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CHAPTER ONE


Cold winds blew off the north shore and gave Lila a burning slap as they snatched foam from the rim of her coffee cup and flung it into her face. She let the scalding black stuff run down her skin without any reaction save a slight narrowing of her eyes.

The drink was cheap and it would have needed a faery cup to make it worthwhile, but just as the beans and the roast had been skimped on so had the cheap pulp cup. She swallowed what was left in three gulps and threw the cup into the trashcan next to her. It wasn’t like they were queuing down the block to get the stuff.

The snack stand guy gave her a disturbed look as he pretended to ogle the latest copy of Succuperb! on his Treepod, but his attention was pulled away by another customer too hungry or broke to walk a block to a decent outlet. Lila took a final long look at the ocean and let the coffee soak into her skin. The taste taken this way was pure information, not involving tongue and nose or the beautiful crafting of a brain that created flavor out of molecular detection. As raw data she identified coffee. She knew it was bad, but at least her guts didn’t feel offended. She briefly considered drinking all his coffee that way in the future but, then again, no. Pain was pain and the medicine had to go down the right way.

In her palm she ran her fingertip over her plastic cash card and read off the amount. It was so low. She would have reorganised a few zeroes with ease, but getting tagged for fraud didn’t appeal to her sense of privacy. They could track the card position by satellite and pinpoint her in seconds. Then they’d find out she wasn’t a registered citizen and send agents to collect her, or the rogues would read the signals and try to get to her first. Staying a step ahead of both of them was worth more than all the digits she could have fitted on the card.

She closed her fingers over it again and slipped it into her pocket, wondering for the millionth time what she was going to do about it. The lodgers in her old house just about paid for the bills and what food she had to have, but there was no extra. It mildly amused her that she would think of savings, of age, of the future when the present was so uncertain.

“Hey, aren’t you cold, lady?” someone said behind her, not pleasantly, so she started walking back the way she’d come, down onto the hard sand and along the bay, aware that she made a distinctive and somewhat fey picture: a young woman with a pale tan and some freckles on her bare arms and legs, her dark and oddly patterned scrap of a dress blowing around her knees. The scarlet swatch in her unkempt lanky hair lifted on the breeze to show a scarlet shape like a paint splash on her neck and shoulder. It was far too bright to be natural. She was barefoot. It was February, and in Bay City that meant onshore gales and bursts of chilly rain or even sleet. Normal people, whoever they were, disdained chiffon and silk cocktail gowns and wore coats and boots at this time of year. Sensible people added a hat. The person calling to her was not wearing a hat.

He shouted after her, “Pookah scum!” in his breaking teenage voice, and his mates laughed in excited, ugly tones. She paid no attention. In such a public place they weren’t likely to follow her far. But she felt the wicked spike of their attention snake out and touch her energy field, testing it for weaknesses. Time was she’d never have  noticed that, and time was she’d never have given it credence if she had. Even if it had hurt her. Times had changed though.

Lila hardened herself against their hate and quickened the pace. Better to avoid any conflicts or scenes. She never lingered. They might find her interesting enough to take a picture of, send it across the ’Tree. Then anyone looking would know where she was.

In another world she would have had their heads for it.

The few people—fellow beach bums—who knew her figure from her daily walks were the only people she didn’t mind looking at or being seen by. Most of them had the wits to notice her expression and left her alone whether or not they were curious about her. Many of them were the same as she was, outsiders for whom a nod and a glance is enough of a daily contact with others, and some of them were even demi-fey, she was sure. They were a little club of look-but-don’t-touch people, nod-but-don’t-speak people; allies as long as anonymity was maintained. But they were in the minority. Bay City was a social hub.

The city was a cosmopolitan, confident place these days, with few fey and fewer other foreign creatures. It had learned its lesson about romancing weird things the hard way, and nobody wanted to risk whatever wrath she or another nonhuman might be able to bring down on them. This made some people friendly, but it made more of them hostile. There were many faeries hidden in the world, many more than the openly fey. Demons and even elves had come in larger numbers in the last twenty years; in the elf case that meant nearly double figures. The children of their first human matches were adults now, and in spite of a repatriation epidemic Otopia was hardly the pure human place many wanted to believe. The teenagers who’d tried to insult her were examples of a deep schism; half the world was glad and half the world was furious at the changes. Lila had no time for any of them, but it wasn’t possible to ignore the daily and awful evidence that the solid identity humans had felt for themselves had fallen apart and many of them weren’t able to deal with the results in anything but negative  ways. So they thought she was a faery. It wasn’t entirely false. She was sure they’d have been much less glad with the truth and she felt grim satisfaction in that. She was worse. It was like an ace in the sleeve. It protected her from spite.
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The man at the coffee stand watched her go, fingering the rabbit’s foot he kept in his pocket. When she’d vanished into the drizzle beyond the boardwalk entertainments, he quickly recounted his money and checked the onions steaming in their steel tray. Faeries could turn things bad. He’d had a frog in the onion pan before now, and no knowing where it came from, but it had shown up not long after she’d been there for her one black coffee of the day, always at ten a.m. She’d made a face at the coffee. She often did that. But maybe that time it had been worse than usual. Supplies were short. He couldn’t help what the wholesaler had, could he? He poked around the onions, but they were frogless.

“Get out of it,” he said to the teenage idiot and his friends, watching them watch her go, their voices lewd and sniggering. “Go on.”

“He’s afraid of her,” the insulting one said with contempt. “Maybe she’ll turn the milk bad or something. Stupid old man.” But the fuse on their malevolence wouldn’t light. It was too wet and cold to start the revolution. They huddled together and sloped off to enjoy their alienation closer to the glittery lights of the pier.

Sometimes he wished the Hunter would come back for a day, to show these arrogant young bastards a thing or two. But then he remembered, and unwished it quickly, whistling and turning widdershins and throwing salt over both shoulders to undo his silliness. When he was finished he made another wish, the usual one, but he had no doubt that in spite of it she’d be back tomorrow.
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Malachi also knew where to find Lila on a regular basis. He’d visited her every day for the last two months. Their conversations ranged from idle gossip to raging arguments, but he was the only one to do any talking. The most she ever contributed was a smile or a nod, a frown or a contemptuous wave of one hand to dismiss him or his point. Or both. Usually he managed to stick with her from the top end of the beach to where a fence cut off the public land from the expensive private homes two miles away. Even if they were just doing a silent vigil he made it that far, but then he had to go. His official lunch break lasted just an hour and the commute back and forth to the parking lot out here at the end of the sands meant he had twenty minutes to do whatever he had to do, tops.

Yesterday had been a breakthrough day, he reminded himself as he parked. He switched his beautifully soft suede pumps for running shoes and rolled up the cuffs of his heavyweight silk suit trousers, pinning them with hairgrips so there was no danger of them being ruined by sand or surf. He put the roll of his silk and wool socks into his top pocket and scrunched his toes where they were slumming it inside a pair of all-cotton footsies to protect them from the trainers. Then he got out of the car, wrestled briefly with his umbrella, locked the car, checked it, locked it again, looked around at the dull day and the sulky youths hanging around, and renewed the protective charms on the ancient Cadillac with a gentle caress to the hood that looked as if he might be checking for scratches.

