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To my David, whose heart is constant, even when he steals my food.
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Author’s Note


The city is not the city.

Though I do live in Brisneyland and have used it as the backdrop for Vigil, I must confess that I’ve played fast and loose with some details (I’m sorry, West End and I’m really sorry, Gold Coast). I’m a writer. It’s fiction. So I beg patience of the purists; while the reader will recognise certain
landmarks and suburbs, Verity’s city is not quite the city you know. It just looks a bit like it, seen through a glass darkly.



Enjoy the journey.


      
[image: images]
      
      Beginnings

      
      The night moved. Liquid sheets of black spread out then folded back in on themselves. The breeze, seemingly benign, made its
            way down Robertson Street. It picked up pieces of garbage as it went – discarded newspapers, chip packets, soft-drink cans,
            cigarette packs. It plucked detritus from the gutters, sweeping all it could find into an ever-growing, swiftly forming body.
            It looked like a figure, a rough-torn thing: a man of rags and trash and darkness.

      
      Had anyone been paying attention, they might have noticed when it began its journey – turning off Brunswick Street and taking
            the slow incline – that the sound of footsteps had become audible. But as the road sloped, drawing further away from the lights,
            as the whirlwind picked up speed and mass, the noise of anything remotely human was lost.

      
      At the bottom of the thoroughfare, almost at the glamour of the James Street precinct, the thing feinted right as if it had
            no interest in going any other way, then turned a hard left.

      
      The homeless man who’d been sheltering in the curve of the concrete garden wall, praying he would not be noticed, felt only
            a brief sting of ice reaching into his lungs, then the crushing sensation of too much air all around him as he was lifted
            from the ground and quickly ceased to be.

      
      At the very end of the strip, where the streetlights bloomed, footfalls were heard once again, a kind of a hiccough in their
            rhythm this time, as if something had changed. As if the tread beat out a broken tattoo of unexpected grief. Yet the two who’d watched the procession from their
            vantage point on the balcony of a vacant apartment smiled, pride palpable.

      
      They did not see death. They did not feel bereft at the loss of innocence. All they saw was their plan coming to fruition.
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Chapter One

      
      The ribbon was judging me, I knew it.
      

      
      It had become increasingly apparent that wrapping things was not my forte. Even a simple rectangular gift was obviously too
         much of a challenge. Corners broke through the too-thin tissue I’d bought because I’d thought, Hey, an eight-year old would love that! She probably would have, too, if it hadn’t developed holes within moments of me trying to swaddle a big book of fairy tales
         in it. The stiff lace ribbon I’d finally managed to tie around the middle looked self-conscious and a bit embarrassed.
      

      
      Oh, well. Lizzie would turn the gold and silver paper into confetti in a matter of seconds anyway. I could hear the sounds
         of the birthday party-cum-sleepover already ramping up next door, and looking through my kitchen window into Mel’s garden
         I could see a circle of small girls in pastel party dresses made of shiny fabrics, glitter and sequins. They all wore fairy
         wings that caught the last of the sun’s rays as they danced and ran, lithe and careless as sprites. It made me smile. Mums
         and dads were scattered across the grass, some carrying platters of cocktail sausages, fairy bread, mini pies and other essential
         party foods while others seized the opportunity to laze around being waited on. It would be nice, I thought, to socialise,
         do something ordinary for a change.
      

      
      I took a last look in the mirror to make sure I was presentable – or at least as presentable as I was likely to get. I picked up the offering, and that’s when the hammering started at the front
         door. It wasn’t the good kind of knocking and my spirits sank. Things didn’t improve when I saw who was waiting on the patio.
      

      
      Zvezdomir ‘Bela’ Tepes, model-handsome in pressed black jeans and a black shirt, managed his usual trick of appearing ephemeral
         as a shadow, yet as all-encompassing as darkness. He gave a wave so casual it could have been mistaken for a dismissal. Just
         seeing him made my leg ache.
      

      
      ‘Verity. I’ve got a job for you.’

      
      ‘But I’m going to a birthday party,’ I blurted, clutching the present like a shield. ‘There’ll be cake, and lollies.’

      
      He blinked, caught off guard by my unlikely defence. ‘I need you to come right now.’

      
      ‘Party pies, Bela. Fairy cakes. Mini sausage rolls. Small food,’ I said, then added lamely, ‘It tastes better.’
      

      
      ‘Kids are going missing,’ he said, gritting his teeth, and it was all over bar the shouting. ‘And someone wants to talk to
         you.’
      

      
      He pointed towards the familiar purple taxi parked at the kerb in the late afternoon light. There weren’t too many cabs like
         this in the city, although I guessed demand would be growing as the population did; it wasn’t just people fleeing the southern
         states who wanted a new start in Brisbane – also known as Brisneyland or Brisrael if you were feeling playful, or Brisbanal
         if you were tired of restaurants closing at 8.30 p.m. The taxi’s general clientele covered Weyrd, wandering Goths and too-plastered-to-notice
         Normal, though most times even the drunkest thought twice about getting into this kind of car. It was almost like they were
         snapped out of their alcohol-fuelled stupor by the strangeness it exuded.
      

      
      Through the passenger window I made out a fine profile and meticulously styled auburn hair. When the head turned slowly towards me, I recognised its owner, though I’d not formally met
         Eleanor Aviva, one of the Council of Five, before. It was a bit like having the queen drop in. The driver next to her gave
         a brisk wave.
      

      
      My shoulders slumped. ‘How many kids?’

      
      ‘Twenty-five we can identify for sure, but that’s out of a couple of hundred a week. Not all those are ours.’

      
      ‘Don’t say ours, Bela. They’re nothing to do with me.’ I regretted the comment as soon as I said it; people had looked out for me when I
         needed it and I’d determined long ago to try to pay that back. ‘Let me drop this off, make my apologies.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be long,’ he said. As he retreated to the vehicle I made a rude gesture behind his back, which Eleanor Aviva saw. After
         a moment, her very proper mask cracked and she gave me a conspiratorial smile, then faced forward again.
      

      
      As I dragged my feet towards Mel’s house, I wondered if Lizzie would save me some ice cream cake.

