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          LUCE

        

      

    

    
      Luce and Huds were tucked so close to each other as they hid behind the pilaster that she could feel his breath tickling her neck.

      “Is that her?” he whispered.

      She followed his gaze to a wandering student—a pretty but ordinary girl, brown hair tied back into a loose ponytail.

      “Nope—her letter from the July issue said she cuts her hair into a bob every summer and lets it grow out during the year. Remember? That’s why he didn’t recognize her at the mid-winter party.”

      Huds stared at Luce with a mixture of confusion and admiration, then peered through his camera’s viewfinder and adjusted some settings.

      “Do you think we could move next to the dumpling stand?” he asked. “I kinda wanna backlight them as much as possible. Make them look like angels or something. I think that would be more romantic.”

      Luce kept her eyes on the dozens of students milling around in the university cafeteria, talking, laughing, eating—being young and carefree, and blissfully oblivious to the multitude of injustices lying in wait for them in the outside world. In a few minutes they would witness an inspiring celebration of love, orchestrated by Luce Sharp via Seen in Silverbridge, the magazine she ran. Well, the magazine she and Huds ran. The publication had run for almost four years now, a new issue every month, and had accumulated a following of about eighteen thousand readers. While their social media presence had ballooned in previous weeks, Seen in Silverbridge’s presence was still defined largely by the printed magazine.

      This stunt would absolutely skyrocket Seen in Silverbridge’s popularity; Luce just knew it. Right in time for the final issue … but she didn’t want to think about that right now.

      “Let’s not move. It’s gonna happen soon,” Luce said. “Trust me.”

      She could almost hear Huds rolling his eyes, a standard response to her request for trust.

      “Ooh—there! That girl. She’s got a bob. Is that a bob?” Huds turned to Luce. “Okay, I’m going to be honest here and admit I don’t know what a bob is.”

      Luce sighed theatrically but smiled.

      For the whole lunch break, they had waited for two students who had been corresponding all year through the “Letters to the Editor” section of Seen. The students—known only by their non de plumes of Hagrid91 and CelineSunrise—had met during a party at the University of Silverbridge’s orientation week, but hadn’t traded social handles or last names. CelineSunrise claimed there had been an immediate spark. Hagrid91 swore they were soulmates. It was all disgustingly saccharine.

      Instead of putting them in direct contact as any normal person would have, Luce had drip-fed the couples’ letters into the monthly issues. What had started as a simple ‘Can you help me find this person?’ had turned into a year-long saga of the printed correspondence of long-lost lovers yearning to be reunited. They were a reader favourite, and Luce knew that she had been right to hold off their long-awaited reunion until the end of the year.

      She had set a time and date, and now she and Huds were prepared to document a spectacle (hopefully) worthy of the front page.

      “That’s not her, either,” Luce said, checking the time on her phone. “They’re late.”

      They watched in strained silence for a few moments.

      “Hey, I have an, um … a question,” Huds said. “After exams are done, do you want to come over for dinner?”

      “To your house?” Luce asked, surprised.

      Huds blinked rapidly. “Not a big deal. It’ll just be my family. Not, like, the whole crew,”—Luce relaxed; Huds came from a very loving and involved Niuean family—“just Mum and us kids.”

      Luce groaned.

      “What?”

      “Come on, Huds. You know what. Your mum hates me.”

      “She doesn’t hate you! She doesn’t hate anyone … I don’t think the capacity for hate is in her DNA.”

      “She has a very strong aversion toward me,” Luce clarified.

      Huds grimaced. “I would say you’re in a fortunate position … you have the opportunity to show her your true personality. I’m sure she’ll come around once she gets to know the real you. The ‘you’ deep down … like, subterranean deep.”

      Luce shoved Huds in the arm, eyes still on the cafeteria. A dull sadness tugged at her stomach, but she couldn’t pinpoint its source.

      “So—this will be the final issue,” Huds said. The empty feeling in her stomach intensified.

      “Yup,” she said.

      “It’s gonna be dope.”

      “I hope so.”

      “It will.”

      Somewhere in the cafeteria, a tray toppled and was met with cheers.

      “It’s a shame we can’t keep it going,” Huds said, and Luce recognized his attempt at nonchalance. Neither of them wanted to let on how they truly felt about shutting Seen in Silverbridge down. It had started as nothing more than a fun project to take their minds off their studies, but soon, through the job of writing trivial gossip and provocative opinion pieces, they’d found themselves with thousands of passionate readers. In the four years they’d worked on Seen in Silverbridge together, they’d grown close, much closer than they’d been in high school. Luce doubted she was alone in lamenting the impending end of it all.

      If she were to be honest with herself, Luce was enjoying the modest degree of infamy she’d acquired among her fellow students. Sure, it had the drawback of evoking a standoffishness in social settings, a concern that whatever Luce was a party to would find its way into publication, or onto Seen’s social media, but that was a small price to pay.

      On the flipside, Huds had determinedly remained anonymous.

      “You were the one who said Seen in Silverbridge couldn’t survive outside of uni. I wanted to keep it going!”

      Huds threw his hands up. “I know, I know, I’m just saying.”

      Luce hissed through her teeth at Huds. He kept his gaze fixed on the cafeteria.

      “Huds, you’re about to graduate with a degree in graphic design, with no intention of pursuing a career in the field. And I’m about to graduate with the most pointless degree in the history of education, and bugger off overseas to work for some random friend of my parents’. Seen is over, okay?”

      “But what about your grand plans to expose the conspiracies of Silverbridge? About the common New Zealander deserving to know how the country really works?”

      Luce felt her heart rate climbing.

      “You know there’s more going on in this city than we know about,” Huds continued. “And if we don’t expose it, who will?”

      “Dude, nobody even reads our serious political stuff,” she snapped. “We sell more copies if we put a local celebrity on the cover. Your grand illusions of moral triumph are just that—illusions. Plus, we agreed to call it quits!”

      “I know we did,” Huds said. “But I’m allowed to complain, aren’t I?”

      “No—because I hate talking about it. Now shut up.”

      Huds checked his watch. “Where are they? I have to get to a lecture.”

      The feeling in Luce’s stomach hadn’t eased, but the sight of a bob hairstyle pulled her attention.

      “There.” She pointed.

      A button-nosed girl with a small mouth and a tidy bob hairstyle sheepishly approached an empty table. She looked around at the cafeteria, her cheeks rosy pink.

      “CelineSunrise,” Huds said, raising his camera to his eye. He snapped off a series of photos. “Aw, she looks nervous.”

      “It’s been a whole year,” Luce said. She tapped her phone and started recording a voice note. “CelineSunrise arrives a mite after one p.m., looking nervous. Apart from going a little bit heavy on the eye makeup, she is pretty in a ‘sneak in through my bedroom window and let’s pretend to study together, while I pretend not to notice the way my nipples point out of this shirt’ kind of way.”

      Huds adjusted a knob on his camera and snapped more photos. “I think her eye makeup looks nice. I’m trying to frame out that Ripe For Picking concert poster but—”

      “Shh,” Luce reprimanded. She raised her phone and lowered her voice. “She looks around, forlorn, begging the universe not to steal away her chance at potential happiness. It’s been almost a year since she and Hagrid91 first laid eyes on each other at the Pihema’s New Year’s Eve party and subsequently lost contact, making do with increasingly lengthy notes sent to each other through this very magazine. Who knows how many lonely nights she’s spent thinking about this moment? About how it will feel to finally be in Hagrid91’s arms? How many minutes has she spent fantasising about the penis of someone whose moniker refers to a fictional giant from a children’s book series?”

      “Do you have to bring everything back to sex?” Huds interrupted.

      “Everything is about sex, Huds. Grow up. Ooh, is that him?”

      A tall, lanky boy that Huds hadn’t noticed earlier wandered among the tables. He ran a shaky hand through his shoulder length hair, pushing it back behind his ears, then stuck his hands in his pockets.

      “Oh no, he’s hideous,” Luce said, unable to keep some guilty glee from her voice. “This is fantastic.”

      Huds’ camera shutter clicked faster and faster. “He’s an acquired taste.”

      “She can do so much better than him. Oh no, she’s looking around … she’s seen him … make sure you get her reaction.”

      To Luce’s surprise, when CelineSunrise finally locked eyes with Hagrid91, her face betrayed no underlying shock or disgust. Instead, she shone. She suddenly looked ten times more confident—and beautiful, if Luce was honest—as she strolled toward him.

      The click of Huds’s camera sounded triumphant. So far, none of the students seemed to have noticed them.

      CelineSunrise and Hagrid91 closed the gap between each other. They began talking at the same time, laughed, and when Hagrid91 extended his hand awkwardly intending to shake, CelineSunrise batted it away and pulled him into a hug. They stayed hugging longer than Luce would have expected, and Huds’s camera clicked again.

      “I wonder what they’re saying,” he said.

      Luce grinned. She hadn’t told him yet, but she’d recruited a student from her human geography workshop to record the interaction using his phone’s microphone. She could see him seated near the happy couple and knew he’d be capturing everything they said. She would transcribe it later and add it to the piece. Maybe they’d release the audio file on social media … if that wasn’t illegal. She’d have to check.

      “It’s a nice moment,” Luce said. “Perfect end to the story.”

      Huds murmured agreement. “Feels poignantly understated—just two people in a cafeteria. No bells and whistles.”

      “Yeah…” She stepped out from behind the pilaster and waved her hand at another student from her environmental science class. The student, a stout guy called Vern who always wore heavy metal band shirts, nodded and pulled a cable.

      Above the cafeteria, a large canvas banner unfurled with a sound like wind whooshing through a forest. The crowd of a hundred students in the cafeteria turned to look.

      Congratulations CelineSunrise and Hagrid91! Together again at last!

      The words stood out in garish pink lettering. Vern tossed a handful of confetti over the couple as the watching students cottoned on to what they were witnessing. One by one, they began to applaud. Soon, the whole cafeteria was filled with a cacophony of cheering and wolf whistles.

      Luce felt Huds gawking at her, but she avoided his eye and motioned to the couple. “Keep taking photos. You always miss the money shot!”

      As Huds acquiesced, Luce spoke into her phone, hoping her voice would be heard over the clamour of the students’ cheers. People had begun to stamp their feet like they were at a sporting event.

      “As many of us approach our exams with the sense of an ending, we must also recognise that with an ending comes the chance for new beginnings. Delete that, that’s lame. Um … okay, how’s this: as the year culminates in laborious study and exams for many of us, there are a lucky few who will be easing their frustrations with a much more satisfying climax.”

      “Charming,” Huds muttered.

      Hagrid91 and CelineSunrise made a perfunctory bow to the clapping students, their smiles wide and bashful. Huds and Luce watched on, complicit yet removed, and Luce felt sure Huds was thinking the same thing as she: the spectacle was a perfect way to end Seen in Silverbridge, but what a shame to end it at all.
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          LUCE

        

      

    

    
      Luce spent the afternoon working on the final issue of Seen instead of studying for exams. Her university books lay forgotten on her coffee table while her laptop glimmered with photographs of CelineSunrise and Hagrid91.

      She interspersed her bouts of writing copy with ordering snacks from Atlantica, her favourite cafe down the street. As her word count rose, she felt her happiness increasing, due to the sickly-sweet nature of the piece.

      Luce’s phone vibrated but she ignored it. There was so much to do! Writing copy and choosing photos was merely the tip of the iceberg. The real editorial labour involved planning the structure of the magazine, obtaining signed release forms, and compiling it all into an online document she shared with Huds. Huds crafted the material into a complicated design document that Luce didn’t fully understand. He’d tried to teach her how the layout process worked, but digital masonry held no appeal for her; Luce was all about the human drama.

      When her phone had buzzed for the tenth time and showed no signs of stopping, she snatched it up, her eyes fixed on her laptop.

      “Yeah?” she barked, jamming the phone between her ear and shoulder.

      “Yo,” a deep voice purred. Luce’s frustration evaporated like steam from a coffee mug.

      “Jords!” Luce turned away from her computer so she could focus her full attention on her famous sports-star boyfriend. “You wanna come over?”

      “I wish, boo. But na, I’m out with Tom and Zak.”

      “Tell them I say hi.”

      “Luce says hi.” This was greeted with enthusiastic roars from Tom Hunt and Zak Babich, Jordan’s teammates from the Silverbridge Arrows, his soccer team. They sounded drunk. Luce checked the time—it was barely six o’clock.

      “Could you bring my spare pair of soccer shoes to practice tomorrow? Some of the studs snapped off my current pair.”

      “How did that happen?”

      Jordan laughed. “The boys bet me I couldn’t do a back flip off the bench in the changing room. But I nailed it and now they owe me beers all night. Smashed off a few of the studs—worth it though.”

      Luce rummaged around in the cyclone of fallen clothes in her wardrobe. “Found them. Even better idea though, babe, why don’t you come stay here tonight when you’re done with the boys?”

      “I’ll be pretty drunk…” Jordan said, but Luce noted with pleasure that his voice had gotten huskier, and quieter.

      “I don’t mind,” she said truthfully. In fact, she enjoyed sex with Jordan more when he was drunk—he was more enthusiastic.

      “Yeah? Sweet as. Don’t wait up though.”

      “I’ll be up late anyway,” Luce said. The prospect of not having to sleep alone relaxed her. “Working on Seen. Call me if you get horny.”

      She hung up, grinning at the thought of Jordan telling his teammates what a lucky guy he was. At twenty-seven he was five years older than her but still lacked maturity.

      Luce tried to concentrate on her work, but only three minutes later her phone buzzed again. Men. So predictable. Without looking at it, she let it ring for a few more seconds then picked it up.

      “How hard do you get when you think of me?” she asked.

      “Lucinda? Is that you?” An older voice.

      “Dad!” she yelped, her body feeling like she’d been submerged into a barrel of ice water. “What are you—? Hi! Sorry, that was, um … that was about a … I ordered a pizza, and … I was changing the order, and um … anyway, what are you calling for?”

      “I’m not sure we approve of you ordering pizza, Lucinda.”

      “Pizza?” Luce heard her mother’s pinched voice in the background. She could picture her parents now, standing aboard a luxury yacht somewhere drinking port, or maybe sitting bolt upright with perfect posture in one of their long-term residential hotel suites. “Give me the phone, Gregory—” A muffled sound as her father handed the phone to her mother. “Lucinda, we didn’t bring you up to poison your body with empty carbohydrates.”

      “I know, Mum,” Luce sighed. “I was … ordering it for a friend.”

      “You shouldn’t buy things for friends or they’ll start to make a habit of relying on you.”

      “I’ll be careful,” Luce placated, staring at her screen, eager to continue working. One never had control over a phone call from the Sharps, so she resigned herself and settled in for the long haul.

      “Two things. First: good news. I hope your passport is valid,” her mother said.

      “What? Really?” It had been over a year since she’d last seen her parents in person, and that had been a brief weekend visit while they were back in New Zealand for business. They’d had dinner on the Friday in Goldston, but her mother had cancelled their Saturday plans due to feeling poorly. After a rushed Sunday champagne breakfast, Sylvia and Gregory Sharp had boarded a plane due for the United Arab Emirates where Luce’s father had had pressingly important business meetings.

      Sylvia Sharp continued, “You will fly to Milan in early December. That time of year is cold in Italy, so make sure you pack coats.”

      Milan! Italy! The prospect of travelling to Europe filled her with anxious excitement. “Mum, that’s amazing! Milan? I’ll check my passport. Coats … I have coats.”

      “We’ll transfer you some money to buy more. They must be elegant, you understand. Milan is a fashion capital.”

      New coats! For a family holiday? It sounded like a dream.

      “I’d love that, thanks, Mum. Does this mean we’ll be spending Christmas together? A snowy family Christmas in Europe? Sounds like a picture book.”

      “Europe is gorgeous in the winter. Isn’t it, darling?” Luce’s father mumbled assent in the background. “But no, we won’t be spending Christmas together, I’m afraid. Your father and I have commitments in Africa we can’t avoid. No, the reason you’re going to Milan is to meet Valerio Rivera. The designer.”

      “Oh, okay … cool.” Luce tried to sound upbeat despite the disappointment spreading through her chest. “I think I’ve heard of him.”

      “Her, Lucinda. Valerio is a leading designer who’s only growing more influential. She’s got workshops in over a dozen cities throughout the world now, but her headquarters in Milan still reign supreme. So—brace yourself—we’ve organised an interview for you.”

      “An interview?”

      “We told her you love fashion so we knew you’d be thrilled,” Sylvia said, sounding like a clueless Queen bestowing unasked-for blessings upon a pauper. “Choose your coats wisely because let me tell you, there is very little room for forgiveness in the fashion world.”

      Luce gathered her thoughts. A trip to Milan was beyond the level of good fortune most people received in their lifetimes. Likewise, an interview with a leading fashion designer was more than she could’ve wished for. But Luce’s mother had grossly overestimated her interest in fashion. She enjoyed wearing nice clothes, but Luce had never pored over fashion magazines like other girls at school. Her parents knew so little about her own interests despite how often she’d told them.

      “Our travel agent will iron out the details. Now, the second thing …”

      “The video interview, I know—” Luce tried to get ahead of the scolding she knew would come, but Sylvia talked over her.

      “You embarrassed us by missing it. At first, Pablo thought you were late so he waited ten minutes, but when it became clear you’d merely forgotten, he wrote us a rather strongly worded email.”

      “I’m sorry, Mum. It’s just that—”

      “No excuses. You shouldn’t run from your responsibilities, Lucinda. Your father and I have discussed it and we agree the best course of action is to freeze your allowance. Effective immediately.”

      For a second, she couldn’t breathe. “My allowance? But … you’ve paid that since I left home…”

      “No more. Simple as that. Actions have consequences, don’t they?”

      “Mum, if you could just—”

      “Now listen, well done on your exams. Graduating university is the smart thing to do. Having a degree is like a shiny badge. It might not mean a heck of a lot, but it denotes that you’re in a certain club, which can be helpful.”

      “I haven’t actually graduated yet,” Luce said, her mind reeling. How would she pay her bills? Surely she could talk her parents around.

      “Seen has almost doubled in readership since this time last year,” she said, cringing at the obvious desperation in her voice. She felt like she was bragging to the cool girl at school about how big her swimming pool was. When her mother didn’t respond, she clarified: “Seen in Silverbridge. Our magazine. Huds and I, we’ve been building it up for the last four years.”

      “I remember. That’s very sweet. You’ll always have fond memories of university projects, I’m sure. I’ll put your father on to say goodbye. Be good.”

      “But Mum, about the allowance—”

      “Lucinda?” Her father’s voice sounded unsure, as if he had forgotten it was him who made the call in the first place.

      “Hey Dad, Mum says that we need to discuss alternative arrangements for my allowance, so I was thinking—”

      “We’re in the Côte d'Azur,” Gregory said with pride. “That’s how your mother fell in with that designer’s crowd. You know my Sylv, she’ll waltz up to anyone and start pestering them about their livelihood.”

      “That sounds nice, Dad. But—”

      “While I’ve got you, love, get in touch with Flo, would you? Think she’s feeling a bit dicky.”

      “Grandma? What’s wrong with her?”

      “I suspect her synapses are finally giving up the ghost. I keep telling your mother it’s only a matter of time before we’ll have to put her out to pasture.”

      “Gregory!”

      Luce’s father chuckled. “I’m just teasing. We’ll take good care of her, of course. Good luck with your exams, Lucinda.”

      “Dad, before you go—we uncovered some dicey accounting going on with the university board,” Luce babbled. “We printed it back in October and they tried to shut the magazine down, which means there’s obviously more to explore. It’s basically money laundering. Can you believe it?”

      Her father paused for a long second. She’d gotten his attention now. It was true, what she’d said. It was a huge scoop, proper journalism, although of course, none of their readers cared.

      “You ought to be careful who you upset, dear,” Gregory Sharp said. “Money makes the world go round and all that. Mess with the people making the money and you could find yourself in all sorts of trouble.”

      “But that’s exactly my point. It’s corrupt! These people, they need to be exposed so they can be stopped by the people’s court!”

      Luce’s dad chuckled. “The Court of Public Opinion is a failed experiment, Lucinda. A number of countries have tried handing power to the masses. It’s called Socialism and it always fails. You know why? Because people are fallible, barbaric and generally rather dim. They don’t know what’s good for them. Sad, but true.”

      “Right,” Luce said. Somehow they’d gotten onto the subject of politics but she wasn’t quite sure how. She never seemed to be able to have a cogent discussion with her father. “But regardless, people shouldn’t be able to get away with cheating society—”

      “It’s morning here, so we better be off,” her father interrupted. “But dear, don’t chase conspiracies, it always ends in tears. Go for pop. Peace and love. All that jazz. Movie stars, musicians—that’s what the people want. Must go. Love you.”

      “Love you too,” she said, dazed. A common feeling after talking to her father, like pulling out a sword and finding it was merely a floppy joke prop.

      “Yes, you too,” he said again, and the line went dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          HUDS

        

      

    

    
      Huds spooned a generous portion of marinated beef onto his mother’s plate. Marine Haile cooked traditional Niuean food most nights of the week, and Huds was yet to find another cuisine that came close to competing with the delicious flavours of his youth.

      “Julian, what did you learn at school today?” Huds’s mother asked.

      “Heaps,” Julian said. “We’re doing algebra and I couldn’t get it for like, the longest time. But then Kimberly helped me and it just—bang. It clicked.” At twelve years old, his adulation for his female schoolfriend was obvious.

      “Amazing how the beauty of a woman can unspool the tangles of the mind, isn’t it, little bro?” Franck said.

      “It’s like medicine,” Franck’s twin Sebastian agreed.

      Marine tutted, but Huds could see she was amused. Sofia, Huds’s only sister and the sibling closest to him in age, accepted the bowl of potatoes from him and helped him serve.

      “I think it’s sweet to be inspired by your friend, Jules,” she said.

      Julian had gone bright pink. “Far out. Can’t even answer a simple question without the whole family coming down on me.”

      When all six members of the Haile family had full plates, they joined hands and Marine led them in prayer.

      “Amene,” they said in unison, adding the vowel at the end of the word, which was common in Pacific Island languages.

      Huds’s mother asked each of her children about their days, working her way from youngest to eldest. They were almost finished dinner by the time her attention turned to Huds.

      “And what about you, my number one son?” she asked.

      “Oosh,” Julian said, pretending to be offended. “Playing favourites much?”

      “She means he was the first to be born, Julian,” Sofia said placatingly.

      “I love all my children equally,” Marine said with a sweet smile.

      “Except for us, ay mum?” Sebastian said.

      “You like us half as equally,” Franck said. “Makes sense. We have to share everything.”

      “We united two lovers today,” Huds said proudly. “It was a good laugh, but it was also really sweet.”

      “Oh? Playing Cupid?” his mother asked.

      “I guess,” Huds said, wondering how much he should divulge. “There was an audience and people cheered. It was like the end of a romcom.”

      Sofia laid her hand over her heart and sighed.

      “Was this for Seen?” Sebastian asked.

      “Ooh, so it was with Luce? What, did you think if you did something romantic together, maybe it’d rub off on your relationship?”

      “Hush, Franck,” Marine snapped. “You all know Hudson and that girl don’t have that kind of relationship. Right, Hudson?”

      Huds tried to ignore the familiar stab of irritation as his mother indirectly made clear her disdain for Luce. Apart from Marine’s disapproval, there were many reasons they’d never be more than friends. Firstly, the ridiculous difference in their looks; Huds, the thickset islander, stood three inches shorter than Luce, who some might argue resembled a blonde ostrich. Luce was undeniably beautiful, too, the way that people from wealthy families often were—clean cut and effortlessly elegant. The only imperfect thing about Luce was a collection of three raised moles on her face below her left eye (although even that looked as if it could be aesthetically deliberate). That and her sharp, large jawline. She sometimes referred to herself as a spade, which always made Huds laugh.

      With a pang of something akin to guilt, Huds pushed thoughts of Luce’s appearance from his mind.

      “We’re just friends, Mum,” he said.

      “Now that uni is almost finished, I suppose you won’t find time to spend together. You will have more time to concentrate on your work and your family.”

      Sofia reached over and stacked Julian’s and the twins’ plates. “I can help with bills and stuff, Mum,” she offered.

      “I know you can, darling.”

      “It’s my responsibility, Sofia,” Huds said. “I’ve poked around with the guys at Catamount Security, and they reckon I’ll be able to up my hours in the new year and probably move into a more supervisory role.”

      Marine’s face lit up. “Good boy.”

      Huds tried to match her smile. Below the surface, he dreaded the prospect of working full time as a security guard. The team was a good laugh and it paid well, but the shifts were long and tedious. His brain needed more stimulation, and it felt like a waste not to put his education to good use. He toyed with the idea of finding a graphic design job he could do online. But he knew he’d soon be exhausted working two jobs.

      Huds’s phone vibrated in his pocket. He surreptitiously peeked at the screen. Luce.

      “Who is it?” his mother asked, trying hard to be nonchalant.

      “Boss.” Huds tried not to feel guilty about the lie. “I better—”

      Marine inclined her head, releasing him from his dinner durance.

      “How come Hudson can leave the table?” Julian complained as Huds hurried out of the dining room and answered the phone.

      “Hi, Wiremu,” he said loud enough for his mother to hear, then ducked into his room.

      “Oh, I’m Wiremu today, am I? I like the sound of him. He sounds authoritative and muscular.”

      “He’s my boss at Catamount. Mum’s pressing me to work more hours—we need the money.”

      Luce sighed. “Parents.”

      “What’s up?” Huds didn’t feel like discussing family pressure. Luce could never understand; she came from money and would be taken care of her whole life.

      “I think we have to make the last issue great,” Luce said.

      Huds waited a beat. “Obviously.”

      “No, but better than great.”

      “Stupendous?”

      “Stupendous, dazzling, captivating … meteoric.”

      “Meteoric. Wow, okay. Thoughts?”

      Luce took a breath. “You know Ripe For Picking? The big band here for the gigs next week?”

      Huds made a noncommittal sound in his throat, unsure of what she was angling at.

      “What do you know about them?” Luce asked.

      “They’re Swedish, right? Ripe For Picking … similar to ABBA, with two guys and two girls, but borrowing from Fleetwood Mac’s relationship dramas. They’re playing a show over in Goldston and two in Silverbridge. I’m assuming you want to try to get a hold of them?”

      “I’m going to need your help, obviously.”

      Huds said nothing.

      “Do you think you could wrangle a shift for one of the gigs? I’m sure they’ll be needing all their best doormen on the job.”

      Still, he said nothing.

      “Because if you can,” Luce continued, “we could get insider access. Head and shoulders above whatever The Sentinel or The Alter or the Voltage will be running. Every publication in Silverbridge will dedicate a combined two hundred words to one of the hottest bands in the world, leaving the juicy, salacious stuff for us! Ripe For Picking are cool, Huds, you know they are. And Seen does cool. That’s what we do. Cool. It’s the final issue of a four year marathon—think of this as us putting our arms in the air as we step triumphantly over the finish line.”

      Huds waited.

      “That’s what I’m thinking. And you still haven’t said anything so I’m guessing you’re mulling it over. Or you’re so blown away by my lightning bolt genius that you need a second to take it in. Take your time. Take my genius in, let it sit with you a minute, then feel free to shower me with praise and adulation.”

      Again, Huds said nothing.

      “I called you during dinner, didn’t I? Shit. Why do you have dinner so early?”

      The Hailes had dinner every night at the same time. Huds appreciated the routine; he found it relaxing to have at least one aspect of his life be predictable.

      “When you say ‘I need your help’, what you’re really saying is ‘Do all the work for us,’ isn’t it?” Huds asked.

      “Not all the work. I’ll write the story, and you know, find the right angle. But if you could find a way to get us inside so I could maybe—I’m just spitballing here—meet the band, that would be helpful. And bring your camera. And you’ll need to do the design. And look over the piece, of course. As usual.”

      Huds sat on his bed and thought about it. He could hear Luce’s breath down the line, strangely fast and stressed.

      “Our last issue,” Huds clarified.

      “Seen in Silverbridge will go out with a kaboom!”

      The gears turned in Huds’ head. As much as he wanted to give Luce the fulfilment of agreeing to her proposal, he couldn’t risk breaking rules at work and losing his only paying job. In six weeks, exams would be over and the rest of his life was staring him in the face. Bills would need to be paid and his mum would need help.

      “I’ll think about it,” he said.

      “That sounds like a brush off.”

      “It sounds like me saying I’ll think about it.”

      “But what I hear is a brush off.”

      “Then get your ears checked.”

      “Huds, come onnnnnnn,” Luce whined.

      Huds looked around his small bedroom and debated whether or not to confess his fears. Ultimately, Luce would never understand money issues. She understood the plight of the common Kiwi on an intellectual level, but she didn’t get it. Not really.

      “I’ll think about it,” he repeated.

      “Okay, thanks,” she said finally, and Huds thought he heard a resigned sadness hiding beneath her usual chirpiness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          FAVEN

        

      

    

    
      Faven timed her throw perfectly. The can of fizzy trailed through the air and tinged off the inside edge of the recycling bin and went in. Loud enough for any watching student to see she’d gotten it in, but not obnoxious.

      Faven sighed with relief then reassembled her features into practiced insouciance. Oh did that go in? I didn’t notice.

      Lunch at the University of Silverbridge today was a boring affair compared with the spectacle orchestrated by Seen the day before.

      “I wonder if that couple are going to stay together?” a frizzy-haired girl said to her friend.

      She almost interrupted them to brag about her involvement in the magazine. But that would’ve been weird.

      Instead, she chowed down on a greasy lamb kebab, and buried herself in a tattered Jodi Picoult novel. When she was done, Faven hitched her bag over her shoulder and left the university’s octagon. She daydreamed about what she’d write in her email to Luce.

      Dear Luce, thank you for letting me help with Seen. I’ve enjoyed printing it for you. But I really want to write for it. I want to do more.

      Next year, she might be officially ‘on the team’. Her name, printed in the coolest magazine in Silverbridge, and in her opinion, the country. Faven Osmun, Immigrant, previous Social Outcast and Loser.

      Her fellow students would see it. Her cousin Fahmed would see it. She’d send a copy to her father stuck in Mozambique to hang on his office wall, proud. Using his life savings to send Faven to New Zealand would be worth it. If only her mother could see it….

      Climbing the stairs to the communications block, Faven noticed a figure at the top backlit by the sun. Faven’s heart skipped as she recognised the gracile silhouette.

      “Luce!”

      Lucinda Sharp, editor of Seen in Silverbridge and powerful socialite, smiled down at Faven.

      “Are you thirsty? I’m dying for a coffee,” she said.

      Faven shrugged and nodded at the same time, affecting a strange head-bob-dance.

      Faven noted with pride how students turned to watch them as they walked together through the corridors. People would be wondering why the two of them would be together—they couldn’t look more different. In addition to Faven’s dark skin and pudgy body, she stood a full head shorter than Luce. Uncomfortably aware of her ashy elbows, she covered them with her hands.

      They came to a coffee cart, and the student barista turned to mush when Luce stepped up to order. Faven had heard rumours that the next issue of Seen would be the final one, but refused to believe it. For four years she’d helped Luce print the magazine by using the university copiers after hours, and she felt certain Luce would have informed her of any plan to stop the magazine. Her stomach dropped—was this the reason behind Luce’s unscheduled appearance?

      “Faven? I’m going to take your silence as a yes.”

      Damn. Luce had asked her a question.

      “Totally,” Faven improvised. She hoped she hadn’t agreed to give up her first born or something.

      “One with normal and one with almond-coconut blend, if you have it.”

      “I only have soy,” the barista said, looking genuinely distraught.

      “No dramas. One with soy then, and one with dairy.”

      Oh no. Luce had bought her a coffee with cow’s milk. The time had come and gone for Faven to speak out so she resigned herself to drinking it, despite being lactose intolerant.

      As the barista busied himself at the machine, Luce pierced Faven with her steely blue eyes.

      “Faven, you wonderful wee sausage, I need a favour.”

      “Anything,” Faven said, a little too quickly.

      “After four years in the ring, Seen magazine is about to reluctantly hang up its gloves.”

      Faven clapped her hand over her mouth. “No, no, no, no.”

      “A somewhat histrionic response, but warranted. Thank you.”

      Luce leaned past her to retrieve the coffee cups and Faven caught a heady waft of perfume: sweet melon and something that smelt like the colour violet.

      “Thank you so much,” Faven said as she accepted the frothy flat white. She sipped. Her stomach murmured at the ripe taste of the milk.

      “You want to walk? Let’s walk. The upcoming issue will be … well, it’ll be the final issue of Seen. It’s imperative that it’s a doozy. So listen, this is under wraps right now, but we have secured an exclusive interview with Gustaf Neilsen, Patrik Dixgard, Johanna Talvik and Maia Nordenstam.”

      Faven recognised the names, but couldn’t place exactly from where.

      “Ripe For Picking,” Luce finished her thought for her. “The band.”

      “What?”

      Luce grinned. “As I said, it’s going to be a doozy. One for the ages, Faven. The perfect send-off.”

      Faven’s watch beeped—she was late for her lecture. Thankfully, Luce hadn’t noticed. They walked across the university grounds onto the boardwalk that circled the lake.

      “First let me say that you have the power here. You’re the lifeblood of Seen, really. None of it would be possible if we didn’t have you helping us.”

      “Oh, that’s … no, I’m not that important … I barely do anything.” Faven could feel her cheeks warm.

      “You print the damn thing! Before you came along, we used the photocopiers at the library, and they charge a bomb. God knows how you manage to finagle such a discount for us, but we’re lucky to have you.”

      “Well, you know … it’s nothing …”

      The truth was, unbeknownst to her professors, Faven had used the Communications Department’s printer on its off hours for the last three-and-a-half years. Saturday nights were the best time to do it, when other students were busy partying and the staff were home with their families. Under the cloak of darkness, Faven used the machines by the light of her phone, for free. She took the money Luce paid her and used it for rent and food, meaning she only needed to dip into the pot to buy paper and ink. She knew it was immoral to use money meant for Seen for her personal life, but the simple fact was that she couldn’t afford to live in Silverbridge without it. She worked a string of part-time hospitality jobs, but life in New Zealand cost more than she could earn, especially as a student. The money from Luce had saved her arse and the prospect of losing it terrified her. But she didn’t want to think about that just yet—the more pressing matter was losing her only chance at gaining social currency by aligning herself with Seen.