The gesture made him scowl, even as he made it. It was pointless trying to conceal his feyness since he was far too well dressed and mannered to be human in this neighborhood. But he couldn’t help trying. The coal blackness of him—an inhuman shade that sparkled—had been matted with the powders of glamour into African tones, and his  orange eyes were hidden behind five-thousand-dollar shades. In the early days of his tenure here he’d never needed such things. He didn’t understand how the humans could have gone backwards like they had. He was disappointed they seemed too weak to handle even the least of the Gifts and the least that the aetheric worlds had thrown at them.

Malachi was the last full-blood faery in public service in Otopia, and he was getting mighty sick of it. The only reason he hadn’t left long ago was right now striding along in front of him in the worst rain of the season looking disturbingly like the previous owner of the dress she was wearing, as he recalled, another person he had known who had come to a bad end. Well, that might be premature. She’d never returned from her banishment in Under, so one couldn’t say for sure. Only her clothes had ever shown up and he had to admit that it was possible, more than a little, that Tatterdemalion had never really been a girl at all. He’d started to think that the girl he’d known in the old days with her plain, forgettable face was maybe no more than a mannequin the clothes had stitched together out of aether and dream to give themselves transport and a voice. The dress had worn her, and when she was out of style or no more use, then it had put her away, that girl.

This theory had come to him a few weeks after he and Lila had made it out of Faery and found themselves fifty years too late by the Otopian clock, but although he always intended to tell her about it he never did.

He caught up with her without having to run. His strides could be as long as he liked without him seeming to hurry. He had to fight the umbrella against the gusty breezes, holding it out like a shield before him.

Lila acknowledged him with a slight raise of her eyebrows but her pace continued the same.

Malachi narrowed his eyes against the cold wind and winced automatically as he saw icy flakes hit the surface of her eyes and melt there. She didn’t even blink. Since she’d worn the dress, the irises of her eyes had become a deep indigo colour, like the fabric’s basic hue. Before that  those eyes had been a robot’s flat mirrors without iris or white, so that people always assumed she was wearing fancy contacts. She hadn’t been. Most of her then wasn’t human, but replacement parts. Now he didn’t entirely know what she was. One thing he did know, she wasn’t living at home, wasn’t connected to any networks, and wasn’t who she used to be three months ago. The longer her silence went on, the worse he hated it. Now he’d come with something she could really worry about, but he found his irritation emerging first.

“Are you going to keep up this silent act forever?”

“I’m listening,” she replied.

He was taken aback. “My god, she speaks!”

Lila didn’t say anything. The faintest hint of a smile twitched at the corners of her mouth.

“Are you messing with me or are you going to talk?”

“You did all the talking,” she said.

“I did all the . . .” he cut himself off as something struck him. He didn’t want to lose the moment. He even forgot the awful weather and the conviction it was ruining his coat. “What changed?”

“I’ve been listening,” she repeated.

“I’m overjoyed that my repartee is so . . .”

“... to the machines,” she said, interrupting him and abruptly stopping so that he strode past her and had to come back, getting a face full of rain in the process.

He cocked his head. Her faint smile had become enigmatic.

“I thought if I just listened long enough that eventually it’d begin to make sense to me,” she said. Water ran down her face and arms, soaked her dress. “They talk all the time. Little whispers. The ones that aren’t here and the ones that are.” The wind whipped her rat tail hair around her neck. “I kept thinking that I’d be able to figure out where they were by the signals, but even if I couldn’t do that at least I’d know what they were saying. That’s why I couldn’t talk to you. I had to listen all the time, as closely as I could. I was determined to wait as long as it  took for it all to fall into place.” Finally she met his gaze with her own. She hadn’t lied, she’d only omitted to say that she hadn’t wanted to speak to anyone anyway, because she didn’t know what to say. What could she say after what had happened? Zal was missing. She didn’t even know if he was alive. She only spoke now because she knew it couldn’t go on. Not speaking was not holding time still. It was not solving anything. But she felt she could talk about the least of the worst.

“They all talk, Mal. But it’s not for us. I don’t mean the rogues talking or the other agents the agency made. We talk to each other, or could. I mean the machines talk. More like sing. Or dance,” she frowned. “Not good words for it. The machines talk all by themselves all the time. Here. There. Everywhere. I can’t locate them because they’re all here.” She tapped the side of her head with a finger. “I can’t separate them because there’s no difference. I can’t talk to them, none of us can. We aren’t connected for it. I can just hear it, this shiver, this whisper, all the time. I think it’s because I’m all machine now. It’s like hearing a beehive, very quiet, full of meaning you don’t understand because you are too big and too slow.”

Malachi clutched the umbrella more tightly. Lila had been made by Otopian Secret Services into a cyborg, using technology obtained from unknown sources. She had been the first survivor of the process. The agents she spoke of were later additions, modelled on her own success. The rogues were those of their number who had left the service to live outside the law. Some were trying to return to a human life and forget their pasts, and the rest—they weren’t human anymore. He didn’t know what they were and they didn’t know either. They called themselves rogues and considered themselves above and beyond human laws of any kind. They were a damned nuisance, with their gangland ways, but even though their continued existence was the Secret Services’ fault, the management of their trouble fell to domestic lawkeepers, so until they started messing with otherworldly business they weren’t his problem. Now here was Lila, telling him she could hear this stuff. He couldn’t keep his own secret any longer.

“I got these,” he held out a chip to her. It was standard issue data transfer. She pinched it between her fingers, and her eyes got a glassy look as she began to look at the pictures he’d given her, unfolding them into images that he’d seen and now tried not to remember. Unlike him, she didn’t flinch at visions of apocalyptic slaughter.

She blinked as she closed the file. The chip seemed to have vanished, he had no idea where to. “He’s been gone three months,” she said, referring to the demon responsible for what she had just seen—Teazle.

“You know who that is in the picture?” It was the best way to say it. Who it was would have been more accurate. He hadn’t been able to identify it himself. An AI had done that, after it had spent some time putting the pieces together.

“Madame Des Loupes,” Lila said, and for the first time in months Malachi saw her composure falter. “Why would he kill her?”

Malachi shrugged. Demon politics didn’t interest him. All he knew about Madame was that she was the most powerful clairvoyant of any age. The only person she feared wasn’t Teazle Sikarza either, it was Sarasilien.

Three months and two weeks previously Sarasilien the elf had been steadily working in his long-term office of diplomatic liaison to the Otopian Secret Service. One minute to the second after Malachi and Lila had rematerialised in Bay City he’d dropped everything and left. Nobody had seen him since. He’d been a surrogate father to Lila, and Mal hadn’t known how to tell Lila he was gone, so he just didn’t tell her at all. Fortunately there was enough to deal with that he needn’t worry about that yet, or so he’d thought. As it was, besides that coincidence which was clearly no coincidence, there was nothing to connect Sarasilien to Madame’s death and plenty of evidence that pointed at Teazle. It was curiously easier to tell Lila that Teazle was the suspected killer, though he was her husband, than it was to tell her about the elf. Even Malachi didn’t understand what the reason behind it would be.

Motive wasn’t the question that bothered Mal. There were perhaps a dozen reasons Teazle might kill anyone, not least of which was because he felt like it, but as a result of their immersion in Under, they had all changed: Lila, Teazle, Zal, and himself. Thinking of this Malachi licked self-consciously around his too-big canine teeth and for the thousandth time considered having them filed down. He’d do it, if he didn’t think it might have horrible repercussions somehow, in parts of him that he had forgotten but which might be important.

“How would he kill her?” Lila rephrased, jolting Malachi out of his dental fantasy. A frown made the rain suddenly dash down her nose and drip off the end. “I mean, she had clear sight, she’d see it coming, surely.” Then she met Malachi’s gaze with a curious one, a sad one of her own.