      
      *

I looked out of the window. My reflection stared back, and beyond that I watched the night speed past. I should be singing
         ‘Happy Birthday’, not here with my ex in the back seat of the world’s most disreputable-looking gypsy cab. Parts of it had
         been cannibalised from other cars. Any original white surfaces had been reduced to grey, and the vinyl of the seats was a
         little sticky with age. The rubber mats on the floor, though so thin as to be almost transparent, were, I was pretty sure,
         all that stopped me from seeing the bitumen of Wynnum Road beneath us. Instead of the traditional pine tree-shaped air freshener
         there was a gris-gris hanging from the rear-view mirror. It wasn’t minty-fresh, but then again it didn’t smell bad – it was rather cinnamony, if
         anything. It just looked bad: a shrunken head with dried lavender sticking out of its ears. Scratched along the inside of the doors were symbols and sigils I couldn’t read,
         in a language so old I suspected no one knew how to pronounce it any more. I never looked too close, not since I’d realised
         that some of the etchings were really fingernail marks. I didn’t want to linger on that thought.
      

      
      ‘It’s only been street kids so far,’ said Bela. He didn’t even stumble on that bit – he didn’t even know he’d said the wrong
         thing, though no column inches were going to be devoted to those lost children. In the front seat, Ziggi loaded a CD and the
         exquisite a cappella opening of ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ poured forth. Eleanor Aviva made an annoyed clicking sound with her tongue.
         Philistine.
      

      
      ‘Turn that racket down,’ Aviva ordered in clipped tones, and to my mild surprise, the driver obeyed without argument. The
         councillor retreated back into silence. Despite Bela’s earlier comment we’d not been introduced and I wondered why she was
         here.
      

      
      The eye in the back of Ziggi Hassman’s head examined me through fine ginger hair. He’d landed in Brisbane about ten years
         ago and got a job with Bela immediately, thanks to a sheaf of references, so we’d known each other for a long time and I could
         generally interpret his expressions, facial – and otherwise. But I’d not seen that single orb as inscrutable since I’d ended
         up haemorrhaging on his back seat after following him and Bela into an abandoned house a few months ago . . . coincidentally,
         that was the same night I’d lost my enthusiasm for the phrase ‘let’s split up and cover more ground’. We’d been looking for
         something that shouldn’t have been there – shouldn’t have been in this plane of existence. It was a something with claws and
         teeth and a bad attitude; a something that had been making red messes of pets around the city. Luckily, not people. Not then,
         at least.
      

      
      I found it first, and won the fight that ensued, but ultimately wound up in Accident and Emergency. Ziggi had saved my life,
         wrapping every bandage from the taxi’s first-aid kit around my leg to stem the bleeding while Bela had busied himself making
         phone calls to highly unlisted numbers and reeling in favours while reporting to superiors, which added another couple of
         layers of resentment to how I felt about him.
      

      
      ‘I should be eating ice cream cake,’ I announced to no one in particular. ‘I should be watching Lizzie open her presents.
         I really should.’
      

      
      ‘Verity, if it’s—’ Bela started.

      
      ‘It’s not, Bela’ I said shortly, pressing down on the rage his voice habitually produced in me nowadays. Before I could give
         rein to my full displeasure, I was distracted by the vibration of the mobile in my jacket pocket and reached for it.
      

      
      ‘Ms Fassbinder, kindly give us the courtesy of your undivided attention,’ Eleanor Aviva said sharply and my hand fell away
         as I instinctively sat up straighter, the response to that schoolmarm tone deeply ingrained.
      

      
      Bela tried again, and his pitch was softer. ‘V, if it is, then maybe it’s like your dad.’ He waited for me to speak, to deny the past, to defend myself. I rewarded him with silence,
         so he went on. ‘If it’s a Kinderfresser—’
      

      
      ‘Well, at least we know it’s not my daddy this time,’ I sniped.
      

      
      ‘—then we need to get to him quickly because he – or she – won’t stop by themselves. I can’t keep this out of the papers for
         too long. Any undue attention on our community will put everyone in danger.’
      

      
      There was a time, not so long ago, when I’d been bleeding and screaming in the back seat of this very taxi and swearing I
         wouldn’t ever work for Bela Tepes again, yet here I was, listening meekly to what was expected of me. The weekly retainer
         was deposited into my account on the assumption that I’d do what was asked. I might not have followed through on my plans to quit – quite frankly, what else was I going to do with an Arts degree in Ancient
         History and slightly dead languages? – but that didn’t make me feel any more biddable.
      

      
      ‘Do you really think I don’t know that?’ My glare was enough to make him look away. Then I felt bad; my temper had become
         short and my nature less than pleasant in recent months and it was Bela who was bearing the brunt of it. Then again, once
         upon a time I didn’t ache inside with every step; I didn’t wake up sweating, thinking something was at my window, and I didn’t
         dream of claws reaching through the gaps in the stairs and tearing so much flesh from my leg that I looked like I’d been ring-barked.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps Ms Fassbinder isn’t really the person for this task, Zvezdomir?’ said Aviva evenly. She pronounced his given name
         with an assurance and an accent I’d never manage in a hundred years, which was one of the reasons I so seldom used it. That
         and the Bela Lugosi eyebrows.
      

      
      ‘Ms Fassbinder is the only person for this job, Eleanor.’ Bela matched her timbre, but there was an underlying edge.
      

      
      Part of me wanted to tell them both where to go, but the sad fact was that I needed money. Though I owned the house, things
         like food and phone bills didn’t get paid with a sunny smile. Things had been quiet in Weyrd-town recently, and the Normal
         world hadn’t been much busier, so the independent consulting assignments I did occasionally had been few and far between too.
         Bela was a generous paymaster – possibly because his missions were generally the reason I ended up in harm’s way – but we’d
         broken up two years ago and the job meant closure was an issue. Spending all this time together – and not happy fun times
         – meant I kept wondering when the ‘ex’ part of ex-boyfriend would kick in.
      

      
      ‘Ms Fassbinder, I cannot stress strongly enough how important it is that this matter be dealt with swiftly and shrewdly,’
         Aviva said. ‘And quietly. Any member of our community who risks exposing the rest of us to danger has no rights in the eyes
         of the Council. There is to be no prevarication, and no mercy for this individual.’ She tapped long fingernails on the dashboard
         in front of her. ‘Of course, you know that better than most.’
      

      
      Behind my head, Freddie Mercury’s voice soared, but quietly, as if afraid of Eleanor Aviva’s disapproval. I controlled my
         breathing, counted to ten and remained calm. ‘Has anyone thought about asking the Boatman if he knows anything? I mean, all
         the dead end up with him eventually.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t think that’s necessary, do you?’ said Aviva. ‘He hardly chats with his passengers. He obeys his own rules, answers
         to none, keeps his own counsel. He does not come when called.’
      

