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Prologue | Ro-ràdh

Beattie chose tonight to die.

Not because it was special. There was no particular poetry in the formation of the moon and stars. No magic in the air calling her away.

Nor was her ageing body failing her. Her heartbeat was as strong as ever, her lungs healthy, her eyes sharp.

No. She chose tonight to die because yesterday, when she should have given Maeve a firm nod in farewell, she had instead almost told the child everything. The words had crept up her throat and stopped her breath for several moments. The hard-headed child had thought Beattie was choking and begun to thump her back, which was fortunate, because it revived Beattie’s good sense. She’d told the child off and left in a huff. But as she’d squeezed her caravan through the first steep pass of the Great Dividing Range, wending her way southward from Queensland into New South Wales, the knowledge resounded clear and cold in her chest. She’d put it off long enough: it was time to cut the final thread binding Maeve to what had been.

Dying tonight would not be without its risks, of course. Although few would challenge the will of the Beathag – no surname or other identifier necessary – while she still lived, a dead woman did not have that kind of influence. Thus, there was a small possibility that somebody back home might see the broken stump of her fallen life tree and take it as a sign to seek Maeve out. Unlikely. But possible.

With this in mind, the old woman had destroyed everything in her possession that connected her to the child. Photos. Address books. Letters. She had already ensured there was no connection to the child’s home state of Queensland. The caravan was registered in Australia’s southernmost state while her licence, made under the name of Beatrice Mackay, was from its westernmost. When the local New South Wales police sought out her next of kin, they would have no reason to look north for answers.

The only item in her caravan that bore any version of the child’s name was an urn. Filled with a stranger’s ashes, but engraved with a single word: Meadhbh. It was the final safeguard the old woman could offer.

Beattie looked down at the knife in her hand. Her mother’s knife. And, before that, her grandmother’s, o chionn a sinn-seachad-sinn-seanmhair is roimhpe. It was old, but still capable of holding a sharp edge.

The tealight sputtered on its stand by her side, reminding her that its glow wouldn’t last much longer. Already the shadows were dancing on the caravan’s ceiling and walls.

She didn’t hesitate.

As knife met flesh, a throaty call filled the Guyra campground. A tiger quoll passing beneath its metal signpost – ‘Welcome to the highest caravan park in Australia!’ – heard it and fled.

The cry was followed by three scratchy thumps. If Beattie’s drying eyes had been able to see through metal, she would have beheld the ink-black outlines of three large birds. Not quite Australian ravens and not quite Torresian crows, these were Death’s messengers, and their macabre services were offered to all newly deceased humans. Offered, and routinely declined.

But tonight, Death wasn’t in the mood for the usual niceties.

This was the third mortal in a span of mere moments to leave their coil too early, taking matters into their own hands – quite literally – and disturbing the night’s predetermined order. And this one was particularly galling. A fleeting mortal treating her death as a game piece, timing its movement to advance her own ends.

What a mockery.

Filling the caravan with a chasmal void, Death waved aside the old soul’s desire to slip away unnoticed and instead reached deep within her to draw out three names from among the still-living. Above them, the three avian messengers clacked their beaks and tensed their wings in excited readiness.

The first name was surrendered with relative ease: Meadhbh.

Claws scratched against aluminium as the smallest of the great birds took wing.

The second followed soon after: Diarmad.

Another scramble above and another bird gone.

The third name. The third was difficult: Seumas.

As the last of the birds took off, Beattie’s newly naked soul trembled with indignation. But Death cradled her close, reminding her that her business with the living was over, and that it was now time to be at peace.

She quietened and Death, appeased and assuaged, removed her from the living worlds.

***

The smallest of the three messengers was already far to the north and heading towards the Queensland border. Over four hundred kilometres passed beneath it in the time it took for one beat of its wings. No-one saw or felt it pass, except for those few of peculiar sensitivity. (A sleeping man in Glen Innes – home to Australia’s only Celtic standing stones – fell out of bed as it soared overhead.) But even they were unlikely to know what the fleeting shadow on their hearts meant.

Though one did know.

In the south-east corner of Queensland, in the Country of Yuggera and Brisbane suburb of Longridge, a creature called Jeremy had spent most of the day and evening hunched over a dead bird, and they weren’t happy about it. Jeremy – who, despite their current name, was neither male nor female – knew that plenty of dead birds were just dead birds, but some were more than mere decaying matter. They were signs, forewarners, portents. Had Jeremy been home, signs like this would have been a cinch to read.

‘Cinch,’ whispered Jeremy to the dead bird, relishing in the coarseness of the English word on their tongue. It was a new word for them, something they’d heard Maeve say. But the dead bird said nothing in response. It had been saying nothing for hours, no matter how Jeremy configured its flesh and feathers on the hard earth by the creek. Jeremy was not even certain that it had anything to say, though the itch in the scar that ran from their left temple to their left earlobe suggested there was something there. Something hidden.

They traced the mottled black ridges of their scar with their finger and willed themself to understand.

The mosquitoes and midges thickened. There was nothing within Jeremy upon which they could feast, but that didn’t stop them from trying and being thoroughly irritating. Jeremy stood up, stretched, and left what remained of the bird to be consumed by the bush folk.

As the waning crescent moon rose higher in the sky, they walked to their throne – a mighty fallen trunk that bridged both sides of the narrow creek bed – and pondered the usefulness of signs in this second-rate world of computers and phone lines.

They were still pondering there when the clocks within the homes dotting their valley struck 3:41am. At that moment, the black sky quivered and quaked. Predatory owls ducked their heads and scurrying mammals took cover, but Jeremy looked up, eyes aglow with mirth, because now they knew the answer to the dead bird’s riddle.

As the messenger above revealed itself, Jeremy rushed from their valley at a speed beyond that of any living thing on earth.

But still, the winged messenger was faster.

It dived and plunged into the red wooden house that sat high on the ridge line, slipping through corrugated iron, insulation and plasterboard. Straight into the heart of a sleeping teenager.




One | a h-Aon

Maeve Williams woke up screaming. No. Wailing. A death wail that poured from his mouth but echoed in his ears as if it came from some other, distant source. By the time the house’s long wooden floorboards began to vibrate with heavy footsteps, Maeve’s face was wet with sweat, tears and snot.

A cool finger and a shiver touched Maeve’s forehead and his eyes flew open, cutting off the howl in an instant. First, he saw Jeremy’s scar; darkest black in the moonlight shining through his windows. But their figure vanished as the bedroom door creaked open to reveal Dad, who hurried over to cup Maeve’s damp cheeks. His brown skin was like a shadow against Maeve’s pale face.

‘Are you okay?’ Dad asked.

Maeve tried to say ‘yes’, because he knew it was the proper answer to that question, but a blubber came out instead. Granny Beattie was dead and he couldn’t stop crying about it.

Brightness flared from the ceiling light, filling the room, and both Maeve and Dad winced. Mum stood in the doorway, one finger still on the light switch, wrapped in her dressing gown and a frown, which grew more furrowed the longer she spent looking at her youngest child. She had similar colouring to Maeve’s own freckled white skin and brown hair, though not similar enough for Maeve’s liking.

‘What’s going on?’ came Oscar’s sleepy voice from further down the hallway.

‘Go back to bed,’ Mum told him. ‘Maeve just had a nightmare.’

‘Course she did,’ came Nat’s higher pitched voice.

Still shaking with nerves, Maeve grimaced at the ‘she’ but said nothing. He’d long ago stopped trying to tell his family that he was a boy. He could actually remember the day. The hour. They’d been at a doctor’s office – not their usual – and Mum had asked whether it was ‘normal’ for Maeve to ‘still be mixing up’ his boy-and-girl words after all the extra language support he’d received. The doctor had said something about ‘screeners’ and ‘psychological assessment’ – the details were fuzzy, but what wasn’t fuzzy was that Mum had thought something wasn’t right with him, and the doctor had agreed.

Even back then, Maeve had been terrified that there was something different about him. Something very wrong. The last thing he wanted was to have that confirmed, so he’d stopped correcting his family about the boy thing that same day, and Mum and Dad had eventually stopped talking about ‘language delays’.

It had felt like a win at the time. But the older he got – and the more ‘shes’ and ‘hers’ and ‘sisters’ and ‘daughters’ he had to put up with – the less sure he was that he was the winner in the arrangement.

‘Maeve, what have you …’ The mattress dipped with Mum’s weight as she sat by Maeve’s side. She threaded her fingers through Maeve’s short hair – a recent haircut that made him look like a tomboy, according to Oscar, or a lesbo, according to Nat – but the light trace of her fingertips over his head gave him the heebie-jeebies, so he pulled away. ‘Do you still have the packet?’ asked Mum.

‘Packet?’ echoed Maeve.

‘It’s late,’ said Dad, interrupting whatever Mum was about to say. ‘You’ve just had a terrible nightmare.’

‘It wasn’t, though,’ said Maeve, voice hitching. ‘Granny Beattie. She’s dead.’

There was a pause. ‘Maeve …’ started Mum.

‘It’s true,’ insisted Maeve.

Silence fell. Maeve knew his parents were having one of their wordless conversations with their eyes over his head.

‘Okay,’ said Dad at last. ‘How about this. We all get some more sleep –’

‘But –’ said Maeve.

‘– and once it’s a more reasonable hour,’ continued Dad, ‘I’ll try giving Beattie a call.’

Maeve looked at Dad’s face and fell silent. Dad’s lips grew or shrank depending on the strength and sureness of his feelings, and his current smile barely stretched beyond nostril width – meaning he clearly didn’t believe Maeve.

‘Fine,’ said Maeve, knowing there was no other choice.

Both parents kissed him on the cheek before leaving him to what they assumed was an otherwise empty room. But the moment Maeve’s bedroom door clicked shut, a creature of mischief stepped out from the dark.




One (take two) | a h-Aon (ath-thòiseachadh)

Maeve focused hard on the night-noise as he willed the sun to rise. The shifts and creaks of the old, wooden house. The geckos crawling over the flyscreens and chuck-chuck-chucking. A possum screaming. A boobook mo-poking. Maeve’s own heart thumping. He took it all in: anything and everything to help drown out his thoughts.

‘That won’t help,’ said a festive voice.

Maeve didn’t respond. He had no interest in talking to Jeremy, who’d always hated Granny Beattie, and the only way to get them to leave him alone was to pretend they weren’t there. Jeremy hated being ignored, which put a lot of pressure on Maeve since no-one else could actually see them. Maeve had become quite good at ignoring them over the years, but it was harder this time because Jeremy was right. It wasn’t helping. His thoughts kept rising up and rolling over him, threatening to dislodge his heart and vomit it up.

Granny Beattie was dead. He didn’t know how he knew, just that he did know.

His closest living biological relative was dead.

And, despite Dad’s promise to try calling her later, neither of his parents believed him.

Concentrate, he told himself, closing his eyes tighter against the world and digging his fingers into his thighs until it hurt. Concentrate on today. First day back from the Easter hols, starting in homeroom with Mrs Webb.

‘You’re wasting your time,’ said Jeremy.

Judging by the deep timbre of their voice, they were wearing one of their favourite shapes. The one they called the Sunbather as a jab at Maeve’s own sensitivity to sunburn. It had tight black hair, unblemished dark brown skin – except for where their scar puckered the flesh black – and looked about twenty, give or take a few years. The Sunbather was also huge. Tall and broad, it was the sort of build that put Maeve in mind of a wombat, if wombats were ten times bigger and human-shaped.

In short, it was exactly the sort of body Maeve would die for – and the sort of body he would absolutely never have.

Maeve often wondered why his imaginary friend was so horrible to him. Shouldn’t he have more control over them? Why couldn’t he imagine Jeremy as a teeny dork with a shrill voice who liked nothing more than making Maeve feel better about everything?

A soft vibration passed through the floor. Mum must be getting up again. Maeve lifted his head to look out the east-facing window. There was a faint brightening that way, but the light just blocked out the stars, making the rest of the sky look even darker. He fell back onto his pillow and tried to track the soft pad of his mother’s footsteps in the room next door. Dad would be joining her soon, his tread heavier, slower. He’d probably brew some coffee first, and then he’d finally try making that call.

Should Maeve get up to join them now? Or should he wait?

Jeremy started humming Ding-Dong! The Witch Is Dead and that decided the matter. Maeve couldn’t stay here with them a moment longer.

He threw off his sheet and got up, jaw clenched and breathing heavy. He’d turned on his bedside lamp and was passing the mirror sitting on his chest of drawers when a flash of something bright made him stop and turn. He had to shift the reflective glass to get a proper look at himself, since he usually left it tilted upwards so it’d catch dust rather than his face. Once he could see himself, his breath stopped altogether.

Yesterday, his hair had been brown.

Not dark brown, like most of his family’s, or even medium brown, like Mum’s, but still brown. Near enough to pretend it was proper Williams’ hair, if he didn’t look too closely, and he never did.

Now, though?

It was orange.

Somehow, overnight, he’d become a redhead, a ranga, a carrot top, a ginger.

He reached up to touch it. Taking hold of a single strand, he plucked it from his scalp and stared. The vibrant red-orange colour ran right to the roots.

Over his shoulder, with a joyous grin and a cheeky raised eyebrow, Jeremy watched him. ‘Great, isn’t it?’ they said. ‘Very zingy. Very you.’

For a furious second, Maeve wanted to hit them. He wanted to thump that smile off their scarred, smug face because this had to be their fault. Somehow, through some impossible means, they’d managed to dye his hair orange without his knowledge. They must have –

A jolt of fear coursed through his body as he remembered Jeremy wasn’t real, and therefore had no way to dye Maeve’s hair. It was another one of those troubling little facts that he preferred to ignore most of the time – like him being a boy, and an adopted one to boot.

Jeremy couldn’t have done it, which meant … Maeve must have.

Hadn’t Mum asked about a packet? She must have meant a hair dye packet.

Maeve looked down at his hands, searching for telltale stains of orange dye. He checked his pyjamas and his pillow, but there was nothing. Heartbeat rising, he stomped down the hallway to the bathroom, but couldn’t find anything there either.

So how had he done it?

‘Maeve?’

For a second Maeve thought it was Jeremy putting on a higher-pitched voice, but then he realised it was Mum.

‘It’ll be okay,’ she told him, leaning forward to catch his eyes in the bathroom mirror. ‘You’re not the first girl to try dyeing her own hair.’

Tears pricked in the corners of Maeve’s eyes that had nothing to do with his hair, his Jeremy-shaped delusions or the death of his granny.

Sometimes, thought Maeve, his parents really sucked at comforting him.




Two | a Dhà

Maeve shoved what he’d need for the morning’s classes into his bookbag, hyper aware of the other Grade Nines craning their necks to get a better look at him. Several were still humming the never-ending chorus of that horrible song Blue (Da Ba Dee); it had taken Maeve way too long to realise they were doing it to insult his red hairdo.

The musty air of his locker smelled of old, uneaten apples. He leant further in and wondered what would happen if he just remained here, safe within its cool metal sides. Would someone come get him after the second bell, when he still hadn’t shown up for first period? Or would they leave him to it and then punish him later for wagging?

Maybe no-one would notice he wasn’t in class. It’s not like he sat with anyone, or chatted to anyone, or partnered regularly with anyone …

He blinked several times in quick succession. Crying right now was not an option. But not crying would be so much easier to pull off if he wasn’t so exhausted – and if he had someone standing there with him. Someone at his back, like a shield against the world, who wouldn’t care how weird he looked. A best mate, like what Oscar had with Ben, or Nat with Bec. Someone similar to Jeremy on their good days.

But only on their good days.

The bell rang, and Maeve forced himself to leave the locker’s embrace. He did his best to push his shoulders back and raise his chin high, because that’s what Granny Beattie always told him to do.

Except thinking of Granny Beattie made him think of the absolute disaster of a morning he’d had, from the nightmare to the red hair and then to all those phone calls … his cheeks grew hot. It had been a total mess. He knew he had a shaky hold on reality – just look at Jeremy! and Maeve’s hair! – but he’d insisted Dad keep making call after call until finally one of the caravan parks called back to confirm they did indeed have a Beatrice Mackay on the premises and she was pissed off to be woken up at five bloody a.m. for a welfare check!

Dad had been so apologetic to the poor employee; it sounded like they’d been swallowed up and spat out by Maeve’s viper of a grandmother. Then Maeve had had to apologise to Dad. All because he, Maeve, hadn’t been able to tell the difference between dreams and reality.

What sort of person dreamed about a relative’s death like that, anyway? He and Granny Beattie might not be super close, but it seemed wrong to have dreamt about her death so vividly to the point that he was convinced – absolutely convinced – that it had happened.

Following the winding paths up to homeroom, Maeve tried to picture how Granny Beattie had looked when she’d left Brisbane yesterday. But, like always, all that formed in his head was a fuzzy mismatch of familiar features wrapped up in scattered impressions of toughness, sharpness and the acrid scent of mothballs. It was a total joke that Maeve was able to imagine Jeremy’s presence down to the smallest detail, but could barely manage a mental picture of his closest blood relative.

Bloody ridiculous.

Regardless, he didn’t remember anything different about her looks, and he was sure she’d been as sprightly as ever, since they’d done all their usual activities: the same old bushwalks sprinkled with the same old conversations that were more like one-way lectures, mostly about how lucky Maeve was to have parents like Mum and Dad and siblings like Oscar and Nat (Maeve always had to bite his tongue during that last bit).

Only her coughing had stood out.

Maeve’s belly squirmed as he thought of it. The coughing fit had robbed him of his chance to ask about his birth parents.

Birth parents weren’t something he’d thought about much before. He was Maeve Williams and that was that. Or, at least, that’s how it had been before he’d overheard that conversation at the end of last term.

Shaz and Jess, two girls in his class, had been gossiping about something or other as he sat reading a John Marsden book on the other side of a thick bottlebrush. He’d been mostly ignoring them until adoption came up, which had led them to the subject of him.

‘I wonder why they adopted her,’ Jess had said. ‘I mean, Mr and Mrs Williams already have two kids of their own, so why adopt a third?’

Maeve had been pissed off about this question for two reasons: 1) It was none of their bloody business; and 2) Mum was called Ms Deaves, not Mrs Williams, because she was A Feminist.

‘I know, right,’ Shaz had agreed with Jess. ‘Who’d want Maeve? Her real parents probably took one look and put her up for adoption.’

‘OMG, Shaz, that’s so mean! Anyway, isn’t she an orphan?’

‘I’d say I was an orphan too if my parents had given me up.’

The overheard conversation had hit Maeve like an elbow to the gut. Not because he didn’t know why Mum and Dad had adopted him – he and Mum were first cousins once removed, so when Granny Beattie claimed to be too old to raise him herself, Mum had been the next relative in line – but because it forced him to realise that that was where his knowledge ended. He didn’t even know his birth parents’ names, let alone what they’d looked like or how they’d died.

He was almost positive Mum and Dad would tell him all that stuff and more if he asked them, but he couldn’t. It felt too disloyal, like he didn’t see them as proper parents. So, after spending several days of the Easter break stewing, he’d decided his only option was to ask Granny Beattie.

Except Granny Beattie had never said a word about her daughter or son-in-law (assuming his birth parents had been married), which meant Maeve would have to raise the subject himself.

The worst part was that he’d been so close. He’d geared himself up and sure, he’d put it off until the last second, when they’d been standing outside the caravan saying goodbye, but he’d definitely been about to do it. He’d taken a breath, opened his mouth and – Granny Beattie had started choking.

***

Maeve took his usual seat at the desk closest to the door but regretted it fast, since it meant everyone in the class had to pass right by him, gawking and gaping, and soon his homeroom teacher would too. While Mrs Webb was kind, she was no pushover. Dad had written him a note to give her, but Maeve wasn’t sure he’d bother. A parental note might work at another school, but at his school a Grooming Code stated ‘hair colours that attract undue attention are not permitted’ – and, given the fuss his peers were making, Maeve’s new hairdo would definitely qualify for a lunchtime detention or two.

The clip clop of heels echoed up the hallway and Maeve girded his loins for his teacher’s reaction. Spine straight, shoulders back, head up, eyes sharp. (Sometimes, with the way Granny Beattie went on, you’d think she was a major general in the Australian Army.)

‘Oh dear,’ said Mrs Webb as she stopped in front of Maeve’s desk. Her perfume filled the space between them and made Maeve’s nose itch. He expected her to say something like Please see me after class. But what she said was, ‘Spice or prince?’

‘What?’ he said, before realising he should’ve said Pardon? because it would’ve sounded more polite. Too late now.

‘Your hair,’ said Mrs Webb, as the class fell silent to listen in. ‘Were you going for a Ginger Spice look? Or did you have Prince Harry in mind?’

Maeve’s shoulders tightened. He was so lost, but didn’t know if that was just him or if Mrs Webb was being weird. He knew Ginger Spice must be the Spice Girl with red hair, but wasn’t totally sure who Prince Harry was. He hadn’t even known who Princess Diana was until she filled the news for weeks after that car crash in Paris. Maybe Prince Harry was one of her sons. Unless he was a Disney prince? Were Disney princes still a thing?

One of Mrs Webb’s eyebrows rose, and Maeve took that to mean his thinking time was over.

‘Harry,’ he blurted, because even a Disney prince was better than a Spice Girl in this situation. And who knew? Prince Harry might be someone cool, like the Fresh Prince of Bel-Air.

But the laughter that followed his answer wasn’t promising.

Mrs Webb pursed her lips and leaned forward. ‘Not quite the right shade,’ she said, ‘but I applaud your patriotism.’

Must be one of the royals, then.

‘Prince Harry’s a pom!’ shouted Zac Thompson from the back of the room. ‘Not an Aussie, so it’s only patriotic if Bluey here’ – Maeve’s suspicion that Thompson had coined that nickname ballooned – ‘is a pom too.’ Thompson gave his ugliest smile. ‘Is that right? Is she a pom, Miss? Did the Williams ship her in from England?’

Maeve clenched his fists, furious. Jeremy always encouraged him to lean into his anger – they would rile him up until his skin burned – but Granny Beattie took the opposite approach, and her compulsory calming exercises were far more deeply ingrained. So instead of chucking a desk at the wanker and screaming that he wasn’t a pom and he wasn’t a girl either, Maeve was already breathing in deep and slow, holding then releasing.

‘You’re quite wrong,’ the teacher told Thompson, surprising Maeve out of his breathing drill. It wasn’t the first time Mrs Webb had spoken up on his behalf, but she’d never done it so publicly before. ‘Your classmate, who’s called Maeve, by the way, comes from Scotland, not England.’

Maeve flushed, wondering how Mrs Webb knew he was from Scotland. Was that in his school records?

‘And since we’re still a monarchy, Harry is in effect a prince of Australia,’ continued Mrs Webb. ‘Though, if the republic referendum had passed two years ago, things would be different. Who remembers that vote?’

As hands went up around the room, Maeve took the chance to sink back into his chair and take a breather. He couldn’t believe Mrs Webb had pretty much approved of his new hair colour in front of the entire class. She must either really like the royal family, or …

Something blue and shiny caught Maeve’s eye as Mrs Webb fished a mini Time Out bar from her pocket, tore open the wrapper and popped it into her mouth.

‘But Miss!’ shouted Thompson. ‘Chocolate’s banned on campus!’

‘Oops,’ said Mrs Webb with a smile.

Maeve stared at his teacher as she lectured them about duty and loyalty and a bunch of other stuff that had nothing to do with the start-of-term notices they would usually go through during this period.

It seemed Maeve wasn’t the only rule-breaker at school that day.




Three | a Trì

For Food Tech, Maeve marched straight past his usual cooking station and onwards to the very back row. He’d never sat here before, since Mrs Cracken normally forbade it – a rule he was hoping she’d be willing to bend today, in light of his exceptional circumstances. Mrs Cracken was a bit of a dragon, but she was no Ms Danu. Maeve sighed, remembering he’d have to deal with Danu later in Science.

As well as being a great way to evade his classmates’ attention, his chosen station was right in front of a line of large open windows. Usually by this time he’d be gagging on the smell of old cooking – a hideous hodgepodge of burned oil, fried egg and miscellaneous nasty – but he wasn’t even feeling the first pricks of nausea yet.

The bell rang, but the teacher was, unusually, still absent. Then a new boy slipped through the door and came to sit in the empty place at Maeve’s cooking station, which was even more unusual. No-one ever sat with Maeve.

Picking up his pen to doodle in the margins of his exercise book, Maeve snuck a look at the boy. He knew he should say hello – it was the polite thing to do – but he couldn’t muster the energy. And the boy didn’t look like he was expecting it. In fact, he was sitting stock still and staring straight ahead, making Maeve suspect he might implode with shock if Maeve did try to talk to him. (Maeve had to smother that part of himself – the part that had spent too much time with Jeremy – that wanted to try saying hello just to see if he did, in fact, implode.) Not even Mum ever looked so uptight.

The boy’s colouring was like Dad’s, Oscar’s and Nat’s, but his features were more like Mr Salem’s, which made Maeve think he must be Middle Eastern too. There was a bit of roughness on his chin that suggested he was already shaving, and Maeve needed a moment to shove down a wave of intense jealousy.

Finally, Mrs Cracken arrived – and she looked so laid-back that Maeve tensed. Something wasn’t right. The usually wrinkled lines on her forehead were smooth and her hair was tousled.

The class went silent. When Mrs Cracken threw her arms wide as if to embrace the room, several students flinched. ‘Welcome to term two,’ she said with a benevolent smile.

The tension in the room increased, and Maeve grew more confident that the school’s morning weirdness was not down to him and his obliviousness. Something was going on.

‘It is my pleasure to inform you of the changes that will be taking place this term,’ continued Mrs Cracken. ‘Rather than the boring omelettes, teacakes and risottos that you usually have to make, we’re going to be embarking on a grand, new project and kicking things up a notch, stone-age style.

‘We’ll be saying goodbye to all this modern cookery equipment’ – she gestured to the many prized and highly specialised devices that filled the kitchen – ‘and we’ll take our classes outside for some open flame training. I’m talking pig on a stick, damper, flame-baked potatoes and the finest billy tea this school has ever seen. What do you say, class? Are you excited?’

A murmur of mild affirmation rumbled across the classroom.

‘Come now, that was pathetic,’ said Mrs Cracken, sounding almost like her old pre-Easter self. ‘Let’s try again. Are you excited?’

‘Yes, Mrs Cracken,’ intoned the class.

‘Good!’ said the teacher, balling her fist for emphasis. ‘Now get up and follow me!’

One by one, the students dragged themselves up and out the door. Maeve and the new boy were the last to leave. They scuffed their black shoes up the gravel paths, shaded by April’s thick green jacarandas, past the air-conditioned library and the hole-in-the-wall tuckshop, and onwards to the junior school oval. Unlike the upper years’ oval, which had been left to die after the latest round of water restrictions, the junior school oval was still being upkept.

At least, it had been.

Now, it looked more like a rabbit warren than a sports field. Shallow holes had been dug into the turf, with the dry soil flung outwards to cover the remaining grass. Around all this lay messy piles of chopped up logs, sticks and twigs.

‘What are you waiting for?’ said Mrs Cracken. ‘Pick a pit and light some fires!’

***

Smudged with charcoal and pulling out splinters, the class arrived for LOTE – Languages Other Than English – only to find signs instructing them to meet at the gymnasium instead. Some groaned at this latest curveball, but most looked excited. Maeve belonged to the second group. The past hour of mucking about with matches had been the best of his school life, no question, and he was looking forward to what might come next.

The other Grade Nine language classes were already there, shuffling about the large, echoey room, which was filled with folding chairs. Swathes of dark blue-and-green tartan covered the walls. Ms Xu was giggling – giggling! –at something Mr Schwarz was saying, which proved that whatever was going on had affected more than just Webb and Cracken.

Not quite on purpose, Maeve found a seat close to the new boy, who once again didn’t so much as glance in his direction.

Mr Seto clapped his hands for silence. ‘All right, settle down, everyone!’

‘Bienvenue!’ said Miss Petit.

Maeve suppressed a familiar shiver, the hair on the back of his neck rising. Nat called it someone walking over your grave but, in his experience, it was more accurately called Jeremy is somewhere nearby. He’d never managed to work out if it was the discomfort of the feeling that made him imagine Jeremy’s presence, or if the feeling was a byproduct of his imagination working overtime to create Jeremy in the first place. Which came first, the Jeremy or the shiver?

The feeling made him glance around warily, but of course Jeremy wasn’t there.

‘As some of you already know, we’re trying something different for term two,’ announced Miss Petit. ‘We’re going to plunge into a whole new language! New for you and new for us!’

Mr Schwarz stepped forward. ‘Either myself, Miss Petit, Mr Seto or Ms Xu will take the lead,’ he said, ‘learning a new vocabulary and grammar constructions as we go. If we get stuck along the way, we will ask the expert for help.’

Hands were going up throughout the gym and Maeve heard several mutters about exams.

‘Now, I will introduce you to our most esteemed expert, who has travelled a long way to be here with us today. Please give a hearty willkommen, or should I say fàilte’ – he grinned at the other language teachers, who grinned right back at him – ‘to your new Scottish Gaelic teacher, Mrs MacDonald!’

All four teachers clapped with great enthusiasm as a pale old woman with grey curly hair, a large shawl and a long tartan skirt hobble-sashayed into the gymnasium. She accepted the teachers’ handshakes, then turned to face the students.

Maeve’s mouth dropped open.

There, on the lefthand side of Mrs MacDonald’s face, was a very familiar thick black scar.




Four | a Ceithir

Everyone could see Jeremy.

Despite all of Maeve’s experiments and observations that had proven time and time again that Jeremy was invisible to all except him, the entire gymnasium was now looking right at them.

And, for a full frozen minute, all Maeve could feel was relief. Sweet and pure relief. Because it meant he wasn’t delusional. It wasn’t all in his head! That time when Jeremy had freed him from barbed wire, resulting in permanent pale scratches to their fingers that they’d wailed about for weeks and still guilt tripped him over? That had actually happened!

And Maeve’s first suspicion after seeing his hair this morning? That must be true too! Jeremy had dyed it! (The prick.)

Jeremy was real!

***

Oh shit.

Jeremy was real.

***

Real, and currently shuffling across the gym floor, winking and blowing kisses at the language teachers as Maeve’s classmates hooted and cheered.

‘Halò, m’ eudail,’ they said, throwing a saucy old-lady smirk at the German teacher, who blushed.

Mr Schwarz. Hard-arse extraordinaire. Blushing. It was about as likely as Mrs Cracken lighting fires on the junior school oval, or Mrs Webb ignoring school rules, which meant that something seriously weird was going on, and all signs pointed to Jeremy as the cause.

What had they done?

What the bloody hell had Jeremy done?

When the bell for morning break finally rang out, Maeve considered approaching them to demand some answers right then and there, but all the LOTE teachers were in a tight huddle around them, hanging on their every word.

‘– and, of course, the Gàidhlig word for love, gaol, is one to note,’ they were saying, pronouncing the word like gool. ‘It’s spelled G-A-O-L, identical to the older English spelling of jail. Prison, you understand. Well! My first and third husbands, God rest their souls, always said the similarity between the two words was no accident! Oh yes, we Gaels knew what we were about!’

Their audience roared with laughter and Jeremy cackled along with them, crooked teeth bared and face aglow with all the attention they were getting.

But how were they getting that attention? How was Jeremy suddenly real?

And what was with the Scottish Gaelic? After all these years, Jeremy finally revealed themself in order to … what? Teach some random language?

The gym around Maeve was emptying fast as his classmates left to enjoy the break. Maeve decided he’d better leave too, though not before glaring at the fake old woman. Who, now he thought about it, reminded him a bit of Granny Beattie.

Granny Beattie, who Maeve had never once told about Jeremy, at Jeremy’s specific request, and whose visits always coincided with Jeremy’s disappearances.

That hadn’t seemed strange at the time. Granny Beattie’s visits were so exhausting that it made sense Maeve wouldn’t have any energy leftover to dream Jeremy up. But now, as Jeremy stood surrounded by eager admirers, Maeve had to wonder if there was something about Granny Beattie that made Jeremy scarce.

If he’d told Granny Beattie about Jeremy, would she have known there was more to Maeve’s imaginary friend than he’d thought?

For perhaps the first time in his life, Maeve wished his granny was in Brisbane. But she wasn’t. She was back on the road, in her caravan, and wouldn’t be returning anytime soon.

***

Mr Salem had written two strange names on the whiteboard for Religion: Aoife and Aodh.

‘Pronounced Ee-fa and Oog,’ the teacher told them as they filed into the classroom. ‘They are heroes of myth.’

Still feeling off balance – and blaming Jeremy one hundred per cent for it – Maeve dropped onto a chair at random, before noticing that the new boy was sitting on the other side of the room.

‘In English, they may be called Effie and Hugh,’ said Mr Salem, writing those alternatives beneath the first. His voice was slow and measured, like he was taking his time to pronounce Every Separate Syllable. He was also standing still, without any sign of his usual pacing, jiggling or fidgeting. Whatever Jeremy had used to turn the other teachers into energetic bouncing balls seemed to have the opposite effect on Salem.

‘And, to make things extra confusing,’ continued the teacher, ‘sometimes they are said to have been siblings and sometimes a married couple.’

‘Ew!’ shouted half the class.

Maeve shuddered. So gross.

‘Don’t fret,’ said Mr Salem, lifting his hands in a soft, calming motion. ‘In the stories where they are said to be married, they are most definitely not siblings!’ He chuckled. ‘But this brings me to one of the challenges of older stories that have been told and retold so often and never written down: there are so many alternative versions! Sometimes a figure may be a brother or husband, sometimes a sister or wife, and sometimes they won’t appear in the story at all.’

Mr Salem paused for a full thirty seconds. Maeve watched the time pass on the clock above the whiteboard.

‘Returning to Aoife and Aodh,’ continued the teacher. ‘Their most extraordinary achievement was finding and settling the world they named Fearann a’ Gheallaidh, or Feringeldie for our English tongues. Of course, they really should have called it Fairy Land, since that is who they found there.’

‘A whole other world? Full of fairies?’ scoffed Thompson.

‘Otherwise known as the peaceful ones, the goodly neighbours, the fair folk …’

‘Like the elves in The Lord of the Rings?’ said Emma. The Fellowship of the Ring had been released on Boxing Day last year and Emma and Rita had covered all their school things with Orlando Bloom’s face.

‘Some might be like that. But going by the stories … they tended to be a lot more violent.’

‘But you just said they were peaceful and fair,’ said Thompson.

‘Euphemisms,’ explained Mr Salem. ‘The names people used for them were all far kinder than they should have been, since no-one wanted to risk offending a creature that killed without thought.’

‘So, not like the elves in TheLordoftheRings,’ said Emma.

‘Perhaps not,’ agreed Mr Salem.

‘What did these fairies look like?’ asked Rita.

‘Their grace and elegance is unrivalled,’ said Mr Salem, ‘no matter the face they wear.’

The idea of Jeremy’s strutting form flashed through Maeve’s thoughts, along with their many changing faces – always beautiful, always flawless (well, apart from that one scar). Even their Mrs MacDonald had a certain something about her that drew the eye. But no. That couldn’t be right. Maeve didn’t know what Jeremy was, exactly – he hadn’t even known Jeremy was real until today – but a fairy? He scoffed inwardly. Even the word sounded ridiculous.

‘The humans were already aware of the fairy folk’s existence,’ said the teacher. ‘Indeed, Aoife and Aodh first discovered the Crossing to Feringeldie while pursuing fey raiders of their home in the far north of Scotland.’

Maeve jolted. Scotland, again.

‘Now, I said that discovering Feringeldie was Aoife and Aodh’s greatest achievement, but it is not the one they are most known for. The two are credited with forging an Agreement that, when in force, put a stop to the bloodshed between human and fey. But that is a misattribution – one might even call it a lie.’ Mr Salem paused dramatically. ‘In truth, the Agreement was forged well after their deaths by Aodh’s grandchild, Meadhbh.’

This time, Maeve full-body jerked, causing his chair to squeak against the floor, which drew a lot of side eye from the desks around him. Did Mr Salem just say my name?

‘Then why do people say Effie and Hugh did it?’ asked Rita, preferring to use the English version of their names rather than risk her tongue on the Gaelic.

‘Because life is unfair, and Aodh and his sister Aoife made far better heroes than Meadhbh did.’

‘But why?’ asked Rita.

‘Likely it was Meadhbh’s close relations with the fey that turned people against her,’ said Mr Salem.

Sniggering broke out among the class, and Maeve felt the weight of several eyes on him – mostly from Thompson’s side of the room – as if it were Maeve himself they were talking about and not some woman of myth who probably never existed.

Then again, until today, Maeve would’ve sworn Jeremy didn’t exist.

Okay, he thought, maybe the mythological Meadhbh did exist at some point in the very distant past, but that didn’t mean she had anything to do with Maeve now.

With that stubborn thought, he straightened up and trained his eyes forward. Like with Jeremy, Thompson and his mates always lost interest if he ignored them for long enough.

(Maeve wondered how his not-so-very-imaginary friend would feel about that comparison.)




Five | a Còig

At lunchtime, the Grade Nine locker room was buzzing with theories about what was going on with the teachers. Maeve heard a girl from 9B swear she’d seen hidden cameras around campus; she insisted the school was being filmed for Candid Camera. But Tessa Smith from 9C disagreed. Her sister was in Grade Eight and she’d had German earlier with Mr Schwarz. Apparently, he’d been a bit scatterbrained, but not outright weird, and there’d been no Gaelic.

‘If it is just Candid Camera, why not do it school-wide?’ said 9C.

‘Ms Kennedy probably only gave them permission to mess with us,’ said 9B. ‘Cos like, everyone knows Grade Nine’s a bullshit year.’

‘Which is exactly why I reckon it’s the teachers doing it off their own bat,’ argued 9C. ‘They hate us, and –’

‘Hey, Maeve?’

Maeve started as Jess, of all people, appeared to his right. He could see Shaz standing back with a few other girls, the whole group watching him. He had a brief fantasy of blanking Jess and then shouldering Shaz on his way out of the locker room, but he rejected the possibility pretty fast – not least because, as far as the girls knew, they hadn’t done anything wrong to him. He had eavesdropped on them.

‘Were the Grade Nine teachers like this for your brother and sister?’ she asked.

‘Um, no?’ said Maeve, surprised. ‘I mean, I don’t think so.’

Jess pressed her lips together and returned to her friends without saying more. None of them looked happy, which made Maeve feel a little vindictive pleasure.

There was a slam and Maeve turned to see the new boy struggling with his locker. It took him two goes before the latch clicked into place. The boy had terrible posture, his shoulders round and drooping. Instead of a lunch box, he carried a fancy cooler bag and, in his other hand, a Nokia mobile phone, like the ones Mum and Dad had and Nat desperately wanted. Not that Maeve understood why. Barely anyone at school had a mobile, so what would be the point? Who was Nat going to call besides the parents? Or Granny Beattie, who’d agreed to keep a phone in her caravan so long as Mum and Dad paid for it and she was never expected to use it.

Maeve paused. Granny Beattie’s mobile! He could call it right now, tell her about Jeremy and maybe find out what was –

Maeve’s insides squirmed guiltily. No, he couldn’t mention Jeremy. He’d promised.

But that didn’t mean he couldn’t ask about other things, did it? Things like … his birth parents.

Maeve’s heart began to pick up speed. Granny Beattie’s almost suspiciously well-timed coughing fit had gotten her out of answering his questions before, but what if he caught her off guard? If he called her right now, in the middle of the school day, there was no way she’d be expecting it, especially not after this morning. Maybe she would be so surprised that the answers would just pop out! Unlikely, but possible. And, either way, giving it a go sounded like a much better option than sitting around all lunchtime waiting for Jeremy to make their next move.

Decision made, Maeve first considered using the payphone by the tuckshop, except he didn’t have any money and he couldn’t ask Nat or Oscar for some, not after all the fuss he’d made about Dad calling Granny Beattie earlier. There was the option to reverse charge the call, but that would ruin the surprise.

Next, he thought of the phone at reception, but no, Mrs Mills hated him. She’d never let him use her phone.

Which left …

His eyes followed the new boy, and the idea of calling Granny Beattie was so powerful that he found himself following the boy out of the locker room and all the way down to the dried-up upper years’ oval without any real plan beyond Borrow That Phone.