She couldn’t resist mentioning him, even though she’d promised herself not to. No talking about Zal. No brooding. He wasn’t dead. “Why doesn’t he come back?”

Malachi shrugged. He didn’t mention he was gladder that the demon was absent. Teazle made him deeply uneasy, never more so than since he had returned from Faery a changed being. Always lethal and ready to slay in his true form, he seemed to have disconcertingly acquired a form that was made of light, rendering him negligibly material. He could teleport before, and now? Malachi had no idea what he was capable of in that sense, but it added up to a scary prospect if it got coupled with ambition, and this murder did seem to smell of that on first sniff.

The rain was getting him down. “Do you think we could go somewhere more civilized?”

“Hm?” she glanced around them at the sheeting deluge, as though only just becoming conscious of it. “Oh. Yes.”

“My car’s on the lot,” he gestured back the way they’d come. She nodded and fell into step with him. He watched her. She was pensive all the way up to the car door and then she stopped with her hand on it and looked across the roof at him.

“It’s faked.”

She was referring to the crime in the images. He could tell by the seriously switched on look in her blue-violet eyes and because other agents had said the same thing. His heart sank. “I know,” he said, opening the doors and wishing he’d brought a blanket to cover his seats. “Get in.”

The car creaked on its suspension as Lila eased into the passenger side, so smooth and graceful she might have been made of air. It didn’t feel lopsided like it used to however. Malachi squinted at her as he reached for his handkerchief, “Did you lose weight?”

“Apparently,” she shrugged as she looked at him mopping his forehead delicately. Her fingertips ran over the upholstery. “At least you went for a synthetic this time.”

“My wages don’t stretch to the insurance required by transporting freaks of nature anymore,” he muttered. “Speaking of fakes, what tipped you off?”

Lila smiled a short-lived and wintry smile. “The body is butchered almost into sludge. That’s not Teazle’s MO at all. He’d never waste the energy.” She hesitated and a flicker ran through her face, “Plus, if you sum it all up, there just isn’t enough of her to go around. They speculate he ate part of her, but that’s classic necromancer-minion stuff or a practice for an assassin who’s on his way up the ladder, not at the top. He’d never do that. Then, there’s no sign of the Suitors and I don’t believe they’d stand around and watch her die.”

Malachi nodded—he’d thought the same but he hadn’t had the stomach to search the images thoroughly enough to be sure.

Lila continued, “So, where are they? Plus, it makes no sense. Sure he might have wanted her dead because I’m on her books as one of her Eyes. He hates anyone having power over him. If she had a hold on me, then tenuously she was getting a claw into him. But killing her serves no other use. The demons might all fear her, but they want her alive because she’s number one in their defense systems against Who Knows  What? But I keep coming back to the more basic fact that all the parts look right but don’t add up. They don’t match. You put it together and you get Frankenstein’s monster, not Madame Des Loupes. I’d bet she isn’t even dead. So what is this about?” The chip had reappeared in her fingers magician-style as she spoke. She turned it over and over like a coin between her knuckles and then gave it back to him.

He put it in his jacket pocket and started the car with the key. “They’re for you, honey. The Service knows you’re back and it seems they’ve lost patience waiting for you to come home.”

“Eh . . . so they want to fit up my husband on some faked murder?”

“Them and some other people. This came to my hands in a roundabout way. I know they think I see you. They’re betting I’ll show you, and tell you that Teazle is wanted for this, in Demonia. Their top Necromancer has fingered him for it. The forensics might give the lie, but he was the coroner on the case so it’s a done deal. It’s kind of a traditional demon way of getting rid of real trouble. The sentence is passed.”

Lila stared through the windshield at a world that was flowing and running and warped by the rain. “Kill on sight,” she murmured, almost to herself. It was the penalty for Illegitimate Murder in Demonia. “What’s the bounty?”

“His house, his estates, and all he owns in perpetuity. And Lila,” Malachi waited until she turned to face him and for an instant the violet eyes of the dress’s girl became the curved mirrors of her true self, paying him full attention. The chameleon change showed how uncomfortable she had become.

“Yes?”

“You have to know—Teazle has been on a spree the like of which no one has seen in a literal age. They call it the Rain of Death. By the time this came out, yesterday at noon, he’d slaughtered his way through almost the entire crop of Bathsheban high society and made a  good inroad into the Shalazad Dynasty. He currently owns eighteen and a quarter percent of the total wealth of Demonia and has rule over fifteen family houses and nine crime syndicates.” He shared this, sure in the knowledge that no other human without firsthand experience of demon life would understand the true scale and monumental, suicidal ambition of this enterprise. He added with a wry half-grin, “They’re all loyal to him, too, or he’d be occasional tableware by now.”

Her face went pale and seemed to age, flesh drawing closer to the skull. “But it can’t last,” she said quietly. “So much money. So much power. They’ll all rise to challenge him. But why, Malachi? Why did he do that?”

Malachi shrugged, “No idea. That trip to Under surely did something to him. Thing is, the Otopians and the Demons have done this fit-up together, with Faery help. They all see him as a major threat and they want him gone and they want you to show yourself.”

She did the frown that made two tiny lines between her brows. It made her face endearing, he thought, although he wouldn’t dare say it. “I don’t really think he needs me. . . .”

“Not to protect him, you dollop. To hunt him,” Malachi broke over the top of her words with annoyance. “In demon law you’re bound to the task, as his wife, number one. Two, you stand to inherit both ways if he dies, which effectively puts a human in charge of Demonia for the nought point however many seconds you survive the office. Three, he is a menace and you are about one of the only creatures who stand a realistic shot at nuking him. Four, they want you back in ranks. They’ve figured out you’re the one behind the missing rogues and their vanished agents—all the ones you disposed of on your arrival—and they’re willing to make you a serious offer.”

Her face was attentive, open, pleasant. God, he didn’t like the look of this.

“I hate being the messenger!” He slammed the wheel with his hand and closed his eyes for a moment to regain his composure. The  taste of blood let him know he’d cut his own lip on his fangs. He fussed with his handkerchief, realised it was silk, and started to look in the glove box for a tissue instead. “If you bring them Teazle on a plate they’ll give you all the World Seven Technology and control of the projects it was used in. They want you to lead that unit. You’ll have complete authority. The only person over you will be the president.”

She looked at him for one serious blue second. Then she burst out laughing. She laughed so hard that tears streamed down her face and got lost in the rainwater. Gasping for breath, holding her side with one hand, “Oh that was good!” she panted in between snickers. “That must have taken hours to make up. You really had me going! You bastard. Queen of Demons and ruler of the Secret Cyborgs? That was a bit far. Nice pictures though.”

He looked at the blood drops on the tissue paper and saw them spreading slowly into seven giggling pixies. He screwed the thing up, wound down the window, and shoved it out. “It’s not a joke.”

“Oh, Mal,” she patted his knee gently, her gales subsiding into gentle rolling fits. Then, as he sat miserably wondering what it was he’d ever done to make another second in Otopia worthwhile she coughed and cleared her throat and her face started to fall. “Mal. Is it? Mal. No.”

“Where’s the sword?” he asked her, dead straight. He knew it would wipe the smile off her face and cursed himself when it did.

“I’ve got it,” she said, suddenly cautious. “Why? What is this?”

