
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Just one touch will kill you...

––––––––
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Kyla’s magical Touch often lands her in trouble — but nothing compares to the firestorm that erupts when her estranged sister calls a meeting out of the blue. Their father lies dying in the hospital from a mysterious illness.

Then an anonymous blackmailer calls, giving Kyla five days to find the magical, mythical, possibly non-existent Touchstone — or her father dies. Yeah, her father’s illness? Not so mysterious after all.

Alone in a city full of people she desperately wants not to kill and allies she insists she can survive without, Kyla must race against the clock to find the Touchstone before anyone else can. And before the corpses start racking up... 

Oh wait. It’s too late for that. 

A twisty, richly imagined urban fantasy from Aurealis award-winning author Amy Laurens, don't miss this standalone in an all-new world inspired by 'The Snow Queen' fairytale! 
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Australia
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Clare & Kerryn. I know words are literally my gig, but also: I literally have no words. I’m so grateful. 
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Monday 5 December

Melbourne, Australia

––––––––
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Eight nineteen on a Monday evening, and the last place on the planet Kyla would have expected to find herself was her sister Pippa’s driveway, anticipating a visit with someone who—last she knew—hated her and who—last she knew—hadn’t wanted to speak to her ever again. 

She had no idea what in the world could have happened to change that, if not the one thing that—somehow—had happened: Kyla and Pippa’s father had gotten suddenly ill, had been hospitalised, had his hold on life made suddenly even more precarious than the usual day-to-day existence of your average human being. 

Pippa was a paramedic, so when she’d told Kyla that despite the hospital’s more optimistic prognosis, she thought it best that Kyla come see their father while she still could, Kyla took her at her word. 

Only now, that meant that here she was, at eight—well, eight twenty, now, on a hot Monday evening in early December just before sunset, sweat trickling down the back of her neck thanks to the brief walk from the bus stop, contemplating how this visit might go. 

She tucked her gloved hands under the straps of her backpack and squeezed. Her hands were clammy despite the ’sports performance’ fabric of her gloves, but it was a mild distraction compared to the fact that here she was right now, at number 138, stopping in front of the chunk of unaesthetic brick that passed for a mailbox and staring up at the house. 

Pippa had moved since Kyla had seen her last. 

That made sense, Kyla supposed, since the last place had been a tiny studio apartment Pippa had been renting while finishing university, but still: the horribly bland, horribly beige single-storey with attached double garage that Kyla was staring at in the fading light was... uninspiring. She’d always accused her sister of lacking an imagination; she hadn’t known it was this bad. 

The plain concrete drive led to two beige roller doors. Garage and house alike squatted under a terracotta tile roof that did nothing to offset the awful, unappealing beigeness of brick that, presumably, a builder somewhere had chosen to use solely because no one else wanted it. 

Kyla couldn’t think of any other rational reason to create a house so ugly. She supposed—grudgingly—that it must have been cheap, too, or else even Pippa wouldn’t have stooped so low in the taste stakes. 

Kyla shifted her weight, hitching up the black-and-silver hiking backpack that held the entirety of her possessions for this trip. She used one shoulder to wipe ineffectually at the sweat dripping down from her hairline; nearly sunset, but the early summer sun was still determined to fry her right into the pavement. The back of her tank top was probably soaked right through. 

The air felt warm in her nose, tasted of hot brick and concrete and salty sweat from her upper lip, felt like it was wrapping around her and suffocating her. 

Or was that just the fact that she was about to more or less voluntarily go speak to her sister? 

Urgh. 

Kyla sighed heavily, reminded herself of how much she loved her dad—the entire reason she’d run away from home at age fourteen—and started up the path to the front door. 

The shadow of the lone silver birch that constituted Pippa’s front garden was a welcome, if short-lived, temperature shift. Kyla glanced up at it and did a brief double take at the beautiful crystal chimes hanging from the lowest bough, motionless in the cloying, breathless evening air. A little more whimsical than she’d have expected from Pippa. 

In contrast to the brief shade, which was very welcome, the shuddering screech from behind as the family across the street opened their also-beige roller door made Kyla wince—and wince again when two young kids squeaked and shouted, the sound echoing across the busy street. Hastily, Kyla shoved down memories of similar moments from her childhood, before... Well, before a lot of things. 

Before she’d developed her Touch and realised that for her, self-control was going to be both a lot harder, and have a lot higher stakes. 

Before she’d learned what kind of person her mother really was. 

Before she’d done what she’d needed to do and seen her mother sent to prison to save her father’s life. 

At twelve, Kyla had desperately wanted to be attractive. Her mother had wanted that for her too. And she’d become very attractive indeed, once her Touch developed: the unconscious, unavoidable need to discharge energy from her fingertips every few days, which for most people with Touches (few enough back then, but becoming more and more common with every passing year) meant a jolt of extra good luck, or a sudden insight about the future, or the ability to briefly know what other people were thinking or influence their thoughts. 

For Kyla, however, it meant death. Not hers, of course, but of someone—whoever was nearest by, usually, until she’d run away from home and her mother’s pathological need to shape and direct and control this ‘talent’ for her own gain... 

Until Kyla had spent a year out in the outback, mostly alone—mostly hungry for the first few months, too—with the space she needed to figure out the depth and extent of her Touch without worrying that someone would die while she slept—or even worse, while she didn’t: the memories of her first attempt at a boyfriend still burned hot enough to give her the occasional nightmare. 

Kyla sighed heavily. Slouched. Took a deep, steeling breath—stop being ridiculous, it’s not like Pippa can do anything to you—Pippa loathed all Touches on principle, after seeing how their mother had treated Kyla, after seeing how Kyla was forced to treat the world—and strode to the house’s front door. 

A security screen cloaked it, and the doorbell had a strip of black electrical tape over it indicating, presumably, that it was out of use, so Kyla knocked smartly on the panel of yellowed, textured glass beside the door instead, though what the point of a security screen was if a would-be intruder could just smash the glass instead, Kyla had no idea. 

She sniffed, shook her head. 

Footsteps sounded inside the house.

Kyla tensed.

The door opened. 

Pippa had aged. 

Not dramatically so, but she was clearly now a woman just edging into her thirties instead of the still-gangly girl she’d been... well, twelve years ago when Kyla had seen her last. 