      
      She was probably right, but it felt like she was baiting me and I had no idea why. Her attitude wasn’t improving my mood.
         ‘I don’t mean to be rude, Councillor, but why are you here? The Five have always kept their distance from me.’
      

      
      ‘Consider this a performance appraisal,’ she answered, not even bothering to look over her shoulder at me. Was she trying
         to get a reaction? Did she not realise I’d spent my life ignoring stuff like that? I smiled at Ziggi’s stare in the rear-view
         mirror. It had gone from inscrutable to concerned.
      

      
      Bela, apparently not confident of my self-control, raised his voice to drown out any reply I might have made. ‘Eleanor and
         I are on our way to a Council session and she wanted to take the opportunity to meet you. I assured her you’d treat this matter
         seriously.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Where are you going to start?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve got some ideas.’ I could feel his gaze, even though I was peering out of the window again. I thought he might be staring at my neck, at the pale curve where the vein pulsed blue close
         to the surface. I wondered if he was remembering what the sweat on my skin tasted like. I didn’t turn around but said softly,
         ‘It’s okay, Bela, leave it to me.’
      

      
      ‘Ziggi, keep an eye on her,’ he said abruptly. ‘And V, when you’re done with this, there’s something else I want you to look
         into.’
      

      
      And he was gone, just like that, leaving the seat beside me empty, smelling vaguely of his expensive aftershave, a chill coming
         off the faux-leather. Eleanor Aviva had evaporated too. That disappearing act was draining in the extreme and only a very
         few Weyrd could do it. Things were quiet, except for the final coda of Freddie’s delicate piano work.
      

      
      ‘I hate it when Bela does that. Freaks me out,’ said Ziggi, the only other person I knew who got away with using that nickname.

      
      Bela made even other Weyrd uncomfortable. I felt kind of proud, in spite of everything.

      
      ‘He used to just appear in the kitchen. I dropped a lot of dishes,’ I admitted, then bit down on my lip – I hadn’t meant that
         to slip out, hadn’t meant to dwell on the past domestic situation. It wasn’t as if Ziggi hadn’t witnessed all the ups and
         downs of my relationship with Bela – he once claimed he didn’t watch TV for three years because we provided all the drama
         he needed – but I felt compelled to say, ‘It takes a lot of effort, so that’s how I gauged how much he wanted to get away.’
      

      
      ‘You were a little challenging,’ he pointed out. ‘You need to cut him some slack, you know.’

      
      I didn’t answer; we both knew Ziggi was right. He hesitated, then said, ‘How’s your leg? I mean, really?’

      
      ‘How the hell do you think it is?’ Even as I snapped at him, I knew I should have been a bit more gracious. ‘I’m sorry I’m being an arse. It still hurts, and that makes me cranky.’
      

      
      ‘To be honest, you were pretty cranky before it happened.’

      
      We laughed and the tension dissipated.

      
      ‘You were trying to annoy Aviva, weren’t you?’ I asked. ‘With the music.’

      
      ‘What do you think? I don’t like uppity folk who think they’re better than everyone else.’ He sniffed. Ziggi Hassman: melodic
         anarchist.
      

      
      ‘Turned it off pretty quickly though.’ I grinned.

      
      ‘Hey, I’m not stupid.’ Then, unable to resist it, he circled back to his topic of choice. ‘Should’ve gone to a healer with
         that leg of yours.’
      

      
      ‘Well, if you remember, there wasn’t much time to fiddle about that night and the hospital was closest,’ I pointed out. The
         upshot of my injury was that Ziggi had become my chauffeur, so we’d been spending a lot of time together while doing Bela’s
         assorted jobs. We investigated things that needed looking into, acted as go-betweens and problem-solvers for him – and by
         extension, the Council – and generally kept an eye on the Weyrd population, trying to make sure it stayed as unknown as possible.
         This was sometimes a challenge when the community included those who were still looking for a taste of the old days: feline-shaped
         things who stole breath, succubi and incubi out for a good time, and creatures who swapped their own offspring for babies
         left unguarded in their cribs.
      

      
      He gave a grunt that might have been a concession. ‘So, where to? You said you’d got some ideas?’

      
      ‘I might have exaggerated. I have one idea. Let’s start with Little Venice.’
      

      
      ‘Probably should have told me that three seconds ago when I could have taken the turn-off,’ he said mildly. ‘Now we’re going the long way round.’
      

      
      He cut off a dully-gleaming SUV to change lanes. The sun had fled, and as we drove onto the Story Bridge, the lights of the
         city down and to the left, and those of New Farm down and to the right, swam in the blackness. High-rise office towers stood
         out like beacons, standing cheek-by-jowl with the new apartment blocks: all that modern steel and glass juxtaposed with the
         verdigris dome and sandstone of Customs House and the past it represented. During the day, the river would show its true colour
         – a thorough brown – but in that moment it was an undulating ebony ribbon reflecting the diamonds of night-time illuminations.
      

      
      ‘It’s okay. We’ve got nothing but time,’ I lied and hunched into the upholstery, thinking about melting ice cream cake and
         kids who wouldn’t ever know what that tasted like.
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Chapter Two

      
      West End was filled with Weyrd.
      

      
      Most folk thought the Saturday market’s demographic was a mix of students, drunks, artists, writers, the few upwardly mobile
         waiting for rehabilitated property values, religious nutters, common-or-garden do-gooders and dyed-in-the-wool junkies, all
         mingling for cheap fruit and veggies – or to score weed in the public toilet block in the nearby park. Often these groups
         overlapped.
      

      
      But there was also a metric butt-load of Weyrd, who sometimes featured in one or more of the aforementioned groups as well.
         They were mostly successful in their attempts to blend in, especially in suburbs that already had a pretty bizarre human population
         – places where it was difficult to distinguish the wondrous-strange from the head-cases. The old guy who yelled at the trees
         on the corner of Boundary Street and Montague Road? Weyrd. The kid who kept peeing on the front steps of the Gunshop Café?
         Weyrd. The woman who asked people in the street if they could spare some dirty laundry? Well, actually, she was Normal. The
         smart ones used glamours to hide what they were, to tame disobedient shapes and disguise peculiar abilities, but some just
         let it all hang out, not caring if they were mistaken for psychos or horror movie extras.
      

