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Chapter 1


Past


You are not a hero.


Those were the first words I ever remembered hearing. It was the first sentence I ever properly comprehended. I was born in a prison, yet it took me years to understand that fact. If you’ve never known anything but a cell, it’s hard to appreciate what you’re missing out on.


My father told me, though. My mother had died in childbirth and I still woke from nightmares of her dead eyes staring into mine before she floated to the bottom of the tank. My parents had been captured together, my existence the result of their forbidden union. So, while my mother had only found freedom through death, my father was locked up with me, Dreckly Jones. Indefinitely.


‘There are worse things than a cell,’ he would say. I knew that to be true. As I lay in bed at night, trying to go to sleep, I could hear them. They were just on the other side of the walls that kept us confined. Walls that also kept them out.


The nights of the full moon were the worst. Not that I could see the moon, of course, but I always knew when it was high in the sky. The growling. The screaming. The roaring. The screeching.


‘It’s not just werewolves who are impacted by the lunar cycle,’ my father said, drawing shapes on the wall with a piece of chalk he had managed to coax out of the one, kind guard. ‘Goblins are too.’


‘They turn into big wolves?’ I asked.


‘No, but … they hunger. They’re irrational and irritable. Moody, even. You’ll understand what that feels like some day.’


‘Am I goblin?’


‘No, sweetheart. You’re something else. Something very special.’


‘What does the moon look like?’


‘It’s beautiful,’ he sighed. ‘At every stage, whether that’s round and full or curved over during the crescent moon. When it’s not there in the sky at night, you feel its absence. Like a beautiful woman forced to leave the ball too soon. Like your mother.’


I had never seen the sky. When I closed my eyes at night, my father told me what to imagine: a never-ending sea of what you think is just blackness at first, but the longer you look you see shades of blue and purple and sometimes light pink swirled in. Then there are stars; tiny white specks that exist in numbers you can’t even begin to count. They glitter and burn even when you’re not looking at them. Even in death.


‘Remember that time you jumped from the top bunk and I didn’t catch you quick enough?’


I did.


‘You bumped your head and all those fuzzy little bits swam into your vision—’


‘Those are stars?’


‘That’s what stars look like. Just on a very different canvas.’


In truth, I couldn’t imagine it. I tried very, very hard. Yet it was difficult to manifest a world outside of the three walls I knew and the one translucent one that made up the fourth side of our cell. That was my favourite. The glass wall was unpredictable: you never knew who or what might walk by when you least expected it. The other walls never changed except for what my father drew on them, trying to paint visions of what the world looked like out there. I didn’t need to have seen any other art to know he was gifted. He had no brushes, just his hands and limited colours, but he was able to create a reality that was better than the one we lived.


Guards would come by and watch as he worked sometimes. The Kind Guard would bring new paints when he had run out. The Mean One would beat us until we washed it away. Yet my father would always paint more.


‘What is a little bit of blood in exchange for a little bit of beauty?’ he said, attempting to smile and wincing as the cut above his eyebrow opened up again.


We had very few supplies for healing at first. One day, Father cut up a small piece of carpet in the corner of our cell, covering it during the day but working on it late at night when he thought I was asleep. It took months, but he worked his way through to the wooden floor and then the dirt beneath that. It helped him, he told me; just being connected with the earth in even the smallest way made him feel better.


‘How come?’ I asked.


‘It’s where I’m from,’ he answered, sneaking me over to his special spot when he decided I was ready. ‘A long, long time ago that’s where I came from: the earth. It’s connected to me and I’m connected to it. I can feel it pulsing like a heartbeat, can you?’


I felt nothing at first, the chubby fingers of a child gripping and releasing the dirt granules with curiosity. Then I sensed it: not a heartbeat, like he had said. It was a presence, really. Like a warm blanket being thrown over my shoulders when I was cold, except this blanket knew me, it welcomed me, it greeted me like an old friend.


‘Is this where Mamm came from too?’


He smiled in that sad way he did whenever my mother was brought up.


‘No, my rose. She came from the East China Sea, which is very far away from where we are now.’


I had more questions, I always did, but they drifted away with a gasp of surprise as something began to burrow out of the tiny patch of dirt. It was green at first, and long, climbing into the sky until it was at eye level. It uncurled right in front of me, slowly and then faster as the green bulb gave way to white then pink and eventually a deep, blood red. I reached out to touch it, ever so gently. The petals were softer than anything I had ever felt. And the smell! It was intoxicating, almost too sweet.


‘What is it?’ I breathed.


‘A rose.’ He smiled. ‘For my rose.’


I didn’t know it at the time, but it was also the key to my freedom.









Chapter 2


Present


‘I’m not a hero,’ Dreckly murmured, not bothering to look up from the passport she was doctoring. ‘So put those heart eyes back in your head.’


‘You are,’ the man purred. ‘You’re my hero for this, truly.’


This time, she did glance up if only to scowl at Simon Tianne as he sat there before her, smirking. Dreckly’s eyes ran over the tattoos that snaked up one arm and spread across his chest. She couldn’t see those, but they peeked out of the top of his singlet like a teaser of what was below. He didn’t know about the tattoos on her body. He didn’t know about the people who’d given them to her, about the peace it had brought her in a time when she didn’t think she’d ever know peace again. He didn’t know any of that and she didn’t tell him. It would have meant they had something in common. Dreckly didn’t want to give Simon Tianne the ‘in’ she knew he’d been looking for.