Kyla’s chest fluttered.

Pippa’s blonde hair with its natural wave and thickness was always going to be a perfect camouflage for grey hair, but her face was now full and mature, with a softness around the edges that hadn’t been there before and fine lines tracing her forehead and the corners of her grey eyes.

Grey eyes that widened slightly before narrowing as Pippa realised who was at the door and stiffened in response. Though she didn’t, Kyla noted, wear a protective glass pendant anymore. Interesting. What had happened to make her less afraid of being Touched? 

Kyla shrugged it aside: probably Pippa had exchanged the visible pendant for one of the less visible Touch-protective charms that were trendy these days. 

Kyla twitched one side of her mouth in some sort of approximation of a smile. “Hi,” she said. 

Pippa looked her up and down, pursed her lips, and stalked back into the house. 

But she didn’t shut the front door, so Kyla took that as a sign to come on in and, opening the screen door with a screech, she did. 

The screen smacked shut behind her and she took her time closing the front door after it, inhaling deeply of cool air that tasted faintly of lavender and the kinds of laundry powders that called themselves ‘original’ scented. Objectively, it was pleasant compared to the baked air outside, but subjectively... 

Deep breath, she told herself, hitching her backpack. You can do this. You’ve done plenty of worse things than this. 

At least no one’s going to die. 

That last thought jolted her stomach as Kyla considered the entire reason she was here in Melbourne at all, let alone breaching the sanctity of an estrangement that had allowed the two sisters to survive the last decade-and-change: her father, their father, sick in hospital and apparently in a critical condition. 

She hoped this wouldn’t end with anyone dying. 

One more deep breath, squared shoulders, and Kyla dropped her backpack by the front door and set out through the house to track down Pippa. 

The white-tiled hallway was breezier than she’d anticipated, wide for a house this size, with a formal lounge room to the right and to the left, the master bedroom—immaculately white in every conceivable texture, tone and variation. 

Say what you would, Pippa was clearly a woman familiar with bleach.

Was it better than the bland beige of the house’s exterior? Kyla couldn’t decide. 

The white theme was repeated in the bathroom, next on the left, and in the kitchen where the hall opened out at the end of the house. Directly ahead, a sizeable TV was playing the latest celebrity gossip show to two empty white couches (studded with grey velveteen cushions, of course, to match the carpet), while to the right... 

Pippa stood at the counter in the kitchen, a Schnauzer-grey ship in a further sea of white broken only by the black door handles on the cupboards, aggressively making tea. Kyla watched as Pippa dropped a tea infuser into each mug—shockingly, one a pink stoneware and the other sky-blue ceramic—then drummed her fingers next to them on the counter, staring fixedly at the kettle (white). “I assume you still drink tea?” 

Kyla realised she was holding her breath. “Yeah,” she said. “Black, no sugar.” 

“I remember.” 

The noise of the kettle rose steadily, a quiet rumble at first that barely out-voiced the TV chattering away about some upcoming charity gala at the Museum, growing louder as steam began to issue from the spout. The kettle tremoured. 

Louder, louder until the TV chatter was overwhelmed, louder... 

Kyla rubbed at the back of her neck. 

Click. 

The kettle hit boiling and switched off.

Kyla forced her shoulders to relax as Pippa filled the mugs with steaming water and set the kettle back on its cradle, not quite slamming it, then snatched up one hot mug and strode to the couch. 

Kyla maturely restrained herself from rolling her eyes and followed with the remaining mug, which actually smelled delicious, something sweet and rosy. Pippa had chosen the seat closest to the kitchen, and Kyla hesitated for a heartbeat, the heat of the mug radiating against her gloved fingers. Sitting on the same couch seemed a little too familiar; the far end of the other couch a little too distant, both physically and metaphorically. 

Kyla took the Goldilocks option, the other couch but the end closest to Pippa. She cradled her tea, the warmth actually welcome in here as a shield against the aggressive air conditioning, the sweet scent drifting up to her on clouds of steam. “So,” she began. 

Pippa swirled the tea infuser from her mug, let it drip for a moment, and reached over to discard it in a small white dish on the white-washed wooden lamp table that occupied the corner between the two couches. 

“So,” Kyla tried again as she discarded her own tea infuser. “Tell me about Dad.” 

Pippa’s jaw twitched. She took a gulp of tea that had to be scalding and stared for a long moment at the TV. 

Kyla spared it a glance: a blonde-haired European-looking woman with glamorous makeup, an ice-blue gown hugging her curves as she posed on a carpet that definitely wasn’t red, but gave off a similar sort of vibe. 

“He is going to die.” 

Kyla turned around. “How can you be so sure?” 

Pippa gave a small shrug and sipped at her tea again. She swallowed. “The hospital don’t think he is. But he’s going to die. Well, at least if nothing changes.” 

A slightly strange prognostication, perhaps, but hardly likely to be hyperbolic given Pippa’s paramedical experience. 

Kyla’s chest constricted. “Why do you disagree with the hospital?” 

Pippa let her gaze drift to the glass sliding door by the kitchen that led to a slowly darkening backyard, all concrete and the neighbour’s brick wall and neatly edged, unimaginative lawn. “Call it... intuition.” 

“Intuition?” Kyla fought to keep her eyebrows from mirroring the scepticism in her voice. 

“Yes,” Pippa said sharply. “Intuition.” 

Despite her resolve, Kyla’s eyebrows gave a little jump. Fine. Intuition then. There was no point arguing with Pippa when she used that tone. 

Kyla blew softly on her tea. So Dad might be dying. She ran her gloved thumb down the smoothly textured handle of her mug—the pink stoneware one. She hadn’t seen Dad in about eight years. What would he look like now? Had he aged much in the face? ...Would she still recognise him? 

That twisted her stomach, and it was her turn to raise her mug and gulp at still-too-hot liquid that scalded its way past the tip of her tongue to burn down her throat and settle in her stomach. 

The black tea was rich and sweet, its soft, rosy notes a contrast to her harsh thoughts, and she took another scalding sip. “What is he dying of?” Her voice sounded fragile and polite, a stranger enquiring courteously about the health of someone else’s beloved.

Pippa hesitated. 

End-of-show music rang out on the TV, jarringly loud. 