The new boy was using it as he walked, speaking in a foreign language that might have been Arabic. Waiting for him to finish his conversation, Maeve had enough time to second guess himself several times over, but then the boy turned and saw him and Maeve found himself blurting out, ‘Can I use your phone?’

‘Who are you?’ asked the boy in an English accent. The new boy was a pom! Maeve wondered if Thompson had worked that out yet.

‘I’m Maeve,’ he said, ‘we’ve been sitting next to each other.’

The boy nodded.

‘I really need to borrow your mobile,’ said Maeve. ‘It’s an emergency.’

The boy hesitated, but Maeve knew he had him. Some people said please was the magic word, but Maeve knew it was in fact emergency.

‘Fine,’ said the boy, handing it over. ‘But don’t be long.’

Maeve dialled, getting the number wrong the first time before managing to force the digits into the right order.

The phone rang.

And rang.

The English boy was reaching out to take his phone back when there was a click.

‘Halò?’ said a man’s voice. ‘Who is this?’

Maeve almost hung up, thinking he must have misdialled again, but then the man continued and something about his voice kept Maeve on the line. It was musical and not at all Australian-sounding.

‘What are you wanting?’ continued the man.

‘This is Maeve. Is Beattie there?’ He tried to sound like Mum – confident, calm and in control – but the only thing he got right was his mother’s higher pitch.

‘A Mheadhbh?’ said the man. It sounded like a Vaeve. He spoke in such a soft, reverent tone that Maeve felt bad for having to correct him.

‘No, my name’s Maeve, with an M,’ he said. ‘I’m looking for Beattie. This is her phone number.’ There was a garbled sound, and Maeve frowned at the interference. Phones were hard enough to deal with without patchy connections. ‘Can you hear me?’ he said, speaking louder over the noise.

The man’s voice rose and Maeve realised the sound wasn’t interference at all.

It was weeping.

The man was crying, and Maeve’s own throat tightened in response as his belly sank.

Oh no.

Just like that, he was back there, in the early morning, waking up from the nightmare that he’d known was not just a bad dream. He’d known it, but then there’d been that phone call from the caravan park and he’d let himself be convinced otherwise.

‘She’s really dead?’ he whispered.

‘She is,’ came the man’s strangled confirmation.

Maeve’s legs had locked, so he didn’t drop, not right then. But he did sway.

‘You alright?’ asked the English boy, peering at Maeve with concern.

Maeve’s nod was contradicted by the tear he felt roll down his cheek.

On the phone, there was a wet throat clearing and Maeve pushed the device harder against his reddening ear, forcing himself to pay attention. How did this person know Granny Beattie, and why were they answering her phone?

‘You said your name was Meadhbh,’ said the man, his voice now too rough to be musical.

‘Well, yeah,’ said Maeve. ‘Who are you?’

‘I am … Seumas. What age are you?’

Giving personal information to a stranger didn’t seem like a good idea – no matter how much Maeve felt like he recognised something about that voice – but before he could figure out a polite way to avoid the question, the man was talking again.

‘My daughter, Meadhbh, she …’ the man’s voice broke, and an answering hitch in Maeve’s chest stopped his breath. ‘I thought she had … passed. There was an urn in the caravan. It bore her name. But she was fine … when Diarmad visited her tree just a short time ago, it was well, though of course taller than it should have been.’

Maeve didn’t understand half of what he was hearing – what was that about a tree? – but the other half was beginning to make his hands tremble. Because it couldn’t be a coincidence, could it? This man with his familiar voice knowing Granny Beattie, having a kid called Meadhbh, whose urn was in Granny Beattie’s caravan. Could this man’s daughter, Meadhbh, be Maeve’s own birth mother?

Maeve squeezed his eyes shut, blocking out all distractions so he could focus squarely on the voice on the other end of the line.

‘You say Meadhbh is your name,’ Seumas was saying, ‘and you are speaking to me on this device of Beathag –’ (Be-hag.)

‘You mean Beattie?’ interrupted Maeve, though he already knew he was right. After all, if Aodh could change to Hugh and Aoife to Effie, then it made perfect sense that Granny Beattie could also be called Beathag.

‘Seadh,’ said the man, a word that sounded like sh-ug to Maeve. ‘My wife, Beattie, who was mother to Meadhbh, who the Crossers tell me would be thirteen years old now.’

Crossers? Maeve immediately thought of the Crossing Salem had mentioned, but then dismissed the connection, since there was no way Seumas was suggesting the other world was real. Besides, Maeve was more interested in the age Seumas had said his daughter was. ‘Did you say “thirty years old”?’ he asked.

‘Not thirty,’ said Seumas. ‘Thirteen. Three on ten.’

Thirteen? But … that was Maeve’s age.

With a single, startled reflex, Maeve tossed the phone away. It hit the dried grass of the oval and bounced once, twice, before stopping facedown.

‘Hey!’ shouted the new boy as he rushed to recover it.

But Maeve wasn’t listening. He needed both hands and all his concentration to cover his mouth and stop himself from spewing his guts out.

Because if Seumas’s daughter Meadhbh was thirteen, then the man wasn’t his biological grandfather, as Maeve had begun to suspect. The man had to be his birth father. Which meant Granny Beattie – Seumas’s wife – wasn’t Granny Beattie. She was just Beattie.

Maeve swayed, his insides from brain to belly a whooshy, dizzy mess.

Beattie the liar.

Beattie, his birth mother?

Maeve dropped to the ground with a hard thump.

He didn’t think about whether the bike shorts he always wore under his school dress were showing, or notice the sun burning the back of his neck. He didn’t feel the sting of the sharp brown grass beneath him, or the growing number of ants crawling over his ankles and legs.

Everything was blank, apart from those few blazing thoughts that were tearing through his synapses, each one centred on the woman who had given him away.




Six | a Sia

When Maeve was a little boy, his teacher had given the class a family history activity. They were all handed a picture of a cartoon tree with a gap at the roots for their name, and gaps in the branches for the names of their parents and grandparents.

Young Maeve had filled in the names of his Williams’ and Deaves’ relatives before he realised there was no space left for Granny Beattie. He couldn’t not include her, so he asked for a second sheet for his immediate biological family. Once again, he’d filled in the bottom square with his name before adding his granny’s to one of the four squares at the top. Then he’d paused, pencil in the air, staring at the five squares he had yet to fill until the teacher said it was time to hand in their work.

Embarrassed, Young Maeve had quickly pulled five names out of nowhere – meaningless, common names he’d read in books and heard on TV – and used them to fill in the two empty parent squares and the three remaining grandparent ones. Then he’d handed up the sheets like nothing was wrong and tried to forget the whole thing.

Except of course he never did.

Head buried in his hands as he sat on that hot, dry oval, Maeve wondered what Beattie would have said if he had asked her about his birth parents before she’d started choking on nothing – something he was now sure she’d done on purpose. Somehow, she’d realised what he was going to ask and faked a coughing fit to get out of it.

What sort of mother didn’t want their own kid to know who they were?

‘You alright?’

Maeve jolted. The new boy was still there, dried grass crinkling under his school shoes as he shuffled.

‘Can I do anything?’ he asked when Maeve didn’t respond.

Why didn’t he just leave?

‘That number’s calling again.’

‘What?’ said Maeve.

‘The number you called. It keeps calling back.’

Maeve’s skin felt clammy. ‘Don’t pick it up!’ he told the boy.

‘Wasn’t planning to. Who is it anyway?’

‘Dunno,’ said Maeve, then wanted to kick himself, since now he was lying! Like mother, like bloody son.

The grass crunched as the boy took a seat opposite him. ‘You seem upset.’

Nah shit Sherlock was what Maeve wanted to say, but … the boy had let Maeve use his phone – a phone that was now being called on repeat by his suddenly alive but completely unknown birth father.

‘My –’ his voice cut out. He’d meant to say he’d just found out his granny was dead, but he couldn’t do it. And he refused to call her his birth mother. He took a harsh gulp of air and tried again. ‘A family member died,’ he said instead.

‘Oh shit,’ said the boy. ‘I’m sorry. My condolences, I mean.’

Maeve nodded his thanks and looked down at the ground. There was an ants’ nest next to his right shoe and, in his current state, he couldn’t resist shoving it, making the tiny grains of sand and dirt fall to one side. The act was quickly followed by a wave of disgust crashing over him. What was he doing? Taking his bad mood out on ants felt like something Beattie would do. She always got angry at him over nothing.

‘I’m Mahmoud, by the way,’ said the boy, drawing Maeve’s attention back. ‘Do you, um, want to talk about it?’

Maeve shook his head.

‘Should I be worried about the person who’s calling me nonstop?’

Maybe?

‘I think … well, he says he’s my birth father,’ said Maeve, forcing himself to tell the truth, no matter how much it freaked him out. His brain was already melting down at the prospect of Beattie being his birth mother. The idea of having a living birth father, someone he could actually meet, was way too much for him to deal with.

‘Oh,’ said Mahmoud. ‘How–?’ he started, but then he seemed to think better of it and fell silent.

Maeve was quiet, too, his head still too full for him to talk.

Then he became aware of an amazing smell – rich and smooth – drifting over from an open container Mahmoud had placed on the ground between them. It was filled with stuffed vine leaves, like the ones the deli next to Coles sold.

Maeve’s belly gurgled.

‘Take one,’ said Mahmoud.

Maeve hesitated for three whole seconds, thinking through the wisdom of eating while his stomach was in knots, but the smell was too tempting. ‘Ta,’ he said and grabbed one.

They were fantastic. Better than the deli ones. The outer leaf wrapping was soft but firm, and there were bits of green mixed up in the rice filling – mint, maybe? – along with a bunch of other spices he couldn’t identify, but the combination was fresh and sharp, coating his tongue and shooting straight up his nose. He gave a large sniff, clearing his airways, and took another bite.

‘Amazing,’ he said through his second mouthful, loving that the intense flavour was helping to force his thoughts away from all of that. The fact was he couldn’t do anything about, well, anything yet, not without talking to his parents, which he couldn’t do until tonight. So, for now, the best thing he could do was to not think about it. He’d managed to not think much about his birth parents for practically his whole life before that conversation between Shaz and Jess, so it shouldn’t be too hard. It would be like after doing that family tree in class. He just needed to be more stubborn and shove it to the back of his head, where he’d ignore it in the same way he ignored Jeremy and Thompson and his uniform dress and the fact that he didn’t resemble any of his family in the way he longed to.

Easy, he told himself, dragging his tongue over the bits of food still stuck to his teeth as he tried to pay attention to Mahmoud.

‘Mum makes them when she’s stressed,’ the boy was saying as he offered Maeve another vine leaf. ‘She packed me enough to feed the whole class.’

That was an exaggeration – what Mrs Webb would call ‘hyperbole’. While there were too many vine wraps for one person, there were nowhere near enough for a whole class. But Maeve didn’t argue the point. He didn’t want to be a stickler. (Oscar had once told him – well, shouted at him – that it was annoying and probably one of the reasons why he didn’t have any friends.)

‘Thanks,’ said Maeve instead, taking another one, noticing the soft, almost slimy feel of it against his fingers. Bite by bite, the last vestiges of trembling in his hands were disappearing – a process not helped by Mahmoud’s phone vibrating each time Seumas tried to call back.

The bell rang, but Maeve didn’t move. He knew the afternoon would be full of Scottish Gaelic-related funny business, and right now he couldn’t face anything connected to Scotland. (Beattie’s country.) He couldn’t face seeing Ms Danu either. Not while feeling like this.

It took a while for Maeve to notice that Mahmoud wasn’t moving either. The two boys looked at each other, as if daring the other to speak or rise. But neither did. In the silence, Mahmoud flicked a piece of dead grass off his sock, which was just visible beneath his grey pants. Maeve was so jealous of that uniform. What he wouldn’t give to wear pants and a shirt instead of his potato sack of a girls’ dress.

Three minutes passed and the final bell – the one marking the beginning of the first period after lunch – rang out.

They were now officially wagging class.

‘Do you know what’s going on with all this Scottish business?’ asked Mahmoud.

Maeve smothered a grimace. So much for avoiding Scotland.

‘The Gaelic and that,’ clarified Mahmoud. ‘That’s not normal, is it? I mean, I get you Aussies are into Britain, but not even the Scottish speak Gaelic. Least, not from what I’ve heard.’

‘Yeah, nah,’ said Maeve, making an effort to answer. ‘That’s all new. I dunno why they’re doing it.’

Not a lie. He knew who was doing it, but didn’t know why.

‘Bugger off!’ shouted Mahmoud, out of nowhere.

Before Maeve could respond, the boy leapt to his feet, hopping from one to the other as he slapped at his legs. It was the ants. The colony Maeve had disturbed earlier had mobilised, and now bull ants were crawling up their shoes and over Mahmoud’s lunch things. Even his Nokia phone.

‘Argh!’ said Mahmoud, as he grabbed his left leg.

‘You bitten?’ asked Maeve.

‘Yes! I think so. Bugger me, that hurts!’

‘Oi!’ shouted a gardener from the top of the concrete stands that ran along their side of the oval, no doubt attracted by Mahmoud’s shouting. ‘What are you two doing down there?’

Bugger indeed.




Seven | a Seachd

The angry gardener quick-marched them both to the principal’s office. Leaving behind the warmth of the April afternoon, they stepped through the stained-glass doors and into the cold air-conditioning within. Maeve twitched. He hated sudden temperature changes.

‘Oh, Maeve,’ sighed Mrs Mills as the two boys approached the reception desk. ‘And you’ve brought a friend along this time, I see.’

Maeve wasn’t sure he’d call Mahmoud a friend. That seemed a little hasty. Did a borrowed phone, shared food plus a conversation mean friendship? He put the question aside for later and waited for the usual telling off to begin.

But instead, Mrs Mills offered him a chocolate from a glass fishbowl, along with an easy smile that she’d never directed towards him before.

Maeve eyed the bowl. It was full of shiny mini chocolate bars, including several Time Outs like the one Mrs Webb had eaten in homeroom at the start of this chaotic school day.

If that wasn’t suspicious, he didn’t know what was.

‘No thanks,’ he told Mrs Mills, and when Mahmoud reached for one, Maeve blocked his hand with his own. ‘I wouldn’t,’ he muttered.

‘Why not?’ Mahmoud muttered back.

Mrs Mills was watching them, so Maeve tried to be subtle (not his strong suit).

‘Scotland,’ he said.

‘Huh?’ said Mahmoud.

‘The chocolates. Scotland,’ he said, making big eyes. ‘I think they’re connected.’

‘But I already had one this morning,’ whispered Mahmoud to Maeve, ‘and I’m not talking Gaelic.’

As the two boys spoke, Mrs Mills plucked one from the bowl herself. She unwrapped a mini Cherry Ripe and pushed it, whole, into her mouth.

Mahmoud withdrew his hand and they both stood in silence as Mrs Mills chewed and chewed, her cheeks bulging, before at long last she swallowed.

‘Hmm, lovely,’ she said, smacking her lips. ‘You’re sure you won’t have one?’

Both boys shook their heads.

‘Well then, you’d best get back to class.’

‘But we were told –’ started Mahmoud, before Maeve cut him off with a firm nudge to the rib cage, and back to class they went.

***

Maeve entered the locker room that afternoon with ringing ears. After a disappointing Science class, in which Danu proved she had definitely not been affected by the day’s strangeness, Mrs Webb had invited a bunch of musicians to play the bagpipes for last period. While part of Maeve had loved it – there was something about the sound that gave him a warm, soaring sensation in his chest – the clashing echoes against the ceiling and walls of the drama room had been a little hard on his hearing.

Mahmoud’s locker was on the opposite side of the room, so they had to split up to collect their things. Maeve figured that would be an end to their time together, so he didn’t bother to hurry. No point when the school bus didn’t leave till twenty to four.

It was a shock, then, to see Mahmoud waiting for him by the locker room door when he was done, bag thrown over one shoulder. (Seeing how cool it looked, Maeve quickly unhooked his own left arm from his backpack.) He couldn’t remember anyone waiting for him before and it gave him a funny, fluttering feeling. They fell into step and Maeve scoured his brain for something to say as they approached the fork in the footpath.

‘So, you reckon those chocolates were drugged or something?’ asked Mahmoud, taking the conversational lead.

‘Something like that,’ said Maeve, since he didn’t have any proof to the contrary. Not proof he could share, anyway. ‘I mean, I dunno, but this is the first day they’ve ever been offered.’ He paused. ‘How you getting home?’ he asked to change the subject.

‘Mum’s picking me up,’ said Mahmoud, nodding up the hill towards the main gate. ‘What about you?’

‘I get the bus,’ said Maeve, nodding down the hill towards the bus stop.

‘Well then,’ said Mahmoud.

‘Thanks for letting me use your phone earlier,’ blurted Maeve, realising he might not have said that yet. ‘And sorry about throwing it.’

Mahmoud shrugged. ‘Nokias are tough.’

‘I’ll get my parents to call that guy tonight,’ said Maeve, the angst in his belly giving him a nudge, reminding him it was there, waiting to bite. ‘Hopefully that’ll stop him from trying to call you again.’

‘That’d be good, yeah.’

They fell silent, other students shoving past them. Not having a lot of experience with this sort of thing, Maeve had no idea how to end the interaction. Was he meant to say ‘bye’ and walk away? Or would that be too abrupt?

‘I guess I’ll see you tomorrow,’ said Mahmoud.

‘Yeah, sure,’ said Maeve, feeling relieved – and also thrilled. Mahmoud’s choice of words supported his growing suspicion that Mrs Mills might be right after all: maybe Mahmoud really was becoming his friend.




An interlude | Eadar-sgeul

Perched high in a great gum tree, keeping company with the crows, Jeremy watched the two boys’ farewell – and sulked.

In defiance of gravity, they were once again wearing their preferred Sunbather visage. One could argue that the sheer bulk of this form made it a poor choice for Jeremy’s present occupation – namely, spying – because it didn’t blend in well with the pale branches of the eucalyptus. But Jeremy didn’t fear being spotted. This high up, they could paint themself pink and gold and dance the macarena and still the blundering masses below would miss them.

Their thick, black eyebrows rose as they tracked the young stranger’s path up the hill. Mahmoud Awad, at least according to his school records. A new arrival who was fast becoming a walking, talking snag in Jeremy’s new plan.

Their old plan, crafted with care and consideration over many years, had expired the moment the old hag had breathed her last and thus rendered herself irrelevant. Jeremy no longer had to play the imaginary friend out of fear of what she might wreak should she get a whiff of their presence. They were now free to do as they willed!

(True, their newfound freedom may have gone to their head at first, but Jeremy refused to regret their impulsive decision to play the beleaguered caravan park employee that morning. They’d been waiting ten years for the woman to die and, as far as they were concerned, the only thing better than celebrating her end once was to celebrate it twice: first after Death’s message and then when Maeve learned of it anew!)

Immediately following their bit of morning mischief, Jeremy had dived headlong into the first step of their newly minted plan – one they’d specifically devised with an eye towards Total Victory. For, unlike some of their fellows, Jeremy would not be satisfied with merely reinstating the fallen Agreement between human and fey. Oh no! The time for such foolishness had long since passed. Now was the time to tear the problem out from its roots and so render any agreement moot – and Jeremy would do so.

Provided they could keep Maeve onside, of course, which was something they had been joyfully optimistic about – until today, when Mahmoud Awad had strolled, unlooked-for, onto the game board.

This Mahmoud was seemingly intent on not only challenging Step One – educate the boy – by convincing dear Maeve to play truant from Jeremy’s carefully curated new curriculum, he was also now on course to upend Step Two.

As well as addressing Maeve’s Beattie-derived ignorance of Gàidhlig and the like, Jeremy was meant to be isolating the boy from all others to ensure Jeremy would be Maeve’s one and only, with sole claim to his love and loyalty. But now this new boy had come along, making nice with a yummy lunch, a chummy chat and, worst of all, a bonding-through-adversity moment with the school gardener (who must be lactose intolerant, as why else would he have passed up all that free chocolate Jeremy had so generously supplied?)

Mahmoud Awad could be a problem. And Jeremy didn’t like problems.

They scratched their chiselled chinny-chin-chin.

Would Maeve notice if the new boy never returned to the school? they mused.

Then they dismissed the idea as foolish.

Even if their dear boy did not notice Mahmoud’s sudden absence – which was unlikely – the thrice-damned Science teacher Ms Danu would. Now, there was a woman who was most assuredly not lactose intolerant. Oh no! She simply had an unreasonable aversion to eating strange sweets that appeared in the staffroom overnight. An aversion that was causing Jeremy no end of trouble.

One of the crows shifted by their side, which was unfortunate for the bird, since Jeremy was not in the mood for distractions. Faster than a lunging brown snake, they snapped its neck. Around them, the dead thing’s fellows took wing and Jeremy stuck their tongue out at the retreating murder (they would defy anyone to find a more delicious description for a flock of birds than ‘murder’).

Alone again, they looked down at their prize, all black feathers and rapidly cooling meat.

If only they could deal with their other irritants with such ease.




Eight | a h-Ochd

The Williams kitchen had never been so quiet with all three Williams children present. None of them made a sound, apart from breathing, and even that was as quiet as they could make it.

But that didn’t mean the kitchen was silent. It was night-time in the Longridge ranges and the tall murraya hedge that shielded the western-facing windows from afternoon sun was a particular favourite for cicadas. It made the room a poor choice for eavesdropping, but the Williams kids had no other option.

‘… she is our daughter,’ Seumas was saying down the phone line as Maeve butted heads with Oscar and Nat, each trying to get a prime listening position over the single handset, Oscar’s hand covering the receiver so they wouldn’t be heard.

Maeve pushed aside the usual discomfort at having that word – daughter – directed his way, but couldn’t stop the shivers Seumas’s words set off. He could barely believe this was real. It was like he’d taken the red pill in The Matrix and entered some new reality: a place where imaginary friends were real, birth parents appeared out of nowhere and it was possible for Maeve to make a friend at school.

He’d waited until both parents were home before telling them about Seumas. Mum and Dad had been shocked, then worried. Dad had first called Seumas on Beattie’s number to demand the name of the town where Beattie had ‘apparently died’, before calling the local authorities. The Guyra Police didn’t pick up, since it was outside normal work hours, but the police in nearby Armidale did. It turned out the cops there had actually spoken to Seumas earlier and seen the marriage certificate he’d used to prove he was Beattie’s next of kin. It was dated 1982 – six whole years before Maeve was born – and listed Seumas as eighteen years old to Beattie’s fifty-four. The cop on the phone had found it hilarious.

‘I’ve seen a fair few old fellas with their young missus, but never the other way around! The bloke’s young enough to be her grandson!’

Then Mum had disappeared with the phone; Oscar said she was calling her family law contacts to make sure Seumas didn’t have a leg to stand on in terms of custody. Maeve had stopped breathing a little at that point, as it hadn’t occurred to him that custody might be an issue. He’d been adopted. That couldn’t be undone. Could it?

Dad assuring him that everything would be okay hadn’t helped at all, since Dad’s lips had never been slimmer. But Oscar and Nat ending their Beattie’s-a-cougar jokes for long enough to give him a sideways hug had helped a bit, since it was so unexpected that it knocked some of the fear out of him.

When Mum had returned, her confident lawyer face was firmly attached. She’d given him a firm hug, said there was ‘nothing to be concerned about’, and then retreated with Dad to their room for a ‘proper call’ with Seumas, leaving the three kids to eavesdrop via the kitchen phone.

While everyone seemed willing to accept that Seumas was Maeve’s birth father – apparently it matched up with Maeve’s original birth certificate – only Maeve was on board with Beattie being his birth mother.

‘That’s absurd!’ said Mum.

‘You are calling me a liar?’ said Seumas.

‘Let’s do the maths, shall we?’ said Mum. ‘Fourteen years ago, Beattie was sixty years old. So, unless she’s listed in the Guinness World Records, or she’s been lying about her age, then I’m afraid –’

‘She was younger back then,’ said Seumas, and Maeve’s belly twisted. Even believing Seumas one hundred per cent about Beattie – it would be such a weird thing to lie about and it explained so much, like why Beattie had never spoken about Maeve’s birth mother – Maeve knew that was a laughable response. Oscar and Nat shared amused looks over the handset. They probably thought Seumas had some sort of mental problem. He had married Beattie, after all.

‘Yes,’ said Mum, her voice thick with sarcasm. ‘Fourteen years younger than her current age of seventy-four years. Making her sixty when Maeve was born. I’m not sure how familiar you are with the female reproductive system –’

Maeve stepped back from the phone.

He was done. It was too much. He couldn’t keep listening to Mum and his birth father tearing strips off each other.

‘What are you doing?’ hissed Nat, gesturing for him to return. Oscar was eyeing him too, but Maeve shook his head, guts a tangled mess and heart aching.

Then Nat’s eyes went wide and Oscar yanked the phone away from both their ears, slamming it back into its receiver.

Maeve felt what little dinner he’d managed to eat lurch within him.

‘What?’ he asked, throat tight and growing tighter as he saw the looks traded between them. When his siblings continued to say nothing, Maeve reached for the phone, heartbeat pounding in his temples. Oscar didn’t try to stop him, though Maeve half wished he would.

‘… we will be the ones to explain,’ Mum was saying, but Seumas cut her off.

‘How? You said yourself you have no understanding of why Beathag would end her own life,’ the man said. ‘So how would you speak of it to my daughter?’

A loud, animal-like sound came out of Maeve’s mouth. And since Oscar was no longer blocking the receiver, Mum and Seumas heard it.

‘Maeve?’ asked Mum down the phone.

‘A Mheadhbh?’ echoed Seumas.

Maeve fled, passing his parents’ room just as their door opened and Dad’s voice called out.

Reaching his bedroom, he slammed his door behind him and pressed his back against it.

‘Timeout,’ he whispered, eyes shut fast against the knocking and concerned voices calling through the wood. For several seconds, he just breathed.

One … two … three … pause.

The handle rattled, the little lock straining to keep Mum and Dad out. Maeve couldn’t bear to see them yet so, grabbing hold of his desk, he pulled it against the doorway to secure it. Then he dropped to the floor.

Killed herself?

His strange, scary, stubborn old birth mother had committed suicide, topped herself, selfdestructed, ended it, taken her own life?

Maeve hadn’t known old people could commit suicide. Wasn’t suicide for teenagers and maybe, maybe middle-aged men? Like the farmers on the news who were struggling with the drought, or the sad dentist Dad had gone to school with.

He stared at the rug he’d bought with Mum to celebrate starting high school. Mum had said it was time for him to decorate his room to his own taste, except it wasn’t really his taste, none of the rugs in the shops had been. But Mum had been so enthusiastic about the whole thing that Maeve had finally chosen the least offensive option: plain blue patterning on a white background.

His eyes remained trained on those patterns as he tried to hold himself together.

It really shouldn’t hurt so much. It wasn’t as if he and Beattie were close in any real way besides biology. There were no hugs, no fond smiles, not even a card on birthdays or Christmas. Just sudden unannounced visits filled with weird lectures about literature and nature, coupled with enforced exercise and the occasional ‘life lesson’. Lessons about being strong and tough and invulnerable; lessons the old woman had rubbished by killing herself.

But the problem was it did hurt. It bloody well caned, and if it wasn’t for the knowledge that one of his birth parents seemed to want him – at least enough to claim him as their own child – then Maeve might have done some selfdestructing of his own, right there on the floor between the desk-closed door and the rug that reminded him that he wasn’t a kid anymore.




Nine | a Naoi

It was the breakfast noise, the clatter and clang of bowls and cups, that wrenched Maeve back into consciousness. His body felt flattened, like something was weighing down his chest. For a moment, he thought it was Jeremy trying to smother him again, but then he remembered.

Seumas.

Beattie.

The weight pressed harder.

The desk was still next to his door, though it had been shoved back, as if someone had pushed the door open just enough to look into his room. Maeve didn’t remember that happening, so it must have been later, sometime after Mum and Dad had walked around the verandah to check on him through his windows. They hadn’t had much to say – Seumas had been right about that. Neither parent knew why Beattie had done it, though they’d known how.

She’d used a knife.

‘Sometimes,’ Mum had said, ‘people reach a point in their lives when they feel that they’re out of options.’

‘But there are always more options,’ Dad had said.

Maeve hadn’t said anything, besides promising to talk to them if he ever felt like that himself. Both parents had insisted on that before they would leave him alone, evening mosquitos or no.

Maeve’s body ached; his eyes and head especially. He’d always felt a little apart from his body – his girl’s body, with its distinctly un-Williams-like features – but it had never been as bad as it was now.

He got out of bed and stood, body creaking. The mirror was in its usual place – tilted towards the ceiling on his chest of drawers – and it made him wonder.

As the cackling of kookaburras trickled in through his windows, he adjusted the mirror until a pale, slightly trembly and very freckly redhead stared back at him.

Granny Beattie – no, just Beattie – had had grey hair. They had similar pointy noses, but that was it. Maeve had never seen anyone who closely resembled him before, and he started to wonder about Seumas. Did he have copper-coloured eyes too? And what about his hair?

Maeve moved closer to the mirror, leaning forward on his tippytoes. He stared at his cheeks, chin and overlarge forehead and tried to imagine those features in a grown man’s face, but the best he could manage was a fuzzy mash-up that gave him a vague sense of sharedness or likeness – feelings he never got with his family, not even Mum. Then he did the same with his ears. He quite liked his ears.

He didn’t bother trying to imagine Seumas having his freckles, because it was hard to think of a Scot with lots of freckles, and Seumas was a Scot … or at least, Maeve thought he was. His accent definitely wasn’t Australian. Plus, Maeve had come from Scotland, and the man seemed to speak Scottish Gaelic, so it stood to reason he was Scottish.

Maeve bit his thin lips – did Seumas have thin lips? –to try to keep down the sob that was trying to escape his chest. His nostrils flared. He couldn’t tell if what he was feeling was mostly anger or mostly upset. All he knew for sure was that he knew almost nothing about his biological family. He hadn’t even known Seumas was alive!

But then, how could he have known? He’d heard people calling him an orphan for as long as he could remember. Orphans didn’t have living parents, yet according to Seumas, both of Maeve’s birth parents had been alive and well his whole life. One of them had spent all that time lying to his face, while the other had been … what? Seumas had said he’d thought Maeve was dead, but then he’d also said he thought Maeve had only died recently, so what had he been doing for the years and years before that?

Maeve’s blood was flowing hot and angry and he could see his skin getting redder. If Beattie had been there, she would have made him do the slow breathing thing. She was always such a hypocrite about it, forcing Maeve to rein it in the moment he started getting upset or angry, and yet never doing the same herself. She’d even involved his parents, making them follow the same rules whenever she wasn’t around – which was most of the time.

Hypocrite, hypocrite, liar!

As the hot feeling increased, Maeve’s vision grew blurry.

Damn it all to hell!

He pushed off from the chest of drawers and clomped over to his messy desk. He tore a piece of paper from an old notebook and hunted for a pen, hating that it was Beattie who’d taught him to do this, but hating even more the idea of collapsing from dehydration or something ridiculous like that.

He’d been about ten when Beattie had first shown him how to list his problems when everything became too much.

‘It’s called divide and conquer,’ she’d said, tossing him a biro and an old petrol receipt that was blank on the back. They were standing down in the bush. The sky above was Brisbane blue and there was a soft breeze that carried the scent of lantana and made a dry, sizzling sound as it passed through the long grass. Beattie had arrived in her caravan that morning unannounced, like always. ‘Divide whatever’s bothering you into chunks. Turn them into a list of questions, because questions have answers. And carry your list in your pocket at all times. In this climate, it’ll fade or disintegrate soon enough, or you’ll forget it and the washing machine will eat it, but it’s still better in your pocket than left in your room.’

‘Why?’ he’d asked, as he found a soft patch of grass to sit on and write his first list, which began with: Why is Oscar such a dickhead?

‘Lists left in your room might be read by others,’ she’d said, ‘while lists in your pocket are a reminder that you’re the one who carries your own problems. They don’t carry you. It’s called personal responsibility, child. We’re each responsible for our own actions, our own burdens. Don’t ever forget that.’

Then she’d left him to it. He’d thought she was giving him some privacy, but it turned out she’d walked right back up the hill to the house, climbed into her caravan and driven off. When he’d learned she was gone, Maeve had added a question to his list: Does Granny Beaty hate me?

He never found out the answer to that one, something which felt extra painful today.

Shaking his head, he grabbed a blue biro that had been hidden under an Old Kingdom paperback and added a large number one to the first line. He wrote in thick letters: Where has Shaymus been all this time?

Next to a big number two, he added: What does he want from me?

Then he turned to some less important questions that he still really wanted answers for:

3. What is going on at school? (Is it Jeremy?)

4. How could Jeremy have been real all this time? (Are they a fairy?)

5. Is the other world real?

He felt ridiculous writing out those last two questions, but he couldn’t shake the idea that there might be a connection between Mr Salem’s talk of a Crossing from Scotland to another world and his Scottish birth father mentioning ‘Crossers’ in their first phone call. Maeve’s sensible side said that it couldn’t be true … but what if it was?

He paused at that point, needing a moment, because his next questions came from a darker place and his hands were starting to shake.

6. Why did Beattie lie to me?

7. Was I a mistake? (Did Beattie or Shaymus ever want me?)

And finally, the really big ones. The questions that came from so deep down that he couldn’t quite believe he was putting them on the page:

8. Did they know about me being different? (Is that why they didn’t want me?)

9. Did Beattie kill herself because of me?




Ten | a Deich

The other Grade Nines were milling about outside the gym, waiting for their LOTE teachers to turn up, when Maeve finally arrived, puffing.

Mahmoud was easy to spot, standing off on his own, head bowed.

Maeve’s first instinct was to hurry over, but he hesitated. Mahmoud had said yesterday that he’d ‘see him tomorrow’, but what if he’d changed his mind overnight? Or what if he’d meant he’d see Maeve but didn’t intend to actually talk to him again? While Maeve dallied, Mahmoud lifted his head and caught sight of him. Too late to back out now.

‘Hey,’ said Maeve, dropping his bookbag and ignoring the lump in his sock where he’d stashed his list of questions. (Bloody uniform dress had no pockets.)

Mahmoud’s reply was drowned out by one of the loudest stomach rumbles Maeve had ever managed to produce. He wondered if running away would make things better or worse.

‘Do I need to feed you again?’ asked Mahmoud with a smile and, just like that, things were cool between them. They were two boys hanging out, waiting for class to start, and making gross bodily noises. Typical guy stuff.

‘I wouldn’t say no to food, if you have some on you,’ said Maeve, only stumbling over the words a little.

‘’Fraid not, sorry. It’s in my locker.’

‘Ah well.’ Maeve shrugged, hoping it looked as casual as he thought it did. He’d have to practice in the mirror. He made a mental note to start tonight.

‘Did you not eat breakfast?’ asked Mahmoud.

Looking sideways at the boy next to him, Maeve experienced the same tingle of expectation he’d felt walking to the bus yesterday, the one that whispered that Mahmoud could be it. The real deal. The Han Solo to his Luke Skywalker. This could be Maeve’s Friendship Moment, if he had the guts to seize it. And, according to all his sources, Friendship Moments required sharing. (Or life-saving, but he wasn’t aware of any lethal dangers in the area right now.)

‘Things aren’t that great at home,’ said Maeve, feeling a prickle of underarm sweat.

‘Because of the phone call yesterday?’ asked Mahmoud, leaning forward. Maeve got the impression that the boy had been dying to ask about it, but hadn’t known how – something Maeve could relate to.

‘Yeah,’ said Maeve. ‘My parents called that guy.’

‘Is he your real dad?’

‘Biological dad and, yeah, turns out he is.’

‘Damn.’

‘Yep,’ agreed Maeve, popping the p, trying to sound like he wasn’t this close to having another meltdown over it.

‘Did you talk to him?’

Maeve shook his head. ‘But I heard a bit of what he said, and it was … weird.’

‘Weird how?’

Here goes nothing. ‘He says my granny was my birth mum,’ said Maeve. ‘And she’s the one who just, like, died,’ he added, his throat closing up around that last word. He needed to swallow a few times before he could continue. Opposite him, Mahmoud’s eyebrows were rising higher and higher up his forehead. ‘Mum and Dad reckon he’s wrong or lying, but I dunno.’

‘Why would he lie about something like that?’ asked Mahmoud.

‘Exactly,’ said Maeve, pleased to hear Mahmoud voicing the same thoughts Maeve had had himself. ‘It’s all a bit … tense at home,’ he continued, ‘so I skipped brekkie. Didn’t make anything for lunch either. I just couldn’t face them. My family. I dunno why, but.’

‘I get it,’ said Mahmoud.

‘You do?’

‘Yeah,’ said Mahmoud. ‘It’s huge, innit? Your grandma dies, then she’s not your grandma, then you find your real dad …’

‘Birth dad,’ corrected Maeve.

‘It’s massive. If I were you, I’d be a right mess.’

A soft feeling brushed over Maeve. Mahmoud was listening, and even better – way better – he was being understanding. Sympathetic, even. Maeve felt a grin trying to break out on his face, though he did his best to smother it, since it didn’t really suit the moment.

He wanted some time to bask in the glow of his maybe-friend’s sympathy, but the bell interrupted. So, instead, he picked up his bookbag and led the way into the gym. Since he was still feeling pretty insecure, he walked faster than necessary and chose a seat on the far side of the room, leaving several free places for the other boy to take if he wanted. When Mahmoud ignored all those places in favour of sitting right beside him, without even a chair to separate them, Maeve gave up fighting his grin.

***

There was no sign of Mrs MacDonald during LOTE, though the level of Jeremy-eeriness continued to build throughout the morning, as if they were watching Maeve from just out of sight. Mr Seto set them all a scavenger hunt, but the clues were in Scottish Gaelic and there were only three Gaelic–English dictionaries available, so most students treated it as a free period. Then Mr Salem arrived wearing a singlet, rugby shorts and thongs, and announced it was time for some more history – something that was definitely not listed on their timetables.

‘Where did we leave it last class?’ the teacher asked as everyone grudgingly returned to their seats, Maeve and Mahmoud claiming chairs next to each other at the back.

Most of the Grade Nines in the room looked confused – Maeve was pretty sure his was the only class that had seen Mr Salem yesterday – but Rita raised her hand and said, ‘You told us about Effie and Hugh and how they arrived in Feringeldie and took control of the Crossing from the fey. And that Hugh’s granddaughter Maeve created an Agreement to stop the violence between humans and fey, though people say it was Effie and Hugh who –’

‘Yes, yes,’ interrupted Mr Salem, waving lazily. ‘Did we talk about what happened with the Agreement? How it failed?’

Rita shook her head.

‘Then that will be our focus for today,’ said the teacher, rubbing his palms and ignoring the raised hands from students in other Grade Nine classes. ‘It was all the humans’ fault. They failed to uphold two of the Agreement’s three provisions and reaped the consequences. Since they didn’t like the consequences, they decided to stop following it altogether.’ He shook his head. ‘Of course, in reality there was more to it than that, so let’s look a little deeper, shall we? Starting with: what were the three provisions?’

Taking advantage of their position at the back of the gymnasium, which was well out of Mr Salem’s hearing range, Maeve filled Mahmoud in about what had happened last night, though he left out the bit about how Beattie died, since the words wouldn’t form in his mouth. He’d just gotten to the age difference between his birth parents when the bell rang and the two boys had to go to Health, where Mr Jonas announced they’d be learning some basic first aid.

Except it wasn’t very basic, seeing as the first injury they were learning to deal with was a stab wound.

Partway through the rather disturbing lecture, which included way too many diagrams – Maeve’s stomach roiled at the images of sliced-open skin, his thoughts veering too close to Beattie – Mahmoud nudged him. He’d scribbled a note in the margin of his exercise book.

did u say ur meeting ur real dad?

Maeve blinked. He scratched out the word ‘real’ and replace it with ‘birth’.

Mahmoud rolled his eyes and pointed at the question again.

maybe … wrote Maeve.

Mum and Dad were against it, which was hypocritical considering they’d always supported him spending time with the liar Beattie. They’d banned Maeve from all independent contact with Seumas until Mum’s cop cousins could check him out, though that might take forever – Seumas wasn’t Australian, so they couldn’t just plug his name into the Queensland Police computer system. They’d probably have to deal with Interpol or something, and Maeve wasn’t sure he could wait that long. He wasn’t sure he could wait at all. There were so many things he needed to know, starting with the questions hidden in his sock.