      
      They weren’t a disorganised rabble; any minority group keen on survival soon develops its own leadership. The Weyrd had the
         Council of Five, chosen from the old families who’d been in Brisbane since its founding. Convicts, overseers and frock-coated
         men on the make weren’t the only ones doing the invading; lots of folk wanted a new start. In the Old Country – wherever that
         happened to be – the ancient beliefs and traditions still held sway. Normals were twitchy creatures, but they’d only live
         in fear of the dark for a limited time. Eventually they got tired of huddling around fires and being scared. As with anything
         that went on for too long, numbness and fatigue set in, followed by anger, which burned out a lot of the good sense that’d
         brought on the terror in the first place. They got all brave and started charging around brandishing torches and pitchforks,
         striking out not just at whatever had frightened them but at anything that was different. Problem was, it wasn’t really bravery, it was still fear – but it was an enraged fear, and that kind wasn’t discriminating. As a consequence, the Weyrd – the different – from Hungary to Scotland, Romania to Mali, Italy to Japan, the Land Beyond the Forest to several dozen tiny nations that
         had changed their names multiple times, people like Bela, Aviva, Ziggi or my father, often had to find new homes, or cease
         to exist . . .
      

      
      So the first Weyrd came over on their creaking, stinking, packed ships, as stowaways, or convicts, caught by accident or intent,
         sometimes even as soldiers or governors or wives. Those who survived to put down roots in the new land, who set up shop as
         the major cities developed, generally became the Councillors, keeping watchful eyes on the rest of the Weyrd population. They
         ensured peace and dealt with the Normals, using people like Bela – essentially a cross between prime minister and spymaster
         – to keep the worst ‘disturbances’ under control. And someone like Bela would employ someone like me, because those of us
         of mixed parentage can walk between the two worlds. As long as we behave ourselves and don’t cause a fuss.
      

      
      It had gone relatively smoothly until I got injured. Quite apart from my freshly acquired physical limitations, the ancient
         car I’d inherited from my grandparents had been found burning outside my house a few hours after I’d been admitted to hospital.
         The insurance payout was just about enough to buy me a second-hand pair of running shoes. The net result of that particular
         evening had been one dead ’serker, a long-term limp for me, and a new chauffeur.
      

      
      ‘You think they’ll know anything?’ Ziggi had been trying to find a parking space for about ten minutes, although in the grand
         scheme of things that wasn’t a long time in West End. I figured he had maybe ten minutes of patience left, but I had about
         two.
      

      
      ‘There’s a good chance. Whether they’ll be willing to share? That’s the real question.’ As we passed Avid Reader for the third
         time I noticed the snail-trail of people waiting to get their books signed by the author sitting in the window had dwindled.
         ‘Do you know what this other something is that Bela wants to talk about?’
      

      
      He sort of shrugged and made a noise that didn’t answer me one way or the other.

      
      ‘Ziggi.’

      
      ‘Not sure. He met with Anders Baker today, but that might be unrelated.’

      
      I frowned, but didn’t say anything. Anders Baker was a self-made gazillionaire thanks to a variety of import-export concerns,
         land development and general dodgy deals, including, so rumour had it, brothels, porn movies and some rather heavy-handed
         loan businesses. He was Normal, so I wasn’t quite sure why he and Bela would be having dealings, unless it was to do with
         his once-upon-a-time wife; she’d been Weyrd, so maybe that was the connection.
      

      
      We were about to begin another loop around the block when I decided enough was enough. ‘How about you let me out here and I’ll text you when I’m done.’
      

      
      He pulled up, blocking the flow of traffic, and a chorus of car horns began. ‘If it’s Aspasia,’ he said, ‘be polite – you
         catch more flies with honey than vinegar.’
      

      
      ‘So my grandma used to say.’

      
      A great number of Weyrd didn’t cause problems but lived as quietly as they could. Although many were moon-born and preferred
         the night, most of them didn’t roam the dark hours. They were generally good citizens, paid their taxes, held down all sorts
         of jobs and kept their secret selves hidden, or at least camouflaged. There were a few places, however, where they could just
         be themselves, and Little Venice was one of them.
      

      
      The name was an in-joke, because none of the floods that periodically overran Brisbane had ever touched the place, not even
         when everything else in West End was under water. It looked ordinary enough: a three-storey building, commercial premises
         below, private residence above. The café-bar was cute: dingy little entryway lapping the street, long thin corridor leading
         into four big rooms filled with shadows and incense. Out back was an enclosed courtyard paved with desanctified cathedral
         stones, not used much during the day except by stray Normals; its tightly twined roof of leaves and vines was enough to keep
         off the sun and rain, but not quite enough to hide the snakes that lurked there. Through the wide archway I could see the
         space was packed, everyone swaying along contentedly to a man with a sitar accompanied by another playing a theremin. Two
         emo-Weyrd waitresses, managing to look both bored and alert, sloped between tables delivering drinks and finger food. Both
         had Lilliputian horns on their foreheads, just along the hairline; in the Normal world they’d probably be written off as body
         mods. They might even have had vestigial tails to match, but Weyrd blood ran wild and it was almost impossible to predict how offspring
         would turn out.
      

      
      When I needed information, this was where I generally started. Gossip washed through Little Venice like a river, the three
         Sisters who ran the place judiciously deciding what stayed behind and what got carried away. They were equally picky about
         what they shared. But even when I wasn’t looking for anything, I still came here, because they did good coffee and amazing
         cakes: fat moist chocolate, rich bitter citrus, and a caramel marshmallow log that could stop your heart.
      

      
      In addition to the business of hospitality, the Misses Norn – possibly not their real name – took turns reading palms, cards
         and tealeaves, each having her preferred method. For twenty bucks you’d get a traditional fortune-telling; fork out a heftier
         sum and you could see your future in runes, entrails or crimson spatter – in short, the more you paid, the nastier it would
         get. Maybe the latter were more accurate, but it was hard to know because each choice you made changed something else, shifting
         Fate like unruly chess pieces. The very willingness to spill blood might be the thing that knocked your destiny out of true.
      

      
      But one thing remained constant – or constantly inconsistent: no matter which modus operandi, one Sister genuinely laid out your choices, one made your fate with her words and the third simply lied. Problem was, you couldn’t really tell which did which. They weren’t malicious,
         just Weyrd. It was their thing.
      