Pippa dug the remote out of the couch’s cushions and muted it. “They’re not sure. It almost looks like a toxin of some sort, but a) that’s ridiculous and b) none of the tests for any sort of regular household poisons or anything else common have showed anything up.” 

Kyla sipped again at tea that was slowly cooling to a drinkable temperature, her fingers curled tightly around the mug, gloves pinching at the base of her fingers, the hot liquid soothing in her throat. “How... How long do they—you—expect he has?” she asked. She’d visit the hospital tomorrow, find out for herself what the prognosis really was. She wasn’t going to hastily discount Pippa’s expertise... but she wasn’t going to take it as gospel, either. 

Pippa shrugged, her fingertips blushing red and white around the blue mug. “Maybe a week.” 

Adrenaline, hot and sharp, a brief lightning bolt through Kyla’s chest and stomach. She made a small, wounded noise. 

It’s fine, it’ll be fine. She said herself the hospital don’t agree. 

Pippa shot her a daggered glance. “I wouldn’t have called you for less.” 

I wish you would. 

Oh, there was a startling and unexpected thought. 

Kyla breathed carefully, as though the very air of the room was as delicate as its faint traces of lavender and soap—and tea. “What... What do you need from me?”

“I just thought,” Pippa said, tone sharp, “that you might want to see him. I’m not a monster.” 

Did Kyla imagine it, or was there a slight emphasis on the word ‘I’m’? Either way, she was spared from replying by her phone ringing. 

She snatched it out of the back pocket of her shorts—unknown number—and pressed the green button, angling herself slightly away from Pippa as she did. Another round of celebrity images flashed across the TV screen, the woman in the ice-blue dress featuring prominently in an ad for the upcoming gala the talk show had been discussing.

“Hello?” 

There was a breathy scratching against her ear, and as a thrill of adrenaline shot through her for no discernible reason, Kyla considered hanging up. 

Before she could, however, an equally scratchy, gender-indeterminate voice began in a conversational tone. “How’s your father, Kyla?” 

She froze, her grip on her phone turning vice-like. “Who is this?” 

“Just a friend, Kyla, just a friend. A friend who happens to know exactly what is wrong with dear old Daddy, and who knows that in exactly five days from now, he’ll die, unless he’s given the antidote to the, uh, very special drink he took a few days ago.”

“Who is this?” she demanded, phone case biting through her gloves as she very carefully set her tea down on the lamp table. “What did you do?” 

Glamorous women paraded past on the TV, posing, vaunting. 

“Disappointing, Kyla. You’re asking the wrong question.” 

A moment of prescience: Kyla whipped down the phone and hit speaker. 

Pippa opened her mouth; Kyla shushed her urgently and nodded at the phone where the scratchy voice continued. 

“The right question is, of course, what do you need to do to convince us to hand over the antidote.” 

Kyla’s stomach knotted at once, a tight ball of nausea, fear—and fury. 

“To what?” Pippa mouthed, expression more confused than concerned. 

Kyla ignored her. 

“And I’d say,” the voice continued, “the answer to that is very straightforward. We just want to engage your services, Kyla. One job for us, one antidote for dear old Daddy.” 

Kyla’s free hand balled into a fist so tight the Velcro strap around the wrist of her glove tore loose. No. No no no. Never again. She’d sworn, never again... “I won’t be blackmailed,” she said, heart racing at her throat. Because there was only one thing they could be wanting from her, given her regular artefact-hunting services were freely advertised and available to anyone for a reasonable fee. 

Murder, in exchange for her father’s life? 

She’d sworn, never again. 

“Won’t you?” the scratchy voice said, bemused. “I think it’s a bit late for that. Besides,” the voice continued. “I think you’ll find our terms aren’t so disagreeable. All we want is the Touchstone.” 

Kyla nearly swallowed her tongue. The Touchstone? “But that’s... a fairy tale! It’s a myth! There’s no such thing as the Touchstone!” 

Her father was going to die because some idiots decided they wanted her to find a non-existent artefact? She tucked her knotted fist tightly under her leg so she wouldn’t punch something. 

“You want to risk your father’s life on that possibility? There is a Touchstone, Kyla, and rumour has it that it’s in town for a special event, and you’re going to find it and bring it to us before the end of the week so we can, uh, address your father’s little ailment, understood?” 

Her heart hammered. “And if I don’t?”

“Oh, well,” said the voice, thick with an overly bright kind of resignation. “I hear your relationship with your father isn’t that close anyway. You haven’t seen him in what, nine, ten years? I’m sure his death on Saturday won’t crush you too terribly.” 

Something cold shivered its way down Kyla’s back. They were out by a bit, but... how did they know how long it had been since she’d last seen Dad? “But I—” 

The phone call disconnected. 

“Wait, but—” Kyla fumbled at the phone, hit redial—and again as the first call went to a blank voicemail—and again—and again. 

“Get. Out.” The tightly controlled fury on Pippa’s face hit Kyla like a cloud of burning steam. Pippa’s grip looked like it would crack her mug at any moment.

“Pippa, I—”

“Get out. And you’d better find this stupid Touchstone, or they won’t be the only ones you have to deal with.” 

Words boiled through Kyla’s head—don’t kick me out—you could help—can’t I see Dad first?—the Touchstone doesn’t even exist!—this isn’t my fault!—but the sentences leapt and tangled around each other, and she couldn’t find the beginning of one, and it didn’t matter, because none of them would help her anyhow. 

She stood, tucked her phone into the pocket of her shorts, and nodded at Pippa. “I’ll find it,” she said. “If it’s here to find, I’ll find it.” 

It wasn’t. It couldn’t be. An actual, real Touchstone? 

It was like saying the moon had come to life and started granting wishes. 

...Or like people had suddenly started waking up one day with slightly strange abilities—the Touched, they’d been nicknamed, for the way their power seemed to be channelled through the physical touch of their hands—and no one could figure out why. 

Goosebumps rose on Kyla’s arms. The fierce air conditioning, no doubt. 

She shook her head, a single tight, tense shake. 

Pippa ignored her, staring steadfastly at the B-grade celebrities like Kyla had already left the room. 

Kyla strode down the hall, snatched up her backpack, and let herself out, allowing the screen door to slam loudly behind her. 