Mum and Dad didn’t understand, and Oscar and Nat definitely didn’t. They saw Seumas as some joke, or possibly as someone dangerous. They didn’t get that it didn’t matter what the man was like. It didn’t matter if he was a total arsehole or a fool, or even if he was a monster. What mattered was finding out which it was, just so Maeve knew, so that the next time he overheard a conversation about himself, he’d know how much was true and how much was rubbish.

He was also starting to wonder if he’d be able to keep going as Maeve Williams without finding out more about his past. Wasn’t living like this the equivalent of starting The Two Towers without having read The Fellowship of the Ring? All that confusion, like what the hell’s a hobbit and why were they so important? (Except, in his case, it was more like: what the hell was Jeremy and why were they so shifty?)

Maeve was done with having only a fraction of the information. He wanted his backstory already. Maybe even a detailed appendix, like the one Tolkien put at the end of his trilogy.

wen? wrote Mahmoud, nudging Maeve’s arm.

A very good question. It was one thing to decide he needed to meet Seumas, but quite another to commit to an actual time for doing it.

dunno, he wrote, heart hammering. need 2 call him.

Which was a terrible thought, considering how hard that first call had been.

Mahmoud pointed at his previous question again: wen? as in, when was Maeve going to man up and make the call?

tonite, wrote Maeve, committing to it despite the churning in his guts. He was doing this, damn it! Parental permission or no parental permission.

y not use my fon @ break? scribbled Mahmoud.

Maeve’s belly flipped and Mr Jonas chose that moment to call him to the front of the class to demonstrate how best to respond to a severed femoral artery.




Eleven | a h-Aon-deug

Without discussing it, both boys headed for the dried-up oval at break. They’d just left the main footpath and were turning down the hill when something really strange happened – possibly the strangest thing yet, though Maeve wasn’t sure he could blame Jeremy for it.

Nat and her friends approached them.

They emerged from the upper years’ area and stopped right in front of the two boys. Their eyes hovered longest on Mahmoud, but Nat spoke to Maeve, her voice uncharacteristically soft.

‘We need to talk,’ she said, and gestured for him to step aside for a private word. Maeve frowned, confused, but went along with it. ‘Mum and Dad wanted me to check on you,’ added Nat when they were sufficiently distant from the others.

‘And you agreed?’

Nat just raised an eyebrow. ‘You okay?’

Maeve shrugged. How was he meant to answer that?

‘Well, do you need anything?’ asked Nat.

‘Like what?’

‘How the hell would I know?’ said Nat, her frustration breaking out.

‘You asked.’

‘Yeah, well.’ Nat looked back over at Mahmoud. ‘Why are you hanging out with that new boy?’

‘What’s wrong with Mahmoud?’

‘Didn’t Beattie’s toy boy contact you on his phone?’

Sometimes Maeve really didn’t like Nat.

‘If you mean my birth father,’ he said, ‘then I’m the one who called him.’

‘How do you know it wasn’t a set up? The new boy’s from the UK too, right? What if they’re in it together?’

‘In what together? Besides, Mahmoud didn’t know anything about Beattie or Seumas or me!’

‘And yet he’s suddenly your friend? Since when do you have friends?’

A hot streak of pain and fury clenched his jaw shut. Sometimes, Maeve hated Nat.

‘Shit,’ said Nat. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it came out.’

But Maeve had already turned back to Mahmoud and begun leading him down the hill.

***

‘So … who was that girl?’ asked Mahmoud once they were halfway to the oval. ‘Is she, like, an old enemy or something?’

‘Nah, that’s Nat. She’s my sister.’

‘Your sister?’

‘Yeah.’

Mahmoud’s brow furrowed like he was trying to work through a complicated maths problem. ‘I dunno if this is rude or not,’ he said, ‘but you’re adopted, yeah? I mean, that’s what I’m getting from what you said earlier.’

‘Yeah, I am.’

‘Is your sister, like, adopted from a different family? Cos you don’t look nothing alike.’

Maeve couldn’t believe how tempted he was to say ‘yes’, that he belonged to one of those mixed families where everyone was from somewhere else, but they all came together into one home and made it work. A whole family of outsiders.

But that was just a silly fantasy.

‘Actually,’ said Maeve. ‘I’m the only one who’s adopted. Nat and Oscar – that’s my brother, he’s in Grade Twelve – they were born Williams. I came along later, when I was three.’

‘Do you remember it?’ asked Mahmoud as they settled onto the dry grass in a patch of shade given off by the empty spectator stands.

‘Nah,’ he answered. ‘Not really.’ Sometimes he thought he could remember having another family. Things like warm arms wrapping him up against the cold, and voices singing to him – Mum and Dad weren’t big on singing – but he wasn’t sure if they were actual memories or stuff he’d gotten from TV or books.

More promising was the recent stuff, like that buzzing familiarity he’d gotten from Seumas’s voice on the phone. He was about ninety per cent sure that the feeling had been connected to old memories. The ten per cent of doubt came from the fact that he’d once gotten a similar sense of recognition from a freaky old film Oscar had rented, where a man got burned alive in a giant wooden statue. When the man screamed, Maeve had been sick with it. And since he highly doubted he’d been exposed to human sacrifice growing up – Beattie was weird, but not killer-cult weird – he didn’t totally trust his instincts for this stuff.

‘I mean, do you remember much from when you were three?’ he asked Mahmoud.

Mahmoud shrugged and opened his lunch bag, pulling out two containers and putting them on the ground between them. Stuffed eggplant today, though Mahmoud called it aubergine. What it was stuffed with, Maeve had no idea – little pieces of grainy stuff and vegetable stuff and maybe some meaty stuff – but damn it smelled good.

Then Mahmoud pulled out his mobile.

‘I dunno if I should,’ said Maeve, eyeing the phone as if it might explode.

‘Come on,’ said Mahmoud. ‘You want to meet him, yeah? I can call him for you if you like.’

‘Why would you do that?’

‘We’re mates, aren’t we?’

Maeve’s heart stuttered. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Yeah, we’re mates.’

And just like that, Maeve had Official Confirmation that he had a friend. His first friend. (Well, first human friend.) If this were a Nintendo game, trumpets would be blaring. He was levelling up.

‘So, I’ll call him,’ said Mahmoud. ‘It’ll be like a reconnaissance mission: I’ll go in first, check out the lay of the land, and report back.’

‘What’ll you say?’ asked Maeve, because the offer was tempting.

‘That I’m mates with his daughter Maeve and she wants to meet him.’

Nope. Nope. Definitely not. Maeve swallowed down the correction that sat ready on his tongue and ignored the pain in his chest. Mahmoud’s assumption made sense, since Maeve was wearing a dress – but there was no way he would let Mahmoud say that to his birth father. Seumas was already calling him ‘daughter’ and needed no more encouragement.

‘Nah, it’s all right,’ he told Mahmoud. ‘I should do it.’

The spiky grass pressed into Maeve’s legs as he accepted the dreaded Nokia and began to dial.

The phone rang. And rang. And rang. And rang out.

Maeve’s head spun as he lowered it and pressed the hang-up button.

‘Not there?’ asked Mahmoud.

Maeve shook his head.

‘Bugger,’ said Mahmoud. ‘Maybe he’ll call back?’

‘Maybe,’ said Maeve, though the idea sent shards of anxiety through his body.

‘Disappointed?’ asked Mahmoud.

Relieved.

‘Yeah,’ he said, since that’s the answer Mahmoud expected.

Maeve ignored the little voice whispering in his head that lying clearly ran in his DNA.




An interlude | Eadar-sgeul

Behind a scraggly bottlebrush, a sensation that might be called concern in a human was ratchetting up within Jeremy’s dizzyingly handsome form.

Something was wrong. Possibly very wrong. Under no ordinary circumstances would Natasha Williams approach Maeve at school, and yet here she was. Worse, Jeremy had no idea what might be behind it, and the confusion was making their mind sluggish.

They’d been on their way to source some wooden beams for a planned caber toss in PE – a most excellent sport for increasing dear Maeve’s upper-body strength – but the altercation betwixt siblings had banished all thoughts of Highland games from their mind.

Could this all be the new boy’s fault? Was he behind this sudden irregularity?

It seemed unlikely, for Jeremy had done their due diligence on the lad, and they had learned Mahmoud was as boring as he was bothersome. The only interesting note on an otherwise spotless record had been a series of unexplained absences from class that his old school had linked with political troubles in his mother’s homeland. Jeremy couldn’t care less, though it did support their suspicion that the new boy was behind Maeve’s missed classes yesterday. Blaming him for Natasha’s odd behaviour, on the other hand, seemed a bit of a stretch, even for Jeremy’s mistrustful mind.

Could it be due to the old hag’s death? Was the girl expressing some sort of sisterly consolation?

No, surely not. It had been two whole days since the woman had carked it, which was well enough time for everyone to get over it and move on. (Jeremy certainly had.)

It must be something else, something they’d missed, and they didn’t like missing things, not one little beag bìodach bit.

Watching Maeve disappear down the hill with his new ‘friend’, Jeremy thought better of following to ask him what the blazes was going on. They hadn’t spoken one on one since this school business had begun, which meant Maeve was doubtless swimming in questions for them. Questions Jeremy had no intention of answering – yet.

Instead, they would source an explanation from Maeve’s sister.

***

After locking Natasha Williams’ latest crush in a walk-in utility cupboard, Jeremy donned the young man’s comely form and strode over to where the Williams girl stood ensconced with her associates behind the tuckshop.

‘Hey Dan,’ greeted Natasha as they approached. ‘What’s that mark on your face?’

‘I just had Drama,’ said Jeremy, flashing a smile handsome enough to turn the girl’s legs to jelly. Or at least that’s what Natasha would think was happening.

In truth, the shivery, heady feeling originated from her in-built proximity warning system, the one that went off in all humans whenever Jeremy’s ilk strayed too near. It was most inconvenient, though easy enough to circumvent in the unwary. All it took was a sprinkle of seduction and their feeble little minds would cry arousal when they should be crying danger, peril, FLEE!

Such an absurd species.

‘You have a younger sibling called Maeve, yeah?’ they said, speaking more directly than they ought, but unable to help themself, given their state of befuddlement.

‘What about her?’ asked Natasha.

‘Him.’

‘What?’

‘I heard some things that worried me,’ said Jeremy.

‘What things?’ asked Natasha, crossing her arms in a manner that suggested that she wouldn’t be an easy nut to crack, no matter how pretty Jeremy’s face may be.

‘Nothing specific,’ said Jeremy, persevering, ‘but you sound stressed. Has something happened?’ They put on their most earnest expression.

Nat still looked reluctant to share private family business but, luckily for Jeremy, the girl’s friends were far less prudent.

‘We think some rando might be trying to kidnap her!’ said one.

‘Bec!’ said Natasha, glaring at her friend.

‘What?’ said Bec. ‘It’s true! And Dan might know something.’ She turned back to Jeremy. ‘Do you?’

‘I’ve heard some things,’ they said. ‘Concerning things. But I need to know more about this “rando”.’

‘He says he’s Maeve’s biological father,’ said Bec. ‘His name’s something Irish.’

‘Scottish,’ said Natasha. ‘His name’s Seumas –’

With a scritch, scratch, screech, Jeremy’s mind ground to a halt.

Seumas?

The girl continued talking. The birds continued squawking. The breeze continued blowing. But Jeremy? Jeremy stopped.

Seumas, father of Maeve, here? In this world?




Twelve | a Dhà-dheug

The walk home from the school bus stop felt longer than usual, since Nat wouldn’t shut up about some guy called Daniel or Danny or something like that. Oscar dealt with it by nodding and saying ‘mmm-hm’ every so often – he even tried to catch Maeve’s eye once to share a brotherly eyeroll – but Maeve wasn’t in the headspace to play happy families. He was also still smarting over what Nat had implied about Mahmoud.

‘Dan claims we made it all up!’ Nat was saying, waving her arms for emphasis. ‘The arsehole says he never even spoke to us at break. But we all saw him! He just froze for like ten minutes.’

‘I doubt it was ten minutes,’ said Oscar.

‘Oh, so now you’re claiming I’m making it up?’

‘I’m just saying ten minutes is a bloody long time.’

‘Yeah. It was. We couldn’t get him to talk or move or anything. He just stood there, even after the bell rang. Staring at nothing.’

When they finally reached the house, Maeve rushed ahead to grab the cordless phone from his parents’ room, smuggling it within the folds of his hated school dress so Nat wouldn’t notice. He knew his sister would want to call her friends soon enough, which meant he had no time to waste. He was nervous, maybe even terrified, but if he was going to make this call, he had to make it now. No dawdling.

He stepped into his room – and groaned.

Standing slap bang on the middle of his rug was a very grumpy-looking Jeremy. Of course they would choose now to make their long-awaited reappearance!

Maeve shut the door behind him so Oscar and Nat wouldn’t get a look.

‘You’re back,’ he said.

‘And you’ve been talking to Seumas,’ growled Jeremy.

Caught red-handed, the phone in his grasp, Maeve’s first feeling was guilt. Jeremy somehow knew about his plan to meet up with his birth father and wasn’t happy about it.

But then confusion followed. Why wouldn’t Jeremy be happy about it? Shouldn’t they be encouraging him to break his parents’ rules? They always did before!

Instead of cowering, Maeve lifted his chin and fired a question back at them. ‘What’s wrong with that?’

‘You spoke to him.’

‘Yeah?’

‘You spoke to him without first checking in with me.’

Oh, that was rich.

‘You showed up at my school without a word to me about it!’ said Maeve, his volume rising every second. ‘Like, after ten years, you’re suddenly not imaginary? When did that happen? And what the hell is going on at school? Is that you? Salem’s talking about fairies and –’

‘Hush!’

They both stood in tense, angry silence, waiting to see if Maeve’s shouting had attracted his siblings’ attention. When the floorboards remained still and nobody called out, Jeremy spoke again. ‘You may have a point about me not communicating well.’

Maeve snorted.

‘But I’m here now,’ said Jeremy. ‘No doubt you have one of your little lists of questions, so come on, let’s have at it. What do you want to know?’

Maeve crossed his arms, the chunky cordless making the position less graceful than he’d like. In his sock, his list of questions continued to press against his ankle, and he knew at least three of them were best answered by Jeremy. But instead of going through them in order, which would have made the most sense, his irritation prompted him to jump to one of the more ridiculous ones: ‘Well, are you a fairy?’

Jeremy’s nose wrinkled. ‘That’s certainly one word for the magnificence that is moi. Though I would prefer the term fey. It sounds so much more … menacing.’

Well. Jeremy wasn’t wrong. Fey did sound better than fairy. And so long as Maeve was thinking about that, he could pretend that his whole sense of reality wasn’t being upended again – something he really didn’t want to have to deal with right before trying to call Seumas. (Though willpower alone couldn’t stop his hands from trembling and his palms sweating, loosening his grip on the phone.)

The next question on his list after the fairy one was about the other world – which also sat firmly in the upsetting-reality camp – so rather than continuing down that line, Maeve back-pedalled to:

‘Are you behind what’s happening at the school?’

‘Yes.’

Maeve waited a beat, sure that Jeremy would add more to their answer. When they remined silent, he asked: ‘But why? Why make us learn all that stuff? Mahmoud says barely anyone speaks Scottish Gaelic anymore.’

‘Maybe Mahmoud isn’t as smart as he thinks he is,’ said Jeremy. ‘And regardless of what the masses in modern-day Scotland are speaking, Gàidhlig remains your native language.’

‘Seriously?’ asked Maeve, frowning. He knew Seumas spoke it and suspected Beattie might have too, but he hadn’t considered that he might have once spoken it himself. It put a very different slant on the language help he’d needed as a kid. He’d thought it was because he was slow, not because he spoke a whole different language! ‘Why didn’t anyone tell me? Mum and Dad –’

‘Neither Amelia nor Richard were aware,’ said Jeremy.

‘Why not?’

‘Because, my dear boy, when you arrived in the Williams home, you didn’t speak at all.’

Maeve paused. ‘I didn’t?’

‘Indeed,’ said Jeremy, tapping their chin. ‘I suppose a doctor would call it a “trauma response”. You were kidnapped from your father – who was your primary caregiver, by the way, since Beattie was never exactly what one would call maternal, and then –’

‘Stop,’ said Maeve, shaking his head. ‘You’re saying I was kidnapped? By Beattie?’

Could a parent kidnap their own kid?

‘A classic child custody heist,’ said Jeremy, ‘except instead of keeping you, the old hag then gave you away. Don’t ask me why. My point is –’

‘Seumas really wanted to keep me?’ interrupted Maeve. Maybe he should’ve been more bothered by the idea of being kidnapped, but that paled in importance next to the possibility that one of his birth parents may have wanted to raise him. If that were true, and Seumas had succeeded, Maeve would never have been adopted. He would have been like almost everyone else in the world: raised by at least one of his biological parents.

But if Seumas really wanted that, then why did it take so long for him to make contact? Why let Maeve go so easily and not try to follow? Why not fight for Maeve back when it still mattered, before he became a Williams?

Jeremy was rolling his eyes. ‘Obviously Seumas wanted to keep you – what do you think kidnapped means? But Beattie took you anyway, carrying you – quite unwillingly – through the skin of one world and into another, then continuing halfway around this vast planet before handing you off to some distant cousins who didn’t even speak your language. After all that, who could blame you for going a little mute?’

Maeve dropped the phone. Its plastic battery cover popped off and shot across the floor to the chest of drawers.

A roller coaster, he thought, that’s what this conversation is. A Dreamworld Thunderbolt. Steel framed, double looped and only slightly less terrifying than the appropriately named Tower of Terror itself.

Jeremy was fey. Seumas had never wanted to give him up. And they were all from another world.

‘Feringeldie,’ he said, remembering the name Mr Salem had used.

‘Fearann a’ Gheallaidh, yes,’ said Jeremy. ‘Our home.’

Maeve sank onto the floor, pulling his knees up against his chest. ‘But … does that mean I’m fey, too? Or … part fey?’

Could Seumas be fey? Could Beattie? (Surely not.)

Jeremy chortled. ‘Simply being born in a place doesn’t change one’s species. Just look at the woman who birthed you.’

Maeve took that as a ‘no’, which was a welcome relief, considering the number of revelations Jeremy had just thrown at him.

Revelations which, by rights, Maeve should have already known.

He looked up at Jeremy, who was watching him with sparkling eyes, as if thrilled to be imparting this information years too late. It made Maeve angry, furious even. ‘Why not tell me this before?’ he demanded. ‘You know all this stuff about my birth family and where I’m from –’

‘Where we’re from,’ corrected Jeremy.

‘– but you didn’t even tell me you were real,’ continued Maeve, ignoring their interruption. The words were coming faster now, his questions running freer. ‘Do you know what that was like? I thought I was delusional! I thought there was something wrong with my head and that one day I’d be locked away and –’

‘Hush,’ said Jeremy, and Maeve realised he’d almost been shouting again. After a beat, Jeremy responded. ‘Do you think I enjoyed myself?’ they asked. ‘Do you think it was fun, playing the invisible man? Always relegated to watching? Left with only a single human child for company?’ Here, Jeremy’s face softened. ‘You’re lovely, my dear, but I cannot pretend I don’t, at times, crave more sophisticated company.’

‘So why do it?’

‘Say I had told you I was real. Would you have believed me?’

Maeve faltered. He wanted to say yes, of course! But that would be a lie and they both knew it. If Jeremy had told him two days ago that he had a living birth father called Seumas, Maeve probably would’ve told them to piss off, so sure that everything they said was a product of his own highly suspect imagination. Now, though? With Seumas in Australia, Jeremy meddling with his school classes, and this whole reality-tilting conversation … Maeve was willing to believe just about anything.

There were footsteps in the hallway – likely one of Maeve’s siblings heading to the main room – which meant his time with the phone was getting shorter.

Jeremy must have heard it too, because they broke the intense moment by popping on an airy smile. ‘Now it’s my turn for a question.’ They eyed the phone lying on the floor, battery exposed. ‘What are you intending on doing with that?’

‘I’m going to call Seumas,’ Maeve replied, although he was now so out of sorts that he wasn’t sure he could do it. Then he imagined having to tell Mahmoud that he’d chickened out and his resolve hardened. ‘I’m gonna arrange a meeting with him. Is that … okay?’

‘Give me a moment to consider the matter before you commit to this line of action,’ was Jeremy’s cryptic reply.

‘Huh?’

‘Shut up and let me think.’
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Jeremy did not need time to think.

They had already thought – past tense – after regaining their faculties following that shameful incident with Natasha Williams and company.

They shuddered as they recalled it, ignoring Maeve’s confusion as the boy watched on in silence.

Jeremy had never frozen so completely in the presence of a human being before. Not that the girls had constituted a threat – they had neither the wit nor the knowledge to take advantage of Jeremy’s momentary weakness – but it had been harrowing all the same.

Bah! Enough of that!

Jeremy didn’t need to do any more thinking, but rather remembering. They’d had some vain hope that being in the boy’s presence would help them to excavate some hitherto forgotten detail from their single memory of the man now wending his way to dear Maeve’s doorstep.

Seumas.

Seumas, father of Diarmad, Meig and Meadhbh (Maeve); husband of Beathag (Beattie); and bogag (meaning: feckless newbie; migrant human; incomer; outlander; or, more literally, a frost-bitten potato) from Scotland.

These few facts Jeremy knew, but they had only seen the man they belonged to once before, on the night of their fourth and final visit to the main iron-ringed settlement of Maeve’s people, in so-called Fearann a’ Gheallaidh. A night that would go down in infamy as the one when Jeremy received their most hated scar. Not that the wound had been Seumas’s doing. Oh no! The man had been in no fit state to do anything so proactive as slicing through Jeremy’s face. He’d been far too busy weeping and wailing.

Jeremy had paid him little mind, because humans weeping and wailing was the most common feature of their three prior visits. Like the first time, when they’d only crept close enough to observe the gallows that would soon end the life of Maeve’s old ancestor. Oh, what was his name again? Naoghas Am Fionghalach. Nangus Kin-killer. What a hoot that man had been!

The second visit had been more up close and personal, so to speak. An Call Mòr, which Jeremy liked to translate as The Humungous Defeat – for the humans. Justice had been visited upon Maeve’s people for their failure to uphold the Agreement, and it had come painted in red.

Jeremy’s third visit had been the true marvel, though. Humans would come to call that day A’ Chreach, The Raid, but for Jeremy, it was The Epiphany. Maeve had been but two years old.

The creature shivered with delight at the memory. Across the room, teenage Maeve raised a questioning eyebrow. Jeremy continued to ignore him.

Beattie had not been present that day. She had, once again, been in Scotland, preferring her vocation as Crosser – a role that was part sentry and part Pied Piper; enticing the young and lonely through the Crossing to swell the otherworld humans’ ranks – over her familial duty of motherhood. (Not that Jeremy blamed her for that).

Seumas had been present, though fighting elsewhere, out of Jeremy’s sight.

Only Diarmad, Maeve’s older brother, had been near enough to bear witness to Maeve in the glorious moment of Epiphany, making him the only surviving human to have done so.

The question Jeremy still had no answer to was: did Diarmad tell his father what he saw? Certainly the boy had told his mother upon her return from Scotland – her subsequent actions were proof of that – but how much did the father know? And what did he plan to do about it?
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Maeve was growing increasingly anxious. The window he had available to try calling his birth father was closing fast. Oscar would be kicking Nat off the family computer any minute now, which meant Nat would start hunting for the phone to call her friends. (The Williams parents had long ago invested in an additional phone line for the internet so the family wouldn’t have to choose between surfing the web and making calls.) Maeve had never taken part in this afternoon ritual, since he’d never had any friends to chat with, which meant Nat would be very suspicious if she caught him with the cordless.

He waved to get Jeremy’s attention and, when that failed, threw a paperback novel at their head. It struck them on their left ear and they glowered at him in response. ‘Is your “thinking” all done?’ he asked, doing air quotations to emphasise his impatience.

‘You know, dear boy, I’ve killed for less,’ Jeremy told him.

‘Whatever,’ said Maeve, trying to stop his lips from quirking into a smile at Jeremy’s dear boy comment. (As always, he ignored the death threat – Jeremy could be such a drama queen.) It occurred to Maeve then that Jeremy was the only one who ever addressed him as male; the only one who truly saw him. And while Maeve had always taken that for granted, thinking Jeremy was a product of his own imagination and all, he now realised how special it was.

‘How did Seumas seem when he last spoke to you?’ asked Jeremy, distracting Maeve from his fond thoughts. ‘Did he sound pleased?’

‘He was crying.’

‘Hm,’ said Jeremy. ‘How did he refer to you? Did he claim you as kin?’

‘He called me his daughter,’ said Maeve, with a frown.

‘Good!’

Maeve frowned harder.

‘You know what I mean,’ said Jeremy. ‘Not good, but … oh, whatever. Now, come on, time to call dad. Chop chop!’

Finally, Maeve thought to himself, even though he wanted to vomit. He grabbed the phone and battery cover, clicked them back together with shaky fingers, and dialled.

‘Halò?’ said Seumas after the first ring.

‘Um, hi. It’s Maeve.’

A gust of expelled air was followed by a murmur of Gaelic and then, finally, a question in English: ‘Are you safe?’

‘Yeah?’ said Maeve. ‘Yeah, of course.’

‘Where are you? I will come.’

‘Oh, right, yeah, I want to meet up, that’s why I’m calling, but …’ he looked up at Jeremy, feeling overwhelmed already. Jeremy tore a page from one of Maeve’s notebooks and scribbled: Organise a meeting time.

Well, duh. But how?

‘A Mheadhbh?’ said Seumas.

It sounded like a Vaeve, which Maeve now recognised from his language class as his name in the Gaelic vocative case – the one you used when speaking directly to someone. It was silly, but that little bit of knowledge made Maeve feel more confident. ‘Where are you?’ he asked the man.

‘I am in Armidale,’ said Seumas, meaning he was still in New South Wales.

‘I’m in Brisbane,’ said Maeve. ‘Would you be able to get up here by …’ Jeremy scribbled Saturday. ‘Saturday?’

‘Of course, daughter.’ Maeve winced as Seumas continued, ‘I will be there. Where is it in Brisbane that you are?’

‘Um …’ He pulled the phone from his ear and covered the receiver. ‘I can’t tell him where I live,’ he whispered to Jeremy. ‘Mum and Dad’d kill me. What do I do?’

‘Pick a neutral venue.’

‘Where?’

‘Manly,’ said Jeremy. ‘You enjoyed that little family trip at Christmas.’ Their smile widened. ‘And it has a very appropriate name, no? Manly. For this meeting will be your first true act of independence and thus your first step into manhood.’

Maeve was both embarrassed and pleased by the idea of being manly in Manly. He nodded. ‘Seumas?’ he said, then realised he should’ve said a Sheumais (pronounced a Hamish). ‘How about we meet in Manly? The one in Brisbane, on the coast. There’s a big park where markets are sometimes held. We can meet there at, um …’ 10am, Jeremy had written. ‘Ten?’ said Maeve. ‘In the morning,’ he added, since he didn’t think it was safe to assume anything with Seumas.

‘The morning. I will be there.’

‘Cool. Yeah, cool.’

He hung up before Seumas could respond. Shit. Should he call him back to apologise for hanging up on him? He’d also forgotten to tell the man not to call him on this number, since it would be a disaster if Oscar or Nat picked up, and even worse if Mum or Dad did.

And Manly? What was he thinking?

‘We can’t meet in Manly,’ he told Jeremy, panic rising. ‘It’s hours away on public transport! Mum and Dad’ll notice I’m gone.’

‘We’ll get a taxi,’ said Jeremy.

‘Taxis are really expensive.’

‘When you’re me, money isn’t hard to find. Silly humans leave it lying all about the place in their homes, in their shops, in their banks …’

Maeve’s body tensed. Jeremy had always had an odd sense of right and wrong, but he’d never given it much thought when he assumed they were a figment of his imagination. Now, though …

‘You’re going to steal it?’ he asked, hoping he’d misunderstood.

‘Naturally.’

‘That’s –’ he paused, searching for the words. ‘We can’t, Jeremy. It’s wrong.’

‘Pish posh! Stealing a child is wrong. Stealing money from the obnoxiously rich humans that reside in these valleys is … redistribution, at worst.’

‘Who are you? Peter Pan?’

‘I think you mean Robin Hood, but I’m quite partial to either identity, so whichever you prefer.’ To prove their point, they shifted between the two before settling on a nice compromise: Peter Pan’s green clothing (from the Disney classic) on a face and body stolen from the more recent spoof Robin Hood: Men in Tights, which had featured during the latest attempt at a family movie night in the Williams household.

For a moment, Maeve marvelled that this was really real: Jeremy existing, being fey and able to shapeshift their entire body, clothing included! But Jeremy didn’t leave him much time for awe, saying, ‘How about I promise to take no more than fifty dollars from each person? People lose fifty-dollar notes all the time.’

Maeve raised an eyebrow.

‘And I promise to only target rich people with good jobs,’ they continued.

‘It’s still stealing,’ said Maeve, but he could hear the lack of commitment in his voice, and so could Jeremy.

‘Excellent. I’ll get started tomorrow.’

Maeve lowered his head onto his desk, forehead coming to rest on an exercise book. ‘You’ll be there with me on Saturday?’ he asked, his voice muffled against the lined pages.

‘It’s not like I’m going to send you there on your lonesome. Though you’ll be on your own for the actual tete-a-tete.’

Maeve jolted upright. ‘Why?’

‘Your dad wouldn’t be pleased to meet me.’

Maeve was momentarily distracted by the fact that Jeremy had called Seumas his dad, despite never calling Dad anything other than Richard. It was a shitty thing to do, but then Jeremy was a shit, so Maeve chose to let it go. ‘Why not?’ he asked instead.

‘Like the old woman he married, I believe Seumas may be rather … prejudiced,’ they said. ‘In which case, I doubt he would react well to my glorious presence.’

‘Because you’re a fey?’ asked Maeve.

‘Hm,’ agreed Jeremy. ‘You don’t want to put him off straight away, do you? Because that would be the fastest way to do it. I’ll be nearby if you need me, though. You’ll never be out of my sight.’

Maeve nodded and took another long breath in and out. ‘Let’s do it, then,’ he said.

The smile that broke out on Jeremy’s face was feral. Maeve shivered, but it was a good shiver.




An interlude | Eadar-sgeul

It was done.

Jeremy had thrown caution to the wind and commenced their Amended Third Step to Victory. Now known as Operation Seumas.

It was risky. Absurdly so.

But on the other hand, it was the perfect solution to their growing Step Three woes.

Originally, Jeremy was meant to get the boy to Scotland and then onwards home. But getting to Scotland from Australia was looking increasingly complex.

Jeremy had a vague idea of the administration involved in international air travel – the passports and tickets and whatnot – but very little idea of the practical step-by-steps involved. They had never bothered to investigate the matter before, assuming that Maeve would handle it, but they’d always assumed Maeve would be an adult when the time arose. Maeve at thirteen-and-three-quarters was too young. Thus, Jeremy would have to do it and, well … though they were loath to admit it, they were already stretched to their limit at the school.

Corners were being cut. They were letting the teachers pursue their usual curriculum with the other year groups, and even return to their own homes at night. It was inelegant and clumsy, as a whiff of Jeremy’s dominance would remain, giving their victims a scatterbrained, subservient air that, depending on their original personality, could raise alarm bells in loved ones.

While a few alarm bells were manageable, like tiny spot fires on a damp day, too many would very quickly see Jeremy lose control – and once their control was lost, it would not easily be regained. Indeed, it may prove impossible, for wary minds could be so very resistant to their touch.

Hence their Amendment: let Seumas get the boy to Scotland.

Of course, this modification was built on the premise that the man was willing, and hadn’t come all this way just to stick an iron blade through Maeve’s chest cavity and cut off his head for good measure.

Hm, yes. There were definite risks involved in Jeremy’s amended plan, and all of them were of the life-or-death variety.

Ah well.

What was life without a little risk?




Fourteen | a Ceithir-deug

Maeve arrived for double SOSE – Studies of Society and Environment – feeling frazzled. He’d woken up late and filled with nerves over his fast-approaching meeting with Seumas. Then Nat had left her assignment at home, so the family had to double back to the house before finally reaching the school gates right when the first bell was ringing out.

‘There you are!’ greeted Mrs O’Connor as Maeve entered the classroom late. ‘Sit down, sit down! We’re just getting started.’

‘With boobs!’ said Thompson.

Maeve froze halfway across the classroom floor.

‘And cock!’ said Hewit, Thompson’s best mate.

‘Indeed!’ agreed Mrs O’Connor with a wide grin. ‘Today we’re looking at landforms, many of which are named after body parts, so I thought we should start the lesson with some vocabulary.’

By ‘vocabulary’, Mrs O’Connor meant the Gaelic words for breast and penis, which she then used to describe a series of projected images of landforms that did indeed closely resemble those body parts.

Maeve dropped into the seat next to Mahmoud, careful not to make eye contact with the boy. He was also careful not to compare his own body to the two stunningly detailed male and female ones Mrs O’Connor had drawn on the board, since he suspected he wouldn’t like his conclusions. Instead, he focused on the bowl of chocolates sitting on the teacher’s desk, their shiny wrappers catching the light, reminding him of a colony of multicoloured poisonous frogs.

***

Mahmoud and Maeve didn’t speak or look at each other the whole way down to the oval for morning break. Despite being desperate to tell Mahmoud about his plan for Saturday, Maeve didn’t know quite how to get started after a class like that. He guessed it was just a matter of spitting it out. ‘I spoke to Seumas,’ he announced.

Mahmoud sat up straight, giving him his full attention. ‘You mean your dad?’

‘Birth dad,’ corrected Maeve. ‘And yeah, didn’t I tell you his name? It’s Scottish, I think.’

‘Hold up,’ said Mahmoud, eyes wide. ‘Your dad’s Scottish?’

‘Yeah. I mean, I think so. He sounds like it, and I come from there.’ Or so he’d always been told by his parents.

‘You’re from my part of the world? Nice one!’ said Mahmoud. He leaned over to Maeve, fist out, but Maeve had no idea what was expected of him.

‘You’re meant to bump my fist with yours,’ explained Mahmoud, without any indication that he thought Maeve was a fool for not knowing that already.

‘Oh, right,’ said Maeve. In his hurry to make up for his delayed response, he hit Mahmoud’s fist with a thonk.

‘It’s meant to be more of a bump than a wallop,’ said Mahmoud, inspecting his knuckles for damage.

‘Shit, sorry.’

Mahmoud shook his head and smiled. ‘We’ll do better next time.’

Maeve grinned back.

‘But getting back to the bigger point,’ said Mahmoud. ‘You’re Scottish and the school’s gone Scots mad. I mean, are you not making the connection?’

Maeve stopped grinning.

‘Is your dad behind all this?’ continued Mahmoud.

‘No,’ blurted Maeve. ‘And he couldn’t have anything to do with it. He’s in New South Wales – and he didn’t know I was in Brissie, let alone what school I go to. There’s no way.’

‘Still,’ said Mahmoud. ‘Bloody weird coincidence.’

‘Hm,’ said Maeve, unwilling to outright lie to his friend but unable to bring himself to mention Jeremy. Mahmoud wouldn’t believe him anyway, not when Maeve could barely get his own head around it. Mahmoud would think Maeve was hallucinating or, worse, an attention-seeking liar. ‘Anyway, me and Seumas are gonna meet up.’

Mahmoud leaned forward with his fist held out again and, this time, Maeve managed to fist-bump him without causing either of them injury.

‘When and where?’ asked Mahmoud.

‘Saturday in Manly. It’s on the coast. I thought it was a good idea to pick somewhere neutral and public.’

‘Agreed. How will you get there?’

‘Ah, my neighbour will go with me.’ Which was true, since Jeremy did live in the bush behind Maeve’s house, so they were a neighbour (of sorts). ‘We’ll get a taxi.’

‘How old’s the neighbour?’

‘Twenties?’ said Maeve after a few seconds of quick thinking.

‘You don’t know?’

‘I’m really bad at telling ages,’ he said, though in reality he didn’t know which appearance Jeremy intended to wear on Saturday, so he couldn’t say how old they’d look.

‘How long have you known him? Her?’

‘My whole life, and they’re a guy.’ They usually looked like one, anyway, and their name was Jeremy. ‘Though they prefer me to say “they” when I’m talking about them.’

‘How’s that work? They’s a plural, innit?’

Maeve shrugged. ‘Seems to work fine for us.’

Mahmoud took a moment to think that through. ‘Do you trust … them?’

That one stumped Maeve, since trust and Jeremy were not normally two words he’d put together. But then again, Jeremy had never hurt him.

‘Well?’ asked Mahmoud after the silence had drawn on for too long.

‘I –’ Maeve was frustrated by his own uncertainty.

Sure, Jeremy could be the biggest shit in the universe, but when had they ever let him down? They’d played all sorts of tricks on him, made his family believe he was a total weirdo and were now taking over his school, but not once in all that time had they ever put him in any real danger and, when danger found him anyway, they’d always helped to get him out of it. Even that time with the barbed wire, they’d immediately helped him, despite knowing the metal would permanently scar their fingers. And yet here Maeve was, hesitating like an ungrateful back-stabbing son of a Judas!

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I trust them.’

‘Hm,’ said Mahmoud, his voice sceptical.

Maeve frowned. ‘Why are you so suspicious of Jeremy? Why not Seumas?’

‘He’s your dad!’

‘Birth dad,’ corrected Maeve.

The bell rang before any more could be said, and they were heading back to the locker room when Mahmoud stopped and grabbed Maeve’s hand. Maeve’s stomach went into a dizzy spin. Were they holding hands now? Did guy friends hold hands?

Except Mahmoud wasn’t holding Maeve’s hand entwined in his. Instead, he held it out flat. Then he fished a biro from his front pocket – Maeve ignored his sudden surge of jealousy over that pocket – and began to write on it.

‘This is my mobile number,’ said Mahmoud, while trying to scrawl onto Maeve’s increasingly damp palm. The ink kept smudging.

‘Maybe put it on the wrist,’ said Maeve, embarrassed.

Mahmoud huffed and did so, saying, ‘Call me as soon as you get home on Saturday, yeah? Just so’s I know you got back all right. You know, in case that Jeremy bloke or your birth dad turn out to be dangerous.’




Fifteen | a Còig-deug

Tramping through the dried undergrowth to Jeremy’s throne, Maeve chewed guiltily on the Vegemite sandwich Dad had insisted he take on his ‘bushwalk’. The cicadas hidden within the canopy above were so loud that his eardrums clanged.

He couldn’t believe he was doing this. In a few hours, he’d be in Manly, where he’d be meeting his birth father and –

His guts twisted. For a second, he considered going up the hill to use the bathroom again, but he’d run out of time.

***

Jeremy was sitting on their neatly swept throne when Maeve arrived, swinging their legs over the creek that the drought was draining dry. They were wearing a new appearance that was much less muscle man than the ones they usually preferred. They were still taller and larger than Maeve, but their shoulders weren’t very wide, and their arms were almost slim. They had a pale complexion and ruddy brown hair. Maeve got the strangest feeling while looking at them. He thought it might be because of how similar they looked; Jeremy now looked as similar to Maeve as Oscar did to Nat.

They smirked as Maeve approached, though the expression looked unnatural, as if the face they’d chosen didn’t have the required muscles to pull it off.

‘Where’d this look come from?’ asked Maeve, curious that Jeremy would choose to wear such a normal-looking body.

‘Bellbowrie Pools.’

Maeve nodded and looked up at the canopy, squinting against the insects’ clamour as if that would block it out.

‘Well, come along,’ said Jeremy, leaping to their feet with impossible grace – impossible for a human, that was. ‘This way, dearie.’

***

The large strip of park where the Manly markets were sometimes held was still green, despite the lack of rain. The few trees it contained had a dramatic tilt in their trunks; all leaning away from the water, like they were trapped in that first moment of flight as some terrible beast emerged from the waves. Combined with the low-hanging clouds, they lent the area an ominous feeling, and Maeve’s disquiet grew. He had thought it didn’t matter if Seumas turned out to be a monster, but now he wasn’t so sure.

