second in command for the powerful Subrosa Security group, 
Delilah Samson finds opportunities to use her superpowers at every 
turn. Whether it’s stealing a priceless French painting from a 
mobster or stopping a drug deal, she’s game. 

In fact, the only thing she doesn’t care for is Chicago’s favorite 
native son, Deputy Mayor Alan Adale, the man who made Lucifer 
jealous. Sinfully handsome, or possibly just sinful, Adale has been 
pursuing Delilah since she first arrived, and she’s been dodging. 

When she finds ties between the new kingpin in town and a drug 
The Company wants to buy so they can create more superheroes, 
Delilah takes the gloves off. Teaming up with the spooky Spirit of 
Chicago, she aims to take down the dealers, the mobsters, the 
kingpin, and The Company. All without falling in love with the one 
man capable of capturing her heart. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
 
 

December 2033 
 
 
Dear Dad, 
 
Just because Mom mentioned she liked Claude Monet’s Grand 

Canal painting does not mean she wants a copy of it for the house. I 
know it doesn’t mean she wants the original. And telling me not to 
steal the piece while it’s on tour at the Art Institute here in Chicago 
is not going to convince me to pick it up in time for Christmas. 
Reverse psychology stopped working when I was twelve. 

In other news, you will be happy to learn that Peter Manigault, 
as painted by Allen Ramsay, mysteriously appeared at the Art 
Institute this weekend. The curator was very surprised. Personally, 
I think his shock was more over the two-dollar price tag left on the 
picture frame than the return of the old painting. It’s possible I’m 
biased. 

 
Locke 
 
 

DELILAH WATCHED IVAN PETROVICH step toward her on the 
pier made ghostly by the nighttime gloom. “Don’t take it personally, 
Miss Samson,” he said, broken nose still purple from where she’d 
punched him a week before. “It’s not that we don’t like you.” 

“A lot,” his companion added. She’d never learned his name. His 
file was marked ‘Snail’ because he was always trailing the rest of 
the gang. “I’d get your autograph if you weren’t handcuffed.” 

A freezing wind whipped the snow at her feet as Delilah smiled. 
“Take ‘em off, big boy. I bet we can find a pen.” 

Snail stared, confusion clouding his round face. 
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Ivan shook his head in frustration. “No. You stay handcuffed, we 
stay alive. We’ve been over this.” 

“This is overkill,” Delilah said as icy spray from Lake Michigan 
bit her ankle. If they pushed her in the water it would be merely 
waste disposal. With the arctic front that had moved in, all they 
needed to do to kill her was to leave her outside for another hour 

“You’re asking the wrong kinds of questions. Hanging with the 
wrong kind of people,” Ivan said. “I bet your parents warned you 
about talking to strangers.” 

“Not as such, no.” The shackles around her feet were making life 
difficult. Ivan had welded them shut before she woke from whatever 
drug they’d used to give her such a stupendous headache. If she 
wasn’t careful, she was going to lose both her feet tonight. Or her 
life. She glanced over her shoulder at the water and tried to figure 
out if the heat from the broken shackles would be tempered enough 
by the chill of the water to escape with only third degree burns. 
Physics had never been her favorite subject. “I really think this is a 
bad plan, boys. If we go through with this, what will we have to do 
next time we meet? You’re escalating the problem. All I want to 
know is what hit the street. I hate being left out.” 

Ivan grabbed the lapel of her woolen dress coat, pushing her back 
so she balanced on her Miu Miu heels. “You should have stayed out 
of it.” 

“Don’t make me kill you, Ivan. You know what the dry cleaners 
charge. We go to the same place. Mr. Way is not going to be happy 
about this.” 

“But the boss will be. Goodnight, sweetheart.” He moved to kiss 
her and Delilah kicked back, pulling him down into the water with 
her. 

Cold wasn’t the right word. Cold was snowflakes, or iced tea, or 
the look in her mother’s eyes when anyone mentioned Colorado. 
Lake Michigan in mid-December was a crypt. Death circled, 
numbing her to the bone. Water poured down her throat as she 
reflexively gasped for air. Be a mutant freak. Try to save the world. 
Die of drowning. 

Heat burst around her as the shackles fell away. Maybe three 
seconds had passed. The freezing water had numbed her soul right 
out of her body. She could almost see herself in the dark water, 
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feebly trying to claw to the surface but sinking anyway because her 
muscles couldn’t move. 

Mom is never going to forgive me for this. 
The murky darkness of the water became an air-filled darkness 

bursting with pain. Cold limbs brought to warmth and burning from 
the change of temperature. Freezing water filled her mouth, her 
lungs... Air. 

There was air! There was the sensation of someone holding her 
close, and then her knees slammed onto something too hard to be the 
muddy lake bottom. 

Delilah choked, coughed, and vomited out polluted water onto a 
moonlight-smeared wood floor that bobbed up and down. 

None of those words made sense. She made a living out of being 
sensible, politically aware, and biting her tongue. And yet the floor 
was bobbing at her. “Th-that’s n’ ri’.” Her teeth chattered. So 
unbearably cold. Pain. Cold. Heat. Darkness. Movement. She looked 
up at a shadow, searching for the man it belonged to—but there was 
no man. No light. Only a shadow. She forced her arms to hug herself 
for the relief it offered. “’Elp?” 

“I can get you a blanket,” the shadow said. 
“’Es.” Hot tears burned her face. She was alive. 
Anger burst through the pain. Ivan was going to regret this night 

for the rest of his foreshortened life. She’d make sure of that. 
Ivan. Snail. The mayor. In her mind she lined up the rogue’s 

gallery. Dealing drugs out of rehab centers, now that took a twisty 
kind of mind. The city tried to reduce street crime by sending minor 
offenders to weekend rehabilitation instead of jail, and what did 
those hoodlums go home with? A nice duffle bag full of pamphlets, 
clean underwear, and dime bags of meth. 

But something more was happening. The thriving Chicago sub-
economy had gone quiet in the past few weeks, like birds before a 
storm. Or the jungle when an apex predator stalked past. She thought 
she’d finally caught a break when Ivan and Snail scheduled a meet 
down on West Wacker. All the evidence was on the camera... The 
camera! 

She struggled to stand and started stripping off her wet clothes. If 
the camera was ruined... Argh! Ivan you idiot, why couldn’t you off 
me in the normal way? His modus operandi was leaving people 
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“drunk” and stripped in one of the parks. The cops logged it as a 
partygoer who’d wandered off and been killed by Chicago’s 
infamous weather. It happened. It was a shame. No crime though. 
Why’d he have to change his style now? 

Because you’re a freak, she reminded herself. The usual drugs 
didn’t affect her strange body chemistry. 

“Um...” The man’s voice was behind her. “I found a towel if you 
want... Should I leave?” he asked as she threw her shirt to the side 
and slid out of her pants. 

Pocket. Fingers. Cold fingers never worked the way she wanted. 
Why couldn’t the goons have been operating in Miami? This was it. 
This was definitely going to be her last winter in Chicago. In March 
she’d ask for the raise and a transfer to the Subrosa Securities offices 
somewhere warm. The French Riviera maybe. Or Spain. Or... 
somewhere. She wiggled out of her boots and dug her fingers into 
the lining where she’d slid the ultra-thin camera as soon as she’d 
realized someone was following her. Hot dog! With shaking hands 
she patted it dry. There. Good. Evidence. Now... 

Her teeth started chattering again. 
A warm, scratchy blanket was laid over her shoulders. Delilah 

looked down, saw a cord... followed the cord to a little green light. 
“Heating blanket,” the shadow said. He faded into the corner. “I 

know you’re not a native, but we figure even tourists should know 
better than to swim in Lake Michigan in the middle of winter. That’s 
why it’s not posted on the docks next to the prominent ‘Keep Out—
Authorized Personnel Only’ signs.” 

Delilah’s fist clenched around the camera. “Th-thanks. Silly me.” 
She sucked in cool air. “Where are we?” 

“A boat.” 
Good. Locations were good. “Yours?” 
“No.” 
“Mine?” 
“Not that I’m aware of.” 
All right then. She nodded. “Phone?” 
“I don’t keep one on me. Makes me feel like I’m wearing a leash. 

It’s good to get away from the day job, don’t you think?” 
She gave him her best shut up glare, perfected on her four siblings 

over the past two decades, and staggered toward a wall. Walls meant 
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doors. Doors meant halls. Halls meant communications devices of 
some kind. Boats had phones, or computers, or radios, something 
like that. Her sum knowledge of boats was they were supposed to 
float, holes were bad, and boats talked to other boats. Ergo, help and 
warm clothes were just down the hall. And possibly up a flight of 
stairs. 

“Where are you going?” the shadow asked. 
“Help. Got to get help.” She huffed on her cupped hands to keep 

them warm. There was a pop behind her as the heating blanket came 
unplugged from the hall. How inconvenient. 

The shadow bent down and plugged it back in. “Sit down. I’ll go 
find a phone. And some clothes.” 

A real gentleman would have offered his coat. Not that her 
mysterious rescuer seemed to have one. If he was who she was 
beginning to suspect he was, he didn’t need one. Ghosts didn’t need 
anything to keep the chill off. 

Delilah sat on a vinyl bench and looked at the city skyline through 
a narrow rectangular window. Willis Tower was lit up for the 
holidays, bright, festive, and a beacon of hope north of her. So, 31st 
Street Harbor. Good. The cab could be here in a matter of minutes. 
She leaned back. 

“Got a problem here,” said the shadow as he entered the room. 
“The clothes are a bit big and these shoes...” He held up a pair of 
bright pink satin pumps in a lady’s size twenty. Both her feet could 
have fit in one with room left over. 

“Everyone needs a hobby.” The words came out clearly between 
her chattering teeth. “Phone?” 

“Nothing. I guess whoever comes here likes their privacy.” 
“Fine. I’ll walk. Give me the clothes.” 
He held out a matching pink-sequined dress that was too big, 

bright, and cheap to ever be in her wardrobe. 
“And here I thought I’d have to join the circus to wear something 

this tacky.” At least the sleeves were long. Too long. Like an over-
sized sweater made in the middle of a sequin explosion. “Thanks for 
the lift. It was nice not seeing you. Enjoy your evening.” She pulled 
the heating blanket’s plug deliberately this time, folded the blanket 
neatly, and made a mental note to send one of the interns down to 
the docks with a small remuneration and the dress for the owner. 
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“Mind telling me what you were up to tonight?” The shadow 
followed her down the creaky hall. 

“Chasing bad guys, busting drug deals, getting evidence. You 
know, do-gooder stuff.” 

“You think you’re a superhero?” 
Ha. “Nope. You are though, right? The Spirit of Chicago, our 

city’s favorite son. I saw the news segment you did in the graveyard 
last year. No record of birth, no name, no physical body, although 
you’ve just demonstrated your ability to lift things up, so I have to 
wonder how much of that was staged.” 

The shadows where his face should have been changed, shading 
to mimic the expression of a surprised man. “Says the woman who 
impersonates Harry Houdini as a Christmas Party trick.” He sighed. 
“What’s your name?” 

“At home?” 
The Rosencrantz and Guildenstern reference flew right over his 

head. “On your Company file.” 
“Locke.” She smiled sweetly over her shoulder. “But I’m not 

listed as a superhero.” 
“The villain?” He swore so softly she would have missed it if she 

weren’t expecting it. 
“That’s me.” 
“What are you doing chasing drug dealers? Did they cut you out 

of something?” 
Delilah rolled her eyes. “No, I was chasing them because you 

suck at your job. Your ability to catch actual criminals is matched 
only by your ability to stop time and speed up the harvest. You’ve 
never done anything but haunt people.” She leaned against the rail. 
“Do you know what time it is?” 

“Hot date?” 
“No.” Her date was lukewarm at best, and being stood up for the 

third time. Hopefully the mayor’s right-hand man would get the 
point. Every time she ran into him, she fought the urge to stab his 
eyes out of spite. Alan Adale was the snake of Eden walking around 
in the body of a fallen angel. He had asked her if she was free for 
dinner tonight in front of people. There’d been no way to wiggle out 
of it without losing her standing. Besides, the local tabloids already 
had them pegged as Chicago’s next Power Couple, as if that was 



EVEN VILLAINS HAVE INTERNS 

 
 

149 

something to be proud of. She was pretty sure Adale was up to his 
handsome neck in whatever was going down. “Time?” 

“Quarter to eleven. You missed Doctor Who, but you should be 
able to catch a rerun of the Firefly reboot.” 

“Unlikely. I need to catch a plane. My intern is flying in,” she 
elaborated when he tilted his head. 

“Super villains have interns?” 
“Well, superheroes have the whole sidekick thing pretty well 

wrapped up. I guess you could call him a minion, but since he’s 
being paid instead of exploited, I went with intern.” And if she 
missed his flight and left her sister’s favorite student of all time 
stranded at O’Hare airport. Angela had doted on the boy even before 
he’d shot her in the arm. When he’d come to Angela’s wedding over 
the summer, he’d mentioned he was having weird premonitions. 
Like called to like. Delilah’d ask some questions and, sure enough, 
Big Sis’s favorite kid was a genetic freak too. His powers were 
minor, premonitions of when people were going to die and the 
ability to heal a little faster than normal humans. It wasn’t enough to 
win him a spot in The Company as a superhero, but it would be 
enough to earn him a visit from their silencing squad if they ever 
found out about him. 

Delilah and Angela’s family had closed ranks around the boy, 
herding him in like they had Angela’s husband and brother-in-law. 
Travys was safe. And once he’d enrolled in the University of 
Chicago, she’d pulled a few strings to get him a place as her intern 
for a few months. It was the only way to train him to survive. 

The shadow sauntered closer. “Where do you need to go? I can 
drop you off at home.” 

“I don’t take boys home on the first date, or ghosts home ever. 
My ride will be here shortly.” 

An icy breeze fluttered her hair. Behind the shadow a man in a 
tight blue suit landed, face covered by a sculpted mask that horribly 
disfigured the handsome man beneath. “My ears are burning. Were 
you talking about me?” the man asked with a smile. 

She could picture Ty raising an eyebrow behind his mask. 
“Cute dress,” her brother-in-law said. “Angela will be jealous.” 
“Long story. How’d you know I needed a ride?” 
“Frederick called to tell us you were out of communication. I 
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came out and waited. Who’s the new boyfriend?” 
“The Spirit of Chicago, and not my boyfriend.” She walked over 

to her brother-in-law, waving careless fingers over her shoulder. 
“Toodles.” 

The shadow gave her a lazy salute. “Some other time, perhaps.” 
“Perhaps.” 
Ty moved fast, dropping her at the apartment and flying her to 

the airport once she’d changed. He hovered in the shadows. “You 
sure you’re fine?” 

“I’m perfect. No lingering affects except an abiding desire to get 
home and snuggle under my quilt with the heater turned up to eighty. 
Freddie is bringing the cab around. I’ll drop Travys at his dorm room 
and go straight home. Which is where you should go,” she added 
firmly. “Your home. Drop the camera off with Daddy on your way, 
please.” 

He laughed. “You need to go get your own errand boy.” 
“I have twelve minions and an intern who eats like a horse.” 
“Why don’t you co-opt that shadow dude? He’s here, why can’t 

he work for us?” 
Delilah smiled wryly. “Us being the good guys who fight the 

other good guys for a chance to fight the bad guys? There is no ‘us’, 
Ty. Maybe you and Angela have California tied up, but the Midwest 
isn’t going to suddenly see the light and flee the strangling embrace 
of The Company. I’m not sure the Spirit of Chicago could. He’s 
supposed to be the ghost of someone who died in the Chicago fire.” 

“He looked solid to me.” 
“Yeah.” To her too. “I’ll worry about it later. Kisses to Angela, 

tell Aaron I say hi.” 
“No more adventures before Christmas,” Ty said. “Angela’s been 

sleeping poorly enough as it is.” 
“Oh?” Delilah glanced up, although Ty’s masked face gave no 

hints. 
He shrugged. “Nightmares about what happened with Jacob. She 

wakes up screaming about fires. Not frequent, but between that and 
the stomach bug going around it’s been a rough week.” 

She nodded. “No more adventures. Promise. I will not do 
anything thrilling, heroic, or risky for the next two weeks. Girl 
Scout’s honor.” A plane rumbled overhead, coming in to land. “That 
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should be Travys. Have a good night.” She smiled and walked into 
the lobby before Ty could remember she’d never been a Girl Scout. 

The warm, stale air of the terminal was almost comforting. Still, 
she shivered. Nightmares were the bane of her existence. First her 
mother’s memories of the time she was kidnapped and mind-raped 
in Colorado, and now her sister’s memories of the man she couldn’t 
save. She’d unlocked those, stolen them in unguarded moments, and 
they’d become part of her even though they weren’t her experiences. 
A midnight swim in Lake Michigan just couldn’t compete. So she 
tucked the fear out of the way, and moved forward. A super villain’s 
work was never done. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 
 
 

Dear Dad, 
 
I need a new watch for Christmas. Waterproof. Possibly with a 

miniaturized Agree-With-Me ray attached. You know, for the days 
when I run into trouble. I also need new boots. Mine got wet. 

Your daughter who is glad she took swimming lessons, 
 
Delilah 
 
 

THE SPIRIT OF CHICAGO leaned his head against a cold brick 
wall and stared out over the dark harbor. That had gone as badly as 
he could have imagined anything going. Delilah Samson. What a 
gal. 

In the city’s complex world of politics, crime, and money, he’d 
had her pegged as a lady on the lowest rung. He knew her, of course; 
Subrosa Securities was a big name in private safety and Delilah 
Samson the beautiful treat they trotted out like a show pony for all 
their affluent clients. She’d even run point a few times, hovering 
near various Subrosa clients at charity balls and holiday mixers with 
a slightly detached expression, while the men tripped over 
themselves to get her attention. Gorgeous. That’s all anyone ever 
remembered. Delilah Samson hadn’t been born, she’d been carved 
from alabaster. Her eyes were luminous topaz, deep, dark, and 
radiant. Her dark chocolate hair fell in waves to her hips, begging 
men and women alike to imagine her lying in their beds with a sated 
smile. 

Or maybe that was just him. 
He’d known she was involved with that idiot Ivan as well, if 

involved meant they sometimes traded cool glances at the dry 
cleaners. He was willing to strangle Ivan for that alone, stealing her 
time and favor—and then tonight. The one night he’d felt reasonably 
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certain Miss Samson would be safe, she wasn’t. His plans for the 
evening had gone to hell in a burning hand basket when the little 
radar he’d illegally pinned on Ivan’s car met with the one on Boris 
Lugchevka’s car. Boris was a thug with a list of petty convictions 
stretching back to his childhood in the late nineties. Ivan was the 
brains, maybe even a major player in the criminal underworld, it was 
hard to say. He had no arrest record. No proof he’d ever done 
anything wrong. But he was always on the fringe of criminal 
activity, and if Ivan didn’t commit crimes, he certainly wouldn’t 
hesitate to egg Boris on. 

The Spirit had arrived at the dock in time to see Delilah fall into 
the water. Searching the dark lake with nothing but hope and the 
faint impressions left by shadows was not the way to conduct a 
rescue operation in the dead of winter. He’d thought he’d lost her. 

That was why he’d made so many mistakes. Bringing her to the 
nearest yacht seemed safe enough. She’d looked so helpless, dark 
eyes huge and filled with fear, her long hair tangled by the lake 
water, so he’d stayed to offer help. A normal woman would have 
been too shaken to do anything but thank him. Not Delilah. No, she 
noticed he picked up a towel. She’d identified him. She was 
evaluating him. 

A beautiful, brainy woman. 
She was going to be the death of him. 
He sighed and ran his hands through his short hair as his physical 

body reformed around him. For thirteen years he’d kept his secret 
safe. Everyone, from The Company superheroes to the local media, 
accepted the fact that The Spirit of Chicago was a ghost. After all, 
why not? When the evening news was filled with accounts of a man 
who could turn into an eight-foot giant with bark for skin, a ghost 
seemed downright normal. 

When he’d first approached The Company, a seemingly typical 
reckless and angry teenager, he’d been wary. He’d been scared of 
what they might do with him if they knew his name. So he’d lied. 
The United States government’s clandestine superhero control unit 
didn’t know his real name or what he looked like. They were content 
believing he was a ghost, an incorporeal man without the ability to 
touch, pick up, or manipulate anything. He watched people. 
Sometimes he frightened people. But really he was an informer, a 
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Company spy. 
And because he’d picked up a towel, Delilah Samson knew more 

about him than anyone in thirteen years. 
The real question was: What else did she know? Could she guess 

from his voice who he was? Would she guess? And, if she guessed, 
what then? Blackmail? Vows of secrecy? A kiss to thank him next 
time they met wearing their business faces? 

His heart raced, half agony, half hope. Maybe he could find a way 
to tell her without losing the life he’d so carefully cultivated since 
escaping the hell of his childhood. Integrate her. Convince her to ally 
with him and keep Chicago safe. 

Wishful thinking, he admitted as he walked into his apartment 
and locked the door. They’d barely exchanged half a dozen civil 
words with each other and he was ready to name the date, the kids, 
and the hypothetical dog. 

Tossing his watch on the kitchen counter, The Spirit of Chicago 
stalked back to what he liked to call The Lair: his apartment’s spare 
bedroom retrofitted with bulletproof glass, heavy curtains to keep 
out prying eyes, and an entire wall devoted to visualizing the 
dynamics of Chicago’s power players. 

Mayor Marco Arámbula occupied one pyramid of power. Chief 
of Police Brian Wyte owned his own pyramid too; he’d gained 
ground in the last year and the next election was looking like it might 
be a run-off between Arámbula and Wyte. The crime syndicates 
were smaller blobs formed under a big question mark. Ten years ago 
the individual gangs still had power—some, at any rate. The police 
force whittled that away and into the power vacuum a new player 
crept. The gangs and the Outfit had become mere feeder streams to 
the one big boss. 

There was no name to go with the question mark. Not yet. But 
he’d have it soon enough. He needed the name before the criminal 
element in Chicago became too organized and efficient to break 
without going to war. 

The Spirit of Chicago traced a finger down the pyramid of power 
under Wyte. Subrosa Securities worked in happy harmony with the 
police force, so he’d put Delilah Samson right down at the bottom 
with the other peons. Only—his finger paused—she wasn’t there. 
Huh. 
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He checked his desk drawer and after a quick search found a 
magnet, purple for a reason he couldn’t fathom, with a black and 
white image of her face glued on it. Hesitating only for a moment, 
he placed Delilah on the third tier under Chief Wyte. She wouldn’t 
report directly to him, but her boss had to know. 

Subrosa had a good deal if she really had superpowers. They 
could offer her protection from The Company and other less pleasant 
groups that might want to take advantage of someone with super 
mutations, and she had free license to use her skills. He grabbed a 
scanner and read the barcode under her picture. 

He turned his computer on to read the cross-referenced files. 
Let’s see... Delilah Samson, age twenty-six, height five ten, born in 
2007, hired by Subrosa Securities in the spring of 2029 at age 
twenty-four. He scrolled down and stared at a blank page. 

Nothing. 
Delilah Samson sprang into being five years ago? He doubted 

that. Logic said she had a family somewhere, a history, school 
records... People left tracks. 

He pulled up the Subrosa Securities website first, scrolling 
through their list of employees all for hire as discreet service or to 
set up your next security system. How embarrassing. As if security 
guards were some kind of accessory you picked to match your shoes 
in the morning. 

Three pages in, he hit the end of the Bodyguards For Hire and 
still hadn’t found Miss Samson. He checked the personnel listings 
for secretaries, hostesses, and other office minions. Not a trace of his 
delinquent Delilah. 

Grumbling in frustration, he pulled up the president’s 
information. Wilford Andrews, a bespectacled and impossibly fit 
man with gray hair and dark skin stared sternly back. Andrews was 
the regional president and head of Midwestern operations (USA) for 
Subrosa. And there, under the title ‘Vice President’, was Delilah 
Samson, resplendent in a blood-red jacket and skirt. She should have 
looked like a bellhop, but instead her flat stare seemed to oscillate 
between a come-hither invitation and the cold warning that she 
would not hesitate to put a bullet in your head. 

He loosened his collar and opened up Andrew’s file. Yale 
graduate, law school, served in the army JAG for twenty years 
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before retiring to the civil sector and joining Subrosa fifteen years 
ago. Delilah? Nothing. No background, no schools listed, no 
experience. 

No super villain alive had such a weak cover story. Most the ones 
he’d met had not just one backstory, but several alter egos with the 
paperwork to prove who they were. And super villains didn’t play 
the role of neighborhood vigilante. That was strictly a Good Guy 
thing. 

So, what? She was FBI maybe? CIA? Some other black-ops 
government group who needed a plant and thought no one would 
check her cover story? Homeland Security might try to pull 
something like that. Or the DoD. Although they could have at least 
made some effort to make sure her history passed a cursory 
inspection. 

Unless she wasn’t meant to pass inspection. Maybe she was bait. 
His head started to hurt. Would it kill people to just tell him the 

truth? A little up front honesty was all he wanted. “Hi, my name’s 
Delilah and I was trained by assassin monks in Antarctica to fight 
the hordes of rabid polar bears descending from Canada.” 

Or not. He shut off the computer as an email popped up on his 
work account. That could wait until morning. Right now he needed 
to wash the reminder of Lake Michigan—and Delilah Samson—off 
his skin. 
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AFTERWORD 
 
Oh, Delilah. Promising not to do anything thrilling, risky or 

heroic for the next two weeks is practically asking fate to intervene 
and turn your life upside down. Or maybe that’s just the ghostly 
Spirit of Chicago…  

Meanwhile, the poor Spirit already has it bad for Delilah. What 
do we think: will he get that kiss of gratitude for saving her life? 
Read on in ebook or in print to find out…  
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EVEN VILLAINS PLAY THE 
HERO 

 
If you like the sound of the Smith family and would like to read 

all their stories, Even Villains Play The Hero is for you! An omnibus 
edition containing Even Villains Fall In Love, Even Villains Go To 
The Movies and Even Villains Have Interns, you can find Even 
Villains Play The Hero here in ebook and here in print.  

 
 

 

 
 

Zephyr Girl broke into Dr. Charm's lab looking for the affair of 
the century; she found happily ever after instead. But now, seven 
years later, Tabitha walks away with no warning, and Evan faces the 
ultimate decision: world domination, or the woman he loves? With 
their four loveable daughters, Evan sets out to rescue his wife—and 
his marriage—proving that Even Villains Fall In Love.  

Hunted by The Company as a rogue hero, Angela, eldest of the 
quads, heads to California—because Even Villains Go To The 
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Movies. When a gang of super-powered jewel thieves hit town, 
Angela must choose between lying low or helping a superhero who's 
too hot for his own good—in more ways than one.  

In Even Villains Have Interns, Angela's sister Delilah hears 
rumors of big-game hunters in town and a mysterious drug that 
everyone—including The Company—is after. Teaming up with the 
spooky Spirit of Chicago, she aims to take down the dealers, the 
mobsters, the kingpin, and The Company. The only thing that might 
be difficult is doing it all without falling in love... 
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THE POLAR TERROR 
 
Meet Kaddy Chaak: career in jeopardy, non-existent social life, 

and instead of spending the holidays at home with everyone she 
loves? These days, Kaddy sleeps in the hospital with her chronically-
ill, probably-dying nephew Everett, wondering if her dead sister 
could have fixed this.  

The one bright note in an otherwise bleak winter? A potential 
visit from the Polar Terror, the only super villain north of the 66th 
parallel, to make little Everett's hospital wish come true.  

Kaddy's expectations, though? Rock bottom. At best, maybe a 
lackluster cosplayer with a half-hour to spare.  

Instead, she gets swoon-worthy stranger full of secrets, who 
might just sweep her off her feet—and maybe help her leave the past 
behind, once and for all.  

A heart-warming stand-alone addition to the popular Heroes	and	
Villains series.  

 

 
 
 

 
 



The polar terror 

 

 
WANTED 

 

The Polar Terror for a day of fun and crime with 7yo Everett at the 
Merriton Pediatric Hospital. 

Everett is a sweet boy who has had a bad run of luck. He wants to 
conquer the mountains with his favorite villains, and maybe rob a 

candy store. 
 

If you’re available, please email: 
andrea@canada.dreamcometrue.org 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

 
KADDY LEANED HER HEAD against the pale yellow wall of the 
hospital room, closed her eyes, and tried not to hear the constant 
whooshing and beeping of the machines.  
The ticky-tick-tick of the heartrate monitor.  
The two-minute beep as the IV dropped another controlled dose of 
pain medications that seemed to do no good.  
The whock-whock-whock of the second hand on the clock.  
There was no escape.  
She couldn’t even run outside to the snow and let that peace 
envelope her. Not while Everett was lying in bed, staring out the 
window at the flat roof of the parking garage, refusing to talk. 
With a sigh, she tried to reach him. Again. “Do you want to watch 
some TV?”  
Everett didn’t move. 
“We could play with your action figures.” She pushed herself out 
of the uncomfortable chair and walked over to his bed.  
Everett let her pull the plush Polar Terror doll out of his listless 
hand. 
She bopped him on the nose with it. “The Polar Terror is coming! 
He’ll walk right out of this storm and—”  
Everett rolled to the side, crossing his tiny arms as best he could. 
His bottom lip quavered with anger and pain.  
“I’m sorry.” Kaddy put the doll back next to him. “We’re going to 
find a way through this, Ev. I promise. And then we’ll sew you the 
Polar Terror costume you wanted.” 
“There is no Polar Terror,” Everett whispered, his first words all 
day. “Nobody comes to rescue you.” 
She rubbed his shoulder gently. “I know, bud. That’s why you have 
me. You and me, we can handle anything.” 
“Not this,” he whispered. “Not cancer.” 
Tears choked her. “We will,” she whispered just as a softly. “We’ll 
find a way to make it all right.” 
Everett squeezed his eyes shut.  
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Kaddy slumped back. Even if—and it was a really big if—the 
hospital pulled off a miracle and Everett got better, she wasn’t 
going back to a job.  
Her firm had been very patient, let her take a leave of absence, but 
her boss was retiring and the incoming boss hadn’t liked her. He’d 
questioned her education, her field time, her work ethic… And 
while the guy couldn’t come out and say it, his tone all but 
screamed SINGLE MOMS NEED NOT APPLY.  
She shook her head. Being a single mom hadn’t been her choice. 
She wasn’t even dating when Everett was born.  
But then there’d been a car accident a semester before graduation. 
Her sister and brother-in-law were killed on impact.  
The idea of being a working, single parent was terrifying, but 
letting Everett bounce between foster families wasn’t an option 
either.  
Squeezing the guard rail of his hospital bed, she stood up. One way 
or another, she’d make a good life for him. That’s what moms did. 
There was a tentative knock at the door, like the person on the 
other side was hoping they wouldn’t get an answer, but knew they 
would.  
Rolling her eyes, Kaddy cracked it open for the inevitable nurse.  
Andrea, the ever-perky Dream Coordinator for Merriton Pediatric 
Hospital, looked at her with the world’s fakest smile, wide, 
frightened blue eyes, and damp blonde hair that looked like she’d 
gone outside without her usual hat. 
“Yessssss?” Kaddy dragged the word out. 
Andrea squeezed through the tiny crack in the doorway and 
slammed the door shut. “Okay. Hi, Kaddy! Everett! It is so good to 
see you two!” The words were rushed, panicked, and had the 
forced joviality of true terror.  
But this was the Yukon in mid-winter, not some American city 
where a bomber was going to hold them hostage. “Is… is 
everything okay?” Kaddy asked. 
The only thing that would scare Andrea was a really bad diagnosis. 
Kaddy’s stomach flipped as tears welled up in her eyes. She 
couldn’t handle that.  
“Just dandy!” Andrea’s voice squeaked. “Actually.” She faked a 
laugh. “Funny story. Everett has a visitor. And, I know he’s been 
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so tuckered out, the poor thing, so I was thinking we should 
reschedule. Don’t you? That’s great!” she rushed on, not letting 
Kaddy answer. “I’ll cancel. He can come back some other time.” 
Not bad news then.  
Everett rolled over in his bed, forehead wrinkled in confusion.  
“Who came?” Kaddy asked. The hospital attracted an eclectic 
group of visitors. Usually hockey stars, medical students, and 
politicians on goodwill tours. But Andrea welcomed all of them 
with open arms. “It isn’t the Maple Leafs again, is it?” No one this 
far north loved the Maple Leafs.  
Andrea’s head shook so hard Kaddy worried the woman was going 
to give herself a concussion. 
“Okay…” Kaddy glanced over at Everett who was showing the 
first interest in anything since his chemo treatment two days 
earlier. “Is there a reason you don’t want this person to see 
Everett?” She licked her lips and mouthed, Is it child services? 
“Worse,” Andrea whispered hoarsely. She leaned forward and 
murmured a name in Kaddy’s ear. 
Kaddy’s eyebrows went up in surprise. “Like… for real? You—” 
She stopped herself just in time and leaned forward. “You found a 
cosplayer to play the Polar Terror?”  
She couldn’t keep the excitement out of her whisper. Everett was 
going to be over the moon.  
“No.” Andrea shook her head and glanced over her shoulder. The 
color drained from her face. “He’s… he’s not fake.” 
“Who isn’t fake?” Everett demanded from the bed.  
“Just say no.” Andrea grabbed Kaddy’s elbow. “Please?” 
Kaddy shook the other woman off and looked at the door. There 
was a thin layer of frost on the door. A suspiciously thin layer. 
Like someone was intentionally cooling the door for a grand 
entrance.  
She narrowed her eyes. 
Would the Dream Coordinator come in here acting terrified just to 
sell the idea of a super villain at the hospital? Yes. Yes she would.  
It’s exactly the sort of thing a perky, cheerful-before-coffee, former 
cheerleader would do. 
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Kaddy crossed her arms and sighed dramatically. “I don’t know, 
Andrea. Ev’s had a really rough week. I don’t think he should have 
visitors. Not even the Polar Terror.” 
The heartrate monitor screamed in excitement as Everett sat up like 
he was attached to a spring. “The Polar Terror?” 
With a burst of cold air, the door fell inward. Ice crystals glittered 
as icicles formed on the ceiling.  
That was some impressive special effects budget. 
A man in the Polar Terror’s costume stepped in, towering over 
even Kaddy, who hadn’t been called short since she turned thirteen 
and shot up. The muskrat parka, a rabbit fur hat, a strip of seal skin, 
a fur pouch, beadwork on his boots… and of course the very 
modern black balaclava with the Under Armor logo.  
The Polar Terror had come to Merriton.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

 
OVER THE YEARS, KADDY had become quite an expert on the Polar 

Terror, the only super villain north of the 66th Parallel. Everett had 
all the comics, most of the collectibles, and quite a few Polar Terror 
action figures. She’d even seen the fan-made YouTube videos with 
teenagers mugging for the cameras in faux fur. 
This wasn’t a teenager. 
Whoever was hiding under the Under Armor balaclava and behind 
the polished, wooden Inuit snow goggles was a tall man. It was 
hard to guess his build under the layers, but there was something in 
the way he walked that suggested he was in his prime.  
There was a gravity to him that pulled her forward. The Polar 
Terror was supposed to freeze his enemies with fear, bring an 
Arctic chill to any place he went, not make her want to run toward 
him.  
Kaddy gave her a head a little shake. It had been a long winter, and 
she clearly needed some social time with other adults.  
She stole another glance and caught him looking at her. Hiding a 
smile, she turned away. This visit was for Everett.  
Dr. Kobbler, the chief surgeon, wandered into the room, grinning 
like a kid in a candy shop as he stepped close enough to inspect the 
Polar Terror’s costume. “Delightful. Positively delightful. Is this 
real fur? It looks authentic.” He nodded sagely at Everett as he 
mugged for all he was worth. 
The doctor was a good man, always taking time for the kids, 
listening to their teddy bear’s symptoms, and treating all 
information with the appropriate gravity or levity.  
“Another comic book hero!” The doctor clapped his hands.  
“Super villain,” Everett corrected in unison with Kaddy. “He scares 
people.”  
Andrea reached outside and grabbed a hockey stick. “Exactly why 
he shouldn’t be here. Out!” she ordered, poking the man in furs 
with the stick. “Kaddy, Everett, I’m sorry for the interruption. 
We’ll come another day. Mr. Old Crow isn’t even registered as a 
volunteer yet.” 
The man frowned at Andrea.  
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“Oh. Wow.” Everett’s heart monitor screamed in alarm as he grew 
more excited. “Aunt Kaddy, it’s him! It’s really him!”  
Down the hall, Kaddy could hear the nurse running in her nice, 
sensible sneakers. “Wait a second!” Kaddy held up her hands as 
Dr. Kobbler ambled over and shut off the alarm. 
“Quite all right, nurse,” Dr. Kobbler said as Nurse Duncan 
appeared in the doorway, sweating and panicked. “Not to worry, 
Everett just got a little excited. Could happen to anyone. Practically 
healthy. Like a run in the park. Everyone likes seeing their hero 
appear.” 
“Super villain,” Kaddy corrected again. She and Everett were 
probably the only fans of the antihero who fought lumberjacks and 
oil speculators in the Yukon.  
Andrea cleared her throat. “Right. Super villain. Which is why I 
don’t think he should be here.” She didn’t even wink. 
Kaddy paused. It wasn’t that she hated Andrea. It was that she 
resented Andrea’s unending perkiness, her can-do attitude, cheerful 
smile, and willingness to spend hours enthusiastically discussing 
anything any of the patients loved. It left Kaddy feeling like a 
monster.  
She wasn’t 162 centimeters with tiny bones and the metabolism of 
a hummingbird.  
She didn’t have delicate features of someone who had French 
hunters in their mixed heritage.  
She didn’t have a boundless well of energy allowing her to play 
along. Not right now. She wanted desperately to throw all three 
interlopers out the door, slam it shut, and sit down to cry.  
But Andrea was putting on a good show for Everett and, right now, 
they both needed a reason to smile. It was all over-the-top, but it 
was sweet that they were trying.  
“Please, Kaddy,” Everett pleaded. “Please, can he stay?” His small, 
cold hand grabbed at her arm, squeezing as tight as he could.  
She put her hands on her hips and studied Dr. Kobbler’s cheerful 
smile and Andrea’s panicked grimace. “I don’t know, buddy. Super 
villains are super shady characters. I can’t let just anyone in to see 
you.” 
“I’m safe,” the man in furs said. She couldn’t see his face but his 
voice was deep, luscious—anything but safe. 
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It wasn’t intentional, but she found herself licking her lips. 
Catching it, she smacked her lips together. “Ev, is my chapstick 
over there?” Nice cover, Kaddy. The Polar Geek over there is 
going to think you like him.  
Ev handed her the vanilla-scented chapstick she’d bought at the 
hospital store because she’d lost her mint one in the snow last week 
walking across the street for a lunch that hadn’t been chosen for its 
nutritional benefit. “Thanks.” 
“Do your eye thing,” Everett said, swinging her arm back and forth 
so it bumped the rail of his bed.  
Everyone looked over at him. 
“My eye thing?” Kaddy asked, confused. “You mean glare at 
him?” The man in furs didn’t look like he’d back down just 
because she was glaring. “I don’t know if that works on anyone 
over eighteen.” And the Polar Terror didn’t sound like a high 
school cosplayer.  
“No, the thing where you look at their eyes and say they’re good or 
bad.” Everett nodded.  
His faith was endearing.  
A few times, when he’d fought the idea of going back to Merriton 
Hospital, she’d told him she could tell if people were good or bad 
by looking at their eyes. She’d promised not to let anyone bad 
come near him. 
It was only half a joke. Part of her believed in the skill in a way she 
couldn’t explain. It was nonsensical. Unscientific. But a glance a 
someone’s eyes and, nine times out of eight, she knew how skeezy 
they were.  
“Okay.” She nodded. “Mister Polar Terror, I’m going to need you 
to remove your eye coverings.” 
Everett gasped. “Wait! He’ll kill you!” 
“He’s not Cyclops,” Kaddy argued. “I do know my super… 
peoples?” What was the group noun for super-powered people? 
She’d have to Google that later.  
“I don’t know. Maybe he should go,” Andrea said. “I like the idea 
of him leaving.” 
The Polar Terror shifted from foot to foot. “No one knows the 
color of my eyes. It’s a secret.” 
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That was true, for the comic books at least. “I promise not to tell,” 
Kaddy said solemnly.  
“You have to trade him a valuable secret!” Everett shouted, sitting 
sideways in the bed.  
His hands clung to the rail of the hospital bed, and he looked like 
he was ready to chase down the Polar Terror if Kaddy let him 
leave. “It’s in The Polar Terror number ten, where he fights the ice 
sirens. He shows Freezinia the color of his eyes in a trade for the 
secret of how to walk past the sirens and rescue the scientist 
trapped in the ice caves!” 
Kaddy narrowed her eyes. “Didn’t he turn around and kill her?” 
“I didn’t kill her,” the Polar Terror said. “She drowned when her 
sisters took away her water-ice magic.” 
“Because she helped you,” Kaddy pointed out. 
Next to her she saw Andrea roll her eyes heavenward and mutter 
something that sounded suspiciously like, “Lord, give me patience. 
Amen.”  
Dr. Kobbler was still grinning ear-to-ear. The over-acting was 
getting brutal in here. 
“He tried to save her!” Everett sounded like he was ready to cry. 
“Please, Aunt Kaddy? Please?” 
She looked down at his pain-thinned face. His eyes were two pools 
of darkness in sunken sockets. She’d do anything for him, and he 
knew it, but… “What secret do I have to trade?” 
Everett’s eyes filled with tears. 
“I’ll take it on promise,” the Polar Terror said a little too quickly. 
He was obviously new to the whole acting-at-the-kid’s-hospital 
thing.  
With a sigh, Kaddy turned to him and raised an eyebrow. “What 
am I promising? I’m genre-savvy enough to know not to make 
deals with fairies or villains.”  
He stepped forward, blocking out her view of the exit and filling 
the room more than was humanly possible. “If I let you see my 
eyes, you promise never to tell anyone about them. In turn, you’ll 
owe me one secret that is non-life-threatening, non-classified, 
and—” 
“—impersonal?” She filled in. The promise of distance sounded 
like a good safety feature at the moment. 
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The Polar Terror tilted his head. “A secret you can share without 
hurting anyone. Personal is allowed.”  
Biting her lip, Kaddy glanced from Everett to the door, where the 
doctor and the dream coordinator were hovering. Everyone was 
waiting for her.  
Closing her eyes, she nodded. “Fine. One secret promised.”  
The Polar Terror held out a hand, gesturing towards the dark blue 
privacy curtain.  
Step into my web, said the spider to the fly.  
“You don’t need to do this,” Andrea said as Kaddy reached for the 
curtain. “He can come back. Later. Much later. Or Everett can ask 
for a new hero…” 
Kaddy rolled her eyes. “It’ll be fine. Thank you, Andrea.”  
“Excellent, excellent.” Dr. Kobbler clapped his hands. “Andrea, 
dear, we should get going. Let the family have their visitor.” 
Andrea stood there, trembling with dramatic anger. With a fierce 
glare, she lifted her chin. “Fine. But, Mister Terror, you better 
behave, or it’s the Maple Leafs for you!” She shook her hockey 
stick with mock menace.  
Kaddy covered a snicker with her hand as they walked out. 
“Somewhere, a sketch comedy troupe is missing a star.” She 
smiled up at the Terror. “Come here.”  
He sauntered toward her and pulled the curtain between them and 
Everett.  
Bravado kept her chin up—and a pinch of curiosity. It had been too 
long since she’d flirted with anyone. Since he was here willingly, 
she could play too, right? For a stolen moment she could pretend 
that everything was going to be okay.  
The Polar Terror kept moving closer. Small, easy steps until he 
was within hugging distance. 
Kaddy gave her very best Mom Glare. “Okay. Goggles off.”  
“Only for you.” Slowly he reached up and untied the wooden 
mask. In the winter tundra of the Arctic, the thin slits limited light 
and allowed the earliest hunters to see, even if the sun reflected on 
the blinding snow. The Polar Terror held the mask as he looked 
down at the floor, almost as if he was bracing himself. He pulled 
off the balaclava, exposing high cheekbones and the deep tan of 
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someone born and raised in the land of the midnight sun. His hair 
was black as a winter night and just as unruly. 
He looked up, meeting her eyes. “Am I safe?”  
Kaddy’s breath caught in her throat. She’d never seen eyes that 
color. A deep black-blue in the Arctic Sea. His eyes were the color 
of the ocean under the northern lights. The color of magic and 
promise and home.  
Home.  
Just looking at him, she wanted to run into his arms and break 
down. Start sobbing. Tell him everything that was going wrong 
because she knew he could fix it all.  
Kaddy took a step back as she tried to shake off the knowing.  
It was just her imagination, after all. Nothing real about it. She was 
reacting to being in an enclosed space with a very pretty man after 
a very long time being single. That was it.  
No mystical connection. No destiny. No friendship.  
The Polar Terror raised a dark eyebrow. “Well? Am I safe?” 
Oh, hell no you aren’t! He was the least safe person she’d ever 
met. He could rearrange her world with a smile, and she’d let him.  
Kaddy nodded quickly. “Perfectly safe.” If he heard the lie, he 
didn’t say anything. And it didn’t matter, she told herself. What 
mattered was what Everett thought.  
Pulling the curtain back, she smiled brightly. “I gave him a good, 
hard look, Everett.” 
“And?” Her nephew waited breathlessly for the verdict. 
“Everett, meet the Polar Terror. The Yukon’s only super villain.”  
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AFTERWORD 
 
Andrea sure is keen on getting rid of this cosplayer-apparent. And 

sure, Kaddy, you keep telling yourself that it’s all just your 
imagination if that helps you sleep at night. We’ll just sit quietly in 
this corner, snickering to ourselves.  

The real question here is, how is Kaddy going to react when she 
finds out who’s actually come to visit her nephew in the hospital? 
And just how good is that ‘imagination’ of hers?  

To find out, you can pick up an ebook copy here, or a print copy 
here.  

 
 
We’re going to head now to a different series, this time by Amy 

Laurens. There is still a Hero (who knows a suspicious amount about 
botany and textiles), but more important are this year’s cohort of 
Evil Overlord graduates…  
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KADITEOS 
 
Although at present there is only one novel in the world of 

Kaditeos—a land suspiciously similar to 1990s Australia, if you 
substituted magical, static tornadoes for electricity—eventually this 
series will be similar to the Heroes & Villains series in that it will 
follow the stories of a large, sprawling family of Big Personalities 
and their close friends.  

For now, the series is focusing on the adventures of Mercury, 
second youngest of the seven siblings, as she graduates from Evil 
Overlord school (to the disapproval of her mother) and attempts the 
claim the castle in her home city.  

Purple rain, stolen Keys, and talking ferrets ensue.  
Oh, and a slow burn enemies-to-lovers romance…  
 
 
The first book in this series, How Not To Acquire A Castle, was 

the Runner-Up for the ACT Publishing & Writing Awards: Best 
Book 2020.  
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HOW NOT TO ACQUIRE A 
CASTLE 

 
Evil Overlord in training? Check.  
Successfully hidden the true depths of her powers for four years 

so no one kills her? Check.  
Graduating at the top of her class from the Evil Overlord 

Academy so she can acquire her castle? ...Uncertain. And Mercury 
loathes uncertainty.  

If that smarmy git Deviran beats her for first place, Mercury 
needs to rethink her plans. Because the Tumul Tuos castle belongs 
to her. No matter what it takes to convince everyone else.  

Comic fantasy for fans of Terry Pratchett that will leave you 
laughing, crying—and questioning everything you ever thought you 
knew about ferrets. 
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THE BEGINNING 

 
 

IT BEGAN, AS A GOOD MANY FANTASY STORIES DO, IN A forest, this 
one populated with black-trunked ironbarks so as to be suitably 
broody and foreboding. (Ironbarks, in case you have never seen 
them, are a type of eucalyptus tree; their bark is rough, and black, 
and split by deep fissures that hint at the red-coloured wood 
underneath, much as a tear in your skin hints at the redness of the 
flesh underneath.) 

I suppose it might have begun in a palatial or castellan room, 
probably with someone Important dying—a wife, perhaps, slain 
unknowingly by the protagonist’s hand; a mother, that her infant 
may be marked indelibly as the Chosen One (as though parents are 
all that stand between us and greatness); or perhaps an old man, slain 
for deserting his post.  

Alack, nobody died to make this story, and the births of both 
protagonists were perfectly average. Thus, we must make do with 
the ironbark forest.  

When the rain began in the forest of ironbarks, just south and east 
of the great Eye-city of Tumul Tuos, it was ordinary—which did not 
bode well for a story. But before too long, the water took on a lilac 
glow that was definitely not—which did.  

The oddly-coloured drops splattered on the sparsely-leafed trees, 
rolling down the branches and streeeeeeeeeetching all the way to the 
ground.  

Normal raindrops, in case you have momentarily forgotten, do 
not stretch.  

These stretching drops reached the red-dirted ground, where 
puddles began to puddle. The oddly-coloured pud-dles glowed, and 
a faint hum began to resonate throughout the forest.  

More stretching drops. More dropping drips. More puddling 
puddles.  

The electric-purple puddles thickened like curd, soupy and 
opaque, until—abruptly—they were a solid instead of a liquid, some 



How not to acquire a castle 

176 

sort of leftovers from an experiment gone wrong. And out of the 
solid, soupy puddles rose purple shapes, parodies of humans and 
animals, twisted as though a cruel fire had warped their limbs and 
faces.  

The demons stood, and the demons walked, in the forest of the 
ironbarks—and somewhere, in the distance, someone laughed.  

 
 

 
ON A HARD PLASTIC CHAIR IN THE FRONT ROW OF THE GREAT Hall in 
the world’s fifth-best Evil Overlording Academy, with its red-
wooden parquetry floor that spoke of wealth and the beige, square 
panels of sound-boards speaking of conservatism on the walls, 
Mercury sat, pointedly not sweating.  

Partly, this was because the Academy Administrators had 
deigned to turn on the air-conditioning earlier in the day, in 
recognition of the fact that the hall would be packed out with 
approximately six hundred bodies, all here to celebrate the 
graduation of about a third of that crowd.  

But mostly, Mercury was pointedly not sweating because she 
made it a point never to sweat, sweat being an indication that she 
was working hard, and hard work being antithetical to her way of 
life.  

However. If she had been sweating right now, it would not have 
been due to the uncomfortable warmth of six hundred packed bodies 
that even the air-conditioning system couldn’t completely shift, or, 
in fact, from over-exertion. Instead, it would have been caused by an 
even more unfamiliar concept in Mercury’s emotional vocabulary: 
nervousness.  

Mercury did not get nervous. Mercury got things done.  
So the fact that she was sitting here, in the front row of the Great 

Hall, about to graduate from Evil Overlording Academy (with 
distinction), and was feeling nervous… She crumpled the black 
paper program in her pale fists. It made her furious, that’s what it 
did. Abjectly furious, that snooty-tooty Deviran with his stupid 
morals and his stupid I-don’t-want-to-be-here and his stupid 
Overlords-are-empty-figureheads and his stupid face sitting ten 
people over, looking implacable with his deep brown skin and 
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barely-there, precision-groomed beard, as though he knew it gave 
him a stupid air of alluringly stupid mystery… 

Mercury scowled and searched for the train of thought that had 
been derailed, yet again, by Deviran’s stupidity.  

Ah. Yes. She was angry because she was nervous because she 
wasn’t absolutely entirely one hundred and fifty percent sure that 
she’d beaten Deviran in their final exams, and 1) being anything less 
than a hundred and fifty percent certain of anything made her 
cranky, and 2) being beaten by Deviran for dux of the year would be 
utterly unbearable. She flicked away a piece of fluff that had become 
snagged under her immaculately magenta-painted nails and 
smoothed out the black paper program.  

In the front corner of the hall, the starkly-attired string quartet 
with their traditional black instruments began playing the March of 
the Oncoming Doom. The screechy scrapes of hundreds of chairs on 
the hall’s wooden floor sounded as the crowd climbed to its 
collective feet.  

Mercury sat with her arms firmly folded for a few moments 
longer, until her best friend Sparky kicked her in the ankle.  

“Get up, idiot,” Sparky hissed, hints of real flame flickering 
through her flame-coloured pixie cut.  

“No,” Mercury said, flouncing to her feet and tossing her own 
glossy brown hair back over her shoulders. Four years she’d been 
playing by the Academy’s rules in order to get what she wanted, and 
she’d had just about enough. Other people’s rules should only be 
applied to plebs too stupid to invent their own.  

Sparky rolled her eyes somewhere over Mercury’s head before 
focusing on the stage, where the ceremonial party had begun 
entering.  

Mercury clenched her jaw and narrowed her own eyes as the 
teachers of the Evil Overlording Academy filed onto the stage, 
dressed in their formal finery. Each teacher had their own distinctive 
look that matched their personality and their Overlording style, from 
severe charcoal suits to jet-black leathers, pastel ballgowns and gem-
toned lingerie and eye-blinding spandex, and even on one tiny old 
woman at the back, worn jeans and a grey flannel shirt. She was the 
one to watch out for, of course; Mercury could respect an Overlord 
who was confident enough in their abilities that they didn’t need to 
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telegraph them. It wasn’t a look she would consider, of course, but 
still. She could respect it.  

The band’s march finished and, after a moderately awkward 
pause, the crowd sat. The Principal, pale skin and dark hair matching 
his suspiciously vampiric red-and-black suit, took the podium, and 
Mercury narrowed her eyes. He was doing a superb job of hiding his 
emotions—he was a premier Evil Overlord, after all—but she was 
Mercury, and unlike anyone else, she had the benefit of being able 
to rummage through people’s consciousnesses. She was better at 
adding things into people’s minds than taking information out, but 
he was telegraphing fear loudly enough that she could sense it 
without trying overly much.  

Mercury pursed her lips. Hmm.  
The Principal cleared his throat at the blackened-wood podium, 

and the fear made it into his usually-unreadable eyes. “Before we 
begin,” he said, and Mercury’s stomach did a peculiar kind of flip-
flop. “I have a pressing announcement to make regarding the safety 
of our students and their families.” He cleared his throat again and 
took out a sheet of paper from his pocket, unfolding it carefully and 
smoothing out the creases before beginning again. “The Council”—
quiet booing echoed around the hall, and Mercury tsked 
impatiently—“have asked me to recommend that students from 
Tumul Tuos seriously consider postponing their return to town for a 
few days. The city is dealing with a situation at present which may 
present a danger to our students’ health and safety.”  

Mercury’s hands fisted at her sides and she forced herself to 
remain seated. What was wrong with her city? What had the Council 
mucked up now? A risk to the students’ safety? There had to be more 
he wasn’t telling them. Gently, Mercury tugged on his 
consciousness, implanting the suggestion that it might be better to 
share the news than to keep it secret. After all, how could they fight 
an enemy they didn’t know? 

“There are, ah…” He trailed off, glancing side to side as though 
wondering why his mouth had decided to continue.  

Mercury didn’t snicker, but she did press her lips together in 
satisfaction.  

The Principal took a deep, steadying breath and seemed to change 
tack. “There has been one death already. The family have already 
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been notified, so it is with much regret that I must inform you that 
Woovermyer will no longer be with us at the Evil Overlording 
Academy.”  

Murmurs broke out around the room, not all of them sad—to be 
expected in a school devoted to raising the next generation of 
dictators (ish) and despots (of sorts).  

Mercury, however, crushed her program in her left hand, fist so 
tight her nails bit her palm.  

“You okay?” Sparky murmured, leaning toward her.  
Mercury gave a single, tense shake of her head and stared at the 

podium. Dead. Livie Woovermyer was dead in her city. And the 
Council hadn’t done anything to stop it. Couldn’t do anything to stop 
it, probably, given they’d warned the students to stay away. Livie 
hadn’t been the strongest candidate in the year level, but she was no 
lightweight, either. It would take a lot of power to kill a Seven.  

Enough was enough. A good thing Mercury was about to 
graduate at the top of the class, giving her the right to knock the 
lowest ranking current Overlord off their perch. Tumul Tuos would 
be hers in a matter of hours. And then there’d be no more of these 
wasteful deaths. Her city would be safe at last.  

Madame Pompadour was up the front now, elbow gloves the 
same glimmery silver colour as her elaborate, piled-curls wig, 
eyelids gleaming with matching silver eye shadow, and abruptly 
Mercury realised Madame was there to make the announcement that 
would change her life forever. She leaned forward in her seat, ready 
to stand when her name was called.  

“And now the announcement you’ve all been dying for,” the 
Political Alliances teacher trilled, the frills on her evening gown 
fluttering as she moved. “The dux of this year’s cohort!”  

Sweat slicked Mercury’s palms. Irritated, she reached over and 
wiped them on Sparky’s thigh.  

Sparky pushed Mercury’s hands back into her own personal 
space bubble and Mercury, nervous to the edge of distraction, let 
her.  

“Will you please join me in welcoming to the stage, our 
wonderful dux for this year, Deviran Goodsmith!” 

Mercury froze halfway to standing. “Did she just say Deviran?” 
she whispered furiously to Sparky.  
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Sparky hauled her forcibly back down into her seat. “Yes,” she 
hissed back. “Sit down, you’re making a fool of yourself.”  

Mercury’s spine snapped upright as she sat, and she arranged the 
folds of her long black skirt demurely. “No I’m not.” She closed her 
eyes. “Deviran’s going up to the stage, isn’t he?” Even at a whisper, 
the misery in her voice was clear, but this time, she didn’t care.  

Sparky reached over and squeezed her hand.  
Mercury squeezed back, lacing her fingers through Sparky’s, and 

held tight as all her plans and dreams vanished in front of her.  
A stone had landed in her chest. That must be it. Some strange 

sort of magic that made her chest contract and sink, and made the 
world distort for just a moment, long enough to trick her into 
thinking Deviran had beaten her so that someone could jump in front 
of her and yell SURPRISE!  

Any moment now.  
Any moment.  
She refused to open her eyes and watch Deviran parading across 

the stupid stage like some stupid stupid-person, receiving his stupid 
medal and stupid symbolic crest pin. 

It was that last exam question. She’d known Deviran would pull 
out his ridiculous ‘Evil Overlords are merely figureheads, the 
Business Guild is where the power really lies’ rant that everyone had 
heard a million times back when he was younger and angrier, and 
she’d tried to counter it, she really had. She’d argued for the 
importance of the Overlording position, for the power of having a 
symbolic figure to unite the population in their hatred, for having a 
person able to make all the difficult, necessary decisions the Council 
was too weak and spineless to make… But it hadn’t been enough. 
Everything she’d worked for, everything she’d set out to prove—
and it wasn’t enough.  

There were words, there were names, and then forever later, once 
she’d died twice already, Sparky elbowed her in the ribs. “Come 
on,” Sparky muttered. “We’re up next.”  

And sure enough, there was a shuffling of presenters as the last 
of the Powers Behind The Throne graduates departed the stage, and 
the next speaker announced in threatening, funereal tones, “The 
Overlording cohort.”  

Mercury blinked furiously and followed Sparky to the end of the 
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line at the right side of the stage. The other candidates proceeded 
one at a time across the stage, two girls and then stupid Deviran, and 
then a handful more and then Sparky, and then the speaker was 
calling her name.  

Hands fisted, Mercury tossed her head high, climbed the four 
steps, and marched across the stage. She wouldn’t look at them, the 
stupid faculty who’d denied her the city she rightfully deserved, and 
she wouldn’t look the other way either, at the classmates and crowd 
undoubtedly sniggering at her failure.  

She shook hands with the presenter, and while he pinned the tiny 
crossed-swords badge on her collar, her eyes betrayed her and slid 
toward the audience. Her stomach flipped as she saw the crowd of 
parents and friends behind the rows of students, all the way to the 
back of the hall, twenty rows at least, illuminated by the late 
afternoon light streaming in through the ceiling-high windows to the 
right. Everyone had someone here to watch them graduate. Everyone 
except Weird Al—and her.  