      Luce stopped. Nearby, a willow waved in the breeze, leaves patting the water.

      “I need you to go even further for us, Faven. And in return, I want to help you get something you want.”

      “Anything,” Faven repeated. “You don’t have to give me anything in return.”

      Stupid idiot, why did she say that?

      “To secure this interview with Ripe For Picking, I need to go undercover to their gig. More than that, I might need to buy a VIP pass to get backstage. But with the Seen expense account waning—well, non-existent if you want the truth—if we could print the final issue pro bono, that would really help us. I mean, I know it’s crazy to even ask. But it would mean the world to me.”

      “Oh, right. Yeah, yeah that makes sense.”

      Faven ran the calculations in her head. She would need to buy ink and special paper for the covers out of her own pocket, but she could stretch that. Luce had given her money every month for the better part of four years. It was the least she could do.

      “I can make that work,” Faven said, proud of the bravery in her voice.

      Luce’s face lit up. “Are you sure? But we have to make this work for you too, okay? What do you want? I can get you tickets to the next Arrows game, or a date with any hunk you choose. You name it.”

      A group of ducks floated across the water. They looked calm, but underneath Faven knew their legs paddled like crazy. She took a leap of faith.

      “I-want-to-write-for-Seen-if-you-think-that-would-be-okay,” Faven said in a single breath.

      Luce laughed. “Could you say that again for me, Faven, but as a human might say it?”

      Faven took a deep breath.

      “I want to write for the magazine. Like, anything. Even if it’s just like, a movie review or something.”

      Luce’s face softened. “Faven, the magazine’s over.”

      “There’s one more issue.”

      “Yes, but the whole issue is planned. It’s full of gossip and pop culture commentary … you know, the stuff people want to read as opposed to things that actually matter.” Luce sipped her coffee and looked out over the lake. Faven’s heart sank down into her stomach.

      “Right. Yeah. That makes sense. Sorry.”

      “What are you sorry for? Look, why do you actually want to write for Seen? Like, deep down, why?”

      Faven shrugged, suddenly on the spot. “Because I think it’s cool.”

      “It is cool. But is that all? Smoking is cool—or used to be—why not just take up smoking? Being in a band is cool. Being known for giving good blowjobs is cool. If all you want is to be cool, you have a myriad of options.”

      A new reason struck her, and as soon as it landed in her mind she knew it was true. But she couldn’t say it; it was deeper than being cool. The real reason she wanted to write for Seen was to make her father proud. He wouldn’t care about the articles judging local celebrity’s clothes, but the genuine journalism Seen did—the exposés, the deep dives, the David and Goliath stories—those would make him proud.

      Mozambique had been plagued with deep corruption since before she was born, and Faven herself had been brought up during the Civil War. Crooked despots had stolen the African dream from the people, forcing her father out of his job as an educator when her mother was caught protesting against the dishonest regime. If Faven wrote for Seen and fought to tell the truth, her father would be proud. She would be following in her mother’s footsteps, in a way.

      If she tried to articulate those feelings to Luce, she might break down crying, which would be deathly embarrassing.

      “Tell you what,” Luce said, eyeing her. “If you can find a story—one that readers will actually read—you can write it.”

      Faven almost cheered aloud, but a burp of rancid milk tickled the back of her throat. She clamped her mouth shut as the dairy from her coffee repeated on her.

      “Gossip. Tragically, that’s what sells, babe. And for this last issue, we’ve decided to simply give the rabble-rousers what they crave. Do you know of anything sordid going on?”

      “Ummmm…” Faven pretended to think. A throbbing ache in her stomach made her twist, so she leaned against the boardwalk and willed herself not to shit her pants.

      One particular rumour she’d heard floated to the front of her mind, but she had no proof it was true.

      “Come on, Faven. I know you have your finger up the arse of this university, resting on its pulse.”

      Faven groaned, trying not to think about her own pulsing intestines.

      “Sooooo … milk that gossip prostate. I’ve got my mouth wide open, ready for whatever may gush forth.”

      Faven clenched her jaw against a wave of nausea.

      “I’ll think about it,” she managed.

      Luce nodded and looked back at the willow tree’s hypnotic swaying. Faven couldn’t think why she looked so troubled. Lucinda Sharp had it all: beauty, smarts, social status, wealth.

      “Our last hurrah, and it’s all just … putrescence. Four years of building a readership. I hoped one day they’d care about the rights and wrongs of the country, but no, instead we’ll give them a story about a Swedish rock band whose music is secondary to the fact that they poke each other.”

      Faven wanted to say something that would cheer Luce up, but she didn’t trust herself to speak. When Luce turned to face her again, she once again wore the mask of perfection.

      “Good luck finding a story, Faven. Talk soon.”

      Luce bashed her coffee cup against Faven’s in cheers, then strutted down the boardwalk, leaving her hunched over the wooden handrail.

      A plot was formulating, but it would require Faven to sully the reputation of a fellow student. Was it worth it?

      If it meant she could write for Seen, then yes.

      Faven hobbled back to the octagon, resigned to the fact she’d missed her lecture. She rushed into the bathroom and gasped as her guts churned.

      She spent twenty minutes evacuating in severe discomfort. She used the time to mentally prepare for what she had to do to Olivia Hanover and Professor Todd Chikalito.
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          HUDS

        

      

    

    
      ‘Due diligence.’ ‘Real responsibility.’

      Huds had heard the phrases countless times from teachers and tutors, and now he was hearing them from Wiremu, his gruff boss at Catamount Security.

      “We prize traits like that, bro. I wanna be clear—we’re keen to increase your hours once your exams are over. Most of the guys that run the doors are mung beans, if I’m honest. You’re a stand-up dude, and good at your job.”

      “Thank you,” Huds said. “I appreciate the job, it means a lot to my family.”

      “While I’ve got you, I was gonna ask: I know you’re busy studying and all that, but we have a few big gigs coming up and we need all hands on deck.”

      Huds had a faint suspicion where this was going.

      “There’s a Swedish band in town, Ripe For Picking—three nights in a row. Their fan base is insane, so we need our biggest dudes on the front doors.”

      “You know I’m only five seven, right?” Huds said.

      “Your arms are big, and so is your chest. Wear heels or something. Keen?”

      He was in two minds. Sure, he’d love to work the gig. Ripe For Picking’s music was great, and the three nights were sure to have a festive atmosphere that Huds suspected he’d enjoy. The band’s fans were preppy, and Huds foresaw a minimum of drunken posturing from random insecure jocks. But on the other hand, he knew Luce would pressure him to break the rules to help get her close to the band.

      “Brother, what d’ya reckon? There’ll be a big team, so I gotta start making the calls.”

      Huds thought ahead to Christmas—the three long shifts would allow him to splash out on presents for his family.

      “Count me in,” he said.

      He fretted over whether or not he should tell Luce, and finally reasoned that if he didn’t it would be a mild betrayal.

      The next day at Atlantica cafe, while Luce sipped on a monster-sized nitro cold brew with coconut-almond milk blend, Huds opted for a plain black coffee.

      “You’re kidding! That’s fantastic news! You’ll be able to get me backstage!”

      “Luce—”

      “It’ll be a cinch. You can drop your keycard, I’ll swipe it up, sneak in through the—”

      “Luce! There is no way I’m helping you trespass backstage. I’ll lose my job and get a permanent black mark on my record. I won’t be able to get another job working security ever again.”

      “Oh now that’d be a shame.”

      “Don’t be facetious. I need the money, okay?”

      Luce prodded him in the stomach. “Relax, grumpy bear. I’m teasing. You don’t need to do a thing—in fact, please make sure you stay out of my way and don’t sabotage my genius plan. Jordan’s teammate Tom’s ex-girlfriend Claudia’s friend is in charge of the whole damn thing and she’s upgraded my ticket to have full back stage access.”

      Huds didn’t fully understand what she’d just said, but was thrilled to have been let off the hook.

      “You could do one thing, though. Keep your eyes on the band and report back with any juicy gossip that could supplement the story. You know those braces Forrest Gump wears on his legs? He’s trying to run but his legs are all floppy so the metal braces give him support? That’s what I want you to be for me, Huds. Understand? Be my Gump braces.”

      “You could’ve just said training wheels.”

      “I like my spicy metaphors!”

      Huds reminded himself that they would soon be saying goodbye, not just to Seen, but to each other. Luce would be moving overseas to no doubt live an affluent and charmed life, while he stayed in New Zealand. He would support her in this final furore; he would be her Gump braces one last time.

      The first concert took place on a Tuesday, not a typically busy night in Silverbridge, especially during exam time. However, on this particular Tuesday the place was pumping.

      Catamount Security had doubled the normal amount of doormen for this particular gig, and Huds found himself working alongside colleagues he’d never seen before. Through the entirety of the first night he only saw the band once, as they mounted the stage. The overall impression he got was of four skinny white people dressed as Victorian witches. The crowd loved them.

      After a twelve-hour shift, Huds drove his aged car home to South City and collapsed into bed at 3 a.m., only to be woken three hours later with a call from Luce.

      “I’m driving to yoga. Fill me in!”

      Huds had an exam later in the day, so he used the wake-up call to do some last minute studying. The second night, Huds was stationed on the main entrance door. Half an hour in, it was clear he couldn’t watch all of the teens sweeping in and out from the stage to the bar and back, so he requested auxiliary support. This came in the impressive form of Daisy Lee, a buff South-East Asian woman he’d worked with once before and liked due to her frank professionalism and droll sense of humour. Huds didn’t get to see the band members all night, but Daisy told him she’d noticed the frontmen, Patrik and Gustaf, arguing about something backstage.

      The next morning, at 7 a.m., Huds’s mobile buzzed him awake again.

      “Yoga again?” he asked, voice croaking with fatigue.

      “Out for a run. How was it?” Luce’s voice was breathy and punctuated with slapping footsteps. “I’ll be there tonight so I’ll hopefully get a chance to—ooh, a seagull! Hey buddy—ah!” Luce’s voice was drowned out by a harsh cry. “You there? Dirty creature flew at me.”

      “Luce—”

      But she was too busy yelling.

      “—hope you choke on an aspirin and it blows your stomach up with stomach acid and you pop all over some child!”

      Huds hung up the phone. He switched it to silent, dropped it on his bedside table and rolled over to go back to sleep.

      The night of the third and final show, Huds stood at the main entrance. Through the crowd, he saw Luce arriving like a mystical, sylvan creature. Her hair extended out at all angles, curling on one side and spiked on the other, opalescent with multi-coloured chalk dye. Her tight-fitting one-piece outfit showed every contour of her body, from the aquiline knobs of her collarbones to her shapely calves. Glitter sparkled on her cheeks and her eyes were ringed with hot pink makeup.

      “What do you think?” she asked, ignoring people taking photos of her on their phones. “Bowie’d be proud.”

      Huds’s jubilation upon seeing her dulled as he saw the figure behind her.

      “Haile,” Jordan Lazenby called as he rocked a shaka sign.

      “Lazenby,” Huds replied.

      “What do you think of the wings?”

      Luce turned around to show off a pair of white feathered wings sprouting from her scapulae.

      “Impressive,” Huds said.

      “Show him,” Luce said to Jordan. Jordan dutifully turned around, revealing a matching pair of angel wings.

      “Wow,” Huds said, fighting to contain his laughter.

      “Go inside and get us a drink, babe,” Luce instructed Jordan.

      Jordan nodded at Huds as he sauntered into the venue. Huds heard a few girls scream, “Oh my god, Jordan Lazenby?”

      “Look at you, all big and strong in your doorman costume,” Luce said.

      “It’s not a costume, it’s a uniform,” Huds said, beckoning the next punter in the line forward and dutifully checking their ticket. “I don’t think I’d look as good as Jordan in the wings.”

      Luce rolled her eyes. “Be nice. Jordan’s a nice guy—you’d know that if you ever put in the effort to get to know him.”

      “I’ve put in effort, but the guy’s an egotistical—let’s not get into this, I’m working.”

      “I think it’s sweet you’re so protective of me,” Luce said lightly.

      “You have a plan?” Huds asked.

      Luce shrugged, making her wings bob. “Plan is: I crush some dance moves, go backstage, flirt with the band, get some kind of scoop, we print it and Seen goes down in history as something more than a student publication. Thing is, we need a POD—a point of difference.”

      “You don’t have to say ‘point of difference’ after you’ve said POD. That’s the whole point of an acronym. Saves time.”

      “I didn’t know if you’d know what it meant.”

      “I would’ve worked it out.”

      “I usually say USP for unique selling proposition. So I didn’t know whether I should have explained it or not.”

      “I guess that makes sense. Thanks.”

      “Great. Now I’ll just say POD.”

      “That’ll save us so much time.”

      “Hudson!” A voice rang out from the other entry door. “Can we do kebabs tonight?” Daisy called.

      Huds held a thumb up in response. Daisy returned the gesture, then ducked inside. He turned back to Luce and laughed at her scowl.

      “Who was that?”

      “Workmate. We had burgers last night and she didn’t like it because there was too much sauce. She said if you’re going to have that much sauce, you might as well have a kebab. So I guess that’s what we’re doing tonight.”

      Luce blinked slowly. “Was that the end of the story? It was just getting good.”

      “Give me your ticket, I’ll scan you in.” Huds didn’t want to discuss Daisy.

      “No, no. I want to know more about the sauce on the burgers.”

      “Luce—”

      “Hey, if I can’t get any face time with the band, what do we do?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Luce shrugged. “If we print a simple review of the gig … it won’t be special. And … I want our magazine to be special.”

      Huds looked again at Luce’s outfit. She shone like the brightest diamond.

      “It’s special already,” he said. “Just being what it is. You built it out of nothing, Luce, and now it’s … it’s really something.”

      Luce lurched forward and wrapped her arms around him. A few of the surrounding concertgoers turned to look, intrigued as to why the fairy goddess was hugging the doorman.

      “I wish it didn’t have to end,” she mumbled into his shoulder.

      Huds didn’t know if she meant the magazine or their working relationship, but he had to agree with her; despite everything, he didn’t want it to end either.

      Luce pulled away and straightened the fabric at her midriff.

      “Did you mess up my feathers?” she asked, angling her body so he could check her wings.

      He shook his head.

      “Okay. I’ll go in,” she said.

      “Okay,” Huds said.

      Luce nodded, not moving.

      “Okay,” she said again, then walked inside, leaving Huds standing on the curb, a rogue strand of Luce’s hair still tickling his lip.
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          LUCE

        

      

    

    
      Ripe For Picking knew how to rock. Patrik Dixgard and Gustaf Neilsen pranced around the stage dressed in tight-fitting black clothing, while Johanna Talvik and Maia Nordenstam writhed like witch snakes. Luce didn’t know the words to the majority of their songs but sung along with the crowd for the choruses. The most common refrain seemed to be about partying and having a good time, but every now and again Luce found herself shocked at the depth of a lyric. Gustaf, the slighter guitar player, looked pained as he sung:

      
        
        
        Blossoms of black and grey, birds of sacrifice and prey

        Pray to end the charnel way, of infernal life’s decay.

      

      

      

      Jordan lifted Luce onto his shoulders and pushed his way into the mosh pit. Luce gripped his head and felt dozens of people’s eyes on her—she suddenly felt self-conscious, as if she didn’t deserve to be there up at the front, sitting atop a famous soccer player’s shoulders.

      “All right!” yelled Patrik Dixgard into the microphone, his angular jaw shining with sweat. A river of droplets flew from his head as he shook his hair. “Aurum, you have been majestic.”

      The crowd screamed.

      Maia, her long hair draped either side of her face, ran to the front of the stage with her arms outstretched, evoking another wave of screams from the crowd.

      “This is our last song,” Maia crooned into her mouthpiece, then laughed at the groans of disappointment. “Have you had fun?”

      Luce and Jordan joined in a collective roar of assent.

      Near the back of the stage, Johanna and Patrik glanced at each other and laughed. Luce thought she recognised that emotion, the feeling of collaborating with a friend, a shared understanding that you were in your element, producing something that had made the world a more exciting place.

      She tapped Jordan on the shoulder and he let her down.

      “Bathroom!” she yelled in his ear. She hadn’t told him about the back stage access.

      “No!” Jordan yelled back, looking pained. “We’re in the best spot!”

      “You stay! I’ll be back!”

      Jordan looked doubtful. “Message me if you need me!”

      Luce nodded and began pushing her way past people toward the side of the hall. She beelined for the left stage door. She rummaged down the front of her tight dress and extracted the prized lanyard that Claudia had given her—the special VIP backstage pass—and showed it to the security guard. The guard stepped aside and motioned for her to enter.

      As the door closed behind her, the cacophony of the crowd and music became muffled. Feeling buoyed by the power of the lanyard hanging around her neck, Luce strutted to the end of a corridor and through a door into a long room containing two long trestle tables filled with fruit, water bottles and a pop-up bar. A handful of people milled about the room in different states of dress, and in the murmur of voices Luce could hear the glottal stops and rounded vowel sounds of people speaking Swedish.

      Trying her best to act natural, Luce breezed toward the drinks table and helped herself to a vodka and diet lemonade. A dark-haired man who looked to be in his forties glanced at Luce and grinned, his face wolfish. She smiled politely and turned away. She just had to bide her time until the gig finished and Ripe For Picking returned.

      When she turned back a few seconds later, the man was still looking at her. He had a rough complexion, remnant scars of teenage acne pockmarking his cheeks. Despite the finely pressed collared shirt and velvet jacket, he managed to look dishevelled. He excused himself from his conversation and moved toward Luce.

      Shit. It was too late for her to move without looking rude.

      “Perfect night for fightin’,” he said with a twang. He was American, from the South.

      Luce smiled but said nothing. Best not to engage. He interpreted her silence as invitation to continue speaking.

      “Apologies. You’re Swedish? I’m hard to understand at the best of times. I’m Rex Collins, the manager for the band,” he spoke louder and slower. “I keep forgetting who they’ve invited to which city and who knows who.”

      Luce grinned. The manager of the band! He could be useful. “I am friend,” she said in what she hoped was a passable Swedish accent. “I am with band. I listen music.”

      Great job. When all else fails, just skip words. She sounded demented, but Rex didn’t seem to notice. He nodded his head vigorously and bobbed on the balls of his feet. The way his fingertips tapped on his cup and the relentless shuffling of his feet made it clear to Luce that he was buzzed. Probably cocaine.

      “What a fucking show,” he said, smiling widely. “I love these guys. I truly love ‘em.”

      Luce nodded. She didn’t want to be outed as an imposter before she got a chance to see the band in the flesh. “I need toilet,” she said in her pigeon talk. “I do a pee pee.”

      Rex nodded again. “Right on. Right on.”

      Luce bowed her head—did Swedish people bow? What was she doing?—and moved toward the door. She followed the thrumming bass through the corridors, passing more roadies as she got closer to the stage. The plastic cup of vodka sweated in her hand so she finished it in one gulp.

      She found a thick door that needed a hefty shoulder shove to open, and upon opening it, sound blared. She had found the side of the stage. Keeping close to the shadows for fear of being seen and kicked out, she hovered behind a thick curtain and nodded to a huddle of technicians. From the best vantage point in the place, she watched Ripe For Picking finish their encore. A puff of air from the speakers wafted the feathers of her wings every time the bass drum was hit. As the song came to a close, the band linked hands and stood in a line, bowing again and again, laughing as the audience clapped and whistled. The cheering increased as the band stepped off stage, joining the roadies in the darkness. The lights on stage blacked out, and Luce joined a throng of supporters following the band as they stepped down into a wooden antechamber, accepting damp towels and rubbing sweat from their faces. Luce watched from a safe distance as the four bandmates’ veneer fell away.

      There were many slaps on the back and adrenalised fist pumpings and Luce waited as the roadies slowly filed away to de-rig the instruments on stage. The band were left alone.

      They didn’t talk to one another. They had to be exhausted.

      Luce stuck out like a sore thumb, so grabbed a guitar cable and coiled it, keeping her eyes and ears concentrated on the band.

      “Good show,” Patrik offered, finally.

      “I was late at the beginning of Yesterday’s Promises,” Johanna said.

      “I didn’t notice.” Maia shrugged.

      The band was quiet for a beat. Patrik drained a bottle of water and crushed the plastic in his fist.

      “That was our eighty-sixth show on this tour. How many more?” Maia asked.

      “Twelve,” Patrik said. “Then we have two months to relax back in Stockholm.”

      Maia nodded. Luce noticed that Gustaf hadn’t spoken since they’d finished the gig. In fact, he’d barely moved, standing still with his back hunched like an old man.

      “Drinks?” Johanna asked.

      The band murmured agreement, but nobody moved. There seemed to be an awkwardness in the air, something unspoken.

      “I’m sorry, Patrik,” Joanna said again. “I was late at the beginning of Yesterday’s Promises.”

      “I heard you,” Patrik snapped. “It wasn’t the first time you have been sloppy at the beginning of that song.”

      “The audience didn’t notice,” Maia said.

      “That isn’t the point. I noticed. We noticed.”

      “Patrik—” Maia interjected, but he raised a hand in warning and she fell silent.

      “Go. Clean yourselves up. Let’s have a drink and we can debrief properly. There are a couple of things I want to talk to you about.”

      Maia and Johanna nodded, keeping their eyes lowered, then loped away. Gustaf went to leave but Patrik held him back with a hand on his chest. He said something quietly, but Luce couldn’t make it out. She risked creeping closer, careful to remain in the shadows.

      Patrik’s voice was tense. “—too much stress. Just think about it, okay? You’re my brother, we need to be in this together.”

      Gustaf nodded weakly. Patrik looked him up and down, then clapped him congenially on the shoulder and ducked through the door, leaving Gustaf alone in the dim light.

      Now was her chance. She approached him, but he didn’t notice her. Gustaf looked broken, so different to how he had on stage mere minutes earlier, that she felt suddenly guilty encroaching his personal space.

      “Hi,” she said, and for a moment she thought he hadn’t heard. Slowly he looked up. He checked his surroundings and looked surprised to find himself alone before finally his gaze settled on Luce.

      “Hallo,” he said with a tired smile. “Did you enjoy the show?”

      “I absolutely loved it,” Luce said sincerely.

      Gustaf’s face warmed, his eyes crinkling as he smiled. “Thank you,” he said. “I’m glad.”

      Inside her bra, Luce felt her phone vibrate with a series of messages but she ignored it. She didn’t know how to broach the idea of an interview. He looked wan and drawn, the result of months on the road, playing high energy shows almost every night. Now that she was here, she wondered what the point of it all was. So what if Seen got an exclusive interview with Ripe For Picking? What would it change?

      “I’m a fan,” Luce said. “I’m also the editor of a magazine, and I was wondering if—”

      Gustaf leaned forward. He looked open to the idea of speaking more but a loud noise pulled their attention. The corridor door stood open and Patrik’s face glared out. He barely seemed to register Luce’s existence.

      “Gustaf, hurry. Debrief,” he said, then disappeared.

      Gustaf nodded once to Luce, then shuffled away after Patrik like a battered puppy.

      Alone, Luce pulled her phone out of her bra. There were multiple messages from Jordan:

      
        
          
            
              
        That was epicccccccc!!!!!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Baaaaaaabe, that was so sick.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You missed the best part.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Good piss?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Where r u?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Just met fans. Took selfies.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Meet me out front?

      

      

      

      

      

      Luce typed a hasty reply:

      
        
          
            
              
        Ten mins. Will explain later.

      

      

      

      

      

      By the time she made it back to the green room, there was no sign of the band. Luce scanned the place for Rex Collins, the Southern manager, but evidently he had left too.

      The tangy smell of sweat and cigarette smoke hung in the humid night air as Luce pushed her way through throngs of fans. She found Jordan taking to a swarm of young women, his arms wrapped around two of them, grinning like a cat that had stolen the cream.

      “There she is!” Jordan peeled his arms reluctantly from the girls as Luce approached. “Thanks for taking care of me, ladies.”

      The girls giggled and took a step back, allowing Luce entry to the circle, but they kept their doleful eyes on Jordan.

      “I have to find Huds,” Luce said.

      “It’s good to see you too, babe.”

      Luce grabbed Jordan by his lapels and pulled him in for a kiss. “Sorry, sorry. But I do.”

      Jordan looked down his nose at her, suspicious, then sighed. “Fine. Fine.” Then, as an afterthought: “I’ll just have to stay with my adoring fans!”

      The girls tittered and swarmed back around him.

      Luce felt a tap on her shoulder. It was Huds, wide-eyed and excited.

      “I blew it,” Luce started, but he waved her words away.

      “The band left straight after the gig,” he said. “They’re staying at the Matomato Hotel. I’ve been asked to stay on shift for another hour in case they want to have a drink there. If I can get you into the Matomato, you can probably catch them in the bar.”

      Luce couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Hudson Haile, willing to break the rules?

      Huds shrugged, reading her mind. “It’s the final issue,” he said, by way of explanation.

      Luce beamed. She wanted to hug Huds again, but she didn’t think Jordan would appreciate it.
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          HUDS

        

      

    

    
      Huds’s long legs had to bend in unnatural ways to fit into Daisy’s cheery red Beetle.

      “Was that your girlfriend, the gorgeous girl in the wings?” Daisy asked, as she navigated the speedy vehicle through the back streets of Silverbridge. They needed to get to the Matomato Hotel before Ripe For Picking arrived.

      “No way. No. No. That was Luce. Lucinda Sharp, a friend of mine from high school.” Huds’s knees protested against the glovebox as he readjusted himself. “This is an odd choice of car.”

      Daisy shrugged. “It’s cute.”

      “That’s my point. I didn’t expect you to dig cute things.”

      “Ouch.” Daisy’s forearm muscles rippled as they entered a tight corner.

      “No, I don’t mean … you just seem kinda…” Huds trailed off.

      “It’s alright. I thought the same about you,” Daisy said.

      The image of Luce’s sparkling makeup and strap-on wings flashed in his mind.

      “She’s a good person, really,” he said.

      “I’m not saying she isn’t,” Daisy said. “If you’re friends with her, she can’t be all bad.”

      “We were always just acquaintances, but my sister … well, something happened with my sister and Luce stepped up. Helped her through it, kinda thing, and I’ve always thought highly of her since then. Even when she’s shallow or blunt, which she often is.”

      “You don’t have to explain,” Daisy said. “Forget I said anything. Stupid joke.”

      A huge swarm of fans crowded the entrance to the hotel’s lobby. Huds and Daisy parked in the guest carpark and approached the side entrance, from where Wiremu waved them inside. Wiremu was a broad-shouldered Māori man with a bent nose from multiple breaks. He looked relieved to see them.

      “This place is madness. The fans are trying to snoop in the rooms, so instead of us all gathering at the lobby to stop them, we’re going to split up and guard the individual blocks. Haile, you take the Kōwhai block. Daisy, you’re on Mistletoe.”

      “How many people do we have per block?” Huds asked.

      Wiremu paused before answering: “One.”

      “One per room, or…?”

      Wiremu looked pained. “One per block.”

      The entirety of the Matomato Hotel was a sprawling single-storey plan with swathes of shrubbery and native trees, providing ample opportunity for sneaking fans to hide.

      Wiremu led Huds and Daisy down a paved corridor lined with ferns. “There’s a golf course to the west and a private airplane runway to the east, with easy places to hop fences. If you see it happen, radio me. In terms of legitimate guests, there are roadies and members of the band’s entourage in both Kōwhai and Mistletoe, but the band themselves are in Nīkau block, over there by the river. Here—” He handed them both a printed sheet of paper. “That’s a list of the names of people who’ve booked in for tonight. Photos would’ve been more helpful but this is all short notice. There are other guests here too, some high profile, and they’ll give you a hard time about the lack of privacy, but they aren’t our job. Ripe For Picking is our job, get it? Don’t let anybody near the Nīkau block. It’s between both of your blocks.”

      Huds was quickly beginning to regret telling Luce he’d be able to help her get close to the band. Anything he did to help her would be in flagrant violation of his duty. He didn’t have long to dwell on it, though, because a workmate radioed to say half a dozen fans had slipped the net at the lobby and were roaming freely throughout the hotel. Wiremu ordered Daisy and Huds to their posts and Huds spent a stressful hour searching for drunken teenagers hiding underneath Pohutukawa trees. One by one he found them and as he did, they dissolved into giggles and put their hands up, treating trespassing like a school game.

      Intermittently, Huds’s earpiece funnelled news from the rest of his team.

      “Two more girls jumping over the golf course fence—sending them to you, Wiremu.”

      “Did you guys know all these suites have hot tubs? Proper full-on thermal hot tubs.”

      “Hotel security has let us use the coffee machine. Let me know if you want anything.”

      “The band’s landed,” came Preston’s low gravelly voice though the radio. Huds didn’t like Preston—he was an angry, overweight guy who always had ten complaints about a given situation. “They’re a creepy looking lot, aren’t they? Skinny white things. Escorting them to Nīkau. Might need some help though, the fans are going batshit.”

      A wave of excited screams swelled in the distance.

      “Haile, Greenwich, Ferguson, go to the lobby area and help Preston escort the band to their suites.”

      “Copy,” Huds said, backtracking his way through the maze of the hotel and into the lobby, which had grown sweatier in the last hour due to the rabid fans. He pushed roughly through to the band, who were surrounded by his workmates. The three extra personnel Wiremu had sent were all tall, well-built, and brown. He didn’t have time to look for Luce because the fans were rushing the band, screaming and crying and reaching out to grab them. Fingernails grazed Huds’s cheek as he hunkered in close to the shorter, dark-haired one—Maia?—and after seconds his eardrums were throbbing from the high-pitched squeals. Still, compared to breaking up a group brawl outside a nightclub during St Patrick’s Day, it was a breeze.

      A manic six minutes later, they arrived safely at the band members’ individual suites. It only occurred to Huds at the last second that he had spent the better part of ten minutes in the presence of Ripe For Picking without trying to make conversation or even looking at them properly.

      “Band safely in their rooms,” Preston said into the radio. “The tall one, the um, one with the pretty lips—“

      “Patrik,” Wiremu helped.

      “Yeah, Patrik. He said they’ll all be staying in tonight because they’re zonked.”

      “Copy,” Wiremu said. “Go back to your stations. We can all bail at one o’clock.”

      Huds nodded to the others and hurried back along the footpath to his post at Kōwhai block. How would he break the news to Luce? There was no way she’d be able to get through the lobby, and if she did, no way she’d get any time with the band.

      Just as he was thinking about her, movement caught his eye. A lone figure was sauntering confidently down the corridor towards him. They were carrying something diaphanous—a pair of strap-on wings.

      “Luce, how on earth did you make it through the lobby?” Huds hissed.

      Luce’s eyes were wide and excited. “Who needs an expense account for a business that’s about to be liquidated?”

      “You booked a room? But they cost a fortune.”

      “Faven agreed to print the final issue for free, and my parents are likely cutting me off after this year anyway, so … where’s the band?”

      “They’re in their suites. I’m sorry, I didn’t know it was going to be this crazy.”

      Luce’s face contorted. “Huds, we have to interview them!”

      “There’s no way. Short of knocking on their doors.”

      She opened her mouth, but Huds shook his head.

      “I just paid over a thousand dollars for a room, Huds. We aren’t leaving here until we at least get something.”

      “You paid a thousand dollars for a room? Which block is it in?”

      “Mistletoe.”

      “The band’s in Nīkau block, next to the river. Maybe you could see something from your room? Maybe you could write a review of the room? Maybe you could—?”

      “Why do you keep saying ‘you’? We’re a team!”

      “Shhhh—” Huds pulled Luce down a pathway. “I finish in twenty minutes. Let’s go and get some late night donuts or something, cut our losses.”

      “Aren’t you full from your kebabs with She-Hulk?”

      Huds flashed her a look. To her credit, Luce looked bashful.

      “I couldn’t think of any other buff woman reference. But really, she’s pretty and all that. Did you bring your camera?”

      Huds sighed and held up his shoulder bag. Luce’s face lit up.

      “We’ll find a way, Huds. Where there’s a Luce, there’s a way.” Satisfied, she slinked away grinning, leaving Huds standing alone under some fragrant frangipanis.

      He returned to his post, feeling a sick mix of excitement and guilt. There was no way he’d let Luce do anything illegal—he’d be putting his foot down if it came to that. But at the same time he found it exciting how much she pushed him.

      Huds’s phone vibrated with a text from Luce:

      
        
          
            
              
        Your girlfriend just gave me major stink eye.

      

      

      

      

      

      Huds felt a shiver go down his back. She must mean Daisy. Would Daisy suspect something? Before Huds could worry too much about that, his phone vibrated again.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m going for a mosey.

      

      

      

      

      

      Huds kept glancing at his screen. Two minutes later, the three dots appeared.

      
        
          
            
              
        Found the luxury suites.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m jealous.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I can smell the sulphur from here. I want a hot tub.

      

      

      

      

      

      Huds gripped his phone tightly, waiting for the message he dreaded would come next.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m going to try to get over there.

      

      

      

      

      

      He quickly typed back:

      
        
          
            
              
        Wait.

      

      

      

      

      

      No response. He typed another message:

      
        
          
            
              
        Wait for me. I finish in ten minutes.

      

      

      

      

      

      Again, no response. Huds’s palms were slick with sweat, making his phone slip in his hand. After what seemed like hours, the three dots appeared again.

      
        
          
            
              
        I messed up.

      

      

      

      

      

      Huds’s phone lit up with a call.

      “Yeah, um… you might have to come help me,” Luce whispered. Huds could hear thinly disguised panic in her voice.

      “What happened?”

      Luce let out a little whimper. “I’m kind of in the river.”

      “In the river?”

      “In the river, Huds. I’m in the river.”

      “Can you hold on for ten minutes?”

      “Huds, I’m in the river. You need to help me, please, I’m freaking out. My legs have sunk and I can’t get out. There are eels and stuff in here and I keep thinking they’re touching my leg and I don’t wanna scream because then I’ll get caught, and I’m pretty sure we’ve actually broken the law now and my outfit is totally ruined.”

      Huds took a long, steadying breath.

      “It’s gonna be okay. Just stay where you are.”

      “Huds, I can’t move!”

      He held his phone from his ear and spoke into his radio. “Preston, go channel two.”

      “Switching.”

      There was a crackle of static as Huds turned the knob on his transmitter.