He reached into his jeans pocket and gripped his folded list of questions, reminding himself that he was the one in control. He had the questions, which Seumas would be answering. This was about Maeve Williams and where he’d come from, not Seumas What’s-His-Name and whatever it was that he wanted.

As far as calming strategies went, this one didn’t help much. Cold sweat kept running down his sides beneath the overlarge collared shirt he’d scrounged from Oscar’s room.

He wished Mahmoud was there with him. Or that Jeremy could stay close, instead of watching on from a distance. But he was alone, and about to meet a stranger who, according to Jeremy, had never wanted to give him up – which, now Maeve thought about it, raised a lot of questions about why Beattie had taken him in the first place. Was it just Beattie being nasty, or had she had good reason to flee from Seumas? Had she been protecting Maeve? Was Seumas a threat to him? To his family?

Stop it, Maeve, he told himself.

Deep breath in, deep breath out.

He could do this. He would do this. Both Jeremy and Mahmoud had agreed it was a good idea. And even if Seumas was The Worst, it was just one meeting and then home to Longridge, where Maeve need never think of his biological family again. Not Beattie, not –

A figure came to an abrupt stop at the edge of Maeve’s vision. Heart thumping, Maeve turned his head and saw a man he couldn’t remember ever seeing before, but recognised immediately.

And by the look on his face, Seumas recognised Maeve too.

He was thin, pale as gardenias and topped with a mop of the same bright red hair that now stood atop Maeve’s own head. There was a roughness to his skin Maeve wasn’t used to (having grown up around people who worked in air-conditioned offices), along with several raised, pink scars.

He wasn’t handsome, not compared to Dad or Oscar. Or maybe Maeve was biased against looks so similar to his own. Maybe that’s also why it hurt a bit to look at him. A strange sort of hurt that both stung and soothed, and included a large dose of jealousy, because that’s what Maeve should look like. Those shoulders should’ve been Maeve’s shoulders. That chest, Maeve’s chest.

Seumas moved forward, intent on closing the gap between them, and Maeve’s first instinct was to step back, but the cool metal of a council garbage bin stopped him in his tracks. Then Seumas’s scent overtook his senses moments before the man’s arms enveloped him.

Objectively, Seumas smelt awful. He had a sharp, acrid body odour, but it was so achingly familiar that, instead of pulling away, Maeve found himself leaning into the man as Seumas mumbled in Gaelic against the crown of his head. The strangest thing about the situation was that it didn’t feel strange – and that was terrifying.

Maeve tensed, and Seumas drew back. His eyes – Maeve’s eyes – were bright red and shiny.

‘Chan eil Gàidhlig agad, a bheil?’

‘Um … Madainn mhath?’ said Maeve. Seumas was speaking Gaelic, so he figured it was a good idea to wish him good morning in the same language.

The man’s smile had a sad tint to it. Then he placed a hand against Maeve’s cheek. ‘I have waited long for this moment,’ he said in English. The words sounded a little forced, like he was pushing his tongue into unfamiliar patterns, but his voice was still lyrical to Maeve. ‘You have grown, my girl.’

‘Boy,’ corrected Maeve without thought, before his brain caught up with his mouth and his throat locked.

Oh.

Oh shit.

Seumas’s brow furrowed. ‘Boy?’ he echoed.

Maeve couldn’t form any words. In all his terrified imaginings of the first time he actually told a person the truth out loud, he never pictured it would be while standing between a council bin and his stranger of a birth father.

Shit, shit, shit, shit.

The man shifted on his feet, and Maeve prepared to run, trying to guess which direction Jeremy would be hiding in. He’d watched enough shows, heard enough jokes, to know that this sort of conversation rarely went well.

And yet … Seumas didn’t look angry or weirded out. If anything, he just seemed a little confused. His eyes drifted over Maeve’s short hair, collared shirt and jeans as the furrow in his brow deepened. It struck Maeve that he recognised that expression: it was what his own face looked like when he was trying to work through an algebra problem.

Then Seumas cleared his throat.

‘In the stories,’ he said, ‘there is sometimes disagreement. One seanchaidh’ – shen-ach-ee, with the ‘ach’ pronounced in the German way – ‘will speak of Meadhbh, and another of Mànas. Magnus, I think the name is said in Beurla.’ Maeve knew that was the Gaelic word for English. ‘He is a brother and son in place of a sister and daughter.’

Maeve’s heart was pounding in his chest, strong enough that he could feel its vibrations throughout his body. He didn’t know what a shen-ach-ee was, but he remembered Mr Salem saying something about different versions of the tales of Aoife and Aodh. Maeve just hadn’t thought about what that might mean for someone like him.

‘Have I understood you right?’ asked Seumas, and Maeve wanted to ask the man the same thing: was he understanding Seumas right? Was Seumas really suggesting that Maeve was, well, maybe not normal, but not abnormal either?

‘Are you saying you are my son?’ asked Seumas, and at the word ‘son’, the heartbeat in Maeve’s ears disappeared. He couldn’t speak. He couldn’t even nod. But Seumas seemed to understand, since he nodded for him, and held out his arms once again, inviting Maeve into a second hug.

Maeve didn’t hesitate. He fell against his birth father’s chest and breathed his strange familiarity in deep.

Son.




Sixteen | a Sia-deug

Seumas’s hand on Maeve’s shoulder was a warm and steady reminder that this was real. He was really walking side by side with his birth father through the parklands of Manly. They were following the tidy footpaths past the mud plains that stretched out to the horizon. As they walked, the salty wind pulled at their clothes – Seumas’s more than Maeve’s, since the man’s rather raggedy and oversized shirt and pants hung loose on his body.

They weren’t headed anywhere in particular, and they weren’t speaking either. Not yet. Because Maeve needed a moment.

The past week had been the most overwhelming of his life. Starting from Beattie’s death and his sudden red hair, Maeve had learnt that almost everything he’d thought about himself was a lie: Jeremy was real, Beattie was his birth mother, his birth father was alive and had never wanted to give him up, and Maeve was capable of making an actual human friend.

But this? Somehow this seemed to top it all.

Seumas had called him son and it was … miraculous, extraordinary, fantastical, stupendous, wow, wow, wow. His birth father had looked at him and seen him. Maeve understood how Pinocchio had felt to finally be a real boy because, for the first time in his life, he felt real.

He was Seumas’s son – well, biological son – and it felt amazing.

Maeve sniffed and rubbed his nose along his forearm as seagulls wheeled in the air currents above them. Seumas squeezed his shoulder and Maeve looked up to find that his birth father’s eyes were still as pink as his own probably were. (It was nice to know he wasn’t the only one finding this moment emotional.) Maeve’s breath hitched, still marvelling that their copper-coloured eyes could resemble each other’s so closely. The exact same shade and shape. Like reflections in a mirror.

The man was smiling down at him, and another jolt of happiness zinged through Maeve’s chest at the thought that Seumas was happy to have a biological son like him.

But then the zing fizzled out and Maeve suddenly felt the cool of the day.

It had been ten years since Seumas had seen him last. Ten years. The man claimed he’d never meant to give Maeve up – and Jeremy had confirmed that – but then why let Beattie get away with it? Why stand back as she handed Maeve over to a distant relation?

If Seumas really didn’t care about Maeve being how he was now, then why didn’t he fight for him then?

As if Seumas could feel the change in him, the man directed them off the path and over to an old wooden bench. ‘You have questions,’ he said.

Maeve nodded, jaw tensing as he pulled out his list. Usually, he did things Beattie’s way and left the questions unasked in his pocket or sock until they became illegible. But these questions were too important for that.

The difficulty was in how to ask them.

‘Why –’ he started, swallowed and tried again. ‘Why did you let me be adopted out?’

‘I did not know you had been adopted,’ said Seumas, as if that made it better.

‘So, what? You just didn’t care what happened to me?’

Seumas turned further towards Maeve so they were eye to eye. ‘Your mother took you,’ he said. ‘I tried to stop her, I failed, and my heart broke.’

‘But if you wanted me, where’ve you been? Why wait until now to come? Was Beattie really that scary that you had to wait for her to die?’

‘Whatever trouble lay between your mother and I, I never wished death upon her. If I could see her again, speak with her, I would wish to do so.’

‘What do you mean by “trouble”?’

Seumas rubbed his face, giving thought to his answer. ‘Your mother was born under the shadow of An Call Mòr,’ said the man (An Cowl Mor). At Maeve’s blank look, Seumas explained further. ‘It was a massacre. The uilebheistean – monsters – attacked, breaking all promises of peace between us. Your grandmother’s family lost two thirds of their number, many of whom were children. Six years old, the youngest was, and that was but in our family. Others lost babes.’

Maeve had no words. He remembered his Mandarin teacher telling them about terrible massacres in China leading up to World War II. Thompson had asked Ms Xu if she’d lost any family members and Ms Xu had changed the subject, but the look on her face made them all suspect that she had.

‘It was hard for the survivors,’ continued Seumas. ‘And for those born immediately afterwards, like your mother. They carried a pain and a fury that never left them.’

‘What about you?’ asked Maeve. ‘Weren’t you also born after it happened?’

‘I am bogag,’ said Seumas. ‘It means I was not born in our home, but in Scotland. I crossed later as a young man. Your mother was the one who led me over. She was a Crosser then already.’ He paused. ‘I so admired her. She had such … dànadas. She was bold, but more than that. Strong, like an oak that can withstand the worst of the winds.’ A burst of muggy air knocked them both, stealing their breaths for a moment. ‘But she was also very unlike an oak,’ continued Seumas. ‘The rowan suited her well.’

Maeve’s whole body had begun to vibrate. He’d known it already, what with Salem’s speeches and Jeremy’s admissions, but it felt different hearing it from the mouth of his own birth father. Like now it was beyond all doubt.

Maeve was not from Scotland.

He wasn’t from this world at all.




Seventeen | a Seachd-deug

‘Our home is a place of wonder,’ Seumas told Maeve.

They had resumed walking up the path along Manly’s muddy coastline, Seumas looking like some sort of wild man amid all the other passers-by dressed in sportswear. Maeve imagined looking like that himself one day – messy hair, messy clothes, tightly muscled forearms and weathered skin – and found he rather liked the idea.

‘It has as many names as there are poets,’ continued the man, ‘and we have a great many poets indeed.’

Maeve wasn’t sure he’d ever met a real-life poet. Were there poets anymore? Or was that job gone, like doormen, who Dad said used to work at a lot of places but now only existed at David Jones in the city.

‘All bogagan notice, first, the wind,’ said Seumas. ‘It is like a living thing. How it roars through the dense forests! Not the death trees that grow closest to our village, mind, the living forest yonder, with trees so tall they seem to hold up the sky.’ Seumas reached out his arm as if to touch that distant canopy. ‘They say Scotland was once covered in a such a forest, before the Vikings razed it, leaving only peat and moor.’ The man lowered his arm back down. ‘Or so it was said in my day.’

‘When was your day?’ asked Maeve. ‘And what’s a “death tree”?’

‘I am told my day is known as the Roaring Twenties, though the tales I hear sound far more exciting than the reality. For myself, I remember most the poverty. And the smog.’

Maeve frowned. ‘Do you mean the 1920s?’

‘I do,’ said Seumas, and then wiggled his eyebrows, surprising a laugh out of Maeve. ‘Your old dad is looking good for ninety-two, is he not?’

‘You can’t be ninety-two!’

‘According to the calendar of this world, that is exactly the age I am,’ insisted Seumas. ‘Though, time moves differently in our world. While ninety-two years have indeed passed in this place since I was born, I have seen no more than thirty-six myself.’ Seumas paused. ‘You wished to know why I waited so long to seek you out, but in truth I waited no time at all. I was not yet thirty-five when your mother took you and I followed as fast as may be, but … time was not in my favour.’

A strange mix of pleasure and pain bloomed in Maeve’s chest. Seumas had never given up on him, and yet ten years had still been lost.

‘As for your other question,’ continued the man, his voice lightening. ‘There is one death tree for every ancestor, growing from the base of their fallen life tree.’

‘So what’s a “life tree” then?’

‘Patience, son,’ said Seumas, laughing, and Maeve grinned back. ‘We all have a life tree. You, since birth, and me, since my crossing. Like all bogag, mine is a … birch, the name is in Beurla. Yours was … uinnseann.’ Seumas clicked his tongue. ‘I cannot think of the English name, but it is strong and mighty. The first to be struck in a storm. Like the oak, a protector, but of a different kind.’

‘You said mine was an oon-shan … so, it isn’t anymore?’ asked Maeve, feeling none the wiser about this tree business.

Seumas paused. ‘After you were taken from us, Diarmad said your tree began to change. Such changes are rare, but they do happen.’

Maeve didn’t like the idea of his tree doing something unusual, as it sounded far too much like him being a weirdo again, so he changed the subject. ‘Who’s Ji-ar-mad?’ he asked, hoping they were another relative he might one day be able to meet. He was hungry to learn more about his biological family, imagining all the squares he could now fill in on that old family tree.

‘Beathag did not tell you of Diarmad?’ asked Seumas, his face blank. ‘What of Meig?’ Meg.

Maeve shook his head and Seumas stopped, annoying a cyclist who had to swerve around him. Maeve bit his lip, taken aback by his birth father’s sudden change in mood.

‘You are not at fault for not knowing,’ Seumas told him, noticing Maeve’s discomfort. ‘But it hurts me to know how much was taken from you.’

Maeve’s heart clenched at that.

Seumas cleared his throat. ‘Diarmad is your brother. He awaits us at home. Meig is your sister, but she was lost to us.’

Maeve felt like he’d been punched. Another brother? And a sister who’d died?

‘Was Beattie their mother too?’ asked Maeve.

‘She was,’ said Seumas.

Maeve didn’t know what to say. It was horrible that he had siblings he’d never known about and worse to think Beattie had abandoned Diarmad even more completely than she had Maeve, who she’d at least visited from time to time. Stepping closer to Seumas, he leaned into the man’s side and Seumas wrapped an arm around his shoulders, holding them both steady against the onslaught of the wind.

But even as he drew comfort from Seumas’s solid presence, Maeve’s anger was building. It was directed at Beattie, mostly, but at his parents too, because shouldn’t they have known about Diarmad and Meig? Shouldn’t they have asked about any siblings Maeve might have? Shouldn’t they have at least tried to find out more about Maeve’s history before giving him a whole new identity? Mum was a lawyer! She was used to asking questions and dealing with liars! So why not use those skills on Beattie?

Unless of course she did, and she and Dad just chose not to share what they’d learned with Maeve.




Eighteen | a h-Ochd-deug

Maeve was fast reaching saturation point. It was too much information all at once. TMI. Just being near Seumas was like an information overload. It wasn’t just that they had the same colour eyes and – now, at least – the same colour hair. They also moved the same way. When Seumas’s finger twitched, Maeve would notice it was the exact same finger that sometimes twitched on his own hand. When the man crossed his arms, it was in the same way Maeve always crossed his own: right arm under, then left one over.

Like father, like son.

Which was fine, except that Maeve was Dad’s son, no matter that Dad only knew him as a daughter, no matter that Seumas had never agreed to give him up, no matter that in a whole other world Maeve had a brother waiting for him who Dad and Mum had never told him about.

TMI!

And that was even before Seumas started talking about passports and flights.

‘A passport is needed to travel by aeroplane to Scotland,’ explained Seumas, as if Maeve didn’t know how international travel worked. ‘I have documents prepared, but a new photograph is needed.’

Which is how Maeve found himself in a photo booth while Seumas struggled to feed money into the machine.

Maeve’s head was far too full to ask Seumas questions, even the really obvious ones, like when was Seumas planning on taking Maeve to Scotland? And wouldn’t he need Mum and Dad’s permission to get Maeve a new passport, let alone take him to another country … or even another world?

By the time the string of photos dropped into the machine’s slot, Maeve had shot right past his limit.

He needed to lie down.

He needed to calm down.

He needed to get home.

And he didn’t mean to the other world.

***

The sun was a blaze of red over the distant mountain ranges by the time they reached the bus stop at Longridge Hall, which was still a good three-kilometre walk away from Maeve’s home. Taking public transport had been their only option, since Seumas wasn’t carrying much cash. And even if Maeve had thought to ask Jeremy for taxi money, he wouldn’t have been able to get it without Seumas seeing them – and that wasn’t an option. Seumas was not to know about Jeremy. Even with his mind churning with increasingly furious thoughts about all that had been hidden from him, Maeve had not forgotten that.

Maeve marched onward as clouds gathered overhead and the air thickened and grew damp. The man followed close behind, his bag strapped to his back. On the other side of the ranges, flashes of light could be seen. Maeve willed the storm to come. Rain on a night like this seemed right. Thunder would be better, and lightning best, reflecting on the outside what was seething on the inside.

As they approached the Williams’ house, Maeve saw that it was brightly lit – it looked like every light in the house was on, including the floodlight over the driveway. There was a police car parked out front, making Maeve slow for a moment before he remembered he didn’t care. Besides, it was probably just one of Mum’s cop cousins.

The first rumbles of thunder rolled across the dark sky as Maeve stepped onto the driveway, his body vibrating with suppressed energy.

He heard his sister’s shout, followed by his brother’s – except he now knew they weren’t his only sister and brother, just the ones he’d been allowed to know about. His other brother was far away, in another world, where time moved more slowly and people – Maeve’s people – spoke Gaelic.

The front steps rattled with the footsteps of siblings, parents and two Deaves cousins, both in their police uniforms. They called his name, but stopped short when they saw Seumas emerge from the dark to stand behind him, his hand once again affixed to Maeve’s shoulder.

Maeve watched them watching Seumas – specifically, his hand – and the suspicion he saw in their eyes ignited the fury in his chest. The gap he felt between him and them – the one that was always there, no matter how much he pretended not to see it – suddenly felt as wide as the Longridge valley.

Dad tried to pull Maeve over to the Williams’ side, away from Seumas (Seumas, who called Maeve son and had always wanted him). ‘Get away from her,’ Dad told the other man, and Maeve’s remaining self-control shattered.

Maeve broke.

The sound that poured from his mouth wasn’t intelligible. There were no words for the mess of emotions in his brain and body. No language. Just violence.

When Mum and Dad reached for him, he lashed back at them. With his fists, his feet, his knees, his elbows, and even his nonsensical tongue. The heat in his chest was rising, and he lashed and lashed – at Mum, at Dad, at Seumas, at Beattie – at all the parents who had lied to him, told him half-truths or not told him anything at all.

His throat was scraped raw from shouting, and the burn within it scorched him as his sight grew hazy. Heat licked, and the last thing he was conscious of was Seumas’s hand reaching for him as scared voices rang out.

Then the world went black and silent and cold, and he didn’t care.

He welcomed it.




An interlude | Eadar-sgeul

Jeremy had heard the old cliché many times before. ‘I’ve died and gone to heaven!’ a character would exclaim in a midday movie, or a TV soapie, or a high school drama. They’d even heard the Williams father, Richard, say it after being presented with a Sara Lee chocolate cake for his birthday. The phrase had struck Jeremy as rather odd. Everything they had heard about this ‘heaven’ sounded horrible. Angels? Harps? Clouds? Happiness and peace abounding? Yawn.

They often wondered why humans who were more their way inclined – and there were many – didn’t adopt a saying of their own: ‘I’ve died and gone to hell!’ Because that was a place Jeremy wouldn’t mind visiting. Fire pits? Screaming humans? Nasty devils? Definitely worth a look-in.

But since death was for humans, these musings were all academic. The only way Jeremy would ever be able to visit hell – assuming it existed, which it didn’t – would be if humans managed to create it on Earth (and the silly humans often tried, bless them).

It was the fire Jeremy most wanted to see. They’d seen bushfire and housefire and bonfire, but not hellfire. From their perch in the dark jacaranda tree, they imagined it must look something like that.

It wasn’t hellfire. But it was the closest thing to it that existed in this world and the other, and the moment the first fey flame erupted from Maeve’s flesh, every regret they had ever nursed over their time in exile was snuffed out. It was beautiful. He was beautiful, wrapped in flames, incandescent, luminous. It was every bit as marvellous as the Epiphany – that day ten years past when Jeremy had first been treated to its majesty – and if they hadn’t already chosen Maeve for their own, they would have chosen him again now. Again and again, a hundred thousand times. Their raison d’être. Their –

Jeremy’s focus was caught by a movement dreaded by their kind – a movement they’d never thought they’d see here. An over-chest reach into the opposite sleeve that meant a hidden dagger was about to be revealed. In that moment, Jeremy learned what failure tasted like. Bitter, harsh and biting. Garbh, searbh is geur. A million adjectives in multiple tongues and all of them useless to describe the reality of watching their world lose its last hope.

Seumas was going to kill Maeve.

Maeve, who had exploded into feyfire.

They had misjudged the man. They had believed him a family man first and loyal to his people’s more fanatical ways second. Why else would he have followed the boy into this world and all the way to Australia? Why spend the day regaling him with stories? It made absolutely no sense! And now Jeremy was frozen by their misconceptions – unable to think, unable to move – and Maeve would die.

At least Jeremy could ensure that Seumas joined Maeve in Death’s embrace.

Sitting on their jacaranda branch, Jeremy prepared to leap – too late to save the boy, but in time to wreak their terrible vengeance on the father. But in that split-second of ready-making, the father’s knife flew not into flaming flesh, but into hard earth.

Jeremy wobbled and dropped onto a lower branch.

Again and again, Seumas slashed at the hard earth for reasons best known to himself. When Maeve’s enflamed body dropped, Seumas made as if to catch him before thinking better of it, which proved the man had more sense than some others among his kin.

When a thick clod of soil came free, he threw it over his son, then continued the action, burying him bit by bit, striving to smother flames that needed no oxygen to burn.

Jeremy sat back and watched him, letting the last vestiges of readiness leak from their body and a smirky smile fill their face. Now that the boy was unconscious, the flames were beginning to douse themselves, though Jeremy was sure Seumas would think it was all his doing.

Which was fine. Good, even.

It seemed Operation Seumas was still a go-go.




Nineteen | a Naoi-deug

There was darkness. An endless emptiness that had no up or down, no left or right, just forward and back.

Inside this topsy-turvy space, Beattie was singing – something she never did in life – while an object, cold and sharp, pressed against the soft flesh of Maeve’s neck.

Does Granny Beaty hate me? he’d written all those years ago, his childish scrawl giving life to a very real fear.

There were metal-covered warriors draping rusted iron nets over deep red stone. Somewhere beneath all that metal, Maeve knew he had a brother waiting, all milky white skin without a single freckle and the warmest arms Maeve had ever been held by.

Then the sequence ended in the way it always ended: with metal scraping and stone thudding. With screaming, and the cries of monsters.

***

Maeve woke with a thump, heart-sore and sweating. The final sharp notes of his dreamscape faded from his ears, replaced by beeping and the steady whoosh of an industrial air-conditioner. His nostrils were clogged with unnatural scents and the cool air chilled him, prompting goosebumps that somehow felt different from usual. He shifted against the bedsheets and the sensation confused him.

‘Maeve?’ That was Mum.

‘Sweetie?’ And Dad.

The ceiling was white, as was the single air vent. The beeping was coming from a type of monitor that Maeve had only ever seen in movies – the kind that stood next to sick or injured characters. Hanging above it was a clear bag of fluid. A long, thin tube was attached to it and its other end disappeared into a white bandage on his left arm. The idea of that tube inserted into his skin –

He forced his thoughts elsewhere.

‘Maeve?’ said Mum again, placing a hand on his forehead. Maeve should’ve been able to feel his fringe being flattened, but there was nothing. Just Mum’s hand and Maeve’s skin.

He wrenched his hands free from the sheets and ran them over his head.

His hair was gone.

‘Are you okay?’ Mum was asking.

His fingers traced over his bald head, bare brow and naked eyelids, and he must have pulled too hard against the tube in his left arm because the machine gave off a loud alarm.

‘Sweetie, you need to lay your arm down flat for the IV,’ said Dad while Mum tried to reposition his arm herself. Maeve did nothing to help.

‘It’s gone,’ he said, which meant it had really happened. Fire sprouting from his own skin. How was that possible?

Could Seumas make fire? Could Beattie? Suddenly all those calming exercises she’d forced him to do, all those time-outs and lists, made a scary amount of sense.

Mustn’t let Maeve get too worked up, or he could set the house on fire!

‘What do we have here?’ said a nurse Maeve hadn’t heard come in.

‘She’s in shock, I think,’ said Mum.

She. Maeve remembered Seumas calling him son. No hesitation, no questions, just son.

Would Mum? If Maeve told her right now, would she?

He took a breath.

‘Oh dear,’ said the nurse. ‘Come on, young lady’ – Maeve’s lungs deflated – ‘you need to lay your arm down, or else this machine will carry on giving us all headaches.’

Maeve let his arm drop back to his side as the nurse tapped at the monitor, cutting off the horrible alarm.

‘I’ll get a pillow for your arm,’ said the nurse. ‘Should be comfier.’

‘Thank you,’ said Mum on his behalf.

Maeve said nothing. His mouth was shut, and his eyes soon followed.

***

His parents weren’t there.

Maeve woke up in the same room as before – white walls, television hanging from the ceiling – only now his parents weren’t there.

Had they left him? The idea scared him. It made him imagine all sorts of terrible scenarios where they never returned and he wasn’t a Williams anymore. Each time the fear rose, he reminded himself that they’d been there when he first awoke, so surely they wouldn’t have abandoned him now. But then … he’d lied about going to see Seumas, and turned out to be some sort of fire-sprouting demon of a person – oh fuck. Was he even human?

Maeve shuddered as disquiet gripped him. He’d asked Jeremy if he was part fey and they’d laughed it off, but that answer didn’t cut it anymore. There had to be something different about him – something connected to his birthplace and the fey who resided there. More specifically, something that connected the fey and their strange abilities to him.

While Maeve was still almost positive both his birth parents were human – Seumas had been born in Scotland (in this world) and Beattie had hated the fey folk, which wouldn’t make sense if she’d been one herself – what about further up the family tree? It sounded like Maeve’s maternal side had been in the other world for several generations, since before that terrible massacre. Could one of Maeve’s more distant ancestors have, well, gotten with the fey? Could some fire-happy DNA have entered the gene pool and lain hidden in the family line until – BAM! – Maeve was born? Ms Danu had taught them about recessive genes in Science, so Maeve knew it was technically possible for such things to happen.

Of course, that would mean Maeve was one of the unluckiest people in both this world and the other. But what else was new?

***

His left arm lay flat on its pillow, so he used his right to touch his head with shaking fingers as he stirred from yet more broken sleep.

Yep. His hair was still gone. Luckily, he was a boy, and boys didn’t care about silly things like hair, or not having hair, so it didn’t bother him.

Not one bit.

No, it was the sign that was bothering him. That stupid little whiteboard hanging on the wall right beneath the tellie.

Miss Maeve Williams, it said.

He glared at it.

***

‘Miss Williams,’ said a man as he entered the room with a tired smile. ‘I’m Dr Li. What do you prefer to be called?’

‘Just Maeve.’

‘And I’m just Li,’ said the doctor as he pulled a chair closer to the bed and sat with a clipboard on his lap. His white coat had coloured buttons. ‘I’m a psychiatrist who works with young people like you.’ Maeve reckoned that was unlikely, unless spontaneous combustion was a puberty thing he hadn’t learnt about yet. ‘I’m hoping we can have a chat about what brought you to us.’

Through the closed, uncovered window, Maeve could see it was still dark outside, and he wondered how late it was. Or how early, if it was already Sunday. His sense of time was shot.

‘Where’s Mum and Dad?’ he asked.

‘In the waiting room. I can go and get them if you like.’

‘No, it’s okay,’ said Maeve as some of his fear loosened its grip on his chest. If they wanted a break from him, that was fine. At least they hadn’t left.

‘You can change your mind at any time,’ Li said. ‘Whatever’s most comfortable. You’re not in any trouble.’

‘What about Seumas?’

‘Seumas? He would be …?’ Li flicked through the sheets of paper on his clipboard.

‘My birth dad.’ My first dad, who calls me son and wants to take me home to meet my brother.

‘Ah, yes.’ Li tapped something on a page. ‘He’s not here. I don’t have any further information about Seumas, I’m afraid.’

Maeve clenched his fists, but it made the machine give a warning beep, so he released the left one. Tears fell from his eyes, faster than usual since there were no little fine hairs to slow them down.

Li handed him a tissue. ‘Do you feel up to taking me through what happened?’

Maeve turned his face to the wall. He had no words for what he’d just been through. Where would he even start?

***

Mum and Dad came in once Dr Li stopped asking for more information. Maeve would only say there’d been a fire, but that it had been an accident, and nothing else. He couldn’t say flames had come out of his own skin and somehow taken his hair and clothes without burning the rest of him. Nor could he say it was because he suspected he might have some fey ancestry. He had a pretty good idea of where a statement like that would get him.

Mum told him everything would be all right. Apparently, the doctors had checked Maeve out and found no injuries beneath the dirt that had coated him (for reasons Mum didn’t mention). They said his body bore no sign that a fire had been anywhere near him, apart from the no-hair thing. Mum said this like it was a good thing, and Maeve supposed it was, but it was scary too. He’d been on fire, and now it was as if nothing had happened. The doctors probably thought he’d bathed in hair removal cream or something.

Mum smiled down at him. Her stance was strong, her tone firm and sure as she filled him in – but, once again, Dad gave the game away with his pathetically tiny smile.

They were just as freaked out as Maeve was, which made perfect sense, as he doubted ‘fire magic’ had been included in those how-to-parent-your-adopted-child books they had stashed in their room.

He wondered if there was a book on how to talk to your parents after learning they’d lied to you your entire life. Maeve would be willing to spend all his saved Christmas and birthday money on a book like that.
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The parents insisted on an Open Door Policy: from now on, Maeve wasn’t allowed to shut his bedroom door. It always had to be at least ajar. He wasn’t allowed to use the phone or internet either, not without permission. They’d even banned him from going to the bush, though that rule made a bit more sense, seeing as yesterday he’d claimed to go for a bushwalk and then run off to Manly.

They couldn’t seem to make up their minds about what had happened. On the one hand, they’d searched Maeve’s room for lighters or matches or anything else that might be used to start a fire, as if Maeve had intentionally set himself alight. On the other hand, they seemed to blame Seumas completely.

‘But that’s bullshit!’ Maeve had argued. ‘It came from me! I’m the one who did it!’

Mum had disagreed. ‘People don’t just self-combust, Maeve. And even if they did, you went ten years without spontaneously breaking into flames before that man showed up.’

‘But how would he have done it? I have no burns, remember?’

‘It must’ve been some sort of dummy fire. Something that looks real but isn’t.’

‘All my hair and clothes burned off!’

Mum had thrown up her hands and muttered something about not being a fire expert.

***

First chance he got, Maeve went phone hunting. Permission or no permission, he needed to call Seumas – and Mahmoud too. Actually, Mahmoud first, since Maeve had promised to call him right after the Manly meeting and it was now a whole day later.

There was no sign of the cordless in the main room, or the parents’ room. Both Nat and Oscar’s doors were shut – they weren’t required to keep them open at all times – but Maeve didn’t have it in him to knock and ask. They’d both looked at him like he was some sort of alien creature when he got home, and while he pretended it didn’t matter (they’d always thought he was weird, so things were no different, really), he couldn’t bring himself to face them again. Not yet.

Left with no other choice, he stepped into the kitchen.

Mum and Dad were sitting at the bench, speaking in low voices. ‘Maeve,’ said Dad. ‘Take a seat.’

Maeve shook his head. ‘I need to call my friend.’ He doubted mentioning Seumas was a good idea.

‘Mahmoud?’ asked Mum.

He nodded, surprised she knew his name.

‘He called last night,’ said Mum. ‘Oscar let him know you were okay and that you would see him at school.’

‘Oh.’

‘Take a seat, sweetie,’ said Dad.

Was it wrong of Maeve to feel irritated by that pet name when he’d never actually told Dad how much he hated it? Probably. But he did anyway.

While he had no real desire to sit and speak with his parents, the documents piled up on the counter beside them made him curious. They looked like ID papers, certificates and the like. Were they his original ones? The ones that should by rights list Diarmad and Meig as his siblings?

He pulled out a kitchen stool and sat.

Mum handed him the papers. ‘We think it’s time that we shared these with you. Probably past time, but we were waiting for you to ask.’

The page at the top was a scan of the Scottish register of births. On it, his father was named as Seumas McMillan. Maeve looked for the ‘previous children’ section, like the one on his Queensland birth certificate, but there wasn’t one. His eyes then dropped down to the ‘mother’ section and he froze. There, in black-and-white, was the name Beth Mackay.

‘Beth?’ he read out loud.

‘It’s what we’ve always thought your biological mother was called,’ said Mum.

Maeve almost laughed, because it was what his biological mother was called. Beth was just another variation of Beattie and Beathag! Which … was odd, actually. If Beattie was going to go to all the trouble of inventing a fake mother for Maeve, why not pick something unrelated, like Sarah or Sophie?

Then again, why bother pretending to be Maeve’s grandmother at all? Parents could put their own kids up for adoption. She didn’t need to lie.

Maeve’s body jerked as Dad placed a hand on his shoulder.

‘This is all we knew,’ said Dad. ‘Beattie was never forthcoming, but at least she gave us all the necessary paperwork. Has Seumas shown you anything to support his story?’

Seumas didn’t need to show him documents. Everything that had happened only supported his words more. Even this birth certificate proved Seumas right, whether Mum and Dad realised it or not.

‘Where’s Seumas now?’ asked Maeve.

‘We don’t know,’ said Mum. ‘Paddy said he ran from the police station –’

‘Why was he at the station?’

Mum paused and Maeve did too. He couldn’t remember ever speaking over her like that before.

‘Not only did he set your clothes and hair on fire,’ started Mum, and Maeve felt the anger building in him again, ‘but he was also carrying knives –’

‘What knives?’

‘The man had knives strapped to both arms, hidden under his sleeves.’ Mum sounded close to snapping. Her posture was rigid.

‘So Paddy arrested him?’ said Maeve, refusing to back down.

‘There are laws against that sort of thing,’ said Mum.

‘But he wasn’t hurting anyone!’

Mum leaned back, her breathing loud. She looked at Dad, as if to say your turn.

His hand was still on Maeve’s shoulder. ‘Sweetie –’

Maeve cut him off. ‘Was Seumas arrested?’

‘Not officially,’ said Dad. ‘But we’ve applied for an AVO – an Apprehended Violence Order.’

‘Doesn’t that mean he can’t see me?’ asked Maeve, clenching his fists in his lap. He could feel the heat rising and tried to keep it under control.

‘For the time being, yes,’ said Dad.

‘You’re such hypocrites!’

‘Excuse me?’ said Mum, her frown turning into a glower.

‘You just said you’d be, like, open to answering questions about my birth family, but my birth dad is actually here and wants to know me – and you take out a bloody AVO!’

‘Maeve –’

Fuck them.

The stool’s legs screamed against the floor as Maeve marched out of the kitchen. He couldn’t look at his parents anymore, and definitely couldn’t listen to another word from their mouths. The flames were right there, right beneath his skin, and he couldn’t let them out. Not here in their wooden home.

The floorboards shook with his passage down the hallway and into his room.

I was right, he thought, the rush of vindication cooling some of the heat from his blood. His parents were dead set against Seumas. They’d never planned on letting Maeve see him. That whole thing about getting the Deaves cousins to do a police check was just an excuse. They’d never meant for him to meet Seumas. And, if they had it their way, he’d never see the man again.

After slamming the door hard enough to rock the house on its stumps – screw their Open Door Policy – Maeve focused on breathing. In. And out.

Once he’d stopped trembling, he pushed himself off the door and grabbed a pen and paper. His old list was ash, but it didn’t matter, since the most important questions on it had been answered: Seumas had always wanted Maeve, had been looking for him the whole time and even now wanted him to come back home. So right now, Maeve didn’t need to write more questions. No, this would be a list of reasons.

After clicking on one of Nat’s old mixtapes – this one began with Travis, of all bands – Maeve drew a thick line right down the middle of the page. Above one column he wrote WHY I SHOULD GO WITH SEUMAS and, above the other, WHY I SHOULDN’T.

Points in favour of going:


	I’d get to meet my brother.

	I’d MAYBE get to meet people who are like me.



(If Maeve’s recessive gene theory was correct then it made sense that he might have cousins, or more distant relatives, born with fey abilities.)


	I’d get to see where I’m from (a whole other world!)

	I’d get to learn more about fey stuff (like fire that burns hair + clothes but not skin)



(Whether or not others shared his actual abilities, Maeve was sure the people there must know more about fey matters in general.)


	I’d get away from hipocrits who don’t even trust me.

	Seumas wants me to (and I think Jeremy does too).



(After all, if Jeremy didn’t want him to return to the other world then what was the point of all the strange lessons at school?)


	Beattie STOLE me, which is a crime, so it’s only fair that I go back.



Points against going:


	Mum and Dad would say no, and they would probably tell the police.

	The time difference (I’d miss a lot of time here and Oscar and Nat would get way older than me).

	I’d miss Mum and Dad, and maybe Oscar and Nat, and definitely Mahmoud.
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Maeve stood outside the school gate, debating whether he’d go inside.

Boys don’t care about hair and looks and all that stuff, he told himself for the thousandth time, which means I don’t care.

Except, he did. Especially since it wasn’t just the hair on his head that was gone. It was every last eyelash and arm hair, every nose hair and pube. The worst was the missing eyebrows – it was no wonder Nat and Oscar kept eyeing him like he was an alien. He looked like one.

He’d tried his usual coping methods that morning: not thinking about it; breathing exercises; and stashing his list of reasons in his sock so he could feel like he was doing something, like he was making a decision no matter how out of control things felt. None of it helped.

The beanie Maeve wore – ratty, loose and smelling of Oscar’s school bag – couldn’t hide his complete baldness, and he drew the gaze of every passing student and more than one whispered comment. They weren’t nasty – he guessed most people thought he was ill – but they still made him feel like a fish inside a tank.

He knew it would only get worse when he got to his locker room. Nat would have told her friends something (knowing her, she’d probably say Maeve had gone wild with Dad’s razor) and from them, word would spread through Grade Ten and onwards to Grade Nine like a bushfire in drought time – though maybe that wasn’t the best metaphor to use this morning.

Maeve knew he had a thick skin and could generally manage whatever the world threw at him, but the world had never chucked quite so much at him all at once before.

‘Maeve?’

He jumped and turned to see Mahmoud.

‘You alright?’ the boy asked, stepping forward. His wide eyes were slowly replaced with a worried expression as he scanned Maeve’s face.

Maeve shrugged, not trusting his voice.

‘Well, um, you coming in?’ Mahmoud nodded towards the gate.

Maeve shook his head. Now that the question had been asked, the answer was obvious. There was no way he could face even Jeremy’s version of school today, though it meant missing the chance to ask them about what happened.

‘Suits me,’ said Mahmoud, with a bounce in his step, and Maeve wondered just how wag-happy his new friend was. ‘What d’you fancy doing instead?’

‘River?’ said Maeve, nodding past the gate and onwards down the hill.

Mahmoud shrugged in agreement, clearly not too fussed where they went so long as the school was behind them. Together they plunged into the suburban maze.

At first all the streets were familiar to Maeve, but soon they passed beyond the limits of his knowledge and he had to guess which turns to take in order to avoid dead ends. Mahmoud was too nice, or too puffed, to say anything when Maeve made the wrong choice and they had to double back, though sweat marks were forming on both their uniforms. The boy still hadn’t asked about Saturday, despite knowing where Maeve had been and probably feeling curious as anything – especially with Maeve’s lack of hair that morning. Maeve wondered what Oscar had told him over the phone and resolved to tell him the truth as soon as he could work out how to phrase it.

They’d just passed another turn marked ‘No Through Road’ when Maeve caught sight of a messy knot of lantana between two fences at the far end of a cul-de-sac. Taking a chance, he led the other boy towards it. Up close, Maeve could make out a thin trail of hardened soil cutting through the brush and, for the first time that morning, he smiled.

The trail was cooler than the road had been and the calls of cicadas grew louder as the hum of cars grew dimmer. If not for the huffing and stumbling of Mahmoud behind him, Maeve could have believed he was the only human being in the world. He imagined this was the Crossing and that, with each step, he was leaving this world behind and entering the other – only to be wrenched from the fantasy by the explosion of brightness that hit him at the end of the trail.