      
      I’d been hoping for Theodosia because we got on better, but Aspasia was working the counter, so I kept Ziggi’s advice in mind.
         Behind her was a mirror that looked like lace made of snowflakes. She gave me a cool smile as I limped in. This Sister was
         all dark serpentine curls, obsidian eyes, occasional prickly personality and red, red smile. When her lips opened I could see how sharp
         her teeth were.
      

      
      ‘Fassbinder. Come to have your fortune told?’ Her smile widened and she gave a shimmy and gracefully extended her hand, a
         belled bracelet making a gentle chime. ‘Cross my palm with silver, girly.’
      

      
      I shook my head. ‘My answer’s the same as it’s always been – surely you could’ve seen that coming? But I will take a long
         black, some information and a slice of that caramel marshmallow log. And a super-sweet latte and a piece of mud cake to go.’
      

      
      She pursed her lips. ‘You got a new boyfriend?’

      
      ‘Hardly.’ I considered the idea of Ziggi-as-boyfriend, gave a little follow-up shudder and sat carefully on one of the tall
         stools, letting my sore leg dangle. Elbows resting on the countertop of fossilised stone, I grinned. I have a good grin, nice
         and bright, disarming. ‘It’s lovely to see you again, but this isn’t a social call.’
      

      
      ‘Colour me shocked.’ Of course she wasn’t going to make it easy. We might manage to be civil to each other but she’s always
         held a torch for Bela and she’s never quite forgiven me for dating him as long as I had. Or at all.
      

      
      ‘Kids are going missing.’

      
      ‘So sad,’ Aspasia said lightly, and began caressing the coffee machine – which looked like the console of a spaceship – into
         doing her bidding. It started bubbling and spitting, a comforting sound that made conversation impossible for a little while.
         I traced patterns on the stone bench, thought I could make out the impression of a rib or two. After my drink had been assembled,
         Aspasia extracted the cakes from the refrigerated cabinet, sliced off a chunk and plated it in front of me. I took a glutton’s
         bite, barely letting it touch the sides, then had to chase it down with a big swig of steaming liquid. So much sugar – my heart did a little jig. Aspasia was slower in preparing Ziggi’s, maybe giving me time to tell her more, or
         maybe to show she had no interest in whatever I was going to say.
      

      
      ‘Street kids thus far, so pretty much under the radar. Still . . .’ I said.

      
      No reaction as she studiously continued to froth milk into a metal jug.

      
      ‘Still and all,’ I persisted, ‘it’s only a matter of time before some little Normal goes astray and the powers-that-be will
         sit up and take notice.’
      

      
      No eye contact; she was jiggling the pitcher around to ensure all the bubbles were evenly distributed. Her attention to detail
         was impressive.
      

      
      ‘When that happens – and you know it will – people in high places will start looking for answers.’

      
      She gave the jug a thump against the counter, as much from temper as technique. ‘What do you want me to say, Fassbinder?’

      
      I continued on as if I hadn’t heard, ‘And you know the Normals: when they want answers, they will lift up every rock and peer
         into every dark, dank place they can find. And they’re not rational critters.’
      

      
      ‘You think because some Normal kids go missing I’m supposed to shed tears? When did they ever care about our kind?’ For someone
         whose side business was flimflamming the hopeful, she was pretty bad at keeping her true feelings under wraps. But she was
         also missing the point: this wasn’t about mutual cross-species caring, sharing and handholding, it was about keeping the Weyrd
         safe: doing what was necessary to keep their existence quiet. In hindsight, I might not have helped things by mentioning Normals.
         Ah well.
      

      
      ‘When they begin to peer into those dark, dank places, Aspasia, this may well be where they start – especially if someone
         points them in your direction. And that might lead them to take a long, hard look at our kind. Well . . .’ I paused. ‘Your kind.’
      

      
      ‘Half-breed,’ she hissed before she could stop herself. It never did take much: one tiny poke and those nasty hackles always
         rose like a wave. I watched her hair curl and twist into writhing vipers until she got herself under control.
      

      
      I gave a cold smile around another mouthful of caramel heaven. ‘All I’m saying, Aspasia, is if you know anything, now would
         be the time to share. And I would be the person to share with. I’ll do things quietly, you know that – after all, do you really
         want Detective Inspector McIntyre traipsing through here?’ I let that sink in. ‘And let’s face it, if word should get out
         that you’re cooperating with the police – or that this isn’t a safe haven any more – then where will all your customers go?’
      

      
      I was bluffing – why would I ruin my favourite coffee-and-cake spot? – but fortune-tellers aren’t mind-readers and she wasn’t
         sure if I was lying or not. All I needed was for her to be half-convinced. She didn’t like being threatened, and I didn’t
         like threatening, even if it was cheap and easy. But I needed to know what was going on, so I didn’t stop. ‘I’m sure Shaky
         Jake’s would be delighted to pick up the slack, were Little Venice no longer able to guarantee its clients refuge from the
         ordinary.’
      

      
      Her hands on the shiny countertop blackened and lengthened, the nails turning to sharp points. I tensed, ready to move as
         quickly as my injured leg would allow – which would, in this case, mean pushing myself off the stool and falling to the ground
         – then the moment passed and her hands were slender and white again, her manicure perfect.
      

      
      She fixed me with a hard gaze. ‘It’s not about flesh. This city hasn’t seen a Kinderfresser since—’
      

      
      ‘—since my father.’ I said it so she wouldn’t; she’d made quite enough cracks about Grigor over the years and I was pretty
         sure I could do without one more. But it didn’t feel any better to hear the words from my own mouth.
      

      
      ‘But I’ve been offered . . . wine.’

      
      That knocked me back. Of all the things I’d expected to hear, wine wasn’t one of them. My confusion must have been obvious because she leaned forward and instinctively, I did the same. One
         of the hair-snakes brushed my left ear, soft as a kiss.
      

      
      Aspasia spoke low. ‘Some of the old ones – they’ve still got the appetites, the customs they don’t want to let go.’

      
      I nodded; I knew it was true, but smart Weyrd had tried to get rid of those habits in the interests of survival. Indeed, the
         Council had made a point of outlawing a lot of activities the Weyrd once considered perfectly acceptable, even banning Kinderfressers, because anthropophagia is frowned upon in most circles. The not-so-smart Weyrd . . . well, they didn’t tend to last long
         these days.
      