‘Your family have been my best paying customers for years now,’ she said instead, choosing her words carefully. ‘I forged documents for your mother, your auntie, and your uncle back when he was still alive.’


‘And I appreciate it, all of it. These ones though—’ he tapped her desk for emphasis ‘—these ones will really count.’


‘Access to anywhere within the European Union isn’t that difficult,’ she muttered, holding up a hand as she anticipated that he was about to speak. ‘I don’t want to know, Simon. And if you don’t tell me, I can’t know.’


‘I’m looking for my cousin.’


‘Everyone’s looking for someone.’


‘And I think I’ve finally found her.’


‘What is it that makes you so chatty, huh? The women in your family just let me work. They tell me what I need to know, I make what they need, then they leave.’


‘They’re not trying to hit on you.’


A woman’s voice spoke up and Dreckly smiled, recognising the cadence of his auntie Tiaki Ihi. Her best customer. Good, she thought. Her presence would do more to verbally pat off his advances than she could. She needed to concentrate, as manufacturing a German passport in under four hours was stretching even her very impressive skill set.


‘Auntie.’


‘Nephew. You letting the wāhine work?’


‘Of course, just making small talk.’


‘Mmmm hmmm.’


Dreckly could hear the woman’s amusement in her tone and she smirked as she blew gently on the drying ink. She’d seen someone use a manicurist fan to dry documents once, it providing exactly the right amount of air and the right amount of pressure so there was no bubbling on the paper. Dreckly didn’t need such a tool. She’d only needed to watch it in action once before she was able to gauge the pressure and distance required to recreate that exact same effect with her mouth.


It was her gift, after all. Her mother had been of the water, her father of the earth, and together they had created her: air. Little could they have known how useful a sprite’s control and manipulation of the element could be to her chosen profession of forgery. Leaning back with satisfaction, she held the passport up to the light to make sure it passed the eyeball test. It did. They always did.


‘That’s my last RFID chip,’ she said, handing the document over. ‘You need that biometric certificate, but with the tight deadline it’s going to cost you extra.’


‘Choice.’ He nodded, taking it from her.


‘And here, a national identity card, gym card, library card, and customer loyalty card for Oslo Kaffebar in Berlin.’


‘Always going the extra mile.’


She always did. Having passable identity documentation was one thing – it would get you into a country – but if you were stopped and properly inspected, an empty wallet would be as much of a giveaway as a dodgy stick-on moustache and fake nose.


‘Money, please.’ She held out her hand with a tight smile.


‘Tēnā koe,’ he replied, handing over a thick wad of cash. She didn’t count it. She knew it would add up to twelve thousand. In truth, it was a bargain: most fake passports as good as the work she did could cost anywhere upwards of fifteen thousand, let alone the complimentary documents. Yet Dreckly had meant what she said. Simon Tianne was a prominent member of the Ihi werewolf pack and – if word on the street was anything to go by – the heir apparent now that the previous pack leader Jonah Ihi was dead.


She had worked with him too, albeit briefly. The past generation of Ihi werewolves were not as mobile as the present ones, which was perhaps a good thing given that many of their key men were dead. The women and their children endured. Collectively, the Ihi pack were her best and longest customers. Because of that, she always gave them a small discount for their loyalty. And their secret keeping.


Sure, Simon had been hitting on her and he was needlessly chatty every time he visited. Yet Dreckly intimately understood why: she was a safe space. Her life, her business, everything about her: all of it was safe. She was probably the only outlet he had outside of his blood relatives where he could actually talk about real shit, the nitty-gritty, and know nothing was leaving her boat. There was no one Dreckly would tell his secrets to because she had just as much to lose. More.


She also had no one to tell.


Simon got to his feet, thanking her again as he followed his auntie out on to the jetty. Dreckly trailed after them, pausing at the edge of the stern to watch them leave. Her associate Wyck was sitting in his usual spot, fishing rod propped up for all to see and line trailing aimlessly in the water. Rifle at his feet. He and Simon exchanged a smooth handshake, Dreckly rolling her eyes with frustration. Tiaki caught her in the act and smirked, mouthing the word ‘boys’ at her.


‘Good luck with Berlin,’ she told him. ‘And your cousin.’


‘I’ll see you soon,’ he promised.


She watched them leave, not bothering to speak until the metal gate that blocked the entrance to the jetty had clicked shut behind them. Werewolf hearing was significant and she didn’t want to be overheard. Dreckly whacked Wyck on the shoulder, hard enough so he would feel it but soft enough so he wouldn’t actually be hurt.


‘Don’t encourage him,’ she hissed.


‘What?’ He smiled, offering her his best shit-eating grin. ‘You know I always like it when Simon comes around.’


‘You date him then.’


‘Uh, don’t think I’m his type in case you haven’t noticed. Given how slappy you always get, though, I’d guess you’ve noticed.’


‘Never mix business with pleasure,’ she muttered, heading back inside.


‘I’d say that’s why you haven’t had any pleasure in a while.’