The presenter finished with her pin, muttered something to her, 
and offered his hand again. Mercury coldly ignored it and strode 
from the stage. It didn’t matter. None of it mattered. Tumul Tuos 
was her city anyway, and no one could change that. She’d think of 
something. She’d take a day or two out, make some plans…  

And she could always hope that Deviran would choose some 
other Overlording territory. He’d be stupid to, but then again, he was 
stupid, so. Mercury could hope.  

All at once, mid-way down the steps off the stage, Mercury came 
to rigid attention, scanning the room. Somewhere out there in the 
crowd, an exchange of power had just taken place, and it felt… 
unusual.  

But the final few students were backing up behind her and 
muttering, so Mercury headed back toward her seat, craning her 
head all the while and searching for some sign of whatever it was 
that had just discharged a dizzyingly quiet amount of power into the 
room.  

She sat, and Sparky leaned over. “Okay?”  
“Mm,” said Mercury. “Did you feel…” She accidentally caught 

the eye of the student behind her and twisted back to face the front. 
“Feel what?”  
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Mercury turned it over in her mind. It had felt like a large shot of 
power discharged very quietly—but perhaps it hadn’t been. Perhaps 
it had only been a small discharge after all, something most people 
wouldn’t have noticed.  

But still, something about it had tugged on her. It very nearly felt 
like something she’d felt before, only she knew she’d never sensed 
that kind of discharge. 

She shook her head. “Never mind. Don’t worry.”  
Sparky sighed and straightened. “It’s fine, Mercury,” she said, 

drily exasperated. “I know you didn’t win, but I promise, you’ll live 
through it.”  

Mercury waved a hand for silence.  
The power had just discharged again, and it had come from 

somewhere in the back corner, far away from the windows and light.  
Impatiently, Mercury waited for the formalities to conclude. The 

crowd stood while the quartet played the exit march, and the stage 
party left, Mercury tapping her foot all the while.  

The moment the last notes of the march died away, Mercury 
turned and headed to the back corner, weaving in and out of the 
students and parents who had seemed to explode slowly but 
inexorably out from the neat rows of seating, ignoring Sparky’s calls 
behind her. Power, something that tugged in a way that was strange 
and familiar, all at once. She pushed her way through a family 
posing for pictures—and halted.  

In the shadows of the back corner, Deviran stood with his family, 
with his stupid, smug little smile, looking as tall and dark and 
stupidly alluring as ever. Prat.  

His mother, short but sleek, and his father—tall, and utterly 
terrifying in a way not at all diminished by his gleaming smile—
gushed over him, patting his back and hugging him tight. Within 
moments the Principal was there, glibly shaking hands and 
congratulating them on the success of their son. Something flickered 
across his consciousness, and also Deviran’s father’s—some 
moment of recognition in response to what they were saying. But 
Mercury brushed it aside just as the mother brushed melodramatic 
tears from her cheeks and handed Deviran a silver-wrapped package 
about as long as her hand but half the width.  

That. That was the source of the strange, magical feeling. 
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Mercury watched hawk-eyed as Deviran unwrapped the gift. A 
glimpse of gold set her pulse racing—What was it? What did it do? 
Could she steal it?—and then the paper fell away to the floor, and 
Deviran stood staring wordlessly at the object in his hands, and 
Mercury did too.  

Wide-eyed, Deviran raised his gaze to his parents, and even from 
where she stood Mercury could hear the reverence in his voice as he 
thanked them.  

But Mercury had eyes only for the object. No wonder she’d felt 
it discharge, and no wonder it had felt both strange and familiar. In 
Deviran’s hands lay a glorious, sunshine-gold key, large and 
strong—and with a handle in the shape of a stylised fish, long, 
flowing fins curving to make the grip.  

A Key. They’d given him a Key. And not just any Key, but the 
Key, her Key, the Artefact of Power belonging to her city.  

A wordless noise of wanting rose in Mercury’s throat. Who cared 
about being dux? She needed that Key.  

 
 

 
DEVIRAN SAT SHIRTLESS AT HIS CHROME-AND-GLASS DESK IN his 
bedroom, staring at the golden Key in front of him, not quite sure he 
dared believe it. The post-graduation dinner had concluded half an 
hour or so ago, taking with it all the noise and chaos—and parents. 
Thank the Eye.  

But he’d been so sure he’d screwed up that final question, relying 
too heavily on the old dogma he’d formulated when he’d first been 
dragged to this sorry excuse for a school.  

First place.  
Obviously he hadn’t.  
Well, that or Mercury had done even more poorly, he reflected as 

he noted the way the Eye-light from the bulb in the ceiling glinted 
off the striations of the fish’s tail. That was always a possibility—
though, he conceded, not a terribly likely one. He’d avoided 
Mercury as much as it was possible to avoid one’s top competitor 
for the last four years, partly because she was a self-centred, 
attention-seeking brat, but mostly because she thought she was 
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smarter than he was, which was laughable. But still. He supposed, 
grudgingly, that she wouldn’t be racing him neck and neck for top 
of the year if she was totally devoid of brain cells.  

First.  
And now dear old Daddy had given him the Key.  
Deviran prodded it half-heartedly as it lay inertly on the desk, 

almost expecting it to sting, or burn, or something.  
He’d been eyeing up the Key since he was twelve, when he’d 

found it one day rummaging through his father’s cluttered and 
disorganised study. At the time he’d thought himself so, so clever—
but by the time he’d turned sixteen, he’d realised his father must 
have meant for him to find it. Why else hadn’t he been punished 
within an inch of his life for snooping? 

His father, of course, had pulled it out at every ceremonious 
occasion thereafter—birthdays, holidays, beheadings—tempting 
Deviran with a little taste of its power before snatching it back away. 

And he’d promised that if his son followed in his footsteps and 
graduated at the top of his Evil Overlording class, he’d give Deviran 
the Key. 

Of course, Deviran thought as he ran both his hands up and back 
down his face, fingers firm and wide, even that hadn’t been tempting 
enough, not when he’d sworn to devote his life to being everything 
his father was not. But Daddy’s reach was long, and his temper short, 
and no matter how Deviran had tried to evade him for those two, 
glorious years after he’d left school, his father’s will had won out in 
the end and he’d been dragged—forcibly—to the Overlord 
Academy.  

Only, now Deviran had graduated. And his father had kept his 
word and given him the Key—which was far more than Deviran had 
expected of an Evil Overlord of the old tradition, who’d been ruling 
his nation for over thirty years with fists of stone.  

Evil Overlording school in exchange of the one of the last 
remaining Keys of Power in the world. What a deal.  

Maybe he’d booby trapped it.  
At least Tumul Tuos, this year’s territory nominated for 

compulsory turnover by virtue of its Overlord being ranked lowest 
in the international Evilness Rankings, was here, near the 
Academy—and halfway around the globe from his parents.  
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First place, a Key of Power, permanent separation from his father. 
Cause for celebration, really. So why wasn’t he Eye-high?  

A knock sounded at the door.  
Deviran stared at the Key a moment longer, wondering if he 

would ever actually be able to bring himself to use it—then sighed, 
and shuffed his chair back so he could stand. “Just a minute.” 

Probably best to hide the Key.  
It only took a moment to tuck it away safely, restore the furniture 

to its usual place, and answer the door.  
Two girls from the Powers Behind The Throne stream stood, half 

supporting each other, giggling and simpering. Steffi, he thought the 
tanned blonde one was. The pale brunette was… Ada? Allie? Either 
way, she giggled at him again, eyes wide as she took in the muscles 
developed over long hours in the gym, where it was safe to express 
his frustrations. Punching bags never ratted you out, and they rarely 
hit back. “Hi,” she said a touch breathlessly.  

Possibly, throwing on a shirt would have been a sensible idea. 
“Can I help you?” Deviran said, hoping the politely disinterested 
tone would dissuade her.  

Alack. “Yeah, sure.” Another giggle, this time paired with a coy 
fluttering of eyelashes.  

Yawning, he supposed, would be just a tad rude. “With what, 
then?”  

“What? Oh, uh. Party.” Yet another giggle. Ye gods, could she 
do anything else? “The Minions are hosting a grad party, and I, uh, 
we, er… wondered if you’d come with us,” she finished in a rush.  

Deviran stared blankly at them, waiting for more details—only 
there weren’t any. Party. Grad party. Minions… He blinked. “What, 
now?” he said, finally cottoning on. 

They nodded, Ara—that was it, Ara—holding her lower lip to 
one side in her teeth, Steffi’s eyelashes flittering. Deviran was no 
expert on feminine decorative habits, but he was pretty sure that her 
eyelid muscles were getting one desp of a workout, lifting eyelashes 
that were half an inch long and absolutely had to be, even to his 
untrained eye, completely fake.  

On the one hand, no. 
On the other, it would probably infuriate his father to know he’d 

spent his first night as wielder of a Key of Power partying drunkenly 
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with Minions.  
His father would probably have an apoplectic fit just to know 

Deviran was on talking terms with Minions, actually.  
Deviran sighed deeply, letting his head drop forward. “Fine.” 
Steffi actually squealed.  
Ruefully, Deviran eyed her, wondering if he was going to live to 

regret this decision in about five minutes’ time. “Let me get some 
proper clothes on.” He made to shut the door in their faces, but Ara 
stopped it with a well-placed shoulder.  

She giggled. “It’s okay, we can wait inside.”  
Deviran ground his teeth as she slid past him and deposited 

herself on the single, iron-framed bed. He was suddenly 
overwhelmingly glad that he’d hidden the Key. As it was, the whole 
situation was—well, absurd was probably the best word at this point. 
He licked his lips and tried to back away as Steffi snuggled up next 
to Ara on the edge of the bed—but his shoulders were against the 
wall in an awkward half a stride, and there was nowhere further to 
back away to. “I’ll, uh, be back,” he said instead, and side-stepped 
through the doorway that led to the bathroom and walk-in-robe, 
slamming the door behind him and sealing himself away from the 
bed—and the girls.  

He leaned against the door, heart hammering like he was five and 
his father had just called his name.  

They were just girls.  
Yes, said the cynical part of his brain. Girls who’ve just this day 

graduated from the Powers Behind The Throne program. 
And I’ve just been made an Overlord.  
If they weren’t already plotting marriage so they could put their 

degrees to work, he was a Hero.  
Did they see me unwrap the Key in the hall? He groaned and 

buried his face in his hands. Why hadn’t his mother waited until they 
were in private? What a ridiculous, ridiculous mess.  

Surely the girls couldn’t think he’d be interested… In the last four 
years, when had he ever given the slightest indication that he’d been 
interested in socialising with the ridiculous, pitiable human beings 
who’d voluntarily come to this farce of a school? He’d been polite, 
that was all, because of that childhood vow that anything his father 
did or was, he would be the opposite.  
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Polite. Respectful.  
Eyes help him.  
He pulled a shirt out of the wardrobe and buttoned it up, hoping 

that at the very least, any mistakes he’d make in the coming week 
would enrage his father.  

After all, who knew? Deviran thought, as he applied deodorant 
and hastily splashed water from the bathroom sink over his face. 
Maybe enough trouble could see his father dead of a heart attack.  

Feeling only a tiny bit guilty, Deviran re-entered his bedroom 
with a practiced, glinting smile in place. “Ready, girls?” he said as 
they fell about on the bed, chests heaving. He snatched up a suit coat 
from the hook behind the door. “Let’s go have some fun.”  
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AFTERWORD 
 
Mercury seems like a dramatic, go-get-em kind of person; what 

will she stoop to in order to get her hands on that Key? 
Meanwhile, Deviran has no doubt had a hard life, but hey, when 

your short-term goal is to make your father as mad at you as possible 
and this involves partying with pretty girls, it can’t be all bad… 
right?  

Good luck, kids. You’re going to need it.  
To find out how Mercury and Deviran go about achieving their 

various goals, grab a copy of the ebook here, or the print book here.  
And while you’re waiting for the next novel to come out (circa 

2022), you can read a short story about Mercury’s baby sister 
Tundra…  
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BUT FOR SNOW 
 

The markets crowd her senses, busy with sound and bustle and 
smells. Tundra needs to escape the sensory overload—she needs to 
run.  
That means sneaking away from her mother, of course. Tricky, but 
not impossible.  
And what she finds? Something that promises all her dreams come 
true—if she doesn’t kill them out of misguided love first.  
A tale of freedom and a love of wild things that proves that if we 
love something, we must let it go.  

 

 
 

THE MARKET IS TOO BRIGHT—TOO many people shouting, 
laughing, singing—and Tundra cringes, shrugging her shoulders up 
around her ears. The place is raucous; it makes her head hurt. The 
smell of cinnamon and hot oil smothers her nose from the food 
vendors’ stalls, and the sunshine is fierce, making the damp ground 
humid and suffocating everyone with a hot, sapping afternoon.  

Tundra wanders away a few steps, carefully eyeing her mother as 
she busies herself at a stall full of twisted metal jewellery. Tundra 
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creeps a few steps more, the soft grass tussocks compressing under 
her feet as though they too are trying to be quiet in the hubub of the 
crowd. 

She reaches the corner unnoticed, peeks back to see only her 
mother’s fuchsia silk headscarf through the crush and bustle.  

Tundra runs. If she runs fast enough, the people blur and even 
though it’s noisy still, it’s nearly as good as being alone. The rumble 
of the crowd is like the wind that whips her long hair and tickles her 
ears, and she laughs from deep in her belly because if she can just 
run fast enough, it’s almost like flying.  

Tundra pauses in the liminal space of a side-alley where the 
evening sun doesn’t reach. She sobers; others give the alley a wide 
berth. Dark shadows clutch cages against the walls and the breeze 
that gusts from the bowels of the alley is cold and full of night, and 
the smell of old, dry things. Tundra peers warily, curiosity piqued 
by the multitude of eyes that reflect the dim light. She has always 
liked animals. 

Tundra glances over her shoulder as goosebumps prickle her skin. 
Her heart hammers, not in fear of the inhuman night, but that 
someone might see her, might tell her she shouldn’t be here. People 
are always telling her she shouldn’t be in the places she wants to go. 

The wind stirs her hair into wisps, ghost fingers teasing in the 
dark. Tundra tucks her hair firmly behind her ears and enters the 
alley, lungs filling with the dry-fur smell as she breathes deeply.  

Iron-barred cages skulk in corners, and smaller wicker cages 
dance on ropes crisscrossing overhead, knocking hollowly in the 
breeze.  

“Hello, pretty thing,” Tundra says softly as she approaches the 
nearest cage, stretching out her fingers for its occupant to sniff.  

The creature backs away and shivers, fur softly silver in the dim 
light, eyes wide and yellow.  

Tundra holds the bars of the cage and wants to cry. Animal 
thoughts are not like human thoughts—they lack the words—but she 
can feel that the creature does not like its cage; it remembers skies, 
and treetops, and rain. 

Something shrieks. Tundra whips around, adrenalin pulsing 
through her.  

Perched on a cage above her head is a large, velvety black bird 
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with snowy white chest feathers. Tundra moves closer, standing on 
tiptoes to see. The bird’s beak is huge and it’s so brightly coloured 
that Tundra wonders if someone has painted it. Then she sees the 
chain binding the bird’s leg and her chest knots up again.  

“I’m sorry,” she whispers to the bird, bundling up her pity and 
sending it in a way the bird will understand. “My mother tries to 
keep me caged up too.”  

It isn’t fair. 
Something shifts in the crate below the bird and Tundra crouches. 

The crate is deep in shadow, and her eyes tell her it’s empty, but she 
knows her eyes are wrong. She can feel the thoughts of the creature 
inside and watches carefully, waiting for the moment when it will 
reveal itself. “It’s all right,” she croons. “I won’t hurt you.” 

There. A shadow darker than the rest, a hint of fur, a paw.  
Tundra smiles. “See? That wasn’t so hard.” She kneels on the 

smooth-worn cobbles, waiting for the creature to throw off its 
shadow cloak entirely. 

White fur catches the faint light. It is a wolf, half-grown, curled 
tightly nose to tail.  

He opens his eyes, piercing Tundra with his ice-blue gaze.  
She gasps, because deep within that gaze lies recognition.  
He knows who she is.  
She knows who he is.  
And yet, of course, she doesn’t.  
He’s only a wolf, with strange blue eyes and a cloak woven of 

darkness. But he feels… he feels like her dreams, the strange ones 
of ice and snow she’s had as long as she can recall, the ones with a 
sense of something missing so strong it takes her breath away just 
remembering it.  

The wolf cub looks like he would enjoy those dreams, Tundra 
thinks. 

It’s a simple enough matter to pick the cold iron lock with some 
splinters of wood and piece of wire off the ground, and although her 
heart hammers and her palms grow sweaty, no one approaches, no 
one asks her business.  

After a minute or two, the door creaks open. The gangly cub 
stretches, undulating his back and ending with a shake of his tail. He 
yawns, twitches his black-tipped ears and stares up at her.  
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Her breath catches in her throat at the gaze of an apex predator—
but he will not harm her, she thinks. He…  

She swallows. He feels like the thing that has been missing from 
her dreams.  

His tail wafts and his mouth opens in a grin.  
Does he feel it too, the sense that this is a meeting long foretold? 

Only one way to know. Tundra walks away, glancing back at the 
cub.  

He follows. Tundra breaks into a trot, then a run as she leaves the 
alley behind for the bright sunlight and warm smells of the streets. 
The cub keeps pace and together they run right to the edge of town, 
out to the plains of warm, sweet-smelling grasses—and somehow, 
this is how it’s always been. But for want of snow, this could be her 
dreams come true. 

The moon, full to bursting as it dips toward the horizon, reminds 
Tundra that her mother will be looking for her. She glances down at 
the wolf, unable to bear the thought of going home tonight without 
him. She’s only just found him, the missing piece of her dreams.  

And besides, she hates the house. It’s not a special loathing, just 
discomfort born of a preference for solitude, for cold, for wide-open 
spaces.  

The wolf stares up at Tundra and her breath catches in her throat. 
She reaches out and touches him for the first time. His fur, white but 
for his silvery-grey back and black-tipped ears, is cold. Tundra’s 
heart leaps and she grins, half mad with the thought of her own cold 
wolf. His fur burns her fingertips like ice and she luxuriates, sinking 
her fingers right down to his skin.  

The cub snaps playfully at the air and Tundra laughs, pouncing 
on him. They wrestle, growing careless, and Tundra suddenly feels 
his teeth. She freezes, stunned.  

The cub whines and backs away, ears and tail low.  
Tundra shakes her head. “It’s okay,” she murmurs, reaching out 

to him with her good hand—because the one he bit is not a good 
hand any longer: it’s marked with a perfect row of round tooth-
punctures, each one filled with ice. She rubs at them, but the ice will 
not melt. They look like a string of diamonds over the side of her 
hand. 

The cub whines again and Tundra tussles his ears fiercely. “I like 
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it,” she insists, and he nuzzles his face against her as though he 
would lick her if he could.  

Worn out, Tundra lies back in the grass and stares at stars that 
sparkle bright and brittle, promising winter. The cub curls up at her 
side and falls asleep, and although her mother will be furious, 
Tundra cannot bear to wake him.  

Wrapped in cold and frost and the smell of fur, she falls asleep, 
and together they dream of ice and snow, and games played in the 
chilly breeze of death. 
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AFTERWORD 
 
To find out what happens with Tundra and her wolf, pick up an 

ebook copy here or a print copy here.  
 
 
 
Onwards now to another series that, like But For Snow, has a 

young protagonist: the Sanctuary series, where there’s trouble afoot 
in fairyland…  
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SANCTUARY 
 
Amy Lauren’s first completed series, Sanctuary consists of 

Where Shadows Rise, Through Roads Between and When Worlds 
Collide, as well as a bonus short story, Another Kind Of Hunger. It’s 
best read in order, and the short story contains spoilers for books 1 
and 2.  

Sanctuary follows the adventures of Emma “Edge” Tanning, 
snatched away into witness protection with her family. Alone in a 
new town, Edge struggles to make friends… Until she discovers that 
fairyland, aka Sanctuary, really exists—and the fairies are working 
hard to hide something shady… 
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WHERE SHADOWS RISE 
 
The	fairies	have	a	secret	they're	just	DYING	to	protect… 
Snatched away from her friends in Melbourne, Australia, and sent 

to the small town of Nowra with her family under witness protection, 
Emma spends her birthday afternoon alone... Until the doorbell 
rings, revealing a hand-addressed parcel. 

Someone knows their location. 
Emma snaps. Furious at her sister for jeopardising their family's 

safe, Emma storms out.  
But what Emma finds down at the creek changes everything—

and give her way more than mobsters to worry about. 
A captivating, coming-of-age portal fantasy. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

ONE 
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THE DOORBELL RANG. That doesn’t sound exciting in and of 
itself, but let me assure you: it was the most heart-pounding thing to 
happen all week. It was my birthday, I was home alone, and because 
of the stupid witness protection business, I’d been stuck in the house 
all summer. I hadn’t even been allowed out to see friends, because 
we’d arrived in town at the end of last year with only three school 
weeks to go—so I didn’t have any friends.  

Well. I had friends, but they were back in Melbourne, and I 
wasn’t allowed to contact them for fear someone would track down 
our new location. Lucky me.  

Anyway, it was my birthday, I was alone because Mum and Dad 
had gone to do something regarding birthday surprises and Anna had 
inexplicably chosen to go with them, and the doorbell had just rung. 
I stared at the closed door, heart pounding, while our chocolate 
Labrador, Veve, tried to chew it down. Was I going to open it?  

Of course I was going to open it. The chances of it being a 
mobster were slim to none; for starters, a mobster wouldn’t have 
rung the bell.  

I opened it.  
“Miss Tanning?” The deliveryman raised a questioning eyebrow 

and cocked a digital pen at me. 
I nodded, heart flip-flopping, and scrawled a fair impersonation 

of my signature on the digital pad. 
He handed over a small, brown-paper parcel with a handwritten 

address, and departed. 
I closed the door behind him, throat dry, and stared down at Veve. 

On the one hand, yay birthday present. On the other, holy crap, 
someone had our address. That was not a good thing. 

It became even less of a good thing when I noticed that the parcel 
was indeed addressed to a Miss Tanning: a Miss Anna Tanning, as 
in my sister, not me, Emma Tanning. 

Anger bubbled up in my chest, hot and tight, and the parcel 
protested in my grip. 

Veve whined softly. 
“How could she do this?” I whispered to Veve. 
I turned the parcel over. It was from Kade, Anna’s frogging ex-

boyfriend. Who apparently wasn’t an ‘ex’ after all.  
Urgh. I ground my teeth. “You know what?” I asked Veve.  
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She looked up at me with her liquid brown eyes, tongue lolling 
as she smiled.  

“Screw it. If Anna can get interstate mail from people who aren’t 
even supposed to know we exist anymore, you and I can go for a 
walk on my birthday. What do you think?” 

They say dogs don’t speak English, but Veve sure as heck knew 
the word ‘walk’—though I think in her vocabulary it was something 
closer to ‘Magical Trip To Disneyland’ and less like ‘Comparatively 
Bland Meander Through Trees’. She tucked her tail right under her 
butt and shot down the hall, whirling in frantic circles a few times at 
the end before pelting back as I retrieved her lead from the drawer 
in the front cabinet. 

I rolled my eyes as I clipped her lead onto her collar. For my 
troubles, I got slimed right up the nostrils. “You’re disgusting, you 
know that?” I wiped off the worst of the dog slobber on the shoulder 
of my shirt. She just grinned. 

Out on the street, she leapt and twisted madly. “Hair-brain,” I told 
her, snapping the lead to get her attention. “It’s just a walk.”  

She just snorted—and stiffened. I followed her gaze to where a 
flock of corellas pecked their way through the dry grass at the end 
of the street.  

“Veve!” 
My shout was in vain: the lead burned through my fingers and 

Veve shot down the road, a chocolate bullet howling death and 
destruction for all things feathered.  

I cursed her to the lower circles of doggie hell. Which probably 
involved, I don’t know, a world devoid of birds, cats, people, 
sunshine, and walks, if Veve was anything to go by.  

“Veve!” If the sight of the mad Lab-rat barrelling toward them 
hadn’t scared the birds off, my shouts would have. “Come back here 
now!” 

Predictably, she ignored me, pounding down the slope, through 
the fringe of gum trees, and down the narrow stairs between giant 
granite boulders that led to the river. 

“Stupid frogging brainless beast of a stupid frogging dog,” I 
muttered as I followed. “If Mum gets home before we do and freaks 
out, I swear, I’ll pluck your tail hairs out.”  

Empty threats, obviously, but Mum’s freak-out wouldn’t be. Her 
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thoughts would go straight to the day Anna nearly died—and I 
wouldn’t blame her. I should have left a note. Urgh.  

The stairs ended and I found myself on a track broad enough for 
two twisting along a creek the colour of bitter tea. Tussock grass 
clustered in spikes—where the eucalypts would let it—and hot 
summer sunlight glinted from the leaves. Somewhere to my right, 
downstream and in the opposite direction to the house, Veve barked. 
I exhaled like a whale coming up for air and set out after her. 

Veve bounded out from the undergrowth in front of me, a dolphin 
leaping through water, tongue flapping with every bound. “Stupid 
mutt,” I told her under my breath. 

She didn’t care what I thought (of course), and saved a leap for 
the last minute so she could plant muddy feet on my hips as I tried 
to catch her collar.  

I straightened, about to insult her some more, and realised that 
she’d gone stiff again, ears pricked and mouth tight, listening down 
the path. 

My neck prickled. Someone was coming. A second later, I heard 
footsteps in the gravel, and a low, male voice, humming, or maybe 
singing softly. 

My chest constricted, and just as suddenly my hands were slick. 
Chances were it was just a stranger out for a midday stroll, but my 
stomach wound knots about my memories and I smelled the hot 
concrete and melting asphalt, old oil and stale urine of the Lilydale 
train station where the body had been hidden in a toilet stall, the 
body of the girl who’d looked like Anna. 

I had to get off the path. 
“Come on, Veve,” I said, pulling her close, white-knuckled as I 

stepped into the undergrowth. The tea tree scrub protested, but I 
shoved my way through anyway, glancing over my shoulder as the 
humming grew louder. 

I kept going until I couldn’t hear footsteps any more, until the 
wind swallowed the hum that sounded too like the warning cry of a 
hive—danger, we’re working here, come close and get stung. 

I didn’t want to get stung; visions of a blood-streaked face refused 
to be blinked away. Only Veve tugging brought me back to myself, 
and I realised firstly that I was holding the lead way too tight, cutting 
off Veve’s air supply, secondly that the reason my cheeks were 
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suddenly cold was because I’d been crying, and thirdly that I’d 
found the creek again, looping back parallel maybe fifty meters or 
so from the path. 

Abruptly, I dropped Veve’s lead and strode forward to kneel by 
the water. I dipped my hands in. A shiver slide through me at its 
chill, and I scooped it up to wash my face. 

Flinging the excess water away, I gulped at the air, deep, calming 
breaths all the way down into my belly, and visualised a river 
washing away the blood from my thoughts, just like the police psych 
had taught me. 

Once the space behind my eyes was calm and black, I drew in 
one last forceful breath, and opened my eyes. Perched on a rock by 
the creek, I hugged my knees to my chest as cool water lapped at my 
toes. Veve was a little upstream, just before the creek bent back 
toward the path, doggy paddling in circles in a deep spot where the 
water broadened to maybe ten meters across. In front of me it was 
broad but shallow, only ankle deep, its path torn to white foam by 
the rocks. 

And—I gasped. In the middle of the stream, glittering in the sun 
like a piece of fallen sky, was the hugest butterfly I’d ever seen. 
Which was pretty huge; besides the fact that I grew up visiting the 
Melbourne Zoo with its impressive butterfly house every Christmas 
since I could remember, Mum and Dad had taken us up to Brisbane 
for a family holiday two years ago, and we’d seen giant tropical 
butterflies bigger than my hand. 

This one, bright blue with black edging like a Ulysses, was bigger 
than both my hands put together. 

And then it turned around. 
Okay. I’d grown up reading fairy tales as much as the next person, 

and although I’d had a horse-crazy stage instead of a fairy-crazy 
stage like Anna had, I’d seen all her paraphernalia. Still, none of it 
prepared me for finding something that looked exactly like a fairy, 
standing smack in the middle of a creek in boring, backwater Nowra. 
I’m pretty sure my eyes were only hanging in their sockets by a 
thread. 

And then it talked.  
Her face lit up like a cloud had just uncovered the sun as she 

spotted me. “Hi there!” she said, fluttering over. 



Where shadows rise 

201 

I just stared, heart pounding against my ribcage as though it 
wanted to run away from the absurdity of it all. “No,” I said. “I’m 
hallucinating.” 

The fairy frowned. “I don’t think so.” 
I shook my head. “No. No, things like this do not happen. Things 

like this aren’t real.” I stood, backing up a step. 
The fairy sighed. “I promise. I’m quite real.” 
“You would say that, wouldn’t you,” I said, eyeing her. “Veve!” 

I waved at the dog and hopped from one foot to the other, trying to 
lure her in with the promise of play. “We’re going now!” 

Veve, adorable beast that she was, landed a little upstream and 
shook vigorously before trotting toward me. I backed hurriedly away 
from the bank, dancing to keep Veve’s attention. 

“Wait!” the fairy cried, wings snapping out and propelling her a 
couple of feet into the air. “You’re a Traveller! I need to talk to you!” 

“Uh huh, sure,” I said as I wound the lead around my hand and 
set off back into the bushes. This was punishment for leaving the 
house, obviously. The universe was out to get me, reminding me 
forcefully that once you started disregarding some rules, who knew 
what other rules you’d end up flouting. 

The rules of physics, for example. 
I glanced back once, right before the bushes hid the stream 

altogether. Blue flashed, high up, but I ducked to get a better view 
and it was only the sky. I scowled. Stupid fairy. Stupid universe. 
Served me right for leaving the house in the first place. Urgh. “Come 
on, Veve,” I said, snapping the lead. “Even if the house is prison, at 
least it’s sane.” 

I was stomping so furiously as I burst out onto the path that when 
a figure rose from a stoop only a couple of steps away, I squeaked 
in surprise.  

I scowled. People rarely surprised me; usually I could tell without 
trying that someone was near. I really must have been off in my own 
little world. 

I glowered at the boy who lived to make my school life a misery. 
“What are you doing here?” I snapped. “Isn’t it bad enough that I 
have to deal with you on school days? Which, by the way, don’t start 
until tomorrow. You’re ruining my holidays.” 

Okay, so maybe that was a little harsh, but come on. It was Scott. 
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I’d arrived in town with three weeks left in the school year, and he’d 
spent every day of them humiliating me in front of his mates, and I 
didn’t care for a repeat this year. 

Scott eyed me warily, which was a strange expression on him. 
Usually he strode around like he knew without a doubt that he was 
too good for the world, and also—somewhere deeper, somewhere 
I’d only caught a glimpse of once or twice—that it had nothing left 
to throw at him that could hurt.  

Occasionally, in my more generous moments, I wondered what 
had happened to make him look that way. Mostly, however, I just 
wondered why he was such a moron. 

“What are you doing here?” he asked, voice dripping with 
accusation and suspicion. 

My hands fisted of their own accord, and beside me Veve’s 
hackles rose as she chimed in with a low-pitched, rumbling growl. I 
flicked the free end of the lead at her nose. “Nothing,” I said, in a 
rousing blaze of wit. “What are you doing?” 

He scowled. “You shouldn’t be here.” 
For one heart-stopping instant I thought he meant out here 

generally, walking around, as if he knew what had happened and 
why I’d hidden away all summer. Then I realised he was nodding 
into the undergrowth. I rolled my eyes. “I might be a city slicker,” I 
bit off, “but I’m not stupid. I made enough noise to scare off a herd 
of elephants, let alone any snakes that might have been lying 
around.” The thought chilled me, though; I hadn’t been thinking 
about snakes when I’d hurried off the path. One badly-timed footstep 
and a brown snake bite later, and I could be a dead body too. 

But Scott had moved on, stalking off down the path. He had nice 
shoulders, I’d give him that much. Pity he couldn’t derive his 
personality from them, instead of whatever dead weight it was he 
kept inside his head for brains. 

Beside me, Veve growled again, louder this time, more urgent. I 
snapped the lead at her and stared after Scott’s retreating form, 
trying to think of something cutting. 

It was only when Veve growled for the third time that I realised 
she wasn’t even facing Scott. Instead, she was looking back into the 
bushes—and something dark was flickering in there, deep in the 
shadows of the trees. 
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My chest squeezed in on itself and adrenalin shot through my 
body. Veve’s growling grew louder until it broke in a bark, 
something midway between slavering and terrified, and I realised 
my tongue was stuck to the roof of my mouth. Carefully I peeled it 
away, unable to tear my eyes from the shifting darkness in the 
bushes. There was no discernible form, just shadow, darker than it 
should have been this soon after midday, and a pervasive sense of 
dread clamping down on me like an on-coming storm. 

Veve began backing away, hackles prickling, growl rising and 
falling like thunder. I glanced down at her, back to the shadows—
and they were closer, much closer than they had been. 

I turned and bolted. 
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TWO 
 
 

THE BUS PULLED up at school and I wondered if anyone would 
notice if I didn’t get off. My roll call teacher, probably. Maybe. And 
then Mum when the school called later on to find out why I wasn’t 
there. 

I sighed and schlepped off the bus amidst the horde of student 
clones. Yesterday hadn’t ended terribly; I’d been grounded for going 
out without permission, but as Anna had pointed out, grounding was 
hardly that much different to witness protection anyway. Plus, unlike 
Anna, I never broke rules, so Mum had pretty much forgiven me by 
dinner. We’d had cake and candles and curled up to watch a movie 
as a family, which was pretty cool. We hadn’t done that in... a while. 
A long while. 

But I was still having trouble deciding whether school was better 
or worse than being cooped up in the house. On the one hand, yay, 
no house. On the other... I surveyed the unkempt masses between 
me and my locker and sighed again. 

It wasn’t their fault. Not really. They had no idea that having 
travelled to Sydney ‘that one time, for Christmas, with my parents’ 
didn’t amount to worldly wisdom, or that there were more important 
things in life than who had dumped who for other-who—like the fact 
that both whos were still alive, for instance. 

I rubbed my hands over my forehead, set my shoulders, and 
marched on in. I’d survived nearly a month of school here at the end 
of last year, so I could survive this year.  

Semester. Term. Okay, I could definitely at least survive the 
week. 

As I entered H block and headed toward my locker, I downgraded 
that to ‘day’: Scott lounged against the lockers like some sort of drug 
lord (cue involuntary shudder) and eyed me as I approached. He was 
back in usual form, black hipster-glasses perched precariously on his 
perfectly-sculpted nose, blond hair gel-spiked to bedhead precision, 
tie-knot strategically loosened. Greeeat. Here we went again. 
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“Well hello there, Emma.” Eyelash flutter that shouldn’t look that 
natural on a guy, quirk of the perfectly sculpted eyebrow, fold of the 
arms across the chest. I knew those plays off by heart, thanks to that 
month last year.  

“Scott, you’re spreading your germs all over my locker. Move.” 
His eyebrows jumped suggestively. “Or what?” 
“Or I’ll go and get Mrs Johnston and have you explain to her why 

I couldn’t access my books.” Somehow he’d gotten it into his head 
that because I didn’t immediately bow down and fawn over him 
when I’d arrived last year, he was in love with me. I would actually 
rather date dirt, but he just wouldn’t take a hint. Or a clue-by-four to 
the head.  

He leered some more. Seriously. It was like he wanted me to hit 
him. “Naw, you wouldn’t do that.” 

I swung my bag off my shoulders and onto the floor at the foot of 
the lockers—and, somewhat coincidentally, the foot of Scott. 

He winced. “Jeez woman, what are you carrying? Bricks?” 
“Just for you.” I smiled sweetly. “Move.” 
He looked like he was going to argue some more, but then an arm 

caught me around the shoulders and the fight went out of his eyes. 
Gemma, now draped around my neck, beamed at Scott. “You 

were just leaving, were you?” 
He scowled and disappeared. 
I shrugged out of Gemma’s half-hug and dove at my locker. 

“Thanks,” I muttered. 
Gemma was... Well, Gemma was also arrogant, but not like Scott. 

With Scott, you knew he thought you were beneath him. With 
Gemma, she just kind of forgot that other people had feelings that 
sometimes differed from her own. Her parents had money, and 
although I wouldn’t go so far as to call her spoiled, she did kind of 
assume the world would revolve around her, lacking any evidence 
to the contrary. Rules were optional, not because she was naughty, 
but because she forgot that other people’s rules weren’t identical to 
hers.  

I didn’t like breaking the rules—any rules—because that kind of 
attitude got you killed. But hey. She was better than Scott, and I 
supposed she was also better than spending the next school year as 
a loner.  
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After stashing my bag and retrieving my books, I let Gemma 
shepherd me down the hall to roll call, and then when the bell rang 
ten minutes later, off to science. 

“I checked your timetable this morning,” she bubbled at me as 
we wove through the crowd. “We have all our core classes together. 
Isn’t that awesome?” 

“Of course we do,” I muttered, before correcting myself: “I mean, 
of course it is. Yay.” I managed some semi-enthusiastic jazz hands 
and a half-hearted smile.  

We entered the science classroom and I hesitated for a moment. 
Gemma usually sat up the back somewhere; I was a front row kinda 
gal, and I wasn’t about to change that for anybody.  

Oh well. Sitting by myself wouldn’t be so bad. I plunked into a 
front-and-centre seat and arranged my books at neat right angles 
along the front of my desk, placing a pen and perfectly-sharpened 
pencil atop them. Gemma pulled out the chair to my left and shot me 
a sunny smile. Tension I hadn’t known was there melted from my 
shoulders, and I dared a tiny smile in return.  

 The back of my neck prickled, erasing my half-hearted smile. 
Cold, vast emptiness niggled at my consciousness, and I knew 
without looking that Scott would be standing in the doorway, 
surveying his domain. I stiffened, fighting the urge to turn around. 
Instead, I pretended to drop my pen on the floor, sneaking a glance 
under my arm as I bent to pick it up. 

Yup, Scott. Oy. As he swept into the room girls paused in their 
conversations, straightening to emphasise their curves, eyes wide 
through luxurious curtains of hair. 

Okay, okay: the entire room didn’t stop just to watch him enter, 
but the way he walked you’d think the crowd would start offering 
him babies to kiss any moment now. And at least five of the girls up 
the back had major crushes on him, so they definitely did the stop-
straighten-peer-through- hair thing. 

Scott, of course, ignored them, heading straight for me. I 
wondered why for a brief moment as I replaced my pen on my neat 
stack of books, and then I realised: the only empty desk was right 
next to me. Oh for crying out loud, Universe. Seriously? I 
faceplanted on the desk, wondering if thinking hard enough would 
let me melt straight through it and into oblivion. 
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“We meet again, Emma-my-love.” 
“Scott,” I mumbled at the desk, “what have I ever done to deserve 

your unwavering attention?” He dropped into the desk to my left. 
“Please, tell me so I can stop.” 

“Miss Tanning.” I snapped upright at the sound of Mrs Johnston’s 
voice. “If you’re quite ready.” 

I blushed. “Sorry.” 
Beside me, Scott snickered.  
“Shut up,” I whispered furiously. “I hate you.”  
“I’m wounded,” he said, putting a hand dramatically to his chest. 

“What do I have to do to get you to like me?” 
“Drop dead?” I offered as chills ran up and down my spine. 

Something about him really gave me the creeps, and my ‘drop dead’ 
suggestion was only ninety percent joking.  

“Couldn’t do that,” he chirped. “Then you’d have to live with my 
death on your conscience, and I know you could never cope with 
that. Far too high and mighty.” 

“What?” I lowered my inappropriately loud volume mid-word 
and cut sharp eyes over to where Mrs Johnston was handing out 
worksheets on the other side of the classroom. “I am not high and 
mighty!” I muttered furiously at Scott. “How dare you judge me! 
You have no idea about my life!” 

A worksheet slapped down on my desk, and I glanced up at Mrs 
Johnston’s disapproving face. “On task,” she said. “Now. If you 
think I’m not willing to hand out detentions in period one on the first 
day, you’re wrong.”  

Frustration welled up as tears, and I blinked firmly. “Yes, Miss. 
I’m sorry, Miss.”  

“Mm.” She pursed her lips before moving on. 
Scott leaned over just long enough to whisper, “Maybe you 

shouldn’t be the one judging me.”  
 

 
 
The rest of the day had passed with far less stress—turned out I 

only had to deal with Scott in science, maths and English—and no 
more disapproval from teachers, thank goodness.  
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After dinner I lay sprawled on my bed, in theory going through 
the snowdrift of paperwork I’d accumulated during the day, but 
actually just staring out my window. If my subconscious was going 
to magic something up to personify the anxiety I’d been having since 
the girl—Georgia, her name was Georgia, and the psych had told me 
that even though saying her name felt uncomfortable, it would help 
me process it faster—since Georgia had been murdered, then I could 
understand that. After all, it had thrown vivid nightmares at me every 
night for two months afterwards. It had been about a month since the 
nightmares had ceased, so probably I was due for some kind of 
relapse.  

But why a fairy? That’s what was really getting to me. The 
shadows I could understand: a vague, dark menace that I couldn’t 
control, approaching from the shadows around me... That made 
sense. But a fairy? Seriously? I couldn’t even begin to imagine what 
that might mean. 

Idly, I punched holes in the paperwork and slid it all into my 
tabbed and colour-coded folder. Shadows made sense. A fairy was 
just bizarre. 

A tap on my door interrupted my thoughts. I shook them away. 
“Come in, Anna.” 

She stuck her head into my room. “Hey, Edge,” she said, using 
the nickname we’d made out of my initials, E. J. “How was day 
one?” 

I shrugged. “Fine. I’m filing,” I said, lifting papers as proof. 
Anna rolled her eyes. “You are way too organised to be human, 

you know. It isn’t normal.” 
I shrugged again. “Sure. How was your day?”  
She grinned. “Oh, you know. The usual.” 
I raised a sceptical eyebrow. “Seriously? Day one and you were 

in the principal’s office already? What did you do, strip naked in the 
quad?” It couldn’t have been that bad; I’d have heard something if 
the school’s newest year twelve student had done something really 
stupid on the first day back. 

It was Anna’s turn to shrug as she stepped into my room and 
closed the door behind her. “Actually I just wanted to ask about 
changing out of art.” 

“Really?” Both my eyebrows lifted this time. “But you know it’s 
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too late to change subjects.” 
She scowled. “Thus have I been informed. It’s stupid. I had 

literally five minutes to choose my subjects when we arrived last 
year, and art’s ridiculous; Mr Ridely’s a joke. It’s a complete waste 
of time, and I’m awful at it, and I wish they’d just let me switch out 
and be done with it.” She slumped against the wall, arms folded 
tightly across her chest. 

“Sorry,” I said, shifting uncomfortably on my bed. “That’s the 
system for you.” 

“Yeah, well, this system sucks.” 
“Yeah.” It did kind of suck that we couldn’t have at least stayed 

in the same state, but those were the rules we’d been given, and we 
had to stick to them.  

Cogs turned. Fairies and rules, Anna and her stuff-the-rules 
attitude... I licked my lips. “Anna? Can I... Can I ask you something 
weird?” 

She cocked her head. “Sure. Hit me.” 
My mouth felt suddenly dry. I swallowed a couple of times, heart 

racing as I tried to figure out how to verbalise my thoughts. “I... I 
mean you...” I took a deep breath and told myself to stop being 
stupid. “Why don’t you care about the rules? Like, ever?” 

Anger flashed in her eyes as she drew herself upright, and I 
hurried to forestall it. 

“I’m not talk about the g—about Georgia. I mean generally. All 
the time. You never seem to care about what other people think or 
what you’re meant to be doing and I don’t get it. I’m just trying to 
understand, I promise, I’m not judging you. I just wondered...” How 
you live with yourself. Why you’re not the one seeing fairies. Are you 
seeing fairies? Anna, do you have hallucinations?  

I shook my head. “I don’t even know what I’m asking. Sorry.” I 
went back to my hole punching. 

Anna eyed me thoughtfully—I could feel the weight of her 
strawberries-and-cream gaze out of the corner of my eye, hear the 
tiny clack-clack-clack of spider feet that I’d learned to associate with 
her thinking—then abruptly sank to the floor. She rubbed at the back 
of her neck and seemed to be searching for words.  

“I don’t know,” she said in the end. “I’m not like you, or Mum, 
or even Dad. You guys just... It’s easy, for you,” she continued. “I 
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mean, look at you. It’s the first day of school and you’re already 
doing homework, organising your notes within an inch of their lives. 
I feel claustrophobic just looking at it. Don’t you ever just long for 
some space, for five minutes where you don’t have to worry about 
doing the right thing and saying the right words, where you can ask 
questions of the universe and demand answers?” 

I flinched away from the conviction of her gaze. 
“No,” she said more softly. “I guess you don’t, any more than I 

like your rules and plans and organisation.” She shrugged. “The 
universe is full of questions, Edge, and ‘just because’ is never a good 
enough answer.” She unwound to a stand, long-legged, lithe like a 
lioness who knew how to hunt what she needed to survive. “How 
else do you know you’re alive?” 

Blood, crimson lines on porcelain-white tiles. I knew what she 
meant, a little. I’d never been so aware of life before I’d been 
confronted so violently by death. 

I nodded. “Thanks.” My voice was dry and raspy, and I couldn’t 
bring myself to meet her eye. 

She nodded back, though—“Welcome.”—and disappeared back 
to the hall. 

 

 
 
Shadows drifted down the hallway toward me, filling the 

doorway of my room like smoke before billowing over the threshold 
and into my room. I backed up in my bed until I pressed against the 
cold glass of the window.  

A fluttering sort of tap made me turn, and against the window a 
bright blue bird hopped and scratched, trying to get in. Beyond it, 
more shadows mounted, frothing forth from underneath the prickly 
bushes that marched along the fence. 

Something cold touched my hand, and I jumped. The bird. The 
bird had gotten inside, blue like the sky, wings stretched as wide as 
my two hands together, covered not in feathers but in tiny, iridescent 
scales—butterfly wings, edged in black.  

Shadows slid toward me from my doorway, through the window, 
and I clutched the fairy tightly. She cried out, and I opened my hand 
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to see nothing but red, a double-handful of sticky, crimson blood on 
hands so pale they seemed white. 

The shadows whispered toward me. Surrender. Surrender... 
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AFTERWORD 
 
Edge certainly has a lot going on in her life right now! Witness 

protection and school bullies and probable-PTSD, and now these 
strange things she’s seeing down at the creek… It’s enough to make 
anyone break! To find out how Edge handles all these challenges, 
pick up a copy of the book in ebook here or print here.  

Of course, there’s fallout from the events of Where Shadows Rise, 
and this time, Gemma’s the one in trouble…  
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THROUGH ROADS BETWEEN 
 
Sanctuary	is	a	place	of	safety—or	so	the	fairies	say...  
Edge’s mum knocks on her bedroom door in the middle of the 

night. Bad news.  
Not long ago, Edge’s best friend Gem fell prey to the Valley, 

leaving her vulnerable to its evil, soul-sucking shadows. The 
shadows?	 

Back. And they want Gem. 
Desperate, Edge convinces her mum to take to the hospital in the 

middle of the night to see Gem. But what she finds forces her beyond 
every comfort zone. To save Gem, Edge might just lose everything 
else.  

The thrilling sequel to Where	Shadows	Rise, for everyone who 
wants to believe that friendship beats the rules, every time.  
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ONE 
 

 
SOMEONE TAPPED LIGHTLY on my bedroom door. Groggy 
with sleep, I felt about in the dark for my phone. The lock screen 
told me it was nearly 2am. My pulse kicked. It had to be about 
Gemma, my best friend. My sick best friend. “Come in,” I said 
hoarsely.  

Mum crept in, house phone in hand.  
“Is Gemma okay?” I asked before she spoke.  
“I understand,” she said, and it took me a second to realise that 

she was talking to the phone. She hung up and sat on my bed.  
I shifted my legs out of the way and waited, barely breathing. The 

darkness pressed in around us, heavy, full of secrets and fears.  
“Is it really something only you can fix?” she asked me. In the 

shadows, I watched as she twisted the phone in her hands. 
I wriggled over and lay my head against her hip, revelling in the 

comfort of her choc chip cookies and steel soulprint—the unique 
sensory aura that all people had, and that I could sense and 
sometimes manipulate because I was a Road Master. “I don’t know 
if I can fix it,” I said truthfully. “But I know the doctors can’t. She’ll 
die no matter what they do.” My pulse stuttered again. Gemma 
wasn’t going to die. I wouldn’t let her. “I need to get her to 
Sanctuary, I think,” I said, referring to the home of the fairies that 
Gemma and I had the ability to travel to.  

Unfortunately, Sanctuary wasn’t the only other world in 
existence. The Valley, known more properly as the Valley of Death, 
was Sanctuary’s opposite; where Sanctuary was based on life magic, 
the Valley ran on death.  

And now it had its shadowy tendrils wrapped firmly around my 
best friend.  

In the waiting night, I pressed my eyes shut, trying to remember 
exactly what the Valley’s connection to Gem had looked like. More 
or less like Scott? Less. Definitely less.  

“And Gemma can’t just go there by herself?” 
“Mum.” I shook my head. “She’s sick. Like, really sick. Keep her 
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in the hospital overnight sick, remember?” 
Mum shot me a sideways glance that I could read more from the 

slight shift of her head than any ability to see her eyes in this 
darkness. “No need to sass me, Emma Tanning. You have to 
understand how absurd this all is from the outside. If it wasn’t for 
Mrs Caro, or…” 

I wondered if she was remembering her brief visit to Sanctuary a 
couple of weeks ago. I shifted awkwardly. “But you’ve seen it. You 
know it’s real.”  

She sighed. “You’re sure it’s something… magical? That’s 
wrong with her?”  

I sniffed. “Of course I’m sure. What did Mrs Caro say?”  
“That the doctors can’t find anything.”  
“Exactly. ‘Soul being drained by Valley of Death’ isn’t exactly 

in the medical textbooks, is it?”  
Mum hugged me tight. I squirmed until I could breathe. “Be 

careful, Edge,” Mum told me, giving me one last squeeze.  
“Always.”  
The house creaked in the darkness around us, finally cooling after 

another hot, summery day.  
“Liv?” The door protested briefly as Dad nudged it open.  
Cool air from the lounge room’s aircon unit followed him in, 

chilling my arms.  
“What’s wrong?” he murmured.  
“It’s Gemma,” Mum said softly. “She’s getting worse. Maria says 

they need Emma. To… help.”  
Help. I had to help her. I’d fixed Scott; surely I could save my 

best friend too.  
“I’m going to drive Emma down now,” Mum said as I wriggled 

out from the covers and crossed the night-still bedroom to find 
clothes. 

“Do you want me to come?” Dad asked.  
“It’s fine,” Mum said. “You have meetings tomorrow. I can stay 

home if I need to.” 
I couldn’t, though, I thought as I pulled on my jeans. No matter 

what happened tonight, there was no way I was missing school 
tomorrow. A certain teenage boy held answers to some very 
important questions, and I’d get those answers or die trying. He 
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wouldn’t even know what hit him.  
“I’m ready,” I said, interrupting Dad as I straightened out my 

shirt.  
Mum stood, the bed pinging and creaking as she did. “Let me get 

dressed too.”  
I waited in the front hallway. Tree shadows rippled through the 

narrow windows on either side of the door, reaching across the floor 
tiles, rustling, straining. I stood right where they ended and watched 
as my toes dipped in and out of darkness.  

In and out, in and out. Dark and light, dark and light.  
One step in either direction and I could be safe, or drown forever.  
“Ready?” Mum said behind me, keys clinking too loudly in the 

night.  
I stepped to the front door, into the shadows. “Ready.” I’m 

coming, Gemma, I told her. I’m coming. 



Through roads between 

217 

 
 

TWO 
 

 
THE MORNING HAD started out uneventfully enough. I’d been 
away at school camp the whole previous week, and Gemma hadn’t. 
She’d messaged me while I’d been away to say she was sick, but 
hadn’t offered any details.  

Seeing her slumped against my laminated blue locker at 
quarter past eight on a Monday morning, it looked like she’d been 
sick: dark circles under her eyes, brown skin sallow, dark hair 
uncharacteristically limp, school uniform rumpled. “Should you 
be here?” I asked.  

She shrugged.  
I let it drop, and squeezed her tightly, inhaling the summery 

warmth of her soulprint. Camp had been a long week without my 
best friend.  

A whiff of darkness crossed my road mastery sense. I 
furrowed my eyebrows, twisting around.  

“What’s up?” Gem asked, releasing me.  
“Nothing.” I scanned the crowds around us, but Scott was 

nowhere to be seen. “I thought I felt something is all.” 
Gem smiled tiredly, hugging her books.  
“How’s Sanctuary?” I continued, shoving my bag in my locker 

and pulling out the books I needed for the first two lessons. 
“Have the twins grown much?” Sanctuary was the home of the 
fairies, a world outside our own, and a secret we shared as 
Travellers, who could harness seed magic to cross between 
worlds.  

“I haven’t been over much,” she confessed.  
Worry twanged in my chest. Gem and I practically lived in 

Sanctuary, when we didn’t have to be at school or doing mundane 
things like eating dinner and sleeping.  

But she continued before I could say anything. “Filibere”—
one of the baby unicorn twins—“discovered fire geckoes. It was 
pretty funny.”  
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I laughed, hoping it would encourage her to describe the 
incident in more detail as we headed down the hall to roll call. 

Gem smiled some more, but didn’t elaborate.  
I ushered her into the classroom ahead of me and frowned at 

her back. This lack of her usually-abundant enthusiasm was 
concerning.  

More concerning, however, was the fact that Scott had already 
arrived and was sitting front and centre in the classroom, 
displacing Gem and me from our usual seats. There was an empty 
desk to either side, but everywhere else was full. We exchanged 
glances and sat next to him, me relieved that at least Gem had 
thought it was weird too. Whatever was wrong with her, at least 
she could still recognise Scott Behaving Oddly.  

I stared at Scott as I sat, avoiding outright suspicion but still 
an awful long way from friendly as I scrutinised his blond hair—
lacking its usual gel spikes—was everyone sick today?—and the 
knock-off designer glasses he only wore when he really had to.  

Scott and I... I shook my head as the teacher came in, and 
refocused on the front of the classroom.  

Scott still hadn’t so much as glanced at me. It had been like 
this for the last three weeks, which was entirely preferable to the 
uncomfortable attentions he’d bestowed on me before that, but 
seriously. I’d saved the guy’s life. You’d think he could do more 
than point-blank ignore me.  

And yet. After nearly a month of pretending neither Gem nor 
I existed, here he was, sitting down the front, where he knew we 
always sat.  

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Gem trying half-heartedly 
to get my attention. I leaned back in my chair and raised my 
eyebrows. She tilted her head pointedly at Scott’s back.  

I shook my head slightly, glancing at the teacher and trying to 
look like I was still paying attention.  

“Say something,” she mouthed. 
I rolled my eyes, but nodded. Resettling in my seat, I 

considered my options.  
Mrs Johnston, our roll call teacher (and, coincidentally, our 

science teacher), was handing around some paperwork. Perfect. 
I grabbed three copies from her and, gritting my teeth, leaned 
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over, placing two of them on Scott’s desk. “Pass one to Gem, will 
you.” 

Scott took the papers wordlessly and handed one to Gem. His 
own copy he lay carefully on the desk in front of him, staring 
down at it without reading.  

I chewed on the inside of my lip. Not what I had been 
expecting. A cutting remark, a line about doing my work for me, 
something. Not... nothing. Emptiness. What had happened to his 
spark? Scott had been pretty quiet around us since the whole 
Valley-shadows saga, but he’d also tried pretty hard to avoid us. 
And he’d been his usual attention-seeking self around everyone 
else, as far as I could tell. This... I had to be honest, it felt like he 
had something to say but couldn’t work up the nerve to do so.  

I sighed heavily and leaned toward him. “What’s up?” 
He shrugged, eyes still on his paperwork.  
“No but seriously. I almost thought we had the plague, the way 

you’ve been avoiding us. What do you want?” 
He cut an angry glance at me, a flickering flame of a thing that 

lasted a bare instant. “Who says I want anything?” 
I leaned back in my seat and tapped the short end of my pages 

against the plastic desk. It made a pleasing sound, like the papers 
were far heavier than they looked. “Me. And I’ve been in your 
head, so I should know.” Oh, that came out totally wrong. This 
time I was the one who avoided eye contact.  

It did the trick, though: his stare now bored through the side 
of my skull instead of his papers. I ignored it as long as I could, 
then gave in and turned—and winced at the intensity of his gaze. 
The full weight of his soulprint knocked into me, a sense of 
vastness—an open mountaintop under glittering stars, a cool 
night wind, and distance—that set my teeth on edge.  

“I can’t—”  
“Can’t what?” I asked.  
He closed his eyes suddenly, a blink that became a pause that 

became a struggle as his jaw clenched and twitched. 
Just tell me. Whatever it is, just tell me and get it over with. I 

shrugged away nervous tension.  
Visiting Sanctuary was supposed to be mildly addictive; the 

feelings of peace and calm it induced released hormones in the brain, 



Through roads between 

220 

causing visitors to want to seek out the experience again and again 
and again. Probably, the Valley had some way of enticing its 
followers to return too—and knowing the Valley, which utilised the 
power of death instead of the power of life, it wouldn’t be as kind as 
Sanctuary. I’d have to keep a watch on Scott.  

Eyes still closed, Scott raised his hand.  
“Yes, Mister Harden?” 
“Bathroom?” he said, gruffer than usual but also less arrogant, 

and therefore somehow nicer.  
Mrs Johnson nodded from the side of the room where she 

crouched, discussing something with another student. “Hurry 
up.” 

His chair scraped backward, the floor screeching in protest, 
and Scott left.  

It was only then that I noticed Gem was slumped forward, one 
cheek pressed against the cool desk, staring vacantly out the 
window. Leaning over Scott’s empty chair, I put my hand on her 
shoulder, bizarrely relieved that it still felt warm. “Gem?” 

She didn’t move.  
“Hello? Gemma?” I said, ducking down to peer closely at her 

face. She stared some more, utterly ignoring me.  
I poked her. Still nothing.  
Panicked adrenalin flooded my stomach. “Come on, Gemma,” I 

said. “Come back to me.” I closed my eyes and let my road mastery 
senses take over; the world became overlaid with the multi-sensory 
soulprints of everyone within fifty metres. I narrowed my focus 
toward Gem—and abruptly, she fell out of her seat.  

The girl next to her screamed and Mrs Johnston appeared as if by 
magic. “Move back,” she commanded as students crowded in to see 
what had happened.  

I stayed in my seat. There’d been something, just as she’d fallen, 
something in her soulprint…  

Ah. There. That was what I’d sensed just now—and this morning 
when I’d first seen her. I swallowed hard, pushing down nauseated 
fear, and opened my eyes. 

Mrs Johnston performed quick checks for breathing and a pulse 
before rocking back on her heels, some of the tension in her face and 
shoulders draining away. “Rahim.” She pointed at one of the boys at 
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the back of the crowd. “Go to the office right away. Tell them we 
need an ambulance. Go!” 

Ambulance? Please let Gem be okay. Please.  
The boy disappeared out of the classroom door. Moments later, 

Gem groaned, shifting on the floor.  
My heart skittered and I remembered how to breathe. Slowly, I 

released my white-knuckled grip on the desk. 
Her eyes rolled open. “Wha...” She squeezed her eyes tight then 

blinked rapidly.  
“Hush,” Mrs Johnston soothed. “Just stay where you are. I think 

it’s best if you don’t move for now.” 
Students at the back of the room shuffled aside as the school nurse 

bustled into the room. “Is she breathing? Is she conscious yet?” she 
shot at Mrs Johnston, who promptly filled her in on what had 
happened. The nurse nodded emphatically. “Good. Tracey’s calling 
the ambulance. They should be here shortly, but it looks like it was 
just an absence seizure.” 