Air only slightly cooler than suffocating hit her face. Her stomach roiled. 

Well. It wasn’t like she hadn’t expected the meeting to go terribly. She pressed a hand to her stomach and headed back down the drive. She’d just a) vastly underestimated exactly how terrible the meeting would be, and b) been wrong about why. 

In the time she’d been in with Pippa, the shadow of the house next door had crossed the front garden and was even now climbing up Pippa’s garage. The shade was welcome, a dimmer on the fierce heat. Kyla ran a thumb over the protective glass pendant that hung on a black leather thong knotted around her neck, a slightly wonky glass square, the motion soothing and grounding. 

The Touchstone. 

Really, actually the Touchstone. 

She ground her teeth. Really actually the Touchstone if the blackmailer’s info was good. Otherwise, her father’s life was in danger for no reason—multiple lives would be in danger, there was no way it was possible to believe that all the blackmailers wanted from her was a stone—although... Was it possible? Did she dare hope that maybe, just maybe, they’d contacted her solely because of her reputation as a finder, and they didn’t know the true nature of her Touch at all? After all, what lengths had she gone to to hide it from everyone around her? It was... possible. 

Most people didn’t know she had a black Touch.

It was possible. 

She inhaled firmly and set her shoulders, let her pendant fall back under the neckline of her tank top. 

The Touchstone. 

Well. There were two people in town other than herself who always had good information about magical artefacts: Alethea, and the Bloodhound. 

Looked like she had more visits to make in Melbourne than she’d planned.
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Kyla glanced surreptitiously around the train carriage before pulling out her phone. Only two other occupants sat in the carriage, by the window on the opposite side, about as far away as anyone could be in the small space: two men, talking animatedly about... whatever it was they were discussing. Kyla didn’t care, except that it made good cover for the conversation she was about to have. 

She’d only been on the train five minutes or so, but already her butt was going numb from the poorly padded seat, and the temptation to put one of her long legs up to brace against the seat in front of her was high. It wasn’t worth the fine, though, so instead she glowered briefly at suburbs flashing past in the dark, a maze of human-made lighting outshining any attempt from the stars in the night sky (though the red light of a plane was blinking away up there, tracking time) and slipped one glove off to unlock her phone. 

She scrolled to a number she hadn’t had cause to use in a very long time—eight years, to be precise—hesitated with her finger over the name ‘Bloodhound’, and let out a breath. 

The air in the train was stifling, muggy, the air conditioning fighting against the heat even at this late, dark hour. Or maybe it was broken, and that’s why train stank like sweat and stale air, something that was quite a feat really given it stopped and opened its doors every few minutes. 

The thought of the sweat baked into the fabric of the chairs had Kyla squirming for a moment—but she was avoiding the phone call. 

She hit dial. 

The ringtone blipped in her ear and she glanced over her shoulder at the two men, still thoroughly engaged in their conversation, pulling her glove back on. 

“Hello?” said a cautious voice that sounded like it belonged to a twelve-year-old boy. 

Blood had been nearly twice that eight years ago, just a handful of years younger than Kyla, but apparently, his voice had decided never to age. 

That and his happy-go-lucky attitude, completely at odds with his nickname, the Bloodhound, had earned him a strange degree of respect in the Touched community—when you looked and sounded small, vulnerable and likely edible, you worked three times as hard to prove your worth, and Blood had proved it to the community over and over. His knowledge of the Touched and the energy that powered them was unrivalled—and he had the physical skills to make sure his knowledge was never exploited. 

Kyla sniffed, briefly wondering as she spoke how he would react in her situation. “Hey Blood,” she said. “It’s Kyla.” 

“Kyla?” His voice squeaked even more than usual, followed by a clatter as, presumably, his phone fell to the ground. “Sorry,” he said breathlessly a moment later, “dropped my phone.” 

“No kidding,” Kyla said drily. It wasn’t like him to be skittish—and she’d just been blackmailed into hunting for a mythical stone of protection. Hmm. Was the search for the Touchstone simply that? Or was something big about to go down in the city of Melbourne? 

One more thing to ask Alethea about. 

“Why—I mean... Hi? Long time no speak? I didn’t realise you’d still have this number,” Blood stammered out. 

Kyla closed her eyes, leaned her head against the cool(ish) glass of the train’s window as it rattled around a corner on the tracks. “Yeah,” she said. “I didn’t realise I had it still either.” True, though she would have known if she’d thought of him at all in the past several years. “Listen, I know it’s been a while, but I have a favour to ask you.” 

“You—” His swallowing was audible, even over the continued chatter of the men behind her. “You do?” 

“Yeah, and I don’t want you to get all judgey, okay?” Not that he would. If anyone would believe her quest for a mythical object was real, it was Blood. He wasn’t quite a conspiracy theorist—if only because most of his theories about the Touched turned out to be true—but it was a close call that sometimes came down to splitting hairs. 

“Okay?” 

Kyla’s brows drew together. “What’s going on? You’re jumpier than a cat on a hot tin roof.”

“Nothing! Nothing, I just... I’m busy, you know? I’m... kind of a big deal these days. Lots of jobs. Important guy. You know.” 

Kyla’s right eyebrow reached for the roof, even though he couldn’t see her. “Sure,” she said, deadpan. “Super important.” No clue why that ought to make him jumpy, but okay then. “Look, anyway, I have a question for you. What do you know about the Touchstone?” 

An indistinct squeak, another clatter as his phone dropped. 

Kyla sighed, bumped her head gently against the window. Fifty percent of her leads were, apparently, high as a kite right now. What an auspicious start to this search. She sighed again. 

“The... Touchstone?” 

He didn’t explain the dropped phone, but whatever, moving on. 

“Yeah. I’ve been... hired to find it.” Close enough, and the fewer people who knew she was blackmailable, the better. Basic op sec. Definitely not because she didn’t want to admit it to anyone, least of all someone she’d once called a friend. 

Blood cleared his throat. “Okay. You have. Right. Hired. That makes sense.” 

Kyla’s eyebrows pretzeled. “Does it?” 

“Well yeah, you’re, like, the best artefact hunter in the country, if anyone can find it you can.” 

She sniffed. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. What can you tell me about it?” 