“Someone at work knows about it. I don’t know how. But they know. That’s why this is here now. They know that it’s what you used to dispatch the rogues. They want it. Or, they want to know what it can do and make sure you use it for them if you use it at all. That’s the trouble with ancient artifactual objects . . .” he trailed off and started cursing ferociously in the faery speech so she couldn’t understand him. By the end of it he was gripping the wheel, his knuckles aching and his fingernails grown into claws that cut into the skin of his hands. He released them slowly and gently and turned again to her with a troubled face, his orange eyes glowing through the black lenses of his glasses like miniature suns. “Lila, you have to do something. I think I’ve kept you secret, but obviously not. I don’t think I was followed, but I don’t know. They’re giving you a grace moment. It won’t last.”

She sat and stared at him for several seconds, then without a word she got out of the car into the pouring rain and took off. He heard her jets start and felt the air push at the car as she took off, but instead of seeing her leap into the sky he saw a strange grey and violet bird spring up, spread enormous, tattered wings, and beat its way into the air.

“’Demalion,” he whispered, making a warding sign of the old gods, feeling angry and troubled. No way should these things be happening in Otopian space, but, then, it was hard to get worked up about it when all the streets full of psychics and mediums and faith healers said otherwise.

Human wasn’t what it used to be. Nothing was.




CHAPTER TWO


L ila flew above the city in the rain clouds. The mist blotted everything out of visual contact and left her with more space in her head to contemplate what Mal had just told her. She had other senses, including radar, to take care of collision control, though she wasn’t aware of them working any more than she was aware of breathing unless she paid attention to it. Around her the silky mantle of the tattered dress folded itself tight and warm, shedding rainwater in drops stained lilac though the fabric never faded.

She didn’t know what to think about Mal’s story. She briefly imagined becoming the mistress of Demonia and only then felt the faint tingle of a feeling that might have driven Teazle to attempt it: let’s leave it all when we can’t deal with it. Let’s tempt death one more juicy, fatal time and stand on that edge, daring everything to bring it on. Such a thing was demon glory.

That made her remember Zal. Zal had literally and figuratively run into the dark without a backward glance. It hurt to think of it. She wanted him so badly it stopped her in midflight. Zal would never have tried to rule Demonia, and not just because he was an elf by genesis. Tempted as they were by their natural wonts to sink into emotional festivals of angst, elves were corruptible and able to sacrifice themselves in the name of some cause relatively easily. But  Teazle was all demon, and he didn’t do sacrifice unless it was of someone else.

For some reason she’d never figured out yet, neither did she, but she was much more bored with reasons than she used to be. All that mattered now was what idiots did and what she was going to do about it. There was only one thing on her mind these days—a desire that burned her and drove her crazy and didn’t need reasons, but she was stuck fast with it because the last she’d seen of her love was a stain on Destiny’s petticoat and damned if she knew what to do about that.

Thankfully Malachi had turned up with this shitload of nonsense and she did know what to do with it. She flew on over the city another mile or so, avoiding the tiny one-person flitters that zipped over the tops of the skyscrapers. Great flower heads of idling rotor blades made the air shimmer over the tallest buildings, where power sinks in the form of minimaks sent out narrow tendrils to each tiny car and pumped their miraculous batteries full of aetherically charged electricity. They said charge, but she knew it wasn’t: the science was still in the mumbo jumbo stages while the engineering had merrily forged ahead. So now they had almost limitless energy, and limitless gadgets to absorb them. Go humans. Lila just thought it looked like a takeover bid by the aetherials—distract the majority, give them something serious to worry about, meanwhile rip the rug quietly out from under—it was a standard faery tactic, but who could blame them? And at least the existence of relatively planet-friendly energy gave something positive to point at when the fey-bashing got intense.

She descended, emerging into clearer air and sputtering drops of rain. She shook herself out as she stopped and stared down at the buildings below her: Otopian Security Services, disguised as a bland corporate office block and giving off the ordinary power signatures of a bunch of medium-level computers and a few air conditioners. Not much to look at considering that inside it, some ten metres belowground in a bio-bunker, was the cradle where she’d been processed and reborn half-human, half-machine. One glance at the three tall square blocks of concrete was enough to know that she was completely and finally done with what they represented and what they housed. They could hang themselves with their own rope after all they’d done for her.

She listened. The ever-present whisper of the machines was the merest vibration, and for so long it had made no more sense than random static. For weeks she had been effectively listening to a dead station. But although now she couldn’t have decoded the whispers into words or even concepts, she knew that they informed her of things all the time, about the state of the physical world, about themselves. She knew, for example, that there were six agents below her in the building who had also started out their second lives as cyborgs, and had ended up as an advanced version of what she was now—a replica of a human being, her every cell mimicked to perfection in matter slightly other than flesh and bone. She was slightly more metal, more crystalline; more suited for the passage of light.
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She waited, patient as the grave, until she saw Malachi’s blue Caddy circle the block and slide into the black mouth of the underground entry like a slow fish gliding into the mouth of a shark. Malachi was still “in” with Security, in spite of being the cause of their greatest malaise—the Mothkin invasion that had torn humanity from its mundane roots and spread aetheric talents like a contagion. Not that anyone called them that or recognised it officially. The newly psychic humans might be a genuine underclass out in the real world, but in the bureaucracy of Otopian Government they were just people who had suffered delusions under the effects of too much faery moth dust.

When enough time had passed that she reckoned Mal was back in the building proper, she descended to the roof, jammed her fingers into the tiny gap between the security door and its housing, and wrenched  it off its hinges. Nerve gas pumped quickly into the narrow corridor space beyond and fogged the treacherous steep stairs, but Lila didn’t need to breathe like an ordinary person. She walked through it, feeling a slight headiness, and addressed the steel shutter that had come slamming down in her face. Getting through sheet steel was never easy, but in her months of solitude she hadn’t managed the quiet contemplation and Zen retreat thing all that well. She’d spent most of it fooling around in scrapyards and empty warehouses, testing herself, figuring out what she could do so that when a reckoning came, as it surely must, she’d be ready. Lila didn’t have magic herself and as machine and human was doubly useless in that respect, but metal elementals were a part of her structure now, and they had no such trouble.

Being part of her structure meant being part of her mind. She wanted the door open and placed her hands out upon it. Tendrils of glimmering white light began to rise and crawl across her skin as the metal elementals rose and gathered energy from the matter around them, constructing themselves a nebulous kind of form. It was far from the forms of their true actualisation, she understood from Zal, but it was form nonetheless and capable of occupying and reconfiguring any metallic object. It took a long time in resolutely un-aetheric Otopia, where the laws of physical matter held firmest sway, but it was still more than possible. Beneath her hands the door became hot. She traced a line from top to bottom and side to side, drawing her arm steadily as if pulling the zipper of a tent. The metal separated, not visibly, but at the molecular level, and then she was able to use simple force to bend the four leaves of it and curl them back so that she was able to step through the hole she’d made and stand in the room beyond.

By this time a kind of welcome party had managed to get itself together. Two human guards in full body armour with machine pistols and one of the legitimate cyborgs she’d never seen before stood just behind the open flower of the security shutter. Their weapons were all aimed at her, though they held fire. One of them hadn’t been able to  fit his gas mask properly and it dangled down the side of a handsome square-jawed face. She stepped up and put it on for him, clipping the tag to his helmet and giving it a pat. It bought a moment of surprised stillness in which she saw herself reflected in the dark shield that covered his eyes; her red hair spiked with rain, her violet eyes beneath that canny, her dress plastered over her, glittering as she stood taller than she should in her big black combat boots.