On the floor, Gemma rolled to one side.  
“Should she be doing that?” Mrs Johnston asked.  
I leaned forward, perching right on the edge of my seat. Let her 

be okay.  
The nurse crouched near Gemma. “Do you hurt anywhere? Can 

you feel your toes and fingers?” 
Gemma scowled. “I’m fine,” she said. “I must have fallen asleep 

or something. My shoulder hurts where I landed on it, but I’m fine.”  
Gem’s sassy attitude dispelled a little of my tension—but not all 

of it. Not with her soulprint… like that.  
The nurse allowed her to sit before checking her eyes carefully 

with her pen torch. “I don’t think you have a concussion,” she said, 
“but I’d rather you stayed down on the floor until the paramedics get 
here.” Gemma opened her mouth to protest, but the nurse cut her off. 
“Hush now. You just sit tight. They’ll be here soon. How much 
longer till the first lesson?” That was to Mrs Johnston.  

“A minute,” Mrs Johnston replied, glancing at the classroom 
clock.  

Around us, students began to pack up their belongings 
surreptitiously. I clutched mine to my chest, hoping Mrs Johnston 
wasn’t planning on kicking me out. I wasn’t budging from this room.  
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“And I suppose there’s a class in here next?” the nurse continued.  
Mrs Johnston nodded. “But they can wait in the hallway for a 

bit.”  
“Good. The ambulance won’t be long.”  
The rest of the students filed out as the bell went, eyeing Gem as 

they passed. I waited until they’d all gone, then sat down on the 
floor.  

“Don’t you have class?” Mrs Johnston said, raising an eyebrow.  
“Please.” I hugged my books tighter. “Just for a minute.” 
Mrs Johnston sighed. She turned and dug through her own things 

on the teacher’s desk, then handed me a signed late slip. “I’ve got to 
go,” she told the nurse.  

The nurse nodded. “I’ll stay. It’s fine.”  
Mrs Johnston left, locking the door behind her.  
“Maybe you’d better lie back down,” the nurse told Gemma. “Just 

in case.”  
I patted my knee, and Gemma lay down with her head in my lap. 

I waited until the nurse settled herself by the doorway, ready to tell 
the next teacher that their class would have to wait for a bit, then 
leaned over Gemma.  

“I know what’s wrong,” I whispered.  
She stared up at me, eyes glassy with tears. “Edge,” she 

whispered back. “I’m so sorry.”  
I hugged her awkwardly. “I’ll keep you safe,” I promised. “It’s 

going to be okay.” 
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AFTERWORD 
 
Obviously our girl Edge is going to keep her promise to her best 

friend—but how? And at what cost?  
To find out the real consequences of Gemma’s ‘illness’, pick up 

Through Roads Between in ebook or in print.  
And after that, let’s head onward to the final book in the series, 

which won Best Children’s Book in the ACT Writing and Publishing 
Awards in 2019.  
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WHEN WORLDS COLLIDE 
 
This is what the fairies never wanted you to know… 
Edge Tanning gets things done. She vanquished the shadows that 

threatened Sanctuary, magical home of the fairies, and saved her 
best friend from the clutches of the Valley—and called the power of 
Sanctuary to life. 

All well and good… except that calling the power of Sanctuary 
kind of broke the whole of the fairies’ land. 

None of her friends want to help. Someone needs to fix it—before 
Sanctuary fractures forever. But a problem this big? Way too much 
for one teen girl to handle alone. 

Brace yourself for the exciting conclusion to the Sanctuary series: 
this is what the fairies have been hiding.  

 
ACT Publishing Awards Best Children’s Book 2019 
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THREE WEEKS. 
Three. long. weeks, as long as the trails of raindrops that streaked 

down the smudgy windows of the old school bus, racing each other 
on and on and on until it seemed impossible there was any rain left 
in the drop. 

I picked at a worn patch on the corner of the once-bright-blue bus 
seat, where the fabric had worn away and the yellowed foam was 
showing. Three weeks. That’s how long it had been since I’d healed 
my best friend Gemma, since Scott (bizarrely, now also someone I 
could sort of call a friend) had destroyed Sanctuary.  

Well, the magical, multi-dimensional home of the fairies was a 
little more robust than that. He hadn’t destroyed it, but he had 
severely damaged it. Using death magic in a place where you’re only 
ever supposed to use life magic will—apparently—do that.  

I shrugged as the tag of my uniform dress itched my clammy 
back. Behind me, kids shouted and hooted, and someone way down 
the back of the bus had music blaring from their phone, only half-
audible from the front over the chatter and the pattering rain. I leaned 
against the window as a car shushed past, its tyre kicking up spray 
that still managed to glitter, even though neither it nor I had seen the 
sun in two days.  

The traffic in front of us eased, and the bus hauled itself around 
the corner onto the main road just a couple of minutes away from 
school, indicator clicking time as we went. Outside, the grass had 
shot up to nearly mid-calf on the side of the road, vivid green in the 
wet, grey light, exactly the kind of lush that would snap and crunch 
when you snatched a handful of it. Even the gum trees seemed 
livelier, their usually dull grey-green more vibrant, deeper, the 
orange-brown sap stains down their trunks bright—almost as bright 
as the one broad-leafed street tree that was starting to think about 
winter, the very topmost leaves tinging reddy-orange around the 
edges.  

I glanced up as someone across the row from me clunked the 
bus’s top window open to let in some air; the windows were starting 
to fog, even though the aircon was blasting. The smell of wet dirt 
and wet asphalt percolated through the bus, and I inhaled deeply as 
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we turned the final corner into the school, bottle-green gates pegged 
wide open for the day. The smell reminded me of Sanctuary—not 
because it was similar, but because it was almost the opposite of 
Sanctuary’s salty, jasmine-scented air—and my stomach twanged 
with longing.  

The bus juddered to a halt, hydraulics hissing as it tilted, the left 
side lowering to minimise the step to the footpath. The student horde 
around me rose as one, chattering, waving, school bags slinging onto 
backs and shoulders and in other people’s faces, squashing toes in 
their careless stampede.  

I sighed heavily and slung my navy backpack over my shoulder.  
Three weeks.  
I schlepped off the school bus with the horde, girls in our blue-

and-white summer dresses, boys in their crisp white shirts, and made 
my way up the footpath to school, once again cursing myself for 
trusting Mrs Caro, Gemma’s mum.  

Not that she was an untrustworthy sort of person, of course, but 
she was an adult, so her sense of priorities was… different. I wanted 
Sanctuary fixed—needed it fixed, because it was my second home 
and the thing that had taught me to love small-town Nowra after 
being dragged here unwillingly from big-city Melbourne. But Mrs 
Caro was more concerned about keeping everyone safe.  

Which, yeah, okay, I admitted as the student horde thinned, 
clusters heading in different directions to the lockers spread 
throughout the school buildings, safety was pretty important. Been 
there, learned that one the hard way.  

But Sanctuary was important.  
Sanctuary was home.  
And Mrs Caro had promised we’d try to fix it. And in the last 

three weeks, she—and we—had done nothing.  
I turned the corner around the orangey bricks of H block and 

glanced ahead to the bay where my locker lived, an alcove of 
laminated sky-blue lockers stacked double high, the concrete floor 
stained by decades of locker detritus.  

My stomach twisted. Gemma stood in front of my locker, books 
already clutched to her chest, lip between her teeth as she held her 
ground against the tide of students swooping in and out to visit their 
own lockers. Her dark hair seemed even darker in the overcast light, 
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like a cap of shadows pulled back into a ponytail, her thick, 
sweeping fringe nearly hiding her equally dark eyes.  

But as I scanned her with my road mastery—the special ability I 
had to read and manipulate people’s soulprints, a kind of multi-
sensory aura unique to each person—I breathed.  

Three weeks ago, the connection she’d accidentally developed 
with the Valley, Sanctuary’s bloodthirsty counterpart, had started 
growing, consuming Gemma’s soulprint in an attempt to take over 
her body. There had been no way to break the connection without 
risking her life—I’d managed it for Scott before that, but he’d been 
nearly dead anyway. So for Gemma, I’d gone the safer route: with 
Scott’s help, I’d connected her to Sanctuary, and the two 
connections balanced out, holding her soulprint steady in between.  

I still got a wave of anxiety every time she seemed particularly 
serious or sad.  

Right now, though, the Valley was behaving itself, and Gemma’s 
soulprint was perfectly fine: the same midnight blue, studded with 
stars and with the texture of velvet, all accompanied by a faint, high-
pitched whine and the feeling of being about to remember something 
important.  

I hesitated for a second, wondering if I could avoid her for a little 
longer. I missed Sanctuary. I needed to get back there and do 
something, and I didn’t think I could stand another day of ignoring 
it, pretending everything was alright. But she saw me and tension 
melted from her shoulders.  

Sighing, I wound my way through the throng of kids to my 
bottom-tier locker and gave Gem a weary smile as I dumped my bag 
on the concrete next to it. “Hey.”  

“Edge!” she said, practically bouncing on her toes. “You’ll never 
believe what’s happened!”  

I glanced sharply at her. “Sanctuary?” 
She deflated a little as pity filled her eyes. “No. You know Mum 

said we have to wait.” 
“Mm.” I rolled the combination on my school-issue lock, popped 

it open, and busied myself prepping my books for the day. Gem 
hesitated a second before launching into some meaningless chatter 
about a kid named Sally, but I mostly tuned her out. There’d been a 
time when Gem would have been just as eager as me to fix 
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Sanctuary, and her mother’s instructions to wait wouldn’t have 
bothered her a bit. Would have made her more eager, even.  

It wasn’t like I missed the old Gemma, or didn’t appreciate this 
new one who wasn’t trying to convince me to break the rules every 
five seconds, but… I shook my head as I gathered my English and 
art books into my arms. I kicked my locker shut with my bag inside, 
snapped the lock closed, and nodded vaguely as Gemma paused for 
my input. “Uh huh.”  

She beamed at me and tucked my free arm into hers. “Oh, Edge! 
Thank you! I knew you’d under-stand! Come on,” she added as the 
warning bell rang.  

Great. Now I’d just agreed to something she’d obviously thought 
I wouldn’t, and I couldn’t ask what it was without admitting I hadn’t 
been listening at all.  

Something bumped my other shoulder.  
I glanced over to see Scott falling into stride with us, blond hair 

up in its usual ruffled spikes, black-rimmed knock-off designer 
glasses in place, and—yup, tie-knot loosened to the precise balance 
between getting in trouble, and making a statement. “Hey,” I said.  

He didn’t look at me. “Hey.”  
It still felt a little weird to be walking around the school with Scott 

like this. I’d moved to Nowra at the end of the last school year, mid-
November with only three weeks of school remaining before 
summer break. The first week had been okay—but then Scott had 
decided he liked me, and that the most appropriate way to try to get 
my attention was to tease me in front of his mates.  

School had started up again in February after the holidays, and it 
seemed like I’d be in for more of the same—until Gem and I 
discovered that Scott had gotten himself tangled up with the power 
of the Valley, Sanctuary’s magical counterpart—the one you used 
death magic to get to, the one that had been leaking awful, soul-
sucking shadows all over the place and destroying Sanctuary.  

The only way to save Sanctuary at the time had been to fight 
Scott—but then Gemma had gotten tangled up in the Valley too, 
kind of accidentally, and a few weeks later—three weeks ago, in 
fact—Scott had helped me save Gem. In the process, I’d learned that 
it had been his mother who’d introduced him to death magic—and 
who he’d been trying to save when he’d gotten connected to the 
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power of the Valley.  
I gave my head a little shake as we neared the science block where 

Gemma and I had roll call first thing every morning.  
After I’d convinced him to help me save Gemma, and he’d 

revealed that he’d only become entangled with the Valley in a last-
ditch effort to save his mum’s life (an effort which failed, and nearly 
led to his own death), Scott had demonstrated that he actually had 
the capacity to act like a decent human being.  

And since healing Gemma had involved Scott connecting with 
the heart of Sanctuary (saving my life in the process), he now had a 
vested interest in its wellbeing. Besides. When there were only three 
of you who could travel to a secret, magical land, some sort of group 
bonding was inevitable.  

So Scott had ditched his old mates to become a third member of 
our friendship group. I still wasn’t one hundred percent sure I could 
trust him though.  

We slowed to a halt behind the small crowd of my roll call, and I 
glanced over at Scott to ask if he’d been switched into our class or 
if he just didn’t care about being late to his own—a rhetorical 
question, of course, since I knew he didn’t care, and he tended to 
shepherd us to our roll call most mornings anyway.  

I blinked. He seemed fainter than usual, faded somehow.  
I turned to Gemma—but she was the same, slightly faded—and, 

I realised abruptly, not moving.  
Neither was Scott.  
My heart raced and the edges of my books dug into my fingers. 

The last time Gem had vagued out like this, it had been the Valley’s 
connection with her strengthening—prompting the rescue mission 
that had resulted in Scott kind-of-sort-of mostly breaking Sanctuary.  

I bit my lip and leaned close to Gem.  
This seemed different, though. The faint fadedness… That was 

new. And, I realised, looking around more carefully, it applied to 
everyone. The whole walkway of students seemed faded… and I 
could smell jasmine, and salt water.  

My pulse leapt again, this time in anticipation. Sanctuary! The 
hall was fading away and everything smelled like Sanctuary.  

I stared eagerly around, waiting for it to materialise—but it 
didn’t, and I realised that no one else was moving at all, it was just 
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me, and I hadn’t planted a seed to power the crossing to Sanctuary 
anyway. 

I slumped, exhaling heavily.  
The world returned to full colour and people began to move 

again.  
“Did either of you feel that?” I asked softly.  
Scott and Gemma stared at me.  
“Feel what?” Gemma said.  
“Sanctuary,” I murmured. “Everything just… faded. For a 

moment. I could smell Sanctuary.”  
Scott and Gem exchanged glances over my head. I tried not to let 

it bother me.  
“Edge,” Gem said carefully, and now I was bothered, though I 

tried to keep the irritation from my face. “Are you sure you weren’t 
just imagining it?”  

I tossed my head. “Oh, yeah, you’re right, I have no clue at all 
what Sanctuary really feels like and I was totally hallucinating.” 

“Edge!” Gem said reproachfully. “You know that’s not what I 
meant.” She glanced at Scott again, who gave a tiny shrug.  

“What?” I said. “What are you both not telling me?” 
“Nothing,” Scott said, holding Gemma’s eye.  
Gem sighed and bumped my shoulder. “He’s right. We’re not 

hiding anything. It’s just… Well, I know you’re impatient to try to 
fix Sanctuary, but Scott and I can sense it. It’s not safe to be there 
right now. If we crossed over—”  

“Then maybe we’d have a chance of figuring out what’s going 
wrong,” I snapped. “And fixing it before there isn’t a Sanctuary left 
to fix.”  

Gem shook her head calmly. “If Sanctuary had been here just 
now, however that might be, we’d have felt it,” she said. “The 
connection.”  

I ground my teeth. I knew I was the only one in this party not 
boasting a magical connection to a magical land. She didn’t have to 
rub my nose in it. 

“I’d better go, I’ll be late to class,” Scott said.  
I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, because being on time is so important to 

you, we know.”  
He patted the top of my head and I was tempted to growl and snap 
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at his fingers. This little doggy was not tame. “See you round,” he 
said.  

He disappeared into the crowd and I rolled my eyes again. “I 
really think—” I turned to Gem as the teacher opened the door to our 
roll call room and students began to file in. 

“Later,” she murmured as students packed close. “There’s no 
rush.” 

I clenched my books in my arms. Easy for her to say. I was tired 
of being the only one who couldn’t get answers just by closing my 
eyes and weighing up a magical connection, tired of people telling 
me to wait, to not worry about the best home I’d ever known, about 
the fact that it had been fractured, decimated, last time I’d seen it.  

And now they were trying to convince me I’d imagined feeling it 
just now.  

That was it. Everyone else could like it or not; I was going to 
Sanctuary this afternoon without anyone else, and I was getting 
some answers. 
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TWO 
 

 
I WALKED UP the driveway with my backpack straps heavy on my 
shoulders and the sound of traffic humming out on the main road. 
The clouds were finally starting to sweep away, and the air closed in 
like a damp rag. I’d always thought Melbourne summers were bad, 
but man, they had nothing on Nowra, where the humid days seemed 
to go on and on and on. Urgh.  

I dragged the back of my index finger over my temple to wipe 
away some sweat. Nearby, a few shrieking cockatoos provided a 
discordant melody to the baseline of the traffic, punctuated by the 
slamming of a door somewhere.  

The sound that was distinctly lacking, however, as I tromped up 
the stencilled-concrete driveway toward the old brick house, was 
Veve’s barking. Usually our chocolate Labrador couldn’t wait for 
me to get home. But today, there were no frantically excited barks 
and yips and whines greeting me as I let myself in through the front 
door. 

Frowning, I listened carefully for the sound of anyone else who 
might be home. “Anna? Mum? Dad?” But it was still too early for 
Mum and Dad to be home—Dad never got home before six, and 
Mum had been working back late this week. And it was Wednesday, 
so Anna would have stayed back at school for maths tutoring.  

And yet, no Veve. Weird.  
I dumped my bag, then crossed through the house to the glass 

sliding door in the family room. Maybe she was asleep in her kennel, 
dreaming so deeply of swimming and chasing rabbits that she hadn’t 
heard me.  

I grinned. There was one thing that was sure to wake her up, no 
matter how deeply asleep she was. I clicked the lock of the door.  

Nothing. I frowned again.  
I slid the door open and stepped out into the yard. The splintered, 

grey-wood fence pails were beginning to turn gold in the afternoon 
light and the lawn was cooling as the shadow of the house stretched 
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over it. Somewhere, someone was mowing their own grass, and the 
smell of it drifted over the yard. Ants scurried across the pale 
apricot-beige paving to my left in a rush to get stocked up before the 
weather started to cool off for the year, and cicadas screeped in the 
tall, scraggle-footed gum trees down in the reserve behind the house.  

But there was still a distinct lack of furry brown Labrador in the 
yard. 

I checked her kennel. Empty.  
Anxiety clawed at my chest and I circled around to the left of the 

house, peering behind the hot water cylinder, under the old pailings, 
and around the back of the compost bin to make sure Veve hadn’t 
gotten stuck. Nothing, except some old, matted fur and damp dirt. 
Biting my lip, I headed to the other side of the yard, where it opened 
up to a raggedy lawn bordered by various small yard trees and ugly, 
lanky shrubs crouched atop silvering bark chips. Still nothing. 

I turned away, thinking that I might give Mum a call and see if 
she knew anything.  

A low noise sounded. I stopped, craning my neck, and listened 
for it again. There: a low, groaning sort of whine, coming from the 
awful prickly bushes that grew against the side fence where it met 
the front one—the same bushes where the Valley’s shadows had 
once dragged Gem and Veve away in the middle of the night.  

Heart in my throat, I hurried over and crouched. 
Veve gazed back at me, eyes wide, tongue lolling. She tried to 

stand, tugging backwards, but she couldn’t move—some of the 
lower branches had twisted through her collar, tangling her so tightly 
she couldn’t get out. She’d obviously tried; the collar was up around 
her ears and thick salvia glopped to the ground as she panted.  

I exhaled loudly through my nose. “Frogging elephants, Veve.” 
She must have crawled under there trying to keep cool. You’d have 
thought she’d know better than to try to hide right where the stinking 
Valley had captured her.  

“Alrighty then,” I said as I got down on my knees. “Let’s get you 
out of there, beastie.” 

Veve’s tail flopped twice, as though she was too exhausted to wag 
it any more.  

“Aww, poor Vevey-skin,” I crooned as I belly-crawled in next to 
her. “It’s okay. You’ll be out in just a sec.” 
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She took the opportunity to plaster some of her salivary goo to 
my cheek and I screwed up my eyes.  

“Thanks, mutt-brain.”  
Sticks scraped at the skin on my arms as, wincing, I wound my 

hand up over Veve’s head. The branch that had hooked her collar 
was gnarled and spikey, and I gasped as a thorn pricked the soft flesh 
between my thumb and forefinger. Gritting my teeth at the awkward 
angle, I squeezed the branch tight, exhaling in relief as it snapped. I 
fed it back through Veve’s collar and dropped it. 

“Come on,” I said. “All done.” 
I wriggled backwards, one hand twined in Veve’s collar, the other 

pressing into the cool mud. My legs, bare in my school dress, fried 
in the sun, and for a second I thought I could understand the appeal 
of this prickly underworld. Then a stick stabbed me behind the ear. 
“Urgh!” I said, clutching the offended ear. “Frogging elephants. 
What possessed you, Veve? Seriously!” 

Her tail thumped again as she crawled towards me, claws digging 
into the dirt as she sought purchase.  

The smell of rotten fruit and stagnant water drifted past, and I 
gagged, heart racing. That was the smell of the Valley, and this was 
where Gemma and Veve had been stolen by the Valley’s shadows 
in the middle of the night. 

But as I lay frozen in the mud, the smell drifted away. I shrugged 
my shoulders, trying to ignore the unease. The Valley had been quiet 
ever since we’d connected Gemma to Sanctuary. It was Sanctuary 
that was leaking all over the place this time, not the Valley. Of 
course it smelled rotten; who knew what disgusting things had rolled 
under here and been trapped and rotted away. Probably mice.  

Urgh. I shuddered.  
Veve lolloped her tongue all over my face again. Whatever. I 

could think about this later. After a cold shower, for preference. 
Everything was perfectly fine.  
At last, both Veve and I were extricated from the awful bushes, 

and I scowled at them—right as Veve collapsed on the grass, eyes 
rolling, and saliva frothing at the corners of her mouth. My heart 
raced into overdrive as I flung myself down next to her. “Veve? 
Veve, what’s wrong?” 

Her breathing was thick and heavy, and as I stroked her head I 
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noticed that her ears were hotter than I’d ever felt them before. Heat 
exhaustion, maybe?  

I glanced up at the sun, finally showing amid the tattered rags of 
clouds. Surely it hadn’t been that hot today. Muggy, yes. Gross and 
sweaty, sure. But… heat stroke?  

If the Valley had done anything to my dog, someone was going 
to pay.  

“Come on, beastie,” I said, shooting a glare at the bushes again. 
“Let’s get you inside.” Crouching, I drew her to me and hauled her 
upwards. She moaned, but I couldn’t help it. “It’s not my fault you’re 
a heffalump,” I told her. As quickly as I could manage while carrying 
a dog that weighed more than a third of my body weight, I made my 
way to the sliding door, kicked it open, and got inside. I set Veve 
down on the tiled floor and switched the air conditioning on just in 
case before heading to the kitchen.  

I snatched up the house phone and hit speed dial, tucking it 
between my shoulder and ear as I grabbed an old ice cream container 
from under the sink and filled it with water. “Mum? Hi, it’s me. 
Listen, there’s something wrong with Veve.” Carefully balancing 
the container of water, I described what had happened as I made my 
way back to Veve. 

“Call the vet right away,” she said when I was finished. “I can’t 
make it home for at least another forty minutes, but call me back and 
let me know what the vet says.” 

I agreed and hung up, dropping the phone on the floor for a 
moment as I put the container of water by Veve’s head.  

She stretched to sniff at it, nostrils flaring slightly, but didn’t 
move.  

Her nose was dry and leathery. I blinked back tears as I scooped 
up some water in my fingers and let it dribble into the corner of her 
mouth. She licked feebly and swallowed, tail twitching in the 
shadow of a wag. 

Eyes prickling, I hurried back to the kitchen with the phone and 
swiped the vet’s business card off the fridge. Even if it was the 
Valley’s fault, a vet could probably help me treat her.  

My gaze lit on the old towel lying on the kitchen floor that Anna 
had used to wipe the tiles yesterday, and I snatched it up, wetting it 
in the sink while I dialled the vet. 
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“Hello? Yes, hi, it’s Emma Tanning here, there’s something 
wrong with my dog Veve.” I listed off the symptoms as I carried the 
wet towel back to Veve and laid it over her belly. 

“Do me a favour,” said the vet’s nurse. “Can you check the colour 
of Veve’s tongue and gums, please?” 

I lifted up a flap of jowl and peeked inside Veve’s mouth. “Her 
gums are pretty pale,” I said. “But her tongue’s really bright.” 

“Okay. But she hasn’t vomited or lost consciousness?”  
“No, I don’t think so.” A tear broke loose and streaked down my 

cheek.  
“Okay, that’s good. It sounds like Veve has heat stroke,” the 

nurse said. “It’s really important you cool her down as quickly as 
you can, but not so quickly she goes into shock. Do you know how 
long she’s been like this for?” 

“No,” I said, struggling to steady my voice. “I got home and she 
was stuck under the bushes outside. It… It wasn’t very hot under 
them, but I guess she’d been stuck for a while, and…” I trailed off 
as a sob rose in my throat. Veve was five and a half, and one of the 
only constants I had left from my old life after our sudden interstate 
move. If she died… 

“Hey, Emma, it’s going to be okay. Tell me what you’ve done so 
far.” 

I knelt beside Veve and let her lick some more water off my 
fingers. “Um, I brought her inside to the air conditioning, and she’s 
lying on the cold tiles. I tried giving her some water but she won’t 
drink, so I’m just letting her lick it off my fingers. I have a wet towel 
on her, too.” 

“Okay, that’s really good, Emma, you did the right thing. Make 
sure you don’t leave the towel on her for too long or her body will 
think it needs to try to stay warm, okay? How’s her breathing?” 

I moved the towel and ran my hand down Veve’s side, dislodging 
dust and fur in the process. “Um, actually, I think she’s breathing a 
bit more steadily than she was,” I said. 

“Good, that’s really good. You can probably leave the towel off 
now. See if she’ll have some more water.” 

I scooped some more water into Veve’s mouth and she licked and 
swallowed, this time her tail giving a good solid thump-thump-
thump on the tiles.  
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“She wagged her tail,” I said. “She wasn’t doing that before.” 
“Okay, that’s really good, Emma. It sounds like she’s doing 

better. Now,” the nurse continued. “Do you have a thermometer in 
the house at all?” 

I thought for a second. “Yeah, I think we have one somewhere.” 
“Do you know how to take her temperature?” said the nurse.  
I nodded, then realised she couldn’t see me. “Yeah, I know how 

to do it.” 
“Okay. I’ll wait while you do that. Let me know what it is.” 
I nodded again and didn’t bother to correct myself this time as I 

put down the phone and headed to the laundry. I rummaged around 
in the cupboard below the sink. Why couldn’t Mum keep the 
thermometer somewhere sensible, like with the bandaids or 
something? But after a minute or so I found it, and ran back to the 
lounge room.  

I grabbed the phone as I uncapped the thermometer. “I have it,” I 
said into the phone. “I’m just taking her temp now.” 

Veve winced as the thermometer invaded her private places, but 
I soothed her with a shush and waited with my breath held for it to 
beep.  

It beeped.  
I whipped it out and stared at the numbers. “Thirty-nine point 

three,” I said, hoping it would mean more to her than to me. 
The nurse sighed in unmistakeable relief. “She’s fine, Emma. Her 

temperature’s borderline where we’d usually be worried, but it 
sounds like you’ve got it coming down. Good job.” 

My voice shook as I spoke. “So she’ll be okay?” 
“Yes, it sounds like it. Bring her in for a check-up as soon as you 

can just to make sure, but I think she’ll be fine. Just keep doing what 
you’ve been doing until she feels well enough to get up, and call us 
back if anything changes or if she seems worse.” 

“Thank you,” I whispered, then said goodbye and hung up. I burst 
into tears and buried my face in Veve’s neck. Her tail flopped and 
she strained her head to reach me, sniffing. 

“I’m okay,” I said as I sat up, fur clinging to my tear-dampened 
cheeks. “You’re okay.” I squeezed her front paw and noted that it 
felt hot.  

I moved the water container around and dipped Veve’s foot in it. 
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“Everything’s okay.” I hugged her gently, laughing softly as she 
licked my cheek. “Yeah, yeah,” I told her. “I love you too.” 
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AFTERWORD 
 
To find out how this series wraps up and exactly what it is that 

the fairies have been hiding all this time, pick up a copy of When 
Worlds Collide in ebook or in print and enjoy this award-winning 
novel!  

Once you’re done with the main series, there’s a short story about 
Scott that you can read…  
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ANOTHER KIND OF HUNGER 
 

Usually, Scott gets home to one of his mother’s crazy rants.  
Today? Silence.  
Which makes a nice change—except that today, evil shadows lurk 
in the pantry where the food should be.  
Can Scott track down his mother, banish the shadows, and find 
something to eat in peace?  
A dark fantasy tale featuring one of the characters from Laurens’ 
popular Sanctuary series.  
 
 

 
 
 
 

SCOTT WAITED FOR THE USUAL SHOUTS of irritation to greet him as 
he slammed the front door of his home and kicked his black school 
shoes off. Instead, silence hovered over the house, heavy and 
cloying. Silence, that was, except for his rumbling stomach. He 
sighed and schlepped down to his room, dodging the stacks of 
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miscellaneous paperwork and clothing in various states of 
cleanliness that lined the hallway. Looked like dinner would be 
beans on toast again. 

Scott kicked open the door to his room and crossed the threshold 
into sanity. The rest of the house was his mother’s domain, carpets 
crusted with dirt and crumbs and ineffectual insect spray, mould 
growing in the corners where damp had invaded the house, drains 
stinking like a public toilet block.  

In his room, the carpet was, if not clean, at least vacuumed. The 
array of stains were at least assured to stay where they were, and the 
walls had been scrubbed down so regularly they were starting to look 
worn. He closed the door with a heavy sigh and dumped his school 
bag in the bottom of the wardrobe.  

Undressing was an exercise in precision: trousers washed only 
two days ago meticulously folded for reuse tomorrow, sweat-infused 
shirt in the hamper, tie over the hanger in the wardrobe. He pulled 
on trackies that would have crushed his carefully cultivated 
reputation in one fell swoop if anyone from school ever saw them, 
and a t-shirt that had sprouted at least two new holes since he’d worn 
it last time. There was a uniform free day coming up next week; he’d 
have to raid Mum’s wallet again.  

Out in the kitchen, three envelopes skulked on the bench, all 
addressed to his mother, all unopened. Scott glanced at them. Phone 
bill, electricity and water. He rubbed a hand up his face, under his 
glasses and over his eyes. Dammit. The welfare payment wouldn’t 
be banked for another ten days. He’d have to call Aunt Sally again.  

Whatever. Problem for later. Right now, the most pressing 
problem was his gurgling stomach. Lunch had been good old air yet 
again—easy to hide with enough arrogance and a few simpering 
girls to hold people’s attention—and it was nearly half past five.  

He opened the pantry door and was halfway through reaching for 
a can of baked beans before his brain registered the shadows. What 
the hell? He clenched his jaw, hands fisted. This was just too far.  

Heat settled in Scott’s stomach as he stalked into the laundry. The 
rancid air made his eyes tear, but that was just another fact of life. 
He scooped a mouse out of the writhing tank in the corner—he’d 
long since gotten used to the feel of ten mice trying to cling tooth 
and claw to his arm at once—and shoved the wretched thing in his 
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pocket. It squeaked in anguish as something broke—but he’d long 
stopped caring about that, too. He had the best role model in the 
world for not caring, after all.  

But shadows, right there in the kitchen? Right where his mediocre 
dinner was supposed to be? Okay, so the house had more in common 
with a trash heap than a home. Okay, so she was often caught up in 
her mindless little schemes and forgot to make food. But shadows? 
In the kitchen? His cheek began a little twitching routine as he flung 
the pantry doors open again and surveyed the damage. Damn it all, 
he was hungry.  

Scott fought down the disgust building in his chest. He should 
wait, be cautious and sensible, go down to the stream and cross over 
properly.  

His stomach rumbled. Screw sensible.  
He grabbed at the mouse, hardened against its pain by years of 

practice, and set it under his hand on the shelf, right near the edge of 
the shadows. Did he dare? 

His stomach rumbled again, not so much a gurgle of hunger as a 
tight knot of emptiness. Gritting his teeth, Scott shoved the mouse 
towards the shadows with both hands. He closed his eyes and at the 
last instant, just as he felt the first brush of darkness, he snapped the 
mouse’s neck. 
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AFTERWORD 
 
For this glimpse into Scott’s past, find Another Kind Of Hunger 

in ebook and in print. (And don’t worry: the cover says Inklet #1, 
but the story stands alone; Inklets are the Inkprint Press line of short 
stories.) 

Of course, if you’re the kind who likes everything in one, there’s 
an omnibus edition of the series that contains books one to three and 
this short story.  
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THE COMPLETE SANCTUARY 
SERIES 

 
If you want to save some money, you can buy the complete 

Sanctuary series in omnibus edition. This includes all three of the 
main books in the series, plus Scott’s short story. You can get the 
collection in ebook, paperback and hardcover.  

 
 

 
 
 
Sanctuary, home of the fairies, is in danger. The shadows are 

coming, and Edge, under witness protection and currently friendless, 
may be the only one who can stop them.  

 
Contains all three volumes of the Sanctuary series: 

• Where Shadows Rise: The fairies have a secret they're just 
dying to protect...  

• Through Roads Between: Sanctuary is a place of safety--
or so the fairies say... 

• When Worlds Collide: This is what the fairies never 



The complete sanctuary series 

245 

wanted you to know... 
 
The shadows are coming. Are you ready? 
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SECRET BREAKER 
 
Amy will be the first to admit that it didn’t really make sense to 

release this novelette as the world’s first introduction to the Secret 
Breaker series. The series itself isn’t booked for publication until the 
end of 2023, and technically speaking this story sits between books 
one and two.  

Amy really likes this story, though, and wanted to share it with 
you as soon as possible! It stands alone completely, and you don’t 
need to know anything about the rest of the series to enjoy it (though 
it does contain a spoiler about who the Big Bad is in the eventual 
book one).  

So, here’s to dates with werewolves and flying sharks: we hope 
you enjoy.  
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TRUST ISSUES 
 
The only reason Becca agreed to this date? Her sister threatened 

her with a never-ending parade of suitors if she refused.  
Becca dreads the night of forced chit-chat with the one man she 

wants to see less than anyone else in the world. And to make matters 
worse, he turns up for their date early. 

At least she only promised one date.  
If you love your urban fantasy with a strong pulse of romance, 

get ready to fall in love with Amy Laurens’ Secret Breakers world 
in this action-packed, richly imagined stand-alone.  
 

 
 
 
 

 
WARM STEAM FILLED THE AIR AROUND BECCA, faintly scented with 
fake apples from her shampoo. The hot water pattered down on her 
back, turning her skin red and, in theory, soothing away her tension. 
Of course, that would have been more easily facilitated had she not 
been in the midst of performing the contortions necessary to get her 
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legs shaved, but she’d feel better once she was done. Probably.  
Up, rinse, up, rinse; she scraped the blossom-pink razor over her 

pale legs, shaking it out in the main stream of the shower water at 
the top of each stroke. Steam billowed up in her face as she curled 
over her leg, warm against her cheeks and the inside of her nose.  

There. Nearly done.  
Honestly, the whole thing was an exercise in pointless futility. It 

wasn’t like the wolf was going to be staring at her legs. And if he 
did, so what? Why did she care what he thought?  

She didn’t, that’s what. Jaw clenching, Becca pressed shower 
water from her eye with the tips of her fingers.  

One last stroke.  
Becca inhaled sharply as the razor sliced the sensitive skin over 

her Achilles heel, removing a good slice of flesh and making the 
water run momentarily red. She grabbed at her ankle with her free 
hand, trying to stem the bleeding with her thumb, and nearly slipped 
on the wet tiles. Her elbow smacked the bottles of hair products that 
lined the shower’s shelf—and the shelf itself—and she hopped 
madly, trying to regain her balance. Her weight fell against the cold 
glass of the shower screen—and the door screaked open, dumping 
her unceremoniously on the mat.  

“Ow.” That was going to bruise her butt.  
Disgusted, Becca threw the razor back into the shower and 

scrambled to her feet. She reached in and turned the water off, 
realising as she did that her right elbow was about as tender as her 
butt would be in the morning. She flung her dark blonde, wet hair 
out of her eyes. So much for getting pretty.  

Stupid date. Stupid wolf.  
Red streaks on the mat caught her eye as she snagged her white 

towel off the rail: her heel, still dripping blood.  
Bloody hell.  
Literally.  
She gathered her wet hair to one side, picking it off her shoulders 

and neck, wrapped the towel around herself, and hobbled to the 
vanity. Somewhere in there, lost amid cobwebbed piles of lotions, 
powders and unused potions, was a packet of bandaids.  

Becca crouched awkwardly, stretching into the back of the 
cupboard that stank of bleach and toothpaste—and jumped as her 
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sore elbow connected with something cold: a festering bottle of nail 
polish that was only too happy to jump off the shelf and smash on 
the floor, bleeding its awful browny-coral innards all over the second 
bath mat.  

The chemical scent of the polish hit her nostrils. Urgh. Someone 
remind me why I am doing this?  

Perching on the edge of the bath, Becca applied the bandaid, a 
giant strip wider than two of her fingers, its ‘flesh’ tones doing 
nothing to blend in with the complexion her grandmother had liked 
to call porcelain. “Bloody Irish,” she muttered. She smoothed the 
plaster down, snatched up the bloodied bathmat and took it to the 
laundry, then stalked back to her room to dress.  

Underwear, now that was a question. Not that there was any 
question of him seeing her underwear. She was widowed, not 
desperate. Even if, just occasionally, when he turned his big stupid 
wolf eyes on her she lost her mind just a little bit remembering what 
sex had been like.  

But back to the underwear, she reminded herself as she finished 
towelling off and used the damp towel to twist up her hair. She didn’t 
trust him as far as she could throw him, which given she doubted she 
could even lift him off the ground amounted practically to not at 
all—but could she really bring herself to go plain black cotton on a 
date?  

Ah, screw it. It wasn’t like the dress was that fitted or anything. 
Comfy it was. Becca fished her favourite pair of black undies out 
from the crumpled mess in her top drawer, donned a sensible—if 
slightly uplifting—bra, and from the very back of her other top 
drawer snatched out an old, dusty satin pencil case, the magenta one 
with the floral embroidery.  

Despite nearly stabbing herself in the eye with mascara she hadn’t 
applied in years, and overdoing it with the big round hairbrush and 
the hairdryer so it looked like she was wearing a 1960s wig for a few 
minutes until she managed to de-volumise things a bit, Becca 
managed to finish getting ready with a relative minimum of fuss.  

She slipped into her little black dress—always go with a classic 
on the first date, she’d decided; she still wasn’t actually sure whether 
she wanted to impress the wolf or scare him away—slipped her 
phone, driver’s licence and bank card into the cunningly placed 
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pocket, straightened the short sleeves, and squished into a pair of 
heels that were dangerously tall and stunningly gorgeous: black satin 
with red and gold oriental designs brocaded into the fabric, nearly 
six inches high.  

She wobbled for the first few steps before remembering how to 
balance right in them: Weight on the toes, pretend the shoes aren’t 
really there, just tip-toe along with your calves tight and your core 
strong.  

You got this.  
She caught sight of her reflection in her dresser mirror and sighed, 

confidence deflating. It had been so long since she’d done this. She’d 
been married to that two-faced jerk Nick for nearly three years, but 
they’d dated for another four or five before that.  

She hadn’t first-dated since she was what, eighteen? Nineteen?  
Becca ran a hand over her forehead and exhaled. Nick was gone 

now. He might have stolen eight years of her life and literally any 
chance she ever had at having children of her own—the familiar 
flutter of regret and longing trembled through her stomach—but he 
was gone.  

And the wolf was safe, at least inasmuch as he wouldn’t lie to her 
upfront like Nick had.  

Probably.  
Maybe.  
She hoped.  
Really, there was no way to know. And trust wasn’t exactly her 

specialty, when she was used to being able to detect lies and secrets 
right there in the head of anybody around her.  

Urgh. Why, why am I doing this? This is such a bad idea.  
As if on cue, her phone buzzed.  
A message from her sister Clare: I know he’s picking you up in 

fifteen minutes, which means you’re moping around wondering why 
you let me bully you into this, so I’m reminding you of our little 
bargain. Besides. He’s gorgeous. It’ll be good for you.  

Becca’s lips quirked into a half smile. Her sister knew her all too 
well—hence the bargain, whereby Becca would be subjected to an 
endless stream of potential suitors every time she visited Clare if she 
didn’t agree to a date with the wolf. And simply avoiding Clare’s 
house wouldn’t have worked; Clare would have just hauled the 
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suitors to her.  
A knock sounded at the door.  
Adrenalin leapt through Becca’s stomach and she bolted upright, 

stuffing her phone back into her pocket, then heading to the door.  
“I’m sorry,” Wolf-boy said as she opened it. “I know it’s not 

fashionable to be early, but the traffic was better than I’d planned.” 
He’d left his longish hair down, a perfectly-styled tangle of 

honey-brown waves that screamed to be touched, and although he 
was wearing a dark suit, he’d left his baby-blue shirt open at the 
neck, and the combination did little to hide the sheer breadth and 
power of his shoulders.  

His golden eyes drilled through her, soft and amused and 
completely, utterly focused on her. 

Becca realised she was staring and closed her mouth, working the 
inside of her lower lip between her teeth.  

So the wolf scrubbed up well. That changed nothing. She’d 
known since she’d met him that he was sex-on-legs. That, she’d 
learned the hard way, was not even close to the top ten most 
important things in a relationship. “It’s okay,” she said. “I’m ready.”  

She stepped out the door, forcing him to step aside for her, and 
locked up the house. “Ready?” The smile she gave him was too 
bright, brittle like it might crack any moment, and she tried to relax.  

He studied her carefully for just an instant too long, but nodded. 
“Sure, let’s go.” 

The drive to the restaurant was more silent than a morgue. And I 
should know, Becca added to herself, recalling the day she’d met the 
wolf-boy, when she’d been working a case as a consultant for her 
police buddy Karlie.  

The silence didn’t seem to bother him—nothing seemed to bother 
him—but by the time they pulled into the restaurant’s carpark, Becca 
felt like electricity might start sparking from her fingers at any 
second.  

With a sudden jolt of panic, she glanced down at her own chest, 
relieved to see nothing but her normal pale skin. Phew. Wouldn’t do 
to have those come out tonight. The blood tattoos had been dormant 
since Nick had—since Nick had died, but knowing him they’d be 
keyed to activate at the worst possible time. She shuddered and 
pressed a hand to her belly, swallowing down the nausea that the 
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memories still dredged up.  
“You okay?” Wolf-boy’s voice was quiet and matter-of-fact, like 

he knew exactly what she’d been thinking about.  
Damn him, he probably did. She hated this whole inability-to-

read-his-secrets thing. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. Secret 
breaking was supposed to make people more trustworthy for her, not 
less.  

And yet Nick, the little voice in the back of her head told her.  
Shut up, she told it fiercely.  
So one person had figured out a way around her magical ability 

to read other people’s secrets. Didn’t mean anyone else knew that. 
Aloud, she added, “I’m fine.” 

The wolfiness in his expression increased a little.  
“Stop it,” Becca snapped. “I told you: I’m fine.” 
His lips twitched. “I can see that.” 
Lacking a sufficiently cutting reply, Becca flung the passenger 

door open, clambered out with only the smallest of inelegant 
wobbles, and slammed the door.  

Wolf-boy rounded the car to meet her and offered her his arm.  
Becca pointedly ignored it and stared up at the restaurant. “What 

even is this place?” Gaudy yellow and red signs declared it to be the 
Toro Gritando, cobwebs and cracked finishings declared it to be 
somewhat past its use-by date, and the noise and music streaming 
out of it declared it to be probably cheesy but definitely busy.  

Becca sighed. Busy was a good sign, at least.  
He shrugged placidly. “I like it.” 
Becca rolled her eyes. “Obviously, genius.” She headed for the 

door, aiming for a stride but in reality ending up closer to a totter. 
Damn the six-inch heels. She should have known she was too out of 
practice.  

“Hey.” Wolf-boy caught up with her easily. “I know this wasn’t 
exactly your first choice of Saturday night entertainment, but how 
about we at least try to keep this civil?” 

She shot him a corner-of-the-eye look, and softened. After all, it 
wasn’t his fault this was difficult. He’d been there to watch her back 
when no one else had; that didn’t make it his fault that no one else 
had been there. “You’re right.” She gave a smile that wasn’t all-the-
way charming, but at least avoided brittle-and-false. “I’m sorry.” 
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He bumped shoulders with her as they walked, an affectionate 
gesture between two equals. Sparks flittered down Becca’s spine, 
and she couldn’t tell if they were good or bad.  

Really, it didn’t matter, she thought as she clamped her teeth 
down on the inside of her lip to stop her eyes from filling up with 
tears. Stupid thing to get shaken up over. But it was the simplicity 
of the gesture that had disarmed her: no one had touched her in such 
a casual, intimate way for months, and she hadn’t realised how much 
she’d missed it.  

Deep breaths, she told herself as they climbed the steps. You’ll 
be fine.  

The scent of melting cheese and spicy chilis and flame-grilled 
beef threaded around them as they entered.  

Wolf-boy—Becca sighed, and mentally corrected herself. Fine. 
Dane.  

See? She could use his name without a problem. Dane conferred 
with the front of house waiter for a moment, then ushered her over 
to a table with a silvered ‘Reserved’ sign on it. The table sat nicely 
in the corner at the back of the room: perfect view over the 
restaurant, direct line of sight to the front door, close to the 
emergency exits and the bathrooms.  

Impressed despite herself, Becca raised an eyebrow at him. “Did 
you pick the table, or did they?” 

He took her one eyebrow and raised it to two. “What do you 
think?” 

“Mm.” Becca pursed her lips noncommittally and slid into the 
booth that backed the wall.  

It probably would have made more sense to let Wolf-boy—
Dane—have that seat, because she could sense trouble without 
needing line of sight, and although his powers were certainly 
interesting and incredibly useful, she was still pretty sure he couldn’t 
spot trouble behind his back, but whatever. Tonight she needed all 
the security she could get.  

A waiter appeared and flourished a red-and-yellow menu card 
that had seen better—cleaner—days at her, produced a bottle of tap 
water for the table, and disappeared.  

“You think they get trained how to do that in waiter school?” 
Becca said idly, staring at the menu without reading it. 
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“What’s that?” 
“The whole appearing-disappearing genie thing they have going 

on.” 
“They only do that at good restaurants.” 
Becca’s gaze flicked up to meet his, and she searched his face for 

any sign of the smugness she was sure ought to be there.  
Nothing.  
Instinctively she pressed with her secret breaking powers, but as 

ever she might as well have been trying to read a brick wall. And 
she still couldn’t figure out why—why his shapeshifting abilities, 
and those of his friends, seemed to utterly block her ability to hear 
what was going on in the deep, secret places of their minds.  

“You really can’t read me, can you,” he said, bemused.  
“No.” Becca snapped the menu up in front of her face. “Stop 

gloating.” She glanced at him over the list of mains. 
His light eyes laughed, but his voice remained solemn. “Nothing 

funny about it at all.” 
“Hmm.” She pursed her lips and settled down to actually read 

about her dinner options. Which, she realised as she made it partway 
down, actually sounded really good. Damn him. Was perfect taste in 
food yet another star she’d have to add to his blindingly shiny and 
arrogantly polished crown? 

“Look,” he said, laying his own menu back on the table. “About 
what happened—” 

Becca’s stomach knotted as adrenalin flooded her system. “I 
don’t want to talk about it.”  

“Becca,” he said gently. “It’s been seven months, and you’ve 
answered my calls what, twice? Maybe three times? Who else do 
you have to talk to about this? I know you’re close to your family 
and all, but they weren’t there, they don’t understand what it was 
like…” 

She opened her mouth for a cutting response, but something 
about him looked… haunted.  

Maybe she wasn’t the only one who’d suffered through months 
of bad dreams. She exhaled slowly. “Fine.” 

“Fine?” His whole body language changed, perking up like a… 
Dammit. She groaned. Like a bloody wolf scenting a bloody rabbit. 

I am not a rabbit! She realised he was staring at her, and that her 
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expression was not exactly friendly, and made a deliberate effort to 
soften it. I’m still not a rabbit, though. “Fine. You want to talk about 
it, get it off your chest, shoot. I’m listening.” 

That confused him. “I thought you might want to talk.” 
“All evidence indicates to the contrary, Wolf-boy.” Oh, 

charming. Had she really just called him Wolf-boy to his face? Why 
yes, yes she had. So much for diplomacy.  

The strangled expression on his face could have been smothered 
laughter, or choking rage. Either way, the chances of anything going 
right tonight were rapidly diminishing.  

But luck, it seemed, was in her favour. Before he could draw 
himself together enough to reply, the waiter reappeared. Becca 
turned, the ‘we’re not quite ready could we have another few 
minutes’ speech all prepared, and was caught with her mouth open 
as the waiter flourished a dome-covered silver tray at her.  

“For the lady,” the waiter pronounced, accent suspiciously thick, 
like he was laying it on deliberately. “A pre-dinner gift.” 

Heart pounding, Becca cleared space for the dinner-plate sized 
tray on the table automatically. The waiter disappeared again, and 
Becca stole a glance at her dinner partner’s face. His expression 
made her stomach churn: eyes narrowed distrustfully, lips puckered.  

Mouth dry, palms sweaty, Becca plucked off the white card that 
had been affixed to the silver dome.  

For you. D.  
Puzzled, she searched his face again. “Did you arrange this?”  
His expression deepened to a frown, tension written in the lines 

of his shoulders. “No.”  
Becca sniffed—but on the other hand, at least he was being 

honest with her.  
Maybe.  
Probably.  
Who the bloody hell knew? Not her, because he was a stupid 

werewolf, and her powers didn’t work on him. 
“Should I open it?” She let her fingertips run over the smooth 

curve of the dome’s handle.  
Warm. An entree, maybe?  
Dane shrugged, a tiny, tight gesture. “Let me,” he said, and 

reached.  
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Becca’s fingers tightened reflexively around the handle. “I’ve got 
it,” she said. She whipped the dome away—and froze, silver dome 
still in the air in her right hand, mouth open in a soft ‘O’. 

The creatures on the platter likewise froze momentarily: a knot 
of perhaps ten or fifteen short, sleek fish, about as long as her hand 
from fingertip to wrist, grey—and floating.  

In the air. In a tight, three-dimensional cylinder.  
In an instant, chaos reigned.  
Dane grabbed her hand and tried to slam the dome back down 

over the fish, but they were too quick, streaking away from the 
platter—straight up into the air above the table, a smear of grey as 
they schooled upward.  

The sharp ‘ding’ of the dome slamming down on the platter rang 
out—and the fish rearranged themselves into a line, facing down at 
Becca and Dane, teeth bared.  

Ah, Becca realised as her pulse leapt at her throat. Not fish.  
Sharks.  
“What the hell?” Her voice was too high, didn’t sound like hers.  
“Don’t. Move.” Dane ground out, eyes fixed on the sharks.  
Becca risked a quick glance at him.  
Adrenalin jolted her: she hadn’t seen him this tense since… Since 

they’d dispatched her former husband.  
Swallowing hard, she stared back up at the sharks. “What are 

they?” she murmured, trying to keep her mouth from moving too 
much.  

“Cookie cutters,” he said, inexplicably.  
But before Becca could demand an explanation, the sharks dove.  
Dane flung the platter into place over her head and held it there 

as sharks bounced off with tinny, metallic thuds.  
A nearby patron screamed.  
“Dane.”  
He ignored her. 
“Dane, the label was signed ‘D’. Did you do this? Are those 

yours?”  
The scent of something burning curled out from the kitchen.  
“Come on,” Dane muttered. “I need to get you out of here.” He 

stood, snatched her by the wrist, and began dragging her toward the 
front of the restaurant.  
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AFTERWORD 
 
A date doesn’t get much better (or worse) than flying sharks, let’s 

be honest. To find out who the sharks belong to and why they were 
sent, pick up your copy of Trust Issues now in ebook or in print.  

And then we’ll head over to a series with another animal that 
shouldn’t fly, but does…  
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STORM FOXES 
 
The Storm Foxes series is Amy Laurens’ young adult fantasy 

duology starting with A Fox Of Storms And Starlight and concluding 
with A Stag Of Hope And Memory. It follows the journey of Mina 
Bright as her family deals with her mother’s deep depression, and 
with the mysterious creatures threatening their small town in rural 
Australia. There’s also a romance arc over the course of the duology, 
and love interest Zac features as a point-of-view character 
throughout.  

Amy originally drafted book one while on maternity leave with 
her second child, but coincidentally ended up editing the book 
during the year she had celiac-related health problems, including 
depression. Because of that, the fact that the main characters get their 
happily-ever-after means more to her than ever. 

We love this lyrical, moody story set equally in the Australian 
bush and a state pine plantation, and hope you will too!  
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A FOX OF STORMS AND 
STARLIGHT 

 
Six years ago, Mina saved a fox in the bush. As thunder growled 

and lightning flashed, she thought she saw… something.  
Now, as graduation draws near and Mina plots her escape from 

backcountry Jilamatang to big-city Sydney, the town trembles. Two 
children, stolen from near their school. An elderly woman, missing. 
Mina wants to ignore it all, to focus on leaving her mother’s 
depression behind for good.  

But the connection? More personal than she could ever imagine.  
If you love the romance of Maggie Stiefvater's The Wolves of 

Mercy Falls and the family dynamics of Melina Marchetta's Saving 
Francesca, get ready to fall in love with A Fox Of Storms And 
Starlight, a richly-imagined story about love, mental illness, and the 
value of family.  

 
CONTENT NOTIFICATION: Strong themes of depression and 

mental health. A dog dies in chapter one.  
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1 

MINA 

 
 

Six years ago, I saved a fox in the bush. It was only because my dog died. 
At the time, it felt like a pretty crappy bargain.  

It was the first day of autumn—not by the calendar, but by the 
fresh bite in the morning air, the golden quality of the light as it lit 
the main road through town in the mid-afternoon.  

Sailor was a big, black shaggy thing, something like a 
Newfoundland, a lively shadow in the golden light, and I was eleven.  

I’m sorry to be starting any story this way, but the fact of the 
matter is, this where it all began.  

I’ll spare you the awful details. Enough to say that Sailor had got 
out of the yard somehow, and had been hit by a small-ish truck 
careening down the highway that split our tiny town in two as it 
blatantly ignored the speed limit.  

I saw it happen. 
And although I cradled him in my lap as the smell of burnt-out 

brakes and hot asphalt and turning leaves filled the air, his giant, 
furry black head all of him I could hold, there was nothing I could 
do.  

There was nothing anyone could do.  
I knew that, but it didn’t stop the knot of frustration and guilt in 

my chest, or the taste of bile in the back of my throat every time I 
closed my eyes and saw the truck hitting him, again and again and 
again.  

It took years for that vision to fade.  
But that evening, only a few hours after it had happened, 

everything still felt fresh, and raw.  
Sunny, my sister, was only nine at the time. She cried for hours, 

just sobbing like she’d never breathe right again.  
I’d cried a little, at the scene with Sailor’s head lying in my lap 
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as one, brown eye stared up at nothing.  
It had been mercifully fast, there was that.  
And the driver had copped a massive fine—speeding, reckless 

driving, I think they even defected his truck—and came to visit us 
later, a big, pot-bellied man standing on our front verandah, 
shuffling his royal blue cap round and round and round in his hands 
as he apologised.  

But that evening, with Sunny sobbing her heart out on the couch 
in the living room and Mum and Dad trying desperately to console 
her as dinner burned on the stove, I couldn’t cry, even though the 
acrid scent of burning soy sauce, scorching brown sugar and 
smoking rice wine from the marinade prickled the back of my throat 
and the corners of my eyes.  

I was the eldest, and I had to be responsible.  
Possibly, if I’d been just a little more responsible, Sailor wouldn’t 

have died.  
So I slipped out the glass slider from the family room to the deck 

while Sunny cried, glancing up at the two storeys of our moody grey 
house behind me before jumping down from the rail-less deck to the 
lawn, and set out for the gate in the back fence.  

I couldn’t cry, and I didn’t want to add anything to an already 
chaotic and stressful situation inside—but I couldn’t stay there, 
either.  

In the gaps between the gum trees to the west, the sky tinged to 
red and gold at the horizon, the sun sinking slowly into oblivion. I’m 
pretty sure I didn’t know the word oblivion back then, but I knew 
what it meant, how it felt—and I craved it, desperately.  

Anything would be better than the gaping hole in my chest.  
And so, because I didn’t know where to find it or how to get there, 

I stalked through the bush, pushing myself until I breathed hard and 
my lungs ached and sweat ringed me, chasing the way that hard 
exercise elevated me over my constantly looping thoughts.  

Directly above, dark, heavy clouds obscured the sky, and the air 
was thick, heavy, humid.  

Beneath the smell of dry gum leaves and even drier dirt, I could 
catch a hint of ozone, and occasionally the wind turned cool for a 
breath as it gusted against my skin, promising a late-evening storm.  
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I strode harder, faster, outpacing the video looping in my mind of 
the truck’s impact.  

When the first drops of rain spat at me from out of the sky, I 
barely noticed. My skin was filmed with sweat, slick and salty, and 
the peppering of rainwater barely added to it.  

That was at first.  
But within minutes, it became clear that those first pattering spits 

had been the early foreshadowing of a storm darker and more intense 
than any I remembered. 

Thunder rolled across the sky, distant and grumbling at first, a 
lazy background chorus to the rhythmic melody of the rain as it 
splattered down on grey-green leaves and red-tinged twigs, turning 
the silvered bark of an old, dead gum to deep grey and making the 
spiky, tussocky grass seem oddly luminescent in the dying light. 

I stood under a grey gum with stains down its trunk that the rain 
was turning orange, arms wrapped around myself, shivering hard—
and for the briefest instant, thought about not going home.  

Mum and Dad would pitch a fit.  
And I had to be responsible.  
I turned, dark t-shirt plastered to my skin, dark hair sticking to 

my face and clinging to my neck and began trudging my way back.  
The storm closed over properly, clouds rolling over the horizon 

and cutting off the thin scythe of blood-coloured sunset, making the 
bush dark and unwelcoming in the premature night.  

Lightning flashed. 
Thunder cracked hot on its heels.  
I jumped—and stared hard at the gap between two ghost-barked 

trees, where for a second, I was sure I’d seen a pair of eyes.  
Nothing moved. 
Nothing except the drenching rain, anyway, weighing down the 

branches that tossed fitfully in the wind.  
My pulse slowly calmed.  
There were rumours we’d all grown up with here in Jilamatang 

that spoke of something strange and dark… But that was in the forest 
north of here, in the pines, the plantation—not here, not in the 
natural, native bush.  

I shivered.  
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The smell of wet dirt and soaked bark rose around me, undercut 
by eucalypt and ozone.  

If anything had the power to wash away the hurt inside me, this 
storm was it. I tipped my face to the sky, imagining that the rain 
washing over me had the ability to wash me inside as well, and the 
raindrops splattered hard on my cheekbones, my chin, my tightly 
closed eyelids.  

More lightning. More thunder, cracking over the constant hiss of 
the falling rain.  

And in the distance, something eerie, lifting the hairs on the back 
of my neck: a strange kind of high-pitched yowl, a cry that rang with 
moonlight and distance, cutting straight through the noise of the 
storm.  

Bolts of lightning streaked across the sky—one—two—three in 
the space of half a second, followed immediately by a growling 
crack of thunder so immense it vibrated in my chest.  