If she was the best artefact hunter in the country, why hadn’t the blackmailers just hired her? 

...Because she would have said no, that’s why. It was a complete waste of time, and she had a living to earn. 

The train slowed as it approached the next station. Kyla ground her teeth and repositioned her butt on the pointless padding of the seat. 

“Well it’s all theoretical,” Blood said, voice changing gears to something more animated, filled with confidence as he engaged Lecture Mode, “which I’m sure you know, but the thing is, there’s been some talk about it recently that makes it, uh, more plausible that the thing exists, right?” 

The train doors shushed open, letting in air that was perhaps a few degrees cooler than the train, though still humid. 

Kyla peered intently at the dark platform. With any luck, the air was all the open doors would let in.  “What kind of talk?”

“Hunting talk,” Blood said. Was it Kyla’s imagination or was his tone suddenly a bit grim? “No one’s said anything about it in years, but now, all of a sudden, I keep hearing about it. Just here and there, nothing concrete, but just... you know. Mentions. And...” 

A beep, and the doors of the train whooshed shut again, sealing in the muggy air, carriage still empty of everyone but Kyla and the two men.

“And what?” Kyla said. There was a dark smear of some sort on the seat facing her; she hadn’t seen it earlier since it nearly blended with the dark blue and green pattern of the seat fabric. 

“And... rumours that someone is... hunting for it.” 

Kyla sniffed again. “Someone is. Me.” 

“No, I mean someone... big.” 

“I see.” She didn’t mean for her tone to cut glass, but on the other hand he had just called her the best artefact hunter in the country, so if she didn’t count as someone big... Hmm. 

“Don’t be like that,” he said quickly. “I mean someone scary.” Kyla’s eyebrows rose again and, almost as though he could see them, Blood added, “You’re not scary. Your Touch might be, but you’re not.” 

“Right,” she said drily, drumming her gloved fingertips on the hard edge of her seat. “So I’ve been set... hired to find a thing that maybe doesn’t exist, except now you think it does because rumour has it that someone scary is also looking for it? I’m not sure that’s the most convincing evidence.” And it definitely didn’t help her find it. Urgh. 

“Kyla, you have to find it. You don’t... I mean...” A hiss of frustration sounded over the phone. “Please take this seriously.” 

“Oh, I am, trust me.” The blackmailers had seen to that. “Okay, so we’re assuming it’s real and I have competition. What else can you tell me? What am I even looking for?” 

It wasn’t always necessary for her to have a physical description of an artefact to hunt it down, but it definitely expedited the search. And in this case, something so mythical? Literally any information would be useful. 

“I don’t suppose you’ve read Mnason, have you?”

“Who?” 

“Student of Plato’s. The less famous one. Though if it hadn’t been for—”

“No,” Kyla cut in before he could launch not only into Lecture Mode, but Sidetracked Lecture Mode. “I haven’t read him.” 

“Right. Okay. Right. Well, he theorised about the Touchstone in connection with Plato’s Timaeus dialogue, thought that maybe it had come from At—”

“Will this help me find it, Blood?” Kyla said, squeezing her eyes closed and resisting the urge to pinch her forehead as the train clacked onward in the night.

He sighed heavily, the aggrieved noise of an enthusiast deprived of an attentive audience. “Kyla, please believe me: I’m trying to help. I really, really am.” 

She softened a little as the train rounded another corner and began to slow again. “Yeah,” she said. “Sorry. I’m just... This one’s important, okay?” She drew in a steadying breath. 

“You don’t have to tell me that,” Blood muttered. 

What had he heard?

But before she could comment, he resumed. “You’re looking for a stone—obvious, given the name—but it might not be made of actual stone, right. Best guesses are that it’s glass, or maybe obsidian. Obsidian makes more sense given the age of the references, I think, but not everyone in the field agrees with me. It’s going to have a weird aura about it, I’m pretty sure—everyone is pretty sure—”

“Wait, the artefact will have an aura?” That had Kyla sitting up straight, even as her balanced rocked, the train pulling up to a stop again. It didn’t matter how magical they were, how often they’d been exposed to Touch energy: artefacts couldn’t store Touch energy, which meant they couldn’t have an aura like a person with a Touch did. Kyla’s aura was black when she drew on her Touch energy; Alethea’s was red; Blood’s was orange. Different colours for different skills—death, truth-seeking and people-seeking respectively, in this case—but artefacts, objects? They never had a colour, an aura. 

“Yeah, I know right. But that’s the one thing every account agrees on: the Touchstone has a weird vibe to it. Weird energy. Weird aura. Of course, no one knows exactly what that looks like, but I’m just saying: you’ll know it when you find it because it’s gonna be a weird one.” 

Train doors shushed open. Cool air tinged with the city smells of concrete and petrol flooded in, a hint of salt from the approaching ocean just detectable. 

The back of Kyla’s neck itched. “Blood, this is not exactly the illuminating information I was hoping for.” She shifted uncomfortably on the seat as someone wearing a black hoodie—somehow not dying of heatstroke despite the fact that they had the hood all the way up, concealing their face—entered the train carriage. 

“Yeah I know, Ky, but if it was easy to find, whoever hired you would have found it themselves, right?” 

Right. Kyla sighed. Scratched the back of her neck. Scrunched up one side of her face as something niggled at her. “Thanks anyway, I guess. I assume that’s all you have for me?” 

The new arrival seated themselves on one of the sideways seats near the doors, which whooshed shut, sealing out the night air. 

“Since you rejected my attempts to articulate the cultural paradigm of the Touchstone for you, yeah. It’s glass or obsidian—my money on the latter—and will feel really weird. ’S all I’ve got for you I’m afraid.” 

“It’s fine,” Kyla said, shifting again as her neck continued to itch. “At least I know it’s really real.” Well. Probably. 

Abruptly, energy surged and the darkness behind her eyes wasn’t just darkness: it was the black aura of her Touch. 

What in the...

Wait. 

No. 

Crap. 

“Blood, I gotta go,” Kyla snapped. “Meet me at the Museum tomorrow night at ten, okay?” 

Without waiting for his reply, she hung up and shoved her phone deep into her pocket. 

A quick, steeling breath. 

She pivoted to face the newcomer. 