‘I heard that!’


‘You were meant to!’


Dreckly exhaled, running her hands over her face and gently massaging the headache she could feel building at her temple. Pleasure. She wanted to laugh at the very notion of it. Her mind flashed involuntarily, like it always did, jerking her back to that place with him. Hands touching, mouths meeting, laughs mixing together like two dancers seamlessly moving across the floor. She jumped slightly at the electric jolt she felt run through her just like she had back then as he came indoors, dripping from the freezing rain because it was always raining in England that time of year.


He’d returned from his post a week earlier than expected, surprising Dreckly with a bouquet of the ugliest roses she’d ever seen. If it was possible for flowers to look soggy, they did, but the fact he’d even managed to find them during wartime was remarkable. She’d snatched them as he’d snatched her up off the ground, Dreckly not caring as the wetness from his clothes soaked into hers, and she kissed him like a scene off a soppy postcard.


The churn of an outboard motor kicking into gear hurled her back into the present, unceremoniously dumping Dreckly into the tiny kitchen of her tiny boat. Her knuckles were white as she gripped the counter, cuticles visible as her acrylic manicure continued to grow out. Her heartbeat thudded beneath her chest and she had to take a few seconds to adjust emotionally to the whiplash of her memories. She had a lot of baggage and she knew it, but her recall was always the heaviest to shoulder.


So she did what she always did when she felt a little bit shit about herself. Checking her schedule for the rest of the day, she punched a code into a small safe and retrieved what totalled some fifty thousand dollars in cash. She stuffed it into a bag that resembled a fluffy, plush unicorn soft toy. Adding the money from Simon, she zipped it up and tossed it on to Wyck’s lap. He crinkled his nose with disgust as he looked at the creature, which was sitting at an odd angle due to its internal organs being wads of cash.


‘Deposit time?’ he asked.


‘Deposit time.’


Dreckly made sure there was never more than sixty thousand in her safe, just in case. That may have seemed like an outrageously unsafe amount as it was, but anything less than that and Wyck would be rolling to the bank every damn day to make deposits. And that would be noticed. She took electronic payment and credit card as well; however, most of her supernatural clients liked to pay cash.


‘All right, I’m on my way,’ he said, pulling his legs off the railing of the boat where they had been resting. Wyck had been paralysed from the waist down ten years earlier after he got jumped by members of a rival motorcycle gang. He should have been protected at the time, should have never been vulnerable, and he’d remained a cut-carrying member of the club largely thanks to their guilt.


He’d been working as the club’s accountant out of sheer necessity more than anything else when Dreckly first docked at the Sydney Fish Markets. He’d been their sergeant at arms previously and although he couldn’t ride anymore, he could still shoot anyone with anything. Most useful, though, was a borderline supernatural ability to read people: it was something that couldn’t be learned or lived. You either had it or you didn’t it. Wyck had it.


‘You need anything else while I’m out?’ he asked.


‘Yes, I made a list. Mainly electronics.’


He inspected the piece of paper she passed to him. ‘I can get this from the goblins.’


‘They’re expecting you. This envelope has what I’ll owe them. And this envelope is for you.’


He took them both with a wink. ‘Bless your organisational skills.’


‘Bless my OCD. That will take you a minute, so have the rest of the night off.’


‘You sure?’


She nodded, jerking her head towards the massive blue structure that made up the Sydney Fish Markets. It was usually bustling with people as they bought, bartered, and consumed seafood from the myriad of vendors that were packed into the place. But it was late on a Tuesday afternoon. Serious restaurateurs came early and tourists came mid-morning to stay through lunch. Everything was winding down now and it was mostly quiet. There were a cluster of folks from the Ravens Motorcycle Club lounging on one of the dozens of benches that sat on a deck overlooking the water where her boat was docked alongside many others. They were picking at fish and chips cradled inside a wad of butcher’s paper and swigging beers. Their vice president was among them and caught Wyck’s gaze. The man gave him a nod, which he returned, before retrieving the specially built ramp that bridged the gap between the boat and the jetty.


‘They’ll keep an eye on things,’ he said, wheeling away from her. ‘I’ll leave Betty with you, but I’ve got Sandra.’


He patted an area on his thick, barrelled chest where Dreckly knew he kept his favourite pistol under the busy print of his shirt. Her name was Sandra and the rifle left behind hidden under the designated holder for a fishing rod was Betty. Each of his weapons were named after women that had been important to him in one way or another. Dreckly never questioned why.


‘See you in the a.m., Dreckly.’


She gave him a mock salute, before returning the small wave his club members offered her from a distance. If the stereotype of bikers was black leather, tattoos and crew cuts, none of the Ravens M.C. fit that mould. Most had attire like Wyck: board shorts and singlets and thongs and patterned shirts. They all looked like washed up surfers who dressed appropriately to survive the Australian heat in a Sydney summer. But it was more than that: they looked just like anyone else at the fish markets, tourist or otherwise. They were smart and they knew how to blend. Just like her.


She grabbed her purse, which fitted little more in it than keys for the jetty, some cash, two different types of knives and her water bottle. Dreckly knew that putting physical space between herself and her memories didn’t make any sense – they went wherever she did – but that didn’t decrease her pace one bit. The sun was hiding behind clouds as she treaded the pavement for nearly twenty minutes, enjoying the huff of her breath as she marched up the steep hill to her destination.