I ducked down instinctively into a crouch.  
There, in the corner of my eye…  
I froze with my arms over my head. 
The strange cries came again—and they were closer.  
I stared hard at the place, low to the ground, where I was sure I’d 

seen something small, maybe the size of a cat.  
Flash. Growl.  
Rain spitting down. 
There. Right there. A small animal, pointy ears, light coloured 

chin and throat… 
The strange, eerie cries came a third time, and my heart pounded 

fiercely. Whatever was making the noise, it was close. Really close.  
The little creature across from me reacted too, flattening itself to 

the ground.  
My jaw twitched.  
My heart pounded.  
My fingertips bit into my upper arms. 
Stay? Go?  
Run? Freeze?  
The hairs on my neck prickled again and goosebumps broke out 

all over me.  



A fox of storms and starlight 

   
 2 6 4  

Cold dread formed a knot in my stomach.  
Something was coming.  
Something worse than the storm.  
I had to get home.  
I made it halfway to standing—and a series of strange, awful 

noises made me freeze again. They were sharp, clacking, squealing 
sounds, like someone knocking two echoing stones against each 
other, interspersed with high-pitched yowling… 

And the creature in the darkness screamed. 
I threw my back against the gumtree behind me, pressing hard 

against it.  
My heart hammered.  
I peered back and forth in the dark, eyes wide.  
Rain drenched down, but my throat was dry.  
My pulse pounded faster.  
The little creature screamed again—and as lightning flashed, I 

saw it on its back, legs slashing wildly at the air as something 
attacked. 

The awful, clacking-yowling noises sounded right in front of me.  
I slapped my hands over my ears, gasping. Water ran down my 

face, into my mouth, my eyes.  
It was hurting.  
Whatever the small thing was, it was getting hurt, and I’d seen 

enough animals hurting today. 
Something in my chest snapped. 
I flung myself across the ground, leaping a couple of tussocks and 

a fallen branch before I crashed to my knees.  
I crawled closer, desperate, gasping for air through the heavy 

curtains of rain.  
I couldn’t see it. Where?  
Somewhere here, near the base of that tree… 
The yowling screeched right next to my ear. I cowered against 

the ground, spiky grass pricking my face, wet-earth smell 
smothering me—but now, there was a strange mustiness too, a 
cousin to wet-dog smell.  

At the next flash of lightning, I saw it.  
The creature was a fox—and something barely visible was 
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attacking it, only the gleam of eye or flicker of teeth visible in the 
gloom. 

But the damage was real enough.  
The little fox’s side had been opened right up, and in the bright, 

stark flashes of heavenly electricity, the blood was dark, thinned by 
the constant rain.  

No.  
No more animals were going to die today.  
Not when this time, I could do something about it. 
I snatched at a branch on the ground that turned out to be more of 

a glorified twig, and launched myself toward the creature.  
I had no idea what was attacking it, but I screamed and waved my 

handful of twiggy leaves anyway, batting them in the air like I knew 
what I was doing.  

The horrible clacking cries ceased abruptly. 
With one long, low rumble, the rain began to ebb.  
I poised, waiting.  
But nothing came.  
The attackers were gone. 
Still gasping for air, pulse galloping in my throat, I sat next to the 

fox and shifted it carefully into my lap, realising as I tasted salt that 
I was crying.  

I huddled over, trying to shelter the poor creature from the 
slackening rain, running my fingers over its wiry cheek—over and 
over and over and over. 

“Please,” I sobbed, throat tight and aching, chest constricted. 
“Please. Please don’t die. Please.” 

Please, I prayed to anything that might be listening. No more 
death. Not today.  

Not today.  
Another gust of cool air washed over the clearing, taking the last 

of the rain with it—and lifting the goosebumps on my arms again.  
And as it did, I could have sworn I heard a voice. Neither do I 

wish him to die now. 
I shivered, drawing the fox close, like it was a stuffed animal I 

could hug for comfort—its comfort or mine, I couldn’t say. I glanced 
around the dripping bush, eyes wide. The rumours spoke of an evil 
presence, and I could easily believe that might be what had attacked 
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the fox.  
But a voice? No one had ever mentioned a voice.  
There was nothing to be seen, and anyway the voice had sounded 

kindly—and didn’t want the fox to die.  
Assuming I hadn’t just imagined it, of course. Which, half-

drowned by grief, the other half drowned by the storm… An over-
active imagination seemed highly likely.  

Can you fix him? I thought it hard, though, just in case someone 
really was listening.  

Something shifted in my lap. 
Around us, the world stilled, dazed from the storm, but also 

something more, something watching, something waiting, as the 
bush held its collective breath.  

The only sound was the occasional drip of rainwater from the 
gum leaves onto a fallen log—no insects, no wind, no rustling of 
leaves.  

Just… stillness.  
And the fox, who shivered in my lap.  
The clouds tore open, revealing a ragged triangle of stars that 

glittered in the fox’s eye as it blinked open and stared up at me.  
My chest snagged.  
My throat ached from crying, and a headache was forming in the 

back of my head.  
But the fox blinked up at me—alive.  
I ran a finger down it again, from nose to cheek to ear to shoulder, 

all the way down its side to its thick, bushy tail—and the wound in 
its side began to close.  

Laboriously, it hauled itself to its front legs.  
I tried to stop it—“No, it’s okay, you can stay here, I’ll look after 

you”—but it lifted its top lip to show half-hearted teeth, and 
staggered away.  

As it did, I thought perhaps its fur began to shrink.  
And suddenly, it looked larger in the night—as large as a dog, as 

large as Sailor… 
But I blinked, and it was just a trick of the light, because the 

creature that darted away into the bushes like nothing was wrong at 
all was clearly a fox, the size of a large cat or maybe a small beagle, 
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and nothing more.  
And if something screamed in the night not long afterward, and 

the cry sounded horribly, horribly human?  
Well.  
I was halfway back toward home again by then, and I pressed my 

fingertips to my lower eyelids and prayed my parents wouldn’t 
murder me for getting home so late.
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2 

ZAC 

 
 

My story starts a little earlier than Mina’s. Forgive me for 
backtracking.  

I was seven, see. Mum and Dad had been fighting for a while. 
And then, one day, they weren’t, because Mum was gone.  

It took me a few years to realise what the little stick with the blue 
plus sign had meant.  

Why things had all gone to shit.  
I wasn’t meant to see the stick, of course.  
Wasn’t meant to hear them fighting, either, but that didn’t stop 

them.  
I was furious at Dad, of course. Blamed him. In my seven-year-

old head, Mum had been the good cop to Dad’s bad cop. He’d been 
the one making her cry.  

Not because he hit her or anything, or even in hindsight that he 
was any more cruel than a lot of men who aren’t taught to handle 
feelings well.  

But it was still his fault that Mum had left.  
To my mind, anyway.  
I remember the anger. Fury so hot it knotted my stomach and 

made me want to puke bitter acid and scream until my throat ached. 
To smash things until something inside of me shatttered too.  

I knew better than to throw a tantrum in the house.  
The bush, though? Out beyond the yard, where the gum trees 

rustled their secrets beneath an endless blue sky? There, if I went far 
enough, I could scream and never be heard.  

There are train tracks, back deep in the bush, way beyond where 
most people know these days. I don’t know how old they are. Even 
when I was younger they were a deep, rusty orange, pocked and 
pitted with age. Burned by rain, blistered by the hot summer sun that 
baked the smell of eucalypts into your clothes, your hair, your skin.  

I used to stand stock still and pretend I was one of the tall, pale-
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skinned eucalypts with their scraggly, scrawny branches and messy, 
bushy leaf-tops.  

Except my hair, messy and tangled though it was, was the colour 
of the rusted railroad tracks that dead-ended out in the middle of 
nowhere near the radiata pine plantation.  

It was a government plantation, state forest land. It wasn’t private 
property, but it wasn’t exactly public, either. Which didn’t usually 
matter; no one went that far out into the bush from town, a good 
couple of k’s with no sensible reason to head that way. Plenty of 
pine plantations around. Plenty of pine needles right by the town, 
west along the highway toward Albury-Wodonga. 

Plenty of other places that weren’t home to rumours and whispers 
of dark things. 

I went there though, of course.  
On the day after Mum left in particular, but a whole lot before 

that, too.  
I knew the taste of pine resin in the back of my throat. The smell 

of dry needles as I crushed them underfoot. 
I knew the crispness of the air that was always a few degrees 

cooler than under the gum trees, especially in the peak of summer. 
Knew the feel of the pines’ tough, charcoaly bark under my 
fingertips, slightly sticky wherever the sap leaked out. Knew what it 
felt like when the needles spiked right through my hair to my scalp 
as I ducked under a low-slung branch.  

So on that day when Mum left, I ran out there. Full pelt, like 
maybe if I ran fast enough I could save us all.  

My lungs ached. My throat burned.  
I ran all the way through the cool of the pines as they whispered 

secrets to me, welcoming me to their dim privacy.  
I ran all the way through to a clearing full of granite boulders 

stacked up like a kid building towers out of rough marbles—or like 
the skin of the world had been ripped open to show its lumpy spine.  

I climbed to the top of the granite boulders, all grey flecked with 
white, hand over foot over hand over foot, breathing heavily as my 
fingers tore at the pale green and bright orange lichen that splashed 
the rocks.  

My shoes scuffed for purchase.  
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The taste of exertion hung thick in my mouth.  
At the top, I stood, leaning on my thighs and panting. I surveyed 

the world. The boulder pile was nearly as tall as the trees, and I could 
see far and away over them. An ocean of green that turned olive as 
it transitioned from pines to gums, hazing to blue in the distance 
where the mountains rose in the east.  

To the south, I could see the gaps where the town was, little 
Jilamatang caught like a gleaming star on the elbow of the highway.  

I took a deep breath, lungs full to bursting.  
I screamed.  
I screamed, and I screamed, and I screamed, because from here I 

could see so, so far, and it wasn’t far enough.  
I couldn’t see Mum.  
I couldn’t see where she’d gone, where she’d run to—and I 

couldn’t run to her.  
I was only seven.  
That’s when he appeared: the Winter King. 
I’d seen him before, brief flashes of tan hide between the trees, 

the faint trace of deer musk lingering in the air—and once, a full set 
of antlers, discarded in a hollow in the pines.  

I’d seen him before.  
But I’d never seen him up close.  
And he’d certainly never spoken to me.  
“What is wrong, young person?” the huge stag said, not so much 

appearing as fading slowly into view on the boulders a little below.  
Adrenalin shot through me.  
My chest constricted.  
My heart hammered at my ribcage.  
The deer was big. And I knew all the rumours. “W-What do you 

want?” I said, voice hoarse, husky, raw.  
I wanted to back away, but I was balanced precariously on the 

highest boulder of the heap.  
The stag—the Winter King—tossed great antlers that made him 

easily as tall as me, even though I had a three or four foot advantage 
on the rocks. I was a short seven-year-old—and he was a mighty tall 
deer.  

“To help you,” he said. “Or at least, to stop you from screaming.”  
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My face flushed. My hands fisted at my sides. “You can’t help 
me,” I said. “No one can.”  

“Mm,” said the deer. “I am King of all Winter. What is the 
expression? Try me.” He gazed languidly at me with one great, 
liquid-brown eye, and coughed politely.  

The smell of ozone drifted on the air.  
My protests died in my throat.  
Surely this was not the evil thing, the creature children whispered 

and made games about, an empty threat for children’s bad behaviour 
that adults scoffed at while glancing uneasily over their shoulder.  

He was only a deer. And he wanted to help.  
“I want my mother,” I mumbled, intensely aware of how 

impossible that was.  
The Winter King stared at me for a long, long time. Long enough 

that I shifted awkwardly back and forth, wishing I could just get 
down, go home, forget this.  

A sudden wind poured over me. 
The scents of ozone and pine thickened in the air, along with 

whiffs of the Winter King’s musk.  
I sniffed heavily, salty mucous in the back of my throat as I willed 

myself not to cry.  
At last, the deer cocked his head, great antlers shifting like 

branches. “I know your mother,” he said simply. “Where has she 
gone?”  

I shrugged. “Away.” I kicked at the granite under my feet, 
scuffing up lichen. The sound grated in the emptiness of the forest.  

“And she is not coming back, I gather?” the Winter King said.  
“No.” I shrugged again, but I was pretty certain, even without 

knowing really about the baby, the miscarriage, the reason for all the 
fighting.  

The Winter King was quiet again as clouds began scudding across 
the sky.  

A crow called, somewhere out in the pine forest.  
Something answered him, a yipping kind of yowl.  
A shiver rolled down my back.  
I tried to hide it by shrugging again.  
“It is not winter yet,” the Winter King observed. “I am not at the 
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height of my power.”  
Hope quickened in my chest. Power?  
“…But there may be a way I can help.” 
I couldn’t help the sharp intake of breath, the sudden lighting of 

my eyes, the way my chest lifted as though someone had puffed life 
into it. “Help?” 

Around us, the wind blew stronger. The smell of ozone thickened.  
“There is a way,” the Winter King said slowly, like he didn’t 

notice the wind whipping at us, flapping my shirt, mussing my hair. 
“But it is dangerous, and painful, and I am not fully convinced it 
would work.”  

“What is it?” I said. My heart hammered at my chest so loudly I 
could hear it over the brewing storm.  

I inhaled. Suddenly-cold air hit the back of my throat like water.  
“I can change you,” he said. 
Between us, in the air, colour coalesced.  
Reddish brown. A flash of white. The sudden gleam of an eye—

and teeth.  
A fox, spiralling and pivoting and cavorting on the wind, 

transparent, iridescent—and free.  
“What is it?” I asked, my seven-year-old curiosity prickling.  
“A storm fox,” the Winter King said simply. “They are spirits of 

the air.” 
I dragged my gaze from the fox and eyed the stag thoughtfully. 

“You can make me one?”  
“Mayhaps,” the stag said, equally thoughtful. “Though as I said, 

my power is not yet at its peak.” 
My grin was fiercer than the fox’s as I met the Winter King’s eye. 

My hands knotted at my sides. “Do it,” I said.  
“It will hurt,” the Winter King replied. “And I cannot promise it 

will help you find your mother.”  
“I don’t care,” I said, nails biting at my palms.  
I imagined Dad, shaking with grief as he realised that his son had 

disappeared too. That he’d driven both of us away. That neither of 
us were coming home.  

Some imagination.  
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Dad wouldn’t mourn like that if I left. He’d hardly care at all.  
Anger hardened in my chest. “Do it.”  
The wind wrapped around me, a tiny, localised tornado, all ozone 

and pine scent and snow.  
Cold bit at my fingers, my ears, the tip of my nose and chin.  
It hurt.  
But it hurt nothing like the pain that enveloped me as the wind 

closed in.  
I screamed.  
I tasted blood.  
I screamed some more.  
Fiery pain shot through my veins, down my arms and legs. I threw 

my head back to scream again—and silvered light shot out of my 
mouth, beaming way up into a sky now steely grey and ominous.  

The world around me grew.  
The trees got taller, the rocks got higher.  
And I realised, all at once, that the world hadn’t changed at all.  
I had.  
Rust-red fur burst through my skin like needles. 
I shrieked—and it emerged as a yowl.  
The wind died away. The world exploded into life, rich and thick 

with scents I’d never smelled before, more than I’d ever imagined. 
There was the smell of the pines, of course, separated into subtle 

shades of sap and needles and bark. The granite boulders underneath 
me, mineral and cold.  

Various somethings, small and musty, living in the crevices 
between rocks, their scurrying trails picked out over the dry rock like 
seams.  

The diminishing ozone on the wind, the musk of foxes and deer, 
the smell of dirt and decaying logs, the sharp green smell of grass.  

A grunt drew my attention. I swung around to where the Winter 
King had been. 

He was fading, mostly transparent, nearly gone.  
“It is all my power,” he murmured breathily. “I am depleted.”  
He vanished. 
My chest swelled, the air warming again now that the wind had 

also faded away.  
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I crouched, the granite rough and grippy beneath my paws. 
And I leapt.  
Now, I would fly.  
Now, I would find my mother.  
…I thudded to the rocks several feet below, tumbling tail over 

head before skidding to a stop. 
My chest hurt.  
One leg was damaged.  
My ear, from the smell of it, was bleeding.  
I couldn’t fly. 
But I learned that even foxes can cry.  
If they’re sad enough.
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AFTERWORD 
 
Ah, Mina and Zac. So different, and yet they have so much in 

common. To watch as they meet and work together to save their 
town from a magical external threat, find the ebook here and the 
print book here.  

The sequel to A Fox Of Storms And Starlight will be out next 
year, but in the meantime there’s a short story from Zac’s point of 
view that you can read.  
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AT THE HOME OF THE WINTER 
KING 

 
Zac, young, smart and adventurous, roams the eucalypt bush and 

pine forest around his house to his heart’s content. But not over the 
old train tracks. Never that far.  

Until one day, he feels something magical calling… 
He knows he should ignore it. But even he can’t imagine the 

consequences for listening this time. 
A tragic story about the mistakes we can make while grieving, 

and how clinging to our grief can cheat us of everything we ever 
loved, or hoped or dreamed for.  

 

 
 
 

IMAGINE, IF YOU WILL, A YOUNG BOY—about seven, say—who 
thinks he’s the cleverest thing in the whole damn world. Sadly for 
him, he’s not far wrong—but clever doesn’t also mean wise.  

This kid, this boy—this genius—has played in the bush behind 
the house forever, and he knows every gum tree, knows the curve of 
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white eucalypt limbs, the smell of leaves baking in the sun, the feel 
of a sneeze coming when the wattle-puff pollen dances in the aid. 
He knows the needle-sharp sedge grass and the tiny, smiling faces 
of the billy buttons, miniature suns waving in the breeze; he knows 
the smell of the snow wind as it rushes off the mountains in the 
winter, and the taste of the crystal-bright water from the stream, all 
iced mineral and sweetness.  

He wanders through the bush at his leisure, sometimes wandering 
all the way down to the edges of the pine plantation lining the 
highway that’s the artery of this little two-bit town called Jilamatang. 
Regional Victoria, back of the Snowy Mountains, over an hour to 
the nearest thing they’ve got to a city: he’s outgrown the place and 
he isn’t even in double digits. Good thing they have the internet, 
even though the connection’s slower than the post from Melbourne.  

He scouts far and wide, spends the whole day exploring while his 
parents think he’s a good lad in school—an easy ruse because 
school’s also easy—and one day, he discovers something 
worthwhile. Not far from town, a couple of kilometres or so, there’s 
an old train line, rusted iron, smells almost like blood. Barely anyone 
remembers it, and even the real old timers hardly know it’s there.  

But he knows.  
It’s always been a demarkation, the eastern border of his domain, 

and he’s had in mind that he probably oughtn’t cross it. Crossing it, 
he feels, is maybe a step too far from his parents’ world.  

But of course, one day, his curiosity gets the better of him and, 
breath held by tightly pressed lips that quiver with anticipation, he 
skips across old rails rusted to the colour of fox’s fur.  

At first, nothing seems to have changed. The air tastes the same, 
of warm eucalyptus and baking bark, the same wind blows against 
his skin with the smell of pine needles, and the same sun beats down 
upon his shoulders like comfort, like healing, like love.  

Then the trees grow denser, gnarled eucalypts and tufty wattles 
giving way to lofty, straight-trunked pines, needles flared against the 
bright sun and crisp air of early autumn. Their leaves will not 
succumb to the on-coming cold.  

Never mind that neither will the eucalypts’; the pines would have 
everyone know that needles, at this altitude, this close to the highest 
mountain in the whole damn country, are superior—which is why 



At the home of the winter king 

   
 2 7 8  

their trunks are so tall and straight, while the poor little natives twist 
and bend, backs crooked in submission to the wind. 

The thick mat of rust-coloured needles devours the boy’s 
footsteps more effectively than any carpet, and for a while it’s eerily 
quiet, only the slightly sweet, musty smell of decay for company. It 
grows colder, too, and the boy shivers, even though summer still 
lingers in the air in long, hot afternoons, and the true bite of winter 
is still months away.  

Through the dense boughs of the pines, something shifts, and he 
catches glimpse of something moving, something big—something 
alive. And although his heart pounds like it wants to escape his chest 
and run right back home to the safety of his kitchen, although the 
taste in the back of his throat is dust and anxiety, the boy continues.  

This, he knows, will be a sight worth seeing.  
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AFTERWORD 
 
For this glimpse into Zac’s past, find At The Home Of The Winter 

King in ebook and in print. (And don’t worry: the cover says Inklet 
#35, but the story stands alone; Inklets are the Inkprint Press line of 
short stories.) 
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STAND-ALONE TITLES 
 
That brings us to the end of Inkprint Press’s current series. Next 

up are all the stand-alone titles! From short novelettes to full-length 
novels, from contemporary romance to contemporary fantasy and 
everything in between via the stars, you’re sure to find something to 
love.  
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DREAMING OF FORESTS 
 
Deena wakes on a cold, Australian morning to a spontaneous 

forest, sprung up overnight while she slept.  
The other tent? Gone. 
Friends? Gone. 
Phone reception? None. 
Temperatures? Falling. Fast.  
Now Deena must figure out where the forest came from—and, 

more pressingly, how to make it go away again—before someone 
dies. Herself, for example.  

For everyone who longs for something more—regardless of the 
price.  

 
 

 
 
 

 
THERE WAS A FOREST. That was the simple fact of the matter: 
there was a forest now, and there hadn’t been before. Deena let the 
tent flap drop closed in front of her, inhaled steadily, and tried again.  



Dreaming of forests 

   
 2 8 2  

Nope, still forest. She bit her lip, debating: go out and explore, or 
hide in the tent?  

In the end, exploration won for the simple, practical reason that 
nature, as it were, was calling. So she caterpillared her way out of 
her downy sleeping bag, pulled her hiking shorts on over the black, 
fleecy leggings she’d slept in, zipped up her polar fleece jumper, 
crammed her grandmother’s knitted beanie over her brown hair, and 
pushed her way outside.  

The other tent was gone. For a moment, that made her pulse 
race—but then the reality of her surroundings overtook her senses. 
The air inside the tent had been warm, musty. The air outside yester-
day had smelled of the sea, a salty tang with just a hint of rotting 
seaweed.  

Today, the air smelled like sap, and living things, a green smell 
she associated with her grandmother’s garden thanks to that summer 
she’d spent there when she was twelve, when they’d spent hours of 
days of weeks pruning and twining and tending, re-turning to the 
house only for meals and sleep, hands crusty with black dirt her 
grandmother called gold, under-nails caked with the stuff, elbows 
and knees stained black—and green.  

This, Deena thought, was what every green scratch-and-sniff 
thing should smell like. Forget your apple, forget your lime; this was 
green. She inhaled deeply, and despite the oddity of the situation, 
felt her eyes light up as her body relaxed, melting into the space 
while at the same time inflated, buoyed, full. Something about this 
wondrous, spontaneous forest was familiar—and right.  

She had no idea what the trees were, but they were tall, straight 
as ship masts or indigenous spears, thick and thin, rough-barked but 
paler than stringy barks, a brownish-grey, and the tiny, emerald, 
coin-sized leaves looked soft as butter, soft as petals.  

Deena had tried keeping plants in their third-floor apartment back 
home, but somehow she could never remember to water them 
enough, or else she watered them too much and they died, thin and 
pustulant. She cried, every time, as her mother shook her head and 
made Deena walk them down to the communal skip bins in the 
alleyway behind the complex.  

Her grandmother had consoled her on the phone each time, had 
promised that one day she’d have plants aplenty, more than she 
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knew what to do with.  
But one day wasn’t soon enough for Deena—which was why 

she’d taken up hiking, of course. If she couldn’t have plants at home, 
by golly was she going to surround herself with them in her spare 
time. So a forest? Amazing.  

The other tent, her friends, vanishing? Less so.  
Nature was still calling.  
And the current cover situation was a little thin for her liking; 

yesterday, there’d been a handy thicket of salt bushes and something 
vaguely acacia-like between the grass and the sand dunes. Today, it 
was just open forest all the way down to the sand behind and to her 
right, and all the way up to the mountains ahead and to the left.  

On the other hand, there didn’t seem to be anyone else around.  
Sighing, she attended to her body’s needs, butt cheeks 

momentarily icing over as a wind whipped down from the mountain, 
setting the trees rushling and shushling—but it seemed like a freak 
gust and nothing more, and soon enough she was clothed and warm 
again—and hungry.  

A brief forage in the tent revealed a couple of muesli bars tucked 
into the pocket of her raincoat, and of course, there were the packet 
soups in her hiking pack, and she still had a couple of litres of water. 
Nothing to heat it with, though; Rachel had had the Trangia in her 
pack, and some time in the night—as was pretty usual, these days—
she’d snuck into the boys’ tent, taking her pack with her for a pillow. 
Which meant that all of the above—Rachel, boys, tent, packs, and 
cooking stove—were now gone.  

Deena sat heavily on the stump by the front of the tent and 
dropped her chin into her hands.  

It wasn’t that she’d never believed in magic before—she’d seen 
her grandmother’s garden, after all, and although she’d stopped 
protesting to the contrary so people would stop protesting her sanity, 
she knew full well she’d seen creatures in her grandmother’s garden 
when she’d been little that had no right existing on this mortal plane.  

But on the other hand, until now, magic had been content to 
merely linger in the background, a blurred, bokehed backdrop to real 
life, something vaguely sensed, but never fully realised.  

What, Deena wondered, had made the difference today? Why 
now suddenly jump arrestingly into the foreground?  
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Or, she wondered, gazing around as the trees whispered 
secretively, why here?  

Hmm. That seemed like a crucial question.  
The tent, she felt, was light enough. It would be a bit of a 

headache to get the whole thing into her pack with her camping 
mat—yesterday, Rachel had been carrying half the tent, but that 
clearly wasn’t an option today, and neither was leaving the tent be-
hind—but she should be able to manage. Because as she saw it, she 
could either sit here all day, hoping and wondering whether the 
others would come back—or she could go explore this magical, 
magical forest that even now was layering calm over her like 
blankets, like she belonged here, and find out what had happened to 
the others.  

It took about thirty minutes, moving purpose-fully, to down a 
couple of muesli bars, swirl a packet of soup into one of the water 
bottles and gag it down, and pack up all the gear. It did fit in her 
pack—only just, and she’d had to let all the straps out, but it wasn’t 
too heavy, just bulky.  

And so, with the legs zipped onto her hiking shorts, turning them 
into pants once more, with her heavy boots on and her beanie still 
crammed over her hair and her hands deep in the pockets of her 
emerald-green polar fleece jumper, and her dark blue pack sticking 
up over her head and weighing down her hips, Deena set off through 
the trees that had miraculously appeared, heading back 
approximately the way they’d come in the evening before.  

The Australian bush was always fairly quiet, so it was some time 
before Deena realised quite how unnaturally quiet the scene actually 
was; she was, without exaggeration, the only thing making any 
sound, if you discounted the still-audible hush of the ocean and the 
sporadic rustling of the trees when the breeze picked up. No 
birdsong, no rustling of small animals that she could detect… 
Nothing.  

It didn’t worry her as much as it might have, the bush being as 
aforementioned a relatively quiet place anyway, but it was certainly 
something to note.  

Yesterday, they’d come in around the mountain from the south, 
joining a track at its feet that followed the coastline north to the little 
cleared area they’d used as a camp. The air had tasted of salt and 
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smelled like teatree as they’d pushed their way onto the narrow dirt 
track amid the tussocky grass.  

Today, there were no teatree thickets, and al-though Deena had 
her map and compass and was perfectly adept in using them both, 
she still felt uneasy striking off the path into the midst of the 
unknown, with nary a familiar landmark in sight.  

That was, of course, except the mountain. She glanced up at it, 
with her back to the ocean as she stood somewhere around the point 
where they’d joined the track yesterday—she knew that because 
there was the rocky promontory behind her, a tiny stub sticking out 
into the water no more than ten or twenty metres, but clearly once a 
lot more impressive because of the small chain of rocky little islands 
that led out from it.  

It was a beast of a mountain, steep and covered in boulders and 
drop-offs—a fact now largely obscured by the monotonous, tall, 
straight trees of the spontaneous forest, but a fact nonetheless.  

Still. Deena couldn’t help but think that if she could somehow get 
to the top of the mountain, she might be able to get a better handle 
on whatever was going on.  

Certainly, it was a surer route than striking off the path at random. 
And at least if she was going up, she couldn’t get lost, spontaneous 
forest aside.  

The fact that something in the forest seemed to be directing her 
that way, that the chill wind earlier had seemed to come from up 
there, that had nothing to do with it, of course. All she was after was 
the view, so she could determine how far this new, strange forest 
stretched, and see what she could do about getting out of it to find 
her friends.  

And so, up the mountain she went.  
Her underarms grew warm first, then the band around her hips 

and waist where the pack was buck-led on. Her hands were the next 
to feel the effects of her exertion, growing puffy and hot.  

She stopped once to shove her beanie into the pocket of the pack 
up above her head, and then a second time to take off the polar fleece 
jumper, wrinkling her nose as she caught a whiff of her own body 
odour as the jumper went over her head.  

She crammed it into the top of the pack before drawing the pack’s 
neck tight again, rebuckling it closed, and saddling up to continue 
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on her way after a quick slurp from the lighter of the two water 
bottles.  

The erratic wind breathed over her face, cooling her sweat, and it 
was pleasant for a fraction of a second as she lifted her chin to it, 
thumbs tucked under the straps of her pack—until she recognised 
the scent it carried as the late stages of decay. For the first time since 
the forest had appeared and her friends had disappeared, adrenaline 
flashed through the pit of Deena’s stomach.  

She could go back down the mountain. Try to find her way back 
around, head back across the bush—forest—where they’d come, get 
to phone range, call for help.  

There might be service on top of the mountain, though. There 
sometimes was, if the mountain was high enough and clear enough, 
even out in the middle of nowhere.  

The wind came again, down from the top of the mountain, and 
this time it spat raindrops in her face.  

Absently, Deena thumbed them from her cheekbone—and 
startled as her thumb came away red.  

A hurried investigation revealed that it had not been raindrops at 
all, but thinned blood—she’d sniffed it, trying to determine, and 
when that hadn’t proved helpful, heart hammering, eyes scrunched 
closed as she wondered if this would be the first and last most stupid 
thing she’d ever do, Deena risked a quick taste, and the iron-y, 
metallic, slightly sweet sensation had been unmistakeable—except 
it was only bloody where it had landed on her; none of the 
surrounding vegetation had been tinted red.  

It would take two full days to reach phone service if she went 
back the way she’d come.  

Her pulse kicked. Two days was a long time for her friends to be 
missing in the bush at this time of year. They had all the right 
equipment of course… Well, assuming they were still with the tent, 
and the packs, wherever they might be.  

Of course, they might already—she swallowed hard and worked 
her tongue, trying to get the taste of blood from her mouth, wiping 
her hands compulsively up and down her thighs, palms, backs, 
palms, backs, up and down, up and down, up and down—they might 
already be dead. And if she went after them, she might be too.  

But that was the catch in these sorts of situations, wasn’t it? And 
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they didn’t exactly come with a manual to tell you what the right 
thing to do was. You never split up in the bush, sure, but no manual 
covered what to do if all your friends and their belongings just 
spontaneously disappeared. Deena stared through the forest to where 
she imagined the crown of the mountain might be (it was almost 
impossible to tell how high it went through these trees), and bit her 
lip.  

Suddenly, as though they’d been saying it all along but her brain 
had only just now tuned in to their language, the rustling of the trees 
in the breeze was her name, Deena, over and over and over again.  

That set the adrenalin off again—but they were trees, and she 
loved trees, and anyway the way they were saying her name didn’t 
exactly sound ominous. And if she let herself drop her guard for a 
moment, there was that sense of calm again, layering over her fears 
like warm, heavy blankets in winter, comforting and enlivening all 
at once.  

Cautiously, Deena reached out to the nearest tree and pressed her 
whole hand against it. The bark was rough under her skin, and Deena 
worked her fingertips against it a little, feeling the cracks and 
crevices. The bark was slightly cooler than the surrounding air—
which made the tree pretty cold indeed, because despite the heat 
from her present exertion, now that Deena had stopped she was 
cooling off fast, and the air couldn’t have been much more than 
about twelve degrees. (The predicted overnight lows for the hike had 
been in the high single digits, only a few degrees above freezing, and 
her mother very nearly hadn’t let her come because of that, all the 
correct—and fancy—hiking gear aside.) 

But anyway, the tree hadn’t done anything to hurt her, and it, 
along with the rest of the forest, was whispering her name, and it 
was two days’ hike to phone service, and she couldn’t do anything 
for her friends if they were dead—of exposure or something, 
obviously, not anything magical, that would be ridiculous, and 
unnecessarily grim.  

Deena shifted the pack, hefting it up higher on her hips, pulling 
the straps forward from her shoulders and tucking her thumbs under 
them again. Right. It was decided then.  

And so, one step after another, with the shufffffff-clomp, 
shuffffff-clomp of her hiking pants and hiking boots, Deena resumed 
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her climb up the mountain.  
The cloud cover was thickening, a silver lining over the whole 

sky, scudding by as the wind picked up, though the wind seemed to 
be coming predominantly from offshore now, which she would have 
expected around here, and that comforted her, the humid, salty wind 
dimming the intensity of the green smell around her. 

Once, Deena thought she’d reached the top, cresting over a rise 
with her heart in her throat—was that the lingering taste of blood she 
could detect?—but it was only the peak of a spur, and in front of her 
was a hollow where the leaves of the trees turned golden, so they 
looked like shiny, brand-new dollar coins fluttering in the salty 
wind, flashing bright against the silver sky.  

They were thinner than coins, though, leaf-thin, and they looked 
so fragile. Thin and—Ow! Deena sucked at the crescent of blood 
traced on her forefinger—razor sharp. What was the point of such 
leaves? she wondered. Still, they were pretty, and absently she 
pulled a twig of them from the nearest tree and twirled it in front of 
her as she walked.  

Shuffff-clomp. Shuffff-clomp.  
She tilted her head. A sound, something different.  
Deena inhaled deeply, but it was wishful thinking to imagine she 

might smell anything but salt and sap right now. Still, the 
background sounds had shifted in quality a little, almost like—ah ha. 
There, at the back of the golden-treed hollow, was a little bubbling 
waterfall, only a foot or so high, feeding a pond the size of Deena’s 
two-person tent. The pond didn’t seem to go anywhere, didn’t seem 
to have an outlet—and when Deena leaned over it cautiously, the 
water was pitch black, bottomless.  

She shivered, and tucked the little sprig of leaves into her front 
pocket, consumed by a sudden urge to have both her hands free, just 
in case.  

Probably, there was an underground crevice or something where 
the water drained away. That was a perfectly normal thing that could 
happen, right? The pond wasn’t bottomless, it was just deep, and the 
lighting was hardly great what with the cloud cover and the tree 
canopy, so of course it looked black.  

The fact that there were no reflections on its surface, apart from 
the occasional flash and snap of brightest gold, like one of the leaves 
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was swirling over the little ripples, shimmering like—ha ha— gold 
leaf… Well, it was probably just the angle she was on.  

The real question here was, did she dare fill up her water bottle. 
The one from this morning’s soup was ready now—she’d filled it up 
from the creek near the clearing before she’d set out, far enough back 
from the ocean so it wasn’t brackish, and had dropped in the 
purifying tablet to work its magic for half an hour—but the other one 
was down to the last cup or so of water.  

There was no guarantee she’d come across water again while she 
was up on the mountain.  

It was the safe, sensible thing to do.  
And running water was cleaner, everyone knew that, and that’s 

why she climbed up a few metres above the pond, above the 
waterfall, before taking the lid off her bottle and plunging it into the 
sharp, icy water—common sense, and nothing at all to do with the 
uneasy, unearthly feeling she got standing near that pond.  

The stream led up the mountain. Well, the stream led down the 
mountain, because that’s what streams did, but Deena followed it up 
the mountain like a path, keeping it a few metres away on her left as 
she climbed through the same tall, straight trees with their greyish, 
rough bark and round, coin-like leaves that, now she was out of the 
hollow, were bright green once again.  

She could have sworn the mountain was less high than this. Oh, 
for sure, you always ended up underestimating how long it would 
take you to climb any given mountainside, but even bearing that in 
mind, Deena was sure she ought to have reached the top by now. 
And yet, shielding her eyes with her hand and peering through the 
silvered light, she could no more spot the top of the mountain 
through the trees than fly there.  

So she kept walking. And walking. And walking.  
Every so often she’d have to stop, dropping her pack to the 

ground and wriggling out of it, circling her shoulders to release the 
slow-growing burn in them. She’d retrieve a water bottle from one 
of the pack’s outer pockets and sip slowly at the ice-cold, slightly 
chlorinated water as she sat on the lumpy mass of her pack and stared 
back the way she’d come.  

The forest was open, and she could see downhill a fair way, and 
through the trees every now and then spot a glimpse of ocean—and 
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it seemed very, very far away.  
Deena chewed the inside of her lower lip as she gripped the 

plastic water bottle, cold against the tips of her fingers. Surely the 
mountain hadn’t been this high before.  

A quick check of her phone revealed that she was still out of 
service range, so she turned it back off to preserve the battery and 
tucked it away, took a last sip of the chemical-ly water, recapped the 
bottle, and tucked it into its pocket as well. She stood, stretching out 
her lower back, then stooped, grabbing one shoulder strap of her 
pack that was beginning to smell distinctly sweaty.  

A movement downhill through the grey-brown trees caught her 
eye.  

Deena straightened without the pack, and stared.  
It took nearly a full minute, but at last she spotted something, 

grey-brown like the narrow tree trunks, sitting on its hind legs fifty 
or so metres down the slope and watching her with pricked ears. It 
looked almost like a kangaroo, a big silver-brown one, probably a 
male given the buffness of its chest and forearms, only…  

Deena swallowed and broke eye contact, turning and gathering 
up her pack, hefting it into place as though the weight of the pack 
was the reason her heart was hammering, and not the look in the 
almost-kangaroo’s eye.  

Deena set out again, a little faster this time than she had been, 
shuufff-clomp, shuufff-clomp, shuufff-clomp. 

Crackled footsteps, slow-moving, behind her.  
Deena whirled, pack spinning her around with its weight.  
The not-quite-kangaroo stared at her from a scant twenty metres.  
Crackling in the leaf litter to her right. 
Another not-kangaroo, staring at her in the same blood-chilling 

manner, as though they recognised her perhaps—or like today was 
the day they had decided to give up on vegetarianism and see what 
the whole meat-eating thing was about.  

Deena’s teeth clenched. She whirled back uphill and went a little 
faster again.  

A third kangaroo meandered on all fours out of the trees on her 
other side, gaining far more ground with every gentle, slow hippity-
hippity than it should have. 

Her heart was pounding at her chest, and as it did, the ground in 
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front of her grew steeper. 
It hadn’t been that steep a moment ago. Deena blinked, breaths 

coming in short gasps, fingers knotted around the straps of her pack, 
pulse racing.  

Behind her, on both sides, the disconcerting stare of the 
kangaroos drew closer.  

In front of her, the land seemed to tip, until the way was slippery 
with damp, half-rotted leaf litter, the smell of it winding about her 
as she slipped and stepped and slipped some more, flinging her 
hands out and down to the ground for balance.  

The kangaroo on her left coughed.  
Deena squeaked, scrabbling at the ground that was rising, rising.  
In a second, it would be nearly vertical, and she’d go sliding back 

into the kangaroo behind her, with his bulging muscles and wicked-
sharp claws and that glint in his eye… 

Deena gasped. Up, she had to get up.  
She flung out a hand to grab at the nearest branch, trying to haul 

herself up the slope, up and away. 
There was a kangaroo in front of her, blocking the way as it 

loomed over her, sitting upright and at least a couple of metres tall.  
Deena stared, wide-eyed, frozen—and the roo held up one front 

paw, claws outstretched, then slashed at her, fast as lightning. 
Deena screamed as the claws sliced through the sleeve of her 

shirt, tearing ribbons in her skin. Fire burned in her arm. She 
crouched, hunching to protect herself with her pack, gripping her 
shredded, dripping bicep tight as her pulse pounded and she braced 
for the next slash of claws.  

Instead, a deep, echoing voice boomed out. “Ah, a sacrifice of 
blood. You greet me kindly, little one.”  

Heart still pounding, the smell of blood thick around her and her 
arm stinging fit to burn, Deena tried to raise her head. But the pack 
was bulky, unwieldy, and her balance as she crouched precarious: 
the pack tipped, and she went with it, sprawling ungainly on the 
ground. Adrenalin spiked through her as she waited for the weight 
of the pack to drag her down the hill—but she lay still.  

Abruptly, she realised that it wasn’t dark because she had her eyes 
closed, and that the surface she was lying on was neither leaf litter, 
nor sloped.  
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Another round of adrenalin kicked through her body.  
“You should find it much easier to move without your burden,” 

the deep voice said, amused.  
Deena lay still, her heart pounding, blood pulsing through her 

stinging, shredded arm, her back aching as she lay awkwardly over 
her pack. Around her, everything was dark. She couldn’t see her own 
body, couldn’t see the owner of the voice—or the trees, or the 
kangaroos… Her heart jolted. The kangaroos. The voice had 
mentioned a sacrifice of blood. 

She shuddered without meaning to. 
“Come now,” the deep voice said, and tutted its tongue—

assuming it had a tongue.  
It was speaking; it had to have a tongue. Right?  
But a tongue meant a mouth which probably meant teeth and it 

had said sacrifice, a blood sacrifice, and the darkness abruptly felt 
too hot, smothering, and Deena couldn’t breath, and she was 
gasping, gasping… 

Some tiny, rational part of her knew that she was 
hyperventilating, but, as ever in such situations, the knowledge did 
little to help her.  



Dreaming of forests 

   
 2 9 3  

AFTERWORD 
 
I mean, you can’t really blame Deena for hyperventilating over 

that; we’re pretty sure we would too. To find out exactly what it is 
that has Deena in its claws, pick up the ebook here or the print book 
here.  

Next up, a sci fi romance set against the backdrop of the stars—
but first, a space shuttle crash! 
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FEY LIGHTS 
 
Running from the slaver Hothi, Jeani crash lands on a backwater 

planet. A breached hull, fast-rising water… Not good. But a man it 
hurts to remember, from a past she wants to forget? Breath taking.  

The island-born want to slit the throat of the stranger washed up 
on the beach. But Dominique, a Lander and an outsider, argues to 
investigate first. What he finds changes… everything.  

A sweet second chance romance about the power of true love to 
transcend even the boundaries of time and space.  

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

Dark water writhed over the ship’s deck, a living thing hunting for 
prey, stinging like acid where it touched bare skin. Jeani stumbled 
over the guts of her ship, swearing in every language she knew. Her 
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foot fell through a hole in the deck created by the crash. Hot metal 
gouged her leg as tears ran down her cheeks. 

 I don’t want to die like this. There has to be a way out. 
There is a way out. The same way the water is coming in. 
Running was out of the question. Half-limping, half-swimming 

through the rising water, Jeani forced herself back to the rear of the 
ship, navigating by touch and the weak glow of the emergency lights 
that hadn’t burst, back to the gaping wound that was once the engine 
room and secondary hold. Pressure from the rapid descent into the 
gravity well and the gushing water warped the frame, creating a 
strong current. Jeani grabbed the free-fall handle near the emergency 
door and pressed her free hand to the glowing lock.  

Nothing. 
She tried yanking the override. 
Nothing.  
She kicked the door with her good leg. 
Pressure sent the door flying inwards at the head of a tidal wave. 

Jeani gasped for air and went under. Seconds ticked away as she 
grappled blindly for the next free-fall handle, the current tugging at 
her. 

The hand-hold slipped out of her grip. She pushed up once, 
bumping her head against the high ceiling of the engine room as she 
gasped for air. The current swirled under her, pulling her down into 
the darkness. Saltwater stung her face. She shuddered as something 
nipped at her bleeding leg. Ignoring the pain, she clawed at the water 
until she broke through and gasped in the alien atmosphere. Water 
crashed over her in the darkness. 

Rough, warm sand rubbed against her skin. Sucking in a lungful 
of the oxygen-rich air, Jeani flipped onto her stomach and pulled 
herself away from the water. It lapped at her legs, a wayward lover 
begging her to return.  

She laughed as she looked at the strange stars overhead. Her lungs 
burned, her leg ached, she was shaking with delayed shock, but she 
was alive. “See, Hothi, I told you I wasn’t going to die that easy.”  
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Dominique pushed through the crowd and looked down at the beach.  

“Could be a Lander,” Gregor said as he adjusted his cap. “Saw 
the prison ships sailing past this last moon. Could be a Lander,” he 
repeated with a final snort. 

A knife waved past Dominique’s face, stabbing toward the figure 
on the beach. “’Twere wedding lights last night. Lit up the sky with 
fire, set the trees to burning,” said Beau. 

“’Tain’t no fire touched the trees. Trees are fine,” Gregor argued. 
“’Tis a Lander.” 

“Fey fire,” someone said behind him. “Fey burn things with cold 
fire.” A fist hit Dominique’s shoulder. “Fey can turn a man’s bones 
to ice. They summon monsters from the deep.”  

One of the women crossed her fingers and made the sign of the 
arch to ward off the ill will of the deep dwellers.  

“Landers bring plague,” Adrian said grimly. He too tapped 
Dominique’s shoulder. “We can’t let a Lander near the village.” 

“We’s best shooting it from here,” Gregor said. 
Another shook his head. “Arrows can’t touch fey.” 
“You volunteering to go down there to slit its throat?” Gregor 

demanded. 
“Such a thing to ask a man! I’ve got kin, I have.”  
There was the sound of shuffling feet. A cool sea breeze wrapped 

around Dominique’s legs as the crowd parted. He filled their silence 
with imagined conversations. “He’s a Lander,” one would say in 
the Silent way of the island-born. “Got no kin nor woman of his own, 
does he,” someone else would murmur. Dominique kept the snarl he 
felt forming in his throat from escaping.  

“Will you go?” Adrian whispered, confirming his suspicions. 
“None will make you, if you say no.” 

“You’ll go?” Dominique asked with a half-smile. Adrian wasn’t 
a bad man. Island born, birthed in the sea, born running on the beach 
and listening to the waves. The island-born claimed the waves spoke 
back to those that listened. The saltwater seeped into their blood so 
they could hear the thoughts of others like they heard the song of the 
ocean. Like all the island born, Adrian had no trouble believing 
every infamy laid against the Landers who lived on the far side of 
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the ocean, in the land of the tyrant.  
Adrian shrugged. “Better to slit the Lander’s throat on the beach 

than let it breathe on a child in the village. We’ll all die of black 
blood and fever before the tide is high.” 

“I’ll go,” Dominique said, loud enough for his voice to carry to 
the back of the crowd. “I’ll go see to the Lander. I’ll send him down 
to the docks in the south. He can find work there if he likes.” 

“What if it be fey?” Gregor asked, eyes wide. 
Dominique studied the lone figure on the distant sand below, a 

sad creature sprawled under the hot morning sun. “The fey have a 
treaty with the Tyrant of Urull. The first tyrant traded his soul for 
the secrets of the fey lights—wedding lights,” he corrected himself, 
using the island-born term. “The first tyrant lost his mind when the 
fey showed him the wonders of their world. Men that could turn into 
dogs. Deep monsters that could walk as men. Women so beautiful 
that they could suck the soul of a man as he walked past, steal his 
life with a kiss.  

“The tyrants all have made a pact with the fey, traded their 
subjects to the fey for their favor, but they’ve never let the fey roam 
the lands. No fey walk outside the tyrant’s gates in Urull. No fey 
step on the white sands of the islands.” 

“Maybe this one is outcast,” Beau said. “A prisoner, like all the 
other Landers sent here.” 

“You’ve got a leak in your hull,” Adrian said, punching Beau in 
the arm. “You think the tyrant could make a prisoner out of the fey? 
You think a man could keep one of them under lock and key?” 

“But... wedding lights!” Beau looked to Dominique for support. 
“The lights haven’t touched our sky in years.” 

“No one’s been out walking in years,” Dominique said. “Who 
was out last night?” He turned and scanned the crowd. Hardy folk, 
the island-born. They wore homespun cloth, britches of old sail cloth 
traded from down the coast, filigree gold necklaces twined around 
shells and sea gems. All of them came from Lander families at some 
point in their history, Landers who had either escaped the tyrants, or 
been banished to a slow death on the distant islands, depending on 
who you asked. But the islands were in their blood now. They spoke 
in Silence, and left him an outcast. The women looked away from 
him, the older men met his gaze, and one boy blushed. “Tris? Were 
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you out walking last night?” 
The boy with dark eyes and a thatch of red hair looked up. “May 

have been. What’s it to you?” 
Someone chuckled.  
“Explains the wedding lights,” Gregor muttered. “You still ought 

to slit the throat first. That one’s not going to give you any answer 
you’ll be wanting.” 

 

 
 

Dominique leaned against a tree and pondered the strange scene 
before him. Something had melted the sand near the mouth of the 
bay. A stain of blood colored the beach not far from the glass. Fey 
or Lander, the body was gone. He pushed away from the tree, slid 
his knife into its sheath, and walked the length of the beach.  

Lightning sometimes struck the sand and left strange spirals 
buried there, but this was different. He squatted down and broke a 
piece of brittle glass off the sand. No natural force he’d ever heard 
of made plates of glass with bubbles and debris, as if someone had 
dragged fire across the beach. He glanced at the clear blue sky, half 
expecting to see multicolored fire raining down. Wedding lights, fey 
lights, plague lights, call them what you would, he’d never known 
them to bring anything good.  

Standing up, he brushed sand from his britches. Something cold 
wrapped around his wrist and twisted his arm up against his back. 
Cool steel kissed his throat.  

“Tell me those three little words I need to hear,” a woman’s voice 
purred near his ear in the heavily accented Tradespeak that Landers 
favored. Dominique tried stepping back, but she compensated and 
twisted his arm harder. “Tell me.” 

What three little words did a woman need to hear? “I love you?” 
“I love you?” There was a curl of confusion and laughter in her 

words. A face peeked around his shoulder. Hair black as the abyss, 
knotted by waves and littered with seaweed. Eyes teal and bright like 
the bay waters, and skin a deep, dark tan that wasn’t native to any 
Lander or island-born that he had ever seen. She raised her eyebrow. 
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“You love me? Don’t you think it’s a little early for that?” 
“What did you want me to say?” he asked. 
“I am human?” she suggested, nodding. 
He smiled. “I am human.” She let go of his wrist and stepped 

back out of reach. “Is that something you need to worry after?” 
Dominique drank in the sight of her. Black cloth britches hung loose 
from her slim waist. A much tighter black shirt with long sleeves 
now ripped by the tide revealed pale marks in an ivy leaf pattern... 
His heart hammered in his chest.  

No Lander alive would wear black so casually, the color the 
plague victims wore to warn others. The color his sister had worn 
when he saw her the last time, watching from the dockside in Urull. 
The color the woman he loved wore the first time they’d met, a 
ragged black dress and a tattoo of ivy leaves running down her arm. 

“When one finds oneself in the middle of nowhere it’s best to 
clarify what species one is dealing with.” Her serious mien changed 
to an impish smile. “It could happen.” She didn’t bother to clarify 
what “it” was, just stuck her hands on her hips and regarded the surf 
with distaste. 

“You’re on the islands,” Dominique said, stepping closer. His 
heart drummed louder than the surf. He had to know if it was her, if 
she remembered him, if she still loved him... 

He wanted to touch her skin, see if it was as warm as he 
remembered. Her lips would taste of salt, like the sea, like they had 
the first time they kissed...  

She was exactly the kind of woman who could tease men into the 
watery depths to drown. 

“‘Island’ is really not a descriptive term,” she said without 
seeming to realize he was approaching. 

“There are only a handful of islands. What more do you want to 
know?” Dominique reached for her hair.  

She dodged, stumbling as her leg buckled under her. Snarling, 
she staggered back like a wounded animal. “Don’t touch me.” 

Dominique held up his hands in surrender.  
“Tell me where we are. I need to get out of here before Hothi 

finds me.” 
“Hothi?” 
Her eyes grew cold. “You know Hothi?”  
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He shook his head.  
“Do you know where he took Ulric?” 
“I’ve never heard of Hothi before in my life.” 
“You’re one of them. I can smell the Finn blood running in your 

veins. It doesn’t matter if you’re with him or not, Hothi’s gone 
rogue, and I’ll see him burn. Morgan wouldn’t believe me, but I’ll 
see him burn.” She shivered, and rubbed her arm. Blood seeped 
through her shirt where she touched it. 

Dominique caught her as she swayed. Her blood was red as his, 
but she was no island-born or Lander. He’d known it the first time 
he’d seen her lying on the streets of Urull, the first time he’d carried 
her home and cared for her as she healed. It seemed he was bound 
to do it again.  

He carried her through the jungle to the wood hut he called home. 
It wasn’t as grand as the tall buildings of Urull—no paintings or 
bedrooms with colored walls—but it was his, built by hand to suit 
his needs.  

He’d never brought a woman back here because the only woman 
he’d wanted all these years—the one he’d searched relentlessly for 
as he traveled from Urull to the isles to the far sea—was the one he 
carefully laid on his bed now. 

The tattoo was gone, vibrant green ink replaced by pale scars. Her 
hair was no longer the short, raggedy mess he remembered. She 
looked healthier now. Her skin didn’t cling to bone. There were 
muscles now, and curves.  

He found himself tracing the familiar curve of her lips, and 
stopped himself. There would be time for touching later. Now she 
needed to rest and heal.  
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AFTERWORD 
 
Oh, but why is the curve of her lips so familiar when she 

apparently doesn’t recognise him? Questions, questions. To find out 
the answers, grab an ebook of Fey Lights here, or a print copy here.  

And now, another sci fi romance novelette, again between two 
main characters with a shared past…  
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PRIME SENSATIONS 
 
Left for dead three years ago by the man she thought she loved, 

Lana can handle anything—even a sudden invasion by space pirates. 
What she can’t handle? Discovering the leader is the man who left 
her for dead.  

Kaleb thought three years was long enough to heal his broken 
heart. That was until he realised Lana was actually still alive. Her 
sudden re-entrance into his life sends his heart and his world reeling. 

But together, they might just be able to pull off the heist of the 
century.  

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

“Unidentified vessel, we are Waste Hauler 133 out of Darrian 6. 
We carry no trade or crew,” the ship’s AI droned in a bored 
monotone.  

Lana dropped into the waste hauler’s modified control booth and 
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took over. “Unidentified vessel, be advised. I steer like a drunken 
moose, alter your course.” The reverb over the frequently patched 
comm lines made her sound like an old man with a lifelong bitter-
root habit. 

Sweat dripped down her nose. The waste hauler had a hull thirty 
years older than she was, and an environmental system older than 
that. It had survived two major system wars by being too worthless 
to target. And Lana was well aware that, as a debtor working off her 
ransom to the Iloni nation, she was slightly less valuable than the 
ship.  

The comm crackled and she thought she heard the word 
“boarding.” 

“Unidentified vessel, I am deaf and blind. I give you no 
authorization to come near this vessel. If you keep to your projected 
course I will have no choice but to heartlessly smash your hull 
because of physics.” 

The other ship tried to respond. 
Lana grimaced and tried to compensate for the ancient 

communications array. “Mass times acceleration, unidentified 
vessel. I can’t slow down in time.” 

“Waste Hauler 133, this is the Marsail out of Port Tael, flying the 
flag of the Exaner Confederation. Prepare to be boarded.” 

Black holes and dark nights! Port Tael was a pirate station, taken 
by the outer rim unification during the Apex War, and currently 
under stars only knew which warlord.  

She leaned against the rough metal of the control booth. They 
probably wanted to pick over the hauler for parts. Stars knew there 
was enough wreckage welded in to rebuild a fleet. She should 
probably get dressed. 

Lana sniffed her armpit. Maybe a shower was in order. And 
clothes. And snacks. The Marsail wouldn’t cross paths with her 
hauler for a few more hours, and it was the most exciting thing to 
happen since she’d been taken as a prisoner of war three years ago. 

The Marsail managed to land on the bulky waste hauler with a 
finesse Lana would have envied a few years ago, back when she’d 
thought her rift rat piloting skills would be enough to win the 
attention she craved.  

It never had.  



Prime sensations 

   
 3 0 4  

She tossed a boiled nut into her mouth and watched the pirate 
crew’s slow progress through the hull. If there’d been someone to 
bet against, she would have wagered they’d go for the hard metals 
compartment, maybe grab some radiated shielding or a new engine 
converter.  

Her second bet was the food waste depart-ment, where they might 
try panning for seeds. Not that it would do them any good—the Iloni 
poisoned the food waste to ensure the vegetation of Darrian 6 wasn’t 
sold on the black market—but they were welcome to try. 

The enemy ship latched on like a leech and sliced through her 
hull. The crew moved methodically toward the control deck.  

If she’d had a weapon, she would have gone out to meet them. 
The only gear worth having was the bits she’d salvaged. Not enough 
to build a shuttle, not yet, but in another year or three she’d have a 
means of escape. If they took that... 

Lana eyed the console and considered the maneuvers she’d need 
to shake the smaller ship off. Scrapping them against the mine 
corridor that kept her from diverting off course sounded promising. 
She was running over the possible course corrections needed when 
someone banged on the door of the control booth. 

“Pilot?” The person hammered on the door again. “Waste Hauler 
Pilot, open this door.” 

She raised an eyebrow and grabbed another boiled nut. Telling 
the intruder she’d survived far worse than they could dish out was a 
waste of oxygen. Right now, she was breathing. If that changed in 
the next few minutes, no one was going to care, least of all her. 

“Open this door or we will open it for you.” 
“Be my guest.” 
“Stand back.” 
She looked around at the cramped booth, a cylinder of buttons, 

viewing screens, and control panels. Given enough time and the 
right tools, she could rip out the main radar and stuff herself into the 
box, but that would take at least an hour. The door in front of her 
radiated heat.  

Lana lifted the chair that had long ago rusted loose just in time to 
prevent hot metal shrapnel from hitting her face. “Hi.” She set the 
chair down so she could look into the black faceplate of her attacker. 
With a smile, she slapped the panic button that sent the waste hauler 
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into a death spiral, alarm beacons screaming. “Iloni forces will be 
here within the hour. Do you want to shoot me now, or later?” The 
increased gravity of the spiral pulled at her. For a moment it looked 
like her attacker planned on retreating. She winked at the black face 
mask. “Pretty girl got your tongue?” 

The invader pushed past her, boots scrapping along the floor, and 
fumbled to hit the bypass code with large hands. “You think I don't 
know that trick?” 

“Do you think I care what you know?” 
The faceplate cleared as he turned to her. And Lana found herself 

staring into the shocked eyes of Kaleb Hath—the man who’d left her 
for dead. 

Lana’s nails bit into her palms as her fists clenched. “Commander 
Hath, if I’d known it was you, I would have vented my oxygen an 
hour ago.” 
ago.” 
 

 
 

Kaleb swore behind his faceplate. “Our information said Rear 
Commander Daniels was on this vessel.” He’d been expecting a 
craggy octogenarian with a tactical mind second to none, not the 
woman who haunted his dreams. His eyes flicked to the oxygen stats 
on his body armor. Everything was operating under normal 
parameters, so why did he feel like his head was about to float out 
the space lock? 

Dark eyes narrowed. “Leave, before I start the decompression 
sequence.” 

“I’m wearing armor, Lana. You can’t kill me with 
decompression.” His fingers twitched as he fought the urge to strip 
his armor off and run his hands across her body to assure himself it 
really was her. Stars, it had been so long. She looked so thin, 
so…beaten. 

“But I can kill myself, which would mean never seeing you again. 
We’d both be happy.” 
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He stiffened. “I would never hurt you.” 
“Really? Dropping my team into the middle of a training ground 

to pick up your weapons wasn’t a suicide mission? The fact that you 
could only make one pass and only picked up your soldiers wasn’t 
accidental at all?” 