Maeve blinked and shaded his eyes. They’d reached a strip of gravel-covered earth. In front of them lay the broad expanse of the Brisbane River in all its murky glory.

‘It’s like a smaller Thames,’ said Mahmoud, halting at Maeve’s side. ‘Fat, brown and smelly.’

It was quite pungent. Maeve guessed the worst of the smell came from the thick mangroves to their right. Beattie had always said mangroves were a good thing, since they kept rivers healthy, but that didn’t make them pleasant to stand near.

Maeve forced his thoughts away from her and back to the boy beside him. ‘I thought it was pronounced Thaymes.’

Mahmoud burst into a laughing fit that shook his whole body.

‘It’s not funny,’ said Maeve.

‘Yes, it bloody well is! I mean, Thaymes! Bugger me, it’s almost as good as the Worcestershire Sauce incident.’

At the reminder of how he’d mangled that word during lunch on Friday, Maeve scowled.

‘Come on, Maeve, it’s pretty funny!’

‘Every time I say some random English word wrong you piss yourself laughing! I’ve never even been to England!’

‘But you are British, aren’t you? I don’t think I’m being completely unfair –’

‘If I’m anything, I’m Scottish.’

‘Which means you’re British. Like me.’

‘I thought you were English?’

Mahmoud choked down another laugh. ‘England’s part of Britain,’ he explained. ‘Same with Scotland.’ Maeve was still confused, and Mahmoud must have noticed, because he laughed and said: ‘I really hope not all Australians are this ignorant about their motherland.’

It was the word ‘mother’ that did it, coming on top of Beattie’s death and lies, and Mahmoud’s insistence that Maeve was a pom like him and therefore not a real Australian. (Not a real Williams.) Adding that to the guilt already bubbling away in his belly – that terrible guilt over the list in his sock with its reasons stacked in favour of Seumas and Feringeldie – Maeve found himself turning on his only human friend.

‘I’m not stupid!’ he shouted. ‘It’s not my fault no-one ever told me anything! I was three years old when I came here!’ He kicked at the ground and sent a chunk of dead grass flying. ‘When my own mother stole me. How could she do that? She lied to my face for ten years! I thought I was an orphan!’

His voice cracked, and he had to stop to breathe. A deep, embarrassed part of him – the part that noticed Mahmoud’s face shifting from shocked to scared – took the chance to take over, which is when he noticed his skin. It was pink.

Oh shit.

Tearing the now far-too-hot beanie from his head – and ignoring Mahmoud’s gasp, as if the boy hadn’t realised the baldness was so total – Maeve tried to do Beattie’s old calm breathing thing.

One, two, three, pause. One, two, three, pause.

Mahmoud was shouting, moving about, but Maeve ignored him, shutting him out completely so he could focus on one thing and one thing only.

One … two … three … pause. One … two … three … pause.

Maeve shut out the world, and breathed.
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A wave crashed over Maeve’s body, drenching him and making him splutter. Some of the wet horror got into his mouth and it was salty. He spat and coughed and spat again before another lot was thrown over him, dousing his head and shoulders and stinging his eyes.

‘Stop!’ he shouted, putting up one arm in defence while the other tried to wipe the nasty liquid away. Once his reddened eyes were able to open again, he could see the water leaving brown stains wherever it touched his dress.

Mahmoud was standing out of punching distance, his empty cooler bag dripping in his hands and his lunch – hastily dumped nearby – already attracting ants. Like Maeve, his uniform was flecked with brown water. His shoes and socks were a muddy mess and Maeve spotted upturned mud by the riverbank where he must have gone in to scoop the water up.

‘Why aren’t you running?’ Maeve asked the boy, embarrassed by how thick his voice sounded. Please, please, don’t start crying, he begged himself.

‘We’re mates,’ said Mahmoud.

Maeve wanted to melt into the dirt. Mates didn’t yell at each other like he just had. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘’S alright,’ said Mahmoud.

‘No, it isn’t.’

Mahmoud shrugged. ‘Looks like you’ve cooled off, at least,’ he said.

Maeve looked down at his muddy uniform and then pressed a finger into his opposite arm. His skin felt normal. ‘Did any flames come out?’ he asked. Beneath the mud, he thought his dress might be a little singed, but it was hard to tell.

‘Um, sparks, maybe?’ said Mahmoud. ‘That how you lost your hair?’

Maeve nodded and gave a brief, CliffsNotes version: Seumas, fire, hospital, psychiatrist.

‘Right,’ said Mahmoud, eyes a little wide. ‘So … the fire thing. Did you know you could do it? Before Saturday, I mean.’

Maeve shook his head.

‘And those things you said,’ continued Mahmoud. ‘About the lies.’

‘I have another brother. Like, a biological brother, with the same two parents. Another sister too, but she died.’

‘Shit, man. That’s rough.’

Maeve wondered if he should mention the other stuff. The other world, the Crossing, all those things Mr Salem had spoken about in class that Seumas had later confirmed.

‘What are you?’ blurted Mahmoud before Maeve could decide.

That was … blunt.

‘Human,’ said Maeve, because no-one had told him otherwise yet.

‘Not –’ Mahmoud paused. ‘Okay, I can’t believe I’m about to ask this, but with everything happening at school, and the fire … You don’t think you’re half fairy, do you?’

Maeve shook his head firmly. ‘No,’ he told Mahmoud. ‘Both my birth parents were definitely human.’ Or something like ninety-nine per cent human in Beattie’s case, assuming Maeve’s gene theory was right.

‘D’you think it’s some sort of mutation, then?’ asked Mahmoud. ‘Like in X-Men.’

Huh.

Maeve hadn’t actually thought of that. Though now that he did, he found he didn’t much like it. If his ability was a mutation, wouldn’t that mean he was on his own? That there would be no-one like him in Feringeldie at all?

Pushing that unpleasant thought aside with the ease of long practice, he focused instead on the fact that Mahmoud had mentioned X-Men. Maeve used to love renting out X-Men cartoons from the video shop, until Oscar and Nat started calling him a wittle baby every time he put an episode on, which was around the time he reached double digits. Apparently, cartoons were just for kids. And yet Mahmoud seemed to have no issue raising them. ‘You’re an X-Men fan?’ asked Maeve.

Mahmoud shrugged and fell silent.

‘Me too,’ said Maeve quickly. ‘My favourite’s Wolverine.’

‘Which version?’

‘Cartoons. The movie was cool too, but it was weird seeing Wolverine that tall.’ As a shorty, Maeve had taken Hugh Jackman’s height as a personal attack.

‘And Rogue was well different,’ said Mahmoud.

‘She your favourite?’

Mahmoud shrugged again.

‘That’s cool,’ said Maeve, wanting to reassure him. ‘I always liked her too. Bit messed up, but I can relate.’

‘Well, yeah. That’s what I mean. She hated her power, but it was still … special. Useful.’

‘She also had a really wacko family background, at least in the cartoon.’

‘And the comics,’ agreed Mahmoud, then frowned. ‘I think there’s a character with your power in them too.’

‘Uncontrollable fire?’

‘Yeah. I’d need to check, but I remember a bloke like you.’

Maeve smiled at that idea – a bloke like him – as Mahmoud fell silent, his brow still furrowed like he was trying hard to remember. Before them, the broad expanse of the Brisbane River continued to meander by, looking less like a river and more like a moving shelf of mud.

There was still a slight sizzling sensation beneath Maeve’s skin. It didn’t feel like he was in danger of it happening again, but it was uncomfortable. Like a fiery itch he couldn’t scratch. He wanted to dampen it, smother it – and, watching the thick brown water pass them by, he had a sudden fancy of how he might manage to do just that.

It was the sort of impulse Jeremy always encouraged him to follow.

‘Ever swum in the Tems?’ he asked Mahmoud, before rushing forward and leaping fully clothed into the uninviting brown water.

He heard Mahmoud yell out ‘What?!’ but then he was under, all his senses overcome with the sheer abomination of the Brisbane River.

Tiny bugs were nibbling at his legs, and the smell, oh God, the smell. The water felt unclean against his skin and he was very careful to breathe sparingly and only when his head was well above the waterline, which was difficult thanks to the soft mud that gave way to his thrashing, shoe-covered feet.

Then a wave splashed over his face and into his mouth and eyes.

‘Argh!’ he yelled and, once again, spat and spat and spat.

‘Argh!’ came Mahmoud’s reply.

Maeve cracked open one stinging eye and saw Mahmoud’s appalled wet face less than a metre from his own.

‘You can swim, yeah?’ he shouted over the splashing.

‘Sort of!’ Mahmoud shouted back as his expression shifted to panic. ‘But I thought the bottom would be more solid!’

‘Come on! Before we drown!’

Maeve grabbed Mahmoud’s arm and pulled him back towards the riverbank. In his panic, Mahmoud pulled Maeve under again, reminding Maeve that he should have looped his arm across Mahmoud’s chest from behind so the boy couldn’t grab him – his Swim and Survive instructor would’ve been so disappointed. Still, he managed to resurface and drag his friend back to safety, thankful to that same instructor for insisting their class do all their tests fully clothed and actively trying to drown each other.

They both almost lost their shoes as they squelched out. Perhaps as an apology for pulling him under the water, Mahmoud insisted on helping Maeve out of the mud’s grip first before flinging himself onto the harder ground above the bank, panting hard.

‘Never again,’ said Mahmoud over and over as he lay there, shoes still partly submerged.

Maeve sat down next to him, close enough to share body heat since they’d both begun to shiver in the light breeze, despite the heat from the sun. ‘Well,’ said Maeve, picking at his own disgusting uniform. Thankfully, the thick mud covering meant it hadn’t gone see-through, though he did have to pull it away from his front to stop the shape of his chest from showing.

Mahmoud propped his head onto one arm to look up at him. ‘Well,’ he repeated back at him.

They both grinned. And then laughed. Maeve let his upper body drop down to the ground, marvelling at how light he felt. The itchiness was gone, as was the angst he’d been carrying in his guts.

When they’d both stopped laughing, Mahmoud asked, ‘What does this make us, then?’ He gestured at the mud covering them both. ‘Mud brothers?’

Maeve smiled. Mud brothers. Not siblings. Brothers. ‘Yeah, I like that,’ he said.

‘Much more civilised than blood brothers,’ said Mahmoud.

‘Hm, maybe. Smellier, though.’ In the corner of his eye, he saw Mahmoud wrinkle his nose in agreement.

Staring at the sky above them, Maeve watched a wisp of cloud race past before he remembered something. ‘Wasn’t your phone in your pocket?’

‘Bloody buggering hell.’
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Mahmoud’s house was weird. And ridiculously close to the school, considering he was driven there and back each day.

No parents were present, though, and Maeve needed to clean up properly if he wanted the school bus driver to let him ride home that afternoon. (The boys had used someone’s garden hose to wash off the worst of the mud, and their clothes had dried during the walk, but they were still filthy.) Mahmoud also wanted to check his X-Men comics for fire powers, so they’d hiked across the suburb, cutting across the golf course that bordered the school to avoid bumping into any staff.

Like most of the other houses on the street, the Awads’ place was cream-coloured and its garden was what Beattie would have called ‘unnatural’: clean edges and no leaf litter. Unusually, the grass was bright green, and Maeve saw one of those ‘bore water in use’ signs that people used to fend off accusations of breaking water restrictions. He’d always wondered about those signs, but thought it’d be rude to ask Mahmoud if it was a rort or not.

Inside, the house was too neat for Maeve’s comfort. Way too neat. There was nothing that could be called clutter, and barely anything else either, besides a framed portrait of some sort of temple with blue walls and a large, golden dome. Nice carpets, though. Lots of different-coloured patterns that were so mesmerising, Mahmoud had to hurry Maeve along twice to get him out of the main area.

Mahmoud’s bedroom was much more Maeve’s style. There was stuff on the floor – clothes, Doctor Who novels, pen lids – and a desk that looked as messy as Maeve’s own, except Mahmoud’s desk had a computer on it.

‘You have your own desktop!’ said Maeve. ‘And – holy shit! A TV, too?’

The TV was raised up on a stand near the ceiling, making it look like the one from Maeve’s hospital room. Mahmoud could watch it while lying in bed or sitting at his desk.

But Mahmoud wasn’t interested in discussing his things. Ignoring Maeve’s exclamations, he went straight into his walk-in wardrobe (Maeve’s jaw dropped yet again), while Maeve tried very hard to keep his observations to himself.

The whole room smelt of Mahmoud, which Maeve liked. He wondered what his own room smelt like. Him, presumably, but what did he smell like to others? Good? Bad? Terrible?

‘Here we go,’ said Mahmoud, emerging from the wardrobe.

In his arms was a clean boys’ uniform, complete with tie and belt. ‘Obviously I don’t have a dress you can use, but this is better than nothing, yeah? It’s the only thing I’ve got in school colours. It’ll help you blend in on the bus home.’

Maeve blinked, feeling the fabric in his hands. The crisp thinness of the shirt. The rough thickness of the pants, so different from his hated uniform dress. His eyes were prickling and his mouth was dry, but he tried to keep his shit together. It was no big deal, he told himself. His best friend had just handed him a boys’ uniform and it was No Big Deal. (Except it was a Huge Deal. Massive.)

‘I have another one for me, so you taking this one is no problem,’ said Mahmoud when Maeve remained silent.

‘You have three?’ croaked Maeve, pretending very hard to be normal. He and his siblings only ever had two uniforms each, with Maeve inheriting Nat’s old ones as she outgrew them. Mum argued that teenagers grew so fast, any more would be a poor investment.

‘Five, actually.’

‘Oh.’

The Awads had to be rich. Maybe not American-kids-show rich, but real-life rich.

‘You can take a shower before changing,’ said Mahmoud, his eyes trained to the floor. ‘I mean, if you want. There are spare towels in the loo.’

Maeve nodded and hurried to make use of the bathroom. The sooner he washed off the last of the mud, the sooner he could put on that uniform.

***

The pants and shirt were so much more comfortable than the dress. Everything about them was free and easy, as if they were designed for movement. Maeve returned to Mahmoud’s bedroom feeling like he was floating.

He found his friend sitting on the floor surrounded by piles of comic books, all encased in sheer plastic coverings.

Mahmoud’s head jolted up. ‘I found it! His name’s Rusty Collins, or Firefist. The guy from X-Men I told you about,’ he said, gesturing for Maeve to sit on the bed. ‘Your hands are clean, yeah?’

‘Yeah?’ said Maeve, a bit insulted that his friend would think his hands were still dirty after showering.

‘This is a comic from 1986. I don’t want it getting mucked up.’ Mahmoud nevertheless handed it over, already open to a page where a man, who was also pale with red hair, was in the process of combusting into uncontrollable flame. He looked terrified, his eyes shut fast and mouth open wide as he screamed ‘NOOOOO!’ while trying to push the woman he’d been kissing away to safety. But it was too late – her clothes were already alight and she was screaming, ‘ARRGHHH!’

‘What the hell?’ asked Maeve, a shiver crawling up his body.

‘It’s from the X-Factor series,’ said Mahmoud. ‘First one, actually. Read the whole thing, but be careful with it, yeah?’

Maeve nodded, not looking up as Mahmoud left to take his own shower.

He turned back to the first page, where Rusty Collins was standing on a big American frigate, wearing a white sailor’s uniform and blue neckerchief.

The worst bit was when Rusty was shown running out of an enflamed alleyway, screaming for help, with only a woman’s hands visible behind him, her fingers spread out wide, fire everywhere.

***

By the time Mahmoud returned, Maeve was feeling clammy and nauseous.

‘You alright?’ asked Mahmoud, coming into the room with a whiff of shampoo. He seemed to sense some danger to his comic and immediately plucked it from Maeve’s lap.

Maeve had to take a long breath before he could speak. ‘That character,’ he said. ‘He even sort of looks like me.’

‘I know, right?’ said Mahmoud, though he seemed excited.

‘He hurt people.’

‘Not on purpose. And he learns to control it so that stops happening. Like you did.’

‘Not really …’

‘You didn’t actually go on fire this time, yeah? Like, not properly, not enough to burn stuff up, just …’

‘Smoulder?’

‘Yeah,’ said Mahmoud, grinning. ‘That’s control.’

‘S’pose,’ said Maeve, but he couldn’t quite suppress a shiver.

‘Cold?’ asked Mahmoud.

‘Yeah,’ said Maeve, since it was an easy excuse. His poor beanie was destroyed, so his bald head was exposed to the house’s cool air.

Mahmoud jumped up. ‘I have something you could wear …’ He riffled through some drawers. ‘Here we go.’ He was holding a long shawl. It was white with a sort of black chain mail pattern across it.

‘Is that for my head?’ asked Maeve. He’d only ever seen Mum wear shawls around her shoulders.

Mahmoud rolled his eyes. ‘May I?’

Still confused, Maeve nodded, and Mahmoud immediately flicked the shawl over his head. The boy wrapped it with practiced hands, tucking it here, twisting it there. Maeve revelled in the contact. He’d had his hair washed by a hairdresser before but had been tense the whole time. This was different. It was nice. Relaxing.

When Mahmoud was done, the fabric sat tight and snug.

‘What did you do?’ asked Maeve, exploring it with his fingers.

‘Made you look like a proper woman,’ said Mahmoud.

Maeve didn’t think. He yanked the shawl off his head, the momentum sending it flying across the room, right past Mahmoud, who stared back at Maeve with such angry, wounded eyes that Maeve wanted to fall through the floor and into the alleged bore below.
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‘The hell you done that for?’ said Mahmoud, stomping over to pick the shawl up.

‘I’m sorry,’ whispered Maeve.

‘If you didn’t want it, you could of just said.’ Mahmoud’s voice wasn’t raised, but Maeve could tell by his movements that he was angry.

‘It’s not –’ Maeve started trying to say.

‘Not what?’

‘I don’t wanna look like a proper woman.’

Mahmoud frowned, not understanding.

Maeve’s heart was pounding hard. He was going to do it, because he was pretty sure that, if he didn’t, he would lose Mahmoud’s friendship right there and then. And he couldn’t bear that. Not even a little bit.

Training his eyes squarely on a chewed-up blue biro lid that sat by his foot, he said: ‘I’m a guy.’

His announcement was followed by empty silence. Maeve didn’t have any courage left to look up and check how Mahmoud was reacting. He felt sucked dry and wondered if he even had enough energy to leave, should Mahmoud decide to respond badly.

Time passed. Seconds or minutes, Maeve had no idea. The next thing he was aware of was Mahmoud’s approaching feet.

The boy reached out, and Maeve flinched. But there was fabric in the boy’s hand and soon Mahmoud was once again wrapping and tucking it around Maeve’s head. Maeve sat still and tense, no longer enjoying the sensation.

‘There,’ said Mahmoud when he was done, taking a seat on the chair by his desk. ‘My uncle wears his keffiyeh like this sometimes.’

‘Your uncle?’ echoed Maeve, unsure if he’d heard right.

‘Yeah,’ nodded Mahmoud. ‘It looks well manly.’ He paused. ‘That’s what you wanted, right?’

Maeve licked his lower lip, unsure how to respond. Mahmoud’s face and words weren’t giving him any clues. Was he making fun of him? Was he being nice?

‘Doesn’t bother me,’ said Mahmoud with a stiff sort of shrug, which made Maeve think it did bother him and he was just trying to pretend it didn’t. Before the silence could get really awkward, Mahmoud continued: ‘Now, if you messed up my comic while I was in the shower, that would bother me. But wearing a proper Palestinian keffiyeh? That doesn’t bother me at all.’

‘You really don’t mind?’ asked Maeve, referring to the him-being-a-guy-thing, not the him-wearing-a-keffiyeh thing.

Mahmoud gave another stiff shrug. There was definitely something off in his reaction.

‘Lots of people have a problem with it,’ continued Maeve, not wanting to push, but unable to move on until he knew for sure. ‘Have you seen Priscilla, Queen of the Desert?’

Mahmoud shook his head.

‘Oh, well, it’s about these drag queens.’

‘Like men who wear dresses?’

‘Um, yeah. But one of them was an actual woman.’

Mahmoud frowned. ‘A woman can be a drag queen?’

‘She was … sort of born looking like a guy? You know … with a penis. So people would’ve called her a boy when she was growing up, but she wasn’t one.’

Mahmoud fell silent again.

‘You think I’m weird,’ said Maeve when the silence had dragged on far too long. ‘I’m a guy who everyone thinks is a girl, and that makes me a weirdo. That’s what you think, isn’t it?’

When Mahmoud didn’t respond, Maeve stood to go. He’d just grabbed his school bag, which still had flecks of dried mud all over it, when Mahmoud called out, ‘Wait!’

‘What?’ said Maeve.

‘I don’t think you’re a weirdo. Look, can you sit back down? This is awkward.’

It was. He sat back on the bed.

‘I’ll be honest, yeah?’ said Mahmoud, proving that he had been lying before. ‘I have no idea how this sort of thing works. You say you’re a boy and that’s … like, yeah, okay, I don’t get it, but okay.’

‘You think it’s weird.’

‘I didn’t say that,’ said Mahmoud. ‘And even if I did, you’re not the only weird one, alright? My cousins – hell, my whole family think I’m a right oddball. This, here, with us’ – he gestured between Maeve and him – ‘it’s like birds of a feather and that.’

Maeve had no idea how birds and feathers were relevant, but put it aside. ‘Why does your family think you’re weird?’ he asked instead, because Mahmoud was normal, apart from being a pom and being friends with Maeve (assuming they were still friends).

Mahmoud waved over at his comics, his figurines, his novels and his Star Trek posters.

‘Stuff like that,’ said Mahmoud. ‘And other stuff. It doesn’t matter.’

Except it did matter to Maeve. He’d just dropped the biggest secret in his life and it was like Mahmoud wouldn’t tell him anything important in return.

‘Point is,’ continued Mahmoud, ‘I’m not gonna drop you because you think you’re a boy.’

‘I am a boy.’

‘Right,’ agreed Mahmoud, and he didn’t sound like he was being sarcastic, though Maeve was bad at judging those sorts of things. ‘Are you gonna change your name, though?’ continued Mahmoud. ‘Cos I never heard of a bloke called Maeve.’

Maeve paused. He’d never considered changing his name before – he hadn’t even known it was possible. Was it possible? ‘Well, now you have,’ he said with a shrug that he hoped looked cool, casual and confident.

Mahmoud smiled, and it seemed real enough for Maeve to smile back.

‘You’re only the second person I’ve told,’ said Maeve.

‘Seriously?’ Now Mahmoud was definitely giving him a real smile. ‘Who was the first?’

‘Seumas. It just … came out.’

‘And he was alright with it?’

‘Yeah, he was totally cool. He mentioned how those stories – the ones Mr Salem told us – have different versions, sometimes with a man, sometimes a woman –’

‘Seumas knows those stories? How? I couldn’t find them on Ask Jeeves.’ Mahmoud’s eyes went wide. ‘Look, I know you said he had nothing to do with all that school stuff, but come on, this is well beyond coincidence now.’

‘No! Seriously, it’s not him.’

Mahmoud stared at him, his eyes thinning. ‘But you know who is doing it,’ he said, leaning forward. ‘There is someone, yeah? Someone’s doing all this. It’s not just Aussie schools being bonkers.’

Maeve didn’t know what to do. Back when he’d thought Jeremy was imaginary, it had been clear: keep quiet. But now? Jeremy hadn’t wanted Beattie to know about them. Nor Seumas. Did that extend to other people, too? And if he didn’t tell Mahmoud, wouldn’t that be like saying he didn’t trust him? Which was ridiculous – he’d just told him his biggest secret ever! And Mahmoud had been … alright about it. More or less. (Maeve had a feeling that, in comparison to Seumas’s response, everyone’s reaction was going to be a bit of a letdown.)

‘I won’t tell,’ said Mahmoud. ‘I swear.’

And Maeve believed him.

‘Okay,’ he said, and Mahmoud sat up a little straighter. ‘But you really can’t tell anyone.’ He cleared his throat, trying to copy the way Seumas did it, but it didn’t sound quite right. He figured it would take some practice. ‘It’s Jeremy,’ he said.

‘Your neighbour?’




An interlude | Eadar-sgeul

Jeremy stalked the empty, echoing hallways of Maeve’s school. They were a very unhappy chappy. Hours. They had spent hours crafting their bespoke curriculum for Maeve and yet the muddle-headed boy kept skipping it.

A whole day, this time! Once again, their boy had been led astray by that horrid Mahmoud, who was now lending Maeve boys’ uniforms! The very thing Maeve had longed to wear every day of his school life and the new boy just handed it to him!

It was a catastrophe! Another one!

Jeremy was meant to be the one, the only one, who made Maeve feel understood and accepted. If anyone was going to be handing Maeve boys’ uniforms, it was Jeremy!

(And why, oh why, didn’t they think of that the moment they took over the school? Foolish! Foolish!)

Maeve must attend his classes! He must learn the Gàidhlig tongue and enough other business to not be completely useless in their homeland, for Jeremy wouldn’t be there to guide him all the time. They wouldn’t be there at all for the boy’s first crossing, for Jeremy could not risk their luck going through the silly humans’ Crossing a second time – one facial scar courtesy of the guards was enough for a lifetime, even a lifetime as unending as Jeremy’s. No, Jeremy would be using other paths – ones far too small for a being unable to manipulate their own matter.

Thus, the sooner Maeve picked up the rudiments of their homeland, the sooner they could go home.

Jeremy stilled.

Home. Such a quaint word for such a grand concept. Oh how they missed their home. The still, dark and dripping forests below and unceasing air currents above. The cliffs of damp, red sandstone that never lost their lustre. They missed the roiling seas, home to the Great Beast that made blue whales look like bluefin tuna. And they particularly missed the music of those few who dared set sail across its surface: the landward echoes of their sacred melodies, composed just so to produce the vibrations necessary to disguise their passage. There was no thrill greater than when the music suddenly failed, those too-soon silences that told the story of another vessel lost.

Jeremy snapped back to the present with an unpleasant lurch. They needed to do damage control. They had to rein Maeve back in and regain control of the board game.

And they would!

As soon as their critical-thinking capacity kicked back into gear.
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Oscar claimed the internet as soon as the Williams kids arrived home that afternoon – Maeve could hear the BA baa BA baa BAA of the dial tone connecting from his room – which meant Nat headed straight for the phone and Maeve was left with no way to contact Seumas. He was starting to feel desperate, and maybe a bit worried. What if the police had found the man and deported him back to Scotland? Maeve wished he’d thought to try calling him from Mahmoud’s place. But there had been so much happening, so many secrets divulged, that the idea of contacting Seumas hadn’t even occurred to him.

Mahmoud had immediately connected Jeremy to Mr Salem’s fairies, and then gone one step further. ‘You’re not really from Scotland, are you?’ he’d asked, eyes wide. ‘You’re from that other place.’

‘Um, well, yeah,’ Maeve had answered, half expecting Mahmoud to decide that now he was done with him, that this was one step too far.

But Mahmoud had just laughed, shaking his head. ‘Mate,’ he’d said. ‘Your life!’

***

While Oscar and Nat hadn’t said anything about Maeve’s sudden shift to the boys’ shirt and pants on the bus trip home, Maeve should’ve known better than to expect no reaction from his parents at dinner.

‘Where’d that come from?’ asked Mum.

‘Didn’t get it from me,’ said Oscar. ‘For once.’ He was still pissed off about the loss of his collared shirt, which had burned up along with Maeve’s favourite jeans on Saturday.

‘Then whose is it?’ asked Dad, who was making an extra effort that night to be peppy, as if a bit more zest in his speech would solve all their family’s woes.

Four sets of eyes snapped to Maeve. ‘Mahmoud lent me a spare.’

‘Why?’

‘Mine got dirty.’

Nat snorted. She’d seen Maeve trying to rinse the mud out of his dress in the laundry earlier.

‘Why did he have a spare at school?’ said Oscar. ‘He doesn’t play a sport, does he?’

‘No, not him,’ said Nat.

‘So why bring in a spare?’ said Oscar.

‘He’s really weird,’ said Nat. ‘And scary.’

‘No, he’s not,’ said Maeve.

‘Enough,’ said Mum.

She was looking at Maeve with her lawyer-eyes. Dad’s expression was similar, though Maeve couldn’t work out why. Was it that odd for a mate to lend another mate a uniform? Because Mahmoud was definitely a mate – his best mate. Despite not understanding how the being-a-boy thing worked, he’d accepted Maeve.

Watching his family watching him, Maeve couldn’t help wondering … would they understand him like Seumas had? It’s not like they could blame what he said on language delays now that he was older (and always got at least a B minus in English).

Or, if they didn’t understand, would they accept him anyway, like Mahmoud had?

Holy shit. He was going to do it. He was going to tell them. Right now, at the dinner table, with the collar of Mahmoud’s spare uniform rubbing against his neck.

But how to put it into words?

‘Priscilla,’ he blurted, because that was how he’d tried to explain it to Mahmoud.

Oscar and Nat looked bored and irritated respectively, while Mum and Dad just looked confused.

‘The movie,’ continued Maeve. ‘Remember how one of the drag queens was, like, a proper woman?’

‘I’m not sure I’d say proper,’ said Oscar, and Nat burst out laughing, causing Mum and Dad to frown at her.

‘Sorry,’ said Nat, trying to straighten her face.

‘Did you know the actor who played him – her – whatever – is the guy who played General Zod in Superman?’ asked Oscar.

‘No way,’ said Nat.

‘Look it up,’ said Oscar. ‘The guy went from evil villain to drag queen!’

Maeve tried to keep his breathing even. Mahmoud initially hadn’t responded in the best way possible either, so it wouldn’t be fair to get angry at Oscar and Nat now.

‘That’s quite the range,’ said Mum.

‘I dunno,’ said Nat. ‘He was creepy in Superman and creepy in Priscilla.’

‘I wouldn’t say creepy,’ said Oscar.

Nat just raised an eyebrow and Oscar shrugged, conceding the point.

Okay, thought Maeve, this was worse than Mahmoud’s reaction. He imagined the snide expression on Nat’s face being sent his way as she called him creepy, and Oscar nodding while Mum and Dad watched on silently.

He couldn’t do this.

‘Alright, I think we’ve gotten a bit off course,’ said Dad, turning back to Maeve. ‘Why did you want to talk about Priscilla?’

Maeve shook his head. ‘No reason,’ he said.

Absolutely no reason at all.

***

Dad asked Maeve to help with the post-dinner clean-up, which was both irritating and fair, since it was well past Maeve’s turn.

‘Ms Kennedy said today went all right for you,’ said Dad as they began collecting up plates and cutlery.

Maeve dropped a spoon. ‘You spoke to the principal about me?’

Dad raised an eyebrow. ‘Of course I did. We’ve been in constant communication since … well, through all of this.’

Maeve frowned. He knew it wasn’t really Ms Kennedy that Dad was talking to – well, it was Ms Kennedy, but she wasn’t in her right mind, thanks to Jeremy – but it still felt like a violation of his privacy. Like he was being spied on. ‘You should’ve told me.’

‘I honestly thought I had,’ said Dad. He reached out to squeeze Maeve’s shoulder. ‘I’m sorry.’

Maeve grunted, neither accepting nor rejecting the apology.

‘I was pleased to hear things are going well, despite everything,’ said Dad, once he realised that was all he was going to get. ‘Is that your impression too?’

Seeing as Maeve hadn’t even been at school today, he figured that sure, everything was peachy – with Mahmoud, anyway – so he shrugged. ‘It’s fine.’

Dad’s broad smile made Maeve feel bad for lying. But not bad enough to come clean.

‘She also said that you and Mahmoud were practically glued at the hip.’

Urgh. Lame.

‘We’re mates,’ he said.

‘I’m glad you’ve made a friend.’

Please don’t let Oscar and Nat be listening to this.

‘Are you going to keep checking up on me with the principal?’ he asked before Dad could keep talking about Maeve’s formerly friendless state.

‘You do know it’s the school’s job to keep us parents informed, don’t you? If I hadn’t called her, I’m sure Ms Kennedy would have called me.’

Maeve doubted it. While Jeremy could use a telephone, they had a bit of blind spot when it came to modern technology, so Maeve doubted they’d think of –

That bloody arsehole!

The cup Maeve was holding tumbled to the floor.

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Dad, immediately jumping into Concerned Dad Mode.

‘Nothing,’ said Maeve, since he couldn’t share his realisation. He picked up the cup (which, thankfully, hadn’t smashed) and put it on the bench. ‘I’m just tired.’

‘I can do the rest,’ offered Dad. ‘You should try to get an early night.’

Maeve thanked him and hurried away, though not before Dad caught him up in a brief hug. Maeve forced himself not to compare it with the all-enveloping one he’d received from Seumas in Manly.

Once in his room, he paced up and down his rug, trying to keep his cool but not managing it very well.

He was almost positive he was right – that Jeremy had been behind that call the morning Beattie died. Because if they were able to control what Ms Kennedy said on the phone with Dad, then it stood to reason they’d been able to do the same with a caravan park worker.

Actually, they wouldn’t have even needed to go to Guyra, or wherever Beattie was found. They could’ve just popped over to a neighbour’s house and used a phone while claiming to be calling back from such-and-such. After all, there was no caller ID on the Williams home phone.

The knowledge that Jeremy had done such a nasty thing stung more than it should. It was Jeremy, after all. Maeve shouldn’t be so surprised.

But he was.

It was the casual cruelty of it. Beattie had died and Maeve had known it until that phone call had got him all confused. It had also made the parents extra suspicious of Seumas, which meant they’d got off to a bad start.

Maybe if the parents had already known Beattie was dead when Seumas first spoke to them, things would’ve happened differently. Maybe they would’ve listened more, and been more open to Maeve meeting him. Maybe that first meeting would’ve happened at home instead of on the other side of Brisbane. And maybe it wouldn’t have ended in a literal inferno.

It wasn’t just cruel, it was unnecessarily so. And if Jeremy was capable of doing that to Maeve, then what else were they capable of?
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In the deepest dark of the night, Maeve left his room on tippytoes to call Seumas from the kitchen phone. The man picked up after three rings.

‘A bhalaich?’ said Seumas, his voice dimmed, as if he’d just awoken. (A val-ich, the ‘ich’ said in the German way. It meant lad.)

‘Yeah, it’s me,’ said Maeve. ‘Are you okay? You didn’t get arrested, did you?’

‘I did not.’

‘Good,’ said Maeve, relieved. ‘I wasn’t sure, after I heard that Paddy and Johnno had taken you to the police station … I’m really sorry about that.’

‘You bear no fault.’

‘I know, but I could’ve stopped them, if I’d been awake.’ He took a breath. ‘I don’t understand how all that happened, with the fire and everything.’

He waited for Seumas to speak, to explain everything, but there was only silence. Maeve probably needed to be more specific – but how specific? If he asked directly about his fey ancestry theory, he might accidentally end up mentioning the one fey he was familiar with, which was unacceptable. So, he settled on: ‘Can you make fire too? Is it normal for people where we’re from?’

There was a pause, and then Seumas cleared his throat. ‘Of my three children,’ he said, his voice so softly hesitant that Maeve had to strain to hear it, ‘you and I are most alike in looks.’ Maeve smiled. ‘But this ability … it did not come from me.’

That was disappointing to hear, though Maeve had already guessed as much, what with Seumas being born in Scotland. ‘But you knew I could do it, yeah?’

‘It has happened once before,’ confirmed Seumas, and the tension that had been building in Maeve’s chest eased a little before another thought made him frown.

‘If you knew,’ said Maeve, ‘why didn’t you tell me about it? I could’ve stopped it. I can, you know. It almost happened again today, but I stopped it.’

‘You stopped it?’ echoed Seumas.

‘Yeah! And if you’d told me on Saturday, I could’ve stopped it then too!’

‘I –’ began Seumas. ‘I am sorry, my – a bhalaich. I should have told you.’ The man paused. ‘You truly stopped it?’

‘With calm breathing and that,’ said Maeve. ‘Beattie taught me.’

‘That is – that is very good,’ said Seumas. ‘I am so pleased, and so proud of you.’

A warm happiness filled Maeve, forehead to toes, but he still had to ask: ‘There are other people like me, though, aren’t there? Back home?’

‘I cannot say,’ said Seumas.

Which meant no. Maeve mentally scratched out the item about meeting people like him from his list of reasons to go with Seumas. Around him, the night seemed to grow colder.

‘But I can say,’ continued Seumas, ‘that whether these abilities belong to you alone or not, you yourself will never be alone.’ Seumas’s voice was growing stronger with every word. ‘You are a child of Maighread’s line, which stretches back to Aodh himself. But more than that, far more, you are the heart of our family. Ò bhalaich, Diarmad has longed for your return every day since you were taken. As have I.’

Maeve wanted to cry. He knew he was loved. By Mum and Dad, if not by Beattie. But he’d also always been the odd one out. The add on. The one standing on the edge of the family, never quite in its centre.

‘What was that?’ asked Seumas.

‘What?’ said Maeve, voice thick with mucus, which he tried to swallow down.

‘A bup bup.’ The man made a sound like electronic beeping. ‘There it is again.’

‘I don’t hear anything,’ said Maeve. ‘But maybe it’s your phone telling you the battery’s running out. Do you have a charger?’

‘What is a charger?’ asked the man.

Shit.

If Seumas’s phone was about to conk out, Maeve needed to act fast. ‘We should meet,’ he said. ‘Could you come to my school tomorrow? I told you where that was, yeah?’ Then Maeve thought better of it. ‘Actually, don’t come to the school, come to the golf course behind it. It’s huge, you can’t miss it. Maybe at lunchtime?’

‘I –’

The line went dead.
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Morning found Maeve bleary-eyed and standing in his dreaded sports bra and undies (pants, his mind supplied, trying out the British lingo).

His uniform dress from yesterday was still damp, stained and sitting unwanted in the laundry sink. It looked as bad as ever, despite his attempts to clean it last night. At least his shoes hadn’t been too hard to deal with. The fake black leather was very practical.

On the bed in front of him was what remained of his one and only spare uniform. Someone had taken a pair of scissors to it, which they’d then left at the crime scene. They were children’s scissors, the kind made of plastic, so the uniform was less sliced and more hacked. Jeremy must have stolen them from the junior school, since they had the school’s name written on them in permanent marker.

Maeve didn’t know when Jeremy had returned to the house without saying hello, or why they’d destroyed his only other uniform dress, but he couldn’t help but feel a tiny bit grateful to the little shit, because it left him only one option: Mahmoud’s spare.

He loved the idea of wearing the shirt and pants (trousers) again, he just needed to rustle up enough courage to actually do it.

***

Oscar rolled his eyes and Nat dropped her face into her hands as Maeve approached the car in his borrowed uniform and Mahmoud’s keffiyeh, which he was wearing again since he couldn’t ask for another beanie without admitting he’d ruined Oscar’s. Dad looked at his watch and sighed, probably realising there was no time left for Maeve to go change – they either left right now, or they’d be late.

Maeve stuffed his trembling hands into his pockets – he had pockets! – and pretended he wasn’t bothered. He was, though. Scared, too. Somehow, it felt harder going to school like this than it had going with red hair or no hair at all.

Mahmoud was waiting for him outside the main gate. The boy gave a huff of laughter when he saw Maeve approaching. ‘I guess that one’s yours now, eh?’

‘Do you mind?’ asked Maeve.

‘It’s cool,’ said Mahmoud, to Maeve’s great relief. He’d be sure to pay his friend back as soon as his life was less of a mess. ‘But let me just …’ continued Mahmoud, indicating the keffiyeh.

Maeve leant forward to let him retie it. Despite Maeve’s best efforts, it had gone all loose and baggy.

A passing classmate oooh’ed and made kissy noises that both Maeve and Mahmoud pretended not to hear.

‘Class today, or …?’ Mahmoud flicked his head towards the path they’d taken yesterday.

Maeve laughed. He felt lighter, and maybe a little tingly from his friend’s touch. ‘You want to wag again?’

Mahmoud just grinned. ‘We seem to be getting away with it.’

‘Hm,’ said Maeve. ‘We probably shouldn’t push our luck. Plus, I need to see Jeremy.’

‘You mean the jinni?’ clarified Mahmoud.

‘Genie?’ said Maeve, confused. He’d never thought of Jeremy as a genie before.

‘Fairy bloke.’