She’d thought for a moment there that her own Touch energy had flared, but it hadn’t, it was still leashed—present, it always was, but under control. 

This black Touch energy now filling the carriage with the sense of it, black energy so out of control that any split second now would find a host to latch onto? 

It wasn’t hers. 

It was coming from the black-hooded person sitting by the doors.
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“Get it under control,” Kyla snapped at the newcomer. “Now.” She didn’t have to add ‘someone’s going to die otherwise’; a person with a black Touch this strong would know that. Why the hell they had gotten on the train in the first place with their energy so close to discharging, Kyla couldn’t fathom. 

The person didn’t respond. 

Well, they did: they hunkered down in their seat, head practically disappearing into their shoulders. 

A second realisation struck Kyla: there was no scent of ozone in the air, no lemongrass—the scent of a well-honed, well-practised Touch.

Crap.

This was not a discharge, controlled and controllable by the person Touched; this was a flash, a random surge of energy that happened when someone’s energy had been allowed to build up for too long, had been suppressed—and it was totally out of the Touched person’s control. 

The two men were still chattering away at the back of the carriage, utterly oblivious to the danger. It was a miracle the black energy hadn’t snapped in on one of them already; for Kyla, it only took a split instant between the release of her power and the death of her victim. 

She threw herself to her feet, sprinting for the back of the carriage. If she could get there first... 

Then what? She only had the one pendant on her. 

Too much energy. 

So much blackness in the space between blinks. 

“Get down!” she shouted at the men, who gaped as she sprinted toward them down the aisle. She waved frenetically. 

One of them was a little faster on the uptake than the other—or else just knew a little more about the idea of Touches than the other; he threw himself at the floor of the train, sliding as the train cornered and braked. 

Kyla launched herself at the other man, knocking him flat on the row of seats. 

“What the—”

But before he could finish his cry of outrage, the black energy flashed. 

Ozone sizzled in the air. 

The square glass pendant hanging haphazardly around Kyla’s neck shattered, shards of glass splintering into her chest. 

“You...” The man stared at Kyla’s shattered pendant, colour draining from his face. He met her eye. “You saved me.” 

She shoved herself off him, stood, brushed the shards of glass from herself with gloved hands, as gingerly as she could. 

In her peripheral vision, the other man lay hunched on the floor. 

Kyla turned to the black-hooded black-Touched person by the doors—and the doors slid open, letting the night air in, and the black thumb out. 

Kyla just had time for a glimpse of a stricken face framed with black hair—dark eyes, Asian-tanned skin—and the girl was gone. “Hey! Hey, get back here!”

“Theo? Theo, man, she’s gone, you can get up,” the man Kyla had saved was saying, nudging the man on the floor with his foot. “Theo? Theo!” 

Shoulders slumping, Kyla headed for the emergency intercom and pushed the bright red button with a gloved finger. “Hi,” she said, throat dry. “There’s been an incident. A man is—”

“Dead!” the man she’d saved screamed behind her. “Theo is dead! What happened? You! You killed him!”

Kyla slumped against the wall of the train and prepared herself for the inevitable barrage of questions—from the man, from the train conductor, and eventually from the police. She just had to hope that her other glass charm, the one tucked into one cup of her bra, would do its job and continue disguising her black Touch as merely dark grey—otherwise she’d undoubtedly be looking at an overnight stay in the local prison. 

Now that would put a damper on finding the Touchstone.
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The police questioning had been more efficient than Kyla could have hoped: her hidden glass charm successfully cloaked her Touch, making her appear grey to the testing officer instead of black (and such devices weren’t common knowledge yet, so he had no reason to doubt his senses, thank Kyla’s lucky stars). Which meant she was off the hook, especially paired with her testimony about the black thumb, corroborated by the surviving man. 

So Kyla had made it down to her intended destination without more than an hour’s delay; a miracle, all things considering. She sighed at that. There had been no miracle for Theo tonight. 

She hitched her silver-and-black backpack, the movement allowing air to circulate up her sweat-soaked back for a moment, cooling her tank top before the bag resettled. It wasn’t overly heavy—just a couple of changes of clothes, a few necessary toiletries, her wallet, an artefact or two—but it was bulky enough, and despite the late hour, the air was still hot and humid.  

At least the streets were relatively empty of pedestrians; cafe tables and chairs had been packed away, sandwich boards no longer littered the footpath, and even the traffic had slowed to a hoarsely whispering trickle. Spicy, savoury scents filled the air and beckoned at Kyla’s stomach, which grumbled in reply. A cup of tea since lunch was hardly the best way to treat it, something it was all too happy to remind her of—but she didn’t have time to stop off at any of the restaurants, nor the inclination: right now, answers were more important than food. 

So she strode down the street until she came to a tiny, narrow alleyway, sheltered from passersby by a metal door, currently plastered with posters and advertisements screaming in poorly chosen fonts and lairy colours. To either side of the narrow alley, a bookstore and a yarn shop slept peacefully, only their emergency lighting dimly outlining their wares in the windows. 

Streetlights dotted the wide street, of course, but the shops were all old, two-storey affairs with fixed awnings that stretched out the width of the street and blocked most of the light from hitting the pavement.

There was a security light on in the alleyway, but it illuminated the door from behind, and so did nothing to shed any light on the contents of the posters—literally or figuratively. But as Kyla pressed her gloved hand against the metal door to push it open, she squinted in the dark and ducked down a little: the woman in one of them seemed vaguely familiar. 

A passing car provided enough extra light for just a moment. Kyla sniffed and pushed her way through the door, dismissing the photo of the blonde B-grade celebrity she’d seen wearing the ice-blue dress on TV at Pippa’s house a few hours earlier. 

The alleyway was surprisingly clean, or at least, it would be surprising to casual visitors who didn’t know that this was the unassuming entrance to one of the most magical trading posts in the world. The concrete floor was recently swept, bright under the fluorescent light that sat high up on the terracotta brick wall behind a protective cage. 

Despite the half-full skip bin at the end of the short alleyway, the smell was mostly clean concrete and damp cardboard. Kyla’s footsteps echoed in the enclosed space as she headed toward the stairs over the bin, then slapped against the brickwork of steps at least a century older than she was, worn down in the middles. 

She gripped the metal railing with gloved fingers, her hands hot and sweaty despite the cooling night air.