      “Go for Preston.”

      “It’s Haile,” Huds said. “All good over there?”

      “I’m tired, bro,” Preston whined. “I had like, three coffees with an arseload of sugar but I’m tired as. Guarding some little pussies from a bunch of other little pussies? This job’s a joke.”

      “I feel you, bro. You wanna swap it up for the last ten? I need to stretch my legs.”

      A few seconds of silence passed. Huds’s heart beat a tattoo against his chest.

      “Yeah, go on,” Preston said. “Don’t tell Wiremu though, ay.”

      “Copy. Switching back.”

      Huds flicked his transmitter back to the main channel and paced through the hotel to the bridge, his instincts on high alert. He fist-bumped Preston as they passed each other. At the centre of the bridge, Huds wrapped his hands around his eyes to block out the glare of the lights overhead and searched the river below. Shadows stretched over the dark water. He could see branches and logs, but no blonde fairy.

      “Luce,” Huds whispered into the darkness. “Luce!”

      “Here!” a small voice came from behind him. Deep in the underbrush, close to the muddy riverbank, a tangle of pale limbs shone in the moonlight. The water was barely up to her waist, and Huds felt a stab of anger mingled with his concern.

      “I’ll come down,” Huds said, swinging his leg over the bridge and preparing to jump.

      “My hero,” Luce crooned, then pointed up at a luxury suite. “I can see inside Nīkau block from here, by the way. There, that’s Gustaf’s room.”
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          LUCE

        

      

    

    
      Nylon lycra blend fabric did a great job of absorbing stinking river water. Despite the cup of vodka Luce had downed in the greenroom, panic was beginning to build as she sunk deeper into the mud. She was beyond grateful when Huds found her, despite his obvious fury.

      Huds masterfully galloped down the bank, peering over his shoulder every few seconds to check if they were being watched. Luce took hold of his thick hand and he pulled her easily from the mire. Her tummy flipped as the vertigo of shooting skyward reminded her of being a kid on the swings. She collapsed against him and had to fight not to cry, the sudden emotion surprising her.

      They stayed like that for a few seconds, Luce forcing herself to breathe beneath the swaying ferns and singing crickets. If it weren’t for the stench of stale water, one could be forgiven for considering the moment romantic.

      “Is that...?”

      Luce nodded as she rolled off him and joined Huds in looking up at the suite. “Gustaf Neilsen’s room. I think the next one is Patrik’s? Maybe I could serenade one of them like a siren out at sea?”

      Huds’s eyes flitted down her filthy one-piece. She looked like a deranged swamp-woman.

      “You could try?” he said doubtfully.

      Luce felt her fear subside and with it, a wave of fatigue. “Let’s just call it. This was a misstep. I talked to Gustaf Neilsen, that’s enough.”

      Huds had the self-control not to look too relieved. She took his extended hand and he led her over the uneven ground.

      “You spoke to Gustaf? When? How? What did he say?” he asked. “Actually, before you tell me, there’s something I should tell you. I’m taking on more hours at Catamount. There’s a decent opening here, for a decent wage, and if I take it I’ll have the opportunity to make a…”

      “Decent?”

      “Decent amount of money for my family. Help Mum out.”

      She smacked him hard on the arm.

      “Ow! What was that for?”

      “Don’t do that,” Luce barked. “Don’t you dare keep doing this job. It was meant to be a part time thing while you finished uni. You need to use your design skills! You love design! And you’re good at it, you learn software quicker than anyone I’ve ever met. You can do so much more, Huds!”

      “Would you keep your voice down?” Huds glanced up at the bridge. “I’m still on shift.”

      “Fuck your shift. Huds, this job is a means to an end.”

      “Easy for you to say,” Huds said.

      “The truth is often easy to say, yes. The sky is blue, water is wet, and you should do more with your life.”

      “Luce, don’t pretend that everyone has the same choices you do. You have an out-of-this-world opportunity, handed to you by your parents, where you’ll travel, earn loads of money, and literally play dress-up all day. Some of us have to actually work for a living.”

      A million comebacks ran through Luce’s head but she was determined to hold her tongue. Huds didn’t know the pressure she felt to do whatever her parents told her, and how could he? His family loved and supported him no matter what. Huds’s Mum had four other kids, but even then she took the time to listen to everything Huds said. She genuinely gave a shit about her children, so even if Huds disappointed her at least he knew she cared.

      You know what? She didn’t want to hold her tongue.

      “I know why you want to take this job. You’re shit scared of actually having to try to do something different. Because then you might fail and Mummy won’t be proud of you.”

      “Yeah that’s it,” Huds said. “You’ve got me figured out.”

      He turned his back on her and pulled himself effortlessly onto the bridge by the handrail.

      “At least I’m trying to … trying to … damn it,” she grunted as she tried and failed to pull herself up onto the mossy footwell. Huds gently put his hands under her armpits to help her. “I can do it! At least I’m trying to—there, told you I could do it—take some risks with my life. If Seen has taught us anything, it’s that we’re capable of much more than we—“

      Light spilled onto the boardwalk. Luce froze, standing in a sudden spotlight. Huds backed away further into the shadows.

      Twenty metres away, one of the suite doors opened. Patrik Dixgard emerged. He’d changed clothes since the gig and now wore a flapping coat with an absurdly high collar, which reached almost to the top of his head.

      Luce didn’t have time to race back to her room and shower. If she was going to get a story, she would have to get it now. In one easy movement, she unzipped the one-piece costume down to her navel and shrugged her arms out of it.

      “Luce, what the shit?” Huds whispered from in the trees. “Hide!”

      Luce tied the arms of her outfit across her waist, keeping watch on Patrik who wandered to the bridge, his eyes on his phone.

      A cool calm came over her. She would show Huds that she wasn’t merely walking the easy path her parents had planned for her. In one easy movement, she unhooked her mud-stained bra and tossed it into the river, then hopped the last few steps onto the bridge. Patrik looked up, startled, then blinked rapidly.

      Luce gasped and covered her breasts with an arm too late, as if caught.

      Patrik seemed to come to his senses and looked away, holding up a hand in apology.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      “No, I’m sorry!” Luce said with a laugh. “I was going for a nighttime swim, I didn’t think anybody would be awake.”

      Patrik’s brow creased. He looked at the dark river. “You swim in this dirty water? New Zealand people are … interesting.”

      “You have an accent,” Luce said.

      Seeing she wasn’t embarrassed to be standing topless in the night air, Patrik allowed his eyes to wander over her. Luce knew she looked filthy, and her body wasn’t voluptuous, but she was toned. And she knew how guys’ minds worked: unexpectedly seeing breasts was like winning the lottery in a different currency. It wasn’t particularly useful, but it still made you feel lucky.

      “You must understand. To me, you have the accent,” he said.

      Luce giggled and Patrik beamed with delight.

      “I need to shower. But then after, maybe we have a drink together?” she asked.

      Patrik’s grin faltered. “I have plans, regrettably.”

      She raised a flirtatious hand and ran it down the side of her damp breast. “That sure is a mighty shame, Mr Sweden,” Luce crooned and took a step toward him.

      “You have a good ear for accents,” he said.

      Damn.

      “Please stop coming toward me,” he said. “You smell like badness.”

      “I’m sure a strong man like you can handle a little smelly girl like me,” Luce improvised, hating herself.

      “Security!” Patrik screamed suddenly. “Excuse me! Security man!”

      Luce backed away, scuttling along the boardwalk in her wet shoes.

      “A fan is trying to molest me!”

      “What are you talking about?” Luce whined, then felt a hand clasp down onto her shoulder. “Don’t touch me!” she yelled out of instinct and spun around to see—

      “Quiet, Miss,” Huds said, his voice deep with authority. Luce felt his fingers press hard into her muscle. “Thank you for alerting us, Mr Dixgard. I will escort her from here.”

      “Where were you?” Patrik asked. “We were told you would be stationed outside our rooms until one.”

      Huds’ fingers squeezed tighter around Luce’s shoulder. “We must circulate around the perimeter. Do not worry, we have our eyes on you.”

      Patrik squinted at Huds for a beat and Luce recognised the petulant stare of someone who yearned to complain even after they’d got what they wanted.

      “Come with me, young lady.”

      Huds frog-marched her away from the luxury suites. Neither of them said anything until they were safely out of sight of Patrik.

      “Nice save,” she said. “Made me look like a nut bar.”

      “You are a nut bar. That was beyond stupid.”

      “It was a bold swing,” Luce admitted.

      Huds spun away while she zipped up her outfit.

      “Did you see Gustaf?” Luce asked.

      Huds turned back around, then held up his hands to cover his view. Luce’s nipples pointed accusingly at him from under the fabric.

      “Get over it. I tossed my bra into the muck and it’s cold out,” she explained, running her palms rapidly up and down her breasts to warm them. God, Huds was such a baby. “Gustaf was in his suite, but I couldn’t see him properly from the bridge. He left his curtains drawn—he’s asking for it! If we could just get one photo…”

      “One photo? A photo of what? A rock star pacing in his luxury suite? What’s the use of that?”

      “Something’s going on with him, Huds. I know it sounds crazy, but in the time I talked to him, I got this feeling he felt he was being, like … hunted.”

      Huds’s watch beeped. Luce heard a scratchy voice in his earpiece followed by a series of cheers from other people.

      “One o’clock,” he said. “I’m done.” He pushed the button on his microphone. “Daisy, go two.”  A pause. “Go without me. It’s okay, I’ve got a ride…. All right … yup, you too…. Okay, going off comms…. Goodnight.”

      Huds pulled off his earpiece and stuffed it into his bag. With a dark look at her, he withdrew his camera.

      “My man!” Luce cheered and he smacked her hands away as she prodded him like he was a birthday boy.

      The two set off back to where they’d run from: the luxury suites.
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          HUDS

        

      

    

    
      Huds led the way back to the bridge, unbuttoning his uniform overshirt as he walked. Luce leaned over the railing and pointed.

      “Look—he’s been standing there this whole time.”

      Across the water, Huds could see Gustaf Neilsen standing in the bedroom of his luxury suite, one side of his straight hair hanging like a curtain around his vacant face. He looked as if he’d been lobotomised.

      For what felt like a full minute, they watched him as he swayed on the spot.

      “Well? Take a photo, this is decent juice!” Luce said.

      “This is decent juice?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Okay, the angle isn’t too hot. Set the ISO and the shutter speed and whatever other nerdy thing you have to set, and I’ll press the button if you’re having an attack of conscience.”

      Huds raised the viewfinder to his eye. Warm radiance from the room gave Gustaf a rim light. The majority of the frame was filled with darkness and the ISO was pushed high. Huds didn’t want to take a photo that was mostly grain, so he dialled the shutter speed all the way down.

      Huds could feel Luce’s annoyance at his meticulousness, so he took a couple of test shots—too grainy—and adjusted the ISO some more. Gustaf suddenly jerked to life just as he clicked the shutter, making the shot blurry.

      “We need to get closer,” Luce said through gritted teeth. “We need a decent shot of him. We need more light.”

      Guilt built up in Huds and told him to go home. Part of him argued that by printing photos of a depressed celebrity, Seen could contribute to the important conversation of his generation’s growing sense of dissatisfaction. But a far bigger part of him argued that Luce just wanted to push the envelope before leaving the country.

      “Shit, look out.” Luce motioned down the bridge and Huds’s heart jumped. Two hotel staff members clad in purple uniforms were pushing a bucket of champagne on a trolley.

      “Go, go, go.”

      They crouch-walked down the wooden path that snaked along the river into denser bush. Sweat prickled on Huds’s back, his fingers slippery on his camera.

      They reached a dead end.

      “What do we do now?” Huds whispered.

      Their breathing synced as they watched the hotel staff push the trolley past Nīkau block.

      “Oh no,” Luce said.

      One of the hotel staff walked down onto the same pathway and headed towards them. Luce grabbed Huds’s sleeve and pulled him off the path, through the garden, and between two suites. They were trapped. Behind them, the workers. In front, the river. The rhythmic clod, clod, clod of the champagne trolley sounded like a deadly steam train.

      “Show them your keycard and tell them you’re lost. They’ll point you back toward your own block.”

      Luce looked unsure. “How do we explain you? Say you found me skulking around?”

      Huds shook his head. “They won’t buy it—look at us, you’re dripping wet and I’m holding a camera. If it were just you …” He looked toward the river. On the other side, safety. “I can clear that.”

      Luce shook her head, eyes wide.

      Clod, clod, clod—the hotel staff loomed closer.

      “Wish me luck,” Huds said, and he ran.

      The edge of the embankment appeared sooner than he expected, but he couldn’t stop or second-guess himself. He heard the beginning of Luce’s forced exclamation to the hotel staff—“I’m so glad you found me!”—before he gripped the camera tight in his hand and launched himself off the side of the embankment.

      Cool night air whipped by his ears then whoompf, he buckled to his knees and rolled onto his side. Grass-stained, sore, but safe.

      Huds clutched the camera close to his body as he caught his breath, then checked the LED screen. It shone back at him, undamaged. He’d made it! Euphoria spread through his body as he surveyed his surroundings. He was sitting on a grassy island that rose from the middle of the river, about half the height of the bridge. A shifting of light caught his attention—across the dark chasm, the svelte statue of Gustaf Neilsen swayed at the large window. He was staring directly at Huds.

      Huds held his breath and prepared for the alarm to be raised, but Gustaf merely looked back at him. Huds stayed stock still.

      After a minute, his fear eased as he realised Gustaf couldn’t see him. He was standing in a well-lit room while Huds was cloaked in darkness. Gustaf turned and loped across to the kitchenette.

      He looked unsteady on his feet, lurching unevenly as he poured himself a glass of chilled water from a carafe. Feeling almost possessed, Huds raised the camera to his eye and started snapping. Gustaf moved slowly, so Huds was able to get crystal clear images. What he captured was a tragic portrait of a rockstar who had everything (money, fame, creative expression) but who was clearly not happy. Gustaf seemed to get drunker as he walked around the room, sipping the clear liquid that Huds now suspected to be vodka or gin.

      Huds backed further up the knoll until he could see the entirety of the suite. Gustaf stumbled and had to grab a pillar for support. He hung there, his forehead pressed against the wooden column, and began to sob.

      Click. Click. Click. Feeling conflicted, Huds knew the photos were fantastic. Gustaf’s tragic breakdown felt like it had been stage-managed for Seen’s benefit. He was still wearing his sweaty clothes from the concert, even his shoes. A nosegay of lilac and purple flowers lit up the countertop with a spray of colour, next to an envelope that Huds assumed to be a welcome note. He zoomed in on it with his camera and could see the EL from ‘WELCOME’. Across the dining table lay the debris of touring life: sunglasses, ashtray, guitar picks, notebooks, hotel pens. Behind Gustaf, the door to the thermal hot tub was open and Huds could see the prodigious claw-foot bathtub, its pipes crisscrossing over the walls, the floor of cool dark stone.

      Despite the affluence, Huds felt no hint of envy for Gustaf. The poor guy looked flat out miserable, swaying in the middle of the room, his face contorted in emotional turmoil.

      Gustaf turned to the window again and faced Huds—it felt eerily close to eye contact—and Huds took a final snap. As the preview image flashed across the viewfinder, Huds felt sick with sympathy. Strange, to feel pity for a rockstar. When he got back to Luce, he would argue for her to use these photos as a cautionary tale about the dangers of depression and anxiety. If one of the most handsome and successful musicians in the world, a straight white man from a rich country, was battling with inner demons, then surely it was an affliction from which nobody was safe.

      He really, really didn’t want her to post a gossip story with some kind of terrible pun in the title, like ‘Neilsen Now Over Ripe?’ or ‘Gustaf Goofed Up?’

      Huds looked through the images. Should he delete them? He could lie and say he’d lost his memory card in the river, or that the camera had been jostled when he jumped and that somehow scrambled the images. He looked up at Gustaf again, trying to decide what to do.

      Across the river in his suite, Gustaf lost his footing. He stumbled against the dining table, shunting it heavily. The vase of flowers tipped—notebooks fell to the floor—and suddenly the entire suite lit up like a lightning bolt had split the room.

      WHOOSH!

      Huds registered the image of bright white flame billowing through the suite, filling the room with the fury of a stampede. The ground shook as the gigantic plate glass window shattered, and Huds—standing twenty meters away—was lifted off his feet as a scorching sledgehammer slammed him in the chest.
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      The ground below Luce’s feet trembled. It sounded as if Silverbridge had been attacked by an air strike.

      Luce instinctively ran for the doorframe and huddled between the bedroom she didn’t plan to sleep in and the hotel suite she didn’t plan to use. The rumble subsided and was replaced by a blaring alarm. The long, shrill sound jagged her heart rate up and filled her mouth with the steel taste of adrenalin.

      Huds!

      Still wearing her muddy outfit, Luce fled the room without bothering to put her shoes back on and was soon halfway back to Nīkau block. She rounded the corner and saw a swathe of black smoke. An entire luxury suite had been engulfed in the fumes—Gustaf Neilsen’s suite. The sound was horrendous, the roaring of a demon.

      Hotel staff in purple uniforms knocked madly on doors, yelling for guests to ‘get out now!’ and ‘assemble at the meeting point beside the carpark!’

      Luce stood still and searched the riverbank for Huds.

      This was all her fault. She’d led him here. She’d pushed him to help.

      “Miss? Go immediately to the meeting point, please.” A kindly staff member spoke above the clamour of the fire. “Do not re-enter your room. Go to the meeting point now.”

      Luce nodded but didn’t move. She had to find Huds.

      She swallowed the bile that bubbled at the base of her throat, covered her nose with the damp fabric of her dress and picked her way between the suites toward the river. Around her, screams echoed into the night as guests were pulled from their rooms and marched away from the inferno. Luce sprinted down a pathway toward the river, but ran into a high wooden fence. Through the slats, spotlights illuminated the river, the grass and mud pitched light grey in the sodium light. Her nostrils stung from the smoke and tears streamed from her eyes—she didn’t know if it was the fumes or her fear for Huds.

      “Huds!” she screamed. “Hudson!”

      No shadows resembled a body. No blackened corpse had been flung from the flames and been left flailing in the shallow water. That was a good sign.

      Not allowing herself a second of relief, Luce doubled back toward the smoking hotel suite, but the steady stream of guests running in the other direction slowed her.

      “Come on, love, you’re all right,” came a voice from beside her. A stout man with beaded sweat glistening on his bald head grabbed her arm and pulled her with him. Luce allowed herself to be led through the hotel to the meeting point with the other guests.

      They stood together, a sea of bleary eyes and wan faces. Some looked worried; most looked pissed off. They’d been yanked from slumber or been interrupted mid-coitus. She should be at home. She should be in her apartment, splayed on her expensive sheets with her soccer star boyfriend between her legs, but instead she’d been skulking around a hotel in damp clothes while her long-suffering friend illegally photographed a rockstar on her orders.

      A torturous hour passed during which Luce waited, heart thumping and throat constricted, her mind running over the myriad ways she imagined Huds could be hurt. She’d left her phone in her room so she had no way of contacting him. She could ask a hotel staff member, but they were frantic and she was worried about repercussions. The hotel manager, a thin man with a black moustache, assured the restive crowd they’d be back in their rooms as soon as he could guarantee their safety.

      After another thirty minutes, they were told they could return to their rooms but they should expect delays in service due to ensuing police investigations.

      Luce practically flew through the hotel back to her room. She snatched up her phone—one unread message.

      She opened it and her stomach fell. It was from Jordan. Never had she felt so disappointed to receive a goodnight message from her boyfriend. She didn’t even read it. She dialled Huds’ number and pressed the speaker hard to her ear. The ringing tone droned as she paced.

      “Come on,” she whined, but the phone kept ringing. She dialled again, paced some more, but Huds didn’t pick up. Outside, hotel staff ushered older guests to their rooms. Luce crammed on her shoes and left, her phone clamped to her ear.

      It was 2:45 a.m. when Luce jogged through the deserted golf course next to the Matomato Hotel, her skin goose-pimpled marble in the cold air. Across the river, blue and red lights flashed. Police cars, ambulances and fire trucks were spread throughout the scene. The fire in the luxury suite had calmed, leaving a ribbon of dark smoke spooling into the heavens. Luce wanted to investigate and take photos, ask questions, get the angles, but for the first time in living memory she had other priorities.

      Twice Luce combed the golf course, checking under trees and in bushes, calling Huds’s name repeatedly. Her phone’s clock ticked over to 3:30 a.m.—she knew she needed to alert the authorities. She had information that could help the investigation. For the first time, she thought about Gustaf Neilsen … if he had been inside the suite at the time of the explosion, he must be a goner. Judging by the amount of civil servants swarming the place and the hotel manager’s mention of investigations, it was likely at least one life had been lost. Luce was probably one of the only people outside the hotel staff, and now the authorities, who knew who the casualty was.

      Luce called a taxi and rushed to meet it out front of the hotel. She covered her chest with one arm as she climbed in to block the driver’s hungry leer.

      “Can we circle this block a couple of times before we head to the city?”

      “You’re paying.”

      Luce’s eyes burned with smoke and fatigue but she barely blinked as they drove though the quiet streets. Her heart lurched at every shadow. A cat skittered across the road and Luce almost screamed with delight, thinking it was Huds.

      The taxi fare climbed, and when Luce knew she could no longer afford it—especially after dumping the Seen expense account on the extortionately priced hotel room—she instructed the driver to drop her in the CBD.

      It was almost 5 a.m. when the taxi pulled up in front of her apartment. Luce shivered so much it took her three attempts to swipe her credit card.

      Outside, Luce tasted salt on the crisp Silverbridge air. A line of blazing red stretched across the horizon between buildings, but she didn’t notice. She staggered up the stairs of her apartment building, cursing her phone’s low battery as she dialled Huds’s number for the umpteenth time.

      She stopped. Cradled in the grubby corner of her building’s entrance lay a mound of clothes. Curled like an infant, Huds’ face was smudged with soot.

      Luce choked a sob and threw herself on him. He awoke with a start but she squeezed him tight, running her hands over his hair and grabbing at his face, the fear from the last four hours surging over her like an avalanche.

      “Hey, hey, hey,” Huds said, hugging her back. “Are you okay?”

      Luce couldn’t speak. The lump in her throat spread across her body and suddenly she was incensed. Red hot rage spilled throughout her entire being.

      “How dare you!” she screamed, smacking him hard on the shoulder. “Where have you been? Where did you go? You left me!”

      She swatted at him and Huds grabbed her hands, holding her steady. He smiled at her.

      “You were worried, huh?”

      “Fuck you, Huds. You could’ve died.”

      “Someone did die. Gustaf Neilsen.”

      Luce stopped fighting.

      “What—? How do you know? Did you see it?” she asked.

      Huds rummaged in his shoulder bag. “I dropped my phone in the river when the place exploded.” He pulled out the camera and shook it in front of her. “But I kept hold of this. Something messed up happened tonight, Luce. It was either a freak explosion, or a planted bomb. Either way, we have photos of Gustaf Neilsen’s last moments.”
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      Huds’s eyebrows felt noticeably thinner and his body smelt of burnt hair. He showered and used a liberal amount of Luce’s panoply of hair products, then emerged to the smell of coffee.

      Despite the early hour, Luce was too wired. She sat at her breakfast island typing madly on her laptop.

      “Stream of consciousness. On a roll. Help yourself to coffee,” she said in a robotic voice.

      Huds poured himself a cup and drank it standing in the window looking out at the creamy pink sunrise. He had a fluffy lilac towel wrapped around his waist and another tied up over his hair. He was not too macho to admit they were delightfully comfortable.

      “You check out the photos yet?” he asked.

      Luce shook her head, her fingertips flitting over the keyboard. Huds pulled the SD card from his camera and plugged it into Luce’s desktop—only Luce would own two computers —and scrolled through the images.

      They were more hard-hitting than he remembered. Gustaf’s expressionless face looked sombre in the heavy contrasted lighting. He flicked through them slowly, presenting a stop animation of misery.

      “These are gorgeous,” Luce said. He hadn’t noticed she’d stopped typing.

      “Thanks? I don’t know how to feel about them, to be honest.”

      “We can’t wait for the print issue. We have to post these.”

      Huds turned slowly in his chair. “The guy just blew up, Luce. It’s been a couple of hours, his body’s probably still warm from the flames!” His throat constricted in an unexpected retch and he had to clap his hand over his mouth.

      Luce put her finger to her temple. “Brainwave. Do you remember that Ripe For Picking song, ‘Who Killed the Bad Man?’” she asked, her eyes on the screen.

      Huds squeezed the bridge of his nose, feeling an incoming headache coming. Luce pushed him out of the way and flicked through the photos, making impressed noises as she went. At the final image, she kept hitting the keyboard key a few times.

      “Is this all?”

      “What do you mean, ‘Is this all?’ There’s one-hundred-and-eighty-nine images there, fifty of which are usable, all taken in the space of three minutes.”

      “But the actual explosion?”

      “I missed that. Obviously.”

      Luce threw her hands in the air. “Huds! That’s the money shot!”

      “The money shot? It’s not a porno, Luce. A man died! The poor guy was cremated before he even took off his shoes, and you’re annoyed I didn’t document it?”

      “Yes.”

      Huds sighed. He’d worked a full shift at a busy concert, witnessed a lethal explosion, and walked for over an hour back into the city while smelling of smoke. What did he care? Seen in Silverbridge would soon be finished and he would be free.

      “I’m going to sleep,” he said flatly. He waddled to the couch then thought better of it. “I’m taking your room.”

      “Fine.” Luce waved a dismissive hand, her gaze fixed on the screen.

      “Don’t write anything stupid in the heat of the moment,” he said as he closed her bedroom door, fearing it was a redundant comment.

      Huds face-planted on the bed, the damp towel still wrapped around his waist. He’d never slept in Luce’s bed before, not in the decade they’d been friends. He’d stayed over, but Huds had always taken the couch. Too tired to consider this turning point in their relationship, he fell asleep almost instantly, breathing in the melon scent on her pillow.

      What felt like seconds later, he awoke. A body lay next to him. Huds jolted upright. For a mortifying second, he thought Luce was naked under the covers. But then he saw the thin straps of a nightie over her shoulders and relaxed.

      Holding the towel firmly in place, he lurched back into the lounge. The sun had crept higher in the sky—he must have slept longer than expected. The time on the oven said 11:20am.

      The apartment smelt of smoke thanks to his discarded clothes bunched in the corner. Huds let the sun warm his face through the glass of the window. Hours ago, he’d watched Gustaf stand in the same position, except instead of the sun, Gustaf had faced the darkness.

      Huds woke the computer with a swipe of the mouse and refreshed the Seen in Silverbridge homepage. He clicked an unread notification.

      Congratulations! You must be doing something right ;) Insights are up 857% over the last 24 hours. You have had 84,872 views today.

      “Luce!” he yelled. “Luce, wake up!”

      Suddenly weak on his feet, Huds scrolled through the updated home page. A large photo of Gustaf Neilsen, one he’d taken only hours before, dominated the screen. Luce had added a black and white filter and dialled up the film grain. He read the accompanying post and felt his stomach drop further through the floor by the second.

      
        
        WHO KILLED THE SAD MAN?

      

        

      
        You heard it here first: Rock sensation Gustaf Neilsen was blown to smithereens last night in the hours following Ripe For Picking’s sensational show (which yours truly happened to attend). The sexy-in-a-camp-way rocker retired to his luxury suite at the Matomato Hotel instead of partying the night away in Silverbridge—can’t blame him for that choice—and had intended to spend the night alone, no doubt lamenting his poor fortune at making squillions of dollars living his passion, but the night had other plans.

      

        

      
        Mere minutes after stepping inside his suite, a terrifying boom shook the hotel as Gustaf went up in flames. Police have no leads on what caused the explosion, but sources believe there’s no way this could be an accident.

      

        

      
        “It could have been a planted bomb,” a witness claims. Medical personnel were quick to the scene, but not quick enough to save the twenty-year-old rockstar from a tragically gruesome death by immolation. More details to come, but at this point it’s safe to say that Gustaf’s final night on earth was a blast (in more ways than one).

      

      

      “Headache,” Luce murmured as she stumbled into the room.

      Huds stabbed a finger at the computer screen. “Seen’s website is doing well,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Happy days,” she said, grimacing against an obvious headache.

      Huds pushed all his instincts to the back of his mind and concentrated on his breathing. He filled a glass of water. He grabbed a blister pack of painkillers from the cupboard and tossed them across the breakfast island to Luce.

      “Almost ninety thousand views!” Luce squealed like an excited schoolgirl as she looked at her computer.

      “We have to take it down.”

      “Look!” Luce swivelled the computer screen. Sure enough, the view count had jumped a further five thousand views in the time since Huds had read it.

      Luce swallowed two pills, her eyes roaming over the computer screen. “Ninety thousand…” she whispered to herself.

      A compliment sandwich. That’s what he needed to do. A nice thing, the lesson, then another nice thing. “Listen, I like what you did with the photo.”

      “It looks great, doesn’t it?” Luce opened up three new tabs loaded with Seen’s social media accounts.

      “I think, if you’re opposed to taking it down, we gotta edit the copy.”

      “We gotta do no such thing. I know it’s a little … salty, but it’s what the people want. Look at this!”

      Luce pointed to the screen: 4,236 new comments. 50k new followers.

      Huds’ stomach twisted. It wouldn’t be long until the whole city had read it—this was much bigger than their normal student outreach.

      “I’m serious. The tone of that piece … I get it, you were tired and still half-drunk when you wrote it. But ‘Gustaf’s final night on earth was a blast’? Your metaphors are often terrible but … I’m concerned you’ve eschewed all class and resorted to puerile diarrhoea-writing.”

      “I’m not going to take criticism from someone still wearing a towel.”

      “We’re gonna get buried for this. Social justice warriors are going to rip us apart.”

      Luce rolled her eyes. “Huds, wake up. Gustaf Neilsen is white, rich, and a rockstar. Those people don’t need protection. They’re kinda fair game, and that’s understood in the shitfight that is the Millennial Internet Community.”

      “But it’s … not nice. Do we really want to be like this? Writing clickbait gossip for the simple goal of gaining popularity?”

      “What do you care, anyway? We’ve tried writing hard-hitting stuff and nobody gives a shit. Seen in Silverbridge is over, and don’t pretend you’re sorry about it, because I can tell you’ve already checked out.”

      “I’m going home,” Huds said, defeated.

      Luce sprung to her feet and blocked the front door. “You’re not leaving with my towel.”

      Huds sighed.

      “I forbid it. Take it off.”

      “Luce—”

      “If you want to go, go. But you can’t steal my towel. It cost a lot of money.”

      “I imagine it did,” Huds grunted. “Fine. Turn around.”

      “No.”

      “Turn around so I can get dressed.”

      “No.”

      Huds grabbed his clothes and stomped back to her bedroom. Luce followed. He ran to the bathroom. Before he could pull the door closed, she stopped it with her arm.

      “This is my apartment, and that’s my towel.”

      “Give me some privacy and I’ll get dressed!”

      “No!”

      “Why are you being such a spoilt brat?” Huds cried.

      Luce pouted, like a brat. “Just read a few comments with me, okay? Help me navigate this, and then we can look over the piece together and I promise to change it however you want. We can do all the ‘responsible reporting’ you want. But Huds, it’s about a rockstar, you understand? We’re talking about the most privileged of the privileged few.”

      They stared each other down for a few seconds, then Luce reached forward and snatched his clothes in a lightning-quick move.

      “Luce!”

      She ran back into the living area, leaving Huds standing alone, his hair still damp.

      “Luce, honestly. I need to go find my phone, I need to study! I have an exam today. Oh my giddy Aunt, I have an exam today…” He took a deep breath to stave off the incoming freakout.

      Luce waved her hands in front of him to get his attention. “Your exam isn’t until three o’clock. And don’t worry about your phone. I bought you a new one.”

      “You what?”

      “I’ve already bought one online—I used the Seen account since the phone was lost in the line of duty. We can pick it up whenever you’re ready.”

      Huds lowered himself slowly onto the couch as if he had a haemorrhoid while Luce read through comments on various platforms.

      “Okay, some people agree with you and hate us,” she said. “But far more, far more, adore us and think that Seen has reached new heights of real world reporting. Look.”

      Luce swung the computer screen to show him a screed of comments:

      Epicccccc!

      Omg you guys rule, how did you get this photo?!

      Thank you for this, made me chuckle :D

      One less privileged white guy to worry about HA!

      How have I only just found you guys now?!

      “Huds…” Luce pointed at the screen.

      For a second, he thought his eyes had deceived him.

      “Get out of dodge,” he said. “Rodney Holliday shared it? The Rodney Holliday?”

      Luce opened Rodney Holliday’s thread in another tab and read aloud:

      “Ghastly, arresting images of what we can assume are Gustaf Neilsen’s final moments. Fine images; shoddy reporting. I reluctantly tip my hat to Seen, a model of bottom-feeding chippie-wrapper gutter press. Personally, I would like to know how these images were acquired…”

      Luce leaned back and let out a low whistle. “Not bad. Not bad at all.”

      Huds’s head spun. Rodney Holliday, veteran journalist from the Silverbridge Sentinel, had publicly praised their magazine. Well, praised might have been a bit strong. He’d given them a back-handed compliment. More back-hand than compliment, but still.

      “The guy’s won a Pulitzer and now he’s tipping his hat to us!” Luce marvelled.

      “He won a Peabody, not a Pulitzer; still a huge deal,” Huds corrected.

      “He’s still being nasty though, which hurts my feelings.”

      “He has reason to hate us,” Huds reminded her. “We ran that series of photos of his daughter sneaking into clubs underage.”

      Luce laughed. “And he tried to get it rescinded, that’s right! We have a lot more pictures of her—so watch out, Rodney.”

      Huds poured himself a glass of water, his hands trembling. Things felt like they were getting too big. Seen was meant to be over…

      “What’s with the water?” Luce asked.

      Huds downed the glass in one, wiped his mouth. “Thirsty.”

      “No, here.” Luce pointed to the photo of Gustaf on the screen. “Hold on, let me pull up the raw images.”

      “I got the jitters, Luce,” Huds said. “We shouldn’t have been at that hotel. And now you’ve posted that photo for everyone to see. People are going to wonder how we got it. Somebody died. And if anyone asks how we got those photos, we’re going to have to come clean. Which could be bad.”