“That was your call, not mine.” He’d gone over it again and again 
in his mind. Reliving the drop, the fire fight, and that single pass 
when he’d tried to pull everyone out. But they’d only had one 
dropship left, and Lana was team leader. “You opted to stay behind 
so everyone else could get out.” 

Lana turned away from him. “I thought you’d come back, but I 
guess I didn’t mean enough to you.” She dropped into the pilot’s 
seat. “Take what you want, then get out. Run back to your pretty 
little farm, and your fawning little lieutenant. I’m not fighting your 
war anymore.” 

Kaleb’s throat went dry. The soft feedback of his breathing was 
the only sound. “The war’s over, Lana.” 

“Congratulations. I don’t care what you did to the Iloni. I won’t 
work with Quintus again.” 

“The war was over before we hit that supply depot. By the time 
we broke out of there, the Iloni had won.” 

She looked back at him, large brown eyes wide with confusion. 
“What? How’s that even possible?” 

“Do you remember the rockets they had? The ELE Terrorizers?” 
“Extinction Level Event…” He saw her thoughts catching up 

with his words. “They wouldn’t dare. They couldn’t!” 
“They did. Every single outer planet sent into nuclear winter. 

Over ninety percent of the population wiped out. We’re all pirates 
now, stealing what we can, and starving when we can’t grab 
enough.” 

Lana gave him a withering look. “And you thought the Rear 
Commander would somehow provide a miracle? I haven’t seen 
another living human being in three years and I’m already regretting 
this encounter. Can’t you and the rest of the species go die without 
me?” 

“I have the miracle. I just need a strategy to steal it.” Kaleb 
smiled. “What do you say, Lana? One more heist, for old time’s 
sake?”  



Prime sensations 

   
 3 0 7  

 
 



Prime sensations 

   
 3 0 8  

AFTERWORD 
 
What could be better than a heist into enemy territory with the 

man who left you for dead? Ha!  
To see how this wonderful lovers-to-enemies-to-lovers romance-

with-a-heist plays out, check out the ebook here and the print edition 
here.  

 
 



 

 

STAND-IN HEARTS 
 
In Hollywood, survival depends on sifting the real from the 

fake. In Will Mathis’s opinion that’s easy. Fake. All fake. Just like 
his con-woman ex, Tamara.  

But working as a set carpenter pays the bills, so, begrudgingly, 
he ventures on set to solve a staircase problem for the director. 
Turns out the director needs more than a set carpenter, though. The 
lead male stand-in just got fired—and Will fits the part.  

He can overcome his stage fright and get paid to stand around 
while they adjust lighting, right?  

…Probably. But with a heart still burned by his ex’s treachery, 
can he do it while facing off with the leading lady’s beautiful body 
double?  

A sweet, stand-alone Hollywood romance that proves: love 
never sticks to the script. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
 

In Hollywood, the key to survival is remembering what’s real and 
what’s not. The traffic, that’s real. Everything else is fake, from the 
movie sets I work on, to the actresses falling in love with sweaty 
men in loincloths.  

Los Angeles won’t see the sun for another hour yet, but the 
eastern sky has shifted to dark blue, and the air is preparing to make 
the jump from cool enough to be uncomfortable to hot enough to 
make everyone miserable. I fiddle with the duct-tape my brother put 
over the tears in the vinyl seat of the truck and shuffle the mound of 
fast-food bags crumpled in the passenger floorboard, thinking of 
Seattle and what was. How much of that was real? 

“Will? Earth to Will, come in, Will Mathis.” Bradley glances my 
way as he turns his pickup truck into the studio parking lot. 
Bradley’s my little brother in age only, since he’s taller and wider 
than me. “You ready to represent my business?” 

I am. 
I’m not. 
I have to be. “I’m always ready. And unlike you, I’ve never 

broken a security line and got thrown off the lot.” 
“It was a simple misunderstanding with the guards, and as long 

as I stay off studio property for the next three years, no harm, no 
foul.” Bradley pulls at the tangles in his beard, like he does every 
time he’s nervous. The beard is just about the only thing we have in 
common, dark brown and so thick it resembles a rat’s nest attached 
to my face.  

My ex-girlfriend (also my ex-accountant) Tamara loved me clean 
shaven, which is why for the last year and a half, I’ve avoided razors 
like I’m allergic to them. “I’m not going to panic, or break any rules. 
I’ll be a good little peon.” 

“I’m not worried about you freaking out, I’m worried about you 
being Mr. Broody And Silent, when you need to be friendly. Work 
with the stage manager, figure out why he’s sent back the last four 
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staircase posts and what it’s going to take to satisfy him.” 
Four staircase posts I carved myself in different styles, two of 

them completely by hand. Set carpentry isn’t my first love, but art 
doesn’t pay the bills. And if I could pay my bills, I wouldn’t be 
crashing on my little brother’s couch. I wouldn’t be working for his 
company, carving pieces by the hour. 

We wait in the studio drop-off line, which stretches around the 
parking lot and back out onto the street. You need a permit and an 
appointment and a vehicle of your own to park on set, so I’ll be 
hoofing it. 

Bradley taps his fingers on the steering wheel to pass the time, 
and before he turns it into a full-on drum concert, I turn on him. 
“Spill it, bro. What’s eating you?” 

“Word to my investment group is that everyone is on set today. 
You’re going to be on the same soundstage as her.” 

Bradley’s been looking to move from watching movies to making 
them for years, by way of financing people who actually understand 
how movies are made. The way he says it, I should know who he’s 
talking about. Then again, Hollywood has always been his 
obsession. “Who is ‘her’?” 

“Kantina.” He almost whispers her name, saying it the same way 
everyone says that name, like Kan and Tina are two separate words, 
or she’s so gorgeous you forgot to finish what you were saying 
halfway through. “She’s the reason we signed on to this project.” 

“Kantina’s still making movies? She hasn’t had an album in two 
years, and her clothing line—”  

“She’s making a sequel to The Bride Becomes Her.”  
Bradley’s tried to show it to me five times in the last month. I like 

my films with more explosions of blood than outbursts of feeling. 
“You really think I’ll just bump into her?” 

“It’s Kantina’s movie. She’ll be on set, and her autograph would 
be the pinnacle of my collection. God, I wish I could go with you, 
but if I get in trouble again, Tia says she’ll have to post two bails. 
One to get me out, and one to get her out after she kills me.” 

There’s only one thing Bradley prizes nearly as much as his wife 
of four years, and that’s a celebrity autograph collection he’s built 
up since we were sleeping in bunk-beds in the same room. “If I see 
her, and if I recognize her, I’ll ask.” 
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Bradley gives me the biggest grin as we pull to the front of the 
drop-off line. “Will, look for the hair. Brilliant red hair down past 
her waist, green eyes, tan skin. She might not be in makeup, and 
when you meet a star in real life, they look so different. But the hair’s 
a dead giveaway.” 

“I’ll ask.” I give him a pat as I collect my duffle bag with five 
new staircase posts and hop out. Truth is, I know what Kantina looks 
like—at least, I’ve seen her on billboard ads for makeup and movie 
posters, and a commercial once for an animal shelter. But telling 
Bradley that would remove one of my few sources of entertainment. 

At the studio gates, I pass through security, which consists of 
tired guards scanning the bags of tired people, all of whom probably 
have more interesting things in their knapsacks than carved 
bannisters and bits of old beef jerky. As I step through the metal 
detector, my phone chirps.  

Another debt collector. You can tell those guys your ex-girlfriend 
stole your money. You can tell them she stole your heart. That 
doesn’t stop the phone calls. 

The backlots of the studio are a maze of warehouse-sized 
buildings with giant numbers painted on them. The gray walls tower 
above me, smooth gray, with curved tops, and palm trees in planters 
dot the sides. All around me, smokers light up for one last drag, the 
bitter smell of cigarette smoke joining hot blacktop and a sour 
underlying trace of garbage, like someone didn’t close the lid on the 
dumpster.  

Sleek white trailers nestle up to the concrete walls like puppies 
next to their mother. Already they shake from air conditioners failing 
to cool them down. Golf carts whizz by, carrying people too 
important to use their own two feet, while everyone else runs like 
the devil’s two steps behind them.  

Speaking of the devil, I’ve passed at least two people in demon 
costumes before I find Soundstage 52. It’s really only different in 
the numbers, each of which is taller than I am. Under the sodium 
lights, the tan paint is purple and the letters black as the sky was 
when I got up. The wide double doors open into a cavern so cold the 
hair on my arms stands up.  

I expected to see sets.  
Instead, black curtains hang from the ceiling, leaving me nothing 
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but a dimly-lit corridor and a desk where a cluster of men and 
women gather, most of them chatting into headphones. If you’re 
supposed to dress for the job you want, most of these people want to 
be pizza delivery people. The men wear cargo pants with stuffed 
pockets and faded t-shirts, while the women seem to favor 
sweatshirts over tank tops and high socks. 

“Excuse me?” I flag down a young man whose pantsuit sets him 
apart from the others as he balances a tray of coffee cups. “I’m Will 
Mathis, from Mathis Construction. I’m here to meet with Aaron 
Abrams.” 

He sets down the tray like his night job is waiting tables, then 
clicks the button on his headset. “Mr. Abrams? There’s someone 
from set construction here to see you.” 

A moment later, an incoherent buzz has him nodding. “He’ll meet 
you in Central Holding. That way.” He points past the desk, like 
there’s only one way to go, and then scurries off, throwing aside a 
curtain to cut through. 

Turns out, there really is only one way to go. The heavy curtains 
and abrupt turns guard a single path straight into the interior of the 
soundstage—and what a mess. The whole place smells of paint and 
wood and burning plastic, and it’s a nightmare of half-built walls, 
corners, or doorways. All the set pieces I worked on with Bradley 
were nearly complete rooms, but this leaves the carpenter in me 
baffled.  

None of the sets have ceilings, which lets the lights overhead 
shine down, and we’re not talking small lights. These are like search 
and rescue spotlights, and they’d kill someone if they fell.  

Near the far right corner, another clot of people mills about in a 
rectangle marked off with yellow tape. The way they pace the line 
makes it clear this is where people wait, and so I stand and watch as 
the minutes tick by. 

For my first time on a movie set, the place where movies are 
actually made, it’s boring. Watching the people in Central Holding, 
it reminds more of a detention center, like the one I had to bail 
Bradley out of when he was seventeen.  

“Will Mathis?”  
I turn to find a slender man charging my way. He’s at least thirty 

pounds thinner than me, and I consider myself fit at two hundred 
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pounds to match my six feet. The black leather jacket he’s wearing 
and faded jeans match his dusty work-boots. He offers me a 
calloused hand. “Aaron Abrams. You here to get the monkey off my 
back?” 

“Sounds like you need animal control,” I say, giving him a firm 
shake. “I’m here to find out what’s wrong with the posts I carved for 
you. I swear, I followed the sketches you emailed perfectly. Show 
me what’s wrong, I’ll fix it.” 

“Follow me.” His order comes with the tone of a man used to 
being obeyed. 

Furniture lines the back side of the sets, Victorian tables and 
chairs stacked as high as the walls, and enough barrels for me to start 
a winery. The few whole sets I pass have a dusty, antique feel to 
them, but what looks like weathered oak flooring shows white pine, 
fresh metal straps and duct tape at the edges. Aaron twists past a six-
foot-tall clock face without hands, and when I follow, I find 
something that would give me nightmares if I were in charge of 
safety. 

This set piece is two stories tall, built around a staircase, or at 
least, parts of one. 

The top floor attaches to a metal ladder, the bottom to a stage 
base. What gives me the shivers is the banister railing, which is only 
held up by three posts, two at the top and one at the bottom. 

“This is the centerpiece of the whole movie,” says Aaron. “She 
goes up the stairs. She goes down the stairs.” 

“She falls off the stairs if she so much as leans on that railing,” I 
say, giving it a test wobble. And shake it does. The existing posts 
are obviously my work, white pine carved so each casts an S-shaped 
shadow, but I would never have left something half-done when it 
could be done right. “This isn’t safe. Give me a drill and a few 
minutes with some stud lumber and I’ll fix it up.” 

Aaron shakes his head. “Leave it to the set carpenters. They get 
testy when other companies cut in on their work.”  

That’s not how I raised myself to do things. I taught Bradley from 
the very beginning to do things right or not at all. But I can fight that 
war later. “You need what, fifteen of these? I brought several more 
samples, I could screw them into place and you could run tests.” 

“Leave ’em.” he says. “You hit the concept sketches fine, did 
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exactly what we asked, but light tests are showing some problems 
that might be easier to show than explain. Our director, Belion, he’s 
all about light and shadows, and these aren’t doing what we need. 
We need to be able to see the shape of the shadow on her legs when 
she’s going downstairs. That’s a close up shot. But they can’t look 
awful when you can see more of the staircase. The top posts are good 
for long shots, but only the bottom one gives us the right shadow.” 

A short woman with jet-black hair rushes by and grabs Aaron. 
“We need to set up. Belion wants to get one more take in before 
lunch.”  

She’s heavily built and looks like she’s on the verge of a heart 
attack, gripping a tablet in her hands as she glances to me. “You here 
to fix the wiring?” 

“Felica Slate,” Aaron says, “meet Will Mathis. Will’s going to 
fix the staircase banisters so we can shoot the stair shots. Will, take 
this woman’s pulse and you’ll find out why you never want to be the 
assistant director.”  

I dip my chin in deference to her. “A pleasure to meet you. I won’t 
keep Aaron much longer.” 

“Mathis. As in… the head of the investment group?” Felicia 
raises one eyebrow. 

Head? I have to keep my jaw from dropping, since Bradley told 
me he was a minor investor—and I took it more to mean he was 
doing the set work on the cheap. “Wrong Mathis,” I say with a shrug. 
“Will Mathis as in ‘lowly set carpenter.’ As in staircase repair-man. 
I’ll fix that for free, if you’ll let me.” 

“Free?” She looks to Aaron. “Nothing is free in this town.” 
I look her dead in the eye and use the same words that won me 

clients in Seattle. “Those posts are my work. Anything associated 
with my work is done right.”  

Felicia scrunches her nose like she’s sniffing for a lie. “If you 
want to do something right, figure out what we can do about the 
shape of the posts. Then you can install them yourself.” 

Now this? This is the kind of problem that makes me smile, 
because I can fix this. “I’ll make two sets of banisters. One for fat 
shadows, one for not looking awful. And if you need anything else 
fixed, call the shop and ask for Will. I’m looking for all the work I 
can get.” 
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Aaron gives me a solid thump on the back. “How soon can you 
get them?” 

“Let me get some measurements from this so I can make them 
taller. Both of the ones you like are custom, so you sign my work 
order and give me five days. Each of these—” 

“Three days,” says Felicia. “Get it done in three, and there’s 
something extra in it for you. Now, Aaron, light #22, please. Will, 
I’ll sign whatever you want and have someone show you out.” 

It takes six hours to cut each of these if I do it right, and that’s the 
only way I do things. Maybe I just won’t sleep for a few days.  

While Felicia watches, I snap pictures of each style and scribble 
a few quick measurements, then follow her back into the maze. She 
pivots, one hand to her ear. “No, no, no. Tell him no. Roll up a 
newspaper and smack him on the nose. Oh, for the love of God—” 
She takes off again, and all I can do is follow and hope I don’t get 
more lost than I already am. 

Two half-built bathrooms and what I think is a winepress later, 
we emerge, not at the exit, but at a scene where there are actual 
cameras, and actual people—and an actual fight. Felicia plunges into 
the mass of people arguing and anyone sane takes two steps back. 
“This argument is over. You, stand over there. You, back to your 
trailer. No one moves or says a word unless I say so.” 

She drags one unfortunate actor off and then pivots to point at 
me. “Stay put. Second crew on standby. Aaron, get it done.” 

The actors disperse—or at least change—and that’s when I see 
the red-head. 

Bradley said to look for the hair, but it’s not like I could miss her 
as she comes sweeping onto the set, a Victorian kitchen table and 
window that opens onto a picturesque view of a concrete wall.  

Red hair cascades down her back, not red like in the posters, but 
more a dark brown with golden highlights. Under the brilliant 
lighting, it almost glows, and it takes me far too long to stop staring 
and remember Bradley’s request. Pen and work-request in hand, I 
have to remind myself how much I love my brother. 

After all, I’m about to disturb an actress turned supermodel 
turned singer. “Excuse me?” 

She spins to look at me, and boy, was Bradley right about how 
different stars look in real life. Her face is narrower than I thought, 
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but her eyes have those same deep green lines. High cheekbones and 
a rounded chin serve to accent the soft tan of her skin, which I’d 
always taken as darker, though the freckles show through. 

She opens her mouth, and in a rich, melodic voice, asks, “Are you 
lost? Production’s heading to 22 at the moment.” 

I blink—and stop my staring. “I’m sorry, ma’am. It’s just—I 
mean, you’re beautiful.” My cheeks burn as I stumble over words 
and realize that maybe I’ve got more in common with my brother 
than I thought. “I mean, not like when you’re on the posters, but 
really beautiful. They must do a lot of editing to make you look like 
that.” She’s not waif-thin, with an athletic build and well-toned 
muscles on her arms. 

I cringe as my brain catches up with my mouth. “I mean, not that 
you need it. Oh, screw it. I just wanted your autograph for my 
brother.” 

She covers her mouth, and I can’t tell if she’s offended or hiding 
a laugh. “Are you serious?” 

“Please.” I don’t take one step closer. I don’t know Kantina, she 
doesn’t know me, and I respect her personal space. Word of this will 
never leak out. “My brother is such a huge fan of yours. He says 
you’re the most beautiful woman in the country, after his wife.” 

“But you say I’m not as beautiful as I am on the posters,” she 
says, circling the table. “Because I haven’t been edited.” 

There’s a moment where my organs do a simultaneous triple flip, 
and I feel like I’m falling. Insulting pop royalty/ movie mega-star-
models was not on my schedule for this morning, but I’ve managed 
it anyway. If this conversation were a plane, every engine would be 
flaming as it plummeted nose first. “You really don’t need it—” 

“Sonia, darling, where are you?” The female voice, with its soft 
Eastern European accent, sends a nightmare crawling down my 
spine. 

The woman in front of me looks over her shoulder while I wrap 
my brain around the name I just heard.  

Sonia.  
Behind Sonia, like an angel, is the actual Kantina. Bradley was 

right—I couldn’t miss her. Kantina’s skin is a richer tan, her hair is 
more brilliantly red, her face perfectly round, with luminous green 
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eyes that don’t have gold flecks, eyes with pupils so wide it’s almost 
inhuman. 

I’ve been making a fool of myself with Sonia. 
“K, this man here asked me for your autograph.” It was a laugh 

she was hiding, and she’s not hiding it anymore. “Also, he says I 
look different when I’m on the posters.” 

“In my defense,” I say in a small voice, “I also said you were 
beautiful.” 

Kantina glides toward me. She has a presence, like the queen and 
a mixed-martial arts fighter all at once. She puts one hand on each 
of my cheeks and looks up at me. “She won’t give you my autograph 
because Sonia is not me. And everything I create is a part of me. I 
don’t give something so personal as a part of myself to someone I 
don’t know.” 

I drop my gaze and turn away. “I’m sorry. I—I just saw you, 
Bradley said to look for the most beautiful woman on set, and I 
thought—I think, I’m going to leave now. Do either of you know my 
name?” 

“No,” says Kantina. “I have not had the pleasure.” 
I shake my head. “Good. How about we pretend this conversation 

never happened?” I glance away from Kantina to Sonia. “For the 
record, ma’am, you’re not just beautiful. You’re stunning.” 

Kantina gives me a short wave, almost pushing me away, and 
spins. “Help me rehearse, Sonia. There is yet another delay.” 

While Sonia whispers to Kantina, I stop to appreciate just how 
hot it is under these lights, because I’m sweating.  

I haven’t crashed and burned like that since high school. 
Tamara was never that hard to talk to. Then again, look at where 

that got me. I owned my own wood-carving shop, I had commissions 
from around the world. Now I have a vinyl couch to sleep on and 
part-time job working for my little brother. 

From a few walls over, I can hear Felica’s voice, rising in volume 
and pitch. She’s headed this way.  

She emerges, trailed by Aaron and another man with platinum 
blond hair. He can’t be less than sixty, and he wears gloves with the 
fingers cut from them, apparently so he can wave them better. He 
throws his hands up like he’s being robbed and shouts, “He did not 
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support my artistic vision.” 
“Belion,” says Felica, in the tone of voice I’d use with a toddler, 

“you cannot keep firing people. I’m trying to make a movie. You 
may be the director, but it’s up to me to get the movie done, and I 
can’t if you remove half my staff.” 

“It is not up for discussion,” says Belion. His accent reminds me 
of Russian, but it’s like Russia by way of south Texas, since he 
draws out one-syllable words into two, if not three. 

Felicia spins and jabs him in the chest. “You know what’s going 
to happen when I tell our producer? He’s going to explode on me. 
Then, he’s going to explode on you. Aaron, can we move to shooting 
113?” 

Aaron looks around wildly, catching my eye and giving me a 
half-hearted shrug. “Not without the staircase.” 

“Right.” The word escapes Felica as a white flag. “Everyone go 
to lunch while I put in a call to Central Casting.”  

Belion spins, sending his vest-cloak combination whirling like 
some sort of superhero, and stalks away. 

“Ma’am?” I hold up the work order. “Could you sign this and 
point me in the right direction to the exit?” 

Felicia spots me and sighs. “I’m so sorry. Making a movie is one 
set of—” She grabs Aaron by the goatee, yanking his gaze to look at 
me. “Do you see what I see?” 

“A disaster in progress?” Aaron laughs, then goes quiet. 
Felicia stares, and stalks toward me. “Will, isn’t it?” 
I nod, taking one step back as she comes closer. The lights are 

blinding, but I have the exact same feeling a piece of ham does when 
it’s hanging from a hook. 

“How tall are you?” 
“Six feet flat in my stocking feet,” I say. 
She grabs my arm. “Turn.” 
I do, if only to get the light out of my eyes. “I’m sorry, I didn’t 

mean to upset Kantina.” 
“Good luck with that,” Felicia says, then continues like I said 

nothing. “Get Becton on set.” 
“He was gone for lunch before you called it. But you’re onto 

something.” Aaron joins her, arms crossed. “Right skin tone, right 
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height, build. Pity about the hands, or he’d make a perfect double.” 
“Cut the beard, dye the hair, we could be filming again by the end 

of lunch,” says Felicia. “Tell me, Will. Do set carpenters get much 
overtime?” 

That’s a joke. We’re an offsite fabrication unit. All our stuff is 
brought to the studios by truck, except when there’s trouble. “No, 
ma’am. I’m not even full time right now. I’m doing specialty work 
by the piece.” 

She pulls out a chair and pushes me toward it. “You told Aaron 
you were looking for all the hours you can get. How’d you like to 
work twelve to fourteen hours a day, union rate?” 

Union rate isn’t a definition, but I’m lucky to get four hours a day 
right now. Fourteen? That might kill me. But it would also get the 
debt collectors to stop calling. “For how long?” 

“Every day we’re filming, which might be the next eight weeks, 
since we are behind schedule,” says Felicia. “Have you ever heard 
of a stand-in? They let us test the scene lighting without using the 
principals. Star contracts only let them work limited hours. Stand-
ins have no such silly limits, and can make major money. For 
standing there.” 

Now I get where she’s going. “Might be the next eight weeks 
means there’s a catch—unless I’m fired like the guy before me?” 

“I give it ten days at the most. What do you say? I’m on a 
schedule and I need a decision.” 

“But the staircase—” 
“Can wait. I’ll rearrange our shooting order. I need to be filming 

two hours ago.” She tilts her head and glances back to her tablet 
every second, as if counting down. 

But it’s not even a choice. “I’m in.” 
Felicia turns and talks into her mic, then checks her tablet. “I’ll 

have your contracts drawn up while you’re getting ready. Sonia?” 
“What do you need?” Sonia looks away from Kantina, then to 

me, like she doesn’t understand why I’m still here. 
“We found a way to keep filming,” says Felicia. “Sonia 

Bracewell, I’d like you to meet Will Mathis. Will, this is Sonia, she’s 
Kantina’s stand-in.” 

She studies me for a moment, and I’m certain she’s going to tell 
the rest of the tale. “We’ve met. He asked for Kantina’s autograph.” 
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Felicia shakes her head. “Like that’s going to happen. Take Will 
to makeup, they’ll know what to do. Will’s going to be standing in 
for James Becton. Will, keep your eye on Sonia, do what she does.” 

Keeping my eyes on her is not the problem. Taking them off 
might be another thing entirely. I go to the slickest, funniest line I 
can think of, something to break the tension. “Hi.”  

Sonia glances to Felicia, one eyebrow raised, her hands on her 
hips, her lips pursed like she’s trying to figure out if it’s a joke. 
“Really?” 

“Anything to keep to the schedule.” Felicia glances at her tablet 
and grimaces as she studies it. “Get used to each other. You’ll be 
spending a lot of time together.” 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 
 
 

SOUNDSTAGE 52 BUSTLES WITH ACTIVITY AS I FOLLOW SONIA 
through the maze of sets, which she seems to know like the back of 
her hand. After hitting my head on yet another support brace, I try 
to slow her with conversation. “How do you know where you’re 
going?” 

“Not that hard if you’re here when they build the first sets.”  
That’s all she says with words, but her tense shoulders, the way 

she glares at fake fireplaces, tells me there’s more.  
“Did I say something to offend?” 
Sonia pauses as she reaches a set of double doors and looks over 

her shoulder. “I’m not offended, I’m frustrated. This whole 
production has been a disaster, and now they’re picking help from 
the set crew while Felicia gets a proper replacement from casting.” 

“They’re not calling someone else. She offered me all the hours 
I want.” We exit from the soundstage shadows, emerging outside on 
what I’m guessing is the back side of the soundstage. The sun is up 
now, and the air is well on its way to smoldering. Palm trees offer 
small dots of shade next to an army of white trailers parked at an 
angle. At the soundstage opposite us, someone I’d love to be friends 
with has a barbecue grill set up and the smell of searing meat makes 
my stomach rumble.  

“That one is makeup,” says Sonia, pointing to a door identical to 
every other door on the trailer. “To the left and right are changing 
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rooms for wardrobe. And they’re getting a replacement, Mr. Nine.” 
“I’m a nine out of ten?” I offer her a smile. 
In return, she rolls her eyes. “No. You’re stand-in number nine in 

eight days of filming. Trust me, they’re getting a replacement lined 
up right now. I’ll be back to collect you once the massacre is done.” 
Sonia spins on her heel and disappears into the building, leaving me 
to puzzle out which of the five doors she meant. 

After knocking on three, I find makeup, which I figure is code for 
getting my hair trimmed. 

The Asian woman in charge of the makeup trailer looks up at me 
as I enter and points to the chair, which resembles a dentist’s chair 
more than a barber’s, with smooth white vinyl and a roll of paper 
covering. “We’re running late. Is the beard natural, or can we pull it 
off?” 

“I grew it myself.” 
“Pity,” she says as I sit down in the chair. “I always enjoy pulling 

off fake ones.” 
What follows is less total makeover and more total humiliation. 

Within the confines of the trailer, the women treat me like a prop, 
not even introducing themselves before they begin cutting and 
dyeing.  

Makeup makes my face feel thick, like I can’t speak. When I 
finally get a look in the mirror, the me looking back could be a secret 
agent in a spy film. My normally-brown hair is now glistening black, 
and my beard is just enough stubble to prickle. “Is it supposed to 
look like this?” 

“You’re supposed to look like him,” says one of the women, 
pointing to a head-shot hanging from a mirror. 

That’s James Becton, star of The Man With a Million Tomorrows. 
The last thing I saw him in was a wedding movie where he played 
the best man who ran away with the bride and six of the bridesmaids. 
“We really look that much alike?” 

“No, honey,” says one of them as she trims the back of my hair. 
“And hopefully you aren’t an asshole like him, either. Now, next 
door, on my left, is costume. Get over there. I’ll see you tomorrow 
morning, if you aren’t fired.” 

I exit the trailer, thinking that this is how it feels to have my face 
frozen in carbonite.  
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A few minutes later, my dusty blue jeans and Born This Way t-
shirt are changed for plain brown sweatpants and shirt. “This is the 
costume?” 

“It’s the right color, and that’s what counts,” says the man 
running the costume trailer. “Sonia! What do you think? Can we 
work with this?” 

Sonia is sitting on the steps of the makeup trailer—and when she 
looks at me, my heart skips a beat. She doesn’t say a word for far 
too long, just staring at me with her mouth slightly open. Then she 
smiles and nods. “He’s fine—I mean, he’ll do fine. Nine, come with 
me.” 

After we thread our way back through the sets, Felicia is waiting, 
surrounded by a swarm of production assistants. “Thank God,” she 
says. “Aaron, he’s up. Second crew, we need you.” 

The swarm of people around her disperse like rabbits. “You. 
Mathis. There,” says Felicia, pointing to the kitchen set. “Go stand 
there.”  

It turns out, being a stand-in is less like being a model and more 
like being a mannequin who occasionally has to breathe. Aaron takes 
his place behind a camera the size of a small car and begins barking 
orders. “Move left. Move right. Head up. Eyes left. Turn shoulders.”  

It’s like family picture day all over, except without my parents 
fighting and drinking just to get through it. 

“Where’s everyone else?” 
Aaron stops his peering through the camera. “Setting up for other 

shots. Look down a bit, turn.”  
He calls out directions to the assistants, whose primary goal is to 

blind me with lights. 
“Is Sonia going to be filming this?” 
“Would you please stop moving?”  
Aaron’s tone leaves the please out. Even I can recognize a man 

engrossed in his work. “Will do.” 
“And stop talking. First rule of being a stand-in is that you shut 

your mouth. Don’t move a muscle unless I tell you. Try not to blink.” 
I wanted hours, and I get them, but they’re hard, primarily 

because I’m simultaneously surrounded by people and totally alone. 
After what seems like an eternity, Aaron looks up and shouts. 
“Someone get me Belion to check this.” 
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Belion arrives shortly in a cloud of smug. “I have had a surge of 
inspiration, friend. We shall shoot 611 on this set.” 

Felicia clicks open her tablet and looks. “We don’t need it yet. 
We do need dining room 309, 4, and 5. We’ve only got the actresses 
for those today.” 

“You will handle it,” says Belion. “I will review tapes. Send me 
Kantina and James.” 

Felicia barks a few orders into her microphone and stalks away.  
While I wait, I pace back and forth, wondering why Belion is 

grinning like a madman.  
Then Kantina sweeps in, wearing a dress that looks absolutely 

ridiculous in real life, but will probably be amazing on film. It’s 
white, with dozens of plastic beads sewn on to look like crystal. 

On set, they click together like plastic silverware. 
Behind Kantina comes Sonia, wearing a simple white dress 

without all the decorations. 
Five minutes later, James Becton finally arrives. The Man With 

A Million Tomorrows could be my cousin, but never my brother. 
His hair is slick and black, his stubble shaved like it was measured, 
and he might work out with a trainer, but he doesn’t lift sheets of 
plywood all day or carve with a hand plane. He doesn’t offer me so 
much as a glance, focusing instead on Belion. “What is it?” 

“I am deep in the throes of inspiration. We are shooting 611,” 
says Belion. “You will rehearse while I make final adjustments.” 

“But of course.” Kantina reaches out and takes James Becton’s 
hand, then pulls him away. 

Sonia remains, flipping through a tattered sheaf of paper. She 
scans the page, and looks up, her eyes wide. “Sir, could we have a 
moment?” 

Belion’s reaction tells me more in three seconds than a hundred 
questions. He seems genuinely surprised that Sonia’s speaking, 
perhaps even more so that she’s speaking to him. “What are you 
needing that could possibly be worth a delay?” 

“A moment to go over this privately with Nine—Will. The new 
stand-in’s not an actor.” 

“We are all actors,” says Belion. “Playing the parts of our lives. 
First positions. Grips at the ready.” 
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The grips move into place, ready to tune each and every light, 
most of them focused on an oil painting that resembles James Becton 
in a creepy way. It smells like fresh oil, as well, so they probably 
had it painted custom. 

Sonia studies her sheet and moves to a set of masking tape marks 
on the floor, then points to mine. 

They’re inches away from her, and that’s a generous estimate.  
“Eyeline on each other,” says Belion. “Right shoulder out to the 

camera. And hold.” 
I understand now why there’s so many lights on us—this is a 

closeup, and every detail of the actress’s face needs to stand out. 
Sonia’s certainly does. 

Her lips barely move as she whispers, “Tell me you have some 
sort of acting experience. High school play? Junior high?” 

“I was in a play once.” I wince as another light flares on, 
momentarily blinding me. “In third grade, I was a pine tree in Ms. 
Kitchen’s production of ‘We Love The Earth.’” 

Sonia closes her eyes, and if I read her lips right (and I can’t help 
but notice them), she’s counting. After a pause, she says a little 
louder, “You’re an actor now, Will. You’re going to have to get 
comfortable acting.” 

“I’m a stand-in, and—” I freeze as Belion leans in and then goes 
back to ordering minor changes. I can’t tell that he’s fixing anything. 

“Any moment now, he’s going to call second positions.” 
“Which is?” 
She closes her eyes, and when she opens them again, they’re 

wider than I’ve ever seen them. “You’re going to pivot on your right 
foot, lean in, and kiss me.” 

“Position two, and hold for closeup,” says Belion. “Position two. 
What are we waiting on?” 

Hell to freeze over.  
Belion’s voice cracks with aggravation as he asks, “Does he not 

know what position two is? Did he not read his scene guide? You 
will show him, Sonia, now.” 

Sonia steps away and offers me her copy. These aren’t lines of 
dialogue, but details for a shot. The Lord moves in. Closeup of 
Lady’s cheeks as he cups her face in his hands, one on each side. 
Their kiss is fleeting at first, then cautious—then wild and hungry. 
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“Who wrote this? One hand on each side is how I drink from a 
gallon of milk, not how I kiss a woman.” My wave of the script slows 
as I realize exactly who wrote this. And that I’ve broken the first 
rule—never speak. 

“Silence! It is a simple thing we ask,” says Belion. “Position one, 
camera ready. This must be perfect for Kantina. Every shadow. 
Every highlight.” 

“Acting,” says Sonia, as we step back to our spots. “It’s about the 
character doing something, not you doing it.” 

The problem is, the character’s doing what I want to. 
There. I admitted it. My therapist said that was the first step to 

getting better. 
Or getting worse, because now I can’t stop thinking about kissing 

Sonia. “I don’t just kiss women without asking first.” 
“If you do not have a line, you are not to speak,” says Belion. 

“Camera one, focus check. Move to position two, and hold.” 
“Just do it,” says Sonia, so close her breath tickles my cheek. “It’s 

not like I haven’t been wondering what it might be like from that 
first moment I saw you outside the costume trailer.” 

If she swung a baseball bat and hit me right between the eyes, 
Sonia couldn’t leave me more stunned.  

I lean in slowly, carefully, until my lips find hers. 
She’s as tense as I am for a split second, and then her shoulders 

relax, and she leans in, turning her head ever so slightly. Her arms 
were draped over my shoulders loosely; now she’s clinging to me 
with such force I couldn’t let go if I had to. There aren’t lights 
overhead or cameras or any other people in this moment, there’s 
only a connection I didn’t see coming, like two power lines crossing. 

There’s no urgency, just a sweetness that can’t be my 
imagination, and yet with every passing moment, her hold on me 
grows tighter, and we shift our heads together like we rehearsed it—
except that there’s no script for what I’m feeling. 

“Hold!” says Belion—smashing through the daze and leaving us 
two people awkwardly embraced instead of lost in a moment that 
could go on forever. “Turn your head, Sonia. Nine, hands upon her 
face.” 

It takes me a moment to find my hands, which are both on her 
hips, even though I’m sure they weren’t when I leaned in. 
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A moment ago, the spark between us could have started a dead 
man’s heart.  

Now she doesn’t clutch me, maintaining a precise distance.  
Before, we were catching fire.  
Now, we’re simply posing, like when my brother used to smash 

his Barbie dolls together and make kissing noises. 
Belion calls for more overhead lights, has us adjust our heads up. 

I’m no longer looking Sonia in the eye, because that doesn’t give the 
camera a clear shot of my profile, and her hair is tossed over her 
right shoulder so it doesn’t hide everything about her. 

“It will do,” says Belion. “First crew.” 
I let go of Sonia and grasp the table for balance.  
If I’m dizzy, she’s lost, wandering aimlessly from the set, while 

I try to remember what it was I am supposed to be doing.  
Someone taps my shoulder, and James Becton speaks before I 

can turn. “It’s going to be difficult to shoot my scene with you where 
I need to be.” In the light, it’s clear now which of us is wearing faded 
brown sweatpants and which is wearing the actual Victorian 
costume with fancy sleeves and ruffles down his chest.  

I step away, nearly hitting the camera. “I’m sorry.” 
“I don’t care.”  
James takes my place, and I do my best to find somewhere people 

aren’t moving, where lights aren’t shining, and where men with 
microphones aren’t crowding.  

Just off set, Kantina perches on a barstool receiving a final 
touchup from a makeup artist, and Sonia stands right beside her.  

Either they’ve turned up the lights, the heat, or both, and I keep 
catching whiffs of the shampoo Sonia uses. Or maybe I’m imagining 
it. 

Kantina turns her head slightly to let the artist work. “Sonia, 
darling, are you well?” She reaches up and feels Sonia’s cheek, just 
the way I was supposed to. 

I wish it was me doing it. 
“I’m—I’m fine.” Sonia looks away. “He actually kissed me.” 
“Indeed, I saw. You must tell me, how was it?”  
Sonia doesn’t answer, though I want—I need—to know if she felt 

what I felt. Then she reaches up and touches her lips, her eyes closed. 
“It was…” She opens her eyes and looks up, past Kantina—and sees 



Stand-in hearts 

   
 3 2 9  

me watching her. In a flash, Sonia goes from unsettled to cool and 
calm. “You know, I mean, we were just setting the lights for your 
shot. By the way, hair has to go over your right shoulder, and lean 
your head back.” 

Sonia’s body language has completely changed. She stands with 
shoulders rigid and avoids even looking my way. 

“Ready on set!” Felicia shouts, and Kantina sweeps out to take 
up first position without so much as a thought. Only now do I see 
the difference in how they move, how they handle themselves. With 
Kantina, each step is precision, a performance in and of itself, while 
Sonia is relaxed and fluid. 

James and Kantina move in to kiss, and someone’s calling out 
timing. “Two, three, and shift.” 

His hands come up, hers brush his neck— 
And James steps back. “Sorry, my bad. I was supposed to turn 

there, wasn’t I?” 
“Yes, darling.” Kantina steps away. “I must hold, you will turn 

left. But I felt the timing was near perfect otherwise.” 
“Go again,” Felicia shouts. 
This is professional. This is how I’m supposed to be. They’re 

pretending they feel something, when what I’m doing now is 
pretending I feel nothing. They shoot the kiss five times, stopping 
once for lip balm—and it’s done.  

“Set up for 612,” says Belion. 
Felicia shouts out, “Hold on that. Everyone but cameras, take 

five.” 
I can’t find Sonia anywhere, but I know where she will be soon 

enough. In the meantime, I have another problem to fix. “Ma’am?” 
I say as I approach Felicia. “I’m sorry to bother you, but where do I 
get one of those sheets everyone is looking at? I don’t know scene 
numbers or marks or any of that stuff.” 

She spares me one fraction of her attention before going back to 
her tablet, where she’s doing some kind of scheduling. “Scene sheets 
are handed out at night after we wrap and I review what we got and 
what we didn’t. Stick around by the production office tonight and 
I’ll make sure you get your own copy.” 

If I knew what was coming, I could be prepared—well, at least 
better prepared. “Thanks. Any idea where I’d find Sonia?” 
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“Given that we’re shooting 612 next, and Sonia is always one 
step ahead, I expect she’s on the kitchen set, checking her blocking. 
Hold on.” Felicia holds one hand to her ear, listening to her headset, 
then pivots like she’s just spotted chocolate-covered espresso beans. 
“Go find Sonia, warn her it’s a promo day. She’ll know what to do.” 

“Where’s the kitchen?” 
“That way. Far corner. If you aren’t at the corner, you aren’t 

there.” She half pushes me in the direction of a set that centers on a 
wooden wheelbarrow, which doesn’t contain Sonia.  

Neither do any of the three different bathroom sets I stumble 
across. But at last, I find a half-built kitchen, and Sonia practicing 
her paces, reading from the script as she checks off the marks on the 
floor. 

“Hey.” I keep my distance, so I can keep my focus, resting hands 
against the polished wood of the countertop. Though there’s 
shouting in the distance, it fades away as I watch Sonia move with 
such calm and focus. 

Until she glances up and spots me. Her cheeks flush red, 
complementing her hair. “Will. About earlier—” 

“I promise I’ll do better next time.” Next time. I nearly choke on 
the idea of repeating that. Even the thought is like being strapped to 
the front of a roller coaster.  

It wasn’t my imagination earlier, she smells of coconut and 
lavender.  

I’ve always considered fresh-shaved cedar to be my favorite 
scent—until now. 

Sonia’s still looking through me instead of at me, like she’s lost 
in a memory, one that turns up the corners of her mouth. “You’ll do 
better, but I expect better of myself.” 

“I have no idea what you could have done better.” 
“This is my job, Will. I do it professionally. I do it right. I don’t 

get caught up in the moment.” I’m not sure if she’s convincing me 
or herself as Sonia bends over the kitchen counter, letting her hair 
fall forward and hide her face. 

“Scale of one to ten, your worst kiss ever?” 
 That brings her gaze back, eyes clear and focused, a playful smile 

flirting at the edges of her lips. “Not even top ten worst. Once, a guy 
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tried to stick his tongue down my throat during a light check.” 
The thought makes me shudder and wince. “There’s not enough 

mouthwash in the world for that.” 
“Two tips: Brush after meals, and remember, on set, everything 

about it is planned to look spontaneous.” She saunters around to me, 
script in hand, and plants a soft kiss on my cheek. “Like that.” 

After I remember to breathe again, I spurt out, “Was that 
spontaneous? Or planned?” 

“A little of both,” she says with a smile. “You’re eventually going 
to have to relax around me, you know.” 

“I’m totally relaxed.” I’m totally lying. “Besides, Felicia—Oh, 
crap. She told me to tell you it’s a promo day. Does that mean 
something?” 

If I pulled a gun on her, Sonia wouldn’t turn so white. She’s 
literally shaking and spins to look behind her, like she has x-ray 
vision that can see through the forest of sets. “We have to leave. 
Now.” 

“I’m not going anywhere. Felicia said I was to be ready, and if 
they want to shoot—” 

“I have to leave. It’s in my contract that I don’t have to be present 
during media visits. Go back to Central Holding or stay here, Nine. 
I don’t care.” 

I do.  
The set we’re standing in is just one corner of a Victorian kitchen, 

and while I’d bet the wine bottles on one wall are all empty, the 
cinderblock bricks that are the soundstage walls are completely 
real—as Sonia finds out as she steps around the kitchen wall and 
stops short. 

“We’re in the corner. I know that because it’s how Felicia said to 
find you. You can see the soundstage walls if you squint and look 
up.” 

The rising echo of voices says someone else is on set, someone 
who doesn’t know the ‘shut-your-mouth’ rule. 

“I don’t do media, press, or photographs. I don’t like people 
taking pictures of me,” says Sonia. She grabs my arm and pulls me 
closer. “One photograph, one video, can ruin a career. A life.” 

She knows her way through this set better than I do, but I know 
when someone has stopped thinking and started panicking, because 
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I did it often enough in the first few days after Tamara disappeared. 
“We can go this way. There has to be an emergency exit along the 
back wall. But what’s your deal with photographers?” 

Sonia stares past me, frozen. Her lips mouth a single word—
please—and then she ducks down, hiding up against the back side 
of a cabinet, her eyes closed. 

I turn as a pair of reporters emerge from the side, ducking cables 
and booms. I don’t even get out one word before the brilliant flashes 
go off. 
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AFTERWORD 
 
Oh, Will. Such trouble you’re in. To read on and watch with glee 

as Will makes many more Hollywood blunders and yet still manages 
to acquire his Happily Ever After, pick up a copy of Stand-In Hearts 
in ebook or in print.  

 
 



 

 

ANTHOLOGIES & COLLECTIONS 
 
Next we have the anthologies and collections. What’s the 

difference? Well, an anthology has multiple authors, while a 
collection is a group of stories (or poems, or plays) all written by the 
same author.  

We have some of each on offer, and are always adding more as 
our Inklet line of short stories expands!  

 
 



 

 

DARKNESS AND GOOD 
 
From the Darkness and Good blog comes a collection of fans’ 

favourite stories, all in one convenient volume. Come read about 
gods and monsters, unicorns and shapeshifters, magical worlds and 
galaxies far, far away! 

 
 

 
 
 

Many of the below stories have made their way into the Inklet 
line of short stories, so feel free to flip to the Inklets section after this 
and read some excerpts! Otherwise, pick up a copy of the book in 
ebook or in print.  

 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS: 
The Boy Named No	
The Making Of An Overlord	
Midsummer Queen	
What Blood Can Do	
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Welcome To Dark Dale	
Wreath-bearer (republished as Tower Of Souls)	
Red Planet Refugees	
The Peculiar Claustrophobia Of Loneliness	
Perfect Destruction	
The Dog Is Dead	
Dream Away	
Confessions	
The Powers That Be	
Seven Things	
Happily, Red	
Happily Ever After	
Published Author	
Off The Rack 
Adam, Be A Star 
Level Nine 
Emalia’s Lanterns 
Answer The Question 
Not Quite Cinderella 
As Long As I Live 
Oath Breaker (republished as Oath Keeper) 
My Grandmother Carries A Machete 
Venus 
Seven Reasons I Said No 
The Wasporcist 
Aftermath 
When War Came To Town 
The Lies We Know 
Anything For You 
Saved (republished as Princess In Time) 
The Other Carly 
The Unicorn’s Gift 
Shadows 
Purity  



 

 

FOR A LITTLE WHILE 
 
Ranging from the quiet ache of mundane drudgery to the deep, 

searing pain of injustice and world tragedies, this collection of 
poems by Amy Laurens offer quiet hope for the world-weary soul. 

 
 

 
 
 

Some of the poems below are available for free on Amy’s 
website. Click here to see them! Otherwise, pick up a copy of the 
whole book in ebook or in print.  

 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS:  
In The Evening, Where The Deserts End 
No One Ever Said 
Observations of an Evergreen  
Your Scratched-Out Nails Are Beautiful 
On Weekdays 
Plane Travel 
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One 
Weaving Magic 
Ducks in Stormy Weather 
Poetry of a Scientist at Heart 
Seasickness 
When You Are Asleep 
Float 
A Conversation 
Portrait of You, Aged Two 
Dawn Landing 
Let Us Be Explorers 
Before I Speak 
Priests of The Sandringham Line 
At The Shrine of the Godless 
Anxiety I 
Wisdom Is a River (Not a Storm) 
A Letter to Blue 
Anxiety II 
Not Black, A Woman  
Australian Land 
One Way or Another 
There Are Days 
Writing : Life  
Saving Me 
When We Know Better 
Nothing Is Enough 
Weltschmerz  
What Do I Want You to Know?  
Recipe for My Daughter 
Here Is My Body 
Recipe for My Son 
Stand Up 
Liminal Spaces 
Remember 



 

 

IT ALL CHANGES NOW 
 
One single moment: everything changes. 
From solving the problem of a misfiring mechanical beast to 

escaping from enforced solitude, from human-fey wars for control 
of sentient dragon tattoos to assassins and giant, megalodon sharks, 
let these moments of change intrigue, delight, and entrance. 

 
 

 
 
 

Eventually, a couple of the longer stories here will make their 
way into the Inklets line. For now, if you want to read them, you’ll 
need to pick up a copy of the book in ebook or in print.  

 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS:  
The Multiverse May Burn 
For The Last Time 
The Fire Pony 
Only A Single Rivet 
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Failsafe 
Under Forty-Eight Hours 
The Reality Of A Teal-Green Kettle 
Dragon Theft 
Hope In The Shape Of A Feather 
Finally, A Cryptid 
Blood Dragon 
The Fey Gain Entrance 
Some Impropriety Expected 
Elsewhere 
One Fey, One Thief, One Dragon 
Cerulean Blue 

 
 



 

 

OF SEA FOAM AND BLOOD 
 
Welcome to a land where ignorance kills. The only way to 

survive is to walk the difficult road and stand against the dark. 
 
In The Wasporcist, Lily grows tired of everyone thinking she's 

mad. She knows the buzzing in her ears is more than her 
imagination, and calls in a Wasporcist. In Certified, Anna is a Raiser, 
able to raise from the dead anyone she doesn’t know. So what can 
she do when her best friend murders her boyfriend? 

 
The maliche are devouring Imber’s world, and in To Dust, the 

only tool she has to stop them is a magic box. Shame the only ones 
who can work the magic are the terrifying fae in their forest home. 
And speaking of terrifying magic, Natalia needs all the help she can 
get to fight the shadows of depression in The Day The Dog First 
Called.  

 
A Final Request For Mercy includes another canine, this time 

with a hard choice to make, while in The Chaos Shark, Ellie rescues 
a stray shark and saves her family. 

 
In Not Fantasy, Beth knows that the fairy world exists; her best 

friends are a pink tortoise and a talking pen, after all. Her creative 
writing professor strongly disagrees—perhaps too strongly, Beth 
thinks, when strange rifts appear in his office. Meanwhile, in Shoe, 
Jenna learns the hard way not to take home stray shoes from the side 
of the road. 

 
Finally, terminally-ill Adelaide finds an unexpected cure in the 

Pegasus myth come to life in Sea Foam and Blood. 
 
A collection of YA fantasy stories with just a touch of darkness. 
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Many of the below stories have made their way into Inklets, so 
feel free to flip to the section after this and read some excerpts! 
Otherwise, pick up a copy of the book in ebook or in print.  

 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS: 
The Wasporcist 
Certified 
To Dust 
The Day The Dog First Called 
A Final Request For Mercy 
The Chaos Shark 
Not Fantasy 
Shoe 
But For Snow 
Sea Foam And Blood 

 



 

 

WHERE YOUR TREASURE IS 
 
In a series of plays written for a teen audience, Where Your 

Treasure Is explores a variety of Christian concepts, from the real 
meaning of trust, freedom and forgiveness, to the importance of 
exercising the gifts we have been given. Plays range from 8 to 70 
minutes and usually require 6 or 8 actors. 

 
 

 
 
 

Including a limited licence to make copies for actors, pick up your 
copy of the book in ebook or in print.  

 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS: 
Drive (a 70-minute play for 8 actors): Two apparently unrelated 

teens learn what it means to both trust and be trusted. 
Where Your Treasure Is (a 40-minute play for 6 actors): Pirates 

set off in search of the King's treasure and discover the real meaning 
of forgiveness. 
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The 5000 (an 8-minute play for 6 actors): Three different 
perspectives on the feeding of the five thousand. 

Gifts (a 10-minute play for 6 actors): A group of teens compare 
the gifts they received from Christmas - physical and spiritual. 

Turning Point (a 30-minute play for 8 actors): The story of King 
Manasseh demonstrates the importance of repentance. 

In Search of Freedom (a 25-minute play for 8 actors): A group 
of teens left behind after the Exodus discover the real meaning of 
freedom. 

The Journey (a 20-minute play for 9 actors): The Israelites' 
journey across the desert to the Promised Land is hard, but God is 
always there. 



 

 

NON-FICTION 
 
Our somewhat eclectic non-fiction range focuses on writers to a 

large extent with the Inkprint Writers series, but we also have some 
non-fiction offerings here for dog lovers and party lovers!  
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HOW TO PLAN A PINTEREST-
WORTHY PARTY WITHOUT 

DYING 
 
In the era of social media, there can be a lot of pressure to hold 

the perfect event, something worthy of display on your feeds. 
Trouble is, most of us don’t have the TIME or the KNOW-HOW to 
do this.  

 
Enter: How To Plan A Pinterest-Worthy Party WITHOUT 
DYING (or losing your chill), an easy-to-read, clear guide to what 
you need to plan and when, and how to pull off an amazing event 
without blowing your schedule, your budget—or your chill!  

 
Includes information on deciding on the theme of your party, 

planning the decorations, the cake, the menu and the run sheet, all 
with photos of real events planned and hosted by the author.  

 
Also included: 9 pages of beautifully designed planning sheets 

for you to print out for your own party-planning needs!  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
It can feel like there’s a lot of pressure sometimes to host ‘perfect’ 
events, what with the advent of Pinterest and Instagram and the like. 
My family is Big on Events, and we can Pinterest party like it’s… 
uh, 2018.  

I’ve been involved in plenty of events-coordination that took 
weeks and even months of planning, and my sisters, mother and I 
have collaborative Pinterest boards spawning out our ears.  

But let’s face it: My life is packed. I don’t have TIME to hold 
Pinterest events. And honestly? I tried one for my birthday a while 
ago when I turned 30 and… eh.  

I mean, don’t get me wrong, it was amazing. It’s just that the 
sheer amount of work coordinating on the day meant I was pretty 
stuffed by the time the party actually started.  

Also, many of the “events” I’m doing these days are for kids, and 
you know what? A three-year-old doesn’t care if you spent six hours 
on their party or one or twelve. They just love that it’s a party.  

But! It is entirely possible to get a party worthy of Pinterest and 
Instagram WITHOUT dying, losing your chill, and making you want 
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to stab your eyeballs out by the time the party arrives. All it takes is 
a little bit of planning… 
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PART ONE: THE PREP 
 

Honestly, 90% of success in anything is the preparation you put in. 
The secret to hosting a pinterest-worthy party isn’t really in what 
you do on the day; it’s in what you plan beforehand.  

But party planning is really, really easy to lose hours of your time 
in. You dive into Pinterest, and before you know it half the day is 
gone. That’s not an efficient way of planning a party, and it’s not a 
recipe for keeping your chill when you have a zillion other 
competing demands on your time.  

So let’s spend some time laying the groundwork: before you even 
get to planning the specifics, there’s some important preparation to 
do.  
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STEP 1: FOCUS 
 

The first really important step is to figure out which bit of partying 
you actually enjoy. My middle sister loves decorating. My mum 
loves cooking.  

Me? I love the cake. (Okay shush those of you who read my blog, 
I can hear your shock and surprise from here :P) So for me, that’s 
my deal-breaker: everything else I can hack, but the cake needs to 
be top-notch.  

Figure out that one thing that is make-or-break for you as far as 
an awesome, wow-factor party is concerned.  

It is having the entire room full of themed decorations?  
It is an incredible, awe-inspiring cake?  
It is having every item of food totally in theme?  
Or is it something else entirely?  
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STEP 2: IDEA KERNEL 
 

Okay, now that you know what’s important to you focus-wise, it’s 
time to brainstorm some ideas.  

Chances are you or the person you’re planning for has this bit 
covered for you: my son requested a Toy Story party for his birthday 
in 2017.  

(Incidentally, “Toy Story” is too big a kernel for a keeping-
yourself-alive party, so we narrowed it down further: Buzz was his 
favourite character, so we’d be having a Buzz focus.)  

In 2018, it was pirates, with a clear focus on ‘treasure island’ 
rather than skull-and-crossbones (which helpfully let me weed out a 
LOT of ideas that were cool, but just didn’t fit).  

Figuring 2017 was the last year I’d really get to steer the party-
theme ship for the baby, I decided to do narwhals, because 
NARWHALS, Y’ALL.  

However, when we discovered that she was totally obsessed with 
cows about two months out, I flipped and we went with cows 
instead. (Still hoping to convince her to do narwhals at some 
point…)  

It’s important that you hone in on that one specific thing is that 
you’re interested in, because it helps when it’s time to…  
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AFTERWORD 
 
If this seems like your kind of how-to guide, and you’d like to see 

the photos included in this delightful, practical, no-fuss book, pick 
up an ebook copy here or a print copy here.  
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THE 32 WORST MISTAKES 
PEOPLE MAKE ABOUT DOGS 

 
 

Nearly one in four people in the western world own a dog. 
Chances are, you’re one of them—or you’d like to be. But is 
everything you think you know about dogs correct? How much 
conventional wisdom can you really trust?  

 
Welcome to thirty-two of the more common mistakes that people 

make about dogs. Learn the truth about ideas you didn’t even realise 
were wrong, and become even closer to humanity’s very best friend.  

 
 

 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Brothers and sisters, I bid you beware, 
Of giving your heart to a dog to tear. 
~Rudyard Kipling 
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It’s a funny thing, writing a book about dogs. A huge percentage of 
the population has owned or currently owns a dog, and it seems that 
as with children, everyone who has a dog knows the best way to raise 
them. As a culture, we are pretty dog-savvy, and the dog’s position 
as man’s best friend is well established in our arts and entertainment.  

You might think, then, that a book on mistakes that people make 
about dogs would be a slim volume indeed. In actual fact, the 
opposite is true. Many of the mistakes that people make about dogs 
are made not because people know nothing about dogs, but because 
so much of the cultural knowledge we possess is false. Myths about 
animals abound, and it seems the more important the animal is to 
humanity, the more myths it will generate.  

So what makes my perspective worthwhile? First of all, I’ve dealt 
with a wide variety of dogs in a wide variety of situations ever since 
I was little. I won my first obedience ribbon with a dog at age twelve, 
and saw puppies born in my own backyard when I was seven—and 
the very first puppy I bred myself became an Australian Champion 
at 14 months of age.  

I’ve done obedience trials and conformation showing, and started 
training dogs as all-purpose house assistants; I’m a registered 
Labrador Retriever breeder and have experienced the joys and woes 
of breeding and raising our own litters, and consequently the deep 
bond that develops when you own a dog from birth.  

I’ve hit the training paddock in the deep, miserable wet of winter, 
and I’ve suffered through the consequences of no-dog-walks-for-a-
month. If there’s a mistake to be made, I’m pretty sure by now that 
I’ve made it, and kicked myself in the rear end about it later.  

I’ve seen people suffer from making the same mistakes over and 
over again, and in writing this book I want to offer you the 
opportunity to learn from my mistakes—to be a dog-savvy citizen 
who gets it right.  

I want to answer some of the questions that people who have 
grown up around dogs and people who have never had a dog both 
forget to ask.  

This book is divided into six core sections:  
People In Fur Coats, which establishes a baseline for interpreting 
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and understanding canine behaviour;  
The Senses, which explores the various ways in which dogs 

receive information from their surroundings;  
Learning and Development, which delves into the way in which 

dogs learn;  
Communication, the section which contains perhaps the most 

common of all mistakes;  
Pedigrees and Breeding, which deals with common 

misconceptions about breeds, mongrels, and their associated bad 
habits; and finally,  

Relationships, discussing the various complexities that come 
with meshing the personality of a dog with that of a person. 

I hope you enjoy it, and find it useful. 
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SECTION ONE: PEOPLE IN FUR COATS 

 
 

In modern, westernised society, the assumed calling of the vast 
majority of dogs is ‘companion’. Dogs feature in our lives because 
we or people we know keep them as pets, and although occasionally 
people might move beyond companionship to exploring other things 
dogs are capable of, for the most part that’s the extent of our 
relationship.  

Sadly, this leads to some of the most significant mistakes people 
make concerning dogs. We assume that because they are our 
companions—and because they seem to enjoy our companionship—
that they are simply humans in a different form; people, if you will, 
in fur coats.  