Alethea. 

She hadn’t seen Alethea in almost as long as her father—seven years, now. Two years after... Well. Two years after Kyla had seen her before that. Hmm.

Once—before those other two years, so twelve years ago in total—she’d been one of Alethea’s most frequent visitors, buying almost as often as she sold. Just trinkets, back in those days, before Kyla had gotten really good at her job. 

To begin with, Alethea had helped her with that, too, being the strongest red thumb Kyla both knew and had heard of—and given how far Kyla often roamed across the country in search of the strange artefacts that even stranger people paid her to find, that was saying something. 

The last time Kyla had seen Alethea, Alethea had thrown her out and told her to never come back unless it was a true emergency: the end of what could have been a very productive partnership. 

Kyla sighed. No good thinking about what might have been.  

She reached the top of the stairs. The door that greeted her had been painted teal at some point in its life, and to be fair, most of it still was—a good colour choice with the brass door handle. A brass nameplate in the centre of the door bore the words ‘AA’s Artefact Exchange’.

Kyla turned the brass knob, her grip slipping slightly until her gloves found purchase against the metal, and stepped through the open security web into the past.

The store smelled of herbs and leather and metal polish. Kyla strode down the long centre aisle, its shelves just short enough for her to see over (many people wouldn’t have been able to), cluttered with glass objects and crystals and cutlery and mugs, the rafters above hung with all manner of herbs and dried flowers grown with the help of Touch energy to become more than your regular condiments and garnishes, ignoring the wire racks on the walls full of boots that might give you a tiny boost of good luck if you allowed them to guide your footsteps, or scarves that helped protect you from airborne illness, or any manner of other small magicks. 

Nowhere in the world had such a large collection of artefacts, Touch-touched items, been amassed in the thirty or forty years since Touches had first appeared in the general population, and no one was more expert in their usage and application than Alethea. 

Of course, what most people curried favour with her for was her Touch, a red one, one that meant at the most basic level that the wielder could incontrovertibly sort truth from lies, but which for Alethea, whose Touch was deep, cherry red, highly saturated, fully developed, meant all she had to do was listen with intent for the answer to a question, and if anyone in the almost ten thousand square kilometres of greater Melbourne knew the answer, Alethea would know it too. 

Toward the back of the store, a pair of clocks ticked dissonantly, slicing time into smaller-than-real fragments; between that and taste of dust and age hanging in the air, and the dim after-hours lighting, the whole place felt like a cocoon against space and time. 

Actually, Kyla observed, heading down the centre aisle to the door under the clocks at the back of the shop, something had changed: the scent of lemongrass, lingering in the air, sharp and warm—and strong. Much, much stronger than it had been seven years ago, a sign that Alethea had clearly been practising her Touch. (Another mystery for the conspiracists: no one had yet figured out why lemongrass, why ozone, and why only other Touched could smell them.)

The click-clack of a shotgun loading stopped Kyla in her tracks as Alethea appeared at the end of the aisle, silvered hair piled in a bun atop her head, dark eyes sharp as ever in a face creased and lined like a well-loved letter. 

“That’s far enough.” Alethea’s voice was level as a pond—and cool as frost. “I told you. This had better be an emergency.” 

Kyla’s hands had popped up at the sound of the gun, and now she lowered them slowly, carefully. “If I don’t hand over the Touchstone by Friday, my father’s going to die.” 

The scent of lemongrass strengthened until Kyla could taste it, and ozone permeated the store as though a storm had recently cleared. In the darkness behind her eyes when she blinked, Kyla could see deep cherry red, the colour of Alethea’s Touch. 

“You’re telling the truth,” Alethea said.

“Of course I am.” Kyla managed not to sound offended, but really, what did Alethea expect? Kyla had known Alethea since the first waxing of her Touch, and Kyla wasn’t stupid. “I’m also not at full power, so you can quit waving that thing in my face.” She’d have shoved her hands in her pockets if she could, but the pockets of her shorts weren’t deep enough. She settled for hitching her backpack, which had the advantage of rather prominently drawing attention to her gloved hands.

One of Alethea’s eyebrows, at least, was interested. “Who’d you kill?” 

She’d been around since the waxing of Kyla’s powers, too. 

Kyla shrugged. “Couple of strays.” 

Her pulse pounded. It was absolutely not a lie, because there had been an unfortunate incident with a stray cat that still made her chest tug, and besides that, all the cells she killed were technically straying from their owners, right? But as far as she knew, no one else had figured out that her cursed kind of Touch energy could be discharged off onto anything other than a complete and entire human being, and although she still had nightmares about the years she’d been forced to choose who around her would live and who around her would die, she knew perfectly well that it benefited her reputation for people to... assume things. 

Would the omission count as a lie to Alethea’s Touch, though, that was the question. 

Kyla forced her body language to remain languid and nonchalant, her breathing regular, neither overly fast nor overly deep. 

Alethea sighed dramatically. “There’s something you’re not telling me, but I guess history’s gotta be worth something, don’t it.” She lowered the shotgun. “Fine.” Her gaze flicked to the old, square clock above the door that led out back, gleaming white in the dim light, a stark contrast to the worn, dusty aura of the rest of the store. “‘Bout closing time anyways,” she muttered, despite the fact that the majority of her business was done in the hours between official closing time and midnight. “You go on back to the front and lock the door. I’ll put the kettle on.” 

Obediently, Kyla headed back and turned the lock in the brass handle of the front door. 

The sound of a kettle whistling ushered her through into the back room behind the shop, the apartment where Alethea lived. The little kitchenette looked just like it always had, with its white chipboard cupboards below a scuffed, silver sink that had probably seen more days even than Alethea. The wallpaper was peeling away from the tops of the walls in places but for the most part the peach-and-cream floral pattern was just as clean and well-kept as ever, if a little more worn in places. The same chintzy armchairs gathered around the low Queen Anne coffee table, joined by an old-fashioned grandfather clock. 

The door under the stairs, papered in the same peach-and-cream floral as the rest of the walls, hid the tiny bathroom. 

Kyla wondered if it would still smell of eucalyptus disinfectant. 

Alethea nodded Kyla to the chairs. “Black or green?” She lifted a pair of mismatched floral teacups. 