      Luce flicked through the images, not listening.

      “Look…” she said. “There are puddles on the floor. Can you see? That looks like water.”

      Due to the low light, Huds had cranked the ISO high, which made the darkest parts of the image grainy with noise. Reflections shone clearly on the concrete floor, and Huds had to admit it looked like water.

      “How do you get puddles spaced out over the room like that?” Luce wondered aloud. She pointed at the screen, and Huds saw there were more puddles, about a cup of water each, in seemingly random places.

      “Eight in all,” Luce said, flicking through the photos and comparing them. “Weird.”

      “He spilled things because he was drunk?” Huds suggested.

      Luce shook her head. “When I saw them after the show, Gustaf wasn’t drinking. Maybe he’d had a shower? Or a soak in the hot tub? All the luxury suites at the Matomato are kitted out with a state-of-the-art thermal tub.”

      “He’s still dressed.”

      Sleep-deprived, Huds and Luce peered at the screen, shoulder to shoulder. A loud trill snapped them out of their trance.

      “It’s probably Jordan,” Luce said, picking up her phone. But when she saw the screen, she frowned. “Private number.”

      Huds’ chest felt tight.

      “Lucinda Sharp speaking.” Luce listened to the voice on the other end of the line, her face growing pale. She covered the mouthpiece and whispered to Huds: “So um, it’s probably nothing, but … the police want to know where you are.”
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FAVEN

        

      

    

    
      Faven shouldn’t have been eating the burger. The damn thing had leaked grease all over her hands and she could feel it skyrocketing her sodium intake, but she had a hard week of study leading up to exams … and it was just so damn good.

      In the hot, humid air of Whacky Caleb’s Whacky Burger Bar, Faven sat in a booth by the window, watching the student accommodation building across the road. She was on a stakeout. She was a journalist. This was hard-hitting reporting—she was out in the field, chasing stories.

      And for that kind of hard work, you needed fuel. That’s what journalists did in movies, didn’t they? You never saw them chowing down on a salad. No, the burger was completely justified.

      On the burger bar’s television, a local news anchor looked grave. As it had been all morning, the coverage centred around the explosion at the Matomato Hotel the night before.

      “Police have found what they believe could be an explosive device in the deceased man’s hotel room and have impounded it as evidence. While the suspicious object undergoes analysis, police personnel have a busy day ahead of them, interviewing over one hundred witnesses who were staying at the hotel at the time of the explosion, as well as following up over a hundred fans who earlier in the night had attempted to gain entry to the hotel. There are reports that some fans may have breached security lines and succeeded in trespassing onto hotel grounds. Surveillance camera footage is being reviewed as we report.”

      The image of Gustaf Neilsen, one of the handsome frontmen of Ripe For Picking, appeared on the screen and Faven felt a swell of pride as she recognised the Seen in Silverbridge accreditation on the bottom corner. She had no idea how Huds had managed to get that photo. She knew it was the source of questions from other journalists in Silverbridge, but that didn’t matter—that photo was proof that Seen had changed gears from being a mere university magazine.

      Luce Sharp, Hudson Haile; they were her people now. And by extension Jordan Lazenby, the Silverbridge Arrows soccer star and Luce’s hunky boyfriend.

      Faven took a bite of her burger and felt a hot rivulet of fat run down her chin. Before she could stop it, it dripped onto her shirt. Groaning, she dabbed at the stain with a paper towel, but all that achieved was to smear the stain into a slightly wider shape.

      Who was she kidding? She wasn’t part of the social elite. She was just a grubby immigrant from the obscure, poor African nation of Mozambique, pathetically claiming a tenuous connection to the cool group. Despite having lived in Silverbridge for ten years, Faven still felt like an outsider. She had made a handful of fringe friends at best, but nobody she felt close to—there were never any invitations for sleepovers, for example. Did people still do that? Some of her cousins had moved to New Zealand before her, but the only one worth talking to was busy with his new DJ career. She dreaded her fortnightly phone calls with her father, because he would ask how she was doing, and she’d be forced to lie and say her schedule was packed with social engagements.

      “I’m proud of you, Faven. So proud,” he would beam over the video call. “Things are getting worse here—too dangerous for a young pretty girl like you.”

      The grease stain on her shirt had darkened the fabric like a bruise. Since the damage was already done, she ravaged the rest of the burger like a woman possessed. When she finished, she felt sick.

      “A representative of the Silverbridge Sentinel says the photo uploaded to the Seen website contains metadata revealing it is the original image,” the reported continued. “Questions have arisen around how exactly Seen sourced the photograph seeing as the publication is only a university magazine and is not registered with the international consortium of journalists, or any local unions for that matter.”

      Faven felt her blood boil. Three years she’d been helping Seen print their magazine and the mainstream media had the gall to call the magazine ‘fledgling’.

      “Rodney Holliday, Peabody winning journalist, took a break from his time-consuming legal battle over journalistic malpractice in the Shipman-Tuitoko case to comment. ‘That publication is a blemish on the social and moral tapestry of Silverbridge. They’re cowboys and cowgirls, spending too much time on gossip and not enough on what matters.’”

      A smug photo of Rodney Holliday showed on screen. Salt and pepper hair, narrow-rimmed glasses, dark eyebrows with surprisingly thick lashes…. He looked more like a bookish Hugh Grant than a journalist.

      Across the road—movement. A car had pulled up near the corner by the row of apartments. Faven grabbed her backpack and dove out of the booth. As she stumbled through the door, already out of breath, she pulled her phone from her pocket and opened the camera.

      As she suspected, the driver was not alone. A young woman was sitting in the passenger seat of the car. Olivia Hanover, a physics student of only nineteen—Faven’s age. Faven power-walked to catch up, struggling to look natural.

      She got parallel to the vehicle and ducked behind a set of orange brick stairs. Pretending to dig in her bag, she angled her phone’s lens toward the car.

      In the driver’s seat, Faven recognised the pudgy profile of Professor Todd Chikalito, one of the university’s longest-serving lecturers. Faven snapped a photo. The shutter clicked loudly, giving her a fright. She needn’t have worried; the distance between her and the car was vast. She admonished herself for making such a rookie mistake regardless.

      She clicked her phone to silent and took more photos, waiting for Chikalito and Olivia to get closer together. Chikalito was talking and Olivia was smiling, but the scene wasn’t incriminating enough for print … yet. Was her angle good enough? She thought back to the photo of Gustaf and felt embarrassed at her lack of experience and photography gear.

      Chikalito and Olivia continued talking and Faven ignored the churning in her stomach. Greasy burger + nerves = spirally guts. She poised, ready to snap more photos, but the noise of a door opening behind her made her turn.

      “What are you doing?” a white woman with her hair pulled back in a severe bun asked.

      “Um, I’m …” Faven stuttered. “Tying my shoe?”

      The woman took in her slip-ons and ratty hair and curled her lip in disgust.

      “I’m not injecting drugs,” Faven said. “Honest.” The women, contrary to Faven’s intention, intensified her lip curl.

      “Get away from here! Now!”

      Faven glanced back at Chikalito’s car and saw Olivia climbing out. She raised her phone and took another snap.

      “Did you hear me? Get away!” the woman shouted.

      “Two seconds,” Faven pleaded.

      “I’ll call the police.”

      Olivia climbed through the car to the driver’s seat and planted a kiss on Chikalito’s cheek. Click. Yes! She got it.

      Chikalito reached forward and put a hand in Olivia’s hair and pulled her toward him. They kissed full on the mouth, passionately.

      Faven’s thumb bounced on the shutter button over and over, her glee rising. This was delicious, juicy gossip. Perfect milk from the gossip prostate. She’d finally done it, and in time for the final issue. If her name was printed … people would know who she was…. She couldn’t wait to tell her father.

      “Do I have to physically remove you?” The tightly wound woman spoke as if she held needles between her teeth.

      Faven stood up, swelling with pride. Not even the woman’s snotty attitude could ruin the moment.

      “Good. Off you go,” the woman said stiffly.

      Across the road, Olivia scurried up the street toward her university apartment. Chikalito watched her go, a lovesick grin across his frog-like face. After a few more seconds, he pulled away into the traffic.

      Faven walked on air back toward the burger bar, clutching her phone protectively. She scrolled through the photos. They were perfect. Clear, sharp, scandalous. Luce’s apartment was nearby, but Faven didn’t know exactly where. There was no rush—she’d message Luce and find a place to meet her.

      To celebrate, Faven ordered a large fries with chipotle mayonnaise and sat in the same booth. As she ate, she thought she recognised a face on the TV screen. For a second, she could’ve sworn it was Huds Haile, but when she looked properly, the image had changed to a photo of a buff South East Asian woman. The ticker down the bottom read: Catamount Security employee says, ‘protocols slipped’.
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LUCE

        

      

    

    
      Luce had never entertained police officers in her apartment before. Now a total of six stood in a wide semi-circle around her and Huds.

      The officer at the front, a square-jawed Pacific Islander, finished reading a simple spiel to Huds, one hand resting calmly on his belt. It was all very courteous.

      “Questions,” Huds said. “You’re making it clear that you only want to ask me questions.” Luce thought he was being way too calm about the whole thing.

      “That’s right,” the officer said.

      Luce stepped forward and the female officer nearest her tensed up slightly. “You can ask questions right here. I have snacks.” Luce looked pointedly at the superfluous officers standing in her apartment. “Maybe not enough for all six of you though.”

      “It’s standard protocol, ma’am.”

      “Intimidation tactics are standard protocol?” Luce asked.

      “Luce—” Huds started, but she quietened him with a hand. She knew exactly what he was probably thinking: the fact Luce felt entitled to speak back to authorities highlighted that they came from different experiences and backgrounds.

      She decided to get out ahead of the race issue. Luce nodded toward her balcony, from where she’d watched three police cars park illegally on the street.

      “Three vehicles,” she said to the officers. “You brought three vehicles with six officers to talk to one person who is innocent.” Luce left a pregnant pause. “I don’t know if you fully grasp how this looks. It’s obviously because he’s brown, isn’t it?”

      The square jawed officer, who was also brown, ignored her.

      “Mr Haile,” he said. “You don’t have to come with us, but if you don’t, your refusal will be noted and could be used against you if your involvement becomes relevant.”

      Huds nodded and made to move.

      “What are you doing?” Luce asked.

      “Can I put some clothes on first?” Huds asked the officer, pulling the fluffy towel tighter around him.

      The chime for the front door sounded and all officers in the room whirled around to find the source of the noise.

      “Keep your tasers holstered, troops,” Luce said, hitting the button on the intercom. A grainy monochrome image showed the timorous face of Faven Osmun.

      “Miss Sharp—” one of the officers said, but Luce ignored them and picked up the intercom’s handset.

      “Faven,” she whispered. “Get your phone out and take a video as you come inside.”

      Luce buzzed Faven in.

      As Huds dressed in Luce’s bedroom (Officer Square Jaw standing outside the half-open door), Luce stood defiantly in the centre of the room, holding eye contact with each of the standing officers in turn.

      Her projected calm was a total veneer; inside she was shitting herself. She had precious little understanding of law, but she suspected they’d broken quite a few in the last twelve hours. She had forced Huds to do everything, and now he was the one being taken into custody? How did that make any sense?

      Faven walked in through the open door, phone raised like a weapon.

      “Hi, Faven,” Luce called gaily. “Ladies and gentlemen of the Silverbridge authorities, may I introduce Faven Osmun? She’s another of our Seen team, in case you want to arrest her too.”

      Faven blushed. “What’s going on?” Faven asked, hurrying over to stand close to Luce.

      “Do you have the log-ins for Seen’s social accounts on your phone?” Luce asked. Faven nodded. “Post this video now, stream it live if you can. Huds is being taken in for questioning.”

      “What?” Faven gasped. “Why?”

      Officer Square Jaw rounded on Faven and spoke in a deep voice. “Were you present at the Matomato Hotel last night?”

      Faven squeaked, “No, sir.”

      Officer Square Jaw nodded curtly then turned to Luce. “We understand you were a guest at the hotel last night.”

      Luce tried to hold eye contact and keep her face expressionless.

      “We have a signed statement by a member of security who attests to seeing you in an area of the hotel where you shouldn’t have been.”

      Damn it.

      “Miss Sharp, would you like to answer my question? Were you at the hotel last night before Gustaf Neilsen died?”

      Luce said nothing.

      “You are free to refuse, but if you do so, it will be noted and potentially used against you if this matter comes to legal proceedings—”

      “I heard you when you told—”

      “I have to say it every time.”

      Luce sighed.

      “If this matter comes to legal proceedings and your involvement becomes relevant,” he finished.

      “I’m calling my lawyer,” she said.

      Officer Square Jaw pressed his lips together for a moment, then nodded to the rest of his team. Some sort of instruction. Two of the officers marched Huds out of the apartment and Luce watched to see if they’d attempt to touch him. They didn’t. Officer Square Jaw and another officer left after them. Two of the female officers remained behind.

      “I’ll be there soon, Huds. Hang tight!” Luce yelled, then pulled out her phone and called her mother on her international number. It took a few seconds to connect, then rang and rang. Faven and the two female officers ignored her.

      She waited for fourteen rings, then gave up. “Faven?”

      Faven jumped to attention, still holding her phone up, still filming.

      “You can turn the video off now.”

      Faven did so. Luce chewed the inside of her lip, then leaned close and spoke softly so the officers wouldn’t overhear. “Do you know any good lawyers?”

      Five minutes later, Luce peered out from the back window of a police car, watching the main streets of Silverbridge slide by. She took deep breaths.

      “Stop here,” she told one of the officers. “I need to pick something up.”

      The officer driving looked at her colleague in the passenger seat who shrugged. She pulled the car over and Luce hurried to complete her errand.

      At the station, one of the female officers (she had introduced herself at some point, but Luce had forgotten her name due to anxiety) led her to a bare interview room. Luce sat on a hard plastic chair and waited. An hour passed, turning her fear into a bubbling anger … and finally to boredom. Luckily Luce had been allowed to keep her phone, so she spent some time dictating a rushed piece about Silverbridge police incompetence and waste of resources. She checked in with Faven, whom she had left at her apartment. Before she’d been escorted out, she’d instructed Faven to load the photos of Olivia and Chikalito onto the computer and start writing copy for the final issue. Faven’s face had lit up like an orphan being given a Christmas meal.

      Finally the door opened and two officers walked in, one male and one female. Luce’s heart leapt; the female officer had tight ringlets of red hair and thick lips. It was Marie Wilson, an old schoolmate from Luce’s year.

      Marie caught her eye and shook her head almost imperceptibly in warning. Luce cast her eyes down but a flower of hope bloomed in her stomach. As far as Luce could remember, they had been on good terms.

      “I understand you’re awaiting legal counsel,” the male officer said.

      Luce nodded.

      “There’s not a lot we can talk about until your lawyer is present.”

      Luce shrugged. If she’d learned anything from movies, it was to keep your mouth shut unless you absolutely had to speak.

      “We have an hour free,” the officer said as he pulled out the seat opposite her. “Thought we’d spend it in here with you, in case you felt like being forthcoming with any information regarding your presence at the Matomato last night.”

      Luce smiled politely and said nothing.

      “You know somebody died, right? We’re talking about a serious investigation. It’s an international incident, and a high profile one at that. From what I understand, Ripe For Picking is a pretty popular band.”

      Luce kept the placid smile on her face and concentrated on the officer’s unruly monobrow. Ten minutes crawled by. The officer grunted and got up from his chair.

      “Fine,” he said, obviously in a sulk. “See you when your lawyer gets here.”

      He left the room, leaving Marie standing in the corner, forgotten. Luce looked at Marie, expecting her to launch into an awed speech: how crazy that you’re here! How crazy that I’m a police officer! How crazy that Seen got that scoop on Gustaf Neilsen exploding!

      But instead she just turned and followed the officer out. Luce sat disconcerted for a few seconds, then the door reopened and Marie Wilson hurried back inside.

      “This whole thing is wild!” she said excitedly. “How crazy is this?”

      Luce sprung from her seat and grabbed Marie’s hands. They were like kids at a birthday party.

      “This is crazy! I didn’t even know you were a police officer!” she said.

      Marie pretended to doff her cap like an old English plumber. “This is the biggest case Silverbridge has had in years and I get to work on it! There are all sorts of international authorities getting involved, and we’re obviously worried we’re going to miss something, so everyone’s like, super tense.”

      “Is Huds okay?”

      “Yeah he’s groovy, he’s having coffee down the hall. It’s literally only questioning, don’t worry. It seems scary, but that’s because the big boys have to look like they’re doing something. You guys are innocent—you’ll be outta here by dinner.”

      Luce felt a sheet of sweat prickle down her back.

      “You are innocent…?” Marie asked. “Actually, don’t say anything. Don’t tell me anything. Unless you want to. I mean, you probably should, to be honest. If you’re tied up in this, it’s best to come clean as soon as you can. That way they’ll take it easier on you…”

      Luce marvelled at Marie in her uniform. Might she know something about the case that Luce didn’t yet? Seen in Silverbridge was quickly becoming the authority on the Gustaf Neilsen case—all you had to do was scroll through social media for five minutes to see that.

      “Check you out,” Luce said, looking Marie up and down. “Marie Wilson, officer of the law.”

      Marie pretended to pull a gun from her holster and aim it at the wall. “Stop, you son of a bitch!” she yelled in an American accent, then laughed goofily. “Just kidding,” she said. “We don’t have guns. But we have batons, which are pretty cool.”

      She unclipped the long black baton from her belt and spun it. It spun unevenly on its axis and Marie yelped as it cracked her on the wrist and clattered to the floor. She scrambled to pick it up.

      “Why were there so many officers there just to question us? Like, why did you come to us first? Surely there are dozens of more suspicious leads to chase up.”

      Marie tapped the baton lightly against her head as it it’d help her think. “Ow … A couple of reasons. Your name was in the hotel register, for a start. You paid with a business credit card which ended up being the same business that posted the photographs that nobody else had. Then there was this cute Asian girl—she’s like, super ripped—who saw you there and knows you were friends with a security guard.”

      Despite the torrent of bad news, Luce allowed herself a moment of relief. So far the police didn’t suspect either Luce or Huds had been near the Nīkau block at the time of the explosion. One thing was for sure, she was quickly becoming less of a fan of that Daisy girl.

      “What about the rest of the band?” Luce asked. “Are they suspects?”

      For a second, Marie pinched her lips together and Luce had a flash of fear that she wouldn’t divulge any further information.

      “I still can’t believe the uniform. It’s so rad,” she said, and Marie beamed with pleasure. “I’d definitely suspect the other band members, but I’m just a civilian.”

      Marie took the bait. She leaned forward and spoke with a conspiratorial air: “They’re refusing to talk to police, hence the international involvement.”

      “What, refusing to talk at all? Surely that’s, like, illegal?”

      “They claim they were in bed asleep, but I don’t buy it. Same with their manager. But honestly, I can’t talk about it. Don’t ask me any more questions, because I can’t talk about it.”

      Luce made a zipping motion over her lips as if they were merely gossiping about school teachers, but her mind was whirring. She knew for a fact that Patrik Dixgard hadn’t been in bed asleep …

      Marie checked her watch. “Shit, I gotta run. If they know that we know each other, I’ll be in trouble for talking to you. Just hang out for a little while longer and you’ll be good to go.”

      “Once my lawyer gets here, I’ll relax,” Luce said. She didn’t even want to think about how she would afford the callout fee for a lawyer. Hopefully her parents would pay it …

      “Oh, your lawyer’s already called. Sorry, I should’ve told you all this earlier. You don’t actually have to answer anything, legally. You’re being kept here on the off chance you offer something up, but we can’t keep you longer than three hours. Some weird law. So in about—” She checked her watch. “Fifty-eight minutes, you’ll be released.”
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HUDS

        

      

    

    
      Down the hall, in another interview room that smelt of the same disinfectant, Huds nursed his third cup of coffee, taking small sips and keeping his teeth clenched to stop them chattering. His exam would be starting soon, but exactly when he had no idea. They’d taken his watch and his shoelaces and the room didn’t have a clock. Also, he didn’t have his phone … it was still lying incriminatingly at the bottom of the Matomato swamp.

      After what felt like hours the square-jawed officer returned.

      “You’re nervous,” the officer said, gesturing at Huds’s bouncing knee. Huds stopped jiggling with effort. “Look, we know you were there. You were on shift until one in the morning. You had a legitimate reason to be there, but your girlfriend didn’t.”

      “She’s not my—”

      “This is your chance, Hudson. This is where you tell us the truth, and we make this whole situation a lot easier for you. Yeah? Trust me.” Huds smelt rosemary and lamb on the officer’s breath. “We’ve been going through surveillance footage of the hotel and there’s a lot of activity. I’ve seen you on the cameras, and you don’t go near the suite in question, so you’re basically in the clear of any serious suspicion. But you could help us, if you saw anything—or anyone—suspicious. If you tell us, you’d be helping us, and we would turn a blind eye to the fact you obviously helped your girlfriend slip security.”

      Huds considered the officer. He had dewy skin with an even complexion, tightly-cropped black hair and kind, almond-shaped eyes of deep brown. He felt like he could be trustworthy, and Huds was quietly relieved that he’d been questioned by this particular man and not one of the other officers. At least this guy was treating him like a person, and not a criminal.

      But if he were honest and told the truth about seeing the explosion, he’d be stuck in the interview room for a lot longer. He didn’t feel like opening Pandora’s Box right before an exam.

      “You know, you Catamount boys are a good sort,” the officer said, relaxing back in his seat. “Observant, hard-working … I’ve always thought of you lads like basically colleagues, you know? Brothers.”

      Huds almost laughed. He, the receiver of manipulative flattery of the highest order on account of Luce, had become bulletproof to amateurs like this officer.

      “We have a lot of good women who work at Catamount too,” Huds said simply. “Sisters to you, I suppose?”

      The officer’s mouth smiled but his eyes stayed cold. As he opened his mouth to retort, a commotion in the hallway outside stopped him.

      “It’s this way, Miss! I told you not to go down—hey!”

      There was a rapid knock on the door, followed by a loud voice Huds recognised: “Is he in this one? Just tell me and then I’ll leave, I promise!”

      The officer stood gruffly and pulled the door open, revealing Luce. Luce looked past the officer to Huds.

      “There he is! Hey, I got you this—” She held up a brand new mobile phone. “I’ve changed the phone number to yours and signed into all your socials and stuff, so you’re good to—”

      “Excuse me, young lady, this is an interview room!” Officer Square Jaw shouted.

      Anyone else would have been instantly frightened into silence, but not Luce.

      “You’re excused. I’m just dropping some personal property off to an interviewee who has no probable cause to be held for more than three hours, which is—” she showed the phone screen. “Two minutes ago now.”

      The officer stared her down, the muscles in his jaw flexing. Another officer jogged up behind Luce, panting.

      “Sorry Rob, she just kinda took off,” he said.

      Luce spoke past the officer to Huds. “Here.”

      She tossed the phone through the doorway and Huds caught it. It was a brand new iPhone, sleek and black and ridiculously expensive. Trust Luce to buy him a top of the range phone at the drop of a hat—one that could shoot 1080p high definition video and even slow motion! He supposed it was her way of apologising for getting them in the mess they were in.

      “Get her out of here, or I will!” The officer yelled, and the younger officer grabbed Luce by the wrist and pulled her back down the hallway.

      “Could I go to the bathroom, please?” Huds asked.

      The officer squinted at him. “It’d look really bad if you and your girlfriend were seen whispering in the station. It’d look like conspiring.”

      “She’s not my girlfriend.”

      “So you said before, but she knows all your passwords and battered her way through the station to get to you, so…” The officer shrugged, then pointed at the door. “Go right, down the corridor, then you’ll see it. Two minutes.”

      Huds had drunk three cups of coffee and his bladder felt like a swollen balloon. He hobbled down the hallway to the toilet, excusing himself as he wound around passing officers. Just being around the uniforms made him feel dirty, as if he were a criminal. Then he reminded himself that he was a criminal in some way. He was willingly withholding information that could be valuable in a suspected homicide investigation.

      A body crashed into Huds and his bladder screamed in agony.

      “Whoa there, muchacho,” the scruffy clothes said in a deep Southern American accent.

      The man looked familiar.

      “You all right?” the man asked. Denim and corduroy hung off him in drab blacks and browns. Three necklaces hung loosely around his unshaved neck, reaching halfway to his navel.

      “My fault,” Huds said.

      The man waved it off, then ran a hand through his head of thinning black hair. His movements were slightly twitchy, like a small bird pecking for worms. Huds could spot people like this from having worked clubs. Addicts. But he also recognised the guy from the Ripe For Picking gig … one of the roadies?

      The man glanced nervously around the police station. “You know where I can go for a smoke, kid?”

      Huds shook his head. “Sorry.”

      The man winked and clapped Huds roughly on the shoulder, and was gone.

      Huds sped to the toilet, and felt the greatest relief of his life. When he returned to the interview room, the square-jawed officer was standing outside with his arms folded.

      “You’re good to go.”

      “To leave?” Huds asked, hardly daring to believe it.

      The officer nodded. “Can’t keep you here, like your girl … friend said. But we’ll be in touch if anything comes up.”

      Luce was waiting for him in the reception area. She waited patiently while he collected the things they’d confiscated. Wallet, keys, wristwatch, shoelaces.

      “Did you see they’ve brought in Rex Collins?” Luce asked. “Swarthy, Tex-Mex guy?”

      Rex Collins, how did he know the name? “He’s with the band, right?”

      “He’s Ripe For Picking’s manager.”

      “I bumped into him. Literally. He looked rinsed.”

      Luce leaned in and whispered into Huds’s ear. “He was caught inside Gustaf’s burned room this morning.”

      “How did you find that out?” he asked, pulling away and checking to see if Officer Square Jaw had seen the overly intimate gesture.

      Luce grinned and tapped her temple.

      “Cheers for the lawyer,” Huds offered. “Think it pissed them off a bit. Or maybe they were just jealous. They thought you were my girlfriend.”

      Luce scoffed. “As if.”

      Huds laughed, trying not to feel offended. Luce scrolled through her phone.

      “Rodney Holliday’s been a gem, keeping the public up to date with our movements,” she said through gritted teeth. “The pompous prick is clutching at straws now he knows his own career is over, no doubt.”

      Huds felt a wave of exhaustion. His shoulders ached. His legs were lead-heavy. He needed to get to his exam.

      “Ready to go?” Luce asked.

      “So ready.”

      The square-jawed officer emerged from the station, the younger officer from earlier hurrying behind him.

      “Mr Haile? Do you know anyone by the name of Preston Windle?”

      Huds felt the caffeine jump-start his adrenalin and suddenly he needed to pee again. He nodded.

      “He says you took over his station last night at the end of your shift, putting you in direct contact with the block of luxury suites that Gustaf Neilsen and company were staying in.”

      Huds glanced to Luce who wore a fixed poker face. The officer stepped forward. He had a slight smirk, a winning smirk.

      “Please return your personal possessions to reception, Mr Haile. We’re going to need to keep you a little longer.”
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LUCE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        GOSSIP MAGAZINE UNDER SUSPICION

      

        

      
        Police questioned Hudson Haile and Lucinda Sharp yesterday in relation to the untimely and suspicious death of Ripe For Picking band member Gustaf Neilsen. The visiting Swede died in an explosion in a Matomato Hotel luxury suite on the 2nd September, mere hours after playing a third sold out show in as many nights.

      

        

      
        While Sharp has been temporarily released from custody, authorities have opted to keep Haile for further questioning. As well as contributing to the university ‘zine Seen in Silverbridge (not registered as an official news source), Haile is an independent contractor with various security firms, most recently Catamount Security, one of the outfits employed to ensure the safety of Ripe For Picking and the public over the course of their triple-night bill.

      

        

      
        While a suspected explosive device has been found in the wreckage of Matomato’s ruined suite, there have been no reports of fingerprints or any other link to Haile, although DNA testing and sweeping is still underway.

      

      

      “This is cock cheese!” Luce yelled, tossing the newspaper across her apartment. “Stinking, crumbly, disgusting smegma!”

      Faven nodded in fierce agreement as the newspaper pages floated to the floor. It was the second time in two days that Faven was having the privilege of being in Luce’s apartment, and she couldn’t believe her luck.

      Luce crunched the newspaper underfoot. “The Sentinel can suck my arse. And Rodney Holliday can choke on…” She searched the room for the right word.

      “One of your shits?” Faven offered.

      “Yes, thank you, Faven. Rodney Holliday can choke on one of my shits!”

      The day before, while Luce and Huds were being questioned at the police station, Faven had spent the afternoon writing a piece about Olivia Hanover and Professor Todd Chikalito to go alongside her sordid photographs. Despite the sensational scoop, a scoop much more jaw-dropping than Seen’s usual fodder, Luce’s sour mood persisted. Faven allowed herself a second’s lamentation that her debut in Seen had been overshadowed, but knew that any decent journalist would pivot to the most pressing matter at hand. The most pressing matter right now was the fact that Huds had been kept overnight in police custody.

      “His mum’s called me about eighteen times,” Luce said. “She’s terrified, of course she is, and she hates me, so the fact she’s calling me…. At least he was allowed out for his exam. But I bet he did horribly, and he’ll accuse me of it being my fault.”

      Luce yanked up the crumpled newspaper and flicked through until she came to Rodney Holliday’s piece.

      “‘The above listed security firms scored consistently higher ratings from independent surveys and the Sentinel encourages any party who wishes to facilitate an event to consider them above Catamount Security. As with news, putting faith in organisations with questionable credibility can lead to unfortunate and regrettable consequences.’”

      Luce threw the paper down again. “Can you believe that? He’s attacking us! In so many words, he’s directly attacking Seen!”

      “He’s also telling people not to hire Catamount Security, and I’m sure they won’t be happy with Huds because of that.”

      Luce looked like she’d swallowed a bee. “Eek. I hadn’t thought about that.”

      “What do you want to do?” Faven asked.

      Luce raised her fingernail to her mouth and chewed it, her eyes flitting around the room. “We attack them back.”

      “The Sentinel?” Faven hoped the scepticism wasn’t too obvious in her voice.

      “What’s wrong with that? Are you scared?”

      Faven tried to laugh, but the noise that came out of her mouth sounded more like a whimper. “No. I mean, of course not. But the Sentinel is … I mean, they’re backed by government. It’s an independent paper but everybody knows they have corporate interests.”

      “Okay, fine,” Luce conceded. “Let’s attack Holliday personally, then. Take this—” Luce tossed her laptop across the room and Faven dived to catch it. “I’ll make drinks and we’ll take this cha-cha-rino down.”

      Ignoring a growing sense of foreboding, Faven set up the laptop at the breakfast bar. Luce pulled a blender from a cupboard and plugged it in. Then she opened the shining grey door of an upright freezer that looked like it belonged on a spaceship.

      “You need to bring the energy from your student-professor sex piece. That is going to go bananas, by the way” Luce said as she struggled with the ice tray. She tugged hard and the tray popped out, sending ice cubes tumbling over the floor.

      “Oh, good,” Luce sighed.

      “I got it.” Faven jumped off the stool and hurried to help.

      “The vents are jammed with ice,” Luce said, inspecting the countless packs of frozen berries and bottles of alcohol. “You know what? I can’t be bothered dealing with this right now.”

      She pulled out a bottle of clear spirits and busied herself at the counter, leaving Faven to mop up the melting ice cubes.

      “The easiest shot we can take at Holliday is printing more about his wayward daughter Ruby. She’s still in high school but she’s out in Silverbridge Central almost every weekend, sneaking into bars with a fake ID and keeping company with douchebags. Maybe that’s our angle? Holliday is a terrible father?”

      “That sounds … okay, I guess,” Faven said.

      “Do you have a better idea? We need to draw a line in the sand! A demarcation in the … dunes.” Luce chopped a lemon into quarters.

      “Are you…?” Faven cleared her throat. “Are you making a cocktail?”

      “We’re embarking on character assassination, and for that we need our strength.”

      “It’s nine-thirty in the morning.”

      Luce scoffed. “And Huds, the Seen co-founder and creative director, has been in police custody for almost twenty-four hours now, Faven. There are bigger issues at play than drinking in the morning, okay?”

      “I understand. It’s just that I haven’t even had breakfast yet.”

      “Espresso martinis it is.” Luce smiled, swapping the clear bottle of spirits for another one from the freezer.

      Faven created a new document on the laptop and tried to get used to the idea of drinking alcohol on an empty stomach. “Do you want to dictate, or…?”

      “Yes. Get this down: don’t you hate it when friends suddenly turn on you because they’re jealous? You think you guys are tight, gal pals, then out of nowhere you feel a slutty, stabbing pain in your arsehole. That’s how Seen is feeling about the Sentinel’s latest piece by famed—then put in brackets—although some would argue washed up, journalist Rodney Holliday.”

      “Is slutty the right adverb?” Faven asked. Luce stopped the blender and stared daggers at her. “Sorry. Typing.”

      A few seconds later, Luce slid a glass of brown liquid across the breakfast bar and Faven took a sip as she typed. It tasted sugary and delicious, and after a few seconds, the caffeine buoyed Faven’s mood. Before long, she was convinced they were doing the right thing.

      “What about his features editor? I’ve seen a lot of pictures of them at events together … I reckon something could be going on there.” Faven said.

      “Perfect! Monica de Bernieres. And she’s married, too. Good call, Faven! Let’s say: despite long-time collaborator and fellow journalist Monica de Bernier being ‘happily married’—make sure we put that part in quotes, or italicise it—rumours have resurfaced claiming Holliday and de Bernieres have been finding excuses to stay late at the office.”

      “She’s beautiful,” Faven whispered as she scrolled through images of Monica de Bernieres online. “Very sophistit—sophisticated.” Faven covered her mouth with her hand. Only three drinks and she was already slurring.

      Luce laughed. “I made them pretty strong. I ran out of coffee liqueur and can’t afford—I mean, can’t be bothered ordering more. So I just used real coffee and extra vodka.”

      The morning turned into the afternoon, and for perhaps the first time in her life Faven didn’t notice she’d missed a meal. Once they were satisfied with their attack-piece on Holliday, Faven formatted it using one of the templates Huds had saved into tidily organised folders.

      Luce’s eyes roamed over the screen, then she suddenly pushed Faven hard on the shoulder making her lose her balance and topple off the high stool.