But dogs are not people. They experience the world in different 
ways, and they process it differently, too. They are their own unique 
species, and to understand them as anything less is to do them a gross 
disservice. 
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MISTAKE 1: WE’RE ALL IN THIS TOGETHER 

 
 
Even though dogs are decidedly non-human and have their own way 
of experiencing the world, it’s good to have a baseline understanding 
of the way in which we are the same—we are all mammals, and 
mammal brains share the fundamentals in terms of how we’re wired.  

Mammal brains have four primary differences to the brains of 
other animals.  

1) Mammal brains are much larger, comparative to body 
weight;  

2) the hippocampus, responsible for spatial memory, 
navigation and the conversion of short to long term 
memory, is larger and more developed;  

3) the amygdala is also more developed, taking on the 
additional role of processing and remembering emotions; 
and  

4) mammal brains have a neocortex, responsible for 
processing a lot of our sensory information as well as 
dealing with our working memory and social and emotional 
processing.  

It’s easy to see what the key features are here: in general terms, 
mammals have better memories than non-mammals, as well as the 
ability to remember and process emotions. This makes us pretty 
social beings, something that we know instinctively—dogs form 
packs, horses form herds, and even usually-solitary animals like 
tigers have a set of social rules more complex than your average 
lizard or fish (though these too do have social rules!).  

And besides—dogs are just plain snugglier than birds. 
 

• Dogs are not totally alien; they have the same basic brain 
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chemistry as humans. 
 

• Because of this, the foundation for their experience of 
life is similar to ours: they remember things, they learn, 
and they are social. 
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AFTERWORD 
 
This book was actually adapted from the very next book in this 

guide, How To Write Dogs. We took out the couple of mistakes 
specific to writers to turn it into a guide for the general dog lover. If 
you’re keen to read the rest of the mistakes, you can pick it up here 
in ebook and here in print.  

Or, if you’d like the full version with the mistakes for writers as 
well, head to the next book…  
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INKPRINT WRITERS #1 
HOW TO WRITE DOGS 

 
 

Have you ever been reading a book—maybe even enjoying it—
but when you got to a crucial point, the author made a glaring 
mistake that made you want to throw the book across the room? 
Would you keep reading? 

Here's a hint: most people won't. 
Time is in short supply, and readers are just looking for reasons 

to put your book down for a better book, or something else—and 
you DON'T want to be the writer whose book gets thrown across the 
wall. 

Writers, there are almost 45 million dog owners in the United 
States alone. 45 million. That's almost 1 out of every 6 people in the 
US. That's a heck of a lot of people. 

And YOU could be causing them to throw YOUR BOOK against 
the wall, by making mistakes that are so irritating to readers—but 
SO easy to fix. How To Write Dogs by Amy Laurens will show you 
how. 

 Here's a sample of what you'll learn in How To Write Dogs: 
• Dogs don't actually see in black and white. They have 

dichromatic vision. 
• Dogs can smell things into their component parts - they 

can recognise the whole and the parts. 
• Dogs don't speak English - but they're very superstitious. 
• Dogs don't do things to 'get revenge'; in fact, they aren't 

capable of thinking in such terms. 
• Plus discussions on things like: 
• Purebreds versus mongrels: is one better than the other? 
• Male versus female: is there really a difference? 
• Dogs versus cats: what's the real deal here? 

And much, much more! 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Brothers and sisters, I bid you beware, 
Of giving your heart to a dog to tear. 

~Rudyard Kipling 
  
 
It’s a funny thing, writing a book about dogs. A huge percentage 

of the population has owned or currently owns a dog, and it seems 
that as with children, everyone who has a dog knows the best way 
to raise them. As a culture, we are pretty dog-savvy, and the dog’s 
position as man’s best friend is well established in our arts and 
entertainment.  

You might think, then, that a book on mistakes that writers make 
about dogs would be a slim volume indeed. In actual fact, the 
opposite is true. Writers—and people in general—make many of the 
mistakes they do about dogs not because they know nothing about 
them, but because so much of the cultural knowledge we possess is 
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false. Myths about animals abound, and it seems the animal is to 
humanity, the more myths it will generate.  

So what makes my perspective worthwhile? First of all, I’ve dealt 
with a wide variety of dogs in a wide variety of situations ever since 
I was little. I won my first obedience ribbon with a dog at age twelve, 
and saw puppies born in my own backyard when I was seven—and 
the very first puppy I bred myself became an Australian Champion 
at 14 months of age. I’ve done obedience trials and conformation 
showing, and started training dogs as all-purpose house assistants; 
I’m a registered Labrador Retriever breeder and have experienced 
the joys and woes of breeding and raising our own litters, and 
consequently the deep bond that develops when you own a dog from 
birth.  

I’ve hit the training paddock in the deep, miserable wet of winter, 
and I’ve suffered through the consequences of no-dog-walks-for-a-
month. If there’s a mistake to be made, I’m pretty sure by now that 
I’ve made it, and kicked myself in the rear end about it later. And 
because I’m a writer, I know how all of these things can impact the 
one most important thing in any writer’s life: story. I’ve seen people 
suffer from making the same mistakes over and over again, and in 
writing this book I want to offer you the opportunity to learn from 
my mistakes—to be not just the writer, but the dog-savvy real life 
citizen, who gets it right. I want to convince you that dogs have a 
place in fiction, and I want to help you to use these common mistakes 
and misconceptions to strengthen and deepen your characters—and 
your story. I want to answer the questions that people who have 
grown up around dogs and people who have never had a dog both 
forget to ask.  

This book is divided into six core sections: People In Fur Coats, 
which establishes a baseline for interpreting and understanding 
canine behaviour; The Senses, which explores the various ways in 
which dogs receive information from their surroundings; Learning 
and Development, which delves into the way in which dogs learn; 
Communication, the section which contains perhaps the most 
common of all mistakes; Pedigrees and Breeding, which deals with 
common misconceptions about breeds, mongrels, and their 
associated bad habits; and finally, Relationships, discussing the 
various complexities that come with meshing the personality of a 



How to write dogs 

363 

dog with that of a person. 
I hope you enjoy it, and find it useful. 
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SECTION ONE: PEOPLE IN FUR 
COATS 

 
 

In modern, westernised society, the assumed calling of the vast 
majority of dogs is ‘companion’. Dogs feature in our lives because 
we or people we know keep them as pets, and although occasionally 
people might move beyond companionship to exploring other things 
dogs are capable of, for the most part that’s the extent of our 
relationship.  

Sadly, this leads to some of the most significant mistakes people 
make concerning dogs. We assume that because they are our 
companions—and because they seem to enjoy our companionship—
that they are simply humans in a different form; people, if you will, 
in fur coats. But dogs are not people. They experience the world in 
different ways, and they process it differently, too. They are their 
own unique species, and to understand them as anything less is to do 
them a gross disservice. 
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MISTAKE 1: WE’RE ALL IN THIS 
TOGETHER 

 
 
One of the biggest challenges authors who write non-human 
characters face is that of making their non-human characters 
sympathetic; their readers are, after all, human, and have only a 
human experience to draw on. So even though dogs are decidedly 
non-human and have their own way of experiencing the world, it’s 
good to have a baseline understanding of the way in which we are 
the same - we are all mammals, and mammal brains share the 
fundamentals in terms of how we’re wired.  

Mammal brains have four primary differences to the brains of 
other animals. 1) They are much larger, comparative to body weight 
[1]; 2) the hippocampus, responsible for spatial memory, navigation 
[2] and the conversion of short to long term memory, is larger and 
more developed [3]; 3) the amygdala is also more developed, taking 
on the additional role of processing and remembering emotions [4]; 
and 4) mammal brains have a neocortex, responsible for processing 
a lot of our sensory information as well as dealing with our working 
memory and social and emotional processing [5].  

It’s easy to see what the key features are here: in general terms, 
mammals have better memories than non-mammals, as well as the 
ability to remember and process emotions. This makes us pretty 
social beings, something that we know instinctively – dogs form 
packs, horses form herds, and even usually-solitary animals like 
tigers have a set of social rules more complex than your average 
lizard or fish (though these too do have social rules!).  

And besides – dogs are just plain snugglier than birds. 
 

• Dogs are not totally alien; they have the same basic brain 
chemistry as humans. 

• Because of this, the foundation for their experience of 
life is similar to ours: they remember things, they learn, 
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and they are social. 
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BONUS MISTAKE: THE 
PHYSICAL SIDE OF THINGS 

 
 

It bears repetition: dogs are mammals. So are humans. So when I 
read about humans changing into werewolves, for example, and read 
horrific things about their knee joints inverting and turning 
backwards or other such strange happenings (yes, I have read that!), 
I shudder—and not just because it sounds horribly painful. 

Humans and dogs, both being mammals, actually share the same 
basic bone structure—as, in fact, most four-limbed animals do. 
There’s no need for any of a human’s joints to invert or perform 
weird contortions in order for them to transform into a dog; in fact, 
bones are easy! All you need to do is lengthen a few here, shorten a 
few there, let the shoulder blades slide up and forward a little and 
the neck lengthen and tip back at an angle to the rest of the spine, 
and hey presto: dog from human. This comparative diagram clearly 
shows that canine joints are in the same arrangement as human 
joints; the main difference in the leg structure is that dogs have what 
are essentially super-elongated feet, and walk permanently on their 
toes (and fingers) with their heels (and wrists) way up in the air.  

Also, random physical appearance fact: brown dogs fade in the 
sun, while most other colors don’t. Chocolate Labradors’ coats are 
ridiculously difficult to keep in good condition. This is contrary to a 
lot of other animals where black is the color most likely to fade 
(horses, for instance). 

 
• Despite appearances, humans and canines share the same 

basic bone structure. 
• Brown is the color most likely to fade on a dog, not black, 

which is easy to keep glossy as long as the dog is healthy. 
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AFTERWORD 
 
To find out what the rest of the mistakes are, grab your copy of 

How To Write Dogs in ebook, or in print!  
And if you’re done writing dogs (or didn’t need to write about 

them in the first place), head on over to check out the next title in 
the Inkprint Writers series, How To Theme.  
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INKPRINT WRITERS #2 
HOW TO THEME 

 
Does the idea of analysing theme leave you confused and 

bewildered? Are you an author seeking to understand the power of 
theme in your own writing? Or a student trying to grapple with 
theme in the classroom?  

 
How To Theme is here to help!  
 
In How To Theme, you will learn:  
• How to easily and accurately identify the theme of any text 
• How to write analytically about theme 
• Bonus information on essay writing, including crafting a 

thesis statement 
• How to apply the power of theme to your own writing 
• Why themes are even important  
• How themes relate to story genre 
• And much more!  

 
Presented in a straight-forward, light-hearted tone, How To 

Theme will have you confidently identifying, analysing and 
applying theme in no time at all. Written by Amy Laurens, 
established author and Australian high school English teacher since 
2010at several top schools in her state—so you know it's going to be 
good!  

 
INCLUDES GENRE-SPECIFIC INFORMATION ABOUT 

THE MOST COMMON THEMES IN FIVE POPULAR GENRES! 
(Romance, YA, fantasy, science fiction and mystery.) 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Theme.  
Apparently, it’s a scary word, one that sends students, readers and 

authors alike into fearful fits, remembering the Bad Old Days of 
high-school English. (And if this doesn’t apply to you, 
congratulations! You’ll still learn something from this book, you just 
get to skip the anxiety stage. And if you’re still in high school, well, 
hopefully by the time you’re done reading this book, English will 
seem a little less intimidating. We can hope, right?) 

It’s a shame, really, that so many English teachers end up 
inducing in their students fear of the very thing that makes stories 
stories, especially since we, as a profession, are generally some of 
the greatest story-lovers on the planet.  

And okay, not all of us manage to terrify our students into 
quivering wrecks every time the T-word appears; some of us even 
actually manage to teach our students what theme is, and how to find 
it. I obviously believe wholeheartedly in the value of English 
teaching, and English teachers in particular—”obviously” because I 
am one.  
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But it is nevertheless an inescapable truth that many students have 
negative, overwhelming experiences in high school English, and if 
that’s you, and all you’re left with is a lingering sense of anxiety 
about what exactly a theme is, you’re one of the lucky ones. Some 
students make it through high school English and never pick up a 
book again.  

Heck. Some students make it through high school English 
without even picking up a book.  

Another obvious statement: I think this is pretty sad. But what 
might surprise you is that the reason I think this is pretty sad is 
actually closely tied with this idea of theme. Let me explain.  

Throughout this book, you’ll find out that first of all, theme isn’t 
as hard as you’re afraid it might be; in fact, you’ve been doing it 
since you first began listening to stories, and your average seven-or-
eight-year-old can be a relatively competent theme-spotter.  

Secondly, you’ll find out that theme is the part of stories that 
make them important to us as humans; themes are how stories teach 
us how to human. 

That’s why I think it’s pretty sad that some people never read 
again after high school English—because if you don’t have stories 
to help you learn how to human, you either need darned good 
mentors in your life (which is possible, though less and less so as 
contemporary western society fragments us into smaller and smaller 
units), or you have to figure it all out for yourself.  

Which, okay, there’s a time and a place for experiential learning; 
some things you just have to learn by doing them yourself. But how 
to navigate heartache? How to empathise with people different from 
ourselves? How to keep our heads above water when everything 
around us seems to be pulling us down? Stories can teach us these 
things. We don’t have to go it alone.  

So it’s pretty sad that a profession notionally dedicated to 
teaching people to love and value stories (i.e., us English teachers) 
is often the profession responsible for turning people off stories 
altogether—though usually that ‘turn off’ is limited to written 
stories, since visual stories (like movies and TV shows) are more 
pervasive, easier to digest, and, generally speaking for the average 
member of the human population, faster to consume.  

Which brings me to another important point: themes aren’t just 
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for novels. I’m very deliberately using the term ‘stories’ here, 
because if it’s a story, it has themes, and that applies to all stories, 
in all media: novels, short stories, TV shows, films. You name it. If 
it’s a story, it has a theme. If it’s a story, it’s teaching us how to 
human.  

Some stories do a better job of teaching than others, of course, 
but that doesn’t change the fact that what I’m going to talk about 
here is as easily applicable to your favourite movie as it is to your 
favourite book—or that book you’re writing, if that’s you. You’ll 
see that in the examples.  

Theme also applies to every genre of story. It can be tempting, 
thanks to some of your historical English teachers (or current ones, 
if you happen to be a student right now), to imagine that theme is 
solely the domain of stuffy, literary novels designed to make your 
brain hurt.  

Now, I’ve nothing against a good stuffy, literary novel (though I 
do have a distinct preference for ones with something uplifting to 
say about humanity—there’s enough pain and agony in the world to 
make me feel hopeless without my fiction trying to tell me that as 
well—and you’ll realise by the end of this book that this statement 
is almost exclusively about themes), but a novel—a story—doesn’t 
have to be stuffy and/or literary in order to have a theme.  

Every story has a theme.  
Every story has multiple themes.  
(This is one of those things that people who prefer the black/white 

aspect of high school maths often resent about high-school English. 
It also makes it harder to be good at English without really engaging, 
because you kind of actually have to have an opinion in order to have 
something to say.) 

And, interestingly enough, different genres tend to have different 
clusters of related themes. An integral part of romance, for example, 
is the happy ending—and guys? That’s related to the themes.  

Okay. Enough introduction. Gird your loins, refill your coffee 
cup, grab your pen, your enthusiasm, and a good, stout leash for your 
anxieties: it’s time to analyse theme. 
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PART ONE 

 
Before we get to talking about what exactly a theme is, it helps to 

have a refresher about things like theses. If you’re super comfortable 
already with the idea of a thesis statement, let me give you the potted 
summary right here: 

 
 
Theme is to fiction as thesis is to non-fiction.  
 
 
Or, even more simply: 
 
 
The theme is the point of the story.  
 
 
If you’re happy with that, feel free to jump ahead to chapter three. 

Otherwise, stick around and we’ll do a quick refresher.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 
Our starting point is this:  
 
 
Everything is a text.  
 
 
This, as I would say to my students, is a text right now, a little 

more obvious to you because you are reading literal words I have 
written, but no less applicable to the students in my classroom, 
sitting in front of me, listening as I create a verbal text.  

Everything is a text: that ad flashing on the side of your screen, 
this book you’re reading, that TV ad playing in the background… 
(Wait what, people watch TV with ads still? Yeah, yeah, I’m stuck 
in the dark ages, I know). The song you’re listening to, the 
advertising poster you drive past on the way to work or school, the 
conversation you just had with the person next to you.  

Everything is a text, and these days, as an Australian English 
teacher, I’m pretty much expected to be across all of these text types. 
What a good thing there are a lot more similarities than there are 
differences!  

So, the next point is this: 
 
 
All texts have a point.  
 
 
See? I told you this would be easy. The point of this book, for 

example, is to convince you that theme is easy and accessible, and 
that knowing about it will enrich both your reading and your writing 
experiences; in short, I’m trying to tell you that theme is worth 
paying attention to, and that it won’t break your brain to do so.  

The point of an ad, generally speaking, is to convince you to buy 
something—unless the ads are produced by the government, or a 
non-governmental organisation (like a charity), in which case the 
point is often to change your behaviour, or convince you to donate 
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money to something.  
The point of songs varies widely, but layered in on top of the 

point of the lyrics is the emotional point of the music: music is 
supposed to make you feel.  

Conversations vary widely in their purposes, too. Just in the last 
hour I’ve had a conversation where the point was conveying 
information about a block of a land; a conversation wherein I tried 
to convince the two-year-old that it really was time to go to sleep; 
and a conversation wherein the point was conveying gratitude for a 
brunch my family attended. In point (!) of fact, the latter wasn’t even 
a conversation: it was a text message. Because yes, obviously, text 
messages are a type of text too, and they too have a point.  

And in fact, it’s even possible for ‘no point’ to be the point: I’ve 
had plenty of silly, giggly, meandering conversations with friends—
usually late at night, hyped on sugar and short on sleep—where the 
entire point of the conversation was simply entertainment.  

When you get to the stage where ‘green cup’ makes everyone 
explode with laughter, you know you’re well beyond reason, but the 
statement ‘green cup’ still had a point: I can’t even remember who 
it was that said that any more, but I do remember the mood, the tone 
it conveyed, the idea that we were all tired and silly and illogical but 
that we were these things together. In this context, ‘green cup’ was 
relatively empty of literal meaning (wow, yes, you’re right, that is 
in fact a green cup; so observant of you), but rich, in context, with 
emotional meaning, and so all that emotional meaning became the 
point of that short, apparently-ridiculous text.  

Also, you can create a point by accident. Have you ever had 
someone take something you said or wrote entirely the wrong way, 
leaving you blinking in shock, going, “But that’s not what I meant!”?  

Yup. Congratulations: you are such an expert point-maker that 
you make points without even realising you’re doing it. This is going 
to be important later on, so tuck it away in your memory banks for 
future reference. 

 
To recap:  
 
 
Everything is a text. All texts have a point. Even the ones that 
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seem like they don’t, because if you’re intending to be pointless, 
well, you’re still intending something, so the point is to be 
pointless. (Paradoxes, we can has them.) You can also create a 
point accidentally.  

 
 
Now, for whatever reason, figuring out what the main point of 

non-fiction is seems much easier for people than figuring out what 
the main point of fiction is. Probably, this is because we feel safe 
relying on logic:  

The point of a recipe is to tell you how to cook the item. The point 
of a dictionary is to define words. The point of an essay is to discuss 
such-and-such a concept (say, key themes in Romeo and Juliet). The 
point of a news article is to tell you what happened. The point of a 
magazine opinion piece is to convey the opinion of the writer. The 
point of an ad is ‘This product is amazing enough that it’s worth 
spending x number of dollars on it’.  

Sometimes, we have fancy words to describe these ‘points’:  
The point of an ad is often a call to action—the action the ad-

makers actually want you to take after seeing the ad.  
The point of a (non-fiction) paragraph is the topic sentence.  
The point of an essay is the thesis.  
The point of a story is the theme. (See what I did there?)  
 
If you’re feeling comfortable with this analogy, go ahead and skip 

on to chapter three now. If you’d like a bit of a refresher about what 
a thesis statement is (the point of an essay), continue onwards to 
chapter two.  

(This is practically a choose-your-own-adventure, isn’t it?)  
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AFTERWORD 
 
Theme really is quite straightforward, yo, and Amy’s book does 

a great job of breaking it down for both other writers and students. 
To continue digging down into what exactly a theme is and how you 
find it, pick up your copy of How To Theme in ebook or in print.  

 
 
The next few titles in the Inkprint Writers series are focused on 

different aspects of worldbuilding! Continue on to #3 now to find 
out how the climate you live in determines the kind of culture you’re 
likely to find yourself in!  
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INKPRINT WRITERS #3 
HOW TO CREATE CULTURES 

 
Did you know that all cultures are a direct product of their 

environment? Do you know why? Better yet, do you know how an 
environment is likely to shape the culture that develops there, in 
order to make your own worldbuilding both rich and plausible? 

How To Create Cultures is here to help! 
In this comprehensively-researched, easy-to-read book, learn 

all the major biomes and climate zones you can expect to find either 
on Earth or in your fictional world, and the kind of plant and animal 
life you are likely to find in each of these zones (and why). Even 
better, learn what human cultures are likely to look like in each of 
these zones, and why cultures are likely to evolve this way to survive 
and thrive in their environment! 

A complete worldbuilding primer for a culture in any given 
environment! Use it as a springboard for developing your own ideas, 
or pick and mix from the options given for a minimum-fuss ready-
to-go cultural milieu that you know will feel seamlessly integrated 
into its environment. 

Appropriate for authors, gamers, and amateur geographers alike! 
 
 



How to create cultures 

379 
 

 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
Let’s be honest: there is a lot of information out there in the great 
cobwebby beyond about how to create cultures. And a lot of it 
begins with checklists: what do your people eat, what sort of 
government do they have, what kind of clothes do they wear, what 
level of tech do they possess, etc?  
Now, while I have nothing against a good checklist, approaching 
your culture creation thusly is somewhat misleading. It rather 
implies that culture is a kind of mix-and-match grab-bag: a style of 
government from over here, a style of clothing from over there; a 
little of this cuisine, a little of that technology.  
And while this kind of approach can certainly generate some 
creative results, a lot of the time, the results it produces don’t 
intuitively work. Why? Because cultures are born from their 
environments.  
We know intuitively that polyester is a bad idea in the tropics; and 
maybe we can even see that meat-heavy diets are linked to colder 
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climes, while diets rich in tropical fruits are, well, obviously 
tropical.  
But what about things like art? What about family, and marriage, 
and the economy? What about the type of government?  
Believe it or not, these kinds of things are influenced by a culture’s 
environment too, as well as by the culture’s level of 
industrialisation. And this book is going to tell you exactly how.  
There are two parts to How To Create Cultures. In Part One, I will 
walk you through the ten major land-based climate zones, as well 
as the six major aquatic environments. For each we’re going to 
explore how that particular type of environment—each biome—
impacts a culture’s: 
• Food 
• Clothing style  
• Shelter style 
• Attitudes towards marriage and family 
• Economic development  
• Approach to health and medicine  
• Style of art and leisure 

 
Of course, some biomes impact culture more than others. There are 
some biomes, for example, that support such wide ranges of 
cultural behaviour and beliefs (about marriage and the family in 
particular) that it’s impossible to draw generalisations. In these 
instances, some of the above sections have been left out. If a 
section is missing, assume that you’re safe to choose any option 
and still have it sit plausibly within the environment of your 
culture.  
Also, the biome of the culture isn’t the only thing that impacts how 
it develops. Technology plays a major role in shaping societies; the 
more complex the technology is, the more influential it is over the 
culture, reducing the influence of the culture’s physical 
environment.  
So, in Part Two, we will explore a concept called the demographic 
transition. Now, these are more what you’d call ‘guidelines’ than 
actual rules.  
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The demographic transition isn’t prescriptive, it isn’t compulsory, 
and it’s certainly messy, complex and sometimes outright 
problematic in its application to real life. But when you’re looking 
to create your own plausible culture, it provides an excellent 
reference point to think about how different levels of technology 
can impact the development and values of a culture.  
 
And now that that’s sorted, let’s turn to Part One…  
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PART ONE: THE BIOMES 
 
 
Before we get to the demographic transition though, let’s lay the 
groundwork.  
(We’re about to refresh our collective memories about what the 
different biomes are. We’re literally figuring out what the ground 
the culture lives on looks like. Laying the groundwork, right? Ha!)  
First of all, what’s a biome? (BYE-ome) 
‘Biome’ is the scientific word for the combined plant and animal 
life that exists in a particular location.  
The key, though, is that this plant-and-animal life is a distinct 
community that has formed in response to the climate of the area. 
It’s different to the plant-and-animal life in neighbouring areas, 
because the long-term weather patterns—the climate—is different.  
You can have small biomes (microbiomes), as specific as the 
microbiome of your hands or your stomach (each containing 
different plant-and-animal life at a microscopic level that have 
adapted to live in those different ‘climates’), and you can have 
large biomes, such as a desert or tropical rainforest.  
As I mentioned before, in this book we will look at ten different 
terrestrial (land-based) biomes, and six aquatic (water-based) ones. 
Here’s a quick summary of them before we get into detail:  
 
 

Tropical Biomes  

Tropical climates receive large amounts of rainfall throughout the 
year and have high average temperatures. They are found around the 
equator and in tropical regions, and can be further categorised as 
either having year-round rainfall with no dry season, a short dry 
season with fairly continuous rain during the rest of the year, or 
tropical temperatures but semi-arid levels of rainfall (i.e. not much).  

• Tropical Rain Forests  
• Tropical Dry Forests  
• Tropical Savannahs 
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Desert Biomes 

Deserts are climate that form in areas with very little rainfall and a 
huge variation between night-time and day-time temperatures. Dry 
climates can be semi-arid/steppe, or arid/desert. 
• Deserts  
• Semi-arid or steppe regions  

 
 

Temperate Biomes 

Temperate climates generally have warm, dry summers and cool, 
wet winters. There is a lot of variation across these climates, 
mostly influenced by how close the area is to the ocean. This 
category includes subtropical climates (which, rather than having 
dry summers and wet winters, can have year-round rainfall), 
Mediterranean climates, and most coastal regions.  
• Temperate Forests (regular rainfall year-round) 
• Temperate Woodlands (rain concentrated at a particular time 

of year, usually winter or summer) 
• Temperate Grasslands (less rainfall than temperate woodlands 

or tropical savannahs) 
 
 

Continental Biomes  

Continental (cold forest) climates are found only in the interior of 
large continents in the northern hemisphere in our world. They 
have lower rainfall than other temperate climates, but still more 
than desert climates. 

• Boreal Forests  
• North-west Coniferous Forests 
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Tundra Biomes 

Cold climates are, as the name suggests, climates where 
temperatures are above freezing for less than four months of the 
year. They are also known as polar climates, and much of their 
ground is permanently frozen solid. 

• Tundra  
 
 

Water Biomes 

As well as these terrestrial biomes, we’re also going to look at the 
following aquatic biomes: 

• Ponds and lakes (standing fresh water) 
• Rivers and streams (running fresh water) 
• Wetlands (such as bogs or swamps) 
• Estuaries (where fresh and salt water mix) 
• Oceans (large bodies of salt water) 
• Coral Reefs (a specific part of ocean biomes) 

Somewhat obviously, the aquatic biomes have more to do with the 
amount and type of water available than with climate or weather 
patterns. You can also have most of these aquatic biomes located 
inside any of the terrestrial or climate-based biomes, with the 
exception of coral reefs, which are sensitive to temperature.  
To give you a starting point in visualising this information, here’s a 
map of the key biomes as we find them on Earth (click here for a 
higher-res version).  
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For each of these biomes, we will explore the general 
characteristics of each before turning to the characteristics of the 
populations. I also provide a list of common plants, foods and 
animals for each biome to get you started. These lists are not 
exhaustive, and you can use them as the basis for inventing your 
own plant and animal species (though for more detail on how to do 
that, and on how plants and animals adapt to their environment, see 
How To Create Life in the Inkprint Writers series).  
However, remember that plants and animals are specific to their 
environments as well: just as you can’t pick up one culture and 
plonk it down into another biome and expect it to work, you can’t 
pick up a polar bear and drop it into the tropics, or substitute a 
hedgehog for a monkey just because they’re both omnivores. 
(Unless that conflict is central to your story.) 
So, the lists are not comprehensive, but they are a list of suggests 
of plants and animals that will work in that environment.  
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AFTERWORD 
 
To access these wonderful lists and learn about why certain types 

of culture develop in certain areas, pick up an ebook copy here or a 
print copy here.  

 
 
After you’ve devoured this very handy book, you might also like 

to try your hand at creating your own plants and animals to suit the 
world you’ve created. In which case, read on…  

 
 



 

 

INKPRINT WRITERS #4 
HOW TO CREATE LIFE 

 
Do you love worldbuilding for stories, games and other 

adventures? Do you delight in populating your world with terrifying 
monsters, wondrous creatures, and fantastic beasts?  

Do you know how to design these creatures so they feel like 
plausible parts of their environments? Because if you don't, readers 
could be throwing your book against the wall in frustration at your 
lack of understanding.  

 
• Why do ocean mammals live mostly at the poles?  
• Why do vertebrates have four limbs? 
• Why don't we have giant bugs? 
• And most importantly, how does this impact your story?  

Find out now in How To Create Life! 
 
Contains step-by-step instructions for creating your own 

incredible plants and awe-inspiring animals that will add conflict 
and bring your stories to life!  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

The aim of this book is to help to build your own plants, animals, 
and other life—not because you need to start from scratch and 
reinvent every single living thing on your world, but because 
sometimes it’s just plain fun to have a funky plant or animal that 
does what you need it to do.  

Done well, invented plants and animals can lend colour and 
realism to a created world, and can even prompt new cultural 
developments for your people.  

But done poorly, you can end up with plants or animals that will 
have savvy readers questioning what you were thinking. 

So because plants and animals, just like people, are influenced by 
their surroundings, this book aims to give you the general principles 
of logic behind several key features of plant and animal biology. 
This will allow you to create life that doesn’t just exist in its 
environment, but flourishes.  

Firstly, we’ll explore plant life:  
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• the general types of plants  
• their physical structures  
• how they ‘breathe’ 
• how they reproduce  
• their senses and defences. 
 
 
Then we’ll move on to animals, starting with a brief discussion 

of why Earth-based life is founded on carbon and oxygen, and what 
other alternatives you might have. We’ll cover: 
• the musculoskeletal system 
• heat regulation and water loss  
• the digestive system 
• nutrient circulation (breathing and blood) 
• reproduction 
• the senses. 
 
 
Finally, we’ll explore all those tiny things that are neither plant 

nor animal: 
• archaea 
• bacteria 
• Protista (including algae) 
• fungi  
• viruses. 
 
 
This will equip you with an excellent understanding of the basic 

logic behind the life forms you see around you, and the ability to 
extrapolate and design suitable life forms for any environment you 
might wish to create.  

Have fun!  
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PART ONE 

GREEN AND LEAFY: THE 
PLANT KINGDOM 

 
 

While the term ‘plant’ might seem intuitive to most people, 
there’s actually a lot of debate about what exactly a plant is.  

For most of history, ‘plants’ were things that had cell walls made 
of cellulose (a type of carbohydrate) and got their nutrients via 
photosynthesis. They also produced embryos (think seeds and fruit).  

However, some plant biologists are currently arguing that the 
term ‘plants’ should be expanded to include green algae as well, 
which photosynthesise and have cell walls made with cellulose.  

Some biologists even think the term ‘plants’ should be applied to 
anything and everything that photosynthesises—certainly a simpler 
way to approach things!  

But, regardless of what the biologists think, in this text we’re 
going to look at algae later on in the section call Tiny Life. This 
section on plants will stick to the super-traditional definition, 
beginning with the main types of plants and then exploring the ways 
that a plant’s environment can influence how it develops.  
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THE MAIN PLANT TYPES 
 
 

A small percentage of the world’s plants—around 7%—are 
nonvascular. ‘Nonvascular’ means that they don’t have internal 
circulation systems, although a few have simplified versions. 
Nonvascular plants are liverworts, hornworts and mosses.  

The remaining 93% of the world’s plants are vascular plants, 
which means that they have a complex network of tubes (known as 
vascular tubes) designed to transport water and nutrients around 
their body.  

Vascular plants can be further divided into seedless plants, which 
reproduce via spores, and seed plants, which create seed embryos 
packaged with nutrients inside a protective coating.  

Seedless plants consist of club mosses, spike mosses, quillworts, 
ferns, whisk ferns and horsetails.  

Seed plants are pretty much everything else, including flowering 
plants and conifers.  

Of seed plants, flowering plants are by far the most common type 
of plant, making up nearly 87% of all known plant species, and are 
called ‘angiosperms’, because they make their seeds in reproductive 
organs. Flowers? Those are plant genitals. And fruit? Yeah, those 
are plant ovaries. Fun stuff.  

Conifers, in case you were interested, are called ‘gymnosperms’, 
from the Greek gymnos, which means naked. This is because they 
don’t enclose their seeds in reproductive organs, instead making 
them ‘naked’ on modified leaves (e.g. pinecones).  
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(For a higher-res version of this image, click here.) 
 
 

A NOTE ON PLANT COLOURS 

Most people know that it’s chlorophyll that makes plants green. 
But why is chlorophyll green?  

The short answer is because of the colour of sunlight. While the 
sun emits radiation across the whole colour spectrum, some of the 
visible light is absorbed by the atmosphere, and some is reflected 
away. The visible light that reaches the ground is mostly made up of 
red light, so, for photosynthesis to be optimally effective, it’s 
important that plants can make use of this plentiful red light, 
absorbing as much of it as possible.  

Blue light is also useful, even though there’s less of it, because 
it’s the most ‘energetic’ colour of light, providing the most energy 
to the plant.  

So because of this, chlorophyll developed to maximise absorption 
of blue and red light. When blue and red light are absorbed out of 
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the visible spectrum of sunlight, the leftover light—the light that the 
plant doesn’t absorb, and that is bounced back for us to see—is 
green.  

However, if plants formed on a planet that orbited a different type 
of star, the sunlight would be differently coloured.  

On planets orbiting brighter, bluer stars, the vegetation would 
likely be yellow or orange—or possibly even bluish, if there was a 
lot of light, because blue light can cause something akin to sunburn 
in plants if they get too much of it.  

On a planet orbiting a cooler, redder star, the vegetation may be 
dark, possibly even black, as it strives to absorb all the red light. 
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FOR EXAMPLE 

 
 
I’m going to work through this book as we go and create my own 

plant, animal and tiny life, just so you can see some of the 
possibilities. 

I’m working with a section of land that I identified on the maps 
for How To Map (Inkprint Writers #5); you can see the relevant 
section on the next page. There are two continents—the land on the 
far left and far right respectively—and two islands, one small and 
one large. This is divided into three relevant countries, which you 
can see labelled 1, 2 and 3.  

What is less clear from this map is that the large island is mostly 
mountains (there’s a fault line running through it from left to right, 
more or less).  

I also know that there’s a major cold current in that northern bit 
of sea, while the southern bit of sea, below the island, is tropical.  

So my first decision is what kind of plant I’ll create. Because 
they’re the most common type of plant, and because they’re the type 
of plant that people interact with most, I’m going to be creating an 
angiosperm: a flowering, seed-producing plant. Keep reading for 
further details…  
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AFTERWORD 
 
Ready to dive into creating your own plant and animal life? Grab 

a copy now in ebook or in print!  
 
 
And when you’re done there, you might want to head back to 

where it all begins, and learn why certain climates arise where they 
do in the first place!  

 
 



 

 

INKPRINT WRITERS #5 
HOW TO MAP 

 
Do you know where mountain ranges are most likely to form? 

What about beaches? Do you know why the features you put on your 
map determine the raw resources your populations will have access 
to? Where is the best place to find iron? Why do people from 
temperate climates tend to be the ones who take over the world? 

 
And most importantly, how does this impact your story?  
 
Find out now in How To Map! 

 
 

 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
BUILDING A MAP THAT WORKS 

 
To map or not to map?  
For many authors, this is an obvious question that they deal with 
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at some point early in the writing process. For others, it’s not even a 
question: of course they’re going to use a map to help plan their 
story! Or else… Of course they’re not! Why on earth would you 
need a map?  

However, the question of whether or not to use a map for your 
story is more fraught than you might think.  

While many authors simply go with their personal preference 
when it comes to using or including a map, knowing at least the 
principles behind mapping can lend a richness to your story that may 
otherwise be missing.  

The obvious benefits of constructing a map for your story include 
being able to keep track of disparate locations, allowing you to 
calculate distances between them, make sure the sun is setting in the 
right direction, and other such practical considerations. 

However, these same benefits can quickly turn into liabilities if 
you are someone who’s prone to getting mired in the details: I spent 
several years constructing detailed maps and backstories for a 
particular world with a friend of mine which we never ended up 
writing in, because it always felt like there was something else we 
needed to establish causation for.  

This kind of bogging-in-the-details that sometimes happens with 
maps can also encourage you to approach your story with your 
critical brain rather than your creative brain, and this can be 
problematic because the critical voice is linked to issues of self-
doubt, writer blocks, and a generally painful and protracted writing 
process.  

Your creative brain, on the other hand, is the (usually-
subconscious) part of your thinking that provides the best plot twists, 
the ‘realest’ characters, and (usually) the best entertainment, and is 
responsible for the feeling of ‘flow’ that you get when the words are 
just pouring onto the page.  

(Note that this is not a commentary on plotting-versus-pantsing; 
there are ways to integrate creative voice into plotting, and plenty of 
ways to get stuck in the critical voice when you’re ‘pantsing’.)  

All of this sounds awfully like an argument against mapping… 
But it’s not. It’s certainly an argument about putting mapping ahead 
of writing in terms of importance, but if you are going to write stories 
that involve non-historical, non-factual cultures, understanding the 
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impact of a map on your story is of paramount importance.  
While we all tend to intuit that the geography of a population 

influences their culture, it’s important to understand that this 
influence extends further than simply food and clothing.  

The ways in which a culture responds to its surrounding 
geography and climate extend also to expectations around family 
relationships, attitudes toward health and illness (as well as 
commonly available treatments), social codes and mores, and more.  

And while you certainly don’t have to draw a map to figure out 
your culture’s climate, it’s an exercise that is worth completing at 
least a couple of times in your life in order to really internalise the 
ways that climate and geography can be influential.  

This process can be as complex or as simple as you like.  
On the one hand, you can use layers of tracing paper (or 

Photoshop) to figure out your world’s tectonic plate lines, which 
then predict the mountain ranges and volcanic hot spots, which in 
turn predict deposits of precious resources and various soil types, all 
of which influences which bits of the map are continents (or just 
land) and which are oceans (or lakes if you are working at a smaller 
scale), which then determines where your warm and cold currents 
go, influencing which prevailing winds (determined by the rotation 
of the world and significant mountain ranges) will be carrying water 
and which will be dry, thus determining climate, which, along with 
water sources, determines where people are likely to settle and in 
what manner they are likely to live.  

On the other hand, you can draw a blob on a map, pick a climate 
from a handy list (which can no doubt be found on Wikipedia or the 
like), and go from there. The point is, though, that you understand 
what climate your population is living in, and you know how this is 
likely to impact the kind of culture that develops there.  

As I noted earlier, it helps to go through the whole process at least 
a couple of times to internalise it, but after that… Well, the question 
of whether to map or not becomes a lot more about the practical 
aspects of distances and timing, rather than being a fundamental tool 
in your worldbuilding kit that helps to ensure your invented cultures 
are both plausible and ‘true’.  

Of course, you can skip all of this and make up the worldbuilding 
as you go along, and this is a legitimate decision, particularly if it’s 
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what keeps you from getting stuck in the mire of worldbuilding and 
means that you actually write the story.  

But on the other hand, it’s important to remember that you can’t 
just steal a suit of armour, a few words of Latin-esque and a serfdom 
or two and call it a medieval fantasy.  

At best, this is sloppy world-building, dictating that social 
structures arise for no reason other than that you, the Author-God, 
say so.  

At worst, it suggests that cultures themselves are superficial, and 
that there is no need to understand the factors by which cultures 
arise. And after all, if we are going to write stories in cultures other 
than our own, surely we are doing so because we love exploring 
what makes other cultures different, or because something about our 
story demands the cultural milieu we have chosen—or both.  

(And if it’s because something about the story demands an 
invented culture, the process of building that culture thoughtfully 
and with an understanding of the interplay between geography, 
climate and culture adds depth and detail to the story in ways that 
arbitrarily decided cultures can never do.) 

And so, on the assumption that you are here because you would 
indeed like to learn how to create a plausible, accurate map (and thus 
world) for your story to operate in, giving necessary attention to the 
connections between your story’s world, its people, and its conflicts, 
I invite you to join me now on a journey that will teach you step by 
step just exactly how to build this kind of world via a map. 

If you’re not planning to get particularly fancy with your 
worldbuilding, mucking around with things like gravity and the 
seasons and the length of days, nights and years, feel free to skip 
straight ahead to section four, Plate Tectonics.  

If, however, you’d like to know what might happen if your world 
had shorter days, or if the tilt of its axis was different to Earth’s, or 
if it had a different type or colour of sun, then start right at the 
beginning, with Stars In The Sky.  

Off we go. Let’s learn how to map…  
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STARS IN THE SKY 

WHAT THEY ARE AND WHY 
YOU NEED ONE 

 
I’m going to assume for the purposes of this book that you’re 

aiming for your world to support life; while I’m sure someone could 
tell a successful story using only inanimate rocks and dirt, it would 
be... less mainstream, shall we say. I’m also going to assume that 
you pretty much want to stick to the laws of physics.  

It’s entirely possible to create a fantasy world where you excuse 
anything implausible as ‘magic’ (although good magic systems will 
still have rules and internal consistency to make them plausible), but 
if you were happy to attribute all your worldbuilding to magic, you 
probably wouldn’t be reading this book. So.  

If you want to create a world that is hospitable to life, you’re 
going to need the three things that scientists agree are necessary no 
matter where you are in the universe: 

1. A source of energy 
2. Geothermal activity 
3. Lots and lots of available liquid. 

 
Let’s start, somewhat obviously, with number one: a source of 

energy.  
The most likely source of energy for your planet will be a sun—

a star that your planet orbits. Until recently, scientists couldn’t find 
any evidence that planets could even exist without a sun. Now we’ve 
found a few, but these free-floating planets are not very common and 
are highly inhospitable. Your planet will probably, therefore, have a 
sun.  

 
 
DID YOU KNOW? 
If you wanted to create a planet without a sun, you could base 

your world on geothermal energy, modelling your populations on 
real-world underwater communities that evolve around geothermal 
vents in the deepest parts of the ocean.  
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You’d have to bear in mind, though, that none of your plants 
could gain energy from photosynthesis since sunlight would only be 
available sporadically as the planet passed by stars on its journey 
through space.  

Instead, all life would have to depend on the chemical and heat 
energy generated by vents underwater and by volcanos, hot springs, 
and other forms of geothermal energy.  

This would have serious implications for the populations that 
could evolve here, and would severely limit their capabilities for 
travelling around their planet. On a planet that orbits a star, 
populations can harness solar energy anywhere, everywhere, all the 
time—every farmer’s field you see is solar energy being harvested, 
and every field of cows is solar energy being converted to protein, 
whether milk or meat, via the grass that the cows are eating. 

Geothermal energy, on the other hand, would be locally 
restricted to the areas of geothermal activity (volcanos, hot springs, 
etc.), with energy only able to be produced at these locations. 
Technology to store and transport energy would be crucially 
important, and the geothermal areas themselves would be highly 
prized as critical to survival. Imagine the intensity of the land-rights 
wars. 

 
 
There are actually more options for suns than you might think: 

they come in a range of varieties, from huge blue hypergiants, to 
(comparatively) tiny white dwarfs. Each variety is a different 
temperature, emits different types of radiation, and gives off a 
different colour of light.  

Now, you’re not likely to get life-supporting planets forming 
around some of these suns. Some give off too much radiation to 
support life (over a million times more powerful than our sun), some 
not enough. And some stars don’t even ‘live’ for long enough for 
life to evolve—or even for planets to form around them.  

Class O stars, the largest and hottest, are so powerful that their 
electromagnetic radiation strips away the atmosphere from anything 
within their gravitational range. Class L and Class T stars are 
invisible to the human eye because the radiation they emit is outside 
the visible spectrum. 
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So what are we left with?  
The types of stars most likely to harbour habitable planets are:  

• Class A, which are bluish  
• Class F, which are white 
• Class G, which are yellow like our sun 
• Class K, which are orange.  

 
In actual fact, even A and F stars don’t last long enough for their 

planets to evolve life, so if you want to stick to the realms of realism, 
then—sorry—your sun will be yellow or orange.  

Of course, if you’re writing science fiction with space travel, you 
could easily have your populations colonise planets around A and F 
stars, and even in fantasy you could magically transport your 
populations there at some point in their history rather than assuming 
that the population naturally evolved there. So you can have a blue 
or white sun... you just won’t get fossils on your planets. 

If you choose a yellow G star like our sun, you can essentially 
duplicate the conditions of Earth. If you choose a blue A star or a 
white F star, however, you will need to compensate for the fact that 
A and F stars emit large volumes of radiation.  

Life as we know it would not be able to exist on a planet with a 
blue sun (Class A) without protection from this constant radiation, 
either in the form of personal suits or city-wide domes that protect 
not only your population, but also plants and animals. Also, 
artificially strengthening the planet’s magnetic field would help by 
protecting it from ionic radiation (though not gamma radiation); this 
would also make all the magnetic forces on your world stronger 
(super magnets, anyone?). 

You could also invent technology to create a non-magnetic shield 
erected around the world to protect it, like a planet-size radiation 
suit, and if you write fantasy and don’t want to just hand-wave the 
problem away, you could have a magic field encircling the world 
that does double duty as a radiation shield and a source of magical 
energy.  

Interestingly, although a massive amount of radiation is definitely 
a problem for life, too little radiation could be equally as 
problematic. Orange K stars emit much less radiation of all kinds 
(including light) than yellow G stars, so first of all the planet would 
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need to be closer to its sun in order to stay warm.  
But the real concern is that K stars may not emit enough radiation 

to break up oxygen molecules (two oxygen atoms bound together), 
which is necessary to start the creation of ozone (three oxygen atoms 
bound together). Ozone, though poisonous, protects us from 
ultraviolet (UV) radiation, the type of radiation responsible for skin 
cancers, and so is a vital ingredient in the upper atmosphere for the 
survival of Earth-like life. Somewhat paradoxically, then, even 
though K stars emit far less radiation than our own sun, your world 
would still need a boost in its radiation protection—either that or 
you’ll have an absolutely booming sunscreen trade.  

 
 
DID YOU KNOW? 
Because plants photosynthesis sunlight to make energy, they are 

very sensitive to different types of radiation. Plants mostly use red 
and some blue light to photosynthesis; this is why Earthly plants 
appear green, because once red and some blue are absorbed out of 
our sunlight, the remaining light appears green. So, assuming your 
plants photosynthesise in the same way as Earthly plants, if your sun 
is yellow or orange, your planet will also have predominantly green 
vegetation.  

If, however, you have a brighter star—white or blue—then your 
vegetation is likely to be yellow or orange. On a very blue star, you 
might even have bluish vegetation, because the plants wouldn’t be 
able to absorb enough of the blue light to affect the blue tint of the 
remaining light. 

On the other hand, if you have a cooler, redder star, then your 
vegetation is likely to be dark in colour, possibly even black, as it 
strives to make use of all that delicious red light. 

 
 
Of course, if you just can’t decide, you can always have two stars 

orbiting each other in a binary (two-star) system. Real life examples 
exist of pretty much any pairing you can imagine, and they exist in 
various configurations with varying numbers of stars involved.  

However, the more stars you involve, the greater the number of 
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gravitational forces you have. Planets need a stable orbit in order to 
support life, which means that the more stars you have, the less 
likely any planets orbiting them are to be habitable.  

So plausibly, the most you can have is two suns, and it’s better to 
have them as close together as possible. Research indicates that 
planets in a binary system with huge distances between the two stars 
have a rough time of it, usually resulting in them being ejected from 
the system altogether, flung away by the conflicting gravitational 
pulls from the two stars.  

By contrast, binary stars that are close together mean that the 
planet can either orbit both stars at once in a very regular orbit, or it 
can orbit just one star while the gravitational effects of the other star 
remain fairly regular (since the planet isn’t getting wildly closer to 
and farther from that second star in galactic terms as it completes its 
orbit around the first star).  

 
 
DID YOU KNOW? 
Olber’s Paradox states that if the universe were really infinite, 

and if it were filled with stars with approximately even distribution, 
then in every single direction from the planet’s surface there should 
be a star.  

The practical result of this would be that, with a star in every 
single direction, the night sky would never be dark.  

Our universe is known to be still expanding, so our sky still has 
dark patches probably because the universe is too young—but if you 
wanted to create a world that was never fully dark (because the light 
from that many stars together would be at least as bright as the light 
of the full moon), this is one way you could do it. 
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FOR EXAMPLE 

 
 
Throughout this book I’m going to demonstrate the processes I 

discuss by building my own, brand-new world as I go.  
To keep things relatively simple for now, I’m going to go with a 

standard yellow sun. For one, I don’t want to have to mess around 
correcting for radiation.  

But also, the resulting map is the one that I use in How To Create 
Cultures (Inkprint Writers #3) to demonstrate the links between 
climate and culture, so I’ve kept things comparatively simple at this 
stage in order for those links to be more obvious later on.  
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Stars In The Sky Key Points:  

• You need a source of energy to sustain life, and the easy, default 
energy source for your world is a sun.  

• If life evolved on your planet, the sun is going to be yellow or 
orange.  

• If life migrated to your planet from elsewhere, your sun could 
also be white or blue, but you’d need to have a way to protect 
your populations from the larger volumes of radiation emitted 
by these stars.  

• If you are aiming for plausibility, you can have one sun, or at a 
pinch two, but if you’re going to have two, they should be close 
together. 
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AFTERWORD 
 
If you’re ready to dive into the ins and outs of map-making and 

learn some pop geography along the way, you can get How To Map 
in ebook and in print!  

 
 
And after that, why not have a break and check out the Inkprint 

Press short story line, the Inklets? Read on in this guide to find out 
all about them…  
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INKLETS 
 
The final section in the Inkprint Press Catalogue is the Inklets, 

our line of short stories that release on the 1st and the 15th of every 
month! Started in 2019, we currently have Inklets scheduled all the 
way through to 2023—a bounty of fiction to sate your appetite for 
short stories that can be read in a single sitting! 

The Inklet stories are generally stand-alone titles and range from 
just 650 words, all the way through to 6,500. (They average out at 
about 2,500 words at the moment, though they are gradually 
trending longer as the line progresses.) They include all subgenres 
of fantasy, from contemporary to dark to urban to fairy tale and 
everything in between; a large swathe of science fiction, often space 
opera or sci-fi romance; and a sprinkling of horror and contemporary 
(modern-day with no magic) stories.  

Basically, there’s something here for everyone!  
And with new titles on the 1st and 15th of every month, there’s no 

end to the enjoyment, especially when each story comes with a 
‘making of’ from the author, and a specially-commissioned 
illustration.  

 
 
Read in any order. Inklets are listed in chronological order of 

release, except where some form part of a sub-series; these are 
grouped together at the end. 
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INKLET #1: ANOTHER KIND OF 
HUNGER (SANCTUARY) 

 
Usually, Scott gets home to one of his mother’s crazy rants.  
Today? Silence.  
Which makes a nice change—except that today, evil shadows lurk 
in the pantry where the food should be.  
Can Scott track down his mother, banish the shadows, and find 
something to eat in peace?  
A dark fantasy tale featuring one of the characters from Laurens’ 
popular Sanctuary series.  

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

SCOTT WAITED FOR THE USUAL SHOUTS of irritation to greet him as 
he slammed the front door of his home and kicked his black school 
shoes off. Instead, silence hovered over the house, heavy and 
cloying. Silence, that was, except for his rumbling stomach. He 
sighed and schlepped down to his room, dodging the stacks of 
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miscellaneous paperwork and clothing in various states of 
cleanliness that lined the hallway. Looked like dinner would be 
beans on toast again. 

Scott kicked open the door to his room and crossed the threshold 
into sanity. The rest of the house was his mother’s domain, carpets 
crusted with dirt and crumbs and ineffectual insect spray, mould 
growing in the corners where damp had invaded the house, drains 
stinking like a public toilet block.  

In his room, the carpet was, if not clean, at least vacuumed. The 
array of stains were at least assured to stay where they were, and the 
walls had been scrubbed down so regularly they were starting to look 
worn. He closed the door with a heavy sigh and dumped his school 
bag in the bottom of the wardrobe.  

Undressing was an exercise in precision: trousers washed only 
two days ago meticulously folded for reuse tomorrow, sweat-infused 
shirt in the hamper, tie over the hanger in the wardrobe. He pulled 
on trackies that would have crushed his carefully cultivated 
reputation in one fell swoop if anyone from school ever saw them, 
and a t-shirt that had sprouted at least two new holes since he’d worn 
it last time. There was a uniform free day coming up next week; he’d 
have to raid Mum’s wallet again.  

Out in the kitchen, three envelopes skulked on the bench, all 
addressed to his mother, all unopened. Scott glanced at them. Phone 
bill, electricity and water. He rubbed a hand up his face, under his 
glasses and over his eyes. Dammit. The welfare payment wouldn’t 
be banked for another ten days. He’d have to call Aunt Sally again.  

Whatever. Problem for later. Right now, the most pressing 
problem was his gurgling stomach. Lunch had been good old air yet 
again—easy to hide with enough arrogance and a few simpering 
girls to hold people’s attention—and it was nearly half past five.  

He opened the pantry door and was halfway through reaching for 
a can of baked beans before his brain registered the shadows. What 
the hell? He clenched his jaw, hands fisted. This was just too far.  

Heat settled in Scott’s stomach as he stalked into the laundry. The 
rancid air made his eyes tear, but that was just another fact of life. 
He scooped a mouse out of the writhing tank in the corner—he’d 
long since gotten used to the feel of ten mice trying to cling tooth 
and claw to his arm at once—and shoved the wretched thing in his 
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pocket. It squeaked in anguish as something broke—but he’d long 
stopped caring about that, too. He had the best role model in the 
world for not caring, after all.  

But shadows, right there in the kitchen? Right where his mediocre 
dinner was supposed to be? Okay, so the house had more in common 
with a trash heap than a home. Okay, so she was often caught up in 
her mindless little schemes and forgot to make food. But shadows? 
In the kitchen? His cheek began a little twitching routine as he flung 
the pantry doors open again and surveyed the damage. Damn it all, 
he was hungry.  

Scott fought down the disgust building in his chest. He should 
wait, be cautious and sensible, go down to the stream and cross over 
properly.  

His stomach rumbled. Screw sensible.  
He grabbed at the mouse, hardened against its pain by years of 

practice, and set it under his hand on the shelf, right near the edge of 
the shadows. Did he dare? 

His stomach rumbled again, not so much a gurgle of hunger as a 
tight knot of emptiness. Gritting his teeth, Scott shoved the mouse 
towards the shadows with both hands. He closed his eyes and at the 
last instant, just as he felt the first brush of darkness, he snapped the 
mouse’s neck. 
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INKLET #2: OFF THE RACK 
 

A free groom and a half-price ring bearer with every wedding 
gown purchase: the perfect solution to Lisa’s relationship problem.  
Now she just has to choose the right groom. Ah, what the heck: 
why not spring for a custom-made?  
Because this time, Lisa’s getting the best her money can buy.  
A light-hearted contemporary science fiction for everyone who’s 
ever loved revenge stories.  

 
 

 
 
 

THE SOLUTION TO LISA’S PROBLEM glowed neon in the fading light. 
She pulled into the parking lot under the sign with words blinking 
“Free Groom Half Price Ring Bearer w/ Every Wedding Gown”. 

Inside, the boutique was softly lit. No crass racks of squashed 
satin dresses here. Elegant confections of lace, pearl, and silk each 
stood center spotlight in a variety of wedding vistas. 

 One gown, a simple silk design, was advertised as the best for a 
beach wedding, the price for beach and horses thoughtfully included 
on the price tag. Another gown looked like the work of a deranged 
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fairy godmother with some magpie in her ancestry, and was touted 
as ideal for a themed Cinderella wedding. 

Lisa browsed until she caught the clerk’s attention. 
“I’m so sorry you had to wait, Miss. I was just seeing to another 

happy customer. Now, which dress were you looking at?” 
“I rather like the beach dress—” Lisa began. 
“A favorite theme,” the clerk interrupted, nodding 

enthusiastically. “Very chic this season.” 
Lisa pulled an indecisive face. “Yes, but the train doesn’t quite 

suit me.” 
“If you can describe what you want, I can point you in the 

direction of several lovely gowns. Or I can show you some of our 
recent arrivals?” 

“Something figure-hugging, but not trashy.” Lisa sketched an 
hourglass shape in the air with her hands. “I want to go for 
understated taste and old-world elegance. Maybe a few pearls or a 
touch of crystal. Nothing ostentatious though.” 

A pad of paper had appeared from nowhere and the clerk took 
detailed notes with quick glides of her pen. “Would you prefer a pure 
white or an ivory?” 

“Pure white. This is my first wedding, I want to do it properly.” 
“Of course. Don’t we all?” The clerk’s head bobbed like a 

chicken as she focused on her notes. “What kind of sleeve were you 
looking for?” 

“Sleeveless. For a summer wedding.” 
The clerk nodded once more, a decisive gesture. “Something 

drapey, long, and sleeveless. You know, I think I have just the gown. 
It might be your size too. It’s an Elyia, and we were only able to get 
three of her gowns this year. A little pricey...” 

There was a judicious pause. 
“Money is not an issue,” Lisa assured her. 
“Perfect.” The clerk beamed happily. “The gown is pure silk, a 

mermaid silhouette, you know. It hugs and then flares below the 
knee. Very artistic. No embellishments, but I know it will be perfect 
for you.” 

And it was. Lisa twirled in front of the three-way mirror. Cool 
silk swirled around her ankles. Curves she didn’t know she had 
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popped into place and gave her the kind of figure women usually 
paid surgeons big money for. 

“I’ll take it!” 
“Excellent.” The clerk glowed. “I’ll write it up for you.” 
Lisa changed in the dressing room and handed the gown over to 

a hovering underling. “Now,” Lisa said to the clerk, smiling. “About 
the groom...” 

“Right this way, please.” Still humming, the clerk led Lisa past 
fantasy wedding settings, rows of hothouse flowers set in stasis and 
perfect for everything from boutonnieres to bouquets, and into a 
back room. She flicked on a light. 

Rows of grooms hung awkwardly with coat hooks down the back 
of their tuxedos.  

Some were so short their feet dangled several inches above the 
floor; others were so tall that they sat folded up. To one side, the 
plus-sized grooms circled slowly on a rack like a herd of tethered 
balloons. 

“Ignore the tuxedos,” the clerk said, straightening the tie on a 
short groom propped on a display rack. His feet kicked a few inches 
above the ground as he mumbled in his sleep. “Clothes are 
interchangeable. So are the shoes.” The clerk turned. “Did you have 
something already in mind? Off the rack, maybe? Or did you want a 
custom groom?” 

Lisa clicked her tongue in thought. “I really don’t know. I’ve 
never been groom shopping before. What do you advise?” 

“Why don’t you have a look around and check the tags while I 
get you some refreshments? You’ve already been in the store over 
an hour. Shopping makes one hungry.” 

“Tea and biscuits?” 
“Don’t be silly!” the clerk said, horrified. “For groom shopping 

we have chocolate-dipped strawberries and champagne.” 
Lisa smiled gratefully. “That sounds delightful.” 
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INKLET #4: MIDSUMMER 
QUEEN 

 
The night gives her strength. Under the moonlight, her bruises 
disappear. 
The servants resent her; she should be grateful for her mother’s 
attentions. 
But she knows the truth. She knows why her sisters died. 
And now, her mother calls. 
A short, chilling retelling of the Snow White myth. 