“Green, please.” She’d have enough on her mind interfering with sleep tonight without adding extra caffeine. She sank into the armchair closest to the back door and let her head loll back. Tiny dark-pink roses tangled around her on the cream fabric. Idly, she traced the pattern, looking for the trio she’d always imagined as a face. 

Alethea poured the tea, docked the kettle, brought the two steaming teacups over. “Right,” she said as she set them on the table and herself on the chair opposite Kyla. “I supposed you’d best tell me why your father’s about to get himself killed.” 

Kyla’s gaze sharpened. “He’s not. I’ll find the Touchstone.” 

Both Alethea’s eyebrows were interested this time. “Will you now.” 

Kyla slouched. “Honestly? Probably not. Not unless you help me, Lethie. No one else knows anything useful about the Touchstone being in town, and until this evening I’d’ve sworn it was nothing more than a myth.” 

“How d’you know it’s not?” Alethea, who had covered a twitch at the sound of Kyla’s old nickname for her admirably, cradled her teacup on its mismatched blue saucer with hands lined and weathered but still steady as rocks. 

“I guess I don’t.” Kyla frowned, watching steam curl up from her own teacup, still on the table until it cooled significantly further. “I guess it could be a misinformed threat.”

“Or a hoax.” Alethea’s eyebrows gave another little bounce. 

Kyla shook her head. “Dad’s in hospital. Pippa thinks he might die.” 

A sharp inhale, followed by coughing. Alethea set her teacup back on the table and thumped at her own chest for a moment. “Blasted pipes,” she muttered when the coughing had died down. “You say Pippa thinks he might die? Only might?” 

That deepened Kyla’s frown. “The hospital disagree. Pippa said they think he’s fine.” 

Alethea tilted her head to one side as though listening. 

The scent of lemongrass and ozone rose slowly in the room. 

It prickled at Kyla’s skin, stirring up the urge to move, to run, to protect herself... 

You’re fine, she told herself. You’re safe. You know how this works. It’s just been a while, is all. 

In the silence, the ticking of the grandfather clock beside her might as well have been thunder. 

Was Alethea listening for anything to do with the Touchstone? With Kyla’s father? What? 

She forced herself to stay still and not fidget. Try her patience though it might, this was still significantly faster than wandering blindly around the city, hoping to stumble across something useful. 

The steam billowing from her tea had slowed, so she picked it up and risked a sip. 

Ow. 

Still too hot, and now the tip of her tongue was scalded. 

Scowling, she reached back toward the table—and looked up sharply as Alethea came back to herself with a shuddering breath. 

Tension traced the lines of Alethea’s body as she shifted in her seat to directly face Kyla. “The Touchstone,” she said, “isn’t the only thing in town.” 

Kyla shifted in response. Something big. That was what she’d thought talking to Blood, wasn’t it. She pushed aside the sudden spurt of adrenaline in her belly. “Oh?” 

Alethea shook her head, a brief, irritated gesture rather than a ‘no’. “I don’t know.” Frustration laced her voice. “Something’s building. Something big. But people are being cagey, cautious. I don’t know.” She drained her teacup and set it back on the saucer with a little clink. “Be careful.” 

“Always.” 

“I mean it. Keep your allies close, Kyla. You weren’t meant to do everything alone. You know what happens when you do.”

The tea didn’t burn her mouth this time, and she drank half of it quickly, the slightly sweet, green-tasting liquid grounding her. 

What allies? All she had was a sister who hated her for what she was, and blackmailers determined to kill her father if she didn’t cooperate. Did Alethea mean herself? Doubtful. In which case... “I’ll be careful,” Kyla promised after she’d drained her warm teacup. “So the Touchstone is real after all? It’s in town?”

They’d discussed the Touchstone once, back in the day, but Alethea’s extraordinary knowledge extended only as far as her Touch could reach: back then, the Touchstone had obviously not been in town, and Alethea had known no more or less about it than your average person in the community.  

Alethea nodded sharply. “It’s here. It’s not what you think it is. I can’t hear more than that. But it’s going to cost you something to find it.” 

“I didn’t know your Touch extended to foretellings.” 

This time, Alethea’s smile was wry. “Call this one a hunch. What’s true is that someone is looking for you.”

“What kind of someone?” 

Alethea frowned. “Someone dangerous. Someone good for you. Maybe someone out to harm you. Maybe they’re all the same person. Try the glass stores.” 

That was the problem with the truth: it came to you in its own time, in its own words, and usually not all at once, or even in order. 

Kyla set the teacup down crisply and stood. “Then I’d better make myself available.” She took a few steps toward the back door, the wooden floorboards creaking under her feet. “Thank you,” she said turning back to offer Alethea a grateful, if not overly broad, smile. 

Alethea was staring at her. “Be careful.” 

“You said that.” 

“So do it.” 

“I will.” Kyla opened the door halfway, warm night air gusting in on a breeze that brought with it the sound of traffic and the smell of gathering rain. She paused, gloved fingers curled around the edge of the door. “I’m not going to cross the line, Alethea. No matter what happens this time.” 

Alethea pursed her lips, then hid her face in her empty teacup.

Sadness twanged in Kyla’s chest—but that was the way of life, that sometimes one mistake cost people’s trust in you forever. 

So she slipped out the back door and headed down the metal fire stairs to ground level.

Above, clouds were gathering surely enough, beginning to obscure most of the night sky; if it was going to rain, she might have to risk finding somewhere indoors to sleep.  

Kyla stepped off the bottom step onto the gravel—and tilted her head. In the scruffy area that might have been a very narrow yard or else a very wide alley where Alethea’s building stopped short and the two on either side continued to the street, a strange, large shape lay crumpled on thin, scraggly grass, poorly lit by the streetlights from the road some twenty metres away. 

A few steps closer, her feet crunching on gravel... 

Kyla pursed her lips. She’d seen a dead body too recently to recognise this as anything but. 

Two in one night? 

She was absolutely going to have to be careful.
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The fact of there being a dead body in the alleyway behind Alethea’s shop was not actually the most shocking part of the whole incident. The man was probably in his thirties, with a dark polo shirt and jeans, an expensive-looking haircut, great skin—or, well, skin that would have been good if... Well, you know. 
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