If choral music played as the neon-pink sign that said ‘Klaws By Katya’ came into view, thick letters dripping as if they were made from puff paint, Dreckly was certain she was the only one who heard it. It was right on lunchtime, but the usually quiet hour for other businesses didn’t impact this place. As she pushed through the glass door and into the salon, she was unsurprised to see all but two of the fifteen stations occupied with customers. The owner, Katya, parted a pink and purple beaded curtain as she emerged from the rear of the store, as if detecting Dreckly’s presence. She was a goblin and they had a keen sense of smell, so for all she knew it was likely her perfume had tipped her off.


‘Hi there, do you have—’


‘I’ve got it, Melody,’ the woman said, cutting off the counter girl who nodded politely at the order from her boss. ‘This way.’


Dreckly followed her to one of the remaining stations, with something jingling at each step Katya took. Whether it was the Hello Kitty baubles in her pigtails or the small bells that sat inside her giant, love heart earrings, it was like a sultry Christmas ornament come to life as she sashayed to her seat and gestured for Dreckly to sit down.


‘These aren’t that bad, babe,’ she said, the two never wasting time on pleasantries. ‘It has only been …’


‘A few weeks,’ Dreckly answered. ‘I just need—’


‘Self-care.’ Katya beamed.


‘Surrrrre.’ Your words, not mine, her answer said without saying.


‘Refills or new set? I can do something fancy over this matte lilac if ya want it? It will make it feel fresh and give you a few more weeks wearage.’


‘Not Playboy bunnies.’


Katya feigned offence, slapping her own perfectly manicured hand to her chest as her plump lips formed the perfect ‘o’. Dreckly didn’t miss the detail there either, with diamanté versions of the iconic bunny symbol twinkling back at her from Katya’s nails.


‘What about a sweet Animal Crossing set?’


‘I don’t cross animals.’


The goblin snorted, a smile making the small crescent moon decoration under her eye crinkle as dimples appeared. ‘No, it’s—’


‘Something blue,’ she offered, before they back-and-forthed any further about one of the designs Katya always tried to talk her into. ‘Something … aquatic, like the ocean.’


‘But pretty!’


‘One crystal, Kat.’


‘Three. And a feature nail.’


‘One.’


‘Two.’


‘One. No feature nail.’


Katya grumbled under her breath, getting started as she dived into her little toolkit that was the same shade of turquoise as her dyed hair. She was the cousin of the same goblin who manufactured the biometric chip readers for Dreckly that she planted in passports. Unlike Ruken, however, Katya kept her business strictly above board: she ran a nail salon that had both human and supernatural clientele, but mostly the former. She was also the most skilled nail technician in the country, in Dreckly’s opinion, and she’d been going to her ever since she moved to Sydney seven years ago.


‘Speaking of selfcare …’ the goblin murmured.


‘Mmm?’


‘I may or may not have heard of someone who wants to take care of your self.’


It took Dreckly a moment to sort through the jumble of words before she understood Katya’s meaning.


‘Unlikely,’ she replied.


‘Hey, just because you never come off that boat doesn’t mean people don’t wanna jump on it, ya know?’


‘I do not enjoy that metaphor,’ she grumbled, before adding, ‘I came here, didn’t I?’


Katya stuck out her tongue in defiance. ‘Who gets ya groceries?’


‘Wyck.’


‘Who picks up your supplies?’


‘Wyck.’


‘If I gave in and came to you like you’ve been begging me all these years, you’d never step foot in this salon.’


It was true, Dreckly admitted to herself. If she wasn’t on the boat, close to water and where she felt safest, then she wasn’t far from it. She knew all the supernatural hotspots in the city, all the human ones too, but she rarely visited them. She’d made herself a one-woman island on purpose.


‘I rest my case,’ Katya said, taking Dreckly’s silence as an answer. ‘And don’t you wanna know?’


‘Know?’


‘Who has got a raging stiffy for you?’


‘Strongly, no.’


‘Gah! Can you just pretend to be fun for one moment?’


Dreckly blinked. Taking a deep breath, she raised the pitch of her voice just a fraction.


‘Like omigod I’m totally dying and I really need to know before I positively perish in this chair, bebe.’


Katya laughed, nodding with approval. ‘That wasn’t bad, that wasn’t bad.’


Dreckly gave an attempt at a bow, or as much of one as you could give when your hand was being held firmly in the grip of another.


‘So, he’s Indian,’ she started. ‘And you’re Chinese, so you’d make beautiful babies.’


She’d never told Katya she was Chinese, but the goblin had heard her speak Mandarin once and assumed ever since.


‘His interests include long walks on the beach under the full moon.’


Dreckly caught the goblin’s true meaning: he was a werewolf. It had to be someone from the Kapoor pack, which was Sydney’s dominant one, and she thought of the tall, lean leader she had often seen hanging at the fish markets with the motorcycle club.


‘Ben Kapoor,’ Katya said, as if plucking the man’s name right from her mind. ‘His sister-in-law comes here actually and might have mentioned he was into some chick who works at the fish markets.’