      “Faven, you dastardly bitch! This is fan-fucking-tastic! Do you think we can get this out in time?” Luce said.

      Faven checked the clock. It was 4 p.m.! “I should hurry. I have to set up the printers and load it in and get the gear ready for cutting it and—”

      Luce held up a hand. “You’ll do it,” she said warmly. “You always manage it. I think we should print triple the usual copies and get the distribution gang to go further afield than usual.”

      Faven knew the distribution gang consisted of Vern and whichever of his stoner friends happened to be free. She also knew she’d be hungover by midnight and feared that spending hours in the dark copying room would put her to sleep.

      “I can’t help myself. I have to post a sneak peek!” Luce’s thumbs danced over her smartphone. In less than a minute she’d fired off a few saucy posts.

      The pictures of Olivia Hanover and Professor Chikalito (with their faces pointlessly blurred) were shared over a thousand times in less than an hour. The story about Holliday and his features editor Monica de Bernieres was shared five hundred times.

      “This is madness,” Luce said. “This is the most popular Seen has ever been, and it all ends tomorrow with the final issue.” She looked around her apartment. “This feels wrong without Huds. We need to break him out.”

      Faven and Luce spent a further hour drunkenly riffing on ways to break Huds free. Faven started to worry about her ability to get the printing done at all. The alcohol had made her head spin. She hadn’t eaten a thing since a half serving of waffles that morning—she’d lied about not having breakfast.

      “Let’s order dinner,” Luce said, and Faven nodded enthusiastically. “I’ll um … I’ll just check my bank account.”

      As Luce fiddled with her phone, the alert for the front door chimed.

      Luce and Faven looked at each other, eyes wide.

      “Police?” Faven asked.

      Luce walked on unsteady feet to the intercom. She pressed a button and a monochrome image of Jordan Lazenby appeared.

      “Babe!” Luce yelled. “You scared us!”

      She buzzed Jordan inside then turned back to Faven. “You better get a wriggle on if we’re gonna have this thing printed by the morning.”

      Faven’s stomach groaned in disappointment, but she took it in her stride and forced a smile. “I’ll get moving.”

      She deliberately took her time doing up her shoes—she’d never met Jordan Lazenby before.

      Soon enough, the front door opened and in walked tall, blond, muscular soccer star Jordan Lazenby. He held a plastic bag in one hand and a bottle of wine in the other. The smell of Chinese food hit Faven’s nostrils and made her swoon.

      “Ooh, is that Chardonnay?” Luce asked, raising her cheek for Lazenby to kiss.

      “Awright?” He raised his eyebrows in greeting to Faven. She opened her mouth to say hello but nothing came out.

      “This is Faven Osmun, she’s part of the Seen crew,” Luce said by way of explanation, then waited for Faven to finish putting on her shoes. “See ya, babe. Thanks for all your work today.”

      Luce didn’t wait for a reply. Instead, she led Lazenby into her apartment, leaving the door open for Faven to let herself out.

      Faven ambled out of the building and past the twinkling lights of Mortimer Mall, feeling light as air. This is Faven Osmun, Luce’s words echoed in her head. She’s part of the Seen crew.
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HUDS

        

      

    

    
      Two full nights and two full days. Forty-eight stupid hours. That was how long Huds spent in official custody.

      “What are you guilty of?” his Mum asked when he called her.

      “Nothing. It’s all just part of the process. I was working security at the hotel where it happened, so … it’s standard, Mum.”

      “On the news, they’re saying you did something. They’re acting like you did something. Are they treating you all right?”

      Marine Haile left work and turned up at Silverbridge Central Police station with steam coming out of her ears. She frightened the officers, but not Office Square Jaw (whose name was Rob, Huds found out) who firmly told her that she wasn’t helping her son’s situation by being there. In fact, she might be hurting it, and upon hearing this she reluctantly left.

      Rob reluctantly allowed Huds to attend his exam, but on the understanding he would be chaperoned. Huds’s face shone with humiliation as he turned up at the university lecture hall with a uniformed officer standing next to him the entire time.

      Overnight, he was locked in a holding cell. Luce’s lawyer, if she had indeed called one, never turned up.

      The only officer who showed friendliness to Huds was Constable Marie Wilson, a motor-mouth with an eruption of red hair. She kept him in a constantly supply of vending machine food and soft drinks. On Friday, after Huds had scoffed down a chocolate cookie and a carton of sickly sweet orange fizzy juice, there was an unexpected knock at his cell door. Officer Square Jaw—Rob—walked in.

      “Electronic records show that nobody entered or exited Gustaf’s suite after the gig except for him,” he said. “Which means you’re free. For now.”

      Huds didn’t move. “That’s it? That’s all it took? It took you two days to figure out I didn’t go into his suite?”

      Huds had trouble controlling his temper. He hated the implication he’d gotten away with something—although strictly speaking he had—and tried to maintain a haughty insouciance as the officer swung the cell door open and waved him out.

      Daisy Lee was standing in the reception area waiting for him. She looked sheepish as he approached her, but he was too tired to be angry. His back ached from the hard cot he’d been forced to sleep on, and his skin felt greasy from the vending machine food.

      “I’m really sorry, Huds. This is all my fault. I told them I saw you and your friend at the hotel. I didn’t know she had a room there. I was just reporting what I thought was relevant.”

      “I would’ve done the same,” Huds said truthfully.

      The receptionist slid Huds’s possessions across the counter and he pocketed them with a feeling of déjà vu.

      Daisy shook her head. “They kept you for two nights. That’s not okay. They didn’t keep anyone else for that long.”

      “I told Preston to abandon his post,” Huds explained, shuffling his aching feet into his shoes and doing up his belt. “I messed up. That’s on me.”

      “Why did you do that?”

      “Long story.”

      “Okay. What do you feel like eating?” Daisy asked. “My shout, and please accept, because you are currently in control of whether or not I hate myself for the next six months.”

      Huds shoved his laces in his pocket and straightened his back, making little machine-gun pops in his bones. He felt euphoric to have been set free, but the feeling faded quickly. Suddenly, he was angry. He spun back to the reception desk.

      “Can I speak to an officer, please?” he asked in a loud, demanding tone.

      The receptionist flinched, then reached for the phone. A moment later, two officers appeared.

      “You said the electronic records proved I wasn’t in the room,” Huds said. “When did you learn that?”

      The officers looked at each other, nonplussed.

      “When did you get the electronic records?” Huds repeated, more firmly.

      “We’d have to find the investigator in charge of the case,” the younger officer said. “We don’t know.”

      “Find him then,” Huds barked. “Now!”

      “You’re going to want to watch your tone there—”

      Something snapped in Huds. In three steps, he was up close to them. He dully registered Daisy’s hand on his chest, gently holding him back.

      “You kept me locked up for forty-eight hours,” Huds spat. “It took you that long to check the Matomato’s electronic records?”

      “Huds—” Daisy started, but he waved her away.

      The officers held their ground, waiting. Huds knew the person he really wanted to yell at was Luce, but she was nowhere to be seen. With a final shake of his head, like a disappointed parent, Huds turned on his heel and left.

      Outside, the mid-morning air was muggy.

      “Hungry?” Daisy asked tentatively. He hadn’t noticed her joining him.

      Huds shook his head. “I need to sleep. I need a shower.”

      “I’ll give you a ride.”

      Huds didn’t have the energy to argue. Behind the dull pounding at his temples, thoughts of Luce plagued him. They’d been friends for ten years, and while it hadn’t been smooth sailing—far from it—they’d always been there for each other. But now, after he’d stupidly gone along with her plan to get a story about Ripe For Picking, he’d ended up in jail while she’d been free to live her life. Where was she? Nowhere! Huds balled his fists and squeezed. He could hear his heartbeat in his ears—the next time he laid eyes on Luce, he worried what he’d say or do.

      “There he is!”

      For a second he thought he was hearing things, that thinking about Luce so intensely had conjured the memory of her voice into his head. But no. Sitting on the bonnet of a parked sports car, Luce smiled back at him, live and in the flesh.

      She lifted her arms in a ta-da! pose. “Came to pick you up,” she called, sliding off the bonnet and sauntering toward him. “You look—” She held up both hands in an ‘A-okay’ sign. “Divine. Prison suits you.”

      “It wasn’t prison,” Huds said, not knowing exactly why he’d answered her at all. “It was a holding cell. And what happened to that lawyer you said was on his way?”

      Luce turned to Daisy as if noticing her for the first time. “Hello. Why are you here?”

      Daisy stood up a little straighter, bringing her to almost a whole head taller than Luce. “I’m taking Huds for a meal.”

      The sneer Luce gave her could have curdled milk, but Daisy didn’t back down. Instead, she took a step closer to her.

      “Granted I’ve only heard about you a handful of times,” Daisy said quietly. “I am going to make a snap judgement and say that you are a shitty friend. How about you get back in your boyfriend’s car and go get your nails done or something? Huds will come to you when he’s ready to talk.”

      Luce’s mouth dropped open. She looked to Huds, who just stood there, unsure what to say. He’d never had someone stand up for him before and wasn’t sure how he felt about it. On the one hand, he was touched. Daisy cared about him; that much was clear. On the other, he felt an obscure irritation and only when he thought about it later did he realise it was something aligned with protectiveness of Luce’s feelings. But it wasn’t quite that—no, it was more akin to possessiveness. If anybody was going to hurt Luce’s feelings, Huds wanted it to be him.

      Luce extended a pointed finger at Daisy’s face. “It was you who dobbed us in. You are why Huds had to spend two nights in a cell. So how about you slither back to your nest, you little snake?”

      Daisy stepped even closer to Luce. Their noses were almost touching.

      “You wanna say that again?” she asked. The vein on the side of her neck throbbed dangerously.

      Luce snickered. “What, you gonna fight me outside the police station, genius? Maybe you’ll get in a couple of girly slaps, and I bet they’d hurt considering your steroid-filled man-arms, but I have fingernails. Proper, manicured, sharp fingernails, and it would only take half a second—” Luce raised her hand close to Daisy’s cheek, “and your brown eyes would be marmalade leaking down your pretty face.”

      The two women stared at each other. A shameful part of Huds considered whether or not he should be aroused.

      Luce scoffed. “Come on, Huds. The final issue was printed this morning, and Vern and his team are distributing as we speak. Faven really stepped up, and—”

      As Luce spoke, she turned and walked back to Jordan’s sports car. Jordan’s chiselled silhouette was sitting in the driver’s seat, head bowed over his phone.

      “Did you come here just to pick me up?” Huds asked.

      Luce turned around and looked exasperated he wasn’t close behind her. She considered the question for a second and Huds recognised the rapid-blink she did when she was about to lie.

      “Of course I did,” she said.

      “You can both go,” Huds said. To Daisy, he said, “Thank you for coming. No hard feelings. You did the right thing.”

      Daisy looked downcast. Luce was furious.

      “What the hell? Hurry up and get in the car, Huds.”

      “No.”

      “Get in the car!”

      “No.”

      “I have to tell you some really important updates about Seen—”

      “I don’t care about Seen—”

      “Okay, I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that. We’ve got some major offers from sponsors because of the latest spike in audience. Which means, if we’re smart about advertising, we could pull in an income from this—”

      “Leave me alone!” Huds yelled, and Luce stumbled back as if slapped. Huds felt the eyes of passers-by and his face burned. But now he’d started, he couldn’t stop. The floodgates had been released. “For once in your life, shut your mouth! I’ve spent a decade covering for you. Seen in Silverbridge started as a great idea, but it’s slowly morphed into exactly what Rodney Holliday called it: gutter trash. You used to want to tell the people what they ought to know, what they deserved to know, but now a man has died and it might even be murder, and you’re acting like you’ve won the lottery. I can’t believe I—” Huds lowered his voice, glancing quickly at the police station. “I can’t believe I took that photo, and I can’t believe I set up the design for such a despicable final issue. I’m out.”

      Luce’s eyes looked glassy and round, like mussel shells scooped clean. “Huds, you’re tired. And I hear you, about all of that. But Gustaf’s death, there’s something fishy about it. If you just give me one minute to explain, you’ll get what I mean, and I know you’ll want to find the truth about it, because you’re right, we can do better. Seen can be better.”

      Huds closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He felt dizzy.

      “I need a break,” he said.

      “Okay, go take a breather and—”

      “Don’t call me. Don’t call Sofia. Don’t call my mum. Don’t come to my house. I don’t want to see you for a while.”

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “I do.” Huds, ridiculously, felt tears spring to his eyes. Geez, he was tired. “I do mean it.”

      Ignoring Daisy, who had watched the scene unfold in shock, Huds turned away from Luce for what he was emotionally prepared to consider the final time and walked away.
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      Luce returned to the car in a daze.

      “Where’s the big boy?” Jordan asked. “I cleared my practice gear out of the back seat for him.”

      “He’s not coming,” Luce said.

      She relaxed back into the passenger seat, feeling like she’d been run through with a sword. She had never seen Huds so angry before, and she had seen him in sundry bad moods. Once, she’d left him at Whangamatā beach because a handsome surfer had offered her an overnight cruise on his boat. A couple of years ago she’d turned up high to a church event he’d invited her to, and a year before that she’d called him and said she was having a bad trip from an unknown pill so he would pick her up from a party. Come to think of it, she was a shitty friend.

      All those times, he’d been angry, sure. He’d said things, pleaded with her to get her act together, but he’d never said he’d needed a break. And never with such fury.

      Jordan started the car, the rumbling motor pulling her from her thoughts.

      “Wait, where’s your man?” he asked again. “I cleared my practice gear out of the back—”

      “I already told you, he’s not coming.” Luce’s insides felt ripped out.

      “What now, then?”

      “Shhh,” Luce said suddenly, as a dishevelled man stumbled out of the police station’s revolving door.

      It was Rex Collins, the manager of Ripe For Picking. Rex rubbed his chin and checked his watch. He couldn’t stand still, constantly bobbing and twisting and itching at himself.

      Luce felt a cool calm come over her. Huds was right—she was selfish and had let Seen go down the path of gossip too many times. Maybe she didn’t deserve his friendship. But demand for the last issue of Seen’s printed magazine was higher than it had ever been, so much so that Faven had needed to print another thousand copies.

      Something was fishy about Gustaf Neilsen’s death, and Luce needed to be the one to tell the public. Why? Because justice was important. People needed to know that they couldn’t just blow up rockstars’ luxury suites and get away with it.

      “Follow that dude,” she said to Jordan. To his credit, Jordan didn’t argue. He pulled the car from the curb and followed Rex at a safe distance. Rex didn’t make it far before ducking inside a dive bar. Luce instructed Jordan to pull over and wait.

      “Babe, we’re meant to be doing something.”

      “We are doing something.”

      “Yes but, you know, together.”

      “This is important. This is my work. I support you in your work, don’t I?”

      He huffed. “Yes.”

      “Play on your phone. I’ll be back soon.”

      Luce adjusted her skirt and hurried into the bar before she lost her nerve. The bar stank of smoke and Luce felt eyes crawling over her as soon as she’d crossed the threshold. She ignored the leering, red-nosed punters and searched for Rex. She found him leaning halfway across the bar, waving his hand at the barman who was ignoring him—too deep in conversation with some overweight regulars. She sidled up next to him.

      “I used to have that problem,” she said coolly.

      Rex glanced at her carelessly, then did a double take. What’s a girl like you doing in a place like this?

      She stuck her thumb and middle finger in her mouth and blew a short piercing whistle. The barman spun around, ready to be annoyed, but then his face changed.

      Luce didn’t consider herself a ten (she’d say in the mid eights, but she could scrape a nine if she dressed up and slathered on enough foundation to reshape her spade face), but she was undoubtedly the prettiest girl in this dive.

      “What can I get you, pretty bird?” the barman rasped, waddling over.

      Luce gestured to Rex, inviting him to order.

      “Jack and Coke,” Rex said. “Make it a triple … and you know what? Go easy on the Coke.”

      Luce weighed up the shelf of spirits behind the bar. She didn’t think the place would serve a lemon meringue martini.

      “Vodka, with a twist of lemon if there’s one floating around.”

      The barman nodded, letting his gaze linger over Luce’s body, and turned to prepare their drinks.

      “Thankya,” Rex said. “Throat’s dry as a nun’s watch-ya-mouth.”

      “Charming. I’m Luce.”

      Rex shook her hand, barely paying attention. Luce waited for him to recognise her from backstage at the gig, maybe even mention her horrendous attempt at a Swedish accent, but his eyes remained fixed on the booze behind the bar. Two perspiring glasses were set in front of them and Rex drained his drink in about five seconds.

      “Couldn’t flutter your lashes again, couldya?” he asked.

      Luce waved the barman back and Rex ordered the same again.

      “Obliged,” he said, his eyes fixed on the whiskey as it was poured.

      When he had the second drink in hand, his body seemed to relax.

      “I hope you don’t mind me saying, but you look a little bit stressed,” Luce offered.

      Rex laughed. It sounded like the wheeze from a broken squeezy toy. “I’m whomper-jawed, young lady. My head’s fit to burstin’.”

      “That doesn’t come as a surprise,” Luce said. “Twenty-five percent of your band needs replacing.”

      Rex’s head snapped toward her.

      “Easy,” Luce laughed. “Friend not foe.”

      “I’m not speaking to any fucking press,” he growled.

      Luce gave a sad little laugh. “I can assure you, I am not a member of the accredited press,” she said.

      Rex looked sideways at her.

      “I know you were caught going inside Gustaf’s hotel room this morning. I also know you’re refusing to cooperate with the authorities. But I don’t think you had anything to do with the explosion. You’d be a fool to harm your golden goose. But now the band is winged, if you’ll excuse two bird metaphors in a row, I imagine you want to know if Gustaf’s death was foul play more than anyone. Was Gustaf a target to anyone?”

      “Who are you, lady?”

      “Luce. I introduced myself earlier, remember? I’m just asking questions. Was Gustaf a target to anyone?”

      Rex barked a laugh. “Everyone’s a target to someone, peach.” He knocked back the remaining liquid in his glass, letting the ice bounce against his stubbled upper lip. “Righty, I gotta move on. Thanks for using your wiles on my account.”

      Rex dug a beaten leather wallet from his jacket. He opened the sleeve, revealing empty satin where the cash should be, and fished through multiple credit cards. He chose one, seemingly at random, and handed it to the barman, who swiped it.

      The machine made an unhappy noise.

      Rex asked the barman to run it again and again it declined. Luce waited patiently as he tried three more cards; all blinked red.

      “Could we get one more drink, please?” Luce asked the barman. “No ice.” She slid her own credit card across the bar and turned to Rex. “Let’s grab a booth.”

      Rex sized her up, then all the fight drained out of him and his shoulders slumped.

      Before he could change his mind, Luce pulled him into the first empty booth she found. The leather stuck to the back of her thighs and made her yearn for a shower.

      “I know this sounds strange, but…” Luce said, “I might be able to help.”

      “Ain’t a soul can help us,” Rex said. “We’re done.”

      “The rest of the band must be scared,” Luce said. She sensed that Rex needed more placating. He needed a sympathetic ear, someone to listen, someone to tell him he hadn’t done anything wrong.

      “Ripe For Picking’s got issues that go deeper than Gustaf being fried up.”

      “Really?”

      Rex considered. “Na. Not really. Gustaf fryin’ up is definitely the most shining of issues. I dug Gustaf, I really did. We got on. He was the only straight shooter among ‘em.”

      “You must have had a good relationship with him,” Luce said. She was right—flattery worked a charm. Rex leant forward on the table and leaned his face on one hand, his body opening up to her.

      “Damn straight. Better than his ‘brother’ Patrik. Those two started out together. Long time ago. Young bucks, writin’ songs and singin’ together, groovin’ on stage and pickin’ up lord knows how many ladies.” Rex leaned back and sighed. “Gustaf actually cared about the tunes, you know? Loved his guitar. Always noodlin’ away. He was the smart one—set up a company between the two of them which all the band’s finances ran through for the first couple years. Had the good graces to change it to an estate so he could avoid international tax. But Patrik? Patrik loves the fame. The cheerin’, the drinkin’, the hullaballoo.”

      Rex’s accent got more pronounced the more he drank, the Southern drawl stretching like an old dog.

      “The girls? Hell, they couldn’t care less about the music. Or the fame, come to that.”

      “That must be frustrating, when it’s so important to you. What do they care about?”

      “Status. Cash. They’re switched on, both of them. Maia a little more than Johanna. They know their looks ain’t gonna last forever, so they’re gettin’ theirs before they wind up like me. Decrepit, destitute, treadin’ on a tight rope over a pit o’ punji sticks.”

      “I’m sure it’s not as bad as all that,” Luce ventured.

      “It damn well is. A damn tragedy. The whole damn story of Ripe For Picking’s a Shakespeare sonnet. They came to me about two years ago—they came to me, mind—wantin’ to supercharge their earnin’ potential. Biggest mistake they ever made, I’ll tell you that for nuttin’. You shoulda seen ‘em. They were on fire at every show, tourin’ ‘round these piddly venues in the South, screamin’ their way through four hour sets at any bar, sound shell, bowling alley you could think of. Nothin’ could stop ‘em. They shone like angels, I swear it.”

      Luce had heard variations of this story from interviews with the band, but she kept quiet. Rex was on a roll and soon enough, he’d let a nugget of gold slip.

      “But then success happened. Bigger venues, more money, drink, distractions, the same slings and arrows that fall upon any and all talented people as soon as they’re in danger of findin’ their footin’. We’re all addicted to somethin’, just a matter of tryin’ enough vices.” What looked like a genuine tear gathered at the corner of his eye and he swatted it away automatically.

      “I fucked up, ‘course I did. Bent over backward to get them anythin’ they wanted, dippin’ into the company vault. Patrik went one way, Gustaf the other. Maia and Johanna kinda tap-danced their way through, punchin’ their tickets, couple of smilin’ assassins. I knew I’d set the train down a track that ended in … well, not this, obviously not this fuckin’ mess. But I knew it wasn’t gonna end well. And now here we are. The coffers are empty, wolves are bayin’ at the door, and my pockets have run arid as the Sahara. Then,” Rex burped a laugh. “Then, oh lord, we’re gifted an unexpected and undeserved bouquet from above.”

      Here it comes. Luce could feel it. She’d interviewed enough people in the last four years to know when their lips were getting loose.

      “Get this. Not even a week after Gustaf puts his foot down and says he wants out, voids his contract like a damn fool, he turns up dead, and we’re looking down the barrel of an insurance payout. Not only that, but also Gustaf’s will—another unexpected windfall for the band, he had a bundle of money saved and left it to the estate, which is—drumroll—owned by Patrik. Imagine that luck. Debts? Paid. Arguments? Settled. Life? Saved. But, ‘course, wasn’t meant to be.”

      “Because of Gustaf’s death?”

      Rex nodded. “Insurance depends on the outcome of the investigation. Could take years. Hell, I got a call from his lawyer yesterday. You know what a codicil is? The process of ratifying a major change in a contract, which Gustaf was in the process of doin’. Poor sod was changin’ his will. Red tape as far as the eye can see, right at ankle height, trying to trip us on our fat faces.”

      Luce tried to put it together. Gustaf had left everything to his estate, but was in the process of changing his estate when he died. That was almost laughably suspicious. If any of his bandmates knew about him changing his will…

      Rex swirled the last finger of liquid in his glass, took a sip, then twisted around in his seat, stretching out his back.

      “Look at me, gasbaggin’ on like a rest home biddy. Why you listenin’ to me? Good lookin’ dish like you must have better ways to spend her time.”

      Luce smiled and forced her heart rate to slow. She was on the verge of a major scoop, proper journalistic gold—choke on one of my shits, Rodney Holliday—but she could sense herself losing him.

      “Another drink?” she asked.

      He shook his head and flicked his glass with a fingernail. The ting rang out between them like a boxer’s bell.

      “Gotta be on the move,” he said. “I must stink to high heaven, bein’ locked up and sweating like a steer. You don’t make your cells very comfortable down this arse-end of the world.”

      “You said Gustaf’s will was in the process of being changed?” Luce asked desperately, wishing she could find out more.

      Rex got to his feet, then placed his hands on the tabletop and leaned close to Luce. She could see the popped capillaries around his nose, like dried-up rivers on a map.

      “You got me talkin’ pretty good there, girlie. Buying me drinks and askin’ me questions as if you truly give a damn. I better not hear of this conversation going any further than this booth, or I’ll have to track you down. Shouldn’t be too hard, Lucinda Sharp of 7A Mortimer Mall.”

      A cold hand clutched Luce’s heart.

      “Relax, kitten. It’s written on your handbag.”

      Rex smirked, bowed his head politely to Luce and walked out of the bar.

      Heady adrenalin rushed through her system. She needed to tell someone! But who? Huds was gone, Jordan wouldn’t care, and she didn’t have anyone else. The student volunteers who were currently distributing the final issue? Little hobbit Vern?

      Luce dug in her handbag for her purse, grimacing at the stitched address tag perfectly visible on the inner lining, and noticed her phone screen lit up with notifications.

      Six missed calls from Faven Osmun.
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FAVEN

        

      

    

    
      Faven squeezed past two Frankensteins and a zombie and ordered another smoothie from the lunch cafeteria. The bar glowed a bright pink colour and she had to speak around a life-sized papier maché skull. A Halloween party had attracted a number of students who should have been studying, but instead they’d descended on the octagon in costumes, spiking their coffees with alcohol to make studying more fun. Faven hadn’t bothered to dress up; she didn’t fit in at these events anyway.

      Vern and his team had run dry. When he’d first told her this, she’d thought he meant dry of alcohol and had felt slightly offended that he was implying it was her job to refill his stock of booze. But then he’d clarified ‘of copies, dude!1!1! Seen is selling like hotcakes. Print more. Now, dude.’

      She hurried through the throngs of students toward the copying room, mindful not to spill her smoothie. She didn’t have an excuse ready in case she was caught; she almost didn’t care. She was part of the Seen crew.

      Faven swiped the dummy card she’d picked up from the library months ago (it wasn’t stealing; the card had been left there by a careless owner) and let herself into the copying room. An industrial-sized printer dominated the space. A guillotine and industrial binder was crammed into a closet-sized space by the toilet. Faven stood in the dark and waited … she was alone. She flicked on the light and the ON/OFF button for the printer. The machine groaned to life like a waking giant.

      Faven’s heart pounded in her ears. In four years, she’d never used the machine in the daytime—it was too risky. With shaking hands, she pulled the four plates she’d prepared in the early hours of the morning from her bag and installed them in the press.

      After checking the ink levels and rechecking the alignment of the paper, Faven set ‘1000’ and said aloud, “Please don’t let me be caught.”

      Then she hit the Start button.

      As the press ran through the four different colours that made up each page, Faven watched the paper spool through and stack up on the receiving chute. Luce’s letter from the editor, Huds’s horoscopes that he made up off the top of his head every month, a mindless piece about Best Dressed and Worst Dressed around campus … then there it was. Faven’s piece about Olivia Hanover and Professor Todd Chikalito. In print. Hundreds of students (and general members of the public) would be reading her words at this very moment, gasping at the audacity of a university professor in his fifties sleeping with a nineteen-year-old student. Salacious, sexy, scandalous, and all thanks to Faven’s detective work.

      She paused: detective work? Yes, Faven decided, she definitely considered hiding in a burger bar and taking photos of unsuspecting lovers detective work.

      The printing would take another thirty minutes so Faven scrolled through her phone. She sent Luce a message: printing another 1000 copies - Vern says the last issue is selling like hot cakes. She attached a GIF of golden syrup being poured over a stack of hotcakes, then got sidetracked looking at photos of hotcakes and pancakes on social media. That led her to short baking videos, which led to tasting videos, which led to reviews of recipes.

      Finally, the press spat out the final leaf of paper and beeped its conclusion. Faven loaded the paper into the guillotine and sliced it into pages, then transferred the sheaf onto the binder. This was the most satisfying part of the process to watch. The binder stapled together the magazine then folded it and applied pressure, turning it from colourful pages into a real life publication. Faven watched the copies of Gustaf’s face proliferate in front of her. Hundreds of Gustafs stared at her in black and white, an image that had become iconic in Silverbridge overnight.

      She transferred the finished copies to a trolley and tugged her bounty into the blinding light of day. As she passed the octagon, she messaged Vern to meet her at Gate 2, but something made her ears prick up.

      “… Chikalito.”

      Faven spun around and looked for the source of the voice. A student dressed as Morticia Addams was speaking excitedly to the rest of her group. Faven felt a surge of pride—she had broken a story that people were talking about!

      “What’s going to happen now? Surely he’ll be fired,” one of the group said.

      “I bloody well hope so!” Morticia responded.

      “How old was the girl? Nineteen, right? What, you don’t think a nineteen-year-old should be trusted to make her own decisions?” a guy said in a smarmy voice.

      The girl looked daggers back at him. “Don’t straw-man me, arsehole. It’s a power thing. Student and teacher.”

      Faven’s piece had created discussion. Important social issues were being talked about because of her bravery in chasing the story, writing it and printing it. So wrapped in the group of students talking about Olivia Hanover and Chikalito was she that she didn’t realize she’d followed them to the Physics block where a large mass of students stood outside a lecture hall. Professor Todd Chikalito was a Physics professor … this was his block. The students weren’t chanting, but she sensed a clear air of agitation in the crowd, and even from afar could see a lot of frowns and snarls. It had the air of a protest.

      A fluttering of anxiety unfurled itself behind Faven’s navel like a kicked wasps’ nest. Her name had been printed as a contributor to the magazine. She had outed herself as the whistleblower. If this went bad, and Chikalito lost his job, he might want revenge. A ridiculous thought, but everybody on campus knew that Chikalito was a loose cannon; he’d been arrested twice for drunk driving and once for fist-fighting. He was a cool professor.

      It would be only too easy to find out how to get to her.  Sure, this wasn’t Mozambique, and New Zealand hadn’t descended into anarchy. But still, she hadn’t prepared for any potential blowback against herself. Stupidly, she hadn’t even considered there would be blowback. She was getting ahead of herself, scaring herself. She didn’t have to worry—not yet.

      But as she got closer to the pool of milling students, making slow progress due to the bulky trolley dragging behind her, she became further convinced that the reason students had gathered was for a more serious reason than a protest. A small group of female students were crying and holding each other, while others were whispering to one another, shaking their heads in disbelief.

      Faven approached an older student and tried to get a better look.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “Oh man, it’s messed up,” the boy replied, shaking his head. “You saw in Seen that Professor Chikalito has been poking some second-year girl?”

      Faven stood on tip toes but couldn’t see what was happening up ahead. “I heard. Is he being fired?”

      The boy looked at Faven, confused.

      “What? Na, it’s the girl. Her friends found her in the lecture hall. She’d taken a bunch of pills. Poor girl tried to kill herself.”

      No.

      A high pitched ringing. Vertigo.

      No no no no no no no.

      Faven reached a hand out to steady herself.

      “You okay?” the boy asked.

      Faven tried to reply but only a lone moaning sound came out. She stumbled away, somehow managing to pull the trolley with her.

      Poor Olivia Hanover…

      What had Faven done? Olivia had tried to commit suicide? Surely not. It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. There must’ve been some kind of mistake.

      Why would she try to kill herself? Because of the article? No. No. That would make Faven responsible. No! None of it was happening.

      Faven pulled out her phone, ignored the messages from Vern asking where she was, and called Luce. No answer. She called Huds. No answer. What was she going to do?
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HUDS

        

      

    

    
      Huds had never been one for dressing up, but he simply had to make a valiant effort for the church Halloween party. Religion and Halloween were historically uncomfortable bedmates, but his church had been on a new hip kick in an attempt to connect with the youth. The young wing of his church had named itself Every Soul. The idea is that the church didn’t discriminate—they would save every soul.

      So there he was, eating banana chips through a gigantic squid costume. Sebastian and Franck had dressed as the Weasley twins from Harry Potter (another awkward match Every Soul were determined to ignore: magic and religion), leaving Julien to choose what Huds and Sofia would dress as. He’d chosen Spongebob Squarepants characters. He, being twelve, had taken the titular Spongebob, given Sofia the honour of being Patrick, and left Huds to don a blue bald cap and oversized nose and be Squidward. The stockings that morphed his hands into tentacles made eating difficult—finger food without fingers was just food.

      As always, the gathering of Niuean families had resulted in a gigantic feast. Coconut crab, corned beef brisket, coconut bread … the kids were gorging themselves. After the chaos of the last few days, Huds relished the feeling of normalcy as he looked around at the people he knew and loved most in the world.

      That’s when a young and very stressed looking black girl shuffled into the church. Huds excused himself from the group he was talking to and met her at the door.

      Faven Osmun looked pale as she took in his costume.

      “Squidward?” she guessed, and Huds nodded. “Creepy.”

      Huds knew the blue paint had started to streak down his face; he looked like he was suffering from a skin disease.

      “Faven, not to be rude, but what are you doing here?” Huds asked. People were starting to notice the newcomer, and Huds could feel their interest morphing into a desire to proselytise.

      Faven opened her mouth to speak then choked. She coughed and Huds rubbed her back. When she could finally speak, it came out quick and panicked.

      “Olivia Hanover, the girl from—the girl from the piece I wrote. She must have been really badly affected by the last issue ‘coz she—everyone knows about her Chikalito and she’s been found by friends and I think she’s alive but I haven’t—“

      “Faven.” Huds grabbed her shoulder and gave her a firm shake. “You’re hyperventilating. Come outside. Breathe.”

      It took a few minutes for Faven to explain exactly what had happened. Huds had read Faven’s piece and seen the photos she’d taken while he formatted the pages for the last issue, but he hadn’t judged the story to be more scandalous or risqué than anything Seen usually printed. When Faven got the part about Olivia attempting suicide, he asked her to repeat herself.

      “She … she…” Faven took a shaky breath. She seemed on the verge of a panic attack and Huds got ready to make her sit down. “She took a bunch of pills and the ambulance had to take her away and pump her stomach.”

      Okay, now he needed to sit down. He steered Faven to a small wooden bench and they sat together.

      “She’s alive, the last time I heard,” Faven continued. “There’s a few student group chats I’m part of and it’s all anybody’s talking about. Her flatmates are keeping people up to date.”

      “How are you feeling?” Huds asked, guessing that Faven would be battling a maelstrom of guilt.