      
      ‘Kids cry, right?’ she continued. ‘I mean, they’re kids, there’s always something to cry over. But enough to fill two, three,
         four wine bottles? Wouldn’t that be a lifetime of tears?’
      

      
      I stared at her.

      
      ‘I was offered a case. A case, Fassbinder. That’s a lot of children, a lot of weeping. You take that . . .’
      

      
      You take that, and you rob them of all the tears they might ever have. You steal their ability to feel joy, compassion, pain;
         you take their happiness as well. You remove the things that make them human. You take their lives. Not a Kinderfresser, no, but something somehow worse. You don’t simply kill them; to get the right quality tears, you subject them to the most
         utter and lingering despair.
      

      
      ‘Who?’ I asked. ‘Who’s been offering?’

      
      She gave a sidelong glance towards a corner table and I didn’t turn around, but looked in the mirror. A thin girl sat there,
         maybe fourteen, badly made-up, her pale floss hair twisted in a clip, twiggy fingers painting patterns in the condensation
         on her glass. She wore a grey singlet top with an irregular pattern on the front, the design long lost, along with most of
         the silver sequins. Beneath the table were stickish legs, a far-too-short denim skirt and a pair of green Converse sneakers
         that had seen better days.
      

      
      ‘Normal? Why is she here?’

      
      ‘Normal. She pays,’ said Aspasia flatly.

      
      ‘When did she offer you the case – you didn’t take it, did you?’ I added suddenly, feeling a little sick.

      
      ‘Two, maybe three weeks ago.’ She looked me straight in the eyes so there could be no doubt. ‘And no, I’m not that stupid.’

      
      As the knowledge sank in, my stomach turned acidic. ‘You didn’t take it – but you didn’t think to tell anyone about it?’ How many lives had been lost in that time?
      

      
      ‘You said it yourself: if word gets around that I’m making nice with the authorities, there goes my business. I’ve got children
         to support.’
      

      
      ‘No, you haven’t.’

      
      ‘I might one day.’

      
      ‘Chances are you’d eat them at birth. Christ, Aspasia, three weeks? You waited three weeks?’
      

      
      She looked uncomfortable, but it didn’t stop her saying, ‘Fassbinder, did you come down in the last shower? You think she
         hasn’t offered it around to others? You think no one’s taken her up on it? You think I’m the only one keeping quiet? You think
         she hasn’t been to the old households, for special occasions? You think the Council—’
      

      
      ‘The Council hired me.’

      
      ‘No, Princess, Tepes hired you.’
      

      
      I straightened and sat back, digesting her words, trying to assess the possibility of one of the Councillors indulging in
         this sort of ancient practice. If that really was the case, then my problem was even bigger than missing children – but maybe
         Aspasia was just messing with me, seeing if I’d bite or head off in the wrong direction; she was pissy enough to try something
         like that. If anyone on the Council had something to hide, why on earth would they agree to Bela having me investigate? Surely
         they knew by now what sort of person I was? The sort who compulsively pulled loose threads on sweaters until they unravelled
         . . .
      

      
      I flicked my eyes back to the girl’s reflection to find she was looking at me. We stared at each other, just maybe five seconds,
         but that was all it took; she was up and out of her chair and haring down the long corridor before I could so much as turn
         around. There was no chance I’d be running after her; no way I’d even bother to try. The first step and my leg would be screaming.
      

      
      ‘What’s her name, and where do I find her?’ I asked as Aspasia casually pushed the lid on Ziggi’s takeaway latte and snapped
         the chocolatey chunk of mud cake into a polystyrene box. She shoved them towards me and I forked over a twenty. She obviously
         wasn’t feeling communicative any more. Just as she pulled back her hand, clutching the note, I grabbed her wrist and held
         on tight, feeling her bones grinding against each other beneath my grip. I may look Normal, but it doesn’t mean I’ve got nothing
         of the Weyrd about me; every now and then the half-breed blood shows through. I thought about wrapping the other hand around
         her throat and risking a few nips from the snakes, but I decided she might find it hard to talk.
      

      
      ‘I don’t want to do this, Aspasia.’

      
      ‘Sally Crown,’ she growled. ‘Lives on the streets. Sometimes she sleeps behind West End Library, sometimes in the derelict
         flats on Hardgrave Road. Now let me go and get the fuck out.’
      

      
      ‘You really need to work on your customer service skills. Keep the change.’ Who was I kidding? Change from a twenty at Little
         Venice?
      

      
      The whole way down the passageway I could feel her eyes boring into the back of my neck. I pulled out my mobile to text Ziggi,
         who was really not going be happy about my failure to make friends and influence people. A reminder about the earlier missed
         call flashed, but I didn’t recognise the number. It would wait.
      

   
      
      [image: images]

Chapter Three

      
      ‘I’ll see you tonight,’ Ziggi said, and waved a hand in my general direction as he drove off. We’d given up watching West
         End Library for any sign of Sally Crown soon after dawn crept over the horizon. We’d also tried the derelict unit block on
         Hardgrave Road, which had almost got me spitted on the umbrella of an especially grumpy old siren wearing a grubby frock.
         Her wings had unfurled in shock when she found me in the flat she was using as a squat. After a lot of swearing from both
         of us – I was still twitchy about strange houses at night – I apologised and backed away. As Ziggi pointed out afterwards,
         I’d probably have been pretty pissed off myself if I’d found someone trespassing in my living room.
      

      
      I made my way up the cracked path to my ramshackle home, a pre-war house with moulded ceilings, a huge back garden and a temperamental
         water heater so old that it might have come out of the Ark. Jasmine was thick on the front fence, lushly green and dotted
         with white-star flowers like icing. Its scent was heady, and as I felt for the keys in my jeans pocket, warm and fuzzy thoughts
         about bed danced in my head.
      

      
      ‘Verity? Verity! Can you get my ball?’ The voice fluted over the side fence. Between the palings was a small face, sharp-chinned,
         snub-nosed and wide-eyed, with a shock of mousy hair even messier than mine. A little hand pushed through the gap and pointed
         to a soccer ball lying under the three steps that led up to my patio. Lizzie wasn’t allowed out of her yard without Mel, her single-parent,
         work-from-home acupuncturist mum in tow. She hated the rule, but I told her it was a good idea every chance I got: There are bad people, baby, bad people. Some days she decided not to talk to me.
      