‘How’d you know it was me?’


‘Said he only sees her off the boat when she’s working the oyster cart. Never at The Wisdom or—’


‘No thank you.’


‘You don’t think he’s a total hoddie with a boddie?’


She didn’t bother denying either of those things.


‘Cos I wouldn’t say no to a double date if you two wanted to join—’


Damp roses. Wet lips. His hand gripping tightly at her hips.


‘No,’ Dreckly repeated, more firmly as she tried to maintain her hold on the present. ‘No thank you, Kat.’


The goblin got the message, dropping the subject altogether. Besides making a comment about ‘loving this new Jojo track’, they didn’t converse much for the rest of the appointment that Dreckly hadn’t booked.


When she left a little over an hour later, she paid more than the amount that was due – she always did – but it was worth it. Katya did incredible work and as she walked back to the fish market, she felt bad about the way she had shut down the goblin’s attempts at matchmaking. There had been several over the years and she secretly wondered if her and Wyck were in cahoots. Then the moment was gone, with her guilt washed away with the knowledge that this was what was best. Staying safe. Staying isolated. Staying free.


Returning to her boat, she resolved to stay on board the Titanic II for the remainder of the afternoon as it turned into night. She had two big jobs she needed to finish by morning, so it was going to be a late one. That didn’t mean she couldn’t find pleasure in another way, however. Gently, she retrieved a sheet mask from the stash she kept in her room. She had them sorted by their various uses – anti-aging, revitalisation, hydration – but today she was feeling particularly bougie.


Watching her reflection, she carefully unfolded one of the most expensive masks she had until she looked like Hannibal Lecter-lite. She patted the excess serum into her neck and chest as Katya’s teasing words came back to her: self-care. Moving into the kitchen, she chopped cucumber, strawberries, dumped a touch of mint into a glass with ice, Pimm’s, and ginger beer. Lemonade was usually the mixer of choice, but ginger beer had changed the game for Dreckly a few years ago when she finally cracked the secret to the perfect Pimm’s cocktail. Stirring her beverage as she walked, she paused by a record player on the way. There were close to two hundred vinyl records stacked on the shelves next to it: these were just the essentials to Dreckly, the ones that would get the most play. She had another six crates of treasures down below, each full of memories pressed into the chords of every musical number.


She unsleeved a rare Patrice Holloway pressing, the powerful vocals soon crisp as they echoed through the boat and she sung about stolen hours with a forbidden lover. Dreckly nearly changed the record, her memories too sharp today to risk the reminder. She thought better of it, swaying gently on the spot as the song transitioned into a duet sung with Brenda Holloway, Patrice’s mother and Motown legend. She didn’t like many pieces of modern technology, just what she needed to get by, but her record player was one of those vintage recreation designs often favoured by hipsters and those rediscovering the medium. It was an indulgence and she allowed herself that one.


Heading through the interior of the boat, Dreckly peeled the sheet mask off her face and blended the residual fluid into her skin. Flopping down in the big, comfortable chair behind her desk, she put her feet up and took a slow sip of her Pimm’s. Little things were important, little pleasures, especially when she denied herself so many of the big ones. This boat was her entire life and her entire business. It was one of the few places she felt safe, largely because she could be mobile in a matter of minutes if she needed to be.


Dreckly had established rules for herself years ago, rules she lived by. Without them, she knew it was unlikely she would have survived this long. One of the most important was to never stay in one place longer than ten years. She was coming up on seven in Sydney and she liked it there: she loved it, in fact. Yet sooner than she would like, she would have to move on. It was inevitable. She had been on the other side of the world when a werewolf rebellion in the Asia Pacific region in the nineties had drawn her attention: the Outskirt Wars.


It was unsuccessful ultimately, but she knew rebellions never really died. The supernatural government, the Treize, had put it out like a spot fire thanks to their combination of immortal soldiers – the Praetorian Guard – and those she referred to as ‘little rat fucks’ – the Askari. They had no real power except for that which they were able to collate through gathering information, collecting documents and spying. She hated them the most. Then there were the Custodians, who she considered mostly useless hippies. They were the ones who looked after beings who had no other pack of pondant grouping. It sounded warm and fuzzy, but she doubted any well-intentioned body that worked under the Treize.


The rebellion had been good for business, as she’d skirted the major conflicts and stayed under the Treize’s radar. It wasn’t hard, especially when there were bigger and uglier creatures to focus on. Another rule she had was to stay near – preferably on – water and there was a lot of it in this part of the world. This area suited her lifestyle. And she suited it.


Straightening up, Dreckly pulled open one of the drawers in the massive oak desk that took up most of the space in the main room. When she’d first acquired this boat from a salesman in Samoa, this had been the master bedroom. She’d converted it for her purposes, taking the second, smaller bedroom as her own. In its current form, it had everything one could possibly need to create a fake identity. In the various cabinets that lined the room, she had wigs and disguises and hair dye and jewellery. Both little and big things that could tweak someone’s existing appearance enough so she could take a new passport photo, a new driver’s licence photo, a new identity card photo, a new whatever the client needed. She hadn’t been joking about the OCD and in drawers marked with various country flags, she had dozens of pre-existing passports and documents of real people.