      At once, Faven’s face crumpled and she began to cry.

      “It’s my fault! I wrote that stupid article. I hid and took photos of them. She could have died and it would have been all my fault! She still might die. Oh Huds, what am I gonna do if I’ve caused someone to die?”

      Huds opened his mouth to say Olivia would be fine and that Faven shouldn’t beat herself up, but stopped himself. It wouldn’t be sincere. Instead, he gave her shoulder a squeeze. Faven wiped at her eyes and sniffed.

      “I just don’t know what to do. I don’t know how it got to this point. What have we done?”

      “How did Luce react?” Huds asked.

      “She hasn’t been answering my calls,” Faven said.

      Huds nodded. It was Halloween; Luce would be out partying with Jordan and his buddies from the Arrows. There was scant chance of her taking the situation seriously anyway, he thought bitterly. Maybe he was being too harsh. Of course she’d care. A girl had tried to kill herself because of a stupid article in their stupid magazine.

      “Can you call her?” Faven asked. “She might answer if you call her.”

      “The first thing we gotta do,” Huds said, ignoring her question. “Is make a post on the Seen social channels expressing remorse and wishing Olivia a speedy recovery.”

      Faven didn’t look so sure.

      “What?” Huds asked.

      “Expressing remorse? Wouldn’t that be seen as us acknowledging responsibility?”

      “We’re clearly responsible, Faven. We printed that story.”

      Faven’s hands were tight on her thighs. “I know that and you know that. But to put it in writing…”

      “Ah. I see what you mean,” Huds said, thinking of Officer Square Jaw and the smell of the police interview room. The last thing he wanted was more legal trouble. He had struggled through his first week of exams with an unwelcome cocktail of knowing he’d ruined his job, lack of sleep, and fear of jail time, and he was determined to get through the final week of exams without any more run-ins with the authorities.

      “We have to do something,” he said. “I know we’ll get grilled if we post a soft response. People will—quite rightly—come at us for posting the story. Any credibility or respect Seen has left will evaporate.”

      Faven nodded, but she still looked pale and scared.

      “Do you think we’ll be kicked out of uni? I can’t face going back to Mozambique … my dad will be so disappointed. It’ll break his heart if I get sent home, he gave everything to send me here…”

      Huds hadn’t thought about being kicked out of university. He had already lost his job at Catamount Security—Wiremu had called and given him the bad news—and along with it any prospect of working in the security industry in the foreseeable future. He hadn’t told Luce. He knew she’d be sorry and want to make it up to him, but she wouldn’t truly understand. And now Faven had raised a good point: the university would be fully justified suspending her from studying, and Huds and Luce from graduating. A pit opened in Huds’s stomach. In a number of days, he’d gone from having a promising job and being on the cusp of an official qualification to having nothing.

      “Come in and have some food,” Huds said. “We’ll decide what to do later.”

      Gingerly, Faven stood. She looked at Huds’s costume and he held up his tentacles, which made her smile. But behind the smile she looked plagued. A thought occurred to him.

      “How did you know where I was?” he asked.

      “I remember you mentioned you live in South City, and I also remembered you sometimes wear that crucifix necklace, so I searched the churches in South City, found one that had your mum in a Facebook post from three years ago—I remember you said her name is Marine—and looked at their website about events coming up.”

      “Wow,” Huds said, and Faven glowed. “You’re a born journalist.”
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RODNEY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From: Garret Mesnick <editor@sentinel.org.nz>

        To: Rodney Holliday <r.holliday@sentinel.org.nz>

        Date: Fri, Oct 31, 2014, 10:15pm

        Subject: Terrible tragedy

      

        

      
        Rod,

      

        

      
        Happy Halloween. No rest for the weekend though, sorry pal.

      

        

      
        The girl’s name is Olivia Hanover. I know her uncle. Will put you in touch. Parents distraught.

        TAKE SEEN TO TASK. We need to shut them down ASAP.

      

      

      
        
        From: Rodney Holliday <r.holliday@sentinel.org.nz>

        To: Garret Mesnick <editor@sentinel.org.nz>

        Date: Sat, Nov 1, 2014, 10:19am

        Subject: Re: Terrible tragedy

      

        

      
        Fine morning to you Captain Mesnick,

      

        

      
        As much as I despise Seen, I don’t want to use a young woman’s suicide attempt as ammunition. To do so would not be acting in a way befitting of the gentlemen and gentleladies of The Sentinel. Olivia’s suicide attempt is a terrible tragedy and a salient reminder of how social media (and media in general) can have a deplorable effect on young minds. Maybe I write a piece to that effect?

      

        

      
        RH

      

      

      
        
        From: Garret Mesnick <editor@sentinel.org.nz>

        To: Rodney Holliday <r.holliday@sentinel.org.nz>

        Date: Sat, Nov 1, 2014, 10:22am

        Subject: Re: Terrible tragedy

      

        

      
        Sorry you feel that way, mate.

        Maybe I wasn’t clear: Do the story.

        Confabulate it with whatever ethical garnish you desire, but the fact is we have a rogue publication who ARE NOT PART OF ANY OFFICIAL ACCREDITED MEDIA printing bullshit about people and A GIRL TRIED TO KILL HERSELF BECAUSE OF IT. There’s also some angry hornets buzzing nearby who want them out of the picture.

        Take Seen down.

      

      

      
        
        From: Rodney Holliday <r.holliday@sentinel.org.nz>

        To: Garret Mesnick <editor@sentinel.org.nz>

        Date: Sat, Nov 1, 2014, 11:01am

        Subject: Re: Terrible tragedy

      

        

      
        Garret,

      

        

      
        Let me articulate in professional speak:

      

        

      
        I decline on moral grounds due to the sensitive nature of the content and the potentially harrowing effects such a piece would have on the victim’s family. I’m sure you can understand that my priority is to report any crucial news stories that directly affect the public’s safety or acts to inform.

        This subject, with the desideratum of ‘taking down’ Seen, does neither.

      

      

      
        
        From: Garret Mesnick <editor@sentinel.org.nz>

        To: Rodney Holliday <r.holliday@sentinel.org.nz>

        Date: Sat, Nov 1, 2014, 11:32am

        Subject: Re: Terrible tragedy

      

        

      
        PICK UP YOUR PHONE.

      

      

      
        
        From: Garret Mesnick <editor@sentinel.org.nz>

        To: Rodney Holliday <r.holliday@sentinel.org.nz>

        Date: Sun, Nov 2, 2014, 5:45am

        Subject: Re: Terrible tragedy

      

        

      
        Just a friendly reminder that after our quick check in last night, you’ve agreed to write a piece condemning the actions of Seen magazine and the individuals therein. Moreover, you will offer public praise to the University of Aurum following their decision not to take disciplinary action against Todd Chikalito. Free country, age of consent, etc, etc.

      

      

      
        
        From: Rodney Holliday <r.holliday@sentinel.org.nz>

        To: Monica de Bernieres <m.bernieres@sentinel.org.nz>

        Date: Sun, Nov 2, 2014, 6:24am

        Subject: Lunch today?

      

        

      
        Japanese? Turkish? I’m easy, as long as it has some green in it. Would love to get your thoughts on a thing.

      

      

      
        
        From: Monica de Bernieres <m.bernieres@sentinel.org.nz>

        To: Rodney Holliday <r.holliday@sentinel.org.nz>

        Date: Sun, Nov 2, 2014, 7:15am

        Subject: Re: Lunch today?

      

        

      
        slammed with this piece about Carson Walters. sorry x

      

      

      
        
        From: Rodney Holliday <r.holliday@sentinel.org.nz>

        To: Monica de Bernieres <m.bernieres@sentinel.org.nz>

        Date: Sun, Nov 2, 2014, 7:28am

        Subject: Lunch today?

      

        

      
        Understood. Hope the piece is going well.

      

        

      
        Regardless, let me pick your brain via email. Mesnick is pushing me to write a borderline slanderous piece about that student magazine Seen. One of their ‘gotcha’ pieces contributed to a student’s attempted suicide yesterday. I feel like bringing more attention to Seen isn’t the right thing to do. Of course I condemn what they do, you know my feelings on them. They’re a bunch of children really. To have The Sentinel come out publicly against a student magazine seems a bit … below our standing?

      

        

      
        Do I sound snobbish? I feel like I sound snobbish.

      

        

      
        Rods.

      

        

      
        P.S. I hope you haven’t had to deal with too much fallout over their piece about you and me? They printed that in response to my factual piece about one of their employees being held in custody in respect to the Matomato fire. They were stabbing in the dark, hoping to hit something. I understand if you feel like some distance from me in public might be helpful, but I don’t think it’s necessary.

      

      

      
        
        From: Rodney Holliday <r.holliday@sentinel.org.nz>

        To: Monica de Bernieres <m.bernieres@sentinel.org.nz>

        Date: Sun, Nov 2, 2014, 10:54am

        Subject: Re: Lunch today?

      

        

      
        Guessing you’re snowed under with the Walters piece. Let me know if you’re free for a call at some point. Mesnick cornered me and is still on my case about this Seen piece. He wants me to come out in support of the professor? The professor who, as you may have read, has been sleeping with a student. I understand the age of consent, but the power dynamics at play (and the fact she’s only two years older than Ruby) puts me firmly on the side of NO.

      

        

      
        Not sure how much longer I can hold off. The Shipman-Tuitoko mess is still hanging over my head and Mesnick’s using it as leverage. He indirectly threatened to withdraw Sentinel’s legal team from the proceedings unless I wrote what he wanted. He’s never gone that far before.

      

        

      
        I’d much rather talk in person, or at least on the phone. Please reply!

      

      

      
        
        To: Garret Mesnick <editor@sentinel.org.nz>

        From: Rodney Holliday <r.holliday@sentinel.org.nz>

        Date: Sun, Nov 2, 2014, 1:19pm

        Subject: Misleading vox pop

      

        

      
        Hi Garret,

      

        

      
        What did I just see on the news??

      

        

      
        You’re quoting that the entire team at The Sentinel condemn the actions of Seen and that I personally think it’s ‘run by children’. I don’t recall saying this to you and I did not give permission for you to use this quote. What concerns me is that I said that in an email to a colleague in confidence.

      

        

      
        I understand The Sentinel has strong loyalties and a social responsibility to report current affairs. However, I firmly stated my reluctance to publicly opine about Seen or the ongoing story about Olivia Hanover and Todd Chikalito.

      

        

      
        Consider this email an expression of my severe displeasure and concern that a line has been crossed. While I appreciate the legal assistance The Sentinel has extended to me with the Shipman-Tuitoko situation, I do not feel it warrants the company to make quotes on my behalf, especially quotes I have not made on record.

      

        

      
        Please rescind said quote. I will see you in the office tomorrow.

      

      

      
        
        To: Rodney Holliday <r.holliday@sentinel.org.nz>

        From: Lucinda Sharp <headbossbitch@seeninsilverbridge.co.nz>

        Date: Sun, Nov 2, 2014, 2:04pm

        Subject: Ouchies!

      

        

      
        To my esteemed rival Rodney Bartholomew (I don’t know your middle name so I took a guess) Holliday:

      

        

      
        What the hell, dude? I pick up my phone and I see about two hundred people tagging me in this gross clip of your editor saying all this horrible shit about us, and apparently the crap steams from your mouth!! And you have the balls to say we’re the gossipy ones?! You’re grossssssss.

      

        

      
        Look. It was low of us to run stories about your daughter. But to be frank, she shouldn’t really be out partying at the tender age of 17. You and her mum are pretty high up in the Silverbridge world and to be fair, you should have brought her up to be more careful not to get loaded in public (AND I can understand if you’re pissy about our rushed piece on you and your colleague Monica de Bernieres the other day. That was in response to you being an arsehole about Hudson Haile, one of our most accomplished and radical journalists). So yeah. That’s that. I’m not gonna say sorry. But might it be enough that I almost feel a little bit bad about it? To be fair, Ruby’s hot and you’re hot and people can’t get enough of conjecture about hot people. It writes itself.

      

        

      
        The reason I’m getting in touch? Yeah. We’ve never talked before. It’s awkward. I’ve seen you around in person, and I’m pretty sure you’ve seen me too, but you always look down at your fingernails and pretend not to see me, which for the record I think is SUPER LAME. So, I propose we meet. In person. Let’s have it out (to be clear, I don’t mean a fight. And I don’t mean a hot date (don’t get any ideas just because I said you were hot before) I mean like, let’s talk like responsible adults).

      

        

      
        DM me on whatever social channel you like. I’ll be checking every notification.

      

        

      
        Also, I have something you might want. Information—about the Tuitoko thing. It’s a pretty big scoop that for some reason you didn’t print when you were doing your big exposé (ha! That went pretty well for you didn’t it? KIDDING).

      

      

      
        
        Private Message (1) for @lucelips

        From: @rodholliday

      

        

      
        Got your email. 8pm in the Queensbridge carpark.

      

      

      
        
        Private Message (3) for @rodholliday

        From: @lucelips

      

        

      
        Ooh 😱😱😱 how clandestin!!

        Clandestine**

        I know how to spell. I just typed fast coz I’m excited. See you there 👽👽👽
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LUCE

        

      

    

    
      The Queensbridge carpark fell somewhat short of the spy-movie expectations Luce held for it. She’d convinced Faven to join her (convinced was a strong word—she’d just asked and Faven jumped at the chance) and together they weaved through the maze of cars.

      “How do we know where we’re meant to meet him?” Faven asked as they wandered aimlessly on Level 1. “This place is huge.”

      ”He just said the Queensbridge carpark,” Luce said. “But there are eight levels! What does he expect us to do? Check every level?”

      Faven pushed sweaty hair back from her forehead—climbing one flight of stairs had brought on heavy breathing. “We don’t have time to check every level. It’s five minutes to eight.”

      “Do we split up? Maybe you take the top four floors and I’ll take the bottom four?”

      Faven looked panic-stricken at the prospect of climbing that many stairs.

      “Fine. Let’s wait here.” Luce looked around at the happy families going about their normal daily lives in the sunset and scowled. “In the movies these carparks are always empty.”

      Five minutes passed and there was still no sign of Rodney. Luce refreshed her private messages—nothing. She was reluctant to message him first because it would diminish her status in their already-fraught relationship, but after another ten minutes had passed she felt she had no choice. Fact was, she needed him. She didn’t know why she needed him specifically, but she just felt it. He was the best in the business. She opened up their thread and typed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Level 1. By the payment machine

      

      

      

      

      

      “He’s typing back already,” she said to Faven, smirking. “Desperate much?”

      
        
          
            
              
        Oh sorry, I’m on the street. Will head up :)

      

      

      

      

      

      Luce showed Faven the message, perplexed.

      “A smiley? He typed a smiley?” Faven asked.

      “He’s sending mixed messages. He’s trying to throw us off,” Luce said knowingly.

      She felt self-conscious about how she was standing. Should she be leaning on something? Should she have some kind of prop? If she had a drink, she could be sucking the straw nonchalantly, showing him she didn’t care too much about this whole thing. Oh god, she was out of her depth and she knew it.

      “Oop—there he is,” Faven squeaked.

      Rodney Holliday walked toward them in long strides. Faven let out an involuntary gasping noise and Luce understood why. The guy looked great. He walked upright, with a straight back, making his average height look herculean, and his black leather shoes reflected the sunlight in sparks, giving the effect of walking on water.

      “What’s he holding?” Faven whispered. “Is that a folder of paper? Is it a dossier?”

      Luce could barely take her eyes off his immaculately combed hair and smooth face, but saw that he carried a sheaf of files tucked in a plastic covering.

      “Lucinda Sharp,” Rodney said and stopped an uncomfortable distance from her. “And you must be Faven Osmun.”

      Faven giggled then looked down at her feet and nodded sheepishly.

      “You wrote the piece about Olivia Hanover and the professor, right? The one that led to her suicide attempt?”

      Faven kept her gaze on the ground, but Luce could see her turn a deep ruddy maroon.

      “What did you bring us?” Luce asked, pointing to the files in his hand.

      Rodney held up the plastic casing full of some type of cardboard. Luce could make out coding, which looked like Chinese symbols. “I needed to get some replacement vacuum cleaner bags. That’s why I suggested we meet here.”

      For a second, Luce thought he was speaking in code. Then she realised he was being serious—he had just come from the supermarket.

      Rodney sighed and checked his watch. “Let’s be civil. There’s no point in being enemies. That vox pop about Seen from Mesnick … I’m sorry about that. It was taken out of context and I didn’t even give permission … anyway. You said you had some information about the Shipman-Tuitoko case?”

      “You know,” Luce said slowly, willing the power to shift toward her. “We were all surprised to see you make such a misstep with that one. Gigantic real estate agreement, literally billions of dollars at stake, loads of people standing to either make or lose a lot of money, and suddenly the whistle’s being blown on corruption at the government level. We were watching with interest, weren’t we Faven?”

      Faven took a second too long to nod her head in agreement. Poor girl, Luce thought. She had no idea what Luce was talking about and had no practice in improvising. A lot to learn.

      “I read every piece you wrote about it,” Luce went on. “Every morning, I’d take The Sentinel down to Atlantica and pore over the updates. You’re more than just a factual writer, you managed to thread an entire narrative around that case. You made the government the spider, and the local tribe a trapped fly. It was masterful.”

      Rodney’s face remained impassive.

      “But then, you tripped up.”

      Rodney nodded. “I did indeed.”

      “You found that building report and it seemed like the final piece of the puzzle. Surely, surely, you’d toppled the Jenga tower. I was so excited reading it. It was the proof we all needed that legitimised all our fears about a corrupt government.”

      “You don’t have any information for me, do you?” Rodney asked.

      “But the report was fake. The one piece of evidence you hung your entire investigation on was flimsy. Your entire exposé crumbled and you looked like a mean spirited, anti-establishment conspiracy theorist.”

      Rodney nodded again, his face remarkably calm. Almost friendly.

      “Good times,” he said.

      “You’re right. I don’t have any information for you,” Luce said. “I just wanted to talk to you in person and I knew that was the only thing that could get you here.”

      “I feared as much,” Rodney said lightly, but his face hardened and he looked almost disappointed.

      Luce gestured to a shaft of sunlight by the barrier. “Faven, could you take Rodney’s jacket please?”

      Faven scuttled forward and Rodney rolled his eyes. “I’m okay wearing my jacket, thank you.”

      Luce pouted. “I’m trying to play a Bond villain here. Please go along with it.”

      With the air of a father playing tea parties with his toddler, Rodney shrugged his jacket off and joined Luce in the sun.

      “Do you always dress like that?” she asked.

      “A suit? I do.” Rodney smiled, and as soon as he did, he looked ten years younger. “It’s part and parcel of a place like The Sentinel.”

      “You’ve been with The Sentinel for over twenty years, right? I heard they might drop you because of the Shipman-Tuitoko thing. They wouldn’t, would they?”

      Rodney looked out at the city. “Maybe you can tell me what you really want, Lucinda.”

      “Okay for real, I’ll level with you. This Gustaf Neilsen story has been really good for us. We were the first ones with the photo. Both Huds and I were taken in for questioning. He was kept in there for way too long—”

      “That was borderline illegal, what the police did—”

      “You didn’t help, printing a piece that basically incriminated us. But that’s not the point,” Luce said, fighting to control the unexpected flash of anger she felt at the thought of Huds locked up. He still wasn’t speaking to her. “The point is: everyone is looking to Seen for the next tidbit about the rockstar’s mysterious death. But we’re out of information. I’m kinda … I’m in over my head. I need connections.”

      “And you think I have connections?”

      Luce gave him a look. “You’re Rodney Holliday, Peabody winner, journalist extraordinaire. Twenty-plus years in the investigative game! If you don’t have connections, the world doesn’t make sense.”

      “This isn’t really how things work, Lucinda.”

      “Call me Luce. I want to be friends.”

      Rodney turned to face her, leaning against the hand railing like a salt and pepper James Dean.

      “I thought Seen was over?” he asked. “The latest issue—yes, I bought a copy—said ‘last issue’ all over it.”

      Luce thought about her fledgling bank account and her potential future as a secretary for some Italian designer. Seen was her ticket out of the life her parents had prescribed for her.

      “It might be finished,” she said. “It might not be.”

      Rodney raised his eyebrows. Luce recognised the look—he was interested despite himself. “All right. Tell me where you’re at now, with the Gustaf story.”

      “Okay! Great!” Luce forced herself to calm down and act cool. “I had a couple of drinks with Rex Collins, the manager for Ripe For Picking. He’s shifty. A drug addict, I’d guess, and in need of money. He’s my prime suspect.”

      Rodney shook his head. “Rex is clean. Solid alibi for the whole evening.”

      “How do you know that?”

      Rodney winked. “Connections.”

      “He could have hired somebody to do it.”

      “Could have,” Rodney admitted. “Listen, Luce. I’m more than happy to share information whenever I have it. But you can’t lie to me ever again. It’s poor form to claim you have information in order to cajole me into a meeting then request inside info in exchange for … nothing.”

      Damn it. Rodney was being too nice and it was making Luce feel guilty about what she was about to do. But she had to do it. They needed guidance, and Rodney would never give it freely, despite how friendly he was being now.

      “We don’t have nothing,” she said. She turned to Faven. “Do you have it?”

      Faven held up Rodney’s phone, extracted easily from his jacket pocket. “Got it.”

      “While we’ve been talking,” Luce said to Rodney. “Faven’s been hacking your phone in search for evidence you and Monica are having an affair.”

      Rodney straightened and a lightning flash of anger crossed his face.

      “Monica’s happily married. She’s also your colleague. And she’s also your superior, as features editor. If we print what we have, it gives credence to our admittedly shoddy piece we ran the other day. It also puts Monica in the shit. Because she’s your senior, she looks like the instigator in the sordid mess.”

      Rodney’s face stayed calm, but Luce could see a vein throbbing in his temple. “Anything you’ve acquired illegally can’t be printed. You’d be putting yourself on the line for vexatious libel.”

      “Do you think I give a shit about vexatious libel? I’ve literally never even heard the term. By the time you press charges and the legal proceedings have gone through, the story will have already permeated Silverbridge.”

      Rodney glared at her, all traces of his youthful handsomeness gone. “This is grossly unethical.”

      “Relax,” she said. “We aren’t going to print anything … as long as you promise to keep us informed of any updates you come across regarding the Gustaf Neilsen case.”

      Rodney stared at her for a few seconds. Luce held his gaze, squinting painfully against the sun. She could see his resolve collapsing behind his eyes, and she felt another stab of guilt which she fought to sweep aside.

      “You’re really hurting from something, aren’t you?” he asked.

      Momentarily caught off guard, Luce felt herself swallow involuntarily.

      “The explosive device the police think they found is actually a melted guitar pedal. There’s no way it started the fire,” Rodney said.

      It took Luce a few seconds to recover. What was she here for again? That’s right—Gustaf Neilsen. She needed to find out more about the case so she could grow Seen to the point it was lucrative enough to support her. Huds would come back. So what if she’d lost whatever small smidgeon of respect Rodney Holliday still held for her?

      “So what, the explosion might have been an accident after all?”

      Rodney shrugged, then reconsidered. “I don’t think so. There’s no evidence to suggest it was murder, but…”

      “You have a feeling.”

      “That’s all I know. Are we done? This has been…” he trailed off.

      “Surprising?” Luce offered.

      “Fucking awful. Truly fucking awful.”

      Rodney snatched his jacket back from Faven and strode away.

      “Hey Rodney, one more thing,” Luce called. He stopped, but didn’t turn around. “Why did you put a smiley at the end of your message before?”

      Rodney hung his head. “My daughter’s the only one who uses that app. Force of habit. I guess maybe you remind me of her.”

      Luce pictured Ruby Holliday, the tarted-up runaround who snuck into bars underage.

      Rodney turned to her, anger etched on his face. “You act the same.”

      Luce watched the staircase door close behind him. The sounds of the carpark suddenly seemed twice as loud. Her head hurt. Faven stared at her in astonishment, and perhaps a little bit of fear. “Wow, he must have actually been having an affair with Monica de Bernieres. And he’s going to keep us informed of the Gustaf case. I suppose we got everything we wanted.”

      “Yeah,” Luce said, feeling sick. “I suppose we did.”
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FAVEN

        

      

    

    
      Sunday brought an empty blue sky and a piercingly bright sun, forcing Faven to stay in her dark flat feeling sorry for herself. Rodney Holliday had known who she was, he knew her name, but not for any of the reasons she would’ve wanted. And now, after Luce’s manipulative stunt with his jacket, he would think of Faven as a snake in the grass. Her father would be ashamed of her.

      Faven couldn’t concentrate on studying, despite her looming exams. Instead, she pulled on an oversized hoodie and traipsed to the corner dairy for a hoard of soft drinks and potato chips. Her flatmate Selena, a maddeningly petite girl with gleaming, healthily straight hair, had the good sense not to say anything when she saw Faven walking back into the flat and beelining straight for her room.

      On Monday she awoke with a sugar hangover and a missed call from Luce. She had an unread message: Come over when you can. I have an idea.

      Faven tried not to react too strongly when Luce greeted her at her apartment door. Luce’s face was devoid of makeup—the first time Faven had known Luce not to wear makeup—and she looked tired and strangely misshapen.

      Despite this, her demeanour was jumpy and alert.

      “I’ve had five different outlets request more copies of the final issue,” she said, pulling Faven inside. “They’ve sold out again. But don’t worry about reprinting yet—” she hurried to stop Faven from interrupting. “First, let me show you my investigative work.”

      Luce pointed to a haphazard collection of paper taped to her wall. Names and motivations had been scrawled on them in Luce’s childlike handwriting.

      
        
        Rex Collins, manager - insurance/will payout. Deep in debt.

        Patrik Dixgard, bandmate - full control over Ripe For Picking

        Johanna Tavik, bandmate - didn’t like him

        Maia Nordenstam, bandmate - didn’t like him

        Crazed fan - notoriety?

        Matomato staff member - a bad run-in?

        Catamount security member - ???

        Ripe For Picking Roadie - ???

      

      

      “What do you think?” Luce asked.

      Truthfully, Faven thought Luce had lost her mind. Losing the steadying influence of Huds had broken her. But instead, she tried to take in the information on the wall and give the impression she was seriously considering it.

      “I think…” Faven found herself lost for words. What she really wanted to say was I think we’re doing the wrong thing. I think we’re chasing the wrong story. I think my thirst for popularity and acceptance has endangered a teenage girl’s life.

      “Look.” Luce pointed to a printed copy of the black and white photo of Gustaf in his luxury suite. “The pools of water on the floor … something’s telling me they’re important, but I don’t know why. You want to hear my idea?” Luce asked, turning away from the wall and grabbing Faven’s arms. “We’re going to sneak you into the Matomato hotel disguised as staff. You’re going to find a way into Gustaf’s burned suite and report on anything unusual. Once people see we’re willing to go the extra mile, they’ll understand that us getting the scoop on Gustaf’s death wasn’t a one-off, and they’ll trust us.”

      The doubt must have shown on Faven’s face, because Luce sighed and sat on the couch. Her body seemed to sap itself of energy, like a bouncy castle that’d been popped.

      “Seen is the only thing I’ve ever done worth anything,” she said, not looking at Faven. “Yeah sure, we print a load of shit. We print pointless stories about celebrities’ and clothes and superficial nothings, but sometimes we post important stories. Sometimes we tell people what they genuinely ought to know. Companies that care more about their profit margins than their customers, politicians who play by the opposite rules they’re calling for the public to live by…. It’s the only thing that hasn’t been handed to me, and it’s the only thing I’ve ever done as part of a group. It can’t be over.”

      “I think we should publish a piece about suicide,” Faven said, surprising herself. She hadn’t expected to say it, and she didn’t know where the idea had come from, but now she’d said it out loud, she knew for certain it was what she wanted to do.

      Luce grimaced. “Suicide? That’s like … not sexy.”

      Faven laughed. “It’s definitely not sexy. But it is important. And it’s current.”

      “Because of the Olivia thing? Faven, it’s a good idea, but I don’t know if it’s the right thing to do. It could make everything worse.”

      Faven spoke her thoughts out loud, too tired to consider them anymore. Something about seeing Luce vulnerable had loosened the shackles she usually put on herself. “I’ll interview some people. I’ll make sure Olivia’s aware of the piece first, and you can post it online if you decide not to print another issue.”

      Luce still looked unsure. Her teeth made scraping noises as she nibbled on her thumbnail.

      “If you agree to put out the piece, then I’ll sneak into the Matomato,” Faven said.

      Luce’s face snapped up at her.

      And that was how, less than an hour later, Faven found herself standing on the golf course next to the Matomato Hotel, dressed in a purple blouse and matching knee-length skirt, with a stylish split down one leg that she was sure she was not pulling off.

      Luce had come alive getting Faven ready. She’d gotten Jordan to give them a ride to the Matomato, which lay on the outskirts of the city, then she’d confidently entered the hotel and returned carrying the uniform under her arm in a plastic bag. Luce had put makeup on herself and Faven at the same time, giving them winged eyeliner which made Faven look more Asian than African.

      Even Faven had to admit she looked good—she almost never wore makeup and the effect startled her. She looked like she could be on Abbey Lane, Silverbridge’s most popular soap opera.

      “You got this, Faven. It’ll be a piece of cake, right babe? You go in there, you find a cart or something to push around, and find your way to—”

      “Nīkau block,” Faven finished. “Gustaf’s room, third from the right when you’re facing the river. Once I’m in, I look for a potential gas leak. And any explanation for why there were pools of water on the floor.”

      Luce beamed. “You got this.”

      “I got this,” Faven repeated, her voice betraying her fear.

      Getting into the hotel had been simple. She’d walked straight through the lobby, head held high. Before she could go to Nīkau block, she needed a keycard, so she wandered the corridors until she found a lone trolley and snatched a keycard from a keyring hanging off the side. All the while, she was thinking about the bad karma she’d racked up with Olivia Hanover and Rodney Holliday, and prayed this would help repay it.

      Outside she had to guess her way through the labyrinthine pathways. She found Kōwhai block, a collection of two-storey bungalows. Next to it was Pōhutakawa block, which boasted a swimming pool in the centre of a circular layout of suites, and finally she found Nīkau block, the most opulent, settled across a wooden bridge.

      There was no need to search for Gustaf’s suite. Police tape fluttered in ribbons across the entranceway. Sinuous black smoke stains crawled from the window fittings onto the roof like snakes, and the surrounding ferns were shrivelled dry from the intense heat of the fire.

      “Here we go,” she whispered to herself, then tried the door. Locked. She cupped her hands around her eyes and peered through the mottled window of the entranceway—the place was empty and dark.

      All the luxury suites of Nīkau block looked identical, so Faven approached the suite next to Gustaf’s and knocked on the door. After a minute of silence, she was satisfied the suite was unoccupied. Blood rushed in her ears as she swiped the keycard across the receptor and the LED blinked green. The door clicked as it unlocked. She opened the door and stepped inside, feeling cold patches of sweat under her arms.

      The inside of the luxury suite took her breath away. A sleek stone countertop acted as a partition between a shining kitchen and a commodious living area, all the materials different shades of brown and a deep forest green. She allowed herself another few seconds of awe at her surroundings, then shook herself into action.

      How could a gas leak have caused the explosion? A leak could have only come from two places: the hydrogen sulphide in the bathroom or the natural gas used in the kitchen.

      Faven entered the bathroom, where a circular thermal hot tub dominated the room. Exposed copper pipes threaded up from the floor into the back of the tub, all sealed and with no possibility of being tampered with. The telltale signs of a gas leak were a pungent smell like rotten eggs, or a hissing sound of escaping gas, but as she had not been present on the night it was impossible for Faven to know if that had happened. There were all sorts of sounds which could have masked the subtle hiss of a gas leak. The hum of the fridge, or music playing on the stereo, for instance. None of the photos Huds had taken on the night showed Gustaf wincing at a smell. On the ceiling were three separate air vents, with fans inside them. If by some freak accident the bathroom pipes had started leaking hydrogen sulphide gas, the ventilation system would have been more than sufficient to counteract any build-up.

      Faven scratched the theory of hydrogen sulphide leaking from the hot tub off the list in her head and moved to the kitchen.

      The kitchen used liquefied petroleum gas, as illustrated by sticker on the oven door. Pulling the oven door open and checking inside, she traced where she imagined the pipes would be fitted into the wall. Looking out the window, she could see a gas box protruding from the wall where the stone met the grass, showing the direction of the pipes going underground. She had to admit she had no idea what she was looking for.

      Faven scanned the ceiling and counted five more air vents in the main living area. For gas build up to be dense enough to cause an explosion, the fans would not only need to stop working, but the air vents would need to be blocked. All seven air vents in the bathroom and living area at the same time. And if that happened, Gustaf would have asphyxiated from the gas before there was an explosion. To complicate matters: what would have triggered the combustion? A toaster? A frayed power cable? The elements atop the oven used an open flame, so there was a slim possibility it could have been the lighter from them … but how?

      Faven passed her hand over the countertop, eyeing up the appliances. The suites were furnished for people to live in them long-term, with blenders, cast iron pans and cute vials of cooking oil. Vases filled with a mix of colourful flowers and wildflowers were spread across the room…

      The flowers! If there had been a gas leak, the flowers would have wilted, or even died. She needed to check the photos again to see if the flowers looked wilted. She pulled out her phone, and opened her web browser app, then a sound at the door made her stop.

      She heard a voice.

      Then a knock.

      Faven ducked behind the countertop just as the door opened.

      “Excuse me? Lady? I saw you come in here.”

      The voice had a faint accent. Almost American, but not quite. Resigned to being caught trespassing, Faven stood up slowly. A beautiful creature wearing a black turtleneck and loose-fitting linen pants stood in the living area. She turned to Faven and smiled with a wide attractive mouth.

      It was Maia Nordenstam, one of the three remaining members of Ripe For Picking.
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HUDS

        

      

    

    
      Huds looked up at Kimberly House, a three storey brick building crammed between a laundromat and a pet shop. It was scary how easy it was to find out where people lived. Inside, he tried to picture Olivia Hanover and what kind of life she must have. Did she have movie posters on her walls? Did she have polaroids of friends? Family? He knew she lived with two flatmates, girls, also students at the University of Silverbridge.