‘Right, yeah, them,’ agreed Maeve as they fell into step together, heading to the locker room. ‘Though,’ he said, pitching his voice low. ‘I was thinking of ducking out at lunch. I’m hoping to meet Seumas at the golf course. We got cut off on the phone last night, so I’m not completely sure he’ll be there, but –’

‘You wanna go just in case,’ Mahmoud finished for him. ‘Count me in. We can –’

‘Miss Williams!’ came Ms Danu’s war cry.

Thanks to years of conditioning to obey that voice, Maeve’s body stopped without his conscious permission. Mahmoud froze at his side as the ominous clip clop of Ms Danu’s sturdy heels approached.

‘That’s your third uniform violation this term,’ Ms Danu told him, presumably referring to Maeve’s red hair (back when he’d had hair), the keffiyeh and the boys’ uniform. ‘Look at me when I’m talking to you!’

Once again without his permission, Maeve’s body turned toward Ms Danu’s frowning face.

‘I’m calling your parents to come and get you,’ she said, already turning towards the office.

‘Please, Miss,’ started Mahmoud, stepping forward.

‘You’re not in a position to request anything, Mr Awad. I’d advise you to keep your mouth shut.’

Maeve shook his head at his friend, silently begging him not to interfere. There was no point in getting them both in trouble.

Mahmoud got the message and stepped back. Out of Ms Danu’s vision, he pointed at his chest and then towards the golf course. Maeve gave a tiny, relieved nod and then followed their horrid teacher.

It all happened fast after that. Ms Danu made the call and then demanded Maeve wait outside the Science lab until Dad’s arrival. ‘And take that ridiculous thing off your head,’ she told him.

***

Dad was not happy to hear about Maeve’s recent absences.

‘Why weren’t we informed?’ he asked Ms Danu, as the class within – Grade Eight, Maeve was pretty sure – watched through the lab’s windows. ‘Isn’t that school policy?’

‘Ordinarily, yes, but things have been somewhat unusual since term began.’

‘But Ms Kennedy assured my wife and I that Maeve would not be left unsupervised at any point, given recent events. We spoke about it just last week, and yesterday she told me Maeve had been in class and all was well!’

Ms Danu’s eyebrows rose. ‘I don’t know what to tell you, Mr Williams, but I’ve not been informed of any change in circumstance.’

Dad rubbed his face and looked down at Maeve. It was clear he wanted to talk about Seumas – his version of Seumas, the one that painted the man as AVO-worthy.

Maeve didn’t budge.

‘One moment,’ said Ms Danu. Stepping into the lab, she reemerged with a nervous-looking girl. ‘Miss Smith can accompany your daughter to her locker to collect her things.’

The girl stared at Maeve like he was a career criminal, and Maeve didn’t blame her. Three-day suspensions were rare at their school, and they almost inevitably led to expulsion.

Going by Ms Danu’s expression, that final outcome couldn’t come soon enough.
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‘Where did you go yesterday?’ Dad demanded as soon as they entered the car. He’d tried confronting Ms Kennedy over ‘her lies’, but Mrs Mills had insisted the principal wasn’t in, which left Dad decidedly Not Happy. Maeve had seen Mum furious before – Beattie too, of course – but never Dad. Dad was the cool-headed one, the one who calmed everyone else down. But not today.

‘We didn’t go anywhere,’ said Maeve.

‘Did you see Seumas?’

‘No!’

‘Then why won’t you tell me?’

‘Because it’s my business!’

‘This is a family matter,’ said Dad.

‘Yes! It is! My family. Not yours.’

Dad let out a long breath as Maeve tried to smother the guilt he felt over his words. Because he shouldn’t feel guilty. He’d only said the truth. Dad could pretend he was Maeve’s only father, but he was wrong. Maeve had another family, who loved him and missed him and wanted him back. A whole separate family Maeve couldn’t help thinking he’d be meeting sooner rather than later.

They drove the rest of the way to Longridge in heavy, loaded silence.

***

‘I’ve told your mother about your school absences,’ said Dad, appearing at Maeve’s door. He’d gone straight to the phone when they arrived home, while Maeve hid in his room. ‘She’s in court today, but Lucy said she’d pass on the message. And since I’m not comfortable leaving you here on your own, not with that man prowling, I called work to let them know I won’t be coming back in today.’

Irritation flared in Maeve, distracting him from his woes. Seumas wasn’t prowling. He was visiting!

‘I don’t know what’s going on with you, Maeve. I don’t understand any of this. Your mother and I, we’re in over our heads.’

They’re in over their heads? Maeve went on literal fire! His ‘imaginary’ friend was real! He probably had fey ancestry! He’d grown up calling his birth mother ‘granny’! He had a living birth dad who was right here in Brisbane and a brother he’d yet to meet in a whole other world! If anyone was in over their head, it was him!

‘I also spoke to Erin,’ continued Dad, ‘the specialist you’re going to see. She –’

‘What specialist?’

‘We spoke about this.’

‘No we didn’t!’

Dad sighed again and Maeve’s hands curled into fists.

‘The hospital recommended her,’ he said. ‘We originally booked an appointment for June, which was the earliest she had available, but she’s had a cancellation. She can now see you tomorrow afternoon.’

‘I don’t need –’

‘There’s nothing wrong with getting help. Heaven knows we all need it sometimes. I’ve booked in a session with a counsellor myself.’ He paused for breath. ‘Erin’s used to working with adolescent girls. It’s why the hospital recommended her.’

Maeve turned away.

‘She asked me about your friends, and I mentioned your new one.’

‘Mahmoud. My best friend.’ And yes, he was including Jeremy in that statement, because Mahmoud didn’t keep secrets that could potentially mess up Maeve’s whole entire life!

‘Yes,’ said Dad, though he didn’t sound happy. ‘Erin suggested that it might be good for you to mix with other people. Girls your age.’

‘Just yesterday you were saying how happy you were that me and Mahmoud were mates!’ protested Maeve.

‘That was before I found out you’d spent the day doing God knows what,’ Dad replied, his voice growing harder. ‘I’m going to ask Nat about spending more time with you at school.’

And the prize for Worst Idea Ever goes to Dad!

‘And I’d like you to limit your time with Mahmoud.’

‘Because I wagged one day of school?’

Dad crossed his arms, mirroring Maeve’s own posture. ‘Because in the time since you met that boy, you’ve cut class on two different days, have started wearing the wrong uniform and, according to Ms Danu, have picked up something of an attitude.’ Dad took a deep breath, as if trying to calm himself. ‘This is a difficult time. Maybe the hardest we’ve faced as a family. You’re vulnerable, and I’m worried that boy is a bad influence.’

‘If anyone’s a bad influence, it’s me,’ said Maeve. ‘I’m the weirdo!’

Dad reached for Maeve’s hands, taking them in his own. Maeve avoided eye contact.

‘You’re not a weirdo,’ said Dad.

Maeve snorted, and some snot came out. He freed an arm and wiped his nose on his sleeve.

‘Oh, Maeve,’ said Dad. He squeezed Maeve’s remaining hand in his. ‘You know I love you. We all do, and we want what’s best for you. All this …’ he ran a hand over Maeve’s bald head. ‘It’s all so beyond belief, isn’t it? Remarkable, really. But we’re going to get through it. Together, as a family. We just need to trust each other. Okay?’

‘So can I shut my bedroom door?’

‘Maeve …’

‘It’s about trust, yeah?’

Dad shifted back, looking disappointed. ‘There are leftovers in the fridge you can heat in the microwave if you want something hot for lunch. I’m going to be working in the main room. If you feel ready to talk at any point, I’m just a few steps away.’ He was wearing the tiniest of smiles. ‘I’m on your side, sweetie. We all are.’

Maeve snorted again, good and loud, so that Dad would know exactly what he thought about that statement.
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Jeremy was rather miffed to spy the ‘new friend’ walking alone, all by himself, to the gymnasium for the latest Gràmar na Gàidhlig lesson. Jeremy did not approve of Mahmoud, but they had noted that their own darling boy no longer did anything at school, and sometimes not even outside of it, without this other one glued to his side.

And yet here was Mahmoud with no Maeve in sight.

A glance at the rabble waiting outside the gym told them Maeve was not there either. Nor was he in the bathrooms or the locker rooms or the classroom where his class had spent first period.

Worse, Jeremy couldn’t sense him in the vicinity. Though divining Maeve’s presence could be tricky at times, they had definitely felt him arrive at the school with the Williams siblings, making his absence now unexpected, and thus unsettling.

It had to be Mahmoud’s fault. Something had happened, the boy had failed to handle it, and now Maeve was in desperate need of Jeremy.

If only they could find him.

Proceeding to the main reception, Jeremy dispatched Mrs Mills to the bathroom after a minor struggle – the woman was beginning to actively resist them now, which didn’t augur well – then donned her visage and walked over to Ms Kennedy’s private office.

‘Knock knock,’ they called as they entered.

‘I’m not in!’ said Ms Kennedy, before noticing Jeremy-as-Mrs-Mills’s face. ‘Good Lord! That’s quite the scar you have there! What happened?’

Jeremy flicked away her curiosity.

‘Maeve Williams,’ they said instead. ‘Have you heard anything about his whereabouts?’

‘Ah yes,’ said Ms Kennedy, tapping away at the computer. ‘She –’

Flick.

‘He should be in LOTE. The gym, I believe.’

‘And if he is not in the gymnasium?’ asked Jeremy.

‘Oh dear,’ said Ms Kennedy. ‘Well, there was that bit of a ruckus earlier …’

A growl crawled up Jeremy’s gullet.

‘What ruckus?’ they hissed.

Ms Kennedy offered them a throat lozenge before answering. ‘You know, I’m not sure,’ she said. ‘I’m not in today, you see.’

Jeremy left the way they’d come, their luscious lady lips pursed as they forced themself to Keep Their Cool (as Maeve would put it).

It seemed they had only one option left, though the very idea of pursuing it made them screw up their face and shudder like a true thespian. Then they plodded – yes, plodded, this form did have its drawbacks – back to the gymnasium.

Entering, they rapped hard on the gym’s inner wall. ‘Sorry to interrupt,’ they said. ‘But I need to steal away Mr Mahmoud Awad for a moment.’

The boy stood, his movements hesitant and his eyes narrowing on Jeremy’s face. Specifically, their scar. Jeremy frowned, suddenly very suspicious about what sort of confidences had been shared between their boy and this other. Did he know who they were? Surely not.

With uncharacteristic aplomb – for Mrs Mills, that was – the creature led the boy out of the gym and along the hallways, speaking not a word and thus making the space between them very uncomfortable.

Down the last hall, there was a classroom that had been abandoned after a ceiling fan came loose (still unfixed). The room had a stale smell and an impressive coating of dust on its desks and chairs, giving it a certain je ne sais quoi that made it the perfect site for this particular interview.

They bid the boy enter and closed the door behind them. The moment it clicked shut, they let Mrs Mill’s face slip off and replaced it with the face they’d worn to accompany Maeve to Manly. They liked this body – a form they’d stolen from Diarmad himself, despite telling Maeve otherwise – both for its similarity to Maeve’s own and for the sheer ecstasy of knowing how enraged the old hag and her kin would be to see him so.

Not Maeve, though. Maeve would see the humour in it.

The body also had the benefit of being a pleasing height. A height they intended to use to stare down the boy until he told them everything.

But the moment Mahmoud turned to face them, all need to resort to additional intimidation tactics flew out the closed louvres. The boy screamed and flew backwards, knocking into two chairs and a desk and sending dust wafting in all directions.

‘You’re … Jeremy …’ the boy coughed, lungs filled with dust, and Jeremy’s perfect poise collapsed.

Mahmoud knew their name.

Which meant Maeve had told him about them.

Which meant Maeve had betrayed them.

Just like a human was wont.
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The flyscreen burst off its hinges and flew into the room. Maeve would have screamed, had Jeremy not done this trick countless times before. Though its repetition didn’t stop him from flinching as his heart rate galloped away.

He’d been sitting on the floor in his favourite spot – his back against the bedframe, his toes tracing the edge of his blue patterned rug – brooding.

Maeve had always thought he’d been treated the same as his siblings. But, after the past few days, he’d begun to wonder. Had Oscar or Nat ever been forced to keep their bedroom door open? Had they ever needed permission to use the phone or internet? Maeve didn’t think so. Not even when Oscar was going though that ‘difficult stage’ two years ago, when the parents really shouldn’t have trusted him but still did.

Unlike Oscar back then, Maeve wasn’t drinking or experimenting with drugs. All he’d done was meet his own birth father without permission once – so why were the consequences so different for him?

His thoughts had been interrupted by Jeremy’s arrival. They were wearing that look again, the familiar one they said came from Bellbowrie Pools. But there was something different about them today. A wildness in their eyes that reminded Maeve of a kookaburra staring down at a tasty blue-tongue lizard.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asked, standing and glancing at the door, making sure it was closed just enough so Dad wouldn’t get a look in while passing.

‘Oh, you know,’ said Jeremy, their body perfectly still. (Poised to strike, Maeve thought.) ‘I just learned that my dearest and most beloved friend betrayed me to some oik he met five minutes ago.’

Maeve shifted guiltily. ‘You mean Mahmoud?’

‘Well, I hope you don’t think I’m referring to Seumas, because if you told your daddy –’

‘I didn’t! He doesn’t know anything about you,’ said Maeve. ‘And don’t call him my “daddy”.’

Boy and creature stared at one another. If Maeve had had any hair left, it would now be flying off him. He had no memory of Jeremy ever acting like this before, and he didn’t like it.

‘Fine,’ said Jeremy at last, breaking the tension by throwing themself onto the bed, limbs splayed wide, though with one arm angled so it covered their eyes (to Maeve’s great relief).

‘You didn’t say I couldn’t tell Mahmoud,’ Maeve dared to say.

‘Forgive me if I thought that was patently obvious,’ said Jeremy, before shifting their arm to stare at Maeve again. Thankfully, their gaze was less cutting now, but still disquieting. ‘If I had told you not to tell him, or anyone else, would you have?’

‘Of course not!’ said Maeve, offended at the very idea.

‘Good,’ they said.

Maeve bit his lip, his fingers twitching against his sides.

‘Something to add?’ they asked. ‘You’re jumpier than a willy wagtail.’

‘The phone call from the caravan park,’ he blurted.

Jeremy propped themself up on their elbows. ‘Yes?’

‘Why would you do that? And don’t deny it, I know it was you. You made Mum and Dad think Beattie was still alive. You made me think she was still alive.’

‘For about five minutes,’ argued Jeremy.

‘For a whole morning!’ said Maeve. ‘That was messed up, Jeremy! Like, you’ve explained why you had to pretend to be imaginary –’ Maeve cut himself off, suddenly remembering that they hadn’t explained that. ‘Actually, you never explained that either! You just said you hated doing it.’

Jeremy heaved a large sigh as they shifted into a seated position. ‘Okay, okay, come sit and I’ll explain all.’

Maeve didn’t believe them, but he did sit down on the bed. It was funny, but with Jeremy wearing this particular form, they felt both more and less approachable. Like something familiar that was just slightly off. He was pretty sure he’d heard Dad use the phrase ‘uncanny valley’ to describe this feeling, though he couldn’t remember why.

‘I had Samer Salem provide your class with some history of our homeland,’ they said, their tone surprisingly serious. ‘Did he?’

‘You mean about Aoife and Aodh and that other Meadhbh who made an Agreement with the fey?’

‘Exactly that,’ said Jeremy. ‘Did he also mention what happened to the Agreement?’

Maeve thought for a moment. ‘It ended, yeah? Something about how the humans buggered it up.’

‘They failed to uphold two thirds of their duties and so they were punished accordingly. Except, rather than accepting their fault, they chose to turn their back on the Agreement, and the fey, altogether. Since then, well, things have been a little tense between us.’

‘What’s that got to do with being imaginary?’

‘Beattie,’ hissed Jeremy.

‘Oh, come on, I know you said she was prejudiced, but –’

‘If that woman had ever learned I was here, she would have attempted to kill me, and not stopped until she succeeded or died trying.’

Maeve’s eyes widened. That went far beyond simple prejudice. A moment later, he asked, ‘Can you be killed?’ Though he was now getting used to the idea of Jeremy being real, he’d never really thought through the implications.

‘Not in the way that humans can,’ they said, ‘but I can be … well, destroyed would be the most accurate description. It’s not pleasant and tends to be permanent. Imagine existing for the rest of eternity as a pile of manure and you’re not too far off. Suffice to say, it’s a fate I very much wish to avoid.’

‘Right,’ said Maeve, taking in the horror of that image. ‘What about Seumas? You said he was prejudiced too. Would he want to hurt you?’

‘As to that,’ said Jeremy, ‘I’m unsure. He did marry the hag, so he most likely shares at least some of her views. But then again, he may be less prejudiced –’

‘Because he wasn’t born in the other world place,’ finished Maeve, comforted that his first impression of Seumas as not at all violent was likely still true. He figured Seumas would probably be prejudiced in the same way Grandad Williams was. Like how Grandad would sometimes say horrible, racist things that made Dad shout and Nana sigh.

‘It’s because of the War,’ Nan would always say. ‘They were our enemies.’

‘That was then,’ Dad would snap back, ‘not now.’

Maeve shook his head to clear it. Concentrate, he told himself. ‘None of that explains why you pretended to call from the caravan park.’

‘Ah well, you know,’ Jeremy waved their hand. ‘One must have one’s fun.’

‘You thought that was fun?’

‘I’m sorry, okay?’ they said. ‘I apologise for hurting you.’

Maeve was momentarily stunned into silence. Jeremy did not, as a rule, apologise.

‘So if that’s all,’ said Jeremy, standing, ‘I need to get back to the school to undo this outrageous suspension, and then you need to start taking your new classes more seriously. How do you expect to speak to your brother if you don’t learn Gàidhlig?’

Maeve took a second to realise that Jeremy was referring to his biological brother and not Oscar. ‘Diarmad doesn’t speak English?’

‘Not one word,’ confirmed Jeremy. ‘Toodle pip!’

Then they leapt out the open window, leaving Maeve alone in his room, mentally going through all the Scottish Gaelic words he remembered from the few classes he had attended.




An interlude | Eadar-sgeul

Jeremy returned to the school.

They thought the conversation with Maeve had gone rather well. The boy clearly had one foot out the door already. Jeremy could almost see the yoke of blood-borne kinship falling over his shoulders, dragging him home.

Now to deal with the Danu woman and the damage she had wrought.

But Ms Danu was not in the science labs.

Nor was she in the staffroom.

Worse, the boy Mahmoud was not in his combined English/Drama class, meaning some serious mischief was afoot, and Jeremy loathed the serious kind. (Unless it was their doing.)

At least the new boy would not be so difficult to find.

Jeremy shut their eyes (only necessary for dramatic purposes), reached out their senses (a gross human-centric misrepresentation of their actions) and sought out the errant schoolboy who really shouldn’t have eaten that chocolate.

Ah. Yes. Jeremy smiled, all teeth. There, at the very edge of their limits, a very naughty boy was playing truant.

Time to find out why.




Thirty | Fichead ’s a deich

By two o’clock that afternoon, Maeve was starting to worry. Mahmoud should have called him by now. The boy’s parents had bought him a new Nokia since his last one had died in the Brisbane River, so even if Seumas hadn’t been at the golf course at lunch, Mahmoud would have been able to call to let Maeve know.

By three o’clock, Maeve had snuck out to claim the cordless phone and called Mahmoud’s mobile number himself. No answer.

Four o’clock came and passed. He’d left four voice messages, but mostly he just listened to the pre-recorded message before hanging up. Mahmoud should’ve been home half an hour ago.

At four-forty, the front door screeched open and Nat’s voice burst into the house.

‘Maeve!’ said Nat, throwing off each shoe with a loud thump. ‘You won’t believe it!’

Maeve walked, stiff-bodied, out of his room.

Oscar was a step behind Nat, looking serious, while Nat had a hum about her, like she was about to reveal some delicious bit of gossip. Further down the hall, Dad poked his head out of the main room.

‘It’s your friend, Mahmoud,’ said Nat, toning her voice down now that her sibling was in visual range. ‘He – well, he’s missing. He’s probably just wagging school again, but Emma, Emma Aston, you know, from your class –’

‘I know Emma.’

‘Just checking, you’re not exactly social. Anyway, Emma had a doctor’s appointment so she had to leave right after lunch. Then Rita got an SMS from her saying she’d just seen Mahmoud being led away from school by a man who was clearly not his dad. Rita told the office, who called his parents, and everyone’s saying he’s missing!’

Maeve’s stomach dropped.

‘It was a white man with red hair,’ added Oscar over Nat’s shoulder, his eyes piercing.

‘Yeah,’ continued Nat. ‘According to Emma, they were walking towards that park, you know, with the canal, where the druggos all hang out.’

‘Know anything about it?’ asked Oscar.

Maeve shook his head.

‘Maeve,’ said Dad, moving up the hall, his voice urgent. ‘If you know something, you need to tell me right now. This is very serious.’

‘I don’t know anything,’ he said, his lie fuelled by a rush of anger that Dad was, yet again, assuming the worst of Seumas.

Dad said he needed to call Mum and left them in the hallway.

‘You’re a shit liar,’ said Oscar.

‘I’m not lying.’

Nat scoffed.

‘You need to tell us what you know,’ said Oscar. ‘Your friend could be in trouble.’

‘He’s not.’

‘How do you know?’

‘I just do.’

‘Don’t be thick! You know he’s with that Seumas fella, who we know nothing about except for the fact that Beattie took you all the way from Scotland to Australia to get away from him!’

Maeve turned his back, intending to hide in his room, but his siblings didn’t let him.

‘Bloody hell, Maeve!’ said Nat, picking up on their brother’s raised energy and deciding to take the situation as seriously as he was. ‘He’s meant to be your friend! For all you know, that pervert is off molesting him –’

‘My dad’s not a pervert!’

‘No,’ said Oscar. ‘He’s not. But maybe your biological dad is.’

Silence fell. Both siblings were looking at Maeve like he’d betrayed the family by claiming Seumas as his dad. Maeve felt a bit like he had too, but not enough to back down, because Seumas was also his family now – and family defended each other.

***

It was all business once Mum got home, arriving far earlier than usual. She and Dad were glued to their mobiles, letting Maeve keep control of the landline once he’d told them Mahmoud had the number. By then, Maeve was starting to feel a little anxious about his friend’s wellbeing. Not because he thought Seumas had done something to him – Seumas wasn’t like that – but because he was worried there might’ve been an accident. What if Mahmoud had been hit by a car? Seumas didn’t understand a lot of modern things, so maybe he’d stepped out onto the road and Mahmoud had tried to save him, and they’d both been hit!

Mum and Dad weren’t very receptive to his ideas. Oscar and Nat even less so.

The night-time cicadas were closing in, wrapping the house in a wall of sound. They brought with them a grim feeling that wasn’t helped by the shriek of a lone, late flying cockatoo.

Six o’clock passed and a storm rolled over the ranges. The air grew thicker and thunder growled across the sky.

Dinner was had standing up, but Maeve only managed a few bites, each one dry and scratchy. Outside, sheets of rain ran down the kitchen windows.

The Awad parents called at six-twenty. They were angry to learn that their son had lied about all the friends he’d made – he’d mentioned friends, plural – but they were furious to learn that his one new friend’s biological father was allegedly behind his disappearance. They demanded answers that Maeve couldn’t possibly give them, and exploded when he tried to defend Seumas. That’s when Mum took the phone and told Maeve to go to his room.

It was past seven, and Maeve had just heard his first post-thunderstorm curlew, when Mum let out a burst of relieved laughter. It was so at odds with the past few hours that Maeve was pulled from the safety of his room.

‘And he’s okay?’ Mum was saying to the person on the other end of the line.

The whole Williams family was standing frozen in the main room, not quite daring to believe it was over. Then Mum gave a thumbs up and Maeve could breathe again, his family reanimating around him.

‘That’s so good to hear, Pads,’ said Mum. ‘Thank you.’

There were still more calls to make, as the search had become quite extensive, but the tension was gone, replaced by a sluggish happiness.

Suddenly ravenous, Maeve wolfed down a snack, the food no longer tasting dry. The post-storm air flowing in the windows was cool and clean and Maeve pulled it deep into his lungs, the scent and sensation reminding him of countless evenings in the Longridge ranges surrounded by his family, feeling weird and sometimes out of place, but loved.

But Maeve’s happiness turned sour as he realised he was standing in the kitchen alone, his family in the other room discussing their relief that Mahmoud was ‘safe’ from Maeve’s birth dad, despite Maeve having told them again and again that Seumas wasn’t dangerous.

They didn’t believe him.

They didn’t trust him enough to believe him.

The night was taking a cold turn. Maeve wrapped his arms around himself and turned away from the open windows, leaving the biological Williams to their celebrations.

No-one seemed to notice his absence.




An interlude | Eadar-sgeul

The day had gone from bad to fabulous and then right back down to terrible.

Jeremy did indeed follow Mahmoud, and the blasted boy led them straight to Seumas!

Freezing – again! – Jeremy stared across the freshly mowed grass of the golf course and Maeve’s father stared right back, murder in his eyes. And Jeremy was suddenly faced with the very real possibility that this tawdry lawn was going to be their final resting place.

But it seemed Seumas was no true hunter.

Or, perhaps more likely, the man did not wish to make his move while the boy, Mahmoud, was present. And so, rather than confront Jeremy, he led the boy away.

More fool him.

The moment Jeremy regained their full range of movement, they followed. For, unlike Seumas, they never walked away from a hunt.

***

Man and boy had much to speak of, it seemed. And, not to be vain or anything, but Jeremy suspected they themself featured quite heavily in their conversation.

Everything Maeve had told Mahmoud, everything Mahmoud may have guessed himself from their unfortunate classroom encounter, was now being passed on to Seumas, who would piece it together with his own extensive – though far from flawless – knowledge.

It seemed to Jeremy that, with every passing moment, their glorious plan was edging closer to the abyss.

What to do?

What to do?

***

The sun set, a storm passed, and finally Mahmoud was delivered back to the relative safety of his home, leaving Seumas alone in the dark.

Jeremy approached, still unsure of their next move. Killing the man would be problematic – especially if Maeve should learn of it – but some sort of arrangement between them was necessary, ideally involving Seumas’s terrified subservience and Jeremy’s irrefutable dominance.

As Seumas entered the scrubland bordering the Brisbane River, Jeremy was close behind. They expected the man to draw arms at any moment and take up a defensive stance.

But rather than drawing his blades, Seumas employed insults as his weapon of choice.

Ugly, he dared to call them. (In Gàidhlig, of course.) Clumsy.

‘Bumailear grànda,’ the man jeered, as if Jeremy wasn’t the epitome of all grace and beauty.

Jeremy attempted to rise above it. ‘We must speak,’ they told him. ‘For the good of your son.’

But Seumas did not listen. The insults continued to flow from his tongue, cold as poison.

Slow. Sluggish. Unlovely.

Then Seumas crossed the line. He struck low.

Disfigured, he hissed, a clear reference to Jeremy’s scar, which they only bore thanks to the actions of Seumas’s own foster sister, a guard of the Crossing, who would be the first to die once Jeremy’s plan came to fruition.

Defaced, continued the man. Tainted, spoiled. Each word like a metal drill to their mind.

How dare he?

Jeremy was merciful. Jeremy was wise.

But more than all those virtues, right now Jeremy was fucking furious.

Claws out, they attacked, slicing wildly with little grace. The first blow made contact – a slice down the fool man’s shoulder – and the second delivered a scratch to his thigh. But the third went wide. As did the fourth, and the fifth.

Jeremy struck tree and stem, stone and mud, but no longer flesh.

The insults continued to rain down. Ill-favoured. Unsightly. Jeremy slashed and roared. But the man never kept still, feinting one way, then moving another.

How was he so fast? It was unnatural. What devilish machination lent this man such speed? Jeremy knew not. In that moment, they knew nothing but rage, as around them, Seumas danced.




Note | Nòta

Dannsa a’ bhàis – the dance of death – is the crowning achievement of Seumas’s people. Developed by Dòmhnall An Droch-Bheòil (Donald of the Foul Mouth), and passed down through the generations, it has been the foundation of their success in the world that some call Tìr nan Òg, others Fearann a’ Gheallaidh.

This was how it was taught to Seumas:

First, attack the enemy’s vanity. Infuriate the creature beyond all reason. Do not temper your words, for one does not enter battle with a blunted blade. Use anything and everything. Scrape the shit from the bottom of the barrel, and keep digging.

Second, subvert its expectations. Signal a movement to the right, but go left. Include a leap before every second dive, a dive before every third leap, and learn to throw your voice wide.

With each successful feint and ruse, the enemy’s movements will slow, and, so long as the first step has been completed successfully, its mind will be so dulled by wrath that it won’t even realise it. It will believe you have gained speed through some impossible means.

Third and final, strike it down. This should be simple, for the enemy is already within your power. Stab it through the chest with an iron blade, and then cut off its head.

End the dance. And leave the remains as warning to the rest of its ilk.




Thirty-one | Fichead ’s a h-aon-deug

Maeve leapt out of bed, eager to pull on his boys’ uniform. Jeremy had promised to take care of his suspension, and Maeve was glad – he was desperate to get out of the house, to see Mahmoud and to find out what the hell had happened yesterday.

He was pulling on his uniform pants when a rap on his almost-closed door made him jump. It was Mum, holding a bundle of striped fabric that Maeve refused to identify because it was too horrifying to contemplate.

‘Oh good,’ said Mum. ‘Dad did tell you.’

‘Tell me what?’

‘We’re sending you to school. Dad’s going to ask Ms Kennedy to overturn your suspension. We think she’ll agree, given the circumstances. But you need to wear the proper uniform.’

Pressure was building over Maeve’s lungs. Having now worn the boys’ uniform, he couldn’t bear the idea of going back to the girls’. But his throat caught at the idea of explaining that to Mum.

‘Natasha’s had another growth spurt, so you can have her old dresses,’ Mum was saying. ‘Here’s one and you’ll get the other once she has her new pair. I’ve already put in an order at the uniform shop.’

She tried to pass the dress to Maeve. When he made no move to take it, she placed it on his bed. ‘Maeve,’ said Mum, her eyes assessing. ‘It’s just a dress.’

His mouth opened and closed several times before he managed to force out: ‘I wanna wear the boy one.’

‘I agree the boys’ is probably more comfortable,’ said Mum, ‘but sometimes we have to do things we don’t want to. Like wearing nasty school uniforms.’

‘But I’m –’

‘Mum! I can’t find my socks!’ shouted Nat from further down the hall.

‘Ask Dad!’ Mum shouted back.

‘He can’t find them either!’

Mum rolled her eyes. ‘Coming!’ She turned back to Maeve. ‘It’s this, or you have to stay at home,’ she said. ‘Please just wear it today and we’ll discuss your opposition to it tonight. I promise I’ll listen carefully.’

She kissed his cheek and left, the scent of her perfume hanging in the room as Maeve stared down at the dress.

It was just clothing. Bits of fabric. A costume, really. He’d worn it for most of his life, so what was one more day? Particularly when he planned to take it off as soon as he got to school and replace it with Mahmoud’s spare.

He could do this.

***

Dad marched his children into the school, looking left and right as if he expected to spot Seumas hiding behind a bottlebrush. He only let the two eldest out of his sight when they were joined by their friends, and then he led Maeve to Ms Kennedy’s office.

Maeve dragged his feet, his dress brushing against his calves and the decorative stitching around his neck and sleeves chafing. He couldn’t wait for Dad to leave so he could change.

But when they reached the office, Ms Kennedy wasn’t there.

Instead, a distressed Mrs Mills was dealing with several women and men in suits of different greys. When she saw Dad and Maeve, she frowned and indicated for them to wait. Maeve noticed that the fishbowl of chocolates was gone, and a prickle of worry for Jeremy squiggled into his stomach.

One of the suits approached them and said she was from the Department of Education. ‘You’re Mr Williams?’ she asked.

Maeve’s heart leapt with joy until Dad nodded and he realised the woman hadn’t been speaking to him.

Dad explained the ‘situation’ with Seumas – his and Mum’s version of the situation – and the woman agreed that Maeve should be able to resume classes. She raised an eyebrow at the messy keffiyeh on Maeve’s head, but said nothing about it, though she did ask Maeve whether he’d noticed anything ‘unusual’ about the school lately, such as strange moods among the staff, unexplained changes in curriculum and any odd foods or beverages being passed around. Maeve shook his head.

‘No,’ he said, managing to keep his voice steady despite his increased heart rate. ‘Nothing.’

The woman looked at him like he was a liar, which proved they’d hired the right person for the job. Dad asked if the school was safe and the woman stood straight and nodded with complete confidence, which proved she was capable of the odd white lie herself.

***

Walking into the Grade Nine locker room would’ve been hellish even if Maeve had been able to change his uniform. As it was, it was like walking onto the set of a horror movie.

His classmates stared and the air was filled with whispers, whispers, whispers. Soft words that ran hot and cold between sympathy for Mahmoud – who knows what really happened to him during those hours he was missing? –and suspicion of Maeve, since everyone seemed to know that the mysterious red-haired man was his biological father.

There was no sign of Mahmoud himself, and Maeve wondered whether he’d be in today at all or if he was hiding from the whispers in the boys’ toilets.

The bell for first period rang and Maeve slammed his locker shut, his dress catching on the latch. He wrenched the hated fabric, but it stuck fast, and his irritation spiked.

Breathe in … one … two … three … Breathe out … one … two … three …

He freed his dress from the latch and went to class.

***

The drama room was sparse when he entered amid his classmates’ murmuring and stares. The giant poster of a long-haired Mel Gibson dressed up in kilt and woad was nowhere to be seen, nor were any of the sashes and sporrans that had littered the room as easy-to-incorporate props for their monologues.

Maeve took his usual place at the back, beneath the open window.

When Mr Travers entered, he had the energy of a deflated balloon.

‘Form a circle on the floor,’ he said, indicating a rough outline with his index finger. The teacher took a position within it, sitting cross-legged and straight-backed, just as Mahmoud walked in.

Maeve’s heart beat a happy rhythm before realising Mahmoud would see him not in the boys’ uniform he’d so kindly lent him, but in a girl’s dress. Embarrassment locked his intended greeting in his throat and he glued his eyes to the grey-blue carpet – a colour called glas in Gaelic. He saw Mahmoud’s feet come to a halt at his side, and his long, trouser-covered legs folding into a cross-legged position, and couldn’t help but feel comforted by his closeness.

‘Yes, welcome Mahmoud,’ said Mr Travers. ‘We are very pleased to have you safe with us.’

‘Thanks, Sir.’

‘It’s been a trying past few days.’

Several students in the circle murmured their agreement and Maeve had to repress a sneer. What the hell did they have to complain about? Some weird classes and too much chocolate?

Prats, Maeve thought, and in his head it sounded like Mahmoud’s voice, since he was the only person Maeve knew who said it.

‘I want to assure you that the recent … oddities at the school have ended, and that classes are returning to normal today,’ Mr Travers told them. ‘I also want to open up the circle to you all. There’s no judgment in this space. Just support. In these difficult times, I invite you all to share your thoughts.’

No-one spoke. The silence dragged on until one of the nicer students rescued the class by baring their innermost feelings about how strange everything had been and how lost they’d felt.

The whole period was sheer bloody torment.

Maeve and Mahmoud didn’t try to speak to each other on the way to their next class – there were too many listening ears – but they walked close enough that Mahmoud’s upper arm kept knocking against Maeve’s shoulder.

The English classroom smelled musty and the wrinkles around Mrs Webb’s mouth and eyes were drawn tight. She fidgeted with a piece of chalk until it snapped, then threw the pieces in the bin and picked up another, turning to write the date on the blackboard. By the time she was done, the class was seated, Maeve and Mahmoud in their usual seats at the back.

The teacher looked over everyone’s faces and when she reached Mahmoud’s, her shoulders drooped. ‘Mahmoud,’ she said as if she were talking to a skittish wallaby. ‘Come to the front of the class. You shouldn’t be all the way back there. Not after yesterday.’

‘I’d prefer to sit here, Miss,’ said Mahmoud.

‘Come.’

Mahmoud nudged Maeve as he rose and twitched his chin towards the front. Maeve nodded and picked his things up too, their classmates’ gaze following them as they moved to their new seats, which were right underneath a string of fluorescent lights. Maeve ducked his head against the brightness and wished he could plug his ears too, since the lights gave off a horrible high-pitched hum. He shut his eyes. When he opened them, he saw Mrs Webb directing a sad smile his way, as if she had even the slightest idea of what he was going through. Maeve glowered and Mrs Webb’s face twitched before she turned to address the whole class.

‘I’m sorry things have been unusual lately,’ she said over the lights’ hum. ‘An investigation has been opened up by the Department of Education, and – yes, Zac?’

‘You were acting really weird,’ said Thompson. ‘Were you drugged?’

Maeve swallowed his growing panic at the thought of the Department getting their hands on Jeremy’s chocolates and somehow figuring everything out.

‘I don’t know,’ said the teacher. The piece of chalk in her hand snapped. She threw it in the bin and picked up another. ‘Right, I think we should get started. We have a lot to cover and we’re very behind. This term we will be looking at advertising.’

The class proceeded, both mind-numbing and unremarkable. Maeve scribbled his notes, adding little doodles here and there, trying to listen, but distracted by the humming lights above him, the probing eyes behind him and the heavy thoughts living inside him.

He wondered what Mahmoud was thinking of the school now that it was back to normal. Was he finding it boring? Or a relief?

And where was Jeremy? What did this mean for Jeremy? What had happened to Jeremy?




Thirty-two | Fichead ’s a dhà-dheug

A suit stopped Maeve and Mahmoud from going to the oval at morning break, forcing them to spend it in the main lunch area instead. All the best spots were taken, but their new pariah status made it easy enough to nab one off a group of small Grade Eights, who fled as soon as he and Mahmoud approached.

‘Want me to retie your keffiyeh?’ asked Mahmoud as they sat on a garden wall beneath a jacaranda full of squabbling noisy miners.

Maeve nodded and held still. As Mahmoud worked his magic, Maeve felt something loosen within him. It eased some of the pressure on his lungs.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Mahmoud, and Maeve jolted back to reality. His friend had finished fixing up the keffiyeh and was now sitting back beside him. ‘About all that business yesterday,’ continued Mahmoud. ‘I didn’t realise how late it was, then there was the storm … I never thought my parents would worry so much that they’d call the police.’

‘I thought you’d been in an accident or something,’ said Maeve.

Mahmoud looked sheepish. ‘We lost track of time.’

‘How? What were you doing?’

‘Just walking about and talking,’ said Mahmoud. ‘I told him about the X-Men stuff, Rusty Collins, you know. And about – wait, I haven’t even told you yet. I met Jeremy.’

‘You saw Jeremy?’ asked Maeve, shoulders tensing right back up. Why would Jeremy have spoken to Mahmoud? ‘Are they okay? Where are they?’

Mahmoud laughed. ‘Oh sure, they’re okay. They were having a right laugh when I last saw them.’

‘What happened?’

‘Right, so. They were a woman. Like, a proper woman.’ Mahmoud held his hands out in front of his chest, making Maeve feel very awkward about the warts sitting on his own chest. ‘They looked like Mills, from the Head’s office, yeah? Except there was this scar.’ He traced a line between his left temple and ear lobe. ‘Nasty. The exact same one that MacDonald lady had. Did you know that was Jeremy?’

Maeve nodded.

‘You didn’t tell me.’

‘I told you they were doing the Scottish stuff.’

‘Yeah, but not that they were literally Mrs MacDonald! Anyway, so they’re right in front of me, looking like Mills, and then – poof! They’re a man, Maeve. A bloody man. And I’m just like, ya Rab!’

‘Yarab?’ interrupted Maeve, confused.

‘Like, OMG. That’s when the jinni goes absolutely ballistic. They kicked this desk and a leg flew off and got stuck in the wall. No word of a lie. It was embedded. I swear it – they – whatever – wanted to kill me. They kept demanding I tell them where you were and, I really hope this isn’t a problem, because I sort of told them you were at home. I swear they would’ve killed me otherwise, but I’m so, so sorry Maeve, I mean …’

Maeve swallowed. His best friend had just met his other best friend and, by the sound of it, Mahmoud had been terrified. Maeve had never seen that side of Jeremy before – well, nothing that extreme, anyway. What was he supposed to say? Should he apologise on Jeremy’s behalf? Or did Mahmoud just want to know Maeve wasn’t angry at him?