 
 

 
 
 

I NEVER UNDERSTOOD THE ONES WHO said they feared the night. 
Light was the harbinger of evil in my world. The night gave me 
strength to live. Under the moonlight, I had no bruises. 

Midsummer was the worst. Long days shortened the hours of my 
freedom. I despised the spring blossoms, hated that the night was 
quickening away.  

Sometimes I prayed for an early winter. Deep frost, snow, hunger, 
starvation... none of those mattered if I could wrap myself in a 
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blanket of darkness. 
It is noon by the sundial and the garden is in full bloom. Summer 

solstice lanterns are hanging throughout the town and from the 
caverns of the kitchen I can hear the bickering of two old woman. 
Years of jealousy spill between them, a vile acid that’s etched itself 
into the stone.  

From the balcony above, I hear the snide mocking of a second 
pair who feed on that acid hatred and give it life in their bosoms. 
Daylight makes a solemn mockery of all I love. 

Quietly, I pull my sleeve down to hide the handprints that blacken 
my flesh. Others think I wear the sleeves out of vanity, that I hide 
my moon-pale skin from the sun because I reject summer’s golden 
glow.  

It is not true. Had I no horror to hide, I too would embrace the 
sun. But how can I when it is nothing more to me than the witch’s 
pyre? 

“Iulia!” A maid calls my name and I am stolen from the gardens 
to the goblin’s den.  

Beautiful as the first spring morning is the woman I have called 
Mother all my life. She is radiant and fair to behold. Praised by men, 
idolized by artists, all who see her bow in awe.  

They should tremble in fear, for that fair face hides a cruelty like 
no other. Not even a cat tormenting a mouse matches her for cold-
hearted pain.  

I bow before her, fearing the lash of both her whip and her tongue. 
“You are an ugly child.” She has said so all my life. 
“Forgive me. I know no other way to be.” 
Her gold slippers glitter in the sunlight as she stalks around me, 

a lioness looking for a weakness. “When I was your age there were 
men that avowed they would die if they could not dance with me. 
Kings went to war to win my hand. Maidens took their own lives 
because they saw me and knew they could never compare.” 

“M’lady is the greatest wonder of the modern world,” I said. “Not 
even the sun is more radiant than she.” This is the prayer I learned 
in childhood. My scripture is a paean of praise to the woman I hate 
most. 

“Who would see my beauty slip away?” 
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“No one, my queen. The world would die for want of you.” 
“True.” A leather crop caresses my cheek. It is her form of 

endearment. “Once I hoped you would reign beside me, the Little 
Queen. The moon to my sun. But it cannot be.” 

The cold leather digs into my cheek and I feel hot blood well up 
where the rough edge cuts me. “M’lady has other daughters, both 
radiant and fair.”  

All are dead.  
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INKLET #5: THE WASPORCIST 
 

Her ears buzz, day and night, like a wasp has taken up residence in 
her brain.  
The solution? Call whoever it takes to get rid of it. No matter what 
the cost.  
If you love stories that leave you glancing over your shoulder with 
a chill down your spine, don’t miss The Wasporcist. 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Today. 
 

MY EARS WON’T STOP RINGING. IT’S been a week now—ever since 
Halloween, actually. That party was insane. I prob’ly shouldn’t have 
let that guy pour me a drink, even if he did compliment my outfit. 

But anyway, the ringing. Every noise echoes in my left ear with 
a weird, computerized-voice-over effect. It’s especially bad in a 
crowd, since the echoes get so loud I can’t understand what anyone 
is saying. 

I went to the doctor today. She says nothing’s wrong. I think she 
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thinks I’m making it up. 
 
 
Nov 8. 

 
Ear ringing persists. It’s like the electricity in my brain is going 

mad, buzzing so loud I can hear it. 
Will my brain explode, I wonder? 
 
 
Day after yesterday. 
 
The buzzing is so loud now I have trouble hearing anything else. 

At least it means I can’t hear things echoing. 
 
 
First day of the rest of forever, in which I never hear again. 
 
Have determined that my brain has been replaced with a wasp, 

and it’s mad at being trapped in my pitiful skull, hence continuous 
buzzing. Must see an insectologist, or whatever it is that they’re 
called, to get it out. 

 
 
Nov 13. 
 
It’s Friday. I should have known that was a bad start. 

Insectologist, who is apparently actually called an entomologist, 
tells me that wasps don’t live in people’s heads. I told him I’m 
always an exception. He told me to call a shrink. 

Had shrink. Didn’t work. Besides, I don’t need a shrink, I need a 
waspinator. I wonder what they’re called. Let me check. 

Internet says exterminator. How dull. I vote in favour of 
waspinator. Let me go call one. 

 
 
Another day. 
 
Waspinator should be coming today, wootwoo. I am so SICK of 
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this buzzing. I swear, the thing is driving me insane. Even Josh 
thinks I’m acting weird, and he’d know, he’s the King of Weird. 

Oh, knock at the door. That’ll be the Waspinator. I’ll report back 
in a minute. 
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INKLET #8: A FINAL REQUEST 
FOR MERCY 

 
Abbi the Labrador loves her people—but she loves her bunny 
friend Zac even more. So when he pleads with her to let him out of 
his cage one night, she does. 
Even though it’s the wrong thing to do.  
Even though the consequences will be worse than she ever 
imagined.  
A tragic short tale about the true meaning of friendship—and guilt. 
 
CONTENT NOTIFICATION: Animal death.  

 
 

 
 
 

THE FULL MOON SHONE, BATHING THE yard in muted silver and 
turning Abbi into a dark, doggy shadow as she lay underneath the 
lemon tree. She stretched, tail thumping the ground; the night was 
warm, the Zac rabbit was home, and all was well with the world.  

A movement caught her ear and she raised her muzzle to sniff. 
Algernon the guinea pig, appearing for a midnight snack in the cage 
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across the yard. His head bobbed as he ate, ears flapping and lettuce 
crunch-crunching in his teeth. 

The tip of Abbi’s tail twitched. Chasing him around his cage 
never failed to amuse her—especially since he never failed to run.  

Abbi sat up and scratched at her collar, which always managed to 
tickle the itchy spot under her chin. A good chase would help her 
forget the discomfort. 

A soft moan made her ears prick high—but Algernon munched 
away as though nothing was wrong. Strange.  

Abbi sauntered over to the hutch. “Hey, piggy-pig. What’s up?” 
Algernon ignored her, concentrating on his food. 
Another moan. 
Abbi’s eyebrows twitched. “Zac?” she asked. “Is that you?” She 

lowered her head against the hutch, listening for the rabbit’s 
presence. He mostly kept himself inside at nights, especially now 
the frosts were here—but moaning was new. 

Another moan, and a rustle of straw. She pressed closer. “Zac?”  
Zac’s reply was so soft Abbi couldn’t make out the words.  
“Zac, is everything all right?” 
Another faint response, almost beyond hearing. “Come here.” 
“I am here.” She snuffed through the corner of the cage. “See?” 
“Open... Open the lid.” 
Abbi started. “What?” she said. “It sounded like you said ‘Open 

the lid’.” 
“Yes.” 
“What? No! I can’t do that.” She nodded towards the house. 

“They’d kill me.” 
“Please?” 
“Why?” 
“I... need you.” 
Abbi stared at the house, sleeping quietly in the night. She 

scratched at her ear, pondering. “I suppose so. If you really need 
me...” 

“I do,” Zac panted. 
Abbi sighed. Here goes nothing. She leapt onto the roof of the 

cage where three bricks held down the lid. She shoved at one with 
her nose and it scraped a few centimetres. She shoved again and it 
toppled off, landing with a thunk. The other two followed, then she 



A final request for mercy 

423 
 

jumped back to the ground. She nibbled at the lid, trying to get a 
good grip. 

“Please hurry.” 
Abbi tugged and the lid opened. She swallowed, half expecting 

one of the girls to burst out of the house and yell at her. But the house 
slept. She stuck her nose into the cage.  

In the moonlight, the rabbit was nothing more than a silvery bump 
in a corner. Abbi twitched her nose; he smelled wrong. “Are you 
okay, Zac?” 

The silvery mound shivered—Zac inched his head around to face 
her.  

Abbi winced, sensing the effort that the simple movement took. 
“No,” he said in response to her question. “I’m not.” 
“What… what’s wrong?” 
Zac shuddered. “Die… dying.” 
Abbi jerked away. No. Zac had been sick, but that was before. He 

was better now. He couldn’t be dying. 
“Abbi?” 
Her nose trembled. “I’m here.” 
“I… I want you to do me a favour.” 
“Zac, you’re not dying, don’t be silly. The girls will make you 

better, they fixed you last time—” 
“No.” His whisper was faint, so faint—but firm. Abbi shivered. 

“I didn’t get better last time.” 
Abbi pawed at the ground. “What do you mean? You were 

running around like anything last week. They fixed you, the girls 
fixed you, they did.” 

Zac shook his head. “They didn’t,” he said. “Not forever. It’s… 
it’s come back, and this time… The vet couldn’t help me. I can’t 
beat it.”  

His head lolled against the straw and adrenalin flushed Abbi’s 
system. “No, Zac!” His sides filled out again, and she breathed.  

“I’m sorry,” he said. 
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INKLET #10: ANSWER THE 
QUESTION 

 
Ellie looks forward to her regular spa visits. Running into that jerk 
Brandr again? Not 
so much.  
Too pretty for anyone’s good, Brandr arouses lust in everyone he 
meets—and Ellie 
hates the way he inspires her body to burn. She knows what she 
wants out of love, 
and she’ll do whatever it takes to maintain her control. 
  
If you love enemies-to-lovers with a touch of magic, you’ll 
love Answer The Question. 
Grab your copy now! 
 

 

 
 
 

I TILTED MY HEAD BACK AGAINST THE pastel green wall of the day 
spa, relaxing just enough that I could feel every ache and pain in my 
body. Man, I was looking forward to this massage.  
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The door handle on one of the client rooms twisted, and a fraction 
of a second before the door opened, I stiffened. Heat sang through 
my body and, furious, I stuffed it away. Not Brandr. For a brief 
moment I panicked, wondering if Bianca had mixed things up and 
booked my massage with him again—but I forced myself to breathe 
and relax, keeping my eyes closed. Bianca ran her day spa with a 
golden heart and an iron fist; she wouldn’t do that to me.  

Still, as Brandr exited the client room and crossed the waiting 
area, footsteps soft on the rugged floor, I felt more than heard him 
pause in front of me, every sense in my body standing to rigid 
attention.  

Steady breath in, steady breath out. Steady breath in, steady 
breath out. I’d managed to successfully ignore him through all of our 
infrequent encounters since that first massage, and today would be 
no different.  

In front of me, he sniffed. “I clearly need to have a word with 
Bianca,” he muttered, and I couldn’t tell if he was including me in 
his audience or not. “That lounge needs replacing, and some things 
around here are getting downright old and worn.” 

I managed to avoid choking on my disbelief until he left the room, 
though I could still see the back of his head disappearing down the 
stairs, so doubtless he heard me. Whatever. I didn’t even care. 
Stupid, arrogant, jerk-faced twat. Just because he was so pretty that 
girls fell over themselves to be near him. Well, I wasn’t falling for 
it, even if it had been the best bloody massage of my life. I was not 
some stupid, vapid piece of arm-candy for him to play with. Urgh.  

I slammed my head back against the wall just a little too hard, 
and winced. Moron. Imbecile! Arrogant peacocky slimeball!  

“Ellie?” Bianca’s soothing voice halted my litany and I sighed, 
forcing away the frustration that encounters with Brandr always left 
me. “Your turn, honey.” 

Damn him. I was going to enjoy my massage. He was not going 
to ruin this perfect moment of relaxation.  

Firmly shoving thoughts of stunningly gorgeous manwhores 
from mind, I followed Bianca into a treatment room.  
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INKLET #11: HAPPILY, RED 
 

Springtime promises hang in the air. And Red wants her happy 
ending—no matter what her mother might have said. 
No matter what the cost.  
A darkly optimistic sequel to the Little Red Riding Hood tale, for 
people who want to believe in hope. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

OCCASIONALLY, IT IS POSSIBLE TO HAVE a happy ending. It’s in the 
bees buzzing officiously around their daisies, the wild lace flowers 
strewing grass so lush it’s thigh-high and crisp, the fresh pinch of 
early morning air that pinks the cheeks while the glorious golden 
sunlight promises a warm day; and in the feel of your warm arms 
around mine. 

This doesn’t have to be an ending of course. It’s also a beginning. 
Also a middle. Perspective is everything, see.  

It would easy to describe the mud stains in the yard, the dead, dull 
branches on the trees infected with barkbug, the feel of the empty 
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bed beside me when you’re gone for days at a time. It would be easy 
for my mother’s words to ring true, to fester in my heart until I was 
sorry I said yes, until I regretted your smiles and wiles, days spent 
hand in hand, picnics with scones and clotted cream and fresh-
crushed raspberries with sugar. 

No. I could never regret those things. Not even on the nights when 
it feels like you have been gone for a month and I fear you may never 
return. You know the woods well, and as you saved me once I know 
that you will save yourself a hundred times—and one day, perhaps, 
I will save you, though you say I already have. 

It is possible to make a happy ending.  
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INKLET #13: DRAGON 
TUESDAY 

 
On a hot and stuffy afternoon, Chay and Sham want ice cream—
and to spot the strange dragon that appears on the streets every 
Tuesday first this time.  
But when a metallic, boxy beast appears blowing smoke and 
vomiting people, what Chay gets costs her a lot more than she 
bargained for.  
A cautionary tale about getting what you thought you wanted, and 
the weighty impact of over-active curiosity glands.  

 
 

 
 
 

HOW CAN YOU HELP? HEH. I’D LOVE TO know. More than you, 
probably. But I doubt you can. I mean sure, you’re more than 
welcome to try—I’m not keen on being stuck like this forever, and 
presumably they found some way to help my great grandmother.  

No, not stuck as in up the tree, I know how to climb out of a tree, 
thank you. I mean like this, in this body.  

Well yes, I suppose it is pretty, in a way. But it’s not… me.  
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It was my great grandmother, actually. Yeah, I know that’s 
creepy. 

Uh, sure, you can touch the scales. If you can reach. Here, if I 
lower my tail you can probably reach.  

I dunno, they’re probably magical. I really have no idea, though.  
Oh look, just let me tell you the whole story. Sit down.  
Comfy? Okay. 
 
 
It was a hot, sultry Tuesday with dust thick in your throat, like all 

of them had been in that month full of Dragon Tuesdays, and Sham 
and I were heading out for ice cream. There’s this great little parlour 
at the end of Beech Avenue that does the real, genuine home-made 
stuff. 

Although we never said it, I knew we were both hoping that this 
time, we’d be the ones to spot the dragon—the dragon that had 
appeared with perfect regularity, every Tuesday of that month, 
somewhere around our tiny town.  

Seeing a dragon had become my entire goal in life.  
Yeah, I know. Ironic.  
So, we were walking down Main, kicking up the red dirt of the 

road, laughing and joking and generally having a good time. School 
was out, summer was on its way, and life was good.  

We hit the ice cream parlour—I got raspberry coconut swirl, just 
for a change—and took our waffle cones outside. There we were, 
licking our ice creams, giggling and hot and sticky, minding no one 
but ourselves, glancing casually around every now and then, just in 
case. 

I’d gotten down to the cone and almost given up hope when there 
was an almighty crash-thud. A blinding flash of light shone from a 
side street; we ditched our cones and ran towards it. 

“Dragon,” Sham exclaimed, eyes all lit up.  
I nodded. A great beast, it was said to be, about the size of a 

wagon, metallic and boxy and roaring and blowing smoke out its 
end.  

Right as we came around the corner, there was another almighty 
roar, and there, before our eyes, was the dragon.  

We were shocked, but not half as shocked as we were when there 
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was a clunk-clunk, and the dragon’s body started opening up.  
I shrank back around the corner and clutched at Sham’s arm.  
But that wasn’t even the strangest: as the dragon’s body opened 

up, people emerged. Three of them: two men and a woman. They 
were wearing strange clothes that gleamed, dark and form-fitting. 
They stared around at the squat brick buildings and murmured to 
themselves. 

Mayor Francis must’ve heard the noise, ‘coz he came striding out 
of the Hall across the street, moustache twitching. He ignored us and 
marched right up to the dragon riders. “And who are you?” he 
demanded. 

Sham and I didn’t hear their answer, so we edged closer. 
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INKLET #16: CHERRY 
BLOSSOM 

 
Ambrose sits alone in utter darkness, in a house nobody wanted, on 
a rug nobody loved, about to reach the pinnacle of all his dreams 
and hopes and plans.  
What a pity it requires his death first. 
Let’s just hope the prize makes the price worthwhile.  
A wistful, melancholic reminder of the importance of love.  
 
CONTENT NOTIFICATION: Ritual self-sacrifice (to achieve 
immortality). 

 
 

 
 
 

AMBROSE SITS ALONE IN UTTER DARKNESS, no one but fear for 
company as he prepares for the culmination of his ambitions. It’s 
been years since he felt fear; it’s been years since he felt anything. 
That was one of the demands of the quest: let nothing distract him 
from his single-mindedness, not love, not hatred, not regret, not fear. 
So in a way, it’s nice to feel again, even if it does set his teeth on 
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edge and send his pulse racing.  
There’s no reason for the fear, of course. He knows the potion 

will work. Years of research and millions of dollars have ensured 
that. But the moisture that should coat his tongue and throat still 
slicks his palms and forehead instead. Ambrose scrubs his hands on 
his bare thighs; his grip must be firm, sure. The timing of this 
experiment is so crucial to its success; the merest half-millisecond 
hesitation caused by a slip of the knife would be disastrous—and he 
doesn’t want to die. 

Which is entirely the point, really. He sits here, naked and alone, 
in the dark of night in a house nobody wanted on a rug nobody loved, 
because he is about to reach the pinnacle of his ambitions, and 
finally, at last, escape the clutches of death forever.  

Shame he has to die to do it. 
Ambrose takes a deep breath and feels for the knife to his right 

and the stone goblet to his left. Careful not to spill the precious 
liquid, he raises the goblet to his lips, fingers wrapped around stone 
so smooth it feels wet. Or is that sweat again? In his other hand he 
clutches the knife, simple wooden hilt roughing his skin, and presses 
the blade to his throat. It’s cold and somehow it tickles.  

Fear leaps in his stomach but he catches it, moulds it, hones it 
until it’s as sharp as the blade and is just another weapon at his 
disposal. He tilts the goblet until the liquid meets his lips, presses 
the blade into his skin until he feels the sting of blood. This is it, the 
moment when he will end his life and begin it, the moment when he 
will grasp his immortality. On the silent count of three, he draws the 
knife across his throat and swallows down the potion.  

Hot fire grips him, and whether from the wound or liquid, he can’t 
tell, and it doesn’t matter, because the pain sears down into his belly 
and he can’t breathe, can’t scream, and his heart stutters.  

He’s dying.  
His muscles cramp, arching his spine until he knows his bones 

must shatter from the strain, and it burns, flames under his skin that 
light him up like a candle.  

The fear bursts from his grip and floods through him on a tide of 
adrenalin. Everything’s done, everything’s over, and it was all for 
nothing, and the only thing he can think of is Lena’s eyes and a spray 
of cherry blossom in the moonlight. In despair that overwhelms even 
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the pain, he passes out.  
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INKLET #17: ALONE 
 

Soulbonds mean a slow, lingering death for those who carry 
them—and Guiro’s soulbond is nearly at an end. But if he dies near 
other people, the soulbond will jump to them.  
And so, at the end of a long, cobbled alleyway, Guiro lingers over 
his very last approach to the door of the place he used to call home. 
Just for a few more minutes, he needs to pretend he belongs.  
A touching story about the power of found families, and why real 
love means never having to keep secrets.  

 
 

 
 
 

HE LINGERS OVER HIS APPROACH TO the front door, breathing 
deeply, filling his dry, creaky lungs with the scent of home. Stone 
and damp, old tomatoes and dust. His life encapsulated by a perfect 
smell. 

And he’ll never smell it again. The soulbond is drawing to an end, 
he can feel it, feel the weight lifting. Two days, he estimates. Two 
days and the bond will be gone. He’ll be alone for the first time in 
years. 
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He casts his gaze over the two storeys of the little house, 
crammed in at the end of a high-walled alleyway—and yet the only 
place he’s ever been able to breathe. The gang—his family, the ones 
he chose and raised—are like that. They kept him going when there 
was nothing else to live for.  

He winces. What is he thinking? They need him, his protection—
and he needs them. He pauses stiffly on the front step, rubbing the 
age from his knuckles and the pain from his face.  

He opens the door and Tara storms out into the hall. She attacks 
the stairs without even a glance in his direction. His mouth bunches 
tightly as he suppresses a laugh. Oh, yes. This is home.  

He steps inside and closes the door behind him, smoothing a hand 
over wood more worn than he is. He takes another deep breath, 
basking in the warm smells of oak and brass polish.  

A sigh, from the living room. Is that her? Fortuitous, if so. The 
more of them he can avoid today the better. Dying is hard enough 
without having to say goodbye.  

Especially when one must die alone. 
He creeps across the hallway, floorboards gently protesting, and 

pauses for a moment in the doorway to drink in the scene. The bay 
window to his left lets in the little light available in this bottom 
storey of a back alley, softly illuminating the furniture older than he 
is—and probably in better condition. His lips twitch in a half smile. 

And there, curled in the single armchair by the fireplace, bathed 
in flickering firelight, sits Jessana. He smiles at the contradiction of 
the literary novel in her hand and the assassin’s knife lying on the 
table next to her, loving it even as he hates himself for nurturing the 
killer in her. But it had been necessary, a choice of her life, the life 
of his almost-daughter, against the lives of faceless, impersonal 
others. He’d kept her alive by teaching her his skills.  
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INKLET #19: LEVEL NINE 
 

Andrea plays the Game—a massive, interstellar, virtual reality 
experience—as often as she can. And she plays well. Really well.  
…Well, she cheats, actually, which she feels ambivalent about to 
be honest.  
Except on Level Nine. Because no matter how hard she tries, Level 
Ten remains out of reach… until a wholesome newcomer arrives.  
A light-hearted, feel-good story about the power of online gaming 
to bring people together.  

 
 

 
 
 

ANDREA STOOD AT THE EDGE OF THE clearing studying the opposing 
force. She counted three hundred and seven killerbots loaded with 
every armament the engineers could think of. They stood there, a 
lethal wall of AI menace separating her from her goal. 

The bushes behind her shook. Puzzled, she watched a man roll 
into view. Lasers seared the bush, setting it on fire. The man stood 
up and brushed the dirt away. He looked... wholesome. 

Andrea tried to find another word. Crazy? He only had a small 
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destabilizer, no armor, no vanguard of cohorts. 
“Hello.” He smiled. 
Andrea smiled back. “All alone?” 
“No one else could play today. You?” 
“Flying solo,” Andrea confirmed. 
“Can’t figure out how to get past?” the man asked. 
“I can’t figure out how to get past without cheating,” she 

corrected. “This is only level seven, I’ve gone past a dozen times. 
But I always cheat.” 

“You can’t cheat the game.” 
“You can,” Andrea said. “You aren’t supposed to, but you can.” 
“How?” He looked over the massed infantry of death in 

confusion. 
She knew what he was thinking. The gate leading to level eight 

was plain to see. All you had to do was charge in, kill all of the 
killerbots in your way, and run through the level gate. 

“If you’re very fast...” he began. 
“No. Just lazy. Watch.” Andrea lift-ed a small stone; she weighed 

it in her hand. “Watch.” She threw the rock, arcing it into the center 
of the killer-bots. 

As a unit, the droids turned and opened fire on each other. Within 
seconds there was nothing left of the wall of death but the hiss of 
cooling metal. 
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INKLET #20: TO DUST 
 

The stinking, rotting Maliche devour the world, one city at a time, 
taking death away from humanity and replacing it with a 
shambling, eternal half-life.  
Imber holds the box, a magic box, that may be the key to the 
Maliche’s destruction. 
If only she knew how to use it.  
A post-apocalyptic zombie story about the real value of death—and 
life.  

 
 

 
 
 

SOMETIMES RUNNING AWAY IS THE hardest thing you can do. What 
I want, what I really want, is to turn around right now and plunge 
back into the midst of the Maliche, let their rotting, stinking bodies 
surround me, and kill as many as I can before I die. For Mum. For 
Dad. For Joss. 

God, please let Joss get away. Mum and Dad might be gone, but 
please, please… save him. I left him climbing for a rooftop, and the 
Maliche can’t climb, and he might be safe enough—but I have to 
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run, and running is so, so hard when all you want to do is die. 
I can’t die though, not today. Today I have to live, because in my 

backpack, weighing me down like guilt, is the box. It’s a perfect 
cube I can balance on one hand, sharp-edged and shined to 
perfection—a magic box, the only hope we have of stopping the 
Maliche forever. And I want to stop them more than anything else 
in the world, more than I want to die, because while there are 
Maliche, no one dies. 

And so I run, heading north in a town that runs toward the battle 
in the south, running for life and death and salvation along a road 
whipped by the wind and smogged with dust.  

From dust created, to dust returned. Only that’s exactly it: with 
the Maliche on our doorstep, there is no return. I’ve seen the bodies 
they leave behind, twisted, gruesome things with flesh squeezed 
until the insides pop, left in the sun to ferment with a rictus of pain 
on their faces. And the eyes. The eyes are the worst. 

No. Running away is hard, but it must be done. Humanity needs 
to die. 
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INKLET #21: INTERCHANGE 
 

The bad: Fed up with James trying to run her life, Ella hangs up on 
her boyfriend at the bus stop.  
The worse: Having to share the bus ride home with middle-aged 
drifters. 
But the worst of all? The skinny, shell of a man in the business suit 
next to her starting to cry. Can people not just keep their problems 
to themselves for once?  
A coming-of-age story that reminds us not to judge others before 
we know them.  

 
 

 
 
 

“THAT’S RIDICULOUS, JAMES!” ELLA said into her mobile, grateful 
there was no one else at the bus stop to hear her. The traffic 
whooshed past on the four-lane road, kicked up the smell of hot 
asphalt and petrol fumes. “I think I’m capable of running my own 
life, thanks.” She glanced up at the approaching bus juddering its 
way toward her—an old one, all orange and sky blue. “Look,” she 
said. “I’ve got to go. I’ve no doubt we'll discuss this later. Bye.”  
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She hung up on James, thinking as she did how irritating he was 
becoming. This was the third time he’d expressed disapproval over 
her plans to go down the coast the weekend before exams. As if the 
break wouldn’t settle her nerves. She shook her head in disgust.  

The bus doors hissed open as it stopped, sending the smell of oil 
and hot hydraulics into the back of Ella’s throat as she stepped up 
inside. 

“Student, please,” she said curtly. Ignoring the driver’s brief 
glance at her cleavage, she scanned the bus for an empty seat. The 
bus stank of old sweat and musty upholstery, nearly full with 
students and old folk on the way home from bingo. And of course, 
the occasional middle-aged drifter, taking up space. And leering, 
like they had the chance to do anything more than look. Ella snorted 
in disgust. 

She spied a seat, halfway down on the left side, and swept down 
the aisle, flinging herself onto the worn blue seat and wishing, yet 
again, that she could afford a car.  

Scooting over against the window, her thoughts returned to 
James.  

How dare he, she thought. It’s my life, it’s my money, I can go 
away if and when I please, thank you very much.  

Perhaps it was time for a change. She’d been seeing James for 
what, like two months now? She nodded to herself. That guy in her 
English class was pretty cute. Ben. I think he’s Ben. 

The bus arrived at the interchange, interrupting her musings. Half 
of the passengers disembarked and a new horde of students climbed 
on to take their place.  

The last passenger caused Ella to wrinkle her nose—yet another 
middle-aged man. Briefly, she wondered why there were so many of 
them on the buses.  

Why do these losers not have cars? 
The latest specimen headed her way and realisation hit her: the 

only free seat left was next to her.  
She set her handbag firmly on the seat, and shook her head. He 

didn’t seem to see her.  
He slid in without a word of apology, a skinny shell of a man 

taking up far less than half the seat.  
The handbag sat like an immutable barrier between them. Ella 
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stared resolutely out the window, hoping that her new companion 
didn’t have too far to travel. She was a good half hour away from 
her stop, but if he was still there when she had to get off… Well, the 
last thing she needed was another middle-aged man staring at her 
butt.  

She shuddered slightly at the thought, and examined him out of 
the corner of her eye. He didn’t really look like the butt-staring type, 
but sometimes they didn’t. He was on a bus, after all. 

She was about to resume her internal rant at James when—horror 
of all horrors—the man began to cry. Just softly, and Ella looked 
around in a covert panic to see if anyone else had noticed. 

No one else has noticed, he probably doesn’t expect me to notice, 
it’s all okay, just ignore him. She stared out the window. 

Ella decided that he mustn’t have any tissues, as she couldn’t 
think of any other reason why he would sniff so horribly. For a 
moment, she almost felt sorry for him. Then she remembered that 
she still didn’t know how far he was travelling, and the sympathy 
faded.  

Soon enough, though, the man leaned forward to push the ‘stop’ 
button. The purple light up the front of the bus came on. Ella sagged 
in relief. No butt-staring after all.  

She lurched forward as the bus jolted to a stop. The doors opened, 
and the purple light winked out. The man wiped his face and slid 
into the aisle. 

The doors closed and the bus pulled back into the traffic before 
Ella glanced down, and noticed the black leather wallet on the seat. 
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INKLET #22: EMALIA’S 
LANTERNS 

 
The light of the city proper never reaches the under-city, past the 
jackal-headed guardians who keep the riffraff out.  
No one goes to the under-city willingly. No one except Rion, scion 
of the Tahtali house.  
If found, it might cost him his life.  
But if he stays away, it may cost him a whole lot more.  
A sweet romantic tale about the truest power in the world—love.  

 
 

 
 
 

LANTERNS LIT THE CITY LIKE NINE million stars fallen from the sky. 
The light reflected off polished marble walls and threw the engraved 
runes into sharp relief. But at the gates to the under-city, the lanterns 
ceased. Their light never fell past the dark guardians, jackal-headed 
beasts carved of star stone who came alive to eat those denizens of 
the under-city who dared cross into the light. 

Down that way, in a warren of mud buildings baked hard by the 
sun, lived the powerless. The people with no family name, no power, 
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no chance to duel their way to the emperor’s throne. Down in the 
dregs of humanity was where Rion went, jumping over the gates 
with a push of magic and landing silently on the dusty street. 

Here and there, weak candles lit windows covered by tattered 
cloth. Voices floated through the darkness, fishermen mumbling to 
themselves as they prepared to hike down to the River Esen as the 
sun rose in a few hours. Everyone else was asleep.  

Still, Rion pulled a veil of magic over himself. The scion of the 
Tahtali house shouldn’t be seen here. He shouldn’t be anywhere near 
this part of the desert city, but he could no more stay away than he 
could breathe underwater.  

At last the narrow streets led him to a small plaza with a 
communal well that reached deep into the mountain. Here was one 
corner of the lower city that could belong to the city above, one 
corner where hard mud was carved with flowing glyphs of power. 
He traced a name he loved better than his own and looked up to her 
window. “Emalia?” 

Lantern light flared purple behind a curtain of silk. A silhouette 
appeared and then the curtains were drawn aside to reveal the face 
of his beloved. Dark hair fell around the face of a goddess and every 
thought save one scattered. Twelve days had passed since he’d last 
seen her, last felt her touch, heard the whisper of her voice in his 
mind. 
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INKLET #23: DEAR SANTA 
 

Tommy, aged five, pens his Christmas letter. His request? More 
brains for his family; they just don’t understand him.  
He begs his mum to post the letter. With only one day left, it may 
not get there in time—he might end up with no presents. 
Or, he might end up with exactly what he requested.  
Santa Claus is coming. Be careful what you wish for. 

 
 

 
 
 

Dear SAntA,  
for christmas i wish everyone else in my family had more brains. 

i'm really sick of my sister being so stupid. And mum and Dad are 
so mean sometimes. 

yours, 
Tommy. 
 
 
PS i’m NOT little. if any one calls me LITTLE Tommy again you 

might not be able to bring me any presents. sorry. TB. 
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Tommy stared down at the sheet of paper with his tongue 

between his teeth and his brow wrinkled. That looked about right. 
He folded it up, tucked it into the envelope, and sealed it. He 

pulled a face. Envelopes tasted ick. 
Tommy bounced down the stairs to the kitchen and tugged on his 

mum’s sleeve. “Mum, Mum!” 
“Tommy, why aren’t you in bed?” she said, without turning 

around. 
“Mum, I need you to post this letter! You have to post it quick, 

it’s nearly Christmas and it has to get to Santa in time!” He waved 
the letter up at her. 

She smiled and took it from him. “I’ll post it when I go to get 
your sister from Betty’s, okay?” 

Tommy bounced on his toes. “Will it get there in time?” 
She tousled his hair. “I think so.” 
Tommy ran back to his room and flopped on his bed. He stared 

at the ceiling. Mum said she’d post the letter, but what if she forgot? 
What if she only said she would? It was Christmas tomorrow. There 
wasn’t much time. 

He tossed and turned and eventually fell asleep. 
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INKLET #24: THE QUILT-
MAKER’S SCRAP 

 
A plain, ugly scrap lives in a quilt-maker’s basket, surrounded by 

brighter and more beautiful scraps.  
The ugly scrap longs for a purpose, a quilt to call home... but it 

might as well dream of flying. 
Until one day, its life changes forever—well beyond even its 

wildest dreams. 
A hopeful Christmas parable about waiting for our purpose in 

life.  
 
 

 
 
 

ONCE, IN A QUILT-MAKER’S BASKET, there lived a scrap of fabric. 
All the other scraps in the basket had something special about them: 
some were smooth and soft, others were warm and furry, and still 
others had bright colors or pretty patterns. But this scrap was dull 
and ugly and rough. 

The other scraps teased him. “The Quilt-maker will never choose 
you,” said a scrap of silver satin. “Not when she could choose me. 
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Look how I glimmer in the light!” 
“Or me!” said a golden scrap who had shining sequins sewn onto 

her. “I could dazzle anyone!” 
“Any quilt with you in it,” said a scrap of sensible navy wool, 

“would be an embarrassment.”  
The little scrap drooped. The other scraps were right—he was 

dull and ugly and boring. No one would want him in a quilt. A piece 
of cream poplin brushed past him. “You never know,” she said. 
“Maybe the Quilt-maker will make a quilt for someone she doesn’t 
like. Then it wouldn’t matter if it was ugly.” 

Even though she had meant to be mean, the poplin’s words gave 
the little dull scrap hope. Maybe the Quilt-maker would make an 
ugly quilt. He wouldn’t mind, not at all. At least then he’d have a 
home—and no one would tease him anymore. So he waited near the 
top of the basket, hoping that someday the Quilt-maker would 
choose him. 
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INKLET #25: HAPPILY EVER 
AFTER 

 
Rose got her happily ever after, complete with castle, prince and 
ornate banquets every night. But after four centuries, Rose can 
state definitively: happy endings suck.  
No concerts, no plays, no children or visits with friends… Not one 
single change in four hundred years.  
That ends, now. Before Rose destroys her castle in a fit of pique.  
A fractured fairytale about the dangers of wishing for Happily Ever 
After.  

 
 

 
 
 

“I	 HATE FAIRY TALE ENDINGS!” ROSE threw the child’s coloring 
book into the fireplace designated for burning princess memorabilia. 
She stooped to pick up a sheet of stickers and waved them in her 
husband’s face. “Look at her! Look at her! Does that look like me at 
all? Do I have blond hair? What kind of Nordic whore do they think 
I am?” 

She threw the stickers back into the crackling fire and grabbed a 
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torch from the sconce on the wall. “I. Am. Sick. Of. Happy. 
Endings.” 

“What happy ending?” Gavin asked, relaxing back in his chair at 
the head of the table with a cup of coffee and a newspaper ten months 
out of date. 

“The one we’re supposed to have! The one that left us here!” She 
let loose with a stream of invectives she wouldn’t have dreamed of 
using a few centuries ago. Time had been a bad influence on her.  

“I want to die!” 
She flopped into her own ornate chair next to her husband and 

stared at the banquet in front of them—the same banquet they’d been 
eating for the last four centuries. Or was it five? She’d lost count 
somewhere along the line. 

“You can’t die,” said Gavin in a mild tone. “Dying isn’t living 
happily ever after.” 

“I hate happily ever after.” 
“We haven’t happily-ever-aftered in quite some time.” He looked 

over his mug at her with a raised eyebrow. 
Rose blushed. They’d been quite happy, for a few years. But there 

were no children in happily ever after. No visits to friends. No 
improvements on the castle. No wrinkles. No lines. No death. “It 
wouldn’t have been so bad if we’d aged,” she continued more 
mildly. “That’s what normal people do. They get wrinkles and they 
die and sob over each other’s graves.” 

“Old age isn’t happily ever after either.” He flipped the page. 
“Oh, look, we missed another concert.” 

She glared daggers at him. “Concerts aren’t happily ever after, 
dear,” she replied sarcastically. “Neither are cell phones, hot running 
water, or cars.” 

Frustrated that Gavin wouldn’t take the bait, Rose stormed off to 
her room. She sat down at her writing desk and took up her pen, just 
as she’d done every night for the past few decades. To every known 
bookseller and movie maker, she wrote the same plea:  

Kill Beauty at the end of the movie. 
Wouldn’t it be dramatic and sweet if she died saving her beloved? 

Preferably before her beloved became that guy she couldn’t stand 
because they didn’t have anything in common but a stupid flower 
and some wishful thinking. 
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The only daughter of the widower schoolmaster was meant to be 
an old maid, dispensing charity and maybe entering a convent before 
she died. She was not meant to marry some forgotten prince of a 
kingdom no one had ever heard of. Deep in the bone, Rose knew it 
was the truth.  

She looked out the window at the spiky vista of pine trees and 
high mountains, and considered how many people she would 
willingly kill to go see a beach. Swimming! Sand! Surfers! Visitors 
told her about such things— but nowhere in happily ever after did 
any author ever mention the second honeymoon, or family 
vacations.  

Dark clouds rolled over the pass and a young woman hiked into 
view, accompanied by the now-familiar outline of a laptop case. 

“Visitor!” Rose screamed, rushing downstairs to wait for the 
inevitable knock. “Gavin! Get dressed! We have a visitor!” 
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INKLET #27: CERTIFIED AND 
SEVEN THINGS (DOUBLE 

ISSUE) 
 

Certified to bring tagged people back from the dead, Anna knows 
responsibility. So when Millicent, local school bully, approaches 
Anna to raise Millicent’s boyfriend Victor, Anna does the right 
thing: she refuses. Victor has no tag.  
But now? Millicent’s steaming mad, and willing to risk anything—
and everything—to get her revenge.  
Anna better watch out. This probably won’t end well.  
A sassy little story about the consequences of overstretching our 
limits—and a warning against thinking we always know best. 

 
 

 
 
 

MY NAME’S ANNA AND I’M CERTIFIED to bring people back from 
the dead. Sometimes they don’t want to come, but that’s neither here 
nor there.  

What matters is that I’m certified. Licensed. Allowed. And I’m 
the youngest person ever to qualify as a Raiser; but that doesn’t 
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matter either. I’m qualified. And being qualified means I have to 
follow the rules. 

That’s why, when Millicent asked me to Raise her boyfriend 
Victor, I said no. I’m not allowed to Raise people I know. We’re 
only allowed to Raise people that have been tagged for us.  

The authorities do the tagging; no one knows what they do with 
the people once they’re Raised. You hear stories, but everyone 
agrees it’s to help the war effort. So I guess it doesn’t matter what 
they’re doing.  

All that matters is that we can’t Raise people who aren’t tagged. 
The authorities think that if we could Raise anyone willy-nilly, it 
would lead to self-indulgence, Raising everyone we ever loved who 
died. 

I don’t think so. Some people are better off dead, and I like to 
think I’m mature enough to realise that. If they were supposed to be 
alive, the authorities would have tagged them. 
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INKLET #28: MY 
GRANDMOTHER CARRIES A 

MACHETE 
 

Grandmother has a garden—cool, leafy, green, lush… and 
probably about to take over the world, at this rate. Jenny watches in 
awe, year after year, as Grandmother keeps nature at bay, taming it 
with her touch—and her machete.  
This year, though, something changes. 
If you love stories of courage and discovery that remind us of the 
wild frontiers of nature, don’t miss My Grandmother Carries A 
Machete.  

 
 

 
 
 

My grandmother carries a machete. 
Really, it isn’t anything cool or exciting. She doesn’t fight crime 

or monsters. It’s just a gardening tool. And once you see the garden, 
you realize what she really needs is napalm. 

The garden of terror that requires a machete to hack your way to 
the center started life as a discreet herb garden on the side of the 
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house. It’s older than my grandmother, planted by some pioneering 
ancestor with more enthusiasm than gardening skill. 

Planted by someone who didn’t realize that those small plants in 
tidy rows would grow so that the rosemary now resembles a short 
tree and the parsley is dense enough that small tribes of toddlers have 
been lost in there. 

Perhaps the planter thought the Texas heat would be enough to 
keep the garden from taking on a life of its own. 

Certainly it’s a theory that works for the rest of Texas. The easiest 
way to kill a plant is leave it outside during the month of August and 
wait for the plant to shoot itself in despair. Even cacti wither and die 
under the unrelenting heat of the Texas sun. 

But not in grandma’s garden. 
You can ignore the garden, walk away for months at a time, leave 

it unwatered for years, drop weed killer on it, curse it, exorcise it, 
even burn incense over it—and yet the garden grows. 

My great-grandmother tried giving the plants away. She uprooted 
the mint and gave it away to everyone who made eye contact. During 
the worst of Texas droughts you can tell who has the monster mint. 

The media dubbed it the ‘Glenwood Mint’. The scientists at 
Texas A&M are still studying rogue clippings, trying to determine 
how a plant can live with four-inch roots and no water for two years. 

That’s why Grandma needs the machete. 
Every spring, around about March, she pulls the polished weapon 

from the cupboard over the washing machine, dons her gardening 
gloves and sandals, and marches into the backyard to see what 
damage has been done. 

This year is different. 
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INKLET #29: SEA FOAM AND 
BLOOD 

 
When Adelaide falls from her horse in the paddock near home, her 
mother freaks out. But not without cause: Adelaide’s terminal 
illness grows worse by the day, eating away at her energy, her 
body—and her independence.  
But that’s nothing compared to the tragedy that happens next in the 
paddock, a tragedy that threatens everything Adelaide holds dear. 
Inspired by Greek mythology, Sea Foam and Blood reminds 
readers of the importance of self-determination in crafting a better 
future for ourselves.  

 
 

 
 
 

ADELAIDE LAUGHED AS ANCHOR cleared the jump with room to 
spare. She lined him up for the final obstacle. 

Her side twinged. 
She clenched her teeth and ignored it. Just one more jump. She 

rocked back and forth in time with Anchor’s smooth canter, and her 
side caught again. She sucked her breath in sharply. 
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Adelaide aimed Anchor straight at the jump, judged the take-off 
and tapped him gently with her heel. He flew over the jump. 

Adelaide didn’t. 
From the pathway up to the house, her mother screamed. 
How typical of Mum to appear now. Adelaide groaned and sat 

up, winded but otherwise fine. She grabbed the jump and hauled 
herself to her feet. 

“Stop!” her mother called. “Lie back down right now!” 
Adelaide rolled her eyes but did as she was told. She lay down 

and breathed in the grassy smell of the paddock. The evening dew 
was settling and the air smelled fresh and clean. Almost as good as—
horse.  

She grinned as a noseful of warm horsey air announced Anchor’s 
arrival. He snuffed her face, tickling her with his whiskers and 
nickering. 

Inhaling the comforting smell of horse sweat and partially-
digested grains, Adelaide raised a hand to his cheek. “Hey, 
gorgeous. What’s doing?” 

Satisfied that she was all right, Anchor raised his head. His ears 
flicked as he watched her mother approach.  

Adelaide sighed as he backed away. This wasn’t the first time 
she’d felt caught between the two of them. Their peace with each 
other had been uneasy since the day Anchor had arrived. 

Her mother knelt by her side. “Are you okay, sweetheart?” 
“Mum, I’m fine.” 
“Do you hurt here? What about here?”  
Adelaide tried to sit up, but her mother’s insistent hands held her 

down. “Mum, honest, I’m fine.” 
“How many fingers?” 
“Two hundred.” 
“Funny. Any blurriness of vision? Head pain? Dizziness? 

Blacking out?” 
“No, no, no and additionally, no. I’m fine!” 
Her mother pursed her lips, but rocked back on her heels. “Are 

you sure?” 
“Yes!” Adelaide tried not to roll her eyes. 
“One of these days you’ll be thankful for my caution, Miss 

Adelaide Kelton,” said her mother, halfway between teasing and 
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tears.  
Adelaide tried to look innocent, and sat up. Her side twinged 

again and she flinched. 
“Ah ha!” Concern lines deepened on her mother’s forehead. “I 

knew you weren’t fine.” 
“Mum, it’s nothing.” Adelaide scrambled to her feet and stepped 

towards Anchor. 
“Oh no you don’t. You’ll not be going near that beast again.” 
This time Adelaide did roll her eyes and, impatient with her 

mother’s theatrics, walked towards her horse. 
“No.” 
Anchor shied at Mum’s harsh tone. 
Adelaide turned, ready to glare at her. But the strange look on her 

mother’s face froze her. “What?” 
“I mean it, Adelaide.” Mum folded her arms. “This time enough’s 

enough. I’ve already spoken to your father. You’ll not be riding 
anymore.” 

Adelaide’s pulse raced. What kind of cruel joke was this? She 
shook her head in disbelief. “But, Mum—” 

“No buts. I’m sorry. You won’t be riding him again.” 
Adelaide fought the tears welling up in her eyes and the anger 

growing in her chest. “Mum, this is completely unfair! It was just 
one tiny fall! I’m fine!” 

“No, Adelaide, you’re not. And I won’t have you out here risking 
your life any more. Sooner or later you’re going to have to accept—
” 

“I have accepted it, Mum! But just because I’m going to die 
doesn’t mean I need to curl up and do it now! You’re the one who 
hasn’t accepted it. You try to wrap me up in cotton wool as though 
that will somehow make me live longer! It won’t, Mum. I’m going 
to die.” 

Her mother jerked back as though slapped, her face pale. 
Adelaide’s temper abated and she cringed. That had been a bit 

low. But before she could apologise, her mother spoke. 
“Get inside. Now.” 
Adelaide bit her lip and headed for the house. 
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INKLET #30: ANYTHING FOR 
YOU AND AS LONG AS I LIVE 

(DOUBLE ISSUE) 
 

Tonight: the formal dance. Everything she ever dreamed of.  
But the face looking back in the mirror? About three shades too 
orange.  
She needs to exchange this foundation pronto, before her plans—
and dreams—for the night burn down.  
Because tonight will be perfect. No matter what the price.  
A wicked little story about the lengths that people go to for that 
one perfect evening.  

 
 

 
 
 

I turned to Jacquie and tilted my head under the bright lights of my 
closet-turned-dressing room. “What do you think?” I knew her too 
well to think she’d lie.  

Her face fell. “Oh, honey. That colour is all wrong for you!” 
My stomach sank. “What? No! I asked the woman at the counter! 

She did a skin test and everything!” I whirled back to the mirror and 
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scrutinised my jawline. Sure enough, if I craned my neck up and 
tilted to the right, a line of orange traced my jaw from chin to 
earlobe.  

“What am I going to do?” I turned to Jacquie in a panic. “The 
formal’s in”—I checked the big old train station clock on the wall—
“three hours and I have a hair appointment and I have to get dressed 
and we have to drive there, and besides all that, I’m broke!”  

I buried my hands in my face and tried to pretend I wasn’t sobbing 
over makeup. After all, children somewhere were dying of 
starvation. Those children probably weren’t preparing 
simultaneously for their senior formal and their first date with the 
love of their high school life though, to be fair. 

“Return it,” Jacquie said. “It’s the only thing you can do.” 
“It’s opened!” I wailed. “They’ll never take it back! I’m broken! 

The whole evening is ruined!” 
Jacquie took me by the arm and marched me out my bedroom 

door as I waved the open tube of foundation vaguely.  
“You’ve clearly never seen me negotiate,” she promised as we 

climbed into the car. “Don’t worry. Everything will be fine. You 
know I’ll do anything to make this date perfect for you. It’s going to 
be fine.” 
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INKLET #31: WELCOME TO 
DARK DALE 

 
No one survives Dark Dale. But when the demons summon, she 
goes—with her swords, and daggers, and iron-capped boots.  
The compromise to her independence chafes. But the pay? Worth 
it.  
And they better pay. Or she’ll make them rue the day they called 
her.  
For readers who are practical, well-armed, and ready for any 
challenge—or who wish they were.  

 
 

 
 
 

THE SIGN WAS BROKEN. FRAGMENTS LAY on the ground, splintered 
and splattered with blood. What remained of the rotting stump in the 
ground was charred and gnawed on; teethed on, I corrected myself. 
There was still a tooth sticking out of the wood. 

Marzrels went through several sets of teeth as babies—larvae? 
They were carnivorous worms and I’d never stopped to ask one what 
it called its young. Dinner maybe. But probably breakfast. Just 
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another joy of Dark Dale. 
A shadow caught my eye: a small, yellow scorpion no bigger than 

my thumb, darting away. I stepped on it.  
Those I occasionally called friends laughed at my odd footwear. 

They told me on numerous drunken occasions that I’d do better to 
leave the iron out of my boots and run faster. As I lifted my foot and 
used a second dagger to dig out the still-wriggling arachnid, I yet 
again disagreed with them.  

I killed the wriggler and left the body in the dust. One didn’t 
survive the Dale by being kind and loving.  

Of course, I’d never asked anyone else about surviving the Dale; 
as far as I knew, I was the only one who could make the claim. 
Horrific death was about as native to the Dale as marzrels.  

I sauntered toward my destination, a nondescript rock of little 
intrinsic value, slashing at bushes and stabbing at shadows. The 
bushes burned and the sand crackled under the loving brush of my 
sword of fire.  

Most people liked to collect mementos of their adventures. The 
average sword-for-hire collected gold; others took bones, teeth, ears, 
treasure, whatever caught their fancy. A fair number in this region 
collected skulls. 

I collected swords. The swords of slain heroes, and I’d killed 
every one. And because I knew the weapon I carried had already 
failed one protagonist, I also carried daggers. 

At the rock, I paused and growled. This was the part of visiting 
the Dale that I didn’t like.  

“I am she that is summoned. I am she that answers.” I recited the 
chant from memory, paying minimal attention as the rock steamed 
and smoked. The smoke coalesced and formed into an ashen-
skinned demon with glowing silver eyes. 

“Took you long enough didn’t it?” the creature demanded 
petulantly. “Do you know how long I’ve been waiting?” 
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INKLET #33: NOT FANTASY 
 

Meet Beth, young, hopeful, and a staunch believer in all things 
magical—made easier by the fact that she owns a talking pink 
tortoise and a hyperactive pen. 
Meet her creative writing professor, Mr Sedriane, who refuses to 
allow his students to write anything fantastical.  
But maybe today, for this assignment, Beth might write from the 
heart. Something she loves. Something she believes in.  
No matter what the punishment. No matter what the price. 
A story for everyone who still believes in something more—and 
everyone who refuses to give up on the truth.  

 
 

 
 
 

BETH STARED AT THE BLANK SEARCH engine on her computer 
screen. “How am I going to find something for this stupid 
assignment that I actually like?” 

“Oo, oo!” A bright pink pen rattled in its stand at the back of the 
desk. “I know, I know!” 

Beth glared at it. “I don’t want your ideas. I’m supposed to take 
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in a sensible story.” 
Technically pens couldn’t pout, but this one—Beth jokingly 

called it her Muse, after its propensity for coming up with wildly 
implausible ideas—certainly implied it. 

“Well,” said the pink tortoise that sat next to the keyboard. “He 
said to find a story that connects with something you know, yes?” 

Beth nodded. 
“So what about all those magazines you read online? Surely 

something in one of those connects to you somehow.” 
“Of course, that’s why I love them. But I’m pretty sure it’s 

supposed to be a realist story.” Beth wrinkled her nose. 
“But the stories you read are real,” said the pen. 
“For a given value of real,” said Beth. “Most people don’t believe 

your world exists. People like Mr Sedriane. Especially Mr 
Sedriane.” She pulled a face. “Him and his stupid prejudice against 
anything exciting. Gar!” She flung herself back in her chair. “I hate 
English!” 

“There, there,” said Pembe. “We’ll think of something. When is 
it due?” 

“I have to take a story to class tomorrow.” 
Silence filled the bedroom as they thought.  
Beth exhaled and flopped face-first on the keyboard. “It’s nearly 

ten o’ clock,” she mumbled. “I just want to go to bed.” 
Pembe snuggled into her hair. “Just find something, anything. It 

doesn’t matter if you don’t really like it. As you said, you’re not 
getting marked on it, you just have to hand something in.” 

Beth turned towards Pembe and stretched her lips into a half 
smile. “You know what? You’re right. I’m not getting marked on it. 
So what the hell, I’ll take in one I really like.” 

Pembe jerked her head in concern. “Won’t you get in trouble?” 
“Of course not. What’s he going to do, give me detention because 

I brought in the wrong story? Hardly.” Beth righted herself and 
rested her fingers on the keys, ignoring the nerves in her stomach 
that knew Mr Sedriane might do exactly that. 
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INKLET #34: COURTING THE 
WINTER PRINCE 

 
She plays in the meadow, the only place safe to cry about her 
mother’s death. He finds her there, the wide-eyed boy, thrown by 
his horse, lost in the woods.  
She guides him home, in the process finding the road out of her 
grief—and a friend.  
But then she discovers his true identity. And everything changes.  
A hopeful fairy tale retelling for people who still believe in the 
transformative power of love. 

 
 

 
 
 

IT WASN’T A STORYBOOK ROMANCE. NOT in the way people 
imagined. 

There was no fairy godmother. No magical mice. Nothing but a 
few dusty gowns hanging in the attic and stolen, midnight moments 
stitching a dream by candlelight.  

I wasn’t sure if anyone would understand if I tried to explain why 
I needed to go to the ball. It wasn’t for the dress. It certainly wasn’t 
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because I thought I should have a crown.  
I did it for friendship... and love. 
Years ago, just after mother died, I ran deep into the woods, 

driven half by sorrow and half by despair. In the deep, mountain 
woods that smelled of rain, and earth, and pine, there was a meadow 
of flowers where I could cry. I pictured my bones there, bleached by 
the sun and shrouded by the brown dress that was all that remained 
of my family’s fortune. Everything else had been sold to buy 
medicine for mother. To buy hope. To buy time. 

He found me there, in the dead of night, a wide-eyed boy who’d 
been thrown by his horse and gotten lost in the woods.  

I lived because he wanted to go home, because he said it was 
important. I knew the woods well and by morning I was hungry and 
thirsty enough to stop weeping long enough to save a stranger.  
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INKLET #35: AT THE HOME OF 
THE WINTER KING (STORM 

FOXES) 
 

Zac, young, smart and adventurous, roams the eucalypt bush and 
pine forest around his house to his heart’s content. But not over the 
old train tracks. Never that far.  
Until one day, he feels something magical calling… 
He knows he should ignore it. But even he can’t imagine the 
consequences for listening this time. 
A tragic story about the mistakes we can make while grieving, and 
how clinging to our grief can cheat us of everything we ever loved, 
or hoped or dreamed for.  

 
 

 
 
 

IMAGINE, IF YOU WILL, A YOUNG BOY—about seven, say—who 
thinks he’s the cleverest thing in the whole damn world. Sadly for 
him, he’s not far wrong—but clever doesn’t also mean wise.  

This kid, this boy—this genius—has played in the bush behind 
the house forever, and he knows every gum tree, knows the curve of 
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white eucalypt limbs, the smell of leaves baking in the sun, the feel 
of a sneeze coming when the wattle-puff pollen dances in the aid. 
He knows the needle-sharp sedge grass and the tiny, smiling faces 
of the billy buttons, miniature suns waving in the breeze; he knows 
the smell of the snow wind as it rushes off the mountains in the 
winter, and the taste of the crystal-bright water from the stream, all 
iced mineral and sweetness.  

He wanders through the bush at his leisure, sometimes wandering 
all the way down to the edges of the pine plantation lining the 
highway that’s the artery of this little two-bit town called Jilamatang. 
Regional Victoria, back of the Snowy Mountains, over an hour to 
the nearest thing they’ve got to a city: he’s outgrown the place and 
he isn’t even in double digits. Good thing they have the internet, 
even though the connection’s slower than the post from Melbourne.  

He scouts far and wide, spends the whole day exploring while his 
parents think he’s a good lad in school—an easy ruse because 
school’s also easy—and one day, he discovers something 
worthwhile. Not far from town, a couple of kilometres or so, there’s 
an old train line, rusted iron, smells almost like blood. Barely anyone 
remembers it, and even the real old timers hardly know it’s there.  

But he knows.  
It’s always been a demarkation, the eastern border of his domain, 

and he’s had in mind that he probably oughtn’t cross it. Crossing it, 
he feels, is maybe a step too far from his parents’ world.  

But of course, one day, his curiosity gets the better of him and, 
breath held by tightly pressed lips that quiver with anticipation, he 
skips across old rails rusted to the colour of fox’s fur.  

At first, nothing seems to have changed. The air tastes the same, 
of warm eucalyptus and baking bark, the same wind blows against 
his skin with the smell of pine needles, and the same sun beats down 
upon his shoulders like comfort, like healing, like love.  

Then the trees grow denser, gnarled eucalypts and tufty wattles 
giving way to lofty, straight-trunked pines, needles flared against the 
bright sun and crisp air of early autumn. Their leaves will not 
succumb to the on-coming cold.  

Never mind that neither will the eucalypts’; the pines would have 
everyone know that needles, at this altitude, this close to the highest 
mountain in the whole damn country, are superior—which is why 
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their trunks are so tall and straight, while the poor little natives twist 
and bend, backs crooked in submission to the wind. 

The thick mat of rust-coloured needles devours the boy’s 
footsteps more effectively than any carpet, and for a while it’s eerily 
quiet, only the slightly sweet, musty smell of decay for company. It 
grows colder, too, and the boy shivers, even though summer still 
lingers in the air in long, hot afternoons, and the true bite of winter 
is still months away.  

Through the dense boughs of the pines, something shifts, and he 
catches glimpse of something moving, something big—something 
alive. And although his heart pounds like it wants to escape his chest 
and run right back home to the safety of his kitchen, although the 
taste in the back of his throat is dust and anxiety, the boy continues.  

This, he knows, will be a sight worth seeing.  
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INKLET #36: WITH THIS RING 
 

Selkies and swan maidens… Everyone knows the European tales 
of these innocent changelings, captured by greedy humans. Now 
meet them Down Under.  

Platypuses like Orkney: playful creatures, gentle water animals 
not known for their aggression. For a collector like Lia? The perfect 
target.  

But once collected, platykies can’t remember their old identities. 
Orkney has a lingering sense of wrongness, of loss… and he can’t 
place it.  

Let’s hope he can figure it out before Lia collects him for good.  
If you believe in the power of love, don’t miss With This Ring. 
 
 

 
 
 

ORKNEY SLIPPED INTO THE COOL WATER with barely a splash. The 
evening afterglow had faded from the horizon, and the river was 
quiet and still. He shivered in anticipation. Perhaps tonight Faroe 
would accept him. 