“I’m here to see the gaffer,” she said, stepping back and taking a more critical look at her reflection as if in a vanity mirror. No, there was nothing to be done about any of it. She was a complete mess.

The more efficient of the two guards radioed down for instructions. His voice was shaky and he’d gone slightly rigid all over. Lila ignored him and made herself look at the person she really didn’t want to see.

The android was a fifty-years-in-the-future version of herself, or what she would have been if she’d lived those fifty years and undergone no aetheric interventions. Clearly human, clearly female, she no longer bore much resemblance to who she’d once been. She looked like a hairless sculpture of a thickset woman with rudimentary, idealised features. Her skin was dark grey and shiny with the hardness of marble. Even her eyes were made of the same substance. The gun at the end of her forearm was a heavy, short weapon, the empty hole at the end of her finger promising significantly more harm than the humans’ guns. She was wearing a green camo uniform, like the guards, the sleeves and leg cuffs rolled. It looked like someone had dressed an unpainted plastic model and posed it for an army shop front. As in Lila’s case, the boots were the feet were the boots. On the breast pocket a name tag read Bentley. At Bentley’s neck a thin nine-carat gold chain lay, with a small girlish pendant in the shape of a hollow heart hanging from it. Lila’s own heart constricted slightly.


Don’t be afraid, Zal’d said. When he’d understood the change was to be total and permanent, the machine consuming every cell, he hadn’t batted an elfin or demonic eyelash. She was his girl, no matter  what she was made of. But then, it had been just a few months. Not decades.

Lila saw Bentley staring at her feet and looked down. Buckles and straps and the semblance of leather to the kneecap were real enough to look 100 percent convincing. Above them pale skin with last year’s tan rose as if it were flesh and disappeared four inches above the knee into the sopping, tawdry skirt of Tatty’s dress. The dress had a mind of its own, Lila’d discovered, and was able to make itself any way. Today it wanted to look like crud for some reason. There was not a trace of the impeccable stitching, the gold, silver, jewels, and scales of its onetime magnificence, when Zal had given it to her, ignorant of its history. Then it had been just a gift from a lover, some nice thing to wear instead of all that boring black-and-camo combat gear. Of course it was rare, soaked in magic, and the price of a king’s ransom, but he could afford it on rock-star fortunes, and somehow, he’d thought it might save her.

The dress had saved her ass against the baddest faeries in town. Truthfully, it was probably the dress that had got the agreement from the Hunter to hoover up the Mothkin and save all their butts from an endless sleep. She still didn’t know why or even how exactly, and the thing irritated and spooked her equally. She was never sure if it belonged to her or the other way around, but it was Zal’s gift and that was the one reason that prevented her taking it off and burying it under several hundred tons of rock.

The cyborg continued staring at her legs. Lila stared back at those grey eyes, her jaw starting to jut, and saw the head duck suddenly, as if ashamed.

Mercifully at that moment a second squad of mixed soldiers and officials appeared through opening blast doors, and Lila found herself face-to-face with a person she assumed was the present head of the Otopian Secret Service. They hadn’t met and Lila was permanently disconnected from the World Tree, so she really was just going on the air  of authority and the grimly controlled yet thoroughly pissed-off expression.

The man in the suit was tall and broad shouldered, dark but greying at the temples, his immaculate and conformist grooming marked oddly with a surge of upper lip hair—a bandit’s moustache. “Temple Greer,” he announced himself, taking a solid stance and placing his hands together in front of him. He kept his weight back as he looked her over, and said insouciantly as his gaze flicked back to her face. “You must be Lila Black.”

Lila shrugged and smiled sweetly, as if butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth, admitting it. She’d already decided to give nothing to them, and that included conversational openers.

“You’re under arrest,” he said, his face impassive as though she were not very interesting. Meanwhile, more armed people came into the room and started to fill up the corridors. She heard something heavy land on the roof and more feet getting out of that.

The grey-and-black shiny bodies of other androids oiled into the corners, slipping easily through the crowd. Their guns were bigger. They all bore the same plastic look of humanoid uniformity, some male, some female, but without distinctive faces. Each wore fatigues, some with ammunition belts or other devices attached. Finally she was surrounded by quite a throng, a space of clear carpet one metre wide around her. Greer faced her from its twelve o’clock position.

She missed Tath. She missed the imp. She missed Zal. Where someone should have said something sarcastic and smart about the situation, now she had only the endless windblown susurrus of the Signal.

“It’s like you knew I was coming,” Lila said, rather too loudly. “Thanks for all turning out. I feel almost moved.”

Greer stared at her with genuine dislike. “You should be grateful you’re not dead.”

“I am. Every day,” she assured him. “As is Teazle Sikarza, I’m sure. I can barely imagine the thrill of his existence, living under a Legal  Execution Order back home in Bathshebat. And I understand he’s got you to thank for that. Was that a plan to halve the demon population on your part? Pretty clever if it was. Pretty dumb if it wasn’t. He’ll be pissed when he finds out, and since he got back from Faeryland he’s been a bit . . . hasty in his judgement.” She wondered where Malachi was and hoped he had the brains to stay out of it.

In her head the machine whispered to itself, flipping digits, switching charges. She wondered if the others heard it too. Maybe they knew every word . . . word was not the right word . . . maybe they understood what it was saying. Perhaps it was telling them her secrets. If it did, they showed no sign.

She shook her head and found Greer looking at her with widened, angry eyes because she’d been zoning out in what, for him, must be an important moment.

She shrugged. “Do your guys hear all the background chatter, or is that just me?” She waved her finger in circles next to her ear to illustrate and glanced around at the various androids with a questioning face and an encouraging smile.

“Your business isn’t asking the questions,” Greer said flatly. “Answering them is.”

“Oh, because I thought maybe the more advanced a machine you became the more it might make sense. At least, I got that impression off the rogues who approached me. I have to say, they weren’t too much friendlier than you. Y’all gotta work on your people skills, geekfiends.” Lila let her smile stay airy and uncomplicated. “Anyway, as long as you don’t mind the fact that pretty much everything you use to protect the homeland security is in constant communication with unknown entities at unspecified places, I guess I can live with the mystery.”

Greer actually looked uncomfortable for a second. Lila wasn’t sure exactly why, but it was good enough for her. She held out her wrists together in front of her. “Better cuff me then. Or do you want to talk about ghosts and stuff? The news these days is full of such scary stories.”

His eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared. He made the smallest motion of his head left and right and said quietly, “Get out.”

The room emptied, bodies flowing through doors like water down a plughole. Within a few seconds they were alone. A moment or two later she heard a soft padding in the hall, and Malachi appeared, slinking with a deliberate, insouciant slowness. Greer glanced at him with a scowl as he came through the doorway.

“Shut the door.”

Malachi pushed it closed and stood, folding his hands in front of him. He’d taken off his sunglasses, and his orange eyes blazed, their cat pupils wide, his expression a combination of grim and bored that made Lila want to smile. She turned her gaze back to Greer with pleasant expectation to let him know he could dig his own hole now and bury himself in it.

To her surprise the man relaxed, his stiff posture and bullish pose softening as he released his arms from their brace position and loosened his big shoulders. He opened his jacket, flicked the sides back, and stuffed his hands into his pockets. His head tilted slightly to one side and he made a show of loosening his jaw. “The trouble is, Black, you’re right and I’m right and the world is a wrong, sorry place to be right in.”