      
      I limped over and picked up the ball. It was new. ‘Birthday present?’

      
      ‘Uh huh.’ I could sense a little chill coming from her.

      
      ‘Sorry I couldn’t come to your party, love. I was all ready, and I really wanted to, but there were some people I had to help.’
         I made a face to let her know that I truly had wanted to be with her, eating party pies and fairy bread until I was set to
         explode, then asked casually, ‘Did you like the book?’
      

      
      ‘I love it best of all – but don’t tell Mum.’ She smiled, defrosting. The fairy tales were the kind we had before Disney got
         to them: the ones with little girls who are eaten by wolves and bears with no conveniently timed rescue; boys who get lost
         in the forest and aren’t ever found again; the sort where your brother is a danger to you and your sister cannot be trusted;
         with children whose greatest enemies are their own parents. The volume I’d given her was old, with a tooled leather cover,
         exquisite line drawings and a long red silk ribbon for marking your place. It was beautiful, though maybe it was a little
         much for a kid – Mel had frowned when I’d shown it to her a few days earlier. But I told her that forewarned was forearmed.
         Lizzie read like a champion and had been devouring the contents of my library like a locust. Well, not all of it; some discreet censorship had to be applied.
      

      
      I reached over the fence and dropped the ball into her waiting arms.

      
      ‘Thanks, Verity. Can I come and visit later?’

      
      I frowned. ‘Shouldn’t you be at school?’

      
      She rolled her eyes at the idiot adult. ‘School holidays. So, can I come over?’
      

      
      ‘Aha.’ As a non-parent there was no need for me to keep track of such things. ‘Not today, my friend. I’ve had a very long
         night. Maybe at the weekend?’
      

      
      ‘Mmmmm-huh.’ She was less than impressed.

      
      ‘Have a good day, sweetheart,’ I said and headed to the door.

      
      Inside, the hot air was smothering. I passed through the front room, which contained a seldom-used asparagus-coloured velvet
         reproduction chaise longue, a desk with a full complement of dust to show how infrequently I sat there, a bookshelf filled with innocuous novels and
         a pristine waste paper bin. I generally used the room as little more than a place to store furniture, but it also acted as
         a safe space between the threshold and the rest of the house. I could have used it as a ward-moat, but I’d never really felt
         the need – or the requisite level of paranoia. And anyway, the aged wrought-iron security door did its job well enough. When
         I opened all the windows and the double doors onto the verandah, a breeze forced its way inside, and soon the temperature
         was bearable. I collected a glass of cold water and a variety of painkillers and headed out to plant myself in one of the
         faded green deckchairs until they kicked in.
      

      
      My home might be old, but it was comfortable. There were three bedrooms, one of which had been repurposed as a library, a
         kitchen, bathroom, proper lounge room, a dining room with a table covered with books that hadn’t yet found a shelf to live
         on, and a broad verandah out the back, where I now sat. It had been my grandparents’ home, and just about all the furniture
         was theirs too – I’d seen no reason to change anything when they’d died; I kind of liked it that way. Sometimes I caught the
         scent of Grandma’s Lily of the Valley talcum powder, or Grandy’s Old Spice, and the pipe he used to smoke out on the verandah when Grandma wasn’t home. She would pretend she couldn’t smell it, even though it somehow managed to sneak
         inside and embed itself in the curtains and cushions. For a long while I thought that was how relationships had to work: you
         ignored all the things you didn’t like, or that annoyed you, in the interests of harmony. Unfortunately, I didn’t realise
         then that each and every irritating thing has its own life, its own limits, its own metre and pace and depth of impact. Like
         an idiot, I thought I had to tolerate everything. Eventually I managed to work out that not everything is – or should be – tolerable. I’d put up with a hell of a lot more than I needed to with Bela.
      

      
      I stretched my leg out and rested it on the battered table my grandfather had cut down to kid-size for me. The top was painted
         green and the legs were peeling gold – it was garish and a little too short now, but I’d never been able to let it go. Soon
         the pills kicked in and the pain eased. An extremely fat kookaburra perched in the gigantic jacaranda tree in the middle of
         the yard. I gave him a nod; he stared back, unmoved.
      

      
      I needed a nap. I needed to do some research. I suspected I’d need to do other things I didn’t want to do. But most of all,
         I needed a nap – just a few hours. Too tired and comfortable to move, I closed my eyes, dropping my head back until there
         was a satisfying crack and things sat a little more comfortably on my shoulders. There was a chance I might even doze off sitting up in broad daylight.
      

      
      When you’re so tired that dreams come unbidden, when they seep through even though you’re still a little bit awake – I hate
         that. That’s the time when I think about my parents. Or rather my father; my mother, Olivia, was just a blur, a framed faded
         Polaroid on the shelf: a Normal, and dead before I ever knew her.
      

      
      But I remembered my father; I couldn’t forget him in spite of my best efforts. Grigor had no family to speak of; like a lot of Weyrd he came out here alone. There were no aunts, uncles, cousins,
         parents or grandparents, just him and me.
      

      
      The everyday things of my childhood were salt in the corners of rooms to soak up the curses that might come our way, blood
         baked into a loaf of bread and left on the front porch under cover of darkness as an offering once a week to keep the worst
         of the shades at bay, which were more numerous than I knew for a long while, and dust swept from the footpath towards the
         house in the hope it would drag wealth with it. My father gave me small lessons in magic, in creating wards and disarming
         them – nothing that would make me a true witch or a sorceress, for my blood didn’t run like that, but helpful for someone
         with a functioning knowledge of useful protection rituals. And I watched my father transform when he needed more strength,
         more height, lengthening his limbs and adding muscle. When I was little, I would try to do the same thing because I didn’t
         realise that shifting didn’t flow in my diluted DNA any more than witchcraft did. When he explained, I’d cried with disappointment.
         Grigor told me, Change transforms, makes things both less and more – different – and we all adapt in our own way. Be patient: you’ll find
            your own way.
      

      
      Though my father had no family, he had friends to spare. There were evenings when they’d come over and he’d send me to bed
         early. They would drink and eat and get rowdy in a language I didn’t understand, a tongue that sounded a little like German,
         a little like Russian. I’d sit quietly at the end of the hallway, just out of their sight, and watch as they told tales and
         showed off the extraordinary feats they could do: starting colourful leaping fires with a breath; creating whirlwinds that
         lifted the furniture, then set it back down with no more than a gentle thump; shifting like my father, changing size or shape entirely until the lounge room resembled a bizarre zoo. I suppose they were relieved for a while not to have
         to hide what they were, happy to have a place where they could be free.
      