‘Right, um, first off, it’s fine that you told Jeremy where I was,’ Maeve said, and when he saw Mahmoud’s body relax he realised he’d said the right thing.

‘Good,’ Mahmoud replied. ‘I mean, I figured, since you’re alive this morning. But still, I got real worried when Seumas reacted like he did.’

‘You told Seumas about them?’ asked Maeve. Fear gripped him. Jeremy had said Seumas might not hate them as much as Beattie would have, but they hadn’t wanted to risk the man knowing about them, just in case. And now school was back to normal, which meant Jeremy wasn’t around …

‘Well, yeah,’ said Mahmoud. ‘It seemed like something he should know about.’

Maeve stood. ‘You swore not to!’

Mahmoud also stood. ‘That was before they threatened to chuck me out the louvres!’

‘They what?’

‘Threatened to throw me out of the glass louvres, and they meant it. I swear they meant it. They were exactly like Salem said in class. A proper demon.’

Maeve remembered how Jeremy had looked when they’d come to his room. Those kookaburra eyes. They’d been furious, probably more than he’d realised at the time.

He sat back down.

‘What did Seumas say when you told him?’ he asked Mahmoud.

‘I think he already knew. He asked if I’d been followed, or if I’d seen anyone “unnatural”.’ Mahmoud actually did the air quotes. ‘Anyone who moved wrong, or felt wrong.’

Like a shiver up the backbone. Like someone walking over your grave.

‘It’s funny,’ continued Mahmoud. ‘I did have a sort of eerie feeling at the time, but I didn’t think anything of it. I mean, you don’t, do you? You just deal with it and eventually it goes away.’

It must be the chocolate, thought Maeve. Mahmoud had said he’d had some on his first day. Why else would the boy – and everyone else at school, for that matter – have ignored the strange sensation that always accompanied Jeremy’s presence?

‘Anyway, Seumas took it well serious. That’s why I was so worried about you. Your dad clearly knew the jinni was a proper threat, even before I told him about the louvres. I reckon …’

Mahmoud kept talking, but Maeve wasn’t listening anymore. His worries over Jeremy were growing by the second. If Seumas harboured any sort of grudge against the fey, then who knew what the man might do if provoked? (And Maeve had no doubt Seumas would be provoked by Jeremy, who was a walking, talking provocation if there ever was one.)

‘Did you see Jeremy again after that?’ asked Maeve, interrupting Mahmoud mid-sentence.

‘No,’ said Mahmoud. ‘Though that creepy feeling only stopped after I got home.’

Please don’t let Jeremy have followed Seumas. The last thing Maeve needed was his oldest friend and his birth father going head-to-head.

‘I liked him,’ said Mahmoud.

‘What? Who?’ said Maeve.

‘Seumas. He was cool. I mean, he smelt proper mingin’, but he was a real bloke, you know? Like, if Crocodile Dundee was from the Scottish Highlands. He even had the knife. Two, actually. One for him, and one for you.’

‘Me?’ Dread unfurled within Maeve’s belly, but Mahmoud only smiled wider, like he could hardly contain himself.

‘Yeah, man,’ said Mahmoud, ‘it’s so cool. A proper blade, and he gave it me to pass on to you. I think it was your mum’s? From her family, anyway. The thing’s ancient.’

Mahmoud pulled his lunch bag onto his lap and, with great ceremony, handed it over to Maeve. Inside, slotted between two thin plastic containers, was a dark wooden handle. Maeve closed his hand around it, feeling the grooves against his fingers and palm. They seemed to slot right into place, like it belonged in his grip.

Or in a grip just like his.

There wasn’t a lot of family resemblance between Maeve and Beattie, at least not that he could see, but the shape of their hands was the same. Long pinkie, short pointer and a middling ring finger.

‘Best not take it out here,’ said Mahmoud.

Maeve nodded. He withdrew his hand just as a movement on the far side of the courtyard caught his eye, and he groaned. He’d hoped Nat had forgotten Dad’s Great Idea, or was also intending to ignore it, but it seemed not – there she was, with her friends, and they were looking for him.

The group quickly flanked them, and Nat’s sharp eyes fixed on Mahmoud’s lunch bag.

‘What’s in the bag?’ she asked.

‘Nothing,’ said Maeve, as Nat made a grab for it.

‘Oi!’ said Mahmoud, trying to wrench it back.

But Nat had already danced away, her friends like a shield around her, and pulled out the blade, its cutting edge wrapped up in a sheath of scraggly leather. ‘What the –?’ she said, before her eyes flew wide and she dropped the knife. It clattered onto the bricks, its wrapping coming loose at one end, exposing sharp metal that glinted in the sun.

As Mahmoud dived for the knife, Maeve and Nat stared at each other, the horror Maeve felt in his own eyes reflected in his sister’s.

Please don’t say it, begged Maeve silently. As if, by not putting it into words, the possibility couldn’t exist. But Nat was already opening her mouth.

‘OMG!’ she said. ‘Tell me that’s not the knife Beattie used to kill herself.’

‘What?’ asked Mahmoud.
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Maeve had forgotten about the specialist appointment. Dad had to walk into the school and all the way down to the bus stop to get him. Mahmoud was waiting with him, even though his mum was picking him up like usual, so the three of them had to walk awkwardly back up to the main gate together.

Maeve didn’t know what Mahmoud had done with the knife, just that he’d stashed it somewhere safe. They hadn’t talked about how Beattie had died, either. Mahmoud looked like he wanted to ask – if only about why Maeve hadn’t told him earlier – but one look at Maeve’s face had shut him up, for which Maeve was grateful. As it was, every time he thought about it, bile rose up his throat and his hands felt shaky.

When they reached the pick-up area, Mahmoud surprised them both by hugging Maeve goodbye before hastily retreating. Dad was nice enough to pretend not to notice.

***

The specialist turned out to be a psychiatrist, with an office above a takeaway joint. The stairway reeked of burned vegetable oil and Maeve was ill from it by the time he reached the plainest room he’d ever seen. Everything in it was off-white, with the sole exception of a cream-coloured tissue box that sat on a glass table. Even Dad looked discomforted by the sheer blandness of it, and he was used to boring workplaces.

Maeve was still half on autopilot as they entered the waiting room and sat down on hard, plastic chairs.

Why would Seumas give him a knife? (Possibly the knife.) Why pass it along after Beattie had done that?

‘Miss Williams?’ called a middle-aged white woman from an open doorway.

‘That’s us,’ said Dad, standing.

‘It would be best if your daughter and I spoke privately first,’ she said to Dad before turning to Maeve with a smile. ‘If that’s all right with you, Miss Williams?’

What was he going to do? Say ‘no’? As if that was an option.

The woman’s office was just as bad as the waiting room.

‘My name’s Erin. Please take a seat,’ she said, gesturing towards an off-white couch and then sitting in a padded chair (also off-white). She placed a notebook and pen on her lap. ‘May I call you Maeve?’

There was another cream-coloured tissue box sitting on a low glass table between them. And, despite the sealed windows, Maeve could still smell the stink from the shop downstairs. He wasn’t sure if it was coming through the air-conditioning vents or if it was now embedded in his nostrils. He wrinkled his nose.

‘Or would you prefer Miss Williams?’ asked Erin.

Maeve’s guts churned at the idea of having to expose himself yet again – would doing this ever get easier? – but he was so done with being called Miss. ‘You can call me Maeve,’ he said. ‘Or Mr Williams.’

‘All right,’ said Erin, not batting an eyelid as she scribbled some notes in her notebook. ‘Though your father didn’t mention the change in title from Miss to Mr. That is a change, isn’t it?’

Maeve shrugged.

‘Are your parents aware of it?’

Maeve shook his head.

‘Is that a conversation you’d like to have with them?’

‘Well, yeah,’ he said.

Erin smiled and wrote another note. ‘Your mother said you’ve recently reconnected with your biological father,’ she said, switching gears. ‘Does he know about your new title?’

Maeve nodded, but he was suspicious about where she was going with this.

‘And how did he respond?’

‘He was fine with it,’ said Maeve. ‘He called me his son.’ A whisper of warmth filled him at that thought.

‘Would you like your mum and dad to call you that too?’

Maeve looked away, unwilling to answer such a stupid question. Of course he bloody would.

After a long pause, Erin spoke again. ‘Your father also mentioned a new friend.’

‘Mahmoud, yeah. He’s my best mate. And yes, he knows I’m a guy too,’ Maeve added, voice clipped in annoyance.

‘Did he tie your headscarf?’

‘Why?’

‘I recognise the style from a trip to Petra, which is in Jordan. I understand that Mahmoud is from the Middle East.’

‘London, actually.’

Erin smiled. ‘My mistake. Though am I right in thinking he’s only recently arrived in Australia?’

‘Yeah.’

‘And that you met him around the same time you reconnected with your biological father.’

Maeve wondered if, like Nat, Erin was going to put two and two together and get fifteen. ‘Mahmoud has nothing to do with Seumas,’ he said.

‘But they have met. Your father said they spent a lot of time together yesterday.’

‘You make it sound dodgy.’

‘Was it?’

‘No! They just lost track of time while they were talking.’

‘About?’

Fairies.

‘Stuff,’ he said. ‘X-Men.’

‘You like the X-Men?’

A shrug, and another long pause. Maeve’s chest was getting tighter and tighter the longer these pointless questions continued.

‘Your parents mentioned that your grandmother –’

Maeve stood. He was not going to talk about Beattie. No way.

‘Are you all right?’ asked Erin. ‘Can you tell me what you’re thinking?’

How many times had Maeve fantasised about walking out on Ms Danu at school? But he’d never found the guts to actually do it, always chickening out at the last moment. Well, Maeve was done with being a coward. Beattie was a coward. She’d run away from their home, their family and even life itself.

Maeve refused to be anything like her.

Turning on his heel, he marched out of the office.

‘Maeve?’ said Dad as he passed, but Maeve didn’t stop. He barrelled down the stinking staircase and out into the street below.
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Maeve faced Mum and Dad across the dining table. Oscar and Nat were in their rooms and the doors to the hallway were shut, as was the one to the kitchen.

This was it: the conversation Maeve had been putting off for basically his whole life. It didn’t feel like he’d imagined it would. His heart wasn’t hammering against his chest and he wasn’t sweating waterfalls. He was numb. In all the years of his life, he’d never felt further apart from his parents than he did now.

‘You’re a boy?’ said Dad, echoing what Maeve had just told them.

‘Yeah.’

‘How are you a boy?’

‘How is anyone a boy?’

‘Well …’ Dad looked at Mum, who looked back at Dad. Maeve could almost see the thought she was trying to communicate to her husband: don’t you dare mention penises at the dinner table.

‘You told Seumas about this?’ asked Mum, changing the subject.

Maeve hesitated, inwardly cursing Erin.

‘Sweetie –’ started Dad.

‘Stop calling me that!’ His shout silenced the whole table. Dad looked as if he’d been struck across the face, and Maeve was surprised himself. He’d never yelled at his parents before. (Well, besides during the Fire Incident.) ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I just … it’s so girly. You don’t call Oscar sweetie.’

‘I suppose I don’t,’ agreed Dad, his face blank.

Mum took over. ‘We need you to know that you don’t need to change yourself for anyone else’s sake,’ she said. ‘You’re perfect the way you are.’

Maeve meant to scoff, but it came out more like a pained grunt.

‘What I’m trying to say is that we love you unconditionally,’ said Mum, persevering. ‘You can yell and scream, even set fire to the garden.’ Nervous laughter from both parents. ‘Whatever you choose to do, we’ll still love you.’

‘And if you feel you’d be happier as … as a boy,’ said Dad, ‘then of course we’ll support you. But let’s take it one step at a time. Erin called it the “watch and wait” approach.’

‘It’s important that you’re the one making these decisions,’ said Mum. ‘That you’re not being influenced by others.’

‘What others?’

The parents exchanged a look.

‘We’re concerned about the timing of this,’ said Mum. ‘You meet this boy, Mahmoud, and then Seumas …’

‘They’ve got nothing to do with it!’

‘We’re both pleased to hear that but, according to Erin, it’s not uncommon for some teenage girls to become confused –’

‘But I’m not a girl!’ How many times would he have to say it?

‘There’s nothing wrong with being a girl,’ said Mum. ‘Girls can do anything boys can.’

‘And there’s not just one way to be a woman,’ added Dad.

Mum nodded. ‘You don’t have to be like Natasha or me or anyone else.’ She smiled. ‘You just have to be your wonderful self.’

‘I am being myself. I’m a boy.’

‘And if that’s the conclusion you reach, then so be it,’ said Mum. ‘But this is all very sudden.’

This was what Maeve got for waiting so long to tell them!

‘It’s not sudden,’ he said, trying to stay calm. ‘I just never told you before because I was worried about how you’d react.’

‘We do believe you,’ said Dad, his lips as slim as a ten-cent piece.

‘We just want to make sure we’re doing what’s best for you,’ said Mum.

***

‘Can we talk about the knife?’ asked Mum. Nat must’ve dobbed him in. Mum had searched his room while he was at his appointment and she’d called the Awads, who’d searched Mahmoud’s room too.

‘Where’s the knife now?’ asked Dad.

Maeve said nothing.

‘Did it come from Seumas?’

More silence from Maeve.

‘Maeve,’ said Dad, his voice growing firm, but Mum put a hand on his arm.

‘I don’t think it’s useful for us to continue this conversation right now,’ she said. ‘It’s been a big day, and we’re all tired.’

Dad hesitated before nodding, his shoulders slouching.

‘That’s it?’ said Maeve. ‘We’re just gonna wait and see if I’m still me in a few weeks?’

The parents shared another long look.

‘Are you at least gonna let me wear the boys’ uniform?’ he asked them.

‘That’s not our call to make,’ said Mum, looking uncomfortable. ‘There are school rules in place –’

‘Yeah, rules that say that boys wear the boys’ uniform. I’m a boy, so I should wear the shirt and pants.’

‘We’ll discuss it in the morning,’ was all Mum said.

‘Meaning no,’ said Maeve, pushing his chair away from the table.

***

Maeve walked right through his bedroom, pulled out the flyscreen and climbed out the window and into the darkness beyond. Going down to the bush at night was risky, but it would be worth it if he found Jeremy.

There was a waxing crescent moon that gave some light, but not enough to illuminate the scraggly, yellowing grass and crunchy leaf litter. Maeve’s foot came into contact with more than one cane toad, which was gross, but he didn’t see any snakes and he only walked into three spider webs.

As he shuffled into the valley’s depths, the air grew cooler and he shivered. Mosquitoes whined around his ears and night-time cicadas filled the air with their high-pitched clamouring. When he reached Jeremy’s throne only to find it empty, something broke in his chest.

He was exhausted. It was too much for him to handle alone. Far too much.

He stepped up onto the great log, walked to its centre and dropped onto the little indentation Jeremy used as their seat. Then he put his hands over his face and cried.

Maeve cried for Mum and Dad, who loved him, but preferred to trust the opinion of some strange psychiatrist in an off-white office instead of Maeve himself.

He cried for Jeremy, who should’ve been here with him. (Where were they?)

And he cried for Mahmoud, the first friend he’d ever made – and maybe the only friend he ever would make.

It seemed so cruel that all Maeve had ever really wanted was to belong – properly belong – to have friends at school and to be a real Williams son at home – and now it looked like the only way he’d get any version of that would be to go with Seumas to Feringeldie, leaving Mahmoud and the whole Williams family behind him.

Beattie would call it running away. But, not for the first time, she’d be wrong. It wouldn’t be running away. It would be running towards.

The doleful whoo-hoo of a powerful owl echoed over the creek bed, startling Maeve out of his sombre thoughts. He stood, taking care not to overbalance, and pulled out his list titled WHY I SHOULD GO WITH SEUMAS. It was brown, crackly and torn in several places thanks to its brief contact with the Brisbane River.

Extending his arm out over the creek bed, he dropped the list, aiming for the tiny trickle of water that remained at its very centre. Under the pale light of the moon and stars, the list twirled and twisted in the air before landing without sound.

That done, Maeve returned up the hill to the house.

His decision had been made.




An interlude | Eadar-sgeul

Jeremy lay in a scrubby little park by a smelly tributary of the Brisbane River moaning. They’d been moaning for a day now, and still weren’t quite done.

The unspeakable shame of it. To have been bested by a mere human.

And their foot! Their glorious foot, now made hideous, grotesque, misshapen, foul!

Jeremy moaned some more. It scared off a cocky magpie. Ha. Not so cocky now.

In between bouts of self-pity, they thought about revenge. A hand for a hand, a foot for a foot. Ìne airson ìne. Oh, how deliciously petty the Gàidhlig expression sounded in translation: a fingernail for a fingernail.

They thought about slicing through Seumas’s skin and bone, toes falling one after the other. The sound it would make. The mess. It made them smile and almost, almost forget their newfound ugliness.

The villain had it coming.

***

As yet another afternoon passed and the dark took over from the day, their moaning eased and their attention at last shifted to more practical matters. Taking a moment to brace themself, they heaved their body up. Then, using their one remaining beautiful foot as an anchor, they … promptly fell over.

Hm.

Jeremy forced themself to reappraise their ugly foot, focusing this time on its remaining utility rather than its hideous appearance. At least the wound was singular and clean, leaving a good chunk of the foot serviceable. Being iron-wrought, healing would be impossible without Seumas’s further assistance. Thus a real shoe was required to hide the damage, stuffed with some material to fill the gap. A real shoe, Jeremy mused, might also help with balance, though it would restrict the flexibility of their form, as they’d have to maintain their wounded foot at a size to fit the damn thing.

As it was, they shifted their feet so they appeared to be bare, and nodded at the result. Half a foot was less conspicuous than half a shoe.

Still very ugly, though.

They shoved down an overwhelming need to start keening again.

It was time to regain some semblance of control.

Starting with Maeve.

They needed to see Maeve.

For the second time, they tried to stand. And for the second time, their mangled left foot failed to hold them and they fell. They growled and tried again. And again. And again. And again.

***

By dawn, after hours and hours of falling, they had managed to not only stand but also to hobble. Hobble all the way to a wee back alley to jump an early rising sixth grader and steal one of his white sneakers. They left the boy dazed, but convinced he’d been attacked by a pink-hoodie-wearing geriatric with an odd foot.

Wearing a schoolboy visage that matched their stolen shoe, Jeremy limped over the main road and toiled up the rise to the main gate, allowing themself fifteen brief respites and no more, since each one was a bitter reminder that their body was broken in a way their kind should never allow themselves to be.

By the time they entered the school to begin their search for Maeve, they were at human levels of weakness and the disgrace they felt was suffocating. They shut their eyes against it, which meant they didn’t see the dead bird until they trod on it, unbalancing their already precarious sense of gravity and sending them arse over tit onto the hard cement footpath.

If they were a lesser being, they would have found the nearest living creature and throttled it. As it was, they turned to the dead bird and prepared to eviscerate it, only to pause as a quiver of premonition crept up and down their body.

It was a school crow, even more beautiful in death despite its crushed skull that was no doubt caused by their stepping on it. Or perhaps it was so magnificent because of the crushed skull.

Shifting one of their fingers into their own native claw, they disembowelled the dead thing, spilling its gizzards over the path.

They read and shivered at the clarity of the entrails before them. Not since they’d left their home, racing on the heels of the old hag and young Maeve, had they seen a message so clear and unambiguous in its telling.

Miscalculation.

A concerning message, certainly, but only if one assumed that one was to be the author of said misreckoning, and Jeremy was far too experienced in reading portents to form such a hasty conclusion (no matter their recent stretch of poor performance in that regard).

They looked around and saw no-one in the immediate vicinity. First bell was over an hour away. And an hour was a terribly long time to spend doing nothing. They looked back at the bird and its enticing message of woe.

Far too delicious to stop at one.

Scootching over to the wilted gardens that lined the footpath, they selected a lovely little stone. The moment a noisy miner left the safety of a nearby bottlebrush, they let loose, bringing the bird down in a puff of feathers. Then they hobbled over to the body and wasted no time in its disembowelment – a far warmer sensation this time around.

They read.

Reassessment.

Hm.

They picked up another stone.
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Maeve didn’t know what he’d miss the most when he left with Seumas. The smell of the parents’ morning coffee drifting down the hallway? The rise and fall of ABC Classic FM? The cockatoos screeching like dinosaurs in the sky above while completing their morning circuit?

He’d probably miss it all at different moments, even the annoying stuff, like the clash of Oscar’s and Nat’s very different choices of deodorant.

Leaning against the window of the family car, he felt a dull ache form in his belly as they wound their way eastward, morning sun right in their faces. The sharp sting of its rays kept his mind off the uniform dress he’d sworn to never wear again – something he most definitely would not miss.

‘A compromise,’ Mum had said that morning, as if Maeve hadn’t been compromising his whole life. ‘You just have to wear the dress until we can get formal permission for you to switch to shirt and slacks.’

‘How long will that take?’

‘I’ll call the school as soon as my first meeting for the day is done. I can’t promise I’ll succeed straight away, but I’ll do my best.’

Maeve had known he only had two options: either put on the dress and spend the day at school with Mahmoud, or refuse and stay at home. He’d put it on. But when the car came to a standstill not far from the main gate, Maeve hesitated.

As Oscar and Nat bolted, Dad caught Maeve’s eye in the rear vision mirror. ‘You okay, swee– love?’ said Dad, looking frazzled.

‘Yeah,’ he said, though he couldn’t remember Dad ever calling Oscar love. ‘Bye, Dad.’

***

There was a hold-up at the main gate. Nat and Oscar were still waiting to get through the crowd when Maeve joined them.

‘What the hell?’ mumbled Maeve as he peered round his brother’s shoulder.

Dead birds littered the entryway, their guts spilled over the footpath. It was as if a cult of Satanists had visited the school overnight and made a sacrifice. Judging by the black, white and grey feathers, the bodies had once belonged to a crow, a noisy miner and possibly a peewee.

‘So gross,’ said Nat, before forcing her way through the crowd, placing her feet very carefully as she went. Oscar followed her. Maeve took a step after them and then paused.

The hair on the back of his neck was rising.

He looked left and right, relief at Jeremy’s seeming return warring with newly awakened irritation at their poorly timed disappearance, but he could only see other students in varying states of confusion and distress, with not a single facial scar between them.

‘This an Aussie thing, or …?’ said Mahmoud as he appeared at Maeve’s side.

Maeve elbowed his friend in response to the national insult, loving the grin this drew from Mahmoud. Maeve was sure that making Mahmoud smile would never get old, which made the idea of leaving him behind so horrible. So wrong. They’d only just found each other, and Mahmoud had only just accepted him, too.

‘You alright?’ asked Mahmoud, his grin fading.

‘Yeah,’ said Maeve, after practicing one of Seumas’s throat clearings. It still didn’t sound masculine enough. ‘You?’

‘You wouldn’t believe the night I had. But what you looking for?’ Mahmoud’s eyes tracked left and right, trying to work out what could possibly be more interesting than the carnage beneath them.

‘Jeremy,’ said Maeve.

Mahmoud closed his eyes and shuddered. ‘Yeah, I think I feel it too.’ He gazed over the crowd around them. ‘And it’s odd there’s no teachers about. You reckon that’s your jinni’s doing?’

‘I’d say so, yeah,’ said Maeve. ‘Come on, let’s go.’

They stepped carefully through the carcasses and into the school, the Jeremy-shiver growing stronger with every step.

The turn-off to the lockers was on their right, but the eerie feeling seemed to be coming from further down the hill, towards the oval and the bus stop.

‘I’m gonna keep going, to try to find them,’ Maeve told Mahmoud.

‘Why?’

‘They’re my friend and … I wanna talk to them.’ He wanted to tell them about his decision, and to make sure they were okay after Mahmoud had told Seumas about them – something he’d no doubt have to apologise for again. ‘You don’t have to come if you don’t want to,’ he added.

Mahmoud rolled his eyes but continued trudging along at Maeve’s side, muttering something about mud brothers. Maeve gave a small smile, although his heart squeezed at the impending loss of all this.

The eerie feeling urged them on, past the bus stop and towards the back gate, which wasn’t far from the golf course. On either side of them, gum trees and shrubs grew so thick that it was like standing between two shadowy walls – not the sort of setting you wanted to be in when hearing the snap and crack of a figure approaching fast through the undergrowth.

Both boys froze, turning to the source. For a moment, Maeve wished he had Beattie’s knife. ‘Jeremy?’ he called, keeping his voice low.

‘Taing don fhreastal,’ muttered Seumas (like tang don restal) as he burst from the shadows, breathing hard. ‘I was coming to find you. Your passport has come and I have our tickets for the aeroplane. We must be leaving. Right now.’

‘But I – I can’t! Not right now!’ Maeve cried, his belly whooshing.

Except … why not now? Maeve had made his decision. He’d never be able to have a proper goodbye with his family, since they’d try to stop him from going. So what was the point of dragging it out?

The school bell rang for first period, as if in agreement.

Maeve raised his chin and nodded to Seumas. The man’s answering joy was blinding.

It was time to go.

‘I can cover for you with the teachers,’ said Mahmoud, drawing Maeve’s attention back to him. ‘If – if this is what you want. But mate, is it? I mean …’ He glanced awkwardly at Seumas. ‘I don’t blame you for wanting to go. He’s your dad, of course you want to go with him, but have you thought it through? Really?’

Maeve felt like a hand was reaching through his throat to squeeze his lungs. It hurt. But still he nodded, and Mahmoud nodded back, blinking rapidly.

‘Right then,’ said Mahmoud, and he sniffed. ‘Well, it won’t work for long, but I can tell them you’re trapped in the loo with the runs.’

They both tried to laugh.

‘It’ll give you a head start, at least,’ croaked Mahmoud.

Slivers of doubt entered Maeve’s mind as his eyes burned with tears. Could he do this? Leave Mahmoud? Leave his family? Leave Jeremy without a word of where he was going? Really?

‘Diarmad is waiting,’ said Seumas, placing a hand on his shoulder.

The hand was warm. Grounding. A firm reminder that the Williams weren’t his only family anymore. He had Seumas, and Diarmad, and he’d missed enough time with them both already. And Jeremy would work out where he’d gone. They must be able to get back to the other world on their own – they’d had no help getting here, after all.

‘Okay,’ Maeve told his birth father, his throat tight, but his mind clear. ‘Let’s go home.’
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There was no denying it: Jeremy was distinctly perturbed.

Whose miscalculation? they wondered. Reassessment of what?

At least the third message was promising: Severance. But only if it referred to Seumas’s toes.

That was the danger of portents. They required a great deal of thinking about, and – for Jeremy, at least – such thinking took time.

Standing over the giblets, haste nipping at their fingers, Jeremy had to make a decision.

And so, a decision they made. They would take heed of the macabre messages. For one did not seek the advice of the Fates only to ignore it.

(At least, Jeremy did not.)

(This time.)

Jeremy would adjourn, reassess their plan, and consider whether a new new plan was in order.

Deciding that the school grounds were not an appropriate venue for such weighty considerations, they took themself off elsewhere. They had intended to find a site of sufficient majesty, something akin to their Longridge throne, but had instead stumbled halfway across the golf course into a shallow hollow.

’Twould have to do.

They flopped onto the hard earth and commenced their reassessment.

Only to be pulled from their musings by a rather wonderful interruption.
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The golf course was empty as Maeve and Seumas breached its borders. Not a single buggy stood on the green. It was early enough for this not to be weird, but it still gave Maeve the heebie-jeebies, in addition to the willies he was already experiencing and the tears running down his face from his abrupt goodbye with Mahmoud.

They’d barely had the time and wherewithal to share a hug before Seumas was pulling Maeve away and Mahmoud was running back up the hill to cover for him in class, the second and final warning bell already ringing out.

His heart hurt, his eyes hurt, and he was having trouble keeping up, both mentally and physically. Seumas had said they’d take a taxi to the airport, and was rushing them along to the taxi rank so fast, Maeve could barely breathe. It was like they were on the run from the cops.

Were they on the run from the cops? Wouldn’t that make the airport rather risky?

They followed the tree line that divided the grass and Maeve stumbled over a raised tree root, coming to a halt. ‘Please can we slow down,’ he panted, hands on his thighs.

‘I am sorry, I will explain once we are safely away, but for now we must hurry.’

Maeve took a long breath, and then another, before continuing their sprint. His conscience was pricking him hard now, haunting him with the idea of how Mum and Dad would feel when they learned he was gone. They’d been stressed enough when they’d thought Mahmoud was missing, and they’d never even met him! How would they react to Maeve disappearing?

He decided to send them a note from the airport so they’d know he hadn’t been kidnapped, and that he still loved them. Leaving didn’t change that. He was trying to work out how best to word it when – there. He stopped, chest heaving, and turned his head to the right. The Jeremy-shiver was stronger than ever, and it was coming from over there, beyond the trees, out on the green.

‘What is wrong?’ said Seumas. Then he too shivered as his eyes were drawn in the same direction.

Maeve took off, too puffed to explain that he needed to tell Jeremy where he was going (and to make sure they weren’t too angry at him over the whole Mahmoud-spilling-their-existence-to-Seumas thing). Dropping his school bag to speed up his steps, Maeve saw a dip in the lawn ahead. A small hollow filled with shadow.

‘Not that way!’ he heard Seumas shout.

‘Just a sec!’ Maeve shouted back, not pausing to make sure Seumas heard. The faster he got there, the faster he and Seumas could leave.

Seumas’s footsteps were gaining on him but, with a last spurt of speed, Maeve reached the hollow’s crest before his birth father could stop him. ‘Jeremy!’ he shouted.

His old friend was sitting at the bottom of the hollow, arms supporting their upper body, grinning in that way that only Jeremy could: joyful and menacing all at once.

But something was wrong.

For one, Jeremy didn’t jump up as Maeve stumbled down to them. For another, they didn’t even pretend to object when Maeve dropped to his knees and wrapped his arms around them. Maeve knew they usually loathed physical contact when Maeve was sweaty like this – something about vile human excretions – but he was in such an unnerved state that he couldn’t help himself. In that moment, good old Jeremy seemed so solid and familiar – except their body was so small, and they looked younger than Maeve, which was never their preferred style. Something was very wrong.

‘Get away from it!’ shouted Seumas as he followed behind, his steps slower, more deliberate. He’d lost his own bag along the way, and now had a long blade in each hand, both looking every bit as vicious and lethal as Beattie’s had. The man’s eyes held such hatred and dread as they focused in on Jeremy that Maeve instinctively leapt to his feet, heart hammering with fear. What the hell was going on? He’d never been afraid of Seumas, except perhaps for a fraction of a second before their first hug.

‘Get away from it now, a bhalaich!’ Seumas commanded.

‘I’m the it in that sentence, I suppose?’ said Jeremy, and Maeve swung his head to stare at them in shock. Were they seriously goading Seumas right now? What the fuck, Jeremy?! ‘And since when do you use the Gàidhlig for lad to address dear Maeve? What happened to son?’

Maeve wanted to roll his eyes and groan – Seumas called him ‘son’ all the time, it would be weird if he never called him anything else – but with the man himself getting way too close, and Jeremy acting the part of a fool, it was up to Maeve to be the sensible one.

‘Please put down the knives,’ he told his birth father, impressed at how steady his voice came out, because inside he was not calm. Inside, he was a category five cyclone; all raging chaos that was too confused to burn.

Seumas shook his head, the muscles in his face taut. ‘I cannot,’ he said, but he did stop walking towards them, halting just within lunging distance. Then he licked his lower lip in the same way Maeve often did when struggling to decide something. ‘You asked me why you were left with the Williams,’ he said at last. ‘I told you that I knew not, and that was true. I know not why your mother did what she did, but I do know that it was fear that drove her to it.’ Seumas’s eyes flicked to Jeremy, his voice growing in volume. ‘Fear born of creatures like this one, who not two days past attacked me –’

‘Oh, here we go!’ interrupted Jeremy. ‘Come on then, let’s hear all about how it’s somehow my fault that you sliced off half my foot.’

‘What?’ said Maeve, looking at Jeremy’s sneaker-covered feet. Now that he was paying attention, the left sneaker did look grubby, as if it were a real, solid sneaker instead of one of Jeremy’s imitations. Jeremy never wore real things if they could help it. They said it was vulgar.

‘Half my foot,’ said Jeremy. ‘Gone! I can barely hobble and am reduced to –’

‘Stop this now,’ said Seumas. ‘Come, a bhalaich.’

‘But you hurt them,’ said Maeve.

‘He did,’ said Jeremy, nodding in vigorous agreement.

‘I protected you!’ said Seumas. ‘It is a killer. It knows nothing but killing.’

‘A gross exaggeration,’ said Jeremy. ‘Not to mention hypocritical.’ They turned to Maeve. ‘Be a dear and help me up?’

Maeve scrambled to help Jeremy stand, something which took a great deal of wobbling and moaning. All the while, Seumas watched on, stiff and shaky in a way that made Maeve think he was about to snap.

Well, Maeve was feeling a bit like that himself, his inner cyclone building and growing warmer. He had known there might be tension between Seumas and Jeremy, maybe even aggression, but he’d never imagined something like this. This went way beyond anything Maeve could be expected to handle – but he knew he had to try.

‘I know you hate each other,’ he told them both, trying to channel Mum as he kept a tight hold on his inner chaos. ‘But surely all the bad blood between human and fey is in the past –’

‘They killed your sister,’ interrupted Seumas. ‘Our little Meig.’

The tumult within him stilled in shock as Maeve waited for Jeremy to deny it. They had to deny it because, while Maeve didn’t know exactly when Meig had died, it couldn’t have been very long ago, making the bloodshed far more in the here-and-now than Salem’s classes had led him to believe.

But of course, Salem’s classes were really Jeremy’s.

And Jeremy always did like to joke about killing people.

Maeve took a step back from his oldest friend and Seumas pulled him the rest of the way, so that Maeve was half hidden behind the man’s bulk.

Jeremy laughed. ‘Scared of me now, are you, Maeve?’

‘Do not speak to him, a dhonais,’ said Seumas (a go-nash).

‘I have been speaking to Maeve since he was a wee lad and will continue to do so until he’s an old man being carried off by Death.’

‘You are mistaken,’ said Seumas. ‘He knows your true face now, not this false covering you wear. You will not speak to him again.’

‘Oh really?’ said Jeremy, before they kicked off the real sneaker and shifted. Their body shot upwards gracelessly and they threw their growing arms out wide to keep themself from overbalancing.

Their new form was familiar to Maeve; Jeremy had been wearing it a lot lately. They’d said it came from Bellbowrie Pools but clearly that was a lie, because Maeve wasn’t the only one tensing in recognition.

‘You name yourself friend to him,’ said Seumas, his whole body vibrating with his anger, ‘and yet you would steal his own brother’s face?’

What? Maeve’s eyes widened as he took in what he now realised was Diarmad’s form. Rapidly, he catalogued their every similarity and difference.

‘Oh pish,’ Jeremy was saying. ‘I’m borrowing it. And it’s a kindness, really. Think of it like a photograph. You remember photographs! They were around even when you were a lad. Don’t you want Maeve to know what his siblings look like?’ Then they were shifting again, their body compacting down, down, down, its masculine angles smoothing out into childlike softness until they were a child.

A young one.

It had to be Meig, this little girl with strawberry blonde hair and overlarge front teeth, for the sight of her hit Maeve with the force of a car. The pain in his chest was so brutal that he wondered what his body was remembering that his mind could not. Had he been there when she died? Had he seen it happen?

But then Seumas was moving and Maeve had no more time for thinking. He threw himself between man and creature, narrowly avoiding the knives that flashed in the morning light.

‘Stop,’ he begged his birth dad, pressing his hands against the man’s chest, his back to Jeremy.

If Seumas had the power to erupt into flames, Maeve knew he’d already be ablaze. The man’s face was a hot red and his body shook with the effort of not attacking Jeremy. But he managed it. Bit by bit, the pressure on Maeve’s arms lightened until at last Seumas took a long, shuddering breath and stepped back. Maeve let his arms fall. He was just turning around to give Jeremy a not-so-very-fond farewell when he saw Seumas full-body flinch, his face fading fast into a wan grey.

‘Wha–?’ Maeve started to say, but it was too late. Seumas’s face was already flickering back to blood red. Then Maeve was falling sideways to the soft earth as Seumas roared, roared like how Maeve imagined the winds in his birthplace roared. There was a rush of air and Maeve pushed himself up just in time to see sharp metal slashing forward.

Jeremy had no chance to get out of the way, though they still seemed to try, leaping into the air.

Except, instead of leaping away from Seumas, they leapt towards him.

Specifically, towards his feet.
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Jeremy’s patience with the fool was spent, though they were magnanimous enough to admit that Seumas had been a far worthier foe than they’d expected.

What a masterstroke! Laying the death of the tànaiste Meig at the feet of the fey! What was Jeremy to do? Deny it? That would only incite further inquiry – something Jeremy could not risk. Indeed, they doubted Maeve would ever be ready to learn that particular bitter truth. For it was one thing to encourage the boy to set himself aflame, and thus burn down a settlement or two – something that was still very much part of Jeremy’s plan – but quite another to burn up one’s own kin at such close quarters, however inadvertent.

So yes, Seumas may have had some small success, but no human bested Jeremy. The foundation they had laid as the bedrock of their bond with Maeve was able to withstand far more than this little hiccup – something Maeve would remember once he’d calmed down a bit.

For now, Jeremy would focus on the real business of the day: their body’s restoration.

They needed that foot and they needed it now.

And because they were benevolence itself, they wouldn’t even kill the man to get it. They would simply take what was theirs and toddle off to Scotland with Maeve, and then onwards to Fearann a’ Gheallaidh, leaving the man to enjoy the accommodations of immigration detention or perhaps even the criminal justice system – Jeremy cared not which.

’Twas but a matter of riling Seumas up enough to attack first – that way, Jeremy could claim self-defence when Maeve inevitably complained about them cutting bits off his father.

Jeremy hadn’t expected it to be quite so easy. Then again, humans were such sensitive creatures, whatever their menfolk might pretend.

The moment they felt poor, dead Meig’s features settle over their face, they knew they’d made the right choice. Seumas’s expression was delicious, but he wasn’t quite there yet. Another nudge was necessary.

’Twould be risky, what with Maeve right there, but the boy’s back was still turned to them, so Jeremy seized the chance with both claws.

Smooth flesh melted into burned, charred ruin.

Seumas snapped.

And Jeremy leapt.




Thirty-seven | Fichead ’s a seachd-deug

Maeve must have screamed. There was a pain in his throat as if he had been screaming, but he thought he might now have lost the ability to do anything at all.

What had Jeremy done?

There were toes on the ground. Seumas’s toes, lying atop the scrappy grass of the hollow. Real, human toes that were no longer attached to a body.

The man himself was on the ground, his fingers bloody and shaking as he attempted to tie material torn from his shirt over what remained of his left foot.

Jeremy was standing nearby, their movements once again as graceful as a ballet dancer’s, except Maeve had never seen a ballet dancer with such vicious-looking claws. Their own left foot was now whole, though there was a light-grey sheen over the renewed portion. Jeremy clicked their tongue, seeming displeased as they twisted the foot from side to side, testing it against different lights.

Then they shifted again. Their body ballooned up and out, increasing in age as their complexion darkened. Soon they were wearing their favourite visage, the Sunbather, and their feet were encased in what appeared to be smart silver shoes – a shade that hid the remaining grey sheen well.

‘Lovely jubbly,’ they declared.

Lovely jubbly?

Seumas was on the ground. He was groaning, his hands slipping on the knot he was trying to tie.

Anger at Jeremy gave Maeve the fuel he needed to move through his shock and reach his birth father, though crawling was the best he could manage. His P.E. class had looked at how to treat severed fingers, with Mr Jonas insisting it was a basic life skill. At the time, the lesson had seemed absurd. But now? Maeve was grateful.

The smell, though. Nothing in that class could have prepared Maeve for that. He gagged on the sickly iron scent, then shook his head, forcing himself to focus. What were the steps Mr Jonas had taught them again?

First, look for danger.

Maeve turned back to Jeremy, who was now trying out different colour combinations with their new foot. That source of danger seemed safe enough for now.

Second, check whether Seumas was responsive.

He poked the man in the shoulder. Seumas jolted, his copper eyes snapping to Maeve’s own.