“Is this good cop?” she asked. The corner of Malachi’s mouth twitched in a grin as Greer looked back over his shoulder at him and then gazed back at Lila.

“Temple Greer is a man of distinction among humans,” Malachi said to her. “He is straight about his lies.” He made the faintest nod.

She tilted her head too, to show she was still listening.

“What I told Malachi to tell you was to bring you here,” Greer said easily. “It’s true too, but that’s just a sideline. We could play cat-and-mouse games another month or two and piss each other off some more, but you’re fifty years late and time’s running out for all of us so I hope you’ll overlook the methods. I know there’s nothing holding you to the agency now, if there ever was. I don’t approve of what happened here  in the past”—he glanced over her, managing to convey that he was referring to her machine alterations without making it look sleazy—“but it’s ancient history now. Here you are. Here they are. Here they are . . .” And he jerked his head in Malachi’s direction. “And whatever the government likes to say to the press about human security, we both know that’s a horse that ran out of the barn a long time gone. So I’m not looking to bolt any doors here. We used to do that in your day. Now we’re more of a . . .” He hesitated and looked back at Malachi, for all the world as if they were some kind of tag team.

“Centre for Supernatural Crisis Management,” Malachi said around his huge canine teeth as if he were tearing up the words. His dislike of the term was so obvious it made her grin.

Greer gave a short laugh at what was clearly the office joke, “Yeah. Anyway, my offer to you stands. You’re unique and I need you to help me do this job. In return I promise you can have the uneasy feelings, stomach ulcers, and sleepless nights that I enjoy, knowing the world is no safer nor better for your existence. But you’ll be in charge of some miserable twisted little bit of it, for a while. I can throw in a few henchmen, offices, labs, access to top-secret information that I probably shouldn’t have myself, and an off-peak pass to one of the second-rate hotelino health clubs. What do you say?”

Lila was smiling. “I appreciate your humour. But to my main point again. Teazle Sikarza didn’t murder Madame Des Loupes. I don’t believe she’s dead. You’re putting it about that he did. Your forensics helped the demons convict him.”

Greer held up his hands in a placatory surrender pose. “Slow it down some. First of all, we did send out a team to the investigation, at the request of their chief coroner. Part of one of those itchy-scratchy back exchanges. We needed help with some things; they wanted independent verification. . . .”

“So they could have an absentee conviction and an immediate sentence,” Lila said, folding her arms.

“Yeah. That. Got to love that legal system they have. Sure is efficient.” His gaze became dreamy, as if he were contemplating paradise.

“But you weren’t interested in him for any other reason? You didn’t want to involve me in something that would be likely to bring me leaping out of the woodwork into full view.”

Greer reached into the top pocket of his jacket and brought out a small carving on a leather thong. He held it out to her, but she could see it fine and didn’t take it. “You know what this is?”

“It’s a Happy Fetish. The demons make them; they sell them at Annie’s Jewels and other stores like that. Twenty bucks each.” She quoted the label, “‘Likely to encourage good feelings and general zest for life. Product not guaranteed.’”

“Yeah. Ever since they came out they sell like hotcakes. My daughter got me this one for Father’s Day. Kinda ugly, big eyes, too many tusks, so I don’t wear it. And then there’s the small problem of the demon inside it.”

This time their gazes met and held for a few seconds.

“You see,” Greer said, rewrapping the dead demon in its thong and slipping it back into his pocket, “we know about this, but we aren’t allowed to say. We know about the moth-touched, the loony luna-people and their sleep and their dreams. We know about the Woken, thanks to Zal for those—only took ten years for his efforts to show fruit. And we know about the Hunter’s Chosen, though we can’t talk about them. And we know about the Hunter’s Children.” He smiled broadly at last as he saw her real surprise, her puzzlement, her confusion.

She looked at Malachi and saw his serious nod as he answered what was uppermost in her mind first. “Zal’s music made a lot of people free,” he said.

She missed Zal suddenly and so precisely that she could feel the shape of the emptiness that had taken his place.

“It was the quiet revolution,” Greer agreed, his face mild for a moment, inward-looking on a personal memory with affection. Lila  clung to looking at him, waiting for the tears in her eyes to disappear. “Clear vision. Nothing more.” Then his gaze met hers with the acuity of a laser. “I’m grateful for that. All of us who listened are grateful. But the Chosen and the Children, well, they’re another matter. And the demons. I wish I knew their game. I wish I knew Teazle’s game. I wish I knew what happened to him in Faeryland.”

The last line was an appeal. Lila didn’t respond to it directly. She didn’t feel able to, and not just because she couldn’t have given him an answer. “We all changed there,” she said, and then it was she and Malachi who were sharing the look, alone in the room together, worlds away, lost in time.

Then it was her turn to get sharp. “Which doesn’t explain your interest in his death, Mister Greer. And doesn’t excuse your part in placing me in the position of executioner over my own husband.”

Greer frowned congenially. “Do you love him?”

Lila looked at him with a cool and considering stare.

Greer shrugged. “C’mon, we know what he looks like, what he is, what he does, and for all the add-ons you’re still at heart a human girl, right? I mean, I know the story, Beauty and the Beast, and if you knew my life you’d be right to think I’m not exactly an expert in relationships but really—do you love him?”

Lila turned her head the other way and looked at him from the other eye and then turned her head straight and deepened the fold of her arms. “Seeing as you ask so nicely, Mr. Greer, I’ll answer as honestly as I can. If you knew my life you’d be right to think that I’m not exactly an expert in relationships. Teazle and I were never even friends—we never had a date, we never went to dinner, we never watched the sun go down together, we don’t share any interests as far as I can tell. I say tomato and he says how high. The one thing we do is look out for each other’s ass. I don’t know how that started exactly. We don’t even talk. But if you think I am going to try and kill him for any reason other than that he tries to kill me first, then you’re making a serious mistake.”

Greer smiled and nodded. “You ain’t the first woman I’ve met who’s that difficult to get a straight answer out of on the subject, but seeing as the first woman I met like that is my wife I’m gonna take your answer as a yes.”

Lila scowled and opened her mouth, but Greer threw his hand up. “Lemme finish. She’s an ex-Mrs. Greer now, though that’s not saying much. My point in asking was because I care about these things and I know others do to. Most of the time in the past this shitty-ass department treated people like accessories and look what happened. You, the other androids, the rogues . . . It’s a mess. Plenty of humans left who still think that institutions and governments have to be run as if they were computer programmes, but thanks to your elf man and his record collection there are plenty that don’t. I admit we helped put your demon up for grabs, but you have to see he was headed there by himself in any case. I was just taking the chance to get an in with the demons while it was hot. For what it’s costing you, I apologise.”

Lila narrowed her eyes and nostrils and exhaled slowly. “You are a beguiling mover, for the head of the most important agency in the world.”

Greer grinned and gave his shoulders a little jaunt. “Think so?”

“Almost fey,” she said. “Now what are you going to do about Teazle?”

“Sweet nothing,” he replied, relaxing his weight onto one leg and glancing at Malachi, who had been observing them with detached cool from his place near the door. “Hear that? Fey.”

Malachi made a noise halfway between a purr and a growl. It rumbled the floor, and both Lila and Greer looked at him with some surprise. “You are the only reason I am still here,” he said to Greer. “And no fey blood in you, though you are susceptible to dust. Just keep listening to the Light Album and you’ll do well enough.” He was referring to Zal’s last musical collection. His tone left no doubt that his feeling about the humans was merely a hairsbreadth from contempt. “I  didn’t care for my part in this setup. So let’s finish it. You said you had some ideas worth hearing about Teazle. We want to hear them.”