      
      I was sworn not to tell anyone – certainly not the other kids at school – about these things, because they were our special
         secrets. Even then it took me quite some while to work out that there were two cultures and I could walk between them – and
         not just walk between them but more. I could fool the Normals because I looked like them, and I could step into the Weyrd
         world because I shared their blood, or some of it, anyway. They were wary, but polite enough, at least when I was little.
         Truth was, with one foot in each sphere, I didn’t belong anywhere; I guess I always knew that.
      

      
      After my father went, I lost contact with the Weyrd side of my life for a long time.

      
      The angle I was sitting at became uncomfortable and brought me out of my trance state. My jeans were hot and damp in the humidity.
         I lurched up and rubbed at my hip, then hobbled into the bedroom. I changed into a singlet and a pair of thin cotton pyjama
         pants that covered my scars but were infinitely cooler than denim. I hovered between taking refuge in the bed where nightmares
         might wait, or making breakfast and staying awake to think. On balance, bad dreams really did not appeal, so I headed to the
         kitchen.
      

      
      Twenty-three years ago my father was jailed as a paedophile and child-killer, but that didn’t even begin to touch the skin
         of what he really was. He wasn’t a child molester and he never touched me – that needs to be clear . . . but it doesn’t really
         matter. The lesser of two evils is still evil. What he did – what he was caught doing – cast a shadow over the whole community and left us vulnerable. Weyrd memories are long, and sins of fathers need
         somewhere to go. What Grigor did left me exiled from my old life.
      

      
      Most folk – both Normal and Weyrd – behaved themselves, through genuine belief in the rule of law, fear or sheer laziness.
         But there were always those few who didn’t care for rules, and that group was split into those who were happy enough to break
         the law overtly and those who were contented to simply purchase the spoils of the nefarious labours of others. There was a
         market for everything, and the principle of supply and demand meant that some tables required the most tender of flesh. It
         was a particular taste, indulged in by the very few and the very old – a leftover from the past when stealing children was
         an accepted practice, hobby or habit, or sometimes a matter of survival. Back in the once-upon-a-time, children were both
         less guarded and more numerous in a lot of families, and with so many mouths to feed, sometimes parents weren’t too worried
         if a couple were sold, or went missing. The rich Weyrd who bought those children always promised they’d have far better lives
         serving as footmen/valets/maids/what-have-you. It was the ‘what-have-you’ their parents never thought too much about.
      

      
      In these modern times, that was precisely the kind of conduct the Council had forbidden in the interests of communal safety.
         Even so, small factions – very private parties, those Weyrd who really didn’t like giving up what they considered their right – still wanted to indulge, albeit in secret, and someone had to acquire and dress that flesh.
      

      
      My father: Kinderfresser. Child-eater. Butcher to the Weyrd.
      

      
      To me, he was just my dad. I didn’t know what he did when I was at school, or on those nights when he left me home alone with
         strict instructions not to open the door to anyone. And I never questioned the gifts he sometimes brought me: little bracelets,
         necklaces or rings. Occasionally there’d be a teddybear or a doll – things that looked as though someone might already have
         owned them.
      

      
      I was ten when the police came for him, and I have done my best to wipe the memories of that night away.
      

      
      Grigor lasted precisely how long you’d think a child-killer in prison would. The Council had made sure he couldn’t shift any
         more. He was a big man, but he couldn’t protect himself when six prisoners held him down and jammed jagged wooden broom handles
         into him. They didn’t know what he truly was; they just hated him for what he’d done. His kind of crime meant he was even
         lower on the societal ladder than any of the other men around him. I wasn’t taken to his funeral, nor did I go down to the
         river to watch my father make his journey with the Boatman.
      

      
      The porridge in the saucepan began to burble at me and I removed it from the heat to throw in a handful of frozen raspberries.
         It might be a winter breakfast, but I loved it and it was incredibly healthy – well, at least until I added half a cup of
         cream. I poured green tea into the porcelain cup my grandmother had used every day for fifty years, carried bowl and cup outside
         and resumed position in the canvas chair.
      

      
      The day after Grigor’s arrest, my maternal grandparents, Albert and May Brennan, whom I didn’t even know existed, appeared
         and took me into their home. The first months were fraught. I didn’t know who they were, I missed my father dreadfully and
         I was completely uprooted. It wasn’t just the new school, new house, new food, new rules, but also the new knowledge: not
         only that Grigor had done terrible things, that he was gone forever, but also the fact that he had come between my grandparents
         and my mother, and me as well, for Grigor had kept them away.
      

      
      I learned ‘normal’ from them. They cared for me and did their best. Some days I’d catch them looking at me as if I were awful
         and fascinating, a cuckoo in the nest, and it hurt at first, but in the end I accepted it because I realised that despite that, they did love me. I was awful and fascinating, but at least I wasn’t stuck with the kind of problems that plagued a lot of half-bloods, like horns
         or wings or powers they couldn’t control. All I got was Grigor’s ridiculous strength, which I’ve been thankful for from time
         to time, and some useful knowledge of magical practice.
      

      
      Whenever I’d asked my grandparents about my mother, they’d generally just repeated darkly, She married badly and ended worse. How their daughter came to be married to such a man, they refused to disclose. My grandfather would change the subject without
         missing a beat as my grandmother’s lips pursed in the manner particular to little old ladies that so perfectly conveyed both
         politeness and extreme annoyance. They were even more tight-lipped on the subject of Grigor, except the day they told me,
         gently, kindly, that he’d died. I let him fade in my memory until he became sepia and easily ignored.
      

      
      It didn’t take long to learn that my grandparents weren’t appreciative of magic rituals, that even laying the simplest wards
         around the house wasn’t on, let alone the baking of blood-offering loaves. With Grigor gone, my experience of strange things
         also faded. The community I’d begun my life in made no contact at all.
      

      
      The flow of child disappearances stopped for a long, long time after Grigor’s arrest – or at least those disappearances obviously
         connected to unacceptable dining habits. Bela once told me that Grigor’s downfall had made the community a lot more alert,
         a lot more security-conscious: the Weyrd had begun to realise at last that their survival depended on evolution, civilisation,
         on moving forward and adapting, putting the old ways to rest once and for all.
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