Some of these folks had unfortunately died, with Dreckly acquiring their materials through various means. The ones that were alive were simply for reference purposes, so she could make sure her handiwork was accurate to the era: whether that was an Italian passport from 2017 or an Australian one from 2013. Others were blanks, ones that she pre-made and were sitting there waiting for a new owner. All she would have to do is add the cover page and a few stamps from nations visited then it was good to go.


She preferred working with existing passports though, just repurposing them for her own needs. The wear and tear was more authentic. It was meticulous, detailed work that required real artistry. Dreckly had tried a lot of different professions over the years, but forgery was by far her favourite. Plucking a passport from her ‘work in progress’ drawer, she wondered what her father would think about how she was applying the artistic skills he had passed on to her a lifetime ago.


There were so many moving parts to this job. Collecting passports and identity documents from countries and territories and states all over the world had become somewhat of a hobby for her. Then there was the collecting of stamps used to mark one’s entry and exit from various nations. Not easy to get, but not impossible with the right placed bribe here or the occasional break-in there. It was the technology that was hardest to keep up with: various chips, holographic codes and biometric data hidden in the covers of most modern passports. Some – like the one she was carefully extracting with a pair of tweezers from the current document – were able to be lifted and transplanted if you were careful. Others, like Simon Tianne’s and the last lot she had made for his auntie, had to be manufactured to the exact specifications.


That’s where the goblins came in, as there were few supernatural species more gifted with hacking, coding or minute engineering than they were. Even nails, she thought, Katya’s technical skill displayed perfectly on her fingers. They started as a dark midnight colour at the base of her now-covered cuticle, before bleeding into a turquoise shade. Three tiny crystals in the same colour glinted at the tip of each nail, Katya getting her way with that element. They reminded her of the sea, like they were supposed to, specifically the waters she had once dived into searching for her mother’s people. It would have been impossible to depict anything further than that on such a small surface area, but then again Dreckly wouldn’t put it past the goblin to paint entire frescoes across her ten digits if she asked.


But that would have meant revealing more about herself, about what she was, about where she’d come from, and she wasn’t prepared to do that. Secrecy was an elemental part of any sprite’s existence and she preferred it that way.


Father would be proud of this life, she thought, using one of her long, acrylic nails to secure a sticking agent between the chip and paper. He would be proud because I have a life that I have made my own. And that I’m alive.


Those things could be enough. They’d been enough for her in the forty-four years she’d spent on this earth according to her human identification documents. She’d made enough sacrifices to make sure it stayed enough. From negotiating with the Ravens M.C. for a permanently protected spot on the jetty in exchange for a cut of her earnings and whatever documents they needed, to making sure no one got too close ever again to expose her or her history, Dreckly understood that gains didn’t come without losses.


‘Zuleika Morozova,’ she said, sliding the passport under a magnified lens that lit up when she touched her fingertip on a spot at the base. ‘Welcome to Russia, printsessa.’


She funnelled the air around her fingertips just enough to run over the coarse edges of the passport, drying anything that she couldn’t visually perceive. Perfect, she thought, taking another celebratory sip of Pimm’s. Slipping it into an envelope with the name marked on the front, she placed it in her desk’s top drawer. This was dedicated to completed jobs. The ones in progress had the drawer down below. Those yet to be started had the one below that. And the very bottom drawer was reserved for urgent tasks, which was empty.


When the sun set, Dreckly would wander over to the lockers at the front of the Sydney Fish Markets where tourists placed their belongings in locked sanctuary for the cost of one dollar. There were three completed jobs she would deposit into different lockers, picking different security codes for each that she would text to the client. She didn’t own a cell phone, but she had a handy piece of software on her laptop that allowed her to send messages from an unknown number whenever she desired. The client would then come and pick up what they had paid for and be on their way. Most of them she never saw again.


As the boat gently rocked with the wash of a passing vessel, Dreckly looked around the interior of her cabin as the light outside began to dim. She was alone, yet she was surrounded by people. Thousands of them, some alive, some dead, some fake, all of them existing purely on paper. That was the safest way.









Chapter 3


Past


The rose was just the beginning. From Father’s tiny patch of dirt, he was able to grow anything. He had to be careful, of course. The cell was searched once a week like clockwork. But he concealed it cautiously and it went undiscovered. The rose would disappear back into the earth where it had come from and he would grow something else in its place, something we needed.


I tasted my first ever strawberry during that time, which I loved, and my first ever brussels sprouts, which I didn’t. The slop we were served three times a day inside the prison was secretly being substituted with any and everything Father could grow.


‘This is designed to keep us alive,’ he said, running a spoon through the poor excuse of a stew that had been slid through the portal in their glass wall. ‘Just alive. Nothing more. Not strong, not sustained: just subservient and alive.’


Our diet, on the other hand, was nutritious. There was a massive demon in the cell across from us, a creature so big he looked like a sneeze might see him burst through the walls attempting to confine him. He had horns growing from every surface of his scalp, which looked like tight curls until he moved into the light. From the outside, he was everything you would say a monster was. On the inside, however, I could tell he was sweet. I’m not sure how, I could just tell.