Greer nodded and took a deep breath, let it out, and glanced at the two of them. “What bothers me about the situation is why the demons want him dead. I know there’s the power angle, but that’s not enough to drive their legal system into a corrupt means of getting rid of him. You know how much store the demons place in integrity. And I don’t see why they haven’t got together to finish him off either, but I hear that’s to do with aetheric power things I don’t understand. My point—”

“Your point is that you want to know what it is about him since he came back from Under,” Lila said. “Because you think that must be what’s made him seek power and what’s let him keep it against all the odds. Even though you know that on the day he came here with me three rogues almost killed him in their first attempt and I had to stop them from finishing the job. So if it was just about slaying power, that wouldn’t make sense. Three rogues versus fifty demons is a no-brainer, but fifty demons won’t touch Teazle with a barge pole. Mystery. One with a potentially useful answer.”

“Actually I don’t see how it’s useful, but everything’s useful eventually,” Greer said, nodding. “And what about Zal?” His gaze bored into her, betraying the casual manners of the rest of his body.

Malachi shuddered convulsively as if someone walked over his grave. “Every time I mention it he won’t speak,” Greer said, nodding at Malachi, “but he twitches like he’s plugged into the mains. I know it’s not protocol to talk about that place, but I want to know what happened there, and not just for artistic reasons and my chances of winning any bets concerning a comeback tour for the No Shows. Mal doesn’t say what happened to him, though he seems a lot more short-tempered than reports would indicate. I guess there’s more to it, but it’s his business. What happened to you, Black? Where the fuck is Zal Ahriman?”

Lila smoothed the wrinkled ruffles of her dress, which didn’t  improve it, and fiddled with the silver spiral on her necklace. “I got a new dress,” she said.

Greer took a step back and looked at it critically, eyebrows raised. “I’ll buy it for what it’s worth, which is a heap of nothing so far, but I’m a patient guy. It looks like crap, by the way. And Zal?”

Lila looked at Malachi for a long moment. “Destiny took him,” she said.

They both looked at Greer, who swapped glances from one to the other of them, searching their souls. Apparently what he saw convinced him, “Ah shit!” He shook his head and marched for the door, “Why can there never be an answer I can use in a goddamned report?” He paused, the door handle in his grasp, door ajar, and looked back. “Black, Mal will show you to your office. Be nice to the staff; they have a lot of adjusting to do most days and some of them are starting to get a little threadbare. When you’re ready to go do something let me the hell know what it is.”




CHAPTER THREE


L ila looked at Malachi for some time after Greer had gone. “Well,” she said, “I wasn’t expecting that.”

Mal prowled forwards so he could look into her face from less distance. “You don’t have to take him up on it.”

“You took him up on it.” That came out more accusingly and with more jealousy than she intended. She released the rigid fold of her arms and loosened her shoulders and neck. “You’re right, but his charm has got me itching to know what else is going on around here, what the humans know. So much potential and information at my fingertips. . . . I don’t think I want to resist.”

“The humans.” He slid his shades down his nose and looked her directly in both eyes, his startling orange irises glowing, the slit pupils narrowing to black lines. He made a show of sniffing around her head, his broad nostrils taking her all in, the shadow of long whiskers on his cheeks.

Lila nodded. “Strange days, huh?”

Then Malachi was taking a longer, more interested sniff and she waved him off, seeing that he was picking up more than he expected. He got a faraway look as things connected in his memory. “Strange indeed,” he said in a knowing tone, a puzzled tone. As she walked to the door she could feel his eyes on her back burning with curiosity.

She examined the doorway pointlessly to give him time to catch up, decide what he thought about what he’d sniffed out, choose what to say, and then hung there, turning back to see him. As he did now at moments of mild stress he took on extreme catlike aspects—nothing too surprising to look at, just a few mannerisms, a way of moving that changed. He was exactly like a cat in a human body. If you saw him in a dark alley you might get him the wrong way round. Then as his thoughts resolved his form reassumed all the elegance and manly demeanour of a slick guy about town, and apart from his eyes there was no hint of predation or whiskers. He slid his shades back up his nose and adjusted his shoulders in their immaculate suiting as he stepped to her side. He fingered a ruffle of the disreputable dress,

“I have to say this is mildly shocking. For years I’ve been assuming that when you returned you’d take a journey into Faery again, to find Zal, or some other harebrained scheme. I spent decades wondering how to put you off any further entanglements with the Three. Of course I failed. And I was hoping you would have this.” He pointed to but carefully did not touch the silver spiral on her necklace. “Because I would like to see what has happened to Madrigal, now that the Giantkiller is dead and gone. And I could have gone alone, but I made my excuses to wait for you.” Finally he let the damp fabric go, his puzzlement complete. “And you come back with this. And . . .”

Lila put her finger to his lips and stopped him from completing his sentence. “Never mind about that. I am going back for Zal. Of course I am. And I hardly want to be hanging around here. Too much like being in my own grave already when I look at those . . . things. But I don’t even know what I need or where to start, so until I do, then being in the middle of something is as good as sitting in a cave. . . .”

“I knew it. Wood ash, shellfish, seaweed, sand, and that odd musty . . . you’ve been living in a cave on the cliffs. Wondered where you went.”

“Why didn’t you follow me then?” She looked up into his face, and there was a moment in which she saw a difficult struggle in his feelings and felt sorry for him, and conscious of just how good a friend he was. Perhaps her best.

“Clearly you didn’t want me to,” he said, and his nostrils flared one more time. He looked unhappy and disquieted.

“We all have our secrets,” she said.

His glance was hurt but not condemnatory. He nodded and she saw the anguish of his secrets briefly make his face tighten. He stared at the dress with misgivings, then the necklace. “You’ve grown up wild. And now the wild and changeling things are claiming you for their own.”

She blushed unaccountably and became aware of the pen that was hidden in the cloth sash at her waist where the dress had decided it wasn’t doing pockets today, only Grecian folds. It was not really a pen, in the same way that it was not really a dagger, or even a sword, though she’d held it as all those objects. It seemed to burn her through the material, taunting Malachi that he couldn’t see it and yet was almost seeing it. It was such an unnerving thing she had to quickly break the moment.

“You wouldn’t dare to call me not the mistress of my fate, would you?” she teased him gently, not liking his sudden macabre turn. His pronouncement chilled her, though she didn’t show it.

“You know me, Liles,” he murmured, as suddenly soft and amiable as he had been piercing a moment before. “I’m the waiting kind, not the daring kind.” He straightened up and led the way down the corridor.

She didn’t reply. She couldn’t imagine waiting for herself for fifty years in this place, day in and day out. She didn’t have that kind of patience. She’d like to persuade herself that time was different for him, that he was able to move through it as he pleased, so what was fifty years? But she wasn’t persuaded.

“Hey!” She ran a couple of steps to catch him up. “Who else is still here?”

“Not the elf,” he said as they moved shoulder to shoulder. “Nobody you know.”

“Did they replace him?”

“Master mages are in short supply,” Mal said, pausing to push the elevator button and facing her briefly. “That’s why you’ve got his office now. All his gear. Just as he left it.”

“But I thought I was supposed to be with the machine people?”

“You will be. But Sarasilien’s old job is empty, so you’ve got that one too. I mean, you’re the closest thing to an elf there is left around here.” He winked at her as they got into the empty lift car.