      Huds jogged up the concrete stairs and raised his hand to ring the bell. At home, his textbooks were waiting. Graduating from university with a degree suddenly held more importance now that he’d lost his job with Catamount. Finding an entry level position at a design company had become his last remaining option. If it didn’t pay well—which he assumed it wouldn’t—he’d have to get a second job in order to help out at home, but he couldn’t think what he’d do. Barman? Construction?

      He checked his reflection in the building’s window. For a few days now, the face looking back at him had made him feel uneasy; today he wanted to change that.

      As the butterflies in his stomach fluttered their culpa-soaked wings, Huds waited for someone to answer. He had hours before he needed to stress about study, so he walked down the street past a burger bar and ducked into a corner store where he knew Seen was sold. To his surprise they were sold out, and his question to the clerk was met with a low whistle.

      “It sold out quick, dude. I asked for more copies and they sold out just as fast.”

      Wow, okay. That meant a lot of people had seen the photo he’d taken, not to mention read his writing and seen his design. As a rule, Huds had always hoped his design was invisible to the reader. The purpose was to make the magazine as easy to read as possible. That was his job in most things in life, he considered—to assist people in their journey without being noticed.

      Huds spotted a pair of girls walking toward Kimberly House.

      “Excuse me, hi,” he said, trying his best to speak softly and hold a friendly smile on his face. As expected, the girls paused and looked like they were masking a frisson of fear, something that had happened more often than not since his growth spurt in his teens. The effect had amplified after he’d put on muscle in his early twenties.

      “I’m looking for Olivia Hanover, do you know her?” he asked. “I’m not going to question her or anything.”

      The girls glanced at each other then looked back at him, unsure. One of the girls nodded.

      “My name is Hudson Haile. I used to work for the magazine Seen in Silverbridge—but I had nothing to do with the story about Olivia,” he hurried to say. “Actually, that’s a lie. I read it and I let it go to print, so I’m just as much to blame as … anyway. I’m here because I want to apologise to Olivia personally about what happened, and assure her I’m not going to let anything like that happen again.”

      “Seen has finished now anyway, hasn’t it?” the shorter girl asked.

      The taller girl, who had a long face that made Huds think of horses, grimaced. “Good riddance.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Huds said. “But even though it’s over, I still want to say sorry in person, and I know the girl who wrote the piece would like to say sorry too, if you think Olivia would be open to that.”

      The short girl gave a slight shrug of one shoulder. “You’re just going to apologise to her?”

      “Yes. Do you know her?”

      They nodded, and something about the way they shrunk in on themselves told Huds they knew her well. Perhaps they were even the girls who’d found Olivia unresponsive after swallowing two containers of pills.

      “Shit,” he cursed before he could stop himself. “You guys are her flatmates.”

      Both girls nodded. The short one looked teary, the taller one defiant.

      “I am so sorry you experienced that. It must have been a hectic weekend, and it must have been terrifying, what happened with Olivia.”

      The short girl spoke. “I was the one who found her.”

      “I’m sorry,” Huds said.

      The girl stared back at him, her eyes wide. The tall friend squeezed her hand then stepped toward Huds and spoke quietly. “Olivia’s studying at the library, I think. We’ve been trying to convince her to go home for the break early, but she badly wants to do her exams. This whole thing has been mega shitty.”

      “Do you know when she’ll be back?” Huds asked.

      “About six, usually. We’ve been cooking dinners for her but she’s not really eating. She still sits at the table though, so that’s something. I don’t think you fully get it, like, the whole university is talking about it. She gets shit called out at her from loser guys. It’s brutal. If you want to come back later, you can. Hit the buzzer for three and ask for Sal. That’s me.”

      Huds clasped his hands in front of him. “Thank you.”

      A few hours later, he returned to Kimberly House with three large plastic containers under his arm. He pressed the buzzer. It rang twice, and a voice answered: “Yeah?”

      “Sal?”

      The door clicked open.

      Huds made his way up the stairs, trying to keep his nerves in check. He reminded himself that he was doing the right thing. The door opened and he recognised the tall girl from the street. With a glance at the containers under his arm, she stepped back to allow him entry.

      Multiple strings of fairy lights gave Huds the feeling he’d walked into a cave crowded with glow worms. The shorter flatmate sat at the table, and next to her sat Olivia. She looked pale and skinny. Olivia looked at Huds, then at her flatmates.

      “Who’s this? What’s going on?” she asked, voice trembling.

      “It’s okay, Liv,” Sal said. “This is—”

      “My name’s Hudson,” Huds said, ripping off the band aid. “I’m from Seen.”

      The blood drained from Olivia’s face, turning her already sickly complexion pallid. Huds expected her to jump from her seat, but she stayed sitting there, barely moving. He worried she’d gone into shock.

      “You don’t have to talk to me, and I’m not here to ask you for anything. I just wanted to bring this to you and let you know how genuinely sorry I am about what happened and what we printed about you.”

      Huds placed the containers on the table and backed away as though he were dealing with a scared animal.

      “What are these?” she asked after a few moments.

      “That one is kumara takihi. That one there is raw salmon in coconut. And that one is sweet coconut bread, for dessert. I made them all myself … well, with help from my mum. But yeah. Mostly myself. You can keep them in the fridge and eat them when you’re hungry, or you can throw them out, but I wanted to stress that I am sorry about invading your privacy and printing that story. Whenever someone in our family is trying to apologise, they make food to go with the apology.”

      Olivia reached out to touch the container closest to her, then drew her hand back. The two flatmates hovered nearby. Finally, Olivia opened the top lid and visibly blanched at the strong aroma. The heady sweetness of coconut wafted through the flat.

      With a final look at Huds, she spoke: “Chelsea, could you throw me a fork, please?”

      The shorter flatmate, Chelsea, sprung off her seat and dove toward the kitchen drawers. In seconds, Olivia had a fork in her hand. She tentatively stabbed into the takihi gratin and lifted it to her mouth, keeping her distrustful eyes on Huds the whole time. Huds held his breath as she tasted it, chewing slowly.

      After a few moments of silence, Olivia nodded and her mouth turned upward in a tiny smile.

      “It’s really thoughtful of you to do this,” she said. She turned to her flatmates. “You guys should try it—it’s good.” Sal and Chelsea grabbed forks and surrounded the table, barely daring to believe their luck.

      “Thanks for letting me in, Sal,” Huds said. “I’ll get going.”

      Leaving the girls fawning over the food, which he was admittedly proud of, he walked to the door. Olivia’s voice stopped him.

      “I’m embarrassed is all,” she said.

      Huds turned. “Embarrassed about what?”

      “What do you think? Sleeping with my professor, trying to kill myself, not succeeding … I didn’t want anybody to know, obviously, and I don’t think I actually wanted to die. I just … I didn’t want to be here anymore. That doesn’t make sense, does it? I didn’t want to ‘end the game’ exactly. I wanted the plug to be pulled out and for the game not even to exist.”

      Huds didn’t know what to say, so he stayed where he was, standing in the orange glow of the fairy lights.

      “It wasn’t you guys’ fault. Well, it was, but it wasn’t completely. I’m the one who’s been an idiot, sleeping with my lecturer who’s damn-well married. I had a feeling it would come out one day, I just didn’t think it would happen with such fanfare.”

      Sal and Chelsea looked awkward, with their mouths half-full, and Huds got the impression Olivia hadn’t spoken about the situation so bluntly before.

      “I imagine your phone’s been blowing up constantly,” Huds said, and Olivia nodded. “And every time you go to uni you can see everyone giving you the side-eye and talking about you?” She nodded again.

      Huds thought about his sister Sofia. Six years ago, she’d gotten pregnant to an older guy, someone who’d left school. The whole school had found out about it and the social alienation had almost been worse than the issue itself. Their mother hadn’t been willing to talk to her but had stuck by her in her own way, and Huds lacked the tools to help. It had been Luce who’d come came to the rescue during that period. She’d driven down to South Silverbridge every morning to take Sofia to school, then walked her from class to class, acting as a protective shield between Sofia and the cliques.

      Luce had good in her, Huds had witnessed it.

      Olivia nodded. “People suck.”

      Huds laughed. “They do.”

      “The girl who hid and took photos of me. She sucks.”

      Huds didn’t want to break the trust that he’d established, but he couldn’t wholeheartedly agree with Olivia that Faven sucked. “She messed up. I’m sure if you ever felt in a place to hear it, she’d appreciate the opportunity to tell you how much she regrets it.”

      Olivia screwed up her face. “I don’t think I’ll ever be in a place for that.” She dipped her fork into the potato again and took a bite. She gestured to it. “I feel bad eating in front of you. But I’d feel bad if you left, as stupid as that is. Do you want to sit down?”

      Huds looked to Sal and Chelsea, who appeared as surprised as he was.

      “I’d love to.”

      For the next hour, Olivia told Huds everything. Professor Chikalito hadn’t been in touch since the Seen issue came out, but instead of feeling angry at him, Olivia felt as if she’d let him down. She worried about how his family were taking the news. Throughout the conversation, she blamed herself constantly, and Huds joined her flatmates assuring her the fault wasn’t hers.

      With a full stomach, Olivia sat straighter in her chair and her face regained some of its natural colour. She asked Huds about his family, and he told her he needed to find a present for his cousin who would turn two the following day.

      “You have to get The Laughing Kakapō,” Olivia said. “It’s a new picture book and I know the author. You know what? It’s late Monday shopping night on Limerick Street—I can show you where to get it.”

      “Really?” Huds and Sal said together.

      Olivia looked at her flatmates and laughed at their expressions of surprise. “Yeah. I feel like a walk; I’ve barely stretched my legs since all this shit happened. I’ll take you to my favourite bookstore and I swear, if you buy this book, you’ll be his favourite cousin for life.”
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FAVEN

        

      

    

    
      Faven must have blacked out, because the next thing she knew she was walking through the canopied walkways of the Matomato, being led along by none other than Maia Nordenstam.

      “It is black screen. Only black screen,” Maia said, sashaying through the Matomato’s gardens like some kind of sylvan nymph. Her Swedish accent was so strong that Faven had to concentrate to make out the words. “But the fragrance in the room, it is like a magic trick. It turns my mood upward. I feel good, I feel strong. Frangipani? Is that how it’s called?”

      Maia didn’t wait for an answer. They arrived at a separate block of suites; she swiped her card, moved inside, and held the door open for Faven.

      “The weather here is so dry, yes? My skin feels dry all day long, and all night as well. I have cold showers, which helps a little, but I must apply moisturising lotion to my body at least four times a day, and even then I feel dry. Do you feel dry?”

      Confronted with the otherworldliness of Maia’s beauty, Faven had turned into a reanimated corpse—she just couldn’t speak. Maia Nordenstam, a poet! Rock star, singer, songwriter, model. She stood a couple of inches taller than Faven, but obviously weighed much less.

      “You do not know English? Okay. I feel dry,” Maia continued with a laugh. “But come, see the television. You must be busy—I know there has been a lot of activity around the hotel because of everything. Lots of press people trying to sneak inside.”

      Faven concentrated on keeping her smile set firmly in place. If Maia had assumed, due to her dark skin and temporary muteness, that she didn’t understand English, that was fine with her. In fact, it could work to Faven’s advantage. All she had to do was stay quiet and listen, and she’d be safely out of there within the hour.

      Maia aimed the remote at the television and clicked some buttons. Nothing happened.

      “See? It is broken.”

      Faven held out her hand. Maia handed her the remote then collapsed onto the couch, sighing as if she’d just returned from a gigantic workday.

      “We have been stuck in this country for days now. Do not get me wrong, I like it very much. And this hotel is nice, even if we did have to change rooms.”

      It was odd; Maia didn’t seem upset or sad. It had only been a few days since Gustaf had been killed yet she seemed much more interested in pointing out the differences in the rooms.

      “The bathroom tiling … it is better in this room, but I miss the water pressure from the previous room.”

      Faven needed to at least try to fix the television in order to keep up the charade. She checked that it was plugged in—it was—so diagnosed the problem as flat remote batteries. She pulled the batteries out, stuck them between her teeth and clenched down hard. When she pulled them out, they had small dents in them.

      Maia stopped talking and watched her, bemused.

      “You bite the battery? Why do you bite the battery?”

      Faven put the batteries back in the remote. Maia had already lost interest and continued talking.

      “The best thing about being in this new room is being away from Johanna. She has been causing trouble for us the entire tour. Months we have had to put up with her behaviour, her promiscuity, her secrecy. She is never where she says she will be. She is such a troublemaker.”

      Faven clicked the power button and the screen flickered to life. Maia let out a happy shout.

      “You did it! You used your teeth and now it is fixed!”

      Faven turned the TV off, then pulled the batteries out of the remote again. She motioned with her hands in a complicated series of gestures, trying to show she intended to swap the batteries. Maia nodded, then looked concerned. She glanced around at the suite, and seemed to remember something.

      “More herbal tea, please. Herbal. Tea,” she repeated. “To. Relax.”

      Faven nodded, understanding. “’Erbal tea,” she said, laying on a thick, vague accent.

      Maia beamed, proud of Faven, then faltered.

      “It has not been easy, you know?” she said.

      Faven nodded sympathetically, willing her to go on.

      Maia’s face suddenly crumpled and she put her head in her hands. Instinct kicked in and Faven moved next to her. Maia grabbed one of her hands and leaned into Faven; the poor girl might have been an internationally recognised celebrity, but she was only twenty-two years old (only three years older than Faven—Luce’s age!) and she had lost a friend days earlier in a horrific accident. Worse, it might not have been an accident at all.

      “Our families are flying here to be with us, because we are not allowed to go home. We are being held against our will because the authorities cannot rule out the possibility that Gustaf was … was….” Maia sniffed and Faven clenched her hand tighter, giving her strength. “Murdered,” she sobbed the last word.

      Faven patted her hand. She genuinely felt for Maia.

      “I am not saying that our relationship was perfect. It was not. He stopped being fun a year ago, when he stopped doing drugs. On this tour, he decided to stop drinking too. What kind of rockstar does not drink or take drugs? He had become boring, and his songwriting had become bland.”

      Maia’s gaze settled in front of her, her eyes unfocused. “He was the least talented member of the band, but had become the most judgemental of the others. Yes, he and Patrik started the band; he deserves credit for that. But we are a team … were a team. And I have been feeling it for months, that Gustaf wanted to leave the team.”

      A clear drip of snot leaked from Maia’s nose and she sniffed it hastily back up.

      Faven remained as still as she could. She didn’t want to break the spell that Maia had cast over herself, as if she were in a confession booth and Faven was a young, black, female priest dressed in a purple hotel uniform that revealed a scandalous amount of thigh.

      “I am glad he is dead,” Maia said, a hard edge to her voice.

      She looked up at Faven suddenly, and seemed surprised by what she’d said. “I do not think I meant that. But … he held us back. He stopped us from accepting opportunities that Rex tried hard to secure for us. Opportunities that could have made us a lot of money, and I need that money. My father, he took out a loan for a stupid business idea, and it—”

      Maia shook her head and forced out a laugh. She wore no makeup, and Faven thought she looked, if possible, even more beautiful after crying.

      “I am sorry,” she said. “I am being cruel. You are working, and I am making you uncomfortable.”

      Faven waved her hand and smiled, but Maia’s bout of lachrymosity had passed, over in seconds like a summer rain. She stood up. Faven followed suit and straightened her skirt. She waved the TV remote and Maia smiled politely.

      “Thank you,” she said, taking the remote. “Thank you for listening and not judging me. I haven’t had anybody to talk to since—but our families will be here soon.”

      They stood in silence for a moment, then Maia led her to the front door. Faven followed her, her mind whirring. So much to tell Luce!

      “Oh, before you go,” Maia said. “Can you show me how to lock the inner wardrobe doors?”

      Faven looked back at her blankly, waiting for further explanation. Maia beckoned her into the bedroom (where the bed Maia Nordenstam had slept on sat in the centre of the room, sheets tousled!) and pulled open the wardrobe door. She parted the hanging dresses like curtains and Faven caught the scent of roses in the laundry detergent.

      Maia placed her hand on the back wall. “Here. I understand this is useful when you are sharing a collection of rooms, but I do not know how to lock it.”

      At the edge of the wardrobe wall was a concealed hinge. Maia pushed against the wood, and with a click the back wall of the wardrobe fell away. On the other side of the door was another wardrobe. The next room. The wardrobes of the suites were connected together through secret doors.

      “It was the same in the other suites, by the river. I could not relax knowing that Patrik could sneak into my room at any time. I understand it is probably useful but … quite uncomfortable. Patrik is a lot of fun, but he can be scary at times.”

      Faven didn’t know what to do. She nodded, pretending this was completely normal. She knew of hotels having partition doors that linked the rooms together upon request. They were useful for bigger families, or when parents and children needed separate living spaces, but to have them unlocked by default seemed like a frightening oversight.

      “I will … check,” Faven said in her improvised accent, and Maia smiled gratefully.

      “Thank you again. For the television. And for listening,” Maia said. She linked her hands as if in prayer and bowed her head like a zealot in a commune.

      Faven waved goodbye then stumbled away from the suite and back onto the concrete paving. The secret doors meant somebody else could have accessed Gustaf’s room without using the front door, making the electronic records of the lock-pad redundant.

      The walk back to the golf course passed by in a blur.

      “There you are! You didn’t get caught! That’s … well, it’s incredible, to be honest.”

      Luce laughed, but when Faven relayed what she’d found out on her mission from Maia, her face turned into a mask of surprise. When Faven was done, Luce shook her head in awe.

      “I am so proud of you,” she said. “You heard it here first: Faven Osmun is a boss bitch. And she looks damn tasty in purple.”

      Faven glanced down at the uniform. Before, it had felt uncomfortably tight. After wearing it for an hour, though, Faven was afraid it had cut off circulation to her extremities. Still, it had been worth it for the scoop.

      “I can’t believe I met Maia Nordenstam dressed like an eggplant.”

      Luce threw her head back and roared with laughter, which was the unexpected cherry on top of an already unexpectedly eventful day.
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HUDS

        

      

    

    
      Bodies bustled in the streets of central Silverbridge despite the late hour, casting long shadows in the dying sun. As Huds and Olivia tucked their jackets around themselves and braved the cold, Olivia expanded on her relationship with Professor Todd Chikalito: how it had started, and how it had continued despite its obvious wrongness. She laughed puffs of vapour into the air.

      “It’s so much easier talking about this to someone I don’t know—ooh, there it is.”

      Olivia pointed to a window full of books. Inside, she led him through aisles packed with people. Huds found himself uncomfortably close to Olivia as they wandered among the spines of books.

      “I made the first move. When it came to Todd and me actually kissing, and the sexual side of things, that was all me. That’s why this whole drama feels extra embarrassing. People are hating on him, and they’re hating on me, but nobody really knows what our relationship was like. Honestly, I’m kinda worried about how he’s taking everything—he’s extremely sensitive. If he would just talk to me, I’d chill out. But I know if we ended up alone and he wanted to rekindle things, I’d be powerless. The idea of it … it makes me feel slightly woozy, and scared. Jesus, I’m so messed up.”

      Huds cleared his throat—he felt like he hadn’t said a word in hours.

      “That’s not messed up.”

      Olivia made a sound like she wasn’t so sure.

      “To want something that makes you feel good even when you know it’s wrong?” Huds said, thinking of his relationship with Luce. “That’s normal. It’s just a shame that this particular thing that makes you feel good also makes other people feel bad.”

      “Yeah, that is a shame,” Olivia said, her gaze fixed on the books.

      Huds’s phone vibrated in his pocket. He held up an apologetic finger to Olivia and moved away before he answered it.

      “Faven?”

      “Huds! Holy moly, so much has happened. I went into the Matomato Hotel and met Maia Nordenstam from Ripe For Picking, and she told me that she’s frightened of Patrik and that Johanna is annoying and that she’s not entirely unhappy that Gustaf is dead and that they’ve got families and friends arriving in Silverbridge from Sweden and—shit, the flowers! I haven’t checked the photos of the flowers!”

      “Slow down,” Huds said. “Start from the beginning—why on earth did you go back to the Matomato?”

      As Faven explained what she’d gone through with Luce, Huds felt his blood pressure rising. Luce was still chasing the story, despite all the wreckage their involvement had caused! Wasn’t it enough that he’d lost his job and jeopardised his education?

      He interrupted her: “What are you telling me for? Sorry to snap, it’s just … I don’t work on Seen now. It’s done.”

      “I want to write a piece about suicide,” Faven said, her voice quieter. “I was thinking I’d interview some people from uni, and maybe a counsellor? I don’t want to put even more attention on Olivia, obviously, but I think I should touch on how the media—Seen specifically—can cause, you know … gnarly outcomes.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Huds said, and meant it. “And Luce has agreed to post this?”

      “Yeah. She thinks it’s a good idea.”

      “Huh.” For a few seconds, Huds didn’t know what to say. He was still angry at Luce, and he definitely feared that she would put a spin on the story that would further hurt Olivia, but he also couldn’t help part of him wanting to believe that in this situation she genuinely had good intentions.

      After giving Faven encouragement, and words of caution for taking what Luce said at face value, Huds hung up and rejoined Olivia.

      She was browsing the children’s books next to a young woman with light spun-gold hair and a pram. She spoke quietly and pointlessly to the baby, who was sleeping peacefully.

      Huds couldn’t help overhearing that she spoke a different language. A Nordic language: Swedish. The coincidence seemed uncanny—and yet, Silverbridge wasn’t a big city.

      “Hello,” Huds said to the woman. She was a girl, really. She couldn’t have been older than twenty. “Are you looking for recommendations? My friend here has a book she feels very strongly about.”

      The blonde girl looked confused for a second, then smiled a shy, timid smile. “Yes. My English is not good and I don’t know what half of these words mean.”

      Olivia laughed. “Like kiwi, kererū, kurī? Yeah, that makes sense. It’s our native language. Here—”

      She held up the cover of The Laughing Kakapō. The blond girl took it and inspected it. Her smile faltered only for a second, but Huds saw it.

      “What are you doing in Silverbridge?” he asked.

      When she looked up, her eyes shone with a film of tears.

      “I’m here because I suspect the love of my life was murdered.”

      Thirty minutes later, after Huds had purchased a copy of The Laughing Kakapō for himself and one for the Swedish girl, the three of them sat together on cane furniture nursing hot drinks. The blonde woman’s name was Ella Lurds, and her baby girl was Nova. The suspected murder victim she referred to, of course, was Gustaf Neilsen.

      “He had cleaned himself up so much, I thought he was finally safe. We were destined to be together, I was sure of it. But now … someone took him from me.”

      “How long had you known each other?” Huds asked, carefully prodding in case Ella was merely a crazed fan.

      “We went to primary school together,” she said. Ah, that settled it then.

      “Did he … forgive me for asking but, did Gustaf show any signs of depression?”

      “Careful, he’s a journalist,” Olivia said, and Ella’s eyes went wide. “Well, used to be, I should say.”

      The dark sky could no longer hold in the rain, and drops spattered on the umbrella overheard. Nova seemed to enjoy the pattering sound and gurgled with delight every time the canvas gave way and sent a deluge of water cascading to the concrete.

      “He was depressed, yes. Clinically diagnosed. He had medication, but I know there were days when he didn’t take it.”

      “You don’t have to talk about it,” Huds said, feeling suddenly guilty. If he found out any more, he’d be tempted to run back to Luce. Just the fact Gustaf had taken anti-depressant medication was a massive scoop.

      “What about you?” Ella said to Olivia. “I think it’s only fair you share some of your sob stories with me.”

      “Ha!” Olivia shared a look with Huds. “If you only knew what a timely question that is.”

      Olivia gave Ella the cliff notes of her affair with Professor Todd Chikalito.

      “Now he’s ignoring all of my calls and messages,” Olivia said. “I know he’ll be feeling wrongfully treated right now. He’ll feel targeted and that’ll be making him angry. I guess I’m afraid he’ll direct that anger at me.”

      “Has he ever directed his anger at you before?” Huds couldn’t stop himself from asking.

      “Not at me, no. But sometimes he’d get angry around me and it was pretty scary.”

      Ella shook her head. “Angry men are the worst. Gustaf never got angry—only down. I encouraged him to talk about it, but Rex wouldn’t allow Gustaf to discuss it publicly. He wanted to, but it didn’t fit with the band’s happy-party image. The rest of the band didn’t know how to handle it, so they ignored it. Only Johanna would ever ask if he’d taken his medication, and that was in a combative way, usually in response to Gustaf disagreeing with her, which happened a lot.”

      “Surely he liked being in the band, though?” Olivia asked.

      “He hated it,” Ella said, seeming surprised by the question. “He and Patrik started that band when they were seventeen years old. They did not foresee it being so successful, such an opportunity to make money, and they signed ten-year contracts. Gustaf regretted signing that contract almost every day. He was counting down the days to his freedom.”

      “Are you telling me he didn’t even like being a rockstar?” Olivia asked doubtfully.

      “For a time, yes. Drugs, drinking, girls. But after the last tour, he and Patrik started fighting more and more. Maia took Patrik’s side, Johanna took Gustaf’s, so the band split into two couples. Except Gustaf didn’t feel safe around Johanna.”

      “Yeah, she seems scary, from what I’ve read,” Olivia said.

      Huds tried to block his ears. The information being offered to him was astonishing and Luce would flip if she knew the position he was in. He concentrated on Nova in her pram.

      “He didn’t feel safe around her?” Olivia asked.

      “The band is very sexual. Patrik and Maia especially, but Johanna too. Sometimes the three of them would sleep together. But Gustaf stayed out of it.”

      Olivia sat with her mouth open, delightfully scandalised.

      “The three of them would all sleep together?” she asked in an excited whisper.

      Ella shrugged with one shoulder. “Sex is fun. Doing it with friends is fun.”

      Nova wriggled in her pram. Ella reached down and unbuckled her. “Do you mind if I feed her?” she asked.

      Olivia waved her question away while Huds sat lost in thought. It was strange for a twenty-two-year-old rockstar to object to constant sex and partying, but maybe Gustaf had been unique in that regard. Or maybe he’d only made Ella believe that.

      Ella rocked Nova against her breast, the front of her top pulled down.

      “He asked me many times to come on the tour with him, so we could spend time together and he wouldn’t be dragged to parties every night,” Ella said. “Gustaf and I had always been close friends. I had a crush on him through our teenage years, but he never felt anything for me. At least, he never told me. Just like I never told him how I felt. I was too scared.”

      Ella sighed and looked down at Nova, suckling happily. “Last year, I fell pregnant to a man from my work—a bad man. I chose to keep the baby, obviously. Through the pregnancy, Gustaf called me every day. It didn’t take long before I realised my crush on Gustaf had developed into love. I asked him to be Nova’s godfather. He suggested he quit the band and help me raise her full-time, but I refused. Now I wish…”

      Ella’s eyes welled up with tears again. “Sorry,” she said. “When I think about him and I imagine what could have been … it is impossible not to cry.”

      “It’s a terrible tragedy,” Olivia said, patting Ella’s knee.

      “Coming here was my hej mari, my hail Mary,” Ella said. “When I said I was here because I suspect he was murdered, that wasn’t completely true. I came here before he—I spent all my savings on this flight. He didn’t know I was coming.”

      Nova pulled her mouth away from Ella’s breast and started crying, sensing her mother was upset. Ella let the tears flow and patted Nova’s back, burping and cuddling her at the same time.

      “He was murdered,” Ella said with a sudden vehemence that made Huds inclined to believe her, despite the lack of evidence. “He wanted out, and they wouldn’t let him leave. And now my Gustaf is gone. He was my everything and I never got to tell him. Now he’s gone.”
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LUCE

        

      

    

    
      Luce lay on her couch, scrolling through her phone. Saturday night and she had no plans—Huds still wasn’t talking to her, Jordan was busy with his team, and it was only just dawning on her that she’d gone through her entire time at university without making any girlfriends. Acquaintances, sure. But she’d clearly relied on her close relationship with Huds so much that she hadn’t considered what to do if he wasn’t around.

      Her phone vibrated. A message from Faven:

      
        
          
            
              
        Just heard about a custodian here at uni who’s supposedly fooling around with his sister.

      

      

      

      

      

      Luce grimaced. Incest stories weren’t hot or cool, despite what an uncomfortably large contingent of porn searches would tell you.

      Faven sent a follow-up message:

      
        
          
            
              
        They only slept together once or twice, I think. But could be a good opening for an open letter request? ‘Ten Times Siblings Crossed The Line’ or something like that?

      

      

      

      

      

      Luce replied:

      
        
          
            
              
        Go and see if he’ll do an interview. We’ll print it if they a) have both been of legal age the entire time, and if b) there’s penetration involved. A hand job is not good enough!!!1!!

      

      

      

      

      

      As soon as the message sent, she regretted it. What was she doing? The Seen website had been getting record levels of engagement and Luce knew that if they printed another issue of the magazine it would sell big numbers, but she wasn’t sure if it was what she wanted anymore. Did she want the magazine to be known for its perverted scoops on brother-sister hookups? Her stomach dropped when she imagined Rodney Holliday’s reaction to her headline: Oh Brother!

      Seen was nothing without Huds, and she knew it. Luce had a knack for rooting out gossip; Huds was the moral compass. Luce squeezed the bridge of her nose hard—a thunderstorm had developed in her frontal cortex.

      She checked the Seen socials. Earlier, she’d posted a tidbit she’d heard about a famous chef. You heard it here first: Francesca Trenton writes off daughter’s car as a tax expense—another example of the 1% cooking the books.

      She had been proud of the pun, as low-hanging as the fruit was. But despite the worthwhile content, the comments stank.

      You know these guys are trash right? Gutter press!

      They made a girl kill herself

      SLAPS EATS SHIT

      No amount of blocking, muting or unfollowing seemed to make a dent in the haters.

      Luce dragged herself to the kitchen for a much-needed drink. Ice had taken over her freezer, calcifying the packets of berries to the vegan pastry. By the time she’d filled the blender with ice, vodka, berries, and tequila, the kitchen floor was striated with bright red streaks of melted berries, like bloodstains.

      Up to? she messaged Jordan. Three dots appeared, then a response: drinking. wanna join?

      Fighting her lethargy, Luce struggled into a tight-fitting cream dress and downed three medium-strength cocktails. She blasted Sahara Hotnights out of her bluetooth speaker, an all-girl Swedish rock band she’d chosen in honour of Ripe For Picking. As she applied her makeup, the music was interrupted by the jangling of her ringtone.

      Sylvia Sharp calling …

      Luce groaned and let the phone ring, her mascara half-applied. Her shoulders didn’t leave her ears until the call dropped and the music restarted itself. She ignored the notification: 1 unplayed voicemail.

      More than half-cut, Luce caught a taxi to the harbourside. Jordan and his Arrows pals were drinking in Green, one of the city’s three hottest new clubs. The decor was entirely … yes, green. Furniture, drinks, even the lighting. Luce ordered a lime daiquiri and a green lager for Jordan, then barely got a chance to drink because partiers swamped them. As usual, people tripped over themselves to get a selfie with Jordan.

      “How’s your punts looking, Jordz?”

      “Ready for a killer season I hope, big man!”

      But this time it was different. Half the people approaching them wanted to talk to Luce and ask her about Seen. Had she heard about the third-year who’d been caught siphoning money from the student body? Had she heard about the young professor who used to be a backup dancer for Hirashio Bongbong? What about the custodian who’s apparently sleeping with his sister? (Yes she had heard about that one, thank you, Faven!)

      Luce revelled in her newfound celebrity status, accepting shots and noting down every piece of gossip thrown her way. She didn’t even get a chance to dance.

      “I’m sick of this joint,” Jordan yelled in her ear. “Feel like I’m on a giant golf course.”

      They moved to the next club: Orange. Orange was the natural second step on a night out. It had a slightly more edgy feel than Green, but was more debauched than Red. As in Green, Luce and Jordan accepted pats on the back and screams of adulation as they walked to the bar. People couldn’t buy her drinks fast enough.

      “Loved that piece about Gustaf,” someone said. “Dumb fuck deserved to go—hate his music.”

      “Nice job on exposing that tramp Olivia!” someone shouted. “The slutty undead!”

      Luce span around, incensed. She intended to scold him—the people in Seen were still people—but in her drunkenness she slipped forward. The point of her finger sunk into the jelly of his eye. There were exclamations and mumbled apologies, and Luce needed a drink to ease the awkwardness.

      Crimson bodies writhed on the dance floor, giving the place a horror-scene feel. Wait, red light? Luce couldn’t remember leaving Orange, but they must have, because she was now crammed up against people so tightly they may as well have been in a train during rush hour, and they were all the colour of tomatoes.

      Jordan yelled something in her ear. She yelled something back, and suddenly they were fighting, but she had no idea what about. She knew how to placate Jordan, so she pulled him into a bathroom stall, undid his belt and prepared to—he pulled her back up and then her forehead was leaning against a cool glass window, unfocused blooms of light swishing by amid the smell of vomit…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Morning. A dry mouth and a deep tide of shame. Luce felt Jordan’s weight in bed next to her but she couldn’t bring herself to face him just yet, so she made a move to slip quietly out of bed. As her feet touched the ground, her stomach flipped and she had to rush to the toilet. A waterfall of vomit ejected out of her mouth and—mostly—landed in the bowl. It seemed to last forever. Every time she thought she was finished, a fresh wave of brown putrescence gushed forward, tying her stomach in knots.

      Once the worst was over, Luce collapsed on her side against the cold floor tiles. Jordan sat up in bed and eyed her.

      “Worth it?” he asked.

      She groaned in response.

      Above her the skylight revealed a clouded sky, as if the world had pulled a giant grey blanket over itself. Nature had turned the saturation down.

      The sound of Jordan’s feet padding across the bathroom sounded extra loud in her head. He lifted the toilet seat and took a piss, not seeming to care about her lying right next to him. Luce looked away.

      “You were the it girl last night. Everybody wanted a piece of you.” Jordan’s voice was flat.

      “You wanted to tell everybody about wardrobe doors and to look out for Patrik. Then you regaled everyone with the history of your relationship with Haile.”

      Luce’s mouth filled with saliva. A further ejection was imminent.

      “Woe is Luce. Her closest friend is no longer talking to her,” Jordan spoke in a high, whiny voice, soaked with derision.

      “Jordz—“

      “There I am, standing right next to you, looking like a pathetic cuckold.”

      “You’re not pathetic.”