He played peekaboo with me one day, that’s when I was certain. Then the next time Father was painting, he sat as close to the glass as he could and watched from his cell. He would disappear for long stretches, the guards coming to take him away, kicking and screaming. When he returned, he was always unconscious. It would be days before he would make a sound again.


‘What do demons eat?’ I asked, watching as slop dripped down the glass of the demon’s cell. He had thrown it there with a roar.


‘It depends,’ Father said, cautiously. ‘Sometimes little girls.’


I had been sitting cross-legged at the very edge of our cell, observing with interest, but I spun around with a jerk. I had expected to see a knowing smirk on Father’s face. Instead, he was deadly serious.


‘It’s okay, blossom, he can’t get out.’


‘None of us can,’ I huffed. There was a long beat before he spoke again.


‘Meat, most demons eat meat. They usually have a specific type they like.’


‘Not just “little girl”?’


He laughed. ‘No. Not just little girl. It can be anything: lamb, beef, venison.’


‘From a sheep. From a cow. From a deer.’


‘Good job, that’s right.’


I had been learning. That’s all my days were filled with, mostly: learning. Those days bled into years, but my father was always teaching me as much as he could, as quickly as he could. Sometimes he would disguise the lessons in games, but not always. I didn’t understand the rush.


‘You should be able to feel it,’ he’d told me. ‘Reach out and feel every particle of air.’


I had always assumed everyone could do that, that the tingling across my skin as the air puffed and heaved with movement was normal. Yet it was Father who taught me how to understand what that meant, even though he didn’t really understand himself.


‘Real air, fresh air, will feel different,’ he said.


‘Different how?’


‘It won’t feel … stale. Close, like this. You’ll know it when you feel it.’


I wasn’t sure about that.


‘And if you follow it to the source, Dreckly, that’s where our freedom is.’


He rarely spoke about such things, but the implication was clear: learning and understanding what I could do was part of learning who I was, what I was. More importantly, however, to both him and I, it was likely the key to leaving this place. That’s why he made me do it, practise moving the air to rustle the leaves of the latest plant he had grown. Then float a leaf, manipulate the almost non-existent air current so that it hovered like haunted greenery. Then two leaves, three, a paintbrush, and eventually knocking things over inside our tiny cell.


It was difficult, with little to no airflow in the tiny space we were forced to call ‘home’. That would only make me better at it, Father said. Stronger.


At night, when I wished I’d been able to fall asleep so my old nightmares could wake me, I’d listen to his breath as he slept. You couldn’t see air, only feel it, so with my eyes closed I would feel the particles as they were pulled through his nostrils, ran through his lungs like the water in a stream, then exhaled through his mouth.


It was comforting, that rhythm and routine lulling me into a state of rest if slumber wouldn’t come. He caught me doing it once, while he was painting, and I was trying to concentrate on anything but the sounds coming from a cell that wasn’t ours as an inspection was carried out. Father asked me directly what I was up to and I made a mistake in telling him. It was one I couldn’t take back as he asked me a follow up, something horrible.


‘Pull it away,’ he said, my hands twisting nervously as I sat on his knee.


‘W-what? Da—’


‘The air, I know you can. Follow it just like you’ve been doing. Then pull it away.’


‘But … you won’t be able to breathe?’


‘Just for a moment. Then you’ll release your hold and I’ll be able to. It won’t hurt me.’


He was lying. It mightn’t be as painful as an encounter with the Mean One when he was on duty, but just because it wasn’t a punch or slap didn’t mean it wouldn’t hurt him. Yet he pushed me, goaded me into doing it, begging as he dropped down on his knees. He was still taller than me in that position and my hands shook as I prepared to do what he asked.


‘Please don’t make me,’ I whispered, tears springing up.


‘I have to, my rose. You need to learn how to use your thorns.’


My tears turned into small sobs as Father continued his urging, tone turning sharp as he demanded that I ‘do it, do it, DO IT!’


His eyes went wide as I did, simply reversing the motion of the air into his lungs as I slowly sucked it back out like a receding tide. His lips moved, a horrible dry sound escaping them as he attempted to speak. He was supposed to offer a hand gesture when he wanted me to release him, but I didn’t wait as I let go of the strain on my mind with a shuddered sob. He lunged forward, gulping air on all fours as I watched.


‘Good,’ he gasped, the words close to the last thing I would have expected him to say. ‘Next … time … we’ll try … longer.’


I didn’t answer. All I wanted was to never do that again, ever, to anyone I cared about. Yet I knew what he would say. I didn’t have his gifts. I didn’t have my mother’s. I needed to work out how to weaponise the ones that I did have.


I didn’t want to look at Father any longer. So I chose to sit with my knees pressed to the glass and my back to him as I watched our demon friend instead.


‘What about vegetables?’ I asked, after the hours of silence became too much. ‘Do you think he would like some of those?’


There was a heavy pause and I knew what that meant: no.


‘Sweetheart, we’ve talked about this. We have to keep our little garden a secret: not just from the guards, but from everyone. Each creature in here is desperate to be somewhere else and they will do anything they can to achieve that goal. Say we grow him something, he could dob on us to a guard – do you understand? He could use information against us and we have no way to trust him. We don’t know this demon; how do we know that he’s nice?’