Lila frowned, “The elves wouldn’t talk to me if I were the last person in Otopia.”

His grin intensified; he was all loose-limbed bonhomie again. “Then you’ll get a lot of days off.”

She wasn’t sure she got why he was so amused by it until they got to the door of the laboratories that the old elf had used to call his own and opened the door. It was in the old building, which had been remodelled but not rebuilt, though this part was untouched as far as she could see. Cleaning couldn’t disguise the wear in the corridors, but it was almost as she remembered it. Malachi flittered his fingers and undid some magical thing that had been around the door; then he used a passkey and his thumbprint and got the door to slide back. The lights came on, blinking slowly as though from a deep sleep.

Malachi hung back as Lila moved deeper into the abandoned space. Everywhere she felt the presence of Sarasilien, as clearly as if she were walking inside his ghost. Tears pricked her eyes and she felt her throat harden. She wished he were there. She would have liked to punch him because she was so damned angry about the way he’d held out the truth on her for so long whilst letting her so easily fall against his surrogate father support. She wanted to hug him and feel his narrow, powerful arms hold her close to him, smell the strange herbal and sweet scents of the layers of linen he wore, feel his vital energy surround her with its healing, forgiving balm. He was a lying bastard, but he was the only person she knew in whose arms she could have really relaxed, if only for a second. She’d not been aware of it, but here, standing in his empty  aura among his work and investigations and all the trivia of his daily life, the loss of that comfort was a spear of sharp pain in her solar plexus.

Moving as if drawn on a string, she walked through the laboratories and pushed the door open at the far end that led into his personal rooms. The hinges creaked and juddered, dry as old bones. The object she was looking for was right in front of her under the dove grey drapes, an unmistakable shape. She bent down and lifted the edge of its sheet, slowly so as to let the dust roll back without clouding. Underneath it the muted Persian colours of the old chaise longue glowed suddenly with amber and crimson richness, and there on the edge lay a diaphanous black-and-gold scrap of fabric, the very piece she had seen him bury his face in, crying, the last time she’d laid eyes on him.

She saw her fingers reach out, black leather opera gloves, and take hold of the feathery thing. As it moved a sudden scent of opium rose from it, laced with sandalwood and brimstone. In her mind’s eye she saw Sorcha, sassy and sexy and opulent, lounging right here, teasing the old elf with her immaculate feet, her sultry voice.

He’d loved her.

Lila put the scarf back. She wasn’t ready to face it fully just yet. She let the dust sheet fall and hide it again and sniffed, rubbing her nose as it flooded to rid itself of dust, and straightened up. Malachi was a short distance behind her. She turned and found him closer, taller, more awkward, his face become entirely a beast’s but so full of concern that she wasn’t frightened by it.

This was the shape he’d been in Under, a man-cat creature that was feral and shadow. It had none of his contemporary beauty except in its feline power. His clothes and shades were gone. Thick fur covered him, black stripes glossy in matte black depths.

“The magic on this door undoes me,” he said with great difficulty around his massive teeth. “Nobody has been able to lift it.”

She wondered who had tried to come here, and as if he read her mind he added, “Nobody could touch anything. They tried for days.  Months. Eventually they left it as you see.” Seeing her puzzlement he bent down and lifted the sheet where she had, stretching out one massive paw. It opened into a crudely fingered hand, with claw nails. Gently he attempted to snag the scarf or touch the chaise, but within the last couple of inches an invisible force stalled his movement. “Like magnetism,” he said, and gave up his attempt and put the sheet back.

She knew he’d seen her touch it. “He left it for me?”

“I thought so.” His orange eyes were narrowed with thought and slight reservation.

“Did you tell Greer?”

“He came to the conclusion by himself.”

“You could have warned me.” The resentment in her voice was sharp. He twitched.

“Would it make a difference?”

She shrugged.

He nodded. “It was something you should know. If something here is important . . . maybe . . . you would have missed it.”

She sighed and relaxed, slumping, “Yes.” She found her hand on his arm, a strangely huge and muscled object she could barely reconcile with the Malachi she was more used to. “Forgiven.” She looked around her. “I’m not ready for any more of this today.”

He nodded once, and together they walked out. As they crossed the threshold of the laboratory there was a flicker and the bulky mass under her fingers was suddenly a lithe arm in an immaculate jacket. She looked down at it and up into Mal’s human face. “I didn’t know your clothes were part of your glamour.”

“They are not.”

She looked at the doorway with a scowl. “So how . . . ?”

Mal shrugged and patted her hand on his arm, drawing her attention suddenly to its tan smoothness, its faux ordinary skin. She made a note to be damn careful of any mirrors back in there and wondered what he’d seen in her place—had she changed?

Outside Greer was waiting for them, lounging alone in the corridor, hands in pockets, pretending to enjoy the wall art and the full-length-window view of the courtyard. “So.” He grinned at Lila, his expectant glance to Malachi confirming their complicity. “D’you like what we’ve done with the place?”

Lila punched him. It was so fast she knew he couldn’t have seen it coming. She pulled it a lot so she didn’t do any real damage and was back to her relaxed pose, arms folded, before his hand had even got to his mouth. “See ya tomorrow,” she said, and left him there tending his split lip without waiting for a response. Malachi loitered a moment, then came after her.

“I guess he deserved that.” He pointedly stayed out of range as they moved towards the exit.

“I need a bike,” she said. “Do we still do that kind of thing?”

“We do,” Malachi assured her, beckoning her in a different direction and holding up his hands in a peace gesture as he saw her baulk at the sight of an office full of administration desks. “I’ll do the authorisations for you. Let’s just get the key to the garage so you can choose?”

Lila leaned on the meant-to-intimidate height of the fascia board as Malachi made charming chitchat to the dispatcher, reached over, and stuck the end of her finger into an empty port in the desk’s overengineered surface. She wanted bikes, her AI gave her bikes it found in the database. “It’s okay,” she said, “I chose. I filled out the forms. Done the protocols, programmed the onboard.” She smiled at the dispatcher’s wide-eyed face. “I hope the insurance doesn’t come out of my pay, it’s kinda high.”

Malachi half smiled and stared at her with narrowed, amused eyes. “You’re enjoying this.”

Lila just kept her smile on, pushed away from the desk, and flounced out. From somewhere the dress had gained a little bow over her bottom, and a short train of diaphanous silk.

For the first time in months and longer Malachi found himself laughing.

It was as they stood alone together in the semidarkness of the garage, looking over Lila’s exquisite piece of technological fancy, that she looked up into his face across the saddle and he saw tears in her eyes. “Will I find him?” she asked, so quietly he almost couldn’t hear her. “Can I? Is it even possible?”

He thought of the yellow peach that sat on his desk, its ripe smell and perfect skin, the still-living succulence of it as promising and untasted as it had been for a thousand human years. He dared not think of the hand that had given it to him. He knew he had waited too long. “Yes,” he said.

She swallowed with effort, blinking, licking and biting her lips. “Do you think that girl is still alive—Jones, the strandloper. Do you think she’s still around?”

He composed himself, then said, “The Ghost Hunters that she was with set out on an expedition into the Deep Void. She said she was going to find out where the ghosts came from, and stop them seeping into the living world. She thought they were widening the cracks. But they’re still coming and I haven’t seen her since. Can’t say I looked too hard.” He shared a look with her that said Jones had creeped him out severely, frightened him. “But if we’re going to find them then there’s some other people we have to persuade to get us out there.”
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