‘I am sorry,’ he said between short gasps. ‘I have failed you. I should have destroyed it when I had the chance.’

Maeve looked back over at Jeremy, who was now staring at him with raised eyebrows, waiting for his response.

Fuck them.

‘Maybe you should’ve,’ he said as he turned back to his birth dad. But Jeremy just chortled, as if they were sharing a joke.

‘You should go,’ whispered Seumas, leaning in close. ‘I will distract the devil. Take my bag. It has your ticket and passport. Go to Diarmad. He will –’

‘I’m not going without you,’ said Maeve.

A throat cleared directly behind him, making them both jerk back.

‘Far be it from me to agree with the man,’ said Jeremy, now standing over them. ‘But he does make rather a good point. The sooner we leave, the better.’

Maeve almost laughed. ‘There’s no way in hell I’m going anywhere with you.’

And since when was that even the plan? Jeremy had never, not once, mentioned going to Feringeldie together. Sure, Maeve had expected them to follow once he left with Seumas, but he’d never considered travelling there with them alone.

‘Your objection is noted,’ said Jeremy. ‘I’m sure Seumas is proud to have such a loyal son.’ Seumas flinched at the mocking emphasis Jeremy placed on the word, and Maeve’s jaw clenched. How dare Jeremy make a joke out of something so important? ‘But seriously,’ they continued, ‘we’re going to miss our flight if we don’t leave now.’ They reached down to take hold of Maeve’s hand, but were met instead with a blade, which Seumas had slipped into Maeve’s grip as Jeremy spoke.

Jeremy took a step back, allowing Maeve to stand, knife pointed directly at their chest.

‘Now, now,’ said Jeremy, eyeing the metal. ‘Friends don’t threaten friends with grievous bodily harm.’

‘Friends don’t cut off friend’s father’s feet,’ said Maeve, only stumbling over the alliteration a little.

‘I needed the foot,’ said Jeremy, gesturing down at their sleek, whole left shoe. ‘And let’s remember that he’s the one who started it by cutting off my foot first – something you were very concerned about five minutes ago.’

‘Just leave, Jeremy,’ said Maeve. ‘You’ve even got a plane ticket and passport you can use. Take them and go.’

Jeremy tilted their head to one side. ‘But we never leave a man behind.’

Young Maeve was in the bush again, crashing through the undergrowth with Jeremy by his side as they fled from an imagined enemy. Shoulder to shoulder, they were commandos, the best of the best, and they never left one of their own behind.

‘This isn’t a game,’ said Maeve, pushing the memories away. ‘And if it is to you, well, it’s over now. I’m done with this’ – he tried not to look at the dismembered toes sitting by his feet – ‘and I’m done with you, always acting like you know best without ever explaining why. I’m not your toy and I’m not going with you. I’m staying here. With Seumas.’

Jeremy’s eyes were getting strange again. That same alien look from before, but worse. Not just a kookaburra’s eyes, but a cassowary’s. A man killer.

‘After all the sacrifices –’ they began.

‘Which I didn’t ask you to make,’ said Maeve, cutting them off. ‘I was just a kid. You’re the one who followed me into this world. Why would you even do that?’

‘Na can e,’ grunted Seumas.

‘Huh?’ said Maeve, but Seumas was looking at Jeremy, the words clearly meant for them. Well, Maeve was having none of that. ‘What did you say?’ he demanded.

‘He said: don’t say it,’ answered Jeremy on the man’s behalf.

‘Say what?’ asked Maeve.

‘Why, that I’m the one who sired you.’
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The idea that Jeremy had sired Maeve was as outrageous as it was disgusting – after all, Beattie was the mother – but still Jeremy couldn’t resist suggesting it, given the opening so obligingly left by Seumas. The man’s suspicions over Maeve’s paternity had become increasingly clear to them. As had the pain those suspicions caused him. (Aptly demonstrated by the sheer agony on his face when Jeremy spoke the words.)

Now, it may be said that this little jape was not quite in keeping with Jeremy’s overall plan, which required Maeve to take his place among the otherworld humans and make nice (at least at first). But such accusations of inconsistency could only survive if one forgot that Seumas had cut off their foot with an iron blade, leaving an immense sartorial burden they would carry for the rest of their days.

Put in this greater context, how could Jeremy resist such a taunt? It would have taken outlandish levels of self-control, well beyond the powers of any fey – or human.

Ergo, this impromptu paternity prank was all Seumas’s fault. The man had unwittingly penned the script and Jeremy – born performer that they were, and one with an axe to grind – had been helpless but to play the part.

If only they could trust the man to be as effective in undoing the damage of his delusion – namely, the shock and horror that now painted dear Maeve’s face.
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Maeve’s poor, battered heart turned to ice before dropping out of his body altogether.

No, no, no, no, no, no, no.

Jeremy? His biological father? It couldn’t be true. It just … couldn’t. And yet …

‘I jest, of course.’ Jeremy was nattering on, their words only half intelligible through the haze of Maeve’s shock. ‘I can see why someone of Seumas’s intellect would come to that conclusion: the feyfire, the hair colour business …’

‘But you’re the one who dyed my hair,’ whispered Maeve.

Hadn’t they? Wasn’t that why they were there all those nights ago, smiling in the moonlight?

‘Is that what you thought?’ asked Jeremy, a smirk in their tone.

Yes. That was exactly what he’d thought. Until now.

Like a giant tower of Jenga blocks, the lies that had been built up around Maeve came crashing down, and he felt like the biggest sort of fool. He knew he could be a bit dense at times – Nat and Oscar had told him often enough – but this was something else.

How could he have failed to put it together? He’d never found any packet, and there’d been no sign of hair dye in the bathroom or his bedroom. Jeremy could do many extraordinary things, but they didn’t have the power to clean up messes that well. And Maeve had gone on fire, which Seumas had said no-one else in the family could do – and yet Maeve had convinced himself that the ability must just come from further up the family tree. For fuck’s sake, even Jeremy pointing out that Seumas had stopped calling him ‘son’ hadn’t been enough to overcome his hard-headedness!

If only wanting something enough made it true.

Maeve looked over at the man who looked so much like him, now knowing that their similarities were nothing more than a lie. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ he asked.

‘Um, Maeve?’ interrupted Jeremy. ‘Were you not listening just now?’ But Maeve blocked them out, focusing on Seumas alone.

‘Because I care not,’ said the man, who was just as much an adoptive father as Dad was. ‘You are my son.’ The word fell flat between them. It was now just a word like any other. ‘You have been my son since your first breath. I named you. I raised you for as long as I was able and I have sought you every day since. This small matter changes nothing.’

‘How can you say that?’ said Maeve. ‘You’re not my biological father! Someone else is.’ He couldn’t look at Jeremy yet, though in his periphery he could see they were now waving their hands about to try to get his attention.

‘My son –’ said Seumas.

‘But I’m not,’ said Maeve. ‘I’m not even a proper person. I’m half fey. Your enemy.’ A wave of nausea hit Maeve hard. ‘Oh fuck,’ he said. ‘Please don’t tell me Beattie was …’

Maeve was going to throw up. He was going to regurgitate all his organs, and then he was going to find a bath and scrub himself until his skin bled.

It all made too much sense. Beattie had always struggled with him, always held him apart, more like a burden than a child. Seumas had said it was because of some terrible massacre that had happened before Beattie was even born, but Seumas had proven to be just as capable of lying as Jeremy was, so how could Maeve trust his word when this other explanation made so much more sense?

Suddenly Jeremy was right there in Maeve’s face, seizing his shoulders and shaking him. The knife that had been dangling loosely in Maeve’s hand fell to the ground.

‘Listen to me, Maeve,’ they said. ‘It’s not true. It’s a load of horse shit. A fucking joke.’

Maeve stared up at Jeremy’s chosen face, wondering if he could make his own look like that with enough practice.

‘I am not your sire,’ they continued. ‘I never touched Beattie. You know I wouldn’t touch that woman with a ten-foot barge pole.’ They shuddered and paused for a beat. ‘Actually, I would touch her with a barge pole, but I’d be swinging it, right at her head.’

‘So it was some other fey, then,’ said Maeve, shrugging off Jeremy’s grip. It made sense that it wouldn’t have been Jeremy. Even after witnessing them attack Seumas, Maeve couldn’t believe they’d be capable of doing something like that.

‘No,’ said Jeremy, letting him go. ‘Beattie would never agree to such a thing, and none would –’

‘None would what?’ said Seumas. ‘None would do the very thing your kind has done since the days of Aodh? What of the first Meadhbh, then? Stolen from her village with her cousin Maighread, only to return from the forest alone with a babe sired by no human.’

Maeve almost laughed. Even his name had been a clue to his true heritage!

‘That is not what happened,’ snapped Jeremy. ‘Maeve, you remember your classes, yes? There was no abduction –’

‘Shut up!’ said Maeve, silencing both man and creature. ‘Just shut it. I don’t care, okay? I don’t give a shit about what did or didn’t happen to some ancestor. I only care about –’ He faltered, the thought of Mum and Dad rising up fast. ‘I need a minute.’

It was a sign of Jeremy’s long familiarity with him that they didn’t try to stop Maeve as he walked to the far edge of the hollow. Then he placed his face in his hands and tried to bring himself back from the edge he was balancing on.

One slip and it would likely be an inferno.
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What Maeve needed was time to breathe, to regain some sort of control over the fizzing and firing cells in his body – and he couldn’t do that while facing the man he’d thought was his birth father, or the creature he’d thought was his friend.

So he stood with his back turned to them, his eyes shut tight against his palms.

Sunlight was just beginning to breach the hollow, brushing the top of Maeve’s head, when a memory of Beattie floated up to the surface of his thoughts.

He and Beattie were in a national park, walking along a path that followed a small cliff’s edge. Beattie was leading the way, like always, when suddenly she stopped. Maeve had been so deep in his own thoughts that he’d bumped into her. He’d looked up to see Beattie pointing at a tree that had fallen just off the path, the dirt still loose over its upturned roots.

‘Why did it fall?’ Beattie asked Maeve.

‘Because of the storm,’ Maeve answered. A terrible storm had swept through the valley the week before and this gum tree must have been one of its victims.

But Beattie just pointed at another tree, a hoop pine. ‘That tree felt the storm too. So why didn’t it fall?’

‘Because it’s stronger?’

Beattie shook her head. ‘Watch,’ she told Maeve. And together they stood and watched the still-standing hoop pine getting buffeted by the August Ekka winds that had blown in with the storm and had continued to bluster about the city ever since. ‘What’s it doing?’ the old woman asked.

‘It’s swaying,’ said Maeve.

‘It’s bending to the will of a force mightier than itself,’ Beattie told him. ‘The fallen tree was too stiff. Strong, yes, but brittle. It couldn’t bend, and so it fell.’ She paused. ‘Now come, it’s time to go home. Your parents are waiting.’

Had that been Beattie’s way of explaining why she’d done it? All of it? Was she saying she was too brittle to be a mother to Maeve? That he’d be better off with Mum and Dad, who’d more than proven their bending abilities the day Beattie had dropped three-year-old Maeve off in their kitchen without warning?

Maeve didn’t know, but he did remember that Beattie had been right about his parents waiting, like they’d always waited for him to come back from his outings with her.

If Maeve left with Seumas now, would they ever stop waiting for him?

Maeve took one last long breath in, and out, and then pushed his shoulders back in that way Beattie had always demanded; noticing as he did so that the anger he’d been carrying since learning she was his birth mum had faded into a sad anguish.

He returned to the others, eyes locked on Seumas. ‘I care about my family,’ Maeve told him. ‘My whole family. Beattie included. She – she gave birth to me. I know she never wanted me –’

‘That is not –’ Seumas tried to say.

‘– and I think I now know why,’ Maeve persisted, relentless. ‘But the fact is she was my biological mother, the only biological parent I can be sure of.’ The terrible words almost blocked up Maeve’s throat. He gasped, before continuing, ‘She gave me to Mum and Dad, for them to raise me. She probably never got a choice about whether to have me or not, so –’ His throat closed completely, leaving him unable to say the last bit.

‘So it is of even greater import that you respect her wishes now by staying here, with the family she chose for you,’ Seumas finished for him.

Maeve felt himself shrink away from the heartbreak in the man’s face. ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered.

‘There is nothing for which you need be sorry,’ said Seumas, face so sad but still somehow saying exactly what Maeve needed to hear.

‘Oh, fuck that,’ interrupted Jeremy. ‘It’s well past time we return to reality. You are not half fey.’ When Maeve didn’t respond, Jeremy snapped their fingers at him, then pointed at Seumas. ‘That sack of blood and bone is your biological father. His son, Diarmad, is your full biological brother. And Fearann a’ Gheallaidh is your one true home, the only place where you will ever belong. Capiche?’

Maeve said nothing. The trust between them had well and truly broken and he refused to believe a word coming out of Jeremy’s mouth.

Jeremy yowled in frustration, grasping their short, cropped hair with clawed fingers, eyes wide. ‘Why are we even having this conversation?’ they asked. ‘You know you don’t belong here! How many times have you told me you feel out of place? Like you’re not a proper Williams? It’s because you’re not!’ They stretched their arms out wide, gesturing to the world around them. ‘You have no roots here, Maeve. Beattie planted you in shallow soil among strangers and left you to –’

‘Not strangers,’ said Seumas. ‘Family. The Williams mother is kin through Beattie’s sister.’

It was a little absurd how relieved Maeve was to hear that – to know that at least one thing he knew about himself was true.

But Jeremy waved away Seumas’s words as if they were worthless. ‘Distant relation or no, you will only ever be an outsider here,’ they said, giving voice to the dark thoughts Maeve normally kept buried deep in his mind. ‘Or are you truly so naïve as to believe that things will magically change if you return to Longridge today?’

But everything has changed, thought Maeve. Beattie, Seumas, Jeremy, Maeve himself – none of them were quite who he thought they were that morning.

‘Or perhaps things will change,’ said Jeremy, their cassowary eyes boring deeper into Maeve’s own. ‘In the sense that your life will become even worse. You do remember that you’re on your last warning at school, don’t you? What will the Williams say when you’re expelled for wagging yet again? When they see you covered in blood? Do you imagine they will accept whatever feeble excuses you come up with?’ Jeremy paused, as if aware of the dread their words were awakening in Maeve’s belly. ‘They won’t,’ Jeremy told him. ‘And since you’ve already walked out on one psychiatrist, they’ll need to find you another, and then another and another. You’ll be shunted from doctor to doctor, a family embarrassment to be hidden away and forgotten. Because, for the Williams, you will never be truly beloved, truly wanted, and if you stay here with them, you will only ever be a troubled little girl who believes she’s a boy.’

Maeve’s heart stopped and even Jeremy fell silent. They stared at one other, both aware that a line had been crossed.

In all the years he had known them, Jeremy had never, not ever, called him a girl. They had teased him and taunted him about everything and anything, but never that.

While the whole world said otherwise, Jeremy had always held firm to that one thing Maeve had been sure of, his one certainty in a life filled with unknowns. Before Seumas and Mahmoud, Jeremy had been the only one to see him and had never failed to address him as such.

Until now.

People said it was a piece of straw that broke the camel’s back, but for Maeve, it was a word beginning with ‘g’.

A switch flicked in his head and, like Seumas had before him, he lost all sense.

With a roar worthy of the fiercest gale, Maeve lunged.

And Jeremy slipped.
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The wonderful thing about being Jeremy – besides just about everything – was that they always won. Eventually.

So, it was inevitable that this tiny setback with Maeve would soon sort itself out, Maeve would realise that going home was the only sensible option, and all would be well. Only, time was ticking on and this antagonistic to-and-fro was getting tiresome. Worse, Maeve was starting to look distinctly fiery around the gills and the temperature within their little hollow was climbing by the millisecond.

Jeremy wished they could skip to the end, when Maeve would realise they only had his best interests at heart and the two of them could scamper away back home, where the war was waiting to be won in a blaze of righteous feyfire.

(Or should that be fey-like fire? Because, whatever the boy now thought, he was not half fey! Jeremy was sure of it! They were 99.999 per cent sure of it! The whole reason why Maeve was such a miracle was that he was not half fey! If Jeremy was wrong – Fates forfend – that would make the boy’s existence far less exciting, albeit still usable for Jeremy’s purposes, so long as Seumas continued to play daddy.)

It was in this impatient frame of mind that Jeremy made their rather grievous booboo – one they could not deny, nor attribute to Seumas. They recognised their misstep the moment the ‘g’ word crossed their lovely lips, and they were just about to claim full responsibility and apologise when the little shit lunged at them.

Now, really. Could Jeremy be blamed if, under the stress and surprise of this completely unforeseeable event, a smidgeon of their self-control slipped?

Just a tad.

And was it their fault that humans were so fragile?

Or that, due to the strain of their recent injuries, they had quite forgotten that, rather than the fleshy fingers they usually wore around their boy, they were instead still armed with their own keen-edged claws?

It was the sort of mistake anyone could make.

Even a being as faultless as Jeremy.
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There was a blaze of heat roiling beneath his skin and Maeve clamped down on it hard as he leapt at his former friend, fists first. He knew this was reckless, knew he didn’t have nearly enough control over himself to risk another outburst with Seumas sitting right there atop such tinder-dry grass, but he couldn’t stop. He needed to smash Jeremy’s face in. Break it. Let them be the one in pain for a while.

But – one moment Jeremy was right where Maeve wanted them, and the next they were gone, leaving behind only agony. It was as if the fire Maeve had previously sprouted from his skin had instead turned inward, eating away at his body – specifically, at his right hand. The pain was beyond anything he could have imagined possible, turning his whole being into a single, raw wound.

His hand, his heart, oh bloody hell, everything hurt.

‘Stop moving!’ shouted Jeremy.

Maeve groaned and squirmed some more, pulling on every last stubborn cell to do it. He didn’t know what Jeremy wanted from him now, but he wasn’t going to give it to them. If Jeremy told him to stop moving, then Maeve was going to move with all his might! But his body wasn’t working like it should.

‘You must be still,’ said Seumas, and Maeve stopped.

He counted one, two, three, four hands holding him down. And two voices speaking to him, belonging to a man and a being who were no longer threatening to murder each other.

It seemed his imminent death was good for something, at least.

‘You’ve killed me,’ he gasped in the direction of Jeremy, who he was pretty sure was the biggest of the two shapes leaning over him.

‘I have not,’ said the shape in Jeremy’s voice.

‘You cut off his hand!’ said Seumas.

‘What?!’ said Maeve, trying to lift his hand to his face. But the sun stung his eyes, the pain in his right arm pulsed and four firm hands prevented him. He hurt.

‘He’s exaggerating,’ said Jeremy. ‘I merely cut off four of your fingers. You still have the thumb and most of the palm.’

No, no, no, no, no, no, no.

Tears slipped down Maeve’s cheeks, some catching in his ears and some flowing down to the dry earth beneath him. ‘I hate you,’ he told his arch-enemy.

‘Mm-hm,’ said his enemy. ‘That’s lovely, now if only this damn material would stay in place.’

‘Let me do it,’ said Seumas.

‘Back off, human.’ Jeremy said it like it was the worst sort of insult.

‘That is what I am saying. I am human, I bleed. What does a creature like yourself know of stemming blood? You know only of drawing it.’

‘Fine then!’ said Jeremy. ‘Go ahead! Bandage up the nasty human blood of your nasty human son with all these nasty human bandages.’

Maeve screamed again. Whatever Seumas was doing, it bloody caned!

‘One more strip,’ said Seumas.

‘Yes, yes, one more strip, and then we’ll heal you up properly,’ said Jeremy. It might have been the pain and the sun messing with Maeve’s vision, but it looked like the arse was grinning at him.

‘How?’ asked Seumas. ‘His hand is gone.’

‘He will grow another,’ said Jeremy.

I can do that? wondered Maeve, before concluding – with a rising sense of hysteria – that of course he could do that. If he could change his own hair, it stood to reason that he could manipulate his own limbs too. Shapeshifting was shapeshifting, right?

‘But his blood,’ Seumas was saying. ‘He has human blood, and you said … I do not understand.’

‘What a surprise,’ said Jeremy, voice thick with sarcasm.

Maeve was struggling to keep up with the conversation as another thought squiggled into his pain- and panic-addled brain: if he could heal himself like Jeremy could heal themself, then wouldn’t that mean that he’d have to –

‘– cut off your hand?’ he said out loud, panting from the effort of it.

‘What’s that, dearest?’ asked Jeremy, lowering their face until it was right above Maeve’s own.

‘To heal,’ said Maeve, his tongue seeming to grow heavier with every word. ‘Wouldn’t I … have to … cut off … your hand?’

‘Quite so, though only four fingers and less than half of a palm,’ said Jeremy. ‘I am ready and willing. Did I not say I loved you?’

Maeve frowned. He couldn’t remember them saying that. Maybe it had been implied between the bouts of violence?

‘You know nothing of love. You cut off his hand,’ said Seumas.

‘Four fingers and less than half a palm.’

Maeve tried to get their attention. ‘I’m not … cutting … off … your hand …’ he said. ‘And I’m not … going … either …’

Maeve’s head was filling with helium, his focus floating away. He thought he saw a shadow passing high overhead. A bird? A plane? A golf ball?

‘They’ll never accept you here,’ Jeremy was saying. ‘They will always call you “daughter”.’

No, thought Maeve with a stubborn huff. Jeremy was wrong. They had to be. Mum and Dad had promised. They just needed time. Then they would bend and sway, like Beattie had said.

Unfortunately, his huff came out weird. Like a gagging noise. He wasn’t sure. His ears were being funny too.

He managed to tune back in just as Jeremy was saying, ‘The humans will kill us all.’

‘It is your folk who are killing us,’ said Seumas.

Maeve wondered if they’d ever considered simply not killing each other? Then his eyes drifted to the clouds that had just blotted out the sun.

‘I speak not of individual deaths, amadain, but the destruction of the entire world,’ said Jeremy. ‘Did you think the Agreement was drafted as it was for shits and giggles?’

The clouds were fluffy white and friendly looking. No hidden storms in these!

‘You would lay blame on us for the wind itself,’ Seumas was saying.

‘Yes, it’s all part of a little process I like to call accountability,’ Jeremy was replying.

Another shadowy thing passed overhead.

‘And Meadhbh?’ asked Seumas. ‘Where does he stand in this accounting?’

‘With me, of course.’

And then another.

White faded to emptiness and Maeve heard no more.
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‘Inshallah you wake up soon, cos my parents will be here to pick me up any minute now, and who knows when I can come next. I mean, they weren’t well keen on letting me this time. It was only your mum being a lawyer that did it. Mum’s mad for Ally McBeal.’

Maeve knew that voice. He’d feared he’d never get to hear it again. He knew the artificial smell that was tickling his nostrils, too. Opening his eyes, the first thing he saw was Mahmoud sitting by his hospital bed, looking distinctly out of place amid all the clean, blazing white in his wrinkled Star Wars Rebel Alliance T-shirt.

‘What happened?’ croaked Maeve.

Mahmoud leapt up and hovered over him, arms half-extended as if intending to give Maeve a hug – but with a tube stuck in Maeve’s left arm and the bed’s raised safety railing, it just wasn’t possible. Maeve weakly raised his arm, taking care not to pull on the tube from the drip, and the two boys fist bumped instead.

‘Is Seumas okay?’ asked Maeve.

‘Yeah, I think so,’ said Mahmoud. ‘I mean, they wouldn’t let me see him, but he’s here, in a different room.’ Mahmoud paused, looking pained. ‘The cops are with him. I think he’s being deported back to Britain.’

‘What? Why?’

‘Something about a court order?’

Maeve winced. He’d forgotten about the AVO.

‘Is he okay, though?’ asked Maeve. ‘His foot …’

‘Is not great,’ said Mahmoud. ‘Or so your dad – Mr Williams, I mean – said.’

‘My mum and dad are here?’ asked Maeve, half fearing they might not be. He’d really fucked up this time, beyond anything he’d done before, and he wouldn’t blame them for ditching him, though the idea of it made him feel hollow.

Mahmoud nodded before hurrying on. ‘They say a random bloke was spotted running down Humbert Road screaming his head off and leaving a trail of bloody clothes. That’s how the cops found you – they just followed the trail back to the golf course. No-one knows what happened to the bloke, though. Was it the jinni?’

‘Yeah, that sounds like Jeremy,’ said Maeve, unsure how to feel about them sounding the alarm like that.

‘Are they the one who hurt Seumas?’

Maeve nodded, swallowing hard. His right hand was buried beneath the white hospital blankets. He guessed the drip attached to him must be filled with seriously strong painkillers, because the ache from his missing fingers was gone. It was weird, though. Without the burning sensation, the hand felt normal and whole, like that phantom limb effect Ms Danu had taught them about. He guessed it would take a while for his brain to realise they weren’t there anymore.

Mahmoud squeezed his shoulder. ‘It’ll be alright,’ he said. ‘Well, I mean, not right away. Our parents are fuming, the cops want to interview us both and Seumas will be on the first flight out once the doctors give the okay, and yeah, that’s all complete shite …’ Mahmoud fell silent, as if realising how terrible his attempt at comfort had been.

‘At least I’ve got my thumbs, hey?’ said Maeve, trying to add some humour.

‘Ah, yeah? Did the jinni threaten to cut them off?’ Mahmoud looked horrified.

Maeve shook his head. ‘They cut off my fingers.’

Mahmoud frowned. ‘On this hand?’ he asked, pointing at the lump beneath Maeve’s blanket. Without waiting for a response, the boy threw the bedding aside to reveal … a whole right hand.

Maeve just stared at it, his heartbeat booming in his ears.

All four fingers were present. Maeve flexed them and they moved as normal, without stiffness or pain, except … their colour was wrong. They had a grey tinge that spread halfway down the palm.

Four fingers and half a palm, Jeremy had said.

Mahmoud had noticed the grey too. ‘I’m guessing that’s the bit you were missing,’ he said shakily.

‘Yeah … it was gone,’ Maeve replied. ‘That’s why I passed out. From the pain and blood loss.’

‘Did the doctors sew it back on? I can’t see any stitches. And why isn’t it bandaged?’ Mahmoud frowned. ‘Did … did the jinni have something to do with this, too?’

Maeve nodded, chest tight. Jeremy most definitely had something to do with this. Both them, and whichever other fey was responsible for Maeve’s existence.

‘Mashallah,’ whispered Mahmoud in dark awe. Maeve didn’t understand the word, but he completely agreed with the sentiment.

***

Mrs Awad arrived not long afterwards to collect Mahmoud. They’d barely left the room when Mum and Dad walked in, both looking haggard in a way Maeve had never seen before, their eyes red, their hair and clothes rumpled. They clearly noticed his grey-tinged hand but said nothing about it for now. Maeve had no idea what they were thinking, but he knew what he had to say to them.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he said, but he didn’t get the chance to explain exactly why, because the parents were already enveloping him from either side, proving that it was possible to hug someone wired to a drip in a hospital bed.

‘We’re the ones who are sorry,’ Dad was saying against the crown of Maeve’s head, his breath tickling Maeve’s still very bald skin.

‘No,’ insisted Maeve wetly, phlegm and tears getting in the way of his words. ‘It was me. I shouldn’t have left with Seumas like that.’

Both parents tensed at the name, and some of Maeve’s old frustration unfurled in his belly – but, rather than lashing out, he took another deep breath. As his parents stepped back, Maeve repeated, ‘I shouldn’t have gone off with him.’ He looked at Mum and Dad in turn, then added, ‘But you have to believe me when I say he’s not dangerous. He would never hurt me, not ever.’

‘Then who did hurt you?’ asked Mum, her words clipped, as if she were choosing them very carefully. ‘You were unconscious when the police found you. Who was responsible for that?’

‘Someone else. It wasn’t Seumas’s fault. He only got hurt because he was trying to protect me. It was someone else who –’ Maeve didn’t even know where to start with Jeremy. The lies. The terrible truths. The years of friendship blown up with a single word. A half-hand lost and then regained.

I love you, they’d said, though Maeve couldn’t remember if it had been before or after they’d cut his fingers off.

‘This … person was already on the golf course,’ Maeve continued. ‘Seumas had nothing to do with them. We just got really unlucky that they were there.’

Maeve’s words cut off, his nose and throat too clogged up to go on. Dad passed him a tissue.

‘I suppose that’s what parents do,’ said Dad. ‘We protect our kids.’

Mum didn’t say anything. She seemed to be waiting for Maeve to continue. But another ‘I’m sorry’ was all he could think to say before burying his face in his increasingly damp tissue, not wanting to see their disappointment. Soon arms were wrapping around him again.

‘We know Seumas calls you his son,’ said Dad, and the tears in Maeve’s eyes increased, because it reminded Maeve of the fact that Seumas’s claim to him was now far more tenuous. ‘And that may be true,’ Dad continued. ‘But you’re our son too.’

Maeve’s chest hitched. Did Dad just say …?

‘And we –’ Dad tried to continue, but Mum jumped in.

‘We love you,’ said Mum. ‘Daughter or son, we love you, and our family wouldn’t be whole without you in it, so please don’t be in such a hurry to leave us.’

‘I won’t,’ promised Maeve. ‘I won’t ever.’

‘You will,’ said Mum. ‘One day. But not today, please. Not when we’re only just getting to see who you really are.’

Maeve didn’t have the words to describe how he felt in that moment. He wasn’t even sure such words existed. But if he had to pick one, just one, to describe how it felt to be squeezed between Mum and Dad on that lumpy hospital bed surrounded by beeping machines and sterile white walls, it would be this one: Maeve felt wanted.




Forty-two | Dà fhichead ’s a dhà

High on a ridge line, in a red wooden house, a boy called Maeve sat on the floor of his room, his back pressed against the bedframe. He was holding a letter that had arrived with a British stamp and a blue airmail sticker. His parents hadn’t been thrilled to see it, knowing who it must be from, but they didn’t try to take it from him or even ask to look, which Maeve knew was their way of showing him trust.

Trust was something their new family therapist talked a lot about, especially how it went both ways. Maeve wasn’t sure if that meant he should let Mum and Dad read the letter, but he decided not to. It didn’t contain anything dodgy, and it was his.

The letter was already starting to show signs of wear. He’d read it at least five times and, when he wasn’t reading it, he liked to hold it. It was a reminder that Seumas was out there, that he loved Maeve and still claimed him as his son, blood related or not. Knowing that helped more than Maeve could express. (It allowed him to almost forget sometimes that there was another creature involved in his conception … some monster that had no right to the term father.)

It had been a horrible morning when immigration had come to take Seumas away. But it was either that or court and prison, despite Maeve swearing a thousand times over that the man hadn’t done anything wrong.

Seumas had promised to write whenever possible. Maeve knew that would mean long gaps, thanks to the time difference, but at least it was something to look forward to. Even better, he’d promised to get Diarmad to write too.

This first letter was from Seumas alone, written only a few days after their last meeting. Seumas wrote that he’d arrived in Britain, and that he missed Maeve already. He would be staying in Scotland until November, since apparently there was a particular night when crossing was safest, and the Crossers insisted Seumas wait until then.

Maeve had already begun a campaign to convince Mum and Dad to let him visit during either the June–July holidays, or the September ones. He didn’t love his chances – they really hadn’t been impressed by Seumas – but he still had hope.

Seumas wrote that one of the Crossers was going to help him learn the Internet – Maeve had laughed out loud when he read that – so they could email each other instead of relying on international post.

The floorboards vibrated and Maeve looked up as Dad entered the room.

‘Hey mate,’ said Dad. He’d been making a big effort to stop calling him sweetie, which Maeve appreciated. ‘We have to do some subject choices.’

Dad was carrying a bunch of A4 documents, which he laid out on the desk; enrolment forms for the local state high school. Maeve’s own school didn’t like the idea of him returning, especially not if he planned to wear the boys’ uniform.

This is a Christian institution, they’d written.

Mum had been furious and ready to take them to court for discrimination, until she’d learned from a colleague who practiced in the area that the state’s Anti-Discrimination Act didn’t protect people like Maeve.

‘That’s the first thing that needs to change,’ she’d declared, and started making phone calls.

Personally, Maeve reckoned his expulsion had less to do with the school being bothered by his boyhood and more to do with Ms Danu seizing the chance to finally be rid of him. It was a mutual feeling.

Maeve sat down at his desk and looked at the elective list. It was longer than his old school’s had been, and some of the subjects had unfamiliar names. ‘What’s General Shop?’ he asked Dad. ‘Is that like Woodwork?’

‘I think so, yeah.’

‘I’ll do that one then. And Business Tech. For the third …’ he looked up and down the list. ‘I guess I’ll keep doing Chinese.’

Dad cleared his throat. ‘What about Art? Or Drama? They also offer both Music and Dance …’ Dad trailed off when he caught sight of Maeve’s wrinkled nose. ‘You know, boys are allowed to like artsy things.’

‘I know.’

‘I loved Drama and Music at school. And Oscar –’

‘I know, Dad!’ said Maeve, not wanting to talk about Oscar, who – of all the family – was having the hardest time accepting him as a brother. ‘That’s not why I don’t want to do them.’

Not the only reason, anyway.

Dad looked distinctly unconvinced, but he let it go. ‘Shop, Business and Chinese it is,’ he said, gathering up the forms. ‘Have you had a chance to read that book yet?’

Maeve groaned.

Dad had started collecting every book he could find on people like Maeve – people known as ‘transgender’. He’d actually started his collection on the same morning as the Golf Course Incident (as the family had taken to calling it). After dropping them off at school, he’d gone from one bookshop to another, grabbing anything even slightly related to boy–girl identity stuff. Having cleared out the local booksellers, he was now ordering new titles in from Sydney, Melbourne and even as far as London.

The first book Dad read was by an academic from Britain, who’d slammed the ‘watchful waiting’ approach that Erin, the psychiatrist, had recommended. The academic argued that all it did was make trans kids more desperate, which could lead to terrible things. Maeve could only agree with that – and so did Dad, especially because the hospital rang while he was reading it. The book (and, Maeve suspected, the phone call) had a massive effect on him. It was why Maeve no longer saw Erin, and now saw Dr Susie instead. Dr Susie frowned more than she smiled, but her office didn’t stink and she’d called him Mr Maeve Williams from the very start.

So yes, Maeve was grateful for the books, he just didn’t see why he had to read them. Most of them were long and boring – the ‘age appropriate’ ones he was allowed to read, anyway. He figured Dad would stop giving them to him eventually.

The Nokia sitting on his bed beeped twice, saving him from having to say more.

‘That Mahmoud?’ asked Dad.

‘Who else?’ said Maeve, with a smile. He’d never get sick of having a best mate.

Dad smiled back at him, his lips wide. When he left, he let the door close behind him.

The mobiles were the other big change in the Williams home.

Mum and Dad had been terrified when they’d realised Maeve couldn’t contact them from the golf course, so they’d decided to buy each kid a phone ‘just in case’. Now Maeve was Nat’s favourite sibling. Specifically, her favourite brother. Whether out of gratitude for the phone or not, Nat had accepted Maeve faster than anyone but Seumas. She said he made more sense as a boy than he had as a girl. ‘You’re way less weird this way,’ she’d declared, which Maeve decided to take as a compliment.

Maeve grabbed his phone as he crossed back to his position on the floor by the bed. He used one hand to unlock the phone, and the other to trace the few teeny tiny hairs that were growing on his jawline. They weren’t big enough to be very noticeable yet, but they were definitely there. Dr Susie had said so herself during one of their most recent appointments.

She’d squinted at him as soon as he’d taken a seat, and then asked if he’d ever had his hormone levels tested. Dad said he hadn’t, so she’d written Maeve a referral for a blood test. It had come back showing an unusually high level of testosterone in his system – nothing dangerous, but not what they’d expect to see in someone like him.

Jeremy had cackled when they’d heard. ‘What did I tell you?’ they’d said.

To say things were tense between Maeve and Jeremy would be a supreme understatement. At first, Maeve had intended to never speak to them again, but he soon discovered that cutting someone off was much easier in theory than practice.

The problem was that Maeve couldn’t remember a time when Jeremy hadn’t been around, so being without them felt … wrong. And lonely. So lonely that, after just a few days of demanding Jeremy bugger off every time they’d showed up at his side, he’d found himself reconsidering.

By that point, Maeve had also remembered that Jeremy was the only one who could teach him Gaelic so that when Maeve did eventually get the chance to meet Diarmad, he’d be able to talk to his brother without Seumas having to translate.

Then there was the fire thing. (Maeve was pretty sure he could stop it from happening again, but Jeremy was probably the only one who could help him remove all doubt.)

The final push to reconcile had come when Jeremy had offered him Shapeshifter Lessons, so he could learn how to grow his very own beard and Adam’s apple. While Maeve had only managed a sprinkle of facial hair so far, Jeremy was convinced he was capable of so much more.

‘Patience, young padawan,’ they’d told him as he’d struggled to parse their instructions – which were always in Gaelic.

Maeve had responded by chucking a small stone at their head and they hadn’t even tried to gut him, so yeah, things seemed to be healing between them, though Maeve doubted he’d ever trust them like he used to.

Case in point: Jeremy still denied that Maeve was half fey, stubbornly insisting Seumas was his biological father despite all the evidence to the contrary. Maeve couldn’t be sure if they really believed that or if they just enjoyed telling lies, and the two of them had argued a lot about it at first. Now they just avoided the topic.

A stray breeze leapt up from the valley, and the wooden house shifted on its stumps. Maeve breathed in the scent it carried as, outside his windows, the hoop pine and hibiscus began to dance.

Then he returned to the message on his phone, which was indeed from Mahmoud.

Free tmw? Wanna meet?

Maeve smiled wide.
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Sitting on their throne, legs dangling above the dry creek bed, Jeremy continued to reflect on all that had passed as they reworked their new new plan.

The birds had not lied.

In hindsight, slicing off Seumas’s foot right in front of Maeve had indeed been quite the miscalculation. It was obvious now that Jeremy needed to take baby steps when it came to nurturing Maeve’s more violent inclinations – and, alas, maiming the foot of a key family member could not be defined as a baby step in any known tongue.

And reassessment? Well, nah dur, Mr Dead Bird! Jeremy was exceedingly aware of how necessary some reassessment was at this juncture. Though, to be fair, they had gone to the golf course for that exact purpose.

Which brought them straight to: severance. There had been far too much severance on that golf course! The number of toes and fingers littering the little hollow had been appalling. (The fact that Jeremy themself was responsible for them all was best left unstated.)

At least the irksome human Seumas was gone, cast from the land by the good people at Immigration, his tongue well and truly tied by Jeremy’s geas so that nary a hint of their existence could be revealed to his fellows back in Fearann a’ Gheallaidh.

The man would now be hurrying home as fast as his half-foot could carry him – and how Jeremy’s jealous heart ached to imagine it (metaphorically speaking, of course). The human got to return and yet here they were, stuck in this quaint little valley in Brisbane!

At least Beattie was still gone, and Maeve no longer had to labour under the misapprehension that Jeremy was a product of his imagination – a vast improvement.

Provided they could get him to trust them again.

Sacrificing four fingers and less than half their palm had been a most marvellous first step towards that objective. And due to the self-sacrificial nature of the injury, their speed and grace had been unaffected. They would never again be able to fully form their right hand but, considering that humans only had one neck to snap, Jeremy was content with their lot. (An outrageous lie.)

Besides, there was something to be said for the lopsided look. It was all very avant-garde. And children were terrified by it. Every time Jeremy needed to cheer themself up, they need only pop along to the local supermarket and wave at the little goblins, whose wailing cries were good for the soul.

Even more promisingly, Maeve had agreed to continue with Jeremy’s lessons – if only for the sake of growing a beard and impressing Seumas and Diarmad with his improved Gàidhlig vocabulary. The learning process would be slow, as he had insisted that all classes take place in the bush and outside of school hours. But softly, softly strangley monkey.

All told, Jeremy believed they had much cause for optimism. (Not a lie.) For while the path stretched out ever longer before them, they had yet to lose their way. They could still very nearly see the glare of the flames to come, still almost hear the screams of the future damned echoing back through the passage of time. Maeve would do their bidding, one way or another, and victory would be theirs. Of that, Jeremy had never been more certain.

And so, as the tame wind of this world rose up, and the bush rocked and roiled around them, Jeremy smiled.

Though to human eyes, it wasn’t a very nice smile.
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