He’d barely finished asking the question when I pointed, watching as a thick, calloused finger drew two dots and then a half circle into that day’s thrown slop as it dried against the glass. It was a smiley face. I beamed, blowing on the glass of our own cell until I saw condensation. Quickly I drew a smiley face back.


‘You’re not a hero,’ he sighed, clearly watching from over my shoulder. ‘We can’t help others; we need to only help ourselves.’


‘Is growing him a potato really that hard? It’s just one potato, Tas, please.’


He sighed again, before shuffling to the corner of the cell. I hoped he felt guilt for what he’d made me do. Maybe that would grant me a favour.


‘Are there any guards?’


‘No, Da.’


‘Are you sure?’


I closed my eyes, feeling around us, sensing the breath of the creatures in each of their cells, and measuring the particles of movement as the guards pushed through the air. The nearest one was on patrol two cell blocks over, the last cell inspection now complete. My eyes snapped open.


‘I’m sure.’


I watched as he reached his hand into the dirt, finding one of the few spaces that wasn’t occupied by the aloe vera he had grown to heal a cut on my arm. His face was impassive, almost completely blank as he looked up at the wall in front of him and waited. It was an undramatic display, but I knew what was happening: he was reaching out through the earth, chasing its pulses and rhythms to the demon’s cell. He could see this whole prison through his patch of soil, map out the entirety of Vankila with just a touch. He was making me memorise it.


There was a grunt and I turned around, watching with excitement as the figure of the demon moved in his cell. It was difficult to see exactly what was going on as his discarded meal was blocking most of the view.


‘Did it work?’ Father asked, both of us watching for some sign.


Suddenly the slop was wiped clean in one corner, the glowing eyes of the demon even brighter than usual as he bit into a potato like it was an apple. He laughed, the demon’s chest rising up and down with the movement as he continued to devour the unexpected treat that had forcefully pushed its way through a crack in his floor.


‘There’s more than one potato!’ I exclaimed, surprised to see the cluster of a dozen.


‘He’s a big boy,’ Father answered. ‘He’d need more than one since he hasn’t got any meat.’


I was careful to hide the smirk creeping on to my face. It was a kindness and a risk, but it was a small heroic act to right the less heroic one. He lay down, seemingly tired from the exertion of using his powers. At least that’s what I told myself.


‘I’m going to take a little rest now,’ he murmured, flopping on to the bottom bunk.


I turned back to the demon, who I’d decided was going to be my new friend. Heck, he was going to be my first friend: Father didn’t count. I held a finger to my lips, making a shushing gesture without the sound. The demon nodded, making the same signal back.


He would keep our secret. And we would keep the potatoes coming.









Chapter 4


Present


Dreckly was working at the oyster counter when her next job presented itself. When things were quiet, which they occasionally were, she would don a horrendous blue plastic apron and grab her favourite set of knives. It gave her a purpose at the fish markets and that was important to present publicly at times. It also gave her peace of mind. Shucking oysters could be dangerous work if you didn’t know what you were doing: the shells were sharp and the knives even sharper.


Dreckly was more than proficient with a blade, however. She could fillet a fish as quickly as anyone at the Sydney Fish Markets, except for Zhang Yong, the chef who had taught her in the first place. It was easy for her to fall into a meditative state as she rinsed, shucked, repeated over and over again. As an added bonus, it was cheaper than therapy.


When a young couple approached the oyster cart she was manning, she didn’t bother to look up. She worked at a display just in front of the vendor Zhang owned and it was designed to draw in the tourists. After all, who could resist an oyster straight from the ocean as it was handed to you by someone wielding a knife?


‘Tray of half a dozen oysters, please,’ the man said.


‘How do you want ’em?’ Dreckly replied, her eyes focused on the task at hand as she ran her blade through the hinge on each oyster shell and waited for that satisfying release of pressure that meant she’d done it right.


‘Natural. Dreckly as you like.’


She paused, not missing the way the girl had elbowed her male associate to prompt him into the second part of the sentence. It was code. If someone wanted to acquire her services, and she didn’t know them, they needed to say exactly the right thing in exactly the right way. You needed to order a tray of half a dozen oysters from the counter. Natural. Dreckly as you like. You only knew what needed to be asked if you had been given those exact instructions from someone who had dealt with her before, someone who had something to lose, but also someone who could be trusted because they needed her business. It was a layer of protection and also the only way she would agree to meet new clients.


If she wasn’t working at the counter, Zhang and his people knew what the dialogue meant and the customers would be escorted to the jetty, where Wyck would assess them and sometimes they’d be allowed on the boat. Sometimes they wouldn’t. The Ravens M.C. weren’t populated with supernatural beings, but they knew supernaturals existed. They worked with them, around them, profited from them, all without asking too many questions (which was key). Wyck had never once questioned what she was, but he knew it wasn’t quite like him.


All of this was running through her mind as she scrutinised the pair, who looked barely out of their teens. She knew a look of desperation in one’s eyes when she saw it. They had it. Along with something else: love. The love between the two of them was palpable, even though they were working very hard not to show it. She wondered if they knew it yet themselves. The thought made her sad and she had to shake it loose to focus on other concerns. She was curious about who had helped them find her. And suspicious. So she asked the security question, the final test for when she was unsure.
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