A rustle from the riverbank drew his attention upwards. He found 
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himself staring into a pair of stunning blue eyes, the kind one could 
drown in… 

 
 

 
Orkney shifted in the pre-dawn light and stretched into 

wakefulness. He blinked, disoriented by the room he found himself 
in. What was this place, with its smooth, even walls and the ceiling 
so high above his head? What was this softness he lay on, covered 
by layers and layers of warmth? 

The room brightened and the first morning sunbeam shot over the 
horizon, straight through the clear pane in the wall and into his face. 
Orkney flinched, shying away from the heat on his fur. 

His heart leapt. Not fur. Skin. 
He glanced down and his eyes widened. How had he gotten into 

his human form? He didn’t remember Changing. 
Orkney concentrated, taking deep, even breaths. He remembered 

waking yesterday evening—at least he hoped it was yesterday. He’d 
stretched, scratched, crawled out of his burrow, and slipped into the 
stream. He’d meant to swim over to Faroe’s, maybe ask what she 
was doing for a few hours. After all, it was June. She’d choose a 
mate any day now. 

He remembered a noise, something distracting him. He’d looked 
up, right into a pair of beautiful, blue, human eyes.  

Human.  
The word tickled his consciousness, and he rolled over. Human. 
He inhaled. Facing him, lashes curling on her sleep-softened 

cheeks, dark hair splaying on the pillow in waves and soft, tangled 
curls, lay the most exquisite woman. 

The sun rose further and golden rays fell across her face, 
burnishing her skin and revealing copper highlights in her hair.  

Who was this beauty? 
She opened her eyes. 
Orkney gasped, shocked by their intense blueness. The dream of 

burrows and fur fells away, and he remembered who she was.  
A dimple sprang to life in Lia’s cheek. “Morning, sexy.” 
He grinned. “Morning, gorgeous.” He reached out and drew her 

into his arms. The warmth reminded him of something—a burrow, 
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perhaps?—but Lia pressed up against him and he could feel every 
curve and hollow, and nothing else mattered for the next few 
minutes. 

By the time they’d finished he had decided that he must have 
dreamed of water and fur, and as they broke apart he sighed. “Lia?” 

“Mm?” She lay with her eyes closed again, breasts rising and 
falling with her breaths. 

“I love you.” 
Her lashes parted. For a moment she stared up at him, then her 

lips curved into a soft smile. “I love you, too.” 
 
 



Venus and seven things 

473 
 

INKLET #37: VENUS AND 
SEVEN REASONS (DOUBLE 

ISSUE) 
 

Meet Venus, Goddess of Love and Romance.  
Not the goddess of self-restraint. And certainly not the goddess of 
patience. 
That causes a problem when the desk clerk loses her hotel booking 
and Venus considers changing her title to Goddess of War. It 
would look pretty bad if the Goddess of Love failed at her own 
relationships, after all.  
A sassy, light-hearted story about the real meaning of love and 
romance.  

 
 

 
 
 

VENUS WALKED THROUGH THE MAIN door as thunder rolled 
overhead and the rain began to fall. She glared over her shoulder at 
the rain then flounced to the front desk of the most expensive hotel 
in New York City. “Reservation for Vanessa Rome, please.” She 
gave the concierge her best smile. He didn’t look dazzled. 
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He tilted his balding head forward to peer at the computer screen. 
“I’m sorry, ma’am, we don’t have a reservation for anyone by that 
name.” 

Venus sighed. “My Daddy made the reservation for me, can you 
check for Dios Rome, please?” Again she smiled dazzlingly at him. 

“I’m sorry, ma’am, but the only reservation we have for that 
name was last month. My computer shows that no one claimed the 
room and the card used to reserve it was charged for the full three 
days. Are you certain you didn’t get your travel dates wrong?” 

She did a quick mental count. “Blast, what’s his name changed 
the calendars, didn’t he?” 

“Ma’am?” 
“The one with the green shorts,” Venus raged, godly powers 

overflowing. She wiped away a tear of frustration from her eye. 
“Daddy never remembers the date changes. The two extra months 
and the New Year starting in the middle of winter rather than when 
Persephone returns from Hades. It’s really too much!” 

“Of course.” The concierge cleared his throat. “Would you like 
me to call you a cab, ma’am?” 

“A cab?” 
“Yes, a cab, we’re fully booked this evening. I can’t offer you a 

new reservation.” 
“You can’t?” 
“No, ma’am. We’re full. You will need to go somewhere else.” 
Venus’s immortal power surged, her eyes narrowed, and she 

balled her fists, ready to attack her victim. 
“Gregory?” A blonde woman pushed past her, rushing to the 

concierge. 
“Marian?” He stared at her in shock. “I haven’t seen you... I 

meant to... I can explain...” 
“Oh, Gregory, there’s nothing to explain! I understand perfectly 

and my answer is”—she blushed and looked down—“yes. Yes, I 
will marry you!” 

As the happily reunited couple burst into a frenzy of sweet coos, 
whispered promises, and lusty kisses, Venus altered the guest book. 
A few minor changes and the penthouse-with-a-view was hers. 

She cleared her throat. “My reservation,” she reminded the 
lipstick-covered man. “I’d like my room key, thank you. Now.” 
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“Yes, of course, right away.” He didn’t even question how his 
full hotel suddenly had a penthouse free. 

Venus took the room key with a final look of disgust. 
“The room will be ready in an hour.” The woman trying to give 

him mouth-to-mouth resuscitation swallowed up the man’s line of 
patter. 

“Jupiter almighty!” Venus swung her multi-colored Fendi 
handbag and stalked back out into the night. The thunder grumbled 
overhead as the rain subsided. Her gold Gucci heels clicked on the 
cement as she tried to breathe the fetid city air. 
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INKLET #38: OATH KEEPER 
 

Tired, war-weary and worn, he longs for peace—and home. But the 
smell of blood reaches him as he travels: a giant, half-dead 
dragon—and a gang of bandits guarding it.  
He swore to never kill again.  
But once again, he faces a choice. Because today, someone must 
die.  
A wistful story about promises and peace, and the precarious 
nature of both.  

 
 

 
 
 

THE METALLIC SCENT OF BLOOD reached him through the sharpness 
of the snow. For a moment, his heart leapt and he thought the battle 
was still raging, the cries of dying men filling his ears and stopping 
his senses; but no. The mountains up ahead were the foothills of 
home, and there were no people around, no sounds, no battle cries.  

Easing his shoulders under heavy mail—he hadn’t dared leave it 
behind, old Tom would curse him halfway to the grave if he returned 
without it—he trudged on. 
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The path crested and he spotted the source of the blood-scent 
easily: a great dragon, rear half skinned, muscle and sinew left 
exposed to the elements. Blood had seeped into the snow around it, 
tinting it pink. 

He ran a hand over his face. He’d been at battle for nine and a 
half months. The war was supposed be over. Coming home was 
supposed to be the end of all the carnage.  

But no, someone had to drop a stinking great dead dragon in his 
path. He gritted his teeth, hefted his pack, and trudged towards the 
beast.  

Halfway there the bushes off the side of the path rustled. He 
barely had time to check that his sword was still in its scabbard 
before five scruffy-looking bandits appeared, three bearing equally 
scruffy swords covered in nicks and dings. The other two held 
rough-hewn bats, and one tried for menacing as he tapped his bat 
against his free palm.  

The soldier sighed and eased his sword free. He could take the 
five of them with his eyes closed—but probably not if he tried to 
keep them all alive. Gods, he was so tired of death. 
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INKLET #40: NOT QUITE 
CINDERELLA 

 
The king announces a ball in order to end the war. His subjects? 
Overjoyed.  
Marian? Determined to stop it. Her sponsors need the war to 
continue.  
Looks like sabotage will feature at the top of tonight’s menu.  
A Cinderella retelling for everyone who ever wondered why 
Cinderella wanted to marry the prince in the first place.  

 
 

 
 
 

“HAVE YOU HEARD? THE PRINCE IS giving a ball!” 
“In the middle of a war?” Marian looked at the thin, sallow pastry 

chef behind the counter who didn’t look like he’d ever tasted his own 
wares. “Are you serious? A party during a major offensive?” 

The sallow chef nodded eagerly. “Oh, yes! The prince will choose 
a bride, the king will abdicate, and the whole war will be over.” 

Marian nodded slowly, weighing the options. “So, what I’m 
hearing is, your side is losing?” 
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“My side?” The thin man looked confused. 
“The king is losing, isn’t he?” 
The man’s eyes widened. “I would never suggest something so 

traitorous!” 
“Of course not.” She gave him a polite smile. “One fudge 

brownie, please.” She pointed to the rich confection and waited as 
he bagged her purchase. Her sponsors couldn’t afford for the war to 
end now.  

“Three coppers.” 
She slid a silver piece across the counter. “The stars shine on 

those who show charity today,” she said and walked out with the 
brownie, skirts swirling around her. An end to the war. Not good. 
Still, it could be fixed easily enough. Plans began to circulate 
through her mind.  

The baker wasn’t the only one with news of the ball. In the centre 
of town the square buzzed with people rushing to prepare for the 
upcoming party. Dress shops, barely open for the day, had lines of 
customers and coaches waiting outside. The grocer’s cart was 
empty. Flower sellers were scarce, or possibly just waiting in line 
for a seasonable dress. 

One very determined hat seller stepped into Marian’s path, 
advancing at her with a bright green horror stuffed with purple 
feathers. “Have you something fetching to wear to the ball, 
Mi’lady?” 

“No,” Marian said, trying to side-step the feather tickling her 
nose. 

“Have you considered green, Mi’ lady? It would be a most 
becoming color on you.” 

“Yes, if I had darker skin or fairer hair I’m sure it would. But 
since I have neither, I think perhaps not.” She offered the hat seller 
a strained smile.  

“Purple?” The hat seller waved the plumes closer to her face. 
“No, lime and plum aren’t the right shades for me,” she said. Or 

anyone with a modicum of taste. “Thank you.” 
The hat seller pounced, placing the hat on her head and stabbing 

it in place with a five-inch hairpin. 
Marian glared as she counted, in Greek, to ten. “Remove the hat.” 
“But for just a few silvers...” the seller wheedled. 
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“REMOVE THE HAT.” Thunder cracked through the clear sky. 
The seller grabbed the hat, ripping the felt, and ran. 
Marian removed the pin from her hair and tossed it on the ground. 

Around her, the natives edged away, fearful of what she might do 
next.  

She rolled her eyes and walked back to the inn she’d checked into 
late last night.  

It wasn’t the fanciest place she’d ever spent the night, but it 
certainly wasn’t the worst. 

She tossed a small bag of silver pieces to the innkeeper for a hot 
bath and a warm meal, and walked up the stairs, musing over the 
worst place she’d spent the night. Probably in the burnt-out hovel 
last year, where the ruins were still smoking and the air smelled of 
burnt flesh. She’d slept on the floor in the stone cellar, waiting for 
the pain to stop. 

Opening the door to her small room, Marian paused. No, the 
cellar was the second worst. The first worst had to have been that 
palace three years back, with the hideous pink silk and white lace 
covering everything. That was the worst. Definitely. 
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INKLET #41: ONE BAD MAN 
 

She waits on a frosty street corner in old Russia, armed with the 
gadgets her sponsor gave her. Ivanov draws near—to her, to his 
death.  
But first, she needs to know: Vasiliy Ivanov, good man or bad?  
Killing a good man risks her integrity—and her soul—so no matter 
what the bounty, she must make certain.  
For everyone who ever wondered about doing bad things for good 
reasons—and anyone who ever doubted what they believe.  

 
 

 
 
 

IT IS COLD. THAT IS MY FIRST THOUGHT as I stand against the 
Bielgorod, the walls of the White Town, watching the Neglina River 
rush past in the dim, pre-morning light. Of course, October in 
Moscow is never what one might call tropical, but it has been many 
months since I was last up in the hours before dawn.  

The frigid temperature numbs my nose, and the air, which in the 
heat would carry the scent of the river, smells of nothing but cold. 

I draw my cloak closer around me and hunker down into the 
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gloomy shadows, waiting for one Vasiliy Ivanov to appear.  
He will, at no later than two minutes past six, and I pull out my 

pocket watch—the bronze one with the roving green eye set in the 
lid, a token from Alexsey, my sponsor, and a not-so-subtle reminder 
that he is ever watching—and determine that I have but three 
minutes left to wait at most.  

My breath puffs out, a misty white miasma in front of me, and 
my mind wanders back to the Chernye Miazmy, the black miasma 
that presently infect the town.  

Hovering clouds of foul, dank darkness, they are spreading, 
quicker than before, and for all that they are careful to maintain face 
in public, I know that the administration is concerned.  

Three deaths in three days would leave any governor anxious, and 
although the century is old, it is not so old that Moscow has forgotten 
the Plague—fifteen years ago and more than half my own lifespan, 
and yet as real as the warmth of my breath on my hand when I 
remember the faces of my parents as they died.  

Thankfully, Gospodin Vasiliy Ivanov appears around the corner 
before I can fall further into reminisces. Fifteen years ought to be 
time enough to put away the memory of my parents’ faces; alack, 
some days it is not.  

But Ivanov draws closer, and I swallow down the bitterness that 
the memories dredge up, then detach the little gears-and-rods 
contraption that cuffs my right ear; I don’t plan to let him out of my 
sight, so I should not need the hearing enhancement that the earcuff 
provides, and I do not want to risk it getting broken.  

Alexsey would not approve of that.  
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INKLET #42: THE 
CLAUSTROPHOBIA OF 

LONELINESS AND ADAM, BE A 
STAR (DOUBLE ISSUE) 

 
On the moon, the sole survivors of a terrestrial plague keep each 
other company. 
But when you have the whole moon to fill, two is a very small 
number.  
Can they persevere, for the sake of the human race, their lives—
and their sanity? 
A very short story about the crushing loneliness of depression, and 
the need for human connection to survive. 
 
CONTENT NOTIFICATION: Strong themes of depression. Off-
screen suicide.  

 
 

 
 
 

WE SAT APART, WATCHING THE EARTH-rise. I wondered how many 
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people were left down there. 
“It’s too crowded,” she said abruptly. “I can’t think in here.” 
I looked around our transparent dome, edge to edge a hundred 

paces, only us inside. “Where will you go?” We’d had this 
conversation before. We both knew there was nowhere. 

“Get rid of the weeds,” she told me instead. “The grass can’t 
breathe.” 

This was new. “What should I do with them?” 
“Burn them,” she snarled, then slumped. “Or don’t. Save the 

oxygen. I don’t care. The rescue ship will come.” 
“It will.” I hugged her, and waited for the mood to pass. 
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INKLET #43: THE ARTIST AS A 
YOUNG GIRL 

 
Young Sophie dreams of being an artist. Of painting her mother’s 
dreary, monochrome existence with color. But art? It’s the one 
thing forbidden by her mother. 
Can clandestine art lessons lead Sophie to finding her dream—and 
her true self?  
A whimsical story about longing for your place in the world, not 
matter what the cost.  

 
 

 
 
 

MOTHER NEVER LIKED THE MUSEUM.  
I didn’t ask why when I was younger, only accepted it the same 

way I accepted my gray eyes, tumbling blonde hair, and my mother’s 
refusal to let me wear purple. She hated the color. 

I never asked why. 
Piper, my brother, joined the family a few years after me. I don’t 

remember him ever being a baby, but I was adopted.  
At the very ancient age of seven, I knew all about how children 
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came into the world. 
Sometimes children were created, my mother said, and then 

abandoned. Left all alone. Hanging around, forgotten by the world.  
My mother said that when she first saw me, she had to take me 

home. She knew it the same way she knew how to breathe. She knew 
it the same way I knew she was my mother. 

She indulged my every whim.  
Almost. 
At seven I didn’t notice. At twelve I barely thought to question 

the matter.  
At fourteen I was properly infuriated.  
I wanted to take an art class and Mother forbade me. That was the 

word she used. She stood in front of me and my best friend Liza and 
the guidance counselor and said, “I forbid you to take art class!” 

I very nearly cried that night. 
But Liza texted me and promised that she would take art class for 

the both of us while I joined choir. We had math and language 
together, so there was a perfectly good reason for us to meet a few 
hours after school each day and trade information. 

It seemed like a glorious plan. Wondrous and freeing.  
Mother was very pleased I wanted to join the choir. She said I 

sang like a dove. It was our little joke because my name is Sophie 
Dove Amberg.  

After school each day, I went to Liza’s house and drew and 
painted to my heart’s delight. It made returning home each day so 
bleak. 

There was no art in the house. Mother said it didn’t go with the 
decor.  

White. Black. Gray. That was the palette of home.  
The only bright spots were Piper’s toys scattered across the snow 

white carpet. His red fire engine the bright spot on a blank canvas. 
That fire engine was still in the living room collecting dust the 

day I finally defied Mother.  
Piper was playing music—instruments were his favorite toy—

and I’d just gotten my driver’s license. 
“You should take your brother somewhere,” Mother 

said. “Somewhere unexpected and fun.” 
“I could,” I said as my mind leapt to the art museum. There was 
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an exhibit of flutes and wind instruments from around the world that 
I knew Piper would love. We could play music, look at the great 
pieces of art, and pose with portraits we matched. “I know just the 
place!” 

“Somewhere safe,” Mother said, as if she guessed I had mischief 
in mind. “Somewhere I’d approve of.” 
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INKLET #44: CONFESSIONS 
 

In a world where only priests make art, she listens as strange noises 
range outside her cell.  
She assumed the authorities wanted to question her about her little 
brother.  
But the truth? Much more sinister than that.  
The price for her transgressions? Everything she ever held dear.  
A cautionary tale about crossing boundaries, and the power of art 
to affect reality.  

 
 

 
 
 

THERE’S A KNIFE ON THE TABLE, AND I don’t know why. It makes 
me think that maybe they’re going to sacrifice me after all, but jeans 
and a galaxy t-shirt don’t really make for sacrificial clothes, so I 
don’t know what’s up with that. 

I’ve been stuck in this room for five hours now—thank sanity 
they let me keep my watch, even though they took away my wallet, 
my phone, even my earrings and shoes—and I’ve no clue why they 
even brought me here. 
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At first I thought it was Tommy again—heaven knows they’ve 
hauled him in for questioning enough times, what with his ‘extra-
curricular activities’. But last time I saw him he assured me he’d 
given up the dope for good, and I believe him, and anyway if this 
was just about him they wouldn’t have left me here to sweat for five 
hours alone with a ceremonial knife. 

I have no freaking clue what they want me to do. I assume at some 
point they’ll come question me, but half an hour ago I heard loud 
noises, explosions I think, and it’s been silent ever since. 

I want to know what’s going on. Surely they won’t mind if I just 
try the door, will they? 

I ease myself up off my seat and inch towards the door. No doubt 
it’ll be locked—it should be locked—why wouldn’t it be locked?—
if it’s not locked I am going to be so mad at myself for not trying the 
door sooner. 

Of course, it isn’t locked. I’m an idiot. But not so much of an idiot 
that I leave the knife behind. 

The creamy-sandy stone hallways are empty and silent. I’d expect 
that, in this part of the Council Chambers; the detention cells are 
hardly likely to be a bustling hub of activity, after all. But still. It’s 
deathly quiet. Even the servers that should be whirring in the walls 
are silent. 

I pad around a corner, the worn stone smooth and cool to my bare 
feet, and jerk to a stop, slapping a hand over my mouth to hold back 
a scream. 

It’s a body, blood-stained, dust-shrouded, in the uniform of a 
council guard. What could do this to a guard? They train for years to 
become the elite of the elite, and nothing can wipe them out, not 
even the mages. 

Except. 
Fear ripples through me, an icy cold hand on my shoulder and a 

plunging suddenness in my stomach. But it can’t be true. And they 
wouldn’t know, and they couldn’t have brought me here for that. 

I swallow, my throat suddenly dry and my hand clammy. If it is, 
I’m totally unprepared.  

Unless they left a pencil lying around. 
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INKLET #45: BUT FOR SNOW 
(KADITEOS) 

 
The markets crowd her senses, busy with sound and bustle and 
smells. Tundra needs to escape the sensory overload—she needs to 
run.  
That means sneaking away from her mother, of course. Tricky, but 
not impossible.  
And what she finds? Something that promises all her dreams come 
true—if she doesn’t kill them out of misguided love first.  
A tale of freedom and a love of wild things that proves that if we 
love something, we must let it go.  

 
 

 
 
 

THE MARKET IS TOO BRIGHT—TOO many people shouting, 
laughing, singing—and Tundra cringes, shrugging her shoulders up 
around her ears. The place is raucous; it makes her head hurt. The 
smell of cinnamon and hot oil smothers her nose from the food 
vendors’ stalls, and the sunshine is fierce, making the damp ground 
humid and suffocating everyone with a hot, sapping afternoon.  
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Tundra wanders away a few steps, carefully eyeing her mother as 
she busies herself at a stall full of twisted metal jewellery. Tundra 
creeps a few steps more, the soft grass tussocks compressing under 
her feet as though they too are trying to be quiet in the hubub of the 
crowd. 

She reaches the corner unnoticed, peeks back to see only her 
mother’s fuchsia silk headscarf through the crush and bustle.  

Tundra runs. If she runs fast enough, the people blur and even 
though it’s noisy still, it’s nearly as good as being alone. The rumble 
of the crowd is like the wind that whips her long hair and tickles her 
ears, and she laughs from deep in her belly because if she can just 
run fast enough, it’s almost like flying.  

Tundra pauses in the liminal space of a side-alley where the 
evening sun doesn’t reach. She sobers; others give the alley a wide 
berth. Dark shadows clutch cages against the walls and the breeze 
that gusts from the bowels of the alley is cold and full of night, and 
the smell of old, dry things. Tundra peers warily, curiosity piqued 
by the multitude of eyes that reflect the dim light. She has always 
liked animals. 

Tundra glances over her shoulder as goosebumps prickle her skin. 
Her heart hammers, not in fear of the inhuman night, but that 
someone might see her, might tell her she shouldn’t be here. People 
are always telling her she shouldn’t be in the places she wants to go. 

The wind stirs her hair into wisps, ghost fingers teasing in the 
dark. Tundra tucks her hair firmly behind her ears and enters the 
alley, lungs filling with the dry-fur smell as she breathes deeply.  

Iron-barred cages skulk in corners, and smaller wicker cages 
dance on ropes crisscrossing overhead, knocking hollowly in the 
breeze.  

“Hello, pretty thing,” Tundra says softly as she approaches the 
nearest cage, stretching out her fingers for its occupant to sniff.  

The creature backs away and shivers, fur softly silver in the dim 
light, eyes wide and yellow.  

Tundra holds the bars of the cage and wants to cry. Animal 
thoughts are not like human thoughts—they lack the words—but she 
can feel that the creature does not like its cage; it remembers skies, 
and treetops, and rain. 

Something shrieks. Tundra whips around, adrenalin pulsing 
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through her.  
Perched on a cage above her head is a large, velvety black bird 

with snowy white chest feathers. Tundra moves closer, standing on 
tiptoes to see. The bird’s beak is huge and it’s so brightly coloured 
that Tundra wonders if someone has painted it. Then she sees the 
chain binding the bird’s leg and her chest knots up again.  

“I’m sorry,” she whispers to the bird, bundling up her pity and 
sending it in a way the bird will understand. “My mother tries to 
keep me caged up too.”  

It isn’t fair. 
Something shifts in the crate below the bird and Tundra crouches. 

The crate is deep in shadow, and her eyes tell her it’s empty, but she 
knows her eyes are wrong. She can feel the thoughts of the creature 
inside and watches carefully, waiting for the moment when it will 
reveal itself. “It’s all right,” she croons. “I won’t hurt you.” 

There. A shadow darker than the rest, a hint of fur, a paw.  
Tundra smiles. “See? That wasn’t so hard.” She kneels on the 

smooth-worn cobbles, waiting for the creature to throw off its 
shadow cloak entirely. 

White fur catches the faint light. It is a wolf, half-grown, curled 
tightly nose to tail.  

He opens his eyes, piercing Tundra with his ice-blue gaze.  
She gasps, because deep within that gaze lies recognition.  
He knows who she is.  
She knows who he is.  
And yet, of course, she doesn’t.  
He’s only a wolf, with strange blue eyes and a cloak woven of 

darkness. But he feels… he feels like her dreams, the strange ones 
of ice and snow she’s had as long as she can recall, the ones with a 
sense of something missing so strong it takes her breath away just 
remembering it.  

The wolf cub looks like he would enjoy those dreams, Tundra 
thinks. 

It’s a simple enough matter to pick the cold iron lock with some 
splinters of wood and piece of wire off the ground, and although her 
heart hammers and her palms grow sweaty, no one approaches, no 
one asks her business.  

After a minute or two, the door creaks open. The gangly cub 
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stretches, undulating his back and ending with a shake of his tail. He 
yawns, twitches his black-tipped ears and stares up at her.  

Her breath catches in her throat at the gaze of an apex predator—
but he will not harm her, she thinks. He…  

She swallows. He feels like the thing that has been missing from 
her dreams.  

His tail wafts and his mouth opens in a grin.  
Does he feel it too, the sense that this is a meeting long foretold? 

Only one way to know. Tundra walks away, glancing back at the 
cub.  

He follows. Tundra breaks into a trot, then a run as she leaves the 
alley behind for the bright sunlight and warm smells of the streets. 
The cub keeps pace and together they run right to the edge of town, 
out to the plains of warm, sweet-smelling grasses—and somehow, 
this is how it’s always been. But for want of snow, this could be her 
dreams come true. 

The moon, full to bursting as it dips toward the horizon, reminds 
Tundra that her mother will be looking for her. She glances down at 
the wolf, unable to bear the thought of going home tonight without 
him. She’s only just found him, the missing piece of her dreams.  

And besides, she hates the house. It’s not a special loathing, just 
discomfort born of a preference for solitude, for cold, for wide-open 
spaces.  

The wolf stares up at Tundra and her breath catches in her throat. 
She reaches out and touches him for the first time. His fur, white but 
for his silvery-grey back and black-tipped ears, is cold. Tundra’s 
heart leaps and she grins, half mad with the thought of her own cold 
wolf. His fur burns her fingertips like ice and she luxuriates, sinking 
her fingers right down to his skin.  

The cub snaps playfully at the air and Tundra laughs, pouncing 
on him. They wrestle, growing careless, and Tundra suddenly feels 
his teeth. She freezes, stunned.  

The cub whines and backs away, ears and tail low.  
Tundra shakes her head. “It’s okay,” she murmurs, reaching out 

to him with her good hand—because the one he bit is not a good 
hand any longer: it’s marked with a perfect row of round tooth-
punctures, each one filled with ice. She rubs at them, but the ice will 
not melt. They look like a string of diamonds over the side of her 
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hand. 
The cub whines again and Tundra tussles his ears fiercely. “I like 

it,” she insists, and he nuzzles his face against her as though he 
would lick her if he could.  

Worn out, Tundra lies back in the grass and stares at stars that 
sparkle bright and brittle, promising winter. The cub curls up at her 
side and falls asleep, and although her mother will be furious, 
Tundra cannot bear to wake him.  

Wrapped in cold and frost and the smell of fur, she falls asleep, 
and together they dream of ice and snow, and games played in the 
chilly breeze of death.
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INKLET #46: THE BOY NAMED 
NO 

 
Matron Rus, stern but kindly head of the orphanage, is vexed. A 
child is gone. Justice missed roll call—again—and this time, she 
can’t find hide or hair of him on the orphanage grounds.  
She desperately wants him to give up his search for the family that 
abandoned him, to let himself belong here. But raising Justice takes 
more wisdom than she could ever have imagined.  
A wistful story about the importance of family and belonging, for 
everyone who knows—or can imagine—the complications of 
raising children.  

 
 

 
 
 

TWO STRAIGHT LINES OF UNWANTED waifs stood at military 
attention by their cots. Matron L. R. Rus’ heels clicked as she 
marched down the rows, inspecting hospital corners, checking under 
the beds for debris, ordering hands held out so she could verify they 
were properly scrubbed. 

The last cot stood alone, blankets folded at the end of the bed 
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where the orderly had placed them the night before. The cot’s tow-
headed owner was missing. 

Again. 
Matron Rus scowled. “Justice Saber Rus, get out here this 

instant!” Not expecting much, she checked under the bed. Nothing. 
A twinge of clan pride kept her from screaming. He was a Rus; even 
if he was unwanted, at least he was intelligent. 

She eyed his footlocker, then, with practiced ease, overrode his 
lock code. Shredded uniforms and a shredded gray bag. 

Frustration boiling over, she turned to the boy across the aisle. 
“Where is Justice?” 

“He left last night, ma’am.” 
She scrolled through her mental list of names, trying to place the 

dark-haired child. Virtuous Shield Pantros. Age six, large for his age 
and clan. Probably not a full Pantros. “Why, Mister Shield, did you 
not inform anyone when Justice left?” 

“We were told not to make any noise, ma’am.” His dark brown 
gaze slid upward, watching her. 

“You didn’t consider the consequences of allowing him to 
wander away?” 

“I did, ma’am. But I can’t break the rules, ma’am,” he said with 
infuriating calm. 

Matron Rus smiled. “Rebellion by obedience, how very 
charming. Unit!” she bellowed. “Move out to the cafeteria. You will 
be fed when Mister Saber joins you.” 

The children marched out. 
With a sigh, Matron Rus collected the tattered gray duffel and 

dropped it in the carbon recycler. It was always the first thing he 
destroyed when he threw a tantrum. 

She opened the hall closet, looking for a replacement. 
“Matron Laura?” a voice interrupted.  
“Yes?” 
Terssa Camlin Fisher stepped around the corner. “Unit Five just 

arrived in the kitchen and the little Rondros Pantros girl told me they 
were waiting for Justice. Where is he?” 

“A very good question, Miss Camlin. He’s run off again.” 
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INKLET #47: ANAMATA 
(CHANGING TIDES) 

 
Adela never imagined her life would end here: alone in a filthy 
spare room with a bucket for a toilet after days on days of torture.  
But she can wait a few days for her captors to tire of her—or she 
can save them the trouble. Not that they left anything for her to use 
for those purposes.  
Of course, a third alternative might exist. She knows the nephew of 
this house’s owner, after all…  
A dark, heart-twisting story that proves that even the darkest tales 
can have happy endings, for everyone who believes in hope—and 
unexpected allies.  
 
CONTENT NOTIFICATION: Mentions of torture; allusion to 
rape.  

 
 

 
 
 

ADELA HUDDLED IN THE CORNER, PRAYing nobody would 
remember she was there. The bedroom-turned-prison-cell was dark 
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enough that she had trouble counting her fingers in front of her face, 
and the whole place stank of fear and misery, of human waste left to 
rot and fester, acrid urine burning her nose even as tears stung her 
eyes.  

Her fingers were crammed into her mouth, something that usually 
would have been enough to make her puke with just the thought of 
what they might be covered in—but it was that, or let the sobs right 
out, and if she cried, someone would hear her, and if someone heard 
her, they’d take her out and torture her some more.  

Probably they would anyway, and every tick and creak of the 
house cooling—it must be going night again; how many was that 
now? Three? Four? Something like that—might have been the sound 
of footsteps in the hall outside, coming to get her.  

The first day hadn’t been so bad. That was before they’d taken 
her and tried to break her—tried, because everyone always 
underestimated teenage girls, and they hadn’t reckoned on her 
mental strength. She hadn’t stayed alive for this long while war 
ravaged the countryside by being soft, or flighty.  

And so: the first day had been bearable, even when she’d had to 
relieve herself in the corner, without even a bucket, because the 
room had been stripped of furniture except for the bare bones of the 
wooden slat bedframe and a single sheet—which, in her darker 
moments, Adela guessed was there purely so that someone desperate 
enough had a way to end it all, saving their captors the trouble.  

The second day had been tolerable, because for a brief interval, 
she’d had company: an elderly, wizened man so stooped he was 
shorter than she was—which, given she could maybe hit five three 
in a decent pair of heels, was saying a lot.  

He hadn’t talked much, and he’d smelled of sour sweat and 
vomit, and the bright red scars over his back and shoulders and 
arms—torture wounds, sliced open and immediately healed by 
magic, but healed wrong, so they never stopped burning—had 
brought bile in the back of Adela’s throat. That was what waited for 
her, eventually, when they ran out of other, slightly less painful ways 
to make her talk. Ripping out her fingernails, for example.  

But regardless, he’d been someone else to talk to—talk at, 
anyway—and something to care for other than her own pitiful 
situation.  
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Because the truth of the matter was, the only way she was getting 
out of this was dead, or else if they broken her mind so hard she’d 
never be of use to anyone, in which case they might decide to be 
done with her and throw her out into the woods beyond the 
enchanted fence—but then she’d be dead within the day anyway, of 
exposure or thirst or caught in the crossfire of yet another skirmish.  

A few months ago, the worst thing she could possibly imagine 
was failing her exams, because that would mean admitting that she 
wasn’t a real sorcerer, that everyone else was right and genetics 
mattered after all, and the fact that she and she alone could use magic 
but not detect other people’s lies like all the other sorcerers meant 
that she was somehow lesser, inferior, unimportant.  

The day she’d arrived at the famous Sibelius Sorcery Academy, 
she’d vowed that no one would ever have an excuse to call her 
inferior again, not after that prat Jiri Tahallin with his white-blond 
hair and ocean-dark eyes had stood up in front of the whole school 
after the welcome dinner and denounced her as a dud while the scent 
of candle smoke and pumpkin pie spice mix filled the air, and the 
taste of despair and homesickness filled her throat.  

Screw him. He hadn’t known her then—and he hadn’t learned 
any better in the interim, either, even though she’d been top of every 
class, always spreading rumours about how she must be cheating, 
must be getting help, or—in the last twelve months, about halfway 
through sixth year when he’d turned dark and broody—that maybe 
she was sleeping her way to the top.  

Although, to be fair, it was his awful crony Hydrant—red of hair, 
ruddy of skin, prone to gushing—who’d come up with that one, and 
the black-haired idiot Gully who’d done most of the spreading, 
probably to try to get into Tahallin’s good graces.  

But right now, it was easier to be angry than to try to make 
excuses for him; no, not just easy, but possibly a matter of life and 
death, as Adela sat cross-legged, alone in the dark, trying to breathe 
shallowly against the urine stench, leaning her forehead against the 
cold, splintery leg of the bedframe, picking at the skin around her 
fingernails because physical pain was concrete, measurable, 
tangible, and it sure beat the vague, amorphous anxiety thrumming 
through her head.  

The door opened.  
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Adela’s heart contracted, and for a fleeting moment she wondered 
if this was the end, if she was going to die of a heart-attack before 
anything else could even happen, never to know how the war ended, 
or whether everything they’d done had been worthwhile after all.  

Then her breath caught in her throat, because the man at the door 
wasn’t a man, he was lean and still a little gangly, his white-blond 
hair almost bright in the light shining from somewhere way down 
the passageway, away from where they’d stashed her.  

Of course. This was his uncle’s house, after all; it made sense that 
Tahallin would be around somewhere. 
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INKLET #48: A WOLF FOR 
CHRISTMAS 

 
Kitty’s husband returns from the magical war distant and reserved. 
To help him recover, she plans the perfect—albeit belated—
Christmas.  
Red and gold ornaments. Boxes with bows. She hopes her husband 
loves everything, even the present under the tree that, well, 
wriggles.  
But Doug can smell it from all the way across the room. And he 
doesn’t like what he smells. 
Does this spell the end of their relationship after all?  
A richly-imagined, private moment in a world where people can 
choose to be transformed for the sake of their country—for 
everyone who wants to believe that soldiers deserve a happy 
ending.  
 

 

 
 
 

“KITTY,” DOUG SAID AS HE STOPPED AT the far side of the all-white 
kitchen, beige towel slung low around his hips, dark hair still damp 
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and tousled from the shower. “Why does my lounge room smell like 
dog?”  

I shrugged nonchalantly from my spot on the thick grey rug, 
trying to keep the sparkle from my eyes and the nerves from my 
heartbeat—and trying not to give in to the temptation to hunker 
down out of sight behind the wrap-around couch. Please don’t hate 
me, I thought at him. Please don’t hate me.  

It was possible, of course, that he already did. He’d been gone six 
months after all, and everyone knew the front lines changed people, 
messed with their heads, broke them down.  

Oh, he’d seemed okay for the most part since he’d returned, a 
gleam still there in his amber eyes, the hint of a strut in his walk, 
confidence in the set of his strong, well-defined shoulders.  

But he hadn’t wanted to be close to me for long, hadn’t wanted 
to touch me, and the voices that had been slowly growing in volume 
for the last half a year reached fever pitch: He doesn’t love you 
anymore. He found someone else. Someone who knows what it’s 
like.  

Doug inhaled deeply, doing all sorts of pleasant things to his 
chiselled pecs and shoulders, and snorted. “I can definitely smell 
dog.”  

The white benchtops in the kitchen were so clean they practically 
sparkled in the light from the skylight; the floor was almost a mirror 
with its polished white tiles. I could still vaguely catch the scent of 
the pine-o-fresh floor cleaner I’d used two hours ago, though it was 
mostly overpowered by the smell of the roasting leg of lamb in the 
oven (marrying Doug had definitely made my regular senses 
sharper, that was for sure, even if I was as locked out as ever from 
anything supernatural).  

The lamb even had a homemade basting sauce, and there were 
root vegetables currently browning nicely, and I had things out on 
the stove to make gravy in another few minutes.  

I was kind of proud, to be honest. I’d learned a lot since Doug 
had been away.  

Hopefully he’d be proud, too. 
The small, four-person dining table in the far corner near Doug 

was cleared for a change, and covered in a white-ish table cloth; the 
couches were clean, and I’d even moved them to vacuum 



A wolf for christmas 

503 
 

underneath. 
I shrugged from where I sat on the rug in between the three sides 

of the couches, my back to the switched-off TV. “I don’t see 
anything in here that could smell like dog.”  

Quickly, I shifted my leg, deliberately knocking against the white 
laminex TV cabinet to cover the little snuffling noise behind me.  

Doug sharpened, senses alert. “What was that?”  
I shrugged, but I couldn’t keep the edges of my grin contained—

or my nerves. “No idea.” This was a good idea, wasn’t it?  
Dammit. The poor little thing was going to freak out, like they all 

did, and then what was I planning to do? I was an idiot. A blithering, 
insecure idiot who—  

Doug sniffed disbelievingly and stalked closer, abs and towel 
both shifting as he did.  

An idiot who was easily distracted. That was me.  
Mmm. Six months was a long damn time.  
“Kitty,” he said in a soft growl, dark amber eyes pinning me to 

the spot. “What have you done?”  
 
 
 



 

 

INKLETS 
THE POWERS SERIES  

 
 

A series of stories about an alternate world where thirteen super-
powered humans-turned-gods, called Powers, preserve the balance 
of the world. These Powers are long-lived, but not immortal, and 
when one dies a new vessel is found to take the place of that Power.  

Read in any order. 
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INKLET #26: THE POWERS 
THAT BE 

 
The medical assembly has finally arrested the last existing Power, 
one of the super-powered, nearly-immortal beings tasked with 
preserving the balance of the world. All too often, though, their 
battles have ravaged cities, so the capture of the last one delights 
everyone.  
Everyone—except Rordan. He stands in the cold, snowy street, 
capturing the story for his local paper—sinking further and further 
into despair. A world robbed of magic? It hardly bears imagining.  
Then a woman in the street catches his eye, a woman with hair of 
flame and eyes of fire. And Rordan realises: no one ever proved 
how many Powers existed. Maybe—just maybe—a bigger story 
waits to be told, one that might just save humanity, if he can 
expose it in time… 
For anyone who values a sense of wonder, and believes that 
everyone is worth of love.  
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RORDAN STOOD WATCHING IN THE frosty street as the last Power, a 
man with eyes too old for his ancient body, was escorted through 
double steel doors that mirrored the coal-dusted snow of the 
footpath.  

A doctor paused to address the crowd: the last of the Powers 
secured, found holed up in an old weatherboard lean-to in the 
railyards, old and frail, wasting away. He’d forgotten who he was, 
the doctor said. Lost himself in a fog of age and mental decline. But 
they had him now, and he was safe, and soon the world would be 
too. 

 And although Rordan held his head high and cheered with the 
rest of the crowd, he couldn’t pretend his chest didn’t writhe with 
anguish.  

When Hunger had been defeated, Rordan had cheered along with 
everybody else and meant it. It seemed right and natural that Plenty 
should conquer. And no one had been disappointed when the twin 
powers of Pestilence and Pollution had followed; Purity was quite 
obviously a preferable ruler. 

Even earlier that than, a decade again, right at the beginning, 
Peace had made an open bid for leadership, becoming the first Power 
in recorded history to be elected to an official human government—
but it got Rordan to wondering: Peace had only seemed to triumph 
in the absence of War by teaming up with Innocence, an alliance 
itself only made possible by the capture of the golden-eyed Power 
called Understanding during Peace’s election campaign—and 
Rordan had felt like he was the only one to think that maybe 
Innocence had another, second name that also began with ‘i’ but was 
much, much uglier.  

And then Innocence, too, had ‘disappeared,’ and riots began in 
every major city up and down the east coast as fear spread through 
the human population like lightning.  

Rordan had covered some of the early skirmishes, and the stink 
of burnt-out storefronts skulking like death in the snowy streets, the 
way the wind shook the ash from blackened wall studs to powder 
down like transposed snowflakes, the way the acrid remains of 
melted plastic set his eyes watering and caught in the back of his 
throat… He wouldn’t forget that. Not as long as he lived.  
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Peace had been short-lived after that, the first official casualty of 
the campaign to rid the world of Powers, and it had spiralled down 
from there. Hundreds of scapegoats had been murdered as 
passionate lynch-mobs raged, until the government had stepped in 
with its formal Powers Removal Act.  

Everyone had cheered. The world would be safer now. 
But they missed the fundamental point, Rordan felt. He reached 

into his coat pocket for a cigarette and lit it, a small glow of warmth 
to fight the freeze of winter.  

You needed a War to remind you the value of Peace—and to keep 
Peace accountable for the methods he chose to employ. Now there 
was no one, and no accountability at all.  

Rordan sighed. 
In front of him, a girl turned: a pretty girl, with eyes of flame and 

hair of burnished copper. 
Something about that description made him look again, but no; 

she was just an ordinary girl, with brown eyes, brown hair, average 
height, average build. 

Average. That’s what the world was condemned to be, now that 
the Powers had all gone forever. Ordinary.  

Sometimes, he felt like everyone else forgot that ordinary was 
just a synonym for mediocre.  

The crowd jostled him, and he shrugged away.  
What good was it, standing here, anyway? He’d got the story, 

seen them cart old Simon into the ‘farewell wing’, hands cuffed 
behind his back and eyes covered with the now-traditional pitch-
black cloth.  

Silver eyes, if Rordan remembered correctly, which was more 
difficult these days. The silver sheen of age and wisdom, so 
appropriate for the Power whose name was Memory. 

And now he’d heard the hospital’s official statement, and all the 
loose ends were tied up. Yes. He stomped his feet to wake them in 
the cold, and turned up the collar of his fawn-coloured overcoat. He 
had his story. Time to leave. 

He tossed his cigarette into the slurried snow, not bothering to put 
it out—the trampling feet of the on-lookers would do that well 
enough. 

He didn’t see the average woman turn and watch him go; nor did 
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he see her pick up his cigarette butt, blow on it gently to keep it 
alight, and cradle it in her hands. If he had, it probably wouldn’t have 
made a difference. 

She was a Power, after all. 
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INKLET #32: WHEN WAR CAME 
TO TOWN 

 
The small town of Renph: a cosy, happy little place—at least until 
recently. Now, violence explodes in the streets, rumours whisper in 
the dark, and people hang in the square.  
And no one knows why.  
No one—except Tikva. But what can a seven-year-old do against a 
tidal wave of hatred? Or against the strange flame-haired woman 
who rode into town on her jet-black horse? 
A richly imagined tale that demonstrates the power of love—no 
matter what the age.  

 
 

 
 
 

WHEN THE WOMAN WITH FLAME-coloured hair rode into town on 
the demon horse, nobody knew it would happen.  

Sure, old Marley was ripped from his slumber in the room over 
the pub, dragged into the streets and flayed to within a half inch of 
death, but those kinds of things happened sometimes. All it took was 
a downturn in the economy, a few farms going sour, whispers in the 
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wind of a witch, of black magic...  
No. It was sad, ludicrous even, to think that people really thought 

Marley was clever enough for magic, but it wasn’t the thing nobody 
knew could happen. 

The bodies lining the street to see the woman, that was 
unexpected, the way they thrashed and elbowed and tromped, all 
trying to catch a brush of plate mail, or of the sharp, crackling hair 
of the deep-black horse. Unexpected, but also not that thing—not It. 
If people had stopped to think, they could have known she’d draw 
them to her like moths.  

No. Not It. 
The body, more meat now than human, with strips that hung from 

its limbs and a torso that still, days later, shuddered torturously in a 
parody of breathing as it lay caged over the square—that was a pity. 
Not a tragedy, because Virani had deserved, more or less, what he 
got—you don’t steal from the Mayor’s own treasury and deflower 
his teenage daughter without flirting with death as well. The 
flogging was perhaps a trifle unnecessary, as least to that degree. But 
still: not It. 

Because the thing is, see, all these things are terrible. And if 
anyone had bothered to look into the eye of the demon horse as it 
pranced into town on Tuesday at dusk, they would have known 
immediately by the flicker of fire deep within that bad things were 
going to happen. And if they’d taken a moment to stare past the 
woman’s captivating beauty with her hair of flames, they would 
have seen not the same flicker in her eye, but something worse. 
Much worse. 

And so really, all the violence? While it surely wasn’t expected, 
it also wasn’t surprising.  

So what, then, was It?  
That one surprising thing that nobody knew would happen, that 

nobody could have predicted, that one thing that reminded 
everybody who they were and what really mattered?  

That thing—it was Tikva. 
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INKLET #39: FORGET 
 

Simon Baker, 86, aging rapidly in an aged care facility. Just an 
ordinary man, coming to the end of an ordinary life… 
Except something else tickles the edges of his mind—of his 
memory. If only he could remember his real identity. Before time 
runs out.  
A quiet science fiction tale about the importance of memory, that 
resonates with anyone who’s ever watched a loved one fade away.  

 
 

 
 
 

HE SITS STARING OUT THE WINDOW, silent for the first time in 
weeks. They back out and close the door, taking their whisperings 
to the corridor. 

If he could still feel, he’d be glad. 
It is strange, this not-feeling. He can’t remember ever being so 

tired. He can’t remember... 
No, that’s just it.  
He can’t remember. 
Remember what? 
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What? 
 
 
He has forgotten. He is as good as senile. We are safe. 
 
 
Not all the memories are gone, of course. He knows that the 

building in which he now lives is some sort of aged care facility. He 
knows that the people who gather to whisper behind his closed door 
are mostly relatives, with a smattering of nursing staff and press. 

He knows who he was, too. Simon Baker, 86, former proprietor 
of Deane, Baker & Sons.  

But no. That’s what he did, not who he was. 
Who was he again? 
He can’t remember. 
Remember? 
What? 
 
 



 

 

INKLETS 
THE SEVENTY SERIES  

 
A duology about the beginning and end of human-populated time 

on a small, spiraling asteroid approaching the sun…  
Read in any order.  
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INKLET #7: SEVENTY  
 

Alien ships ravaged the solar system. The newly-terraformed 
Dauphin represents humanity’s only hope for continued survival. 
But the terraforming? Not finished yet.  
Dr. Jeff Koenig and his team of scientist have that under control, 
though. Seventy days? More than enough time to add the finishing 
touches to humanity’s newest home.  
Until disaster strikes, that is, igniting a race against the clock that 
sends them scrambling for backup—and their lives.  
A space exploration story about the true spirit of humanity, and 
what it takes to survive against the odds.  

 
 

 
 
 

ON THE VIEW SCREEN, THE SOL SYSTEM danced. Planets glowed like 
phosphorescent pearls in the sea of space. Doctor Jeff Koenig, lead 
scientist on the Dauphin settlement project, traced the image of Earth 
with his finger. He’d been born on Earth and left for the Delious 
system as soon as he could afford the emigration fees. Brilliant 
Delious, whose fourteen planets and all their many moons had been 
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blasted into rubble by Hurluk world-destroyers. Only Delious Four 
remained, orbiting in isolation without her three moons. 

He’d never meant to come back to Earth. Now he was leaving for 
a second time. 

Earth had been too crowded when he’d left with his wife to start 
a new life out in the northern solar rim. Now the world-cities 
overflowed with refugees scattered by the Hurluk attacks. 
Accelerated terraforming on Dauphin wasn’t the only plan to 
alleviate some of the housing pressure, but it was the only one that 
would show results within the next solar year.  

Jeff frowned at the projection of Earth. How many of Sol’s 
citizens really intended to emigrate to Dauphin?  

Most people just wanted a place to abandon the refugees. But 
some would earn the money to buy their way free of the Sol system, 
and how many of those would come?  

“Doctor Koenig?” Captain Mac of the Terrance Lee interrupted 
his reverie. “I need your crew to buckle down. We’re hitting jump 
in twenty minutes.” 

“I thought everyone was settled.” Jeff looked past the captain to 
the commons room where scientists mingled with the hired hands, 
all displaced workers paying back the cost of evacuation to the 
government. “Lawson.” 

“She’s in the cargo bay.” 
Swearing, Jeff stalked down the hall. What had the congressional 

council been thinking when they assigned her to the team? But he 
knew the rumors; Doctor Bella Lawson threatened the wrong 
people, stepped on the wrong toes. So they’d dumped her on the 
Dauphin team. 

If only he could dump her back. 
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INKLET #14: RED PLANET 
REFUGEES  

 
Blue lightning, red clouds, searing heat and a dwindling water 
supply: just a typical day on Spiral.  
Jessa watches the monitors daily, waiting for the return of the ice 
ship. Her family died in the last water rationing crisis—and she 
longs for good news to share with the colony this time.  
The ice ship’s mission lasts six more months. But of course, Jessa 
looks anyway—just in case.  
The stand-alone sequel to Brooks’ short story Seventy, for 
everyone who wants to believe in hope.  
 

 

 
 
 

BLUE LIGHTNING ARCHED THROUGH RED clouds boiling on the 
horizon. The sun hung low, a reminder of the day to come, a 
reminder of searing heat and the outpost’s dwindling water supply. 
I pulled another shirt off of the line and risked a peek at the dark 
horizon. 

Nothing. 
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The distant galaxies were too faint to be seen, and there were no 
near stars. We were the last outposts, the last human refuge before 
nothingness. But I didn’t care about that; I was looking for the ice 
ship.  

Every year it was a race. The original colonists were left with a 
single vessel to conduct basic observations and experiments. When 
the domes failed, that single ship moved my ancestors to the outpost 
monitoring the storm world. And now that one ship collected ice 
from the rings farther out to give us the water we needed to survive. 

I didn’t expect them today, or tomorrow, or even soon. We still 
had six months’ worth of water left, if nothing went wrong. We 
could survive that.  

But I still looked. 
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INKLETS 
THE KITTEN PSYCHOLOGIST 

SERIES  
 
 

Six adorable ultra-short tales about a psychologist who suddenly 
finds themselves with a kitten for a client.  

Read in order.  
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INKLET #3: THE KITTEN 
PSYCHOLOGIST 

 
A kitten for a client? Preposterous.  
A talking kitten, at that? Beyond reason.  
Trying to get the kitten to see reason? Completely, utterly, one-
hundred-percent impossible. See: kitten.  
But for the sake of the kitten’s owners, this psychologist’s going to 
give it a red-hot go.  
A humorous tale about overcoming obstacles and making the most 
of the time we have.  

 
 

 
 
 

THERE ONCE WAS A LITTLE KITTEN WHO had decided that the 
outside was bad. One hundred percent, unequivocally, without 
question or shadow of a doubt, dangerous. 

“I mean, why else,” said the kitten, purring and cleaning its paws, 
“would we live in houses?” 

But, alas, one day, the kitten’s humans took it outside. Carried it 
right out the door.  
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“It was terrible,” the kitten told me over Skype after the event. 
“One hundred percent, unequivocally, without question or shadow 
of a doubt, terrible. There was snow. It was cold and wet and it stuck 
in my fur. My humans laughed at me when they put me down and I 
refused to move.” 

Of course, I thought the kitten was being unreasonable. “Your 
ancestors lived outside. I’m sure they loved the snow. You should 
try it again.” 

“Your ancestors grew crops along the Volga River,” the kitten 
pointed out. “Are you planning on trying that anytime soon?” 

Darn kitten had a point. 
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INKLET #6: THE KITTEN 
PSYCHOLOGIST BROACHES 
THE TOPIC OF ECONOMICS 

 
The kitten returns, with just as many psychological issues as ever.  
Which, fantastic—if it had some way of paying.  
Somehow (delicately, probably), the psychologist needs to find the 
kitten a source of income. And fast.  
The second instalment in van Diepen’s popular Kitten Psychologist 
series, in which we learn about taking ownership of our mistakes.  

 
 

 
 
 

THERE ONCE WAS A LITTLE KITTEN. NO, not the kitten I wrote a story 
about last time. 

Definitely a different kitten. A very different kitten. 
Oh, fine. It’s the same kitten. So what? 
This kitten had had a hard time going outside. Which is as much 

to say as it didn’t. Not after its first experience with snow, which is 
probably like a person’s first experience with horseradish: you either 
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like it or you don’t. And, in this case, the kitten didn’t like it. 
In the last story, wherein the kitten realized that there was 

probably maybe some benefit to going outside after paying me good 
money to sit around and ask it questions containing answers that it 
decided it had come up with all on its own, I wondered what I was 
doing with my life being a psychologist to my friends’ nine week 
old kitten. 

The only problem with this picture (I mean, aside from the 
obvious) was that the kitten wasn’t paying me out of its own money. 
Let’s be serious: I can be a kitten psychologist all I want, but we 
have to admit that a kitten having its own income stream at nine 
weeks stretches credibility quite thin.  

Which is as much to say as that this kitten had mastered the use 
of arcane computer enchantments and pulled the money from my 
friends’—its owners’—bank account. 
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INKLET #9: THE KITTEN 
PSYCHOLOGIST VS. THE 

KITTEN’S OWNERS 
 

Trouble brews for the kitten psychologist…  
After two weeks’ vacation, the psychologist’s friends demand an 
accounting: just exactly how much money did their kitten spend?  
Unfortunately, their reaction? Totally justified.  
So, this whole kitten-psychologist relationship thing? Yep. Over 
and out.  
Our favourite psychologist is on the case again in a captivating 
story about doing the right thing, no matter what the cost.  

 
 

 
 
 

BOY, WAS I IN TROUBLE. I THINK IT would have been worse if I 
hadn’t called my friends the day I left for vacation, which is exactly 
why I did that. But, man, give them two weeks to steam off and they 
were still mad. 

And, okay, yeah, I deserved it. 
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When I got back, they demanded an accounting of exactly how 
much money their kitten had paid me out of their bank account for 
our sessions and how often. They didn’t need to. I’d spent half my 
vacation angsting about the whole thing and had all my 
documentation prepared by the time we met in their living room. 

This wasn’t just some strategy to placate them and get out of 
trouble. I’d had a lot of time to think during vacation, and I couldn’t 
escape the fact that what I’d done was wrong. For someone who 
spent a lot of time and energy trying to ignore my conscience when 
it suited me, it was sure uncomfortable having it yelling at me from 
three inches away. 

Consciences really need to learn a thing or two about personal 
space. 

It also bugged me that I hadn’t gotten back to the kitten about its 
email when it found out what I did. 

Fuzzy as it is, that thing can be darn intimidating. 
But now I couldn’t talk to it. My friends had made sure of that. 
“Why would our kitten even need a psychologist?” asked the one 

with the green shirt. (I may be a coward, but even I know to keep 
my friends’ identities private online. You’re welcome, friends.) 

“It’s sentient. Even humans find that uncomfortable, and we’re 
supposed to be that way.” 

They didn’t appreciate the joke. 
“How could you take advantage of it like that?” asked the one in 

the worn jeans. 
Wait, what? 
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INKLET #12: THE KITTEN 
PSYCHOLOGIST TRIES TO BE 
PATIENT THROUGH EMAIL 

 
Unable to visit the psychologist in person, the kitten resorts to 
email. Which our psychologist can manage just fine. Except the 
kitten thinks this makes payment unnecessary.  
That… that’s problematic.  
The psychologist could break off the relationship, of course. But 
how exactly do you tell a cat ‘no’?  
Our favourite kitten returns, causing more mayhem than ever in 
this new instalment of The Kitten Psychologist.  

 
 

 
 
 

DEAR KITTEN, 
 
I would absolutely love to speak with you, but your humans, as 

you say, have decided I can’t ever see you. You’ll have to deal with 
the Tumblr thing on your own. 
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Sincerely, 
Your psychologist 
 
 

 
 
 

Dear psychologist human, 
 
There is no reason to be rude with me. As you see perfectly well, 

we can talk through email. Your payment will be minimal to none 
as a result, but I still need your help, so you are still my psychologist. 

My current dilemma has less to do with Tumblr and more to do 
with the conversation you had with my humans. I overheard you, 
you know. What is this nonsense about cats not being moral? We are 
most certainly moral. Explain this to me. 

I also seem to be having difficulties accessing my humans’ bank 
account. Do you have any solutions to that? 

 
Sincerely, 
You know who 
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INKLET #15: THE KITTEN 
PSYCHOLOGIST AND WHAT 

THE KITTEN DID 
 

The kitten psychologist finally makes a face-to-face meeting with 
the kitten’s owners.  
But what has the kitten done? And why do the kitten’s owners 
finally want to talk?  
…Also, it totally counts as a meeting if the psychologist runs away 
in panic before the meeting begins, right? Of course… not. 
Sigh.  
Right. Let’s get this done with. 
Another instalment in van Diepen’s delightful Kitten Psychologist 
series, in which the kitten finally starts to make some progress with 
the horrible ordeal of Growing Up.  

 
 

 
 
 

WEDNESDAY ARRIVED, AND 2:55PM found me in my office, 
sweating. 
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I’ve really got to turn the heat down in this place. 
Oh. 
It was down. 
Well, crap. 
I’d cancelled my other appointments that day when it became 

clear partway through my first one that all I could think about was 
this one. This one in thirty minutes.  

My lunch tried to regurgitate itself. It did an excellent job.  
4 out of 5 carrot-flavoured lumps for effort. 
Who knew a kitten would be so much trouble? 
…I did. 
And I went for it anyways. 
And now I’m here. 
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INKLET #18: THE KITTEN 
PSYCHOLOGIST AND THE 

KITTEN COME TO A 
CONCLUSION 

 
As it transpires, the kitten has a heart.  
The psychologist feels discombobulated by that.  
All this time, the psychologist thought the kitten needed help. But 
maybe not. Maybe someone else did instead. 
The heart-warming conclusion to the Kitten Psychologist stories 
that reminds us all to make sure we take our own advice.  
 
 

 
 
 

BOTH WORN JEANS AND GREEN SHIRT looked at me. 
“Well, I have been having a hard time getting patients.” I said. 

“How did you know?” 
“You told me about it. Before you knew I was sentient. And 

you’d told everyone else about it just before then, if not so bluntly 
as you did me.” The kitten glared at its owners. “What else did you 
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think all those tales of financial woe were about? So, since you 
nodded and listened and did nothing to help, I decided to do so. After 
all, I had problems, and here was a psychologist in need of patients. 
You would have paid for the sessions if it had been your idea.” 

I vaguely recalled that day—it had been at a party. Unfortunately, 
I’d been so down I’d had a little too much to drink to remember 
details. 

“So you do have a heart,” I said. My friends bristled, but the kitten 
gave me a wry smile. 

“I wasn’t about to let you know that. I am a cat. But,” it sighed, 
“it appears circumstances have forced me to reveal myself. Don’t go 
telling anyone.” 
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