      “You did a good job of making me look it,” he snapped.

      A roiling shift in her stomach made Luce grab for the toilet bowl and hike herself up, prepared for the next onslaught. She remembered her attempt at appeasing him the night before, his dismissal, and hoped she might be able to turn it around on him.

      “I tried to suck you off,” she said, her voice echoing in the toilet bowl. “And you rejected me.”

      “You pulled my pants down in the middle of the dance floor!” he hissed.

      Oh.

      “The club has a separate area if you want to fool around, but they frown on people whipping themselves out on the dance floor. I asked if you wanted to go into the sex room and you just started talking about incest.”

      A blanket of shame wrapped around her. “I thought—”

      A rocket of vomit shot from Luce’s mouth and splashed across the back of the toilet seat. She managed to shift her head so some went in the bowl where it mixed with the dark yellow of Jordan’s un-flushed urine.

      “Oh babe,” Jordan said, then she felt his hands grabbing her gently and pulling her hair back from her face, out of the way of the sick. He pulled the flush and the mess of their joint bodily fluids disappeared in a tornado of filth.

      “You … haven’t … washed your … hands,” she said between heaving breaths.

      Jordan sighed and went back into the bedroom, leaving Luce clutching the cistern and panting.
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HUDS

        

      

    

    
      The Haile family, standing close to the front as always, rose to sing I Will Follow with the rest of the congregation. Marine reached for Huds’s hand as the song finished and gave it a comforting squeeze. He’d applied for six new jobs and heard back from four with a curt ‘not interested’ email.

      The twins, Sebastian and Franck, had been fielding questions from their high school friends all week about Huds’s involvement in the Ripe For Picking murder case (as it had come to be known). Huds had told them to keep quiet, which he expected to happen about as much as he expected to start lactating.

      He sung louder, powering out the lyrics until his voice echoed around the nave. When he sang loud enough, all other feelings floated away.

      Back at home, the twins cooked Sunday lunch. Conversation flowed within the Haile family, everyone talking over each other and teasing. Julian had made friends with a new girl at his school who had immigrated from Iran, Sofia and her netball team were basking in their latest win, and the twins kept up their usual routine of undercutting everything with a joke.

      “What about you, Huds?” his mother asked, interrupting the clatter of cutlery.

      “No netball game wins for me, sadly,” he said, to a general chorus of groans.

      “Any Iranian girls?” Sebastian asked with nudge towards Franck. Julian tossed a bread roll across the table at him and was quickly chided by their mum.

      “Daisy Lee, my workmate, asked if I wanted to join her for a workout,” Huds said.

      “I like her,” his Mum said. “She’s good people. I could see myself with some nice Oriental grandchildren.”

      “Mum!” Sofia said. “You can’t say that!”

      Marine threw her hands in the air. “I’m not allowed to say anything anymore.”

      Huds laughed. He loved his family. But the truth was he felt strangely empty; he missed being part of a team. He missed Seen in Silverbridge. Faven’s relentless efforts inspired him, and Vern never failed to make him laugh with his enthusiasm for shifting piles of magazines around town. And of course there was Luce. He quickly shifted his concentration back to the food.

      After lunch, Huds lay on his bed with his laptop. His fingers hovered over the keys for a long while before he finally typed in his Seen email login. 259 unread emails. He skim-read the subject headings.

      Crazy new drug craze you guys should be looking into

      Wedding photography enquiry

      That Chikalito piece was disgustingly unfair!

      SLAPS SUX

      Abbey Lane drama

      The Gold family own Silverbridge. It is not okay.

      Good scoop on the Arrows

      On and on they went, readers offering stories they hoped would be a ticket to a few seconds of fame. One of the newer emails caught his eye.

      
        
        Subject: Thanks again. From: Olivia Hanover.

      

        

      
        Hudson,

        Just wanted to send a quick email thanking you again for the other night. It was unexpected and kinda weird, but you totally won me over with that coconut bread. And the walk afterwards was really nice, even in the rain. I can’t believe we ended up meeting Gustaf Neilsen’s oldest friend!

        I caught up with Ella again today, actually. She doesn’t have any friends in Silverbridge and is stuck here while Gustaf’s inquest drags on. She said the manager of the band hasn’t been at all helpful. Apparently he promised to help her financially but she can’t stand the guy and would rather she never had to see him again. The rest of the band has been ghosting her. They sound kinda shit, which is a shame coz I’ve always liked their music.

        I hope your cousin likes the book. Please let me know.

        - Olivia

      

        

      
        P.S. I kinda want the recipe for the coconut bread but I kinda don’t because I know I’ll eat it too much and get fat and this is a particular time where I don’t need any more to worry about.

      

        

      
        P.P.S. I hope you don’t find it weird I emailed you through your Seen email. I couldn’t find you on social media. I don’t even know if you check it anymore because you said you’d left, but thought it was worth a shot. I used to really like the magazine so even though it almost ruined my life, I’m sad to see it’s over.

      

      

      Huds reread the email, feeling warm. He was glad to see Olivia had regained a sense of cheerfulness, but the information that Ella Lurds was stuck in Silverbridge concerned him. Rex Collins seemed like a piece of work.

      Huds itched to message Luce and tell her about Ella Lurds, and about Rex, and about Olivia, and about his latest job prospects, but he stopped himself. It definitely wasn’t healthy that almost every thought he had came with a desire to ask her opinion.

      As he went to close his laptop, a notification dinged in the top corner: News Alert from The Silverbridge Sentinel. He followed it to The Sentinel’s homepage.

      The photo showed a familiar face. A thick head of dark hair with sprays of silver and a strong jawline—Rodney Holliday.

      The headline read: Shipman-Tuitoko Case Too Much for Holliday.

      Huds read the article and found that, basically, Rodney was doomed. Charged with the slander of multiple members of parliament, Rodney had been found guilty. His exposé claiming multiple government employees had accepted bribes to rule against a local tribe in a land battle had been big news the year before, a conspiracy reveal of the highest order. Huds, along with the general public, had been outraged. Holliday had investigated the story over the course of three years, scrutinising every piece of evidence to ensure its validity. There had been calls for him to be put forward for another Peabody.

      But instead the billion dollar development company had pressed charges against Holliday for calumny. At first, the charges had almost been laughed out of court, but then one by one Holliday’s witnesses and documents fell like dominoes. Interviews had been disputed; transcripts and recordings had suddenly gone missing. Now Holliday looked like a fool.

      Huds quietly rooted for him despite Luce’s vehement dislike of the man. As he reached the end of the article, he was surprised the writer never used the phrase ‘Maybe it’s time for Rodney to take a Holliday?’ until he remembered he was reading The Sentinel, not Seen. The Sentinel was a grown-up newspaper, objective and staunch. He couldn’t picture the journalists feverishly penning articles after a couple of drinks like he and Luce had for Seen.

      He wondered if Luce had read the article, and what her thoughts would be. Even though the magazine was finished, their socials were alive and well. He hoped in vain Luce wouldn’t leverage Holliday’s pain for a cheeky gotcha moment.

      He should message her. It would be the right thing to do, wouldn’t it?

      No, he couldn’t. If he made contact with Luce, she’d pull him into her orbit and he’d never escape again.

      He picked up his phone and navigated to his message thread with Luce. Just to see. Her last messages were a stream of pleas.

      
        
          
            
              
        Pick up your phone boy

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Please? X

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Hey, I bought you that new phone

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Okay we bought it, with Seen money

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Fine. You actually want to freeze me out? I can do it. I can last longer than you.

      

      

      

      

      

      One hour later:

      
        
          
            
              
        This is lame. Call me and let’s talk it out.

      

      

      

      

      

      Huds’s fingers hovered over his screen. He typed.

      Hi.

      He deleted it. Retyped: Did you read the Sentinel piece?

      Then he deleted that too.

      On a whim, he opened up the Seen website. Although it had been barely five minutes since The Sentinel piece had been published, Luce had already chosen a stance. It was not what Huds had expected.

      
        
        SEEN STANDS WITH RODNEY

        He read the piece as fast as he could and marvelled at the sign-off by Luce Sharp. What did this mean?

        Luce asserted her support for Rodney Holliday despite the recent updates in the case against him, claiming he had been ‘done dirty by big corp’ and ‘spat on by the head honchos of Silverbridge’s sycophantic inner circle’.

        The hairs stood up on his arms. Luce was playing with fire by making these statements, and while it seemed melodramatic to say he worried for her safety, he wouldn’t be surprised if she ran into a few hiccups in the coming days. Luckily, Luce had never relied on the powers-that-were of Silverbridge to hitch up her lifestyle. She had her rich parents for that.

      

      

      As Huds stared at the screen, the website flickered and reloaded. The piece remained the same, except an additional line had been added to the bottom—Luce must have amended the copy. She would sometimes do so if she’d hit Publish too quickly then thought of a slice of wit she simply had to add. And sure enough, Huds recognised that was what had happened. The last line now read: After all, there’s no such thing as a bad Holliday.

      He couldn’t help but laugh. He would have suggested ‘After all, after the year Rodney’s had, he deserves a Holliday’. But on second thought, his version lacked the double meaning. Luce had nailed it again.
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LUCE

        

      

    

    
      In an effort to stave off her hangover, Luce updated her makeshift crime wall. She printed out pictures of Maia, Patrik and Johanna from Ripe For Picking, Rex Collins the Southern manager, Preston the security guard, and Huds. She’d put Huds up there purely so she could fill out some space, otherwise the wall display looked laughably paltry. She wrote wardrobe doors on a piece of paper and tacked it to the side.

      She called her old schoolfriend (now Constable) Marie Wilson.

      “And get this, Marie, you push on the back wall of the wardrobe and voila! The wood swings away on a hinge revealing—you’re not gonna believe this—”

      “The next-door suite,” Marie interrupted. “We know. Luce, it might not look like it but we actually work really hard, and from time to time we’re known to be competent at our jobs. The Gustaf Neilsen case is basically over. We’re tying up the inhumane amounts of paperwork now. The Swedish authorities are taking over but word is they don’t feel confident it’ll come to anything.”

      “What’s with the attitude, Marie? Come on, we’re friends.”

      “Superintendent Kendrick found out that we know each other. I shouldn’t even be talking to you. Yeah, actually, I should go.”

      Marie rang off without a goodbye, leaving Luce feeling even crummier than she had that morning, and considering that had involved vomiting onto her boyfriend’s piss, that was saying something.

      Speaking of Jordan, he still hadn’t called. But he would.

      Sunday turned into Monday, and Luce’s phone was mysteriously quiet. Her mood took a deep dive as she checked her bank account, calculating that she only had enough funds to pay rent until the end of the year.

      Just as she was entertaining the idea of calling her parents and begging, her phone lit up.

      
        
          
            
              
        Huds Haile

      

      
        Good call on the Holliday support piece. Truly.

      

      

      

      

      

      Luce stared at the screen for a few seconds, her heart threatening to burst. She typed out a dozen potential responses but decided on: thanks x.

      Feeling lighter than air, she checked Seen’s analytics.

      Retention was up; that surprised her. Usually politics lost readers, but they seemed to have kept interest. Might have been Rodney’s rakish charm.

      Her phone lit up with a notification.

      
        
        Private Message (1) for @lucelips

        From: @rodholliday

      

        

      
        Still disagree strongly with your methods, but thank you for the article of support. Unexpected.

      

      

      Luce stared at her phone for a full ten minutes, then replied carefully.

      
        
        You were shafted. Any decent outlet would have stuck by you, and The Sentinel has lost a valuable subscriber (me 😇) due to their shortsightedness. Power to you, Roddles!

      

      

      She deleted the message and started again.

      
        
        Sorry about the blackmail charade 😬 I’m a loser.

      

      

      She hit Send and tried to concentrate on the analytics. After thirty seconds, her phone lit up again.

      
        
        Patrik wasn’t in his suite when the explosion happened. Apparently went to Red bar. He was wearing a mask so my source is unsure it was him. Might be worth checking out.

      

      

      Heart racing, Luce replied:

      
        
        😱😱😱❤️❤️❤️

      

      

      Rodney sent a :) in return (he was such an old man), then all of his messages, including the tip-off, disappeared. It was just like a spy movie!

      Except with typed smileys.

      Fighting a gnawing sense of guilt at her foolish entrapment of Rodney, Luce turned to her crime wall. Patrik Dixgard, Gustaf’s closest bandmate….

      She needed to pay another visit to Red, sober this time.

      “Hey, boss-bitch,” Luce said as Faven answered her call. “Up for another mission?”

      An hour later, Luce and Faven approached Red bar.

      In the daytime, the place looked like a public toilet. Faven stamped her feet against the cold and watched Luce knock on the door.

      “Wait on!” an angry voice came from inside.

      Seconds later, a squat man with cobwebs of broken capillaries over his nose appeared in the narrow gap in the door.

      “We open at nine,” he snapped, his voice sounding like gravel underneath car tyres.

      “I think I left my earrings here the other night,” Luce pleaded.

      The man glowered, then pushed the door shut. Luce stopped it with her foot.

      “Okay, okay,” she placated. “It’s a bit more serious than that. The other night …” Luce glanced at Faven, summoning up some gall. “I think somebody slipped something into my drink.”

      The haggard man squinted at her, dubious. She could feel Faven’s surprised glare.

      “I was hoping you’d let me check the cameras, to see if I was drugged.”

      “That’s none of my business,” the haggard man said, and pushed at the door.

      “None of your business?” Faven asked, her voice louder than Luce had ever heard it. “It literally is your business. If someone is drugged in your bar, you’re responsible.”

      The man’s lip curled up in disgust as he mulled over his options.

      “Listen,” Luce said, seeing Faven had gotten worked up. “We’re from a publication called Seen in Silverbridge. It’s become—” she looked at Faven and couldn’t help a tone of pride creeping into her voice. “Pretty damn popular as of late. And if you don’t let me in to review the security camera footage, I’ll write a nice long story about how the Red club perpetuates rape culture.”

      The man looked between them with a deepening sneer, then reluctantly walked back into the dim club, leaving the door to swing inwards.

      Luce avoided Faven’s eyes as they entered. She felt despicable for claiming such a thing, but needs must.

      “The monitors are in the back office,” the man barked.

      A distinct reek of old cabbage and sour sweat clung to the place, and despite the fact that she was holding her breath, Luce felt the sensory memory of her drunken night returning to her. Her stomach turned over.

      Their footsteps made a clicking sound as they walked to the back office. Luce wasn’t surprised to see papers strewn messily over the desk. Two computers sat along a wall.

      “There’s a RAID here, leading to this computer,” Faven said, pointing to a black container with cords spiralling from it.

      “A what?”

      “Redundant Array of Independent Disks. Like, a big hard drive.”

      “Just say a big hard drive, then.”

      Luce motioned for Faven to sit on the stained office chair and stood behind her. The password was handily written on a post-it note stuck to the monitor; Faven typed it in. The screen split into eight equal parts, each showing a different area of the bar.

      Faven clicked on the date and time parameters then looked back at Luce questioningly.

      “Gustaf died on the twenty-ninth of October, just after one in the morning,” Luce said.

      Faven typed and hit Enter. The cameras changed from an empty bar to one filled with throngs of people, dancing in a flashing red strobe light.

      “Where’s the entrance?”

      Faven pointed to the upper-left square and together they eagle-eyed it as she fast forwarded through the footage. When the time reached 03:00, Faven spooled back to 00:30 and they looked again.

      “He’s not here,” Luce said after they’d combed through the footage three times. “Maybe Rodney was leading us on a wild goose chase.”

      “Hold on.” Faven rewound the footage and played it from 00:45 again. “He might be wearing something unexpected.”

      After a few moments, Faven paused the footage.

      “Is that him?” Faven asked, pausing the frame and pointing to a tall figure wearing a high-collared shirt with the top three buttons undone, a Venetian mask over his face.

      “That’s him!” Luce squinted at the screen. “I remember the shirt. Telling porkies, weren’t you, Patrik?”

      “So this is proof,” Faven said. “He wasn’t in his room like he told the authorities.”

      “Let’s go forward and see if he takes the mask off.”

      “Ooh, he’s with someone,” Faven said as the video resumed. A petite woman, long dark hair flowing out the side of her own Venetian mask, followed Patrik into the bar.

      “That’s Maia,” Faven said. “I recognise her build.”

      “You recognise her build, do you? What, because you met her in person? You’re never going to shut up about that, are you?”

      Faven’s cheeks glowed red but she smiled as she navigated the playback. They watched as Patrik and Maia walked to the bar, did some shots, then danced.

      “Let me get some footage of this.”

      Luce turned her phone to camera mode and filmed the computer screen as a masked Patrik and Maia threw their bodies around the dance floor.

      “Phone footage of computer screens looks horrible,” Faven said. “Let me…”

      She tapped a few keys and screen recording controls appeared. She hit ‘Record’ and Luce watched as the video was captured in the highest possible quality.

      “Boss-bitch,” Luce said. “Oop, where are they going now?”

      It took Faven and Luce a few seconds to find them again.

      “There, going behind that curtain. It looks like there’s a door behind there,” Faven said, squinting close to the screen. “But I can’t find where it leads to. They don’t have a camera in there.”

      Luce remembered what Jordan had said about the place. “The sex room.”

      “The what?” Faven turned in her seat.

      “It’s what makes this place so popular. An unofficial sex room. Where people go to, you know, have sex.”

      “People just walk in there and … have sex?”

      “Or watch other people have sex. Or join in with other couples. Are you shocked? Sex with strangers isn’t taboo anymore, not for our generation.”

      “It certainly is for me,” Faven replied. “Are you being serious? We now have footage of Patrik Dixgard and Maia Nordenstam going into a sex party?”

      Luce grinned. “Seen gets the scoop again—I owe Rodney a drink. Spool back and get a screen recording.”

      Faven did. But as they were recording the screen, watching Patrik pull back the curtain and gesturing for Maia to enter, Luce noticed another figure leaving the sex room. She hadn’t seen it before because her attention had been on Patrik and Maia, but this time there was no mistaking it. A slight but voluptuous figure, female, with long muscular legs and thick dark hair pulled into a messy chignon.

      “Pause,” Luce said. She cleared her throat. “Is that who I think it is?”

      Even on the pixelated screen and in the dim light of the bar, the girl was beautiful, albeit in a sly way, her dark eyebrows and thick lips giving her the look of a proud Greek goddess.

      “No,” Faven said. “She’s too young to be in here, isn’t she? And who’s the guy coming out with her?”

      The man looked a lot older than the girl and sported a finely manicured goatee.

      “We have to pixelate her face before we post this,” Luce said.

      “Are you sure?” Faven asked. “Luce, this is … a pretty major scoop. Especially considering recent events. This would be huge for Seen.”

      Luce nodded, but Huds’s praise over her newly found decency echoed in her head. The whole reason they were there was because Rodney had tipped her off. Luce knew what Huds would want her to do—and she was determined to do the right thing.

      “Our story is Patrik and Maia in Red; however, before we do anything else, I need to call Rodney and tell him his underage daughter has been sneaking into sex parties with an older man.”
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RODNEY

        

      

    

    
      Across town, away from the bustle of Silverbridge Central, Rodney Holliday sat at his writing desk sipping a glass of whisky and shuffling through sheaves of paper he now feared were redundant. Reports, witness statements, interview transcripts. For five years he’d let his work be the centre of his being, trumping his marriage, his fatherly duties, and his social life. Where had that work got him? In the third lane of State Highway Fuck-All.

      Rodney refused to admit he had been beaten, despite the mountains of evidence against him. On the corner of his desk, a judge’s report read: Final conviction and sentencing.

      He planned on having it framed. A reminder that when traipsing into the jungle of journalistic justice, one had to beware of snakes.

      Rodney Emery Holliday … Convicted of Libel … to come up if called upon—

      His phone vibrated. He groaned inwardly and prepared for the emotional onslaught of another lecture from his ex-wife.

      
        
        Private Message (1) for @rodholliday

        From: @lucelips

      

        

      
        Could you come over? 7A Mortimer Mall, Central.

      

      

      Huh. A day before, Rodney wouldn’t even have considered engaging with the likes of Luce Sharp, or anyone else involved with Seen. But the enmity he’d felt from the blackmail had cooled. He even felt a little embarrassed he’d fallen for the stupid trick. And, since Luce’s unexpected and swift show of support following his dismissal from The Sentinel….

      He replied:

      
        
        on my way :)

      

      

      Then deleted the smiley—damn muscle memory.

      “This place is impressively shiny,” he said, as he walked in to Luce’s pristine apartment. Curved lines, empty spaces, minimal decor. “It’s very … curated.”

      “Rodney Holliday in my apartment,” Luce said, and Rodney thought she looked strangely nervous. The arrogant young woman he remembered from Queensbridge carpark had disappeared. “Surreal.”

      “Don’t worry; I was careful not to be spotted on my way up. Don’t want your reputation sullied on behalf of yours truly. Hi, Faven.”

      Faven, the shy African girl who’d supposedly ‘hacked’ his phone, waved sheepishly from where she stood across the room.

      “Did you go to Red?” Rodney asked. “A friend of a friend is friends with the owner and let me know I might want to pop by.”

      “Is that what he said? ‘You might want to pop by’?”

      “In as many words. Did you go?”

      “Yeah … we did … um, do you want to take a seat? Do you want a drink?” Luce said, forcing a smile that looked like it hurt her face.

      “Already had a couple,” he said. Then, in response to her expression: “I got convicted of libel last week, remember? I’m allowed to drink in the day.”

      “You should have another one. Definitely.”

      Rodney started to get a cold feeling. He stayed where he was. “What’s going on, Lucinda?”

      She winced. “Call me Luce. And don’t rush me—I’m trying to be tactful.”

      “The last time we spoke, you invaded my privacy. I think we’re past the need for tact.” Rodney’s voice came out louder than he intended. Maybe he’d had too much whisky. And he’d driven here! What a stupid risk. He could’ve been pulled over by police on the way and ended up with another conviction on his record.

      “Suit yourself.” Luce shrugged. “Here.”

      “Luce—” Faven said, stepping forward. But Rodney was fast; he grabbed Luce’s phone out of her hand.

      “Wait,” Faven said again. “Before you look—”

      For a few seconds, he didn’t know what he was seeing.

      “Is that—?”

      A sledgehammer drove into his solar plexus, winding him.

      Ruby. A club—Red. She’s only … how could she be…? But it was clearly her. Dolled up in a short skirt that he would never have let her leave the house wearing, walking out of some sort of back room—

      He took a second to rally his defences, then looked up at Luce and said in what he hoped was a nonchalant manner: “If this is another ruse, it’s not cute.” He could feel the blood coming back to his legs, roaring up his body and making his head swim. “It was despicable enough the first time, but this…”

      Luce’s lips pressed together in a straight line, and he knew it was real.

      “Dammit!” Rodney yelled and tossed the phone against the couch. “No!”

      Luce cringed. “Sorry to be the bearer, and all that.”

      Rodney cleared his throat. “You mentioned a drink?”

      Luce skittered over to the kitchen, pulled open a freezer and attempted to pull out an ice tray. It was jammed.

      “Neat is fine,” Rodney said, his throat dry.

      Luce course-corrected, pulling a random bottle from a wine holder. Tequila. Rodney’s shock and disgust was turning into a fanatical rage, bubbling, roiling, sizzling like acid. He needed to move. On his feet, he paced. He fished the phone from the folds of the couch and looked at the photo again.

      Behind Ruby was a goateed man Rodney recognised.

      “Benjamin Swain,” Faven said quietly. “Sports sub-editor at The Sentinel.”

      Rodney knew him; Swain was a cocky upstart who got paid twice as much as his colleagues for doing half the work.

      “Grah!” The noise materialised out of nowhere, and before he could stop himself he swung his fist in a wide arc and punched the wall.

      His knuckles bounced off the hard fibreglass and a bolt of stabbing pain shot up his arm.

      “Fuck!” he yelled. He cradled his hand with his other arm, bringing Luce’s phone uncomfortably close to his face, the smug face of Benjamin Swain taunting him.

      “What did you do that for?” Luce yelled from the kitchen.

      Pins stabbed into his knuckles when he tried to move his fingers.

      “Get this down him,” Luce said to Faven. She slid a tall glass of tequila across the counter to Faven, who grabbed it and delivered it to Rodney. He took it with his uninjured hand and gulped it gratefully, the stinging sensation of warm alcohol a burning catharsis down his throat.

      “This will have to do,” Luce said, walking out of the kitchen carrying a plastic bag of something, ice and water dripping over the kitchen floor. “Some dumpling skins. They must have been sitting in there for a year or so. I never get around to cooking.”

      Rodney took the bag of dumpling skins and lowered himself onto the couch, sighing at the cool relief the cold had on his quickly-swelling knuckles.

      “I suppose you’re going to post this,” Rodney said. “Unless I what? Give you my bank account details or something?”

      Luce shook her head.

      “I hope you understand why I’m having a hard time trusting you,” he said.

      “Why would Benjamin Swain be courting your underage daughter? Surely this would do more damage to him than you if it were to get out? He’s what, almost thirty?”

      “Thirty-four, if memory serves,” Rodney said.

      “Eww!” Faven said.

      “Then we do him!” Luce’s eyes were bright. “If you’ll allow it, we can do a piece about it. Bring the pervert down!”

      “No!” Rodney yelled back. “First of all, that’s my daughter! I don’t want her mistakes broadcast all over Silverbridge. It’ll haunt her for years. Secondly, it’s not technically illegal. An underage patron is allowed into a bar if they’re accompanied by a guardian.”

      “But he’s a thirty-four-year-old with a seventeen-year-old!”

      “Which is not illegal.”

      “But it’s disgusting.”

      “Undoubtedly. But illegal, no.”

      Luce huffed. “This is infuriating.”

      Rodney leaned back on the couch and winced as he repositioned the frozen bag of dumpling skins. He chanced a look at his knuckles—they had already turned a dark purple.

      “I think I’ve broken something,” he said, but Luce was no longer listening. She turned to Faven.

      “Let’s push play on the Patrik and Maia piece. Are you able to fire it up into a few social posts and pull some stills from the video? I’ll give it a little tickle, spice up the language. Let’s see if we can get a contact for Rex Collins and let him know before we publish it. Maybe he’ll wrangle an interview with the band to stop us from printing.”

      While Luce and Faven busied themselves at the computer, Rodney attempted to make a fist. Any small movement sent a wave of pain up his arm so strong it made him nauseous. The image of Benjamin Swain with his hand on the small of his daughter’s back was seared into his retina. He wanted to rip his head off. But as he ran through potential actions, he quickly came to the conclusion that he was backed into a corner. With his recent loss of social capital following his conviction, and Swain’s near indemnity as a golden boy at The Sentinel, Rodney could only stew and develop a stomach ulcer.

      He chugged back the rest of the tequila.

      Yeah that’s it, drink up. The best course of action, much better than putting in a bit of effort to be a better father. He could work on keeping his cool with Ruby’s mother, they could project more of a united front. For Christ’s sake, where had he dropped the ball? When hadn’t he given Ruby enough attention? He gave her plenty of attention!

      Okay, maybe that wasn’t a hundred percent accurate. It was difficult. Before, when Helene and Rodney had been doing well, everything was easy. They’d been a team and tackled issues together. Rodney missed being part of a team.

      For a few minutes, Rodney allowed himself to sink into self-pity. Luce and Faven seemed to have forgotten all about him—they were huddled over the computer in excited whispers.

      The front door buzzed, and all three of them looked up together.

      Faven looked scared. “Who … who could be here? Are we in trouble?”

      Luce hit the intercom and the black and white screen showed a face that Rodney recognised.

      “Huds!” Luce shouted and mashed the unlock button with glee, letting him straight in.
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      Luce stood waiting for the elevator doors to open, butterflies in her stomach. They parted to reveal Huds smiling the same smile she’d seen a million times. All the knots in her shoulders unravelled at once.

      “There she is,” Huds said, crossing the gap between them.

      “Do we hug?”

      “You want to?”

      Luce hugged him. Huds’s upper body was thick with muscle—he was a very good hugger.

      “Friends again?” she asked.

      “Were we not friends for a while there?”

      She laughed, even though it was a bad joke. Her whole body felt lighter and everything seemed suddenly funny.

      “I’ve been dying to tell you what I— oh, hi?”

      Rodney swayed off balance as he offered his left hand. “Haile.”

      “Hello … Rodney Holliday of The Sentinel,” Huds said, accepting the shake. He flashed her a look that Luce took to mean, ‘whaaaaaaaaat?’

      “Rodney helped us with a tip-off about Patrik and Maia from Ripe For Picking. Turns out they weren’t in their suites when Gustaf died like they claimed,” Luce explained. “But while we were investigating, we saw—”

      Rodney spluttered into his whisky. Luce got the hint and shushed.

      “Right. Hey, Faven,” Huds said.

      Faven waved and blushed from the kitchen counter.

      The four stood awkwardly in the middle of Luce’s apartment, conversation spent.

      “So … we’re all here,” Luce said, then turned to Rodney. “I think we should start with apologies.”

      “Great idea,” Rodney said. “But look, as far as I’m concerned, it’s water under the bridge. You’ve made up for it with the article. The Sentinel got a lot of vehement social media messages—not the support I’m used to, but it made for a nice change.”

      “I was meaning for you to apologise to Huds.”

      Rodney laughed. “What for?”

      “You wrote that piece about him being in custody over Gustaf Neilsen’s death, remember? That hurt his feelings.”

      “It didn’t hurt my feelings,” Huds said, indignant.

      “Yes it did,” Luce said.

      “I make a point of only printing facts, never conjecture, so I rarely see the logic in needing to apologise for anything.”

      “There might not be any logic in it, but maybe it’d be the nice thing to do?” Luce suggested.

      Rodney scoffed. “Feels a bit rich to be lectured on the ‘nice thing to do’ by Seen in Silverbridge’s editor Lucinda Sharp.”

      “I told you to call me Luce. I hate Lucinda.”

      “That’s a coincidence. Same,” Rodney said.

      “It’s like they’re flirting,” Faven said to Huds, and he scrunched his nose.

      “I have information,” Huds said. “But before we get to it, are you, Rodney Holliday of The Sentinel—” he shook his head like it still hadn’t sunk in, “sticking around?”

      “I was just leaving, actually.” Rodney tossed the damp bag of dumpling skins onto the coffee table where it made a hollow thunk.

      “You’re drunk,” Luce snapped. “You’re not driving.”

      “I am not drunk,” Rodney said.

      “You’re drunk, dude,” Huds said. “You’re slurring your speech like a pirate.”

      “I am not drunk!” Rodney insisted. “Faven, tell them!”

      Faven looked like a cornered animal. “Ummm…”

      “Fine, I’m drunk,” Rodney admitted.

      Huds nodded. “Sit down. Who wants to order some food?”

      “Me!” Faven said with surprising enthusiasm. Then, quieter, “I was waiting for someone to suggest that. What do you want? Pizza? Chinese? Kebabs?”

      Less than twenty minutes later, thanks to Faven’s efficient ordering, Luce’s breakfast island had transformed into a smorgasbord of marinated pork, egg and chive dumplings, braised eggplant with capsicum, and spring onion pancakes.

      “Let’s hash this out,” Huds said to Rodney, expertly lifting a dumpling into his mouth with chopsticks. “I can see you’re bursting.”

      Rodney stabbed a dumpling with his fork, spraying juices across the table. “Let’s start with December three years ago, shall we? You posted a story saying I had an erection while accepting the Print Journalist of the Year Award—”

      For the next twenty minutes, Rodney recounted the litany of barbs Seen had printed about him and his family over the years with a brilliant clarity of memory. Luce and Huds took responsibility for each story and justified their thought process at the time, as pathetic as some of them sounded.

      “For three months of 2012, around autumn, you guys had this obsession with my nose. What was that about?” Rodney asked.

      Huds spoke up. “That was my bad. I got like, one bad photo of you where it looked like your nose was longer than it is. I think I hit the shutter of my camera at the exact time you were turning your head, so it made you look a bit like the Penguin from Batman—”

      “The Penguin, that’s right. You photoshopped me into a picture of the North Pole, which is ridiculous.”

      “Yeah we um … that was just a joke, obviously. It was a slow news month, so—”

      “No, I mean it’s ridiculous because there are no penguins in the North Pole. They only live in the Southern Hemisphere. Do you guys ever do research before you print a story?”

      “Very rarely,” Luce admitted, sucking up a noodle that had escaped the side of her mouth. “You gotta try this pork, by the way.”

      “I’m vegetarian,” Rodney said.

      “Get. Out,” Luce replied, displaying a mouth full of masticated noodles and pork. “You’re forty-eight years old and a vegetarian? You are so lame.”

      “Is there an age limit on caring about animals?”

      Luce spoke to Faven. “Just seems like kind of a teenage girl thing, doesn’t it? Vegetarianism?”

      Faven shrugged, her concentration on the meaty dishes in front of them.

      When Rodney had exorcised his animus, Huds relayed the story of meeting Ella Lurds. Luce explained what she’d learned from talking with Rex Collins, then told the story about Faven sneaking into the Matomato dressed as staff and talking to Maia Nordenstam.

      “You what?” Rodney asked, while Huds’s eyes bulged.

      Faven covered her lips with her hand and spoke with her mouth full. “We got lucky.”

      “We did not get lucky,” Luce said. She pointed her chopsticks at Faven. “This bitch smashed it.”

      Rodney shook his head in awe. “That behaviour would never fly at The Sentinel.”

      “We’re not The Sentinel,” Huds said. Luce felt a catch in her throat when he referred to them as ‘we’.

      “I wouldn’t trust Rex Collins as far as I could throw him,” Rodney said.

      “What makes you say that?” Huds asked.

      “Ripe For Picking is the most successful act he’s managed, but you can go back ten, twenty years, and see that success for whoever Rex represents doesn’t last long. He picks up an obscure international act, signs them, produces a couple of hits, then parades them around the world without a rest until the musicians fall apart physically, emotionally or mentally.”

      “How many of them blow up?” Faven asked.

      “This is the first explosion, I grant you. But remember Pink Tail, the Australian band? Lead singer killed herself one night after a show. They’d been on the road for eight months straight, living the high life. One night she disappears for a few hours, comes back different. Quieter, timid. A week later, she commits suicide. ReBeKa, the Scottish singer and actress? Signs on with Rex, hits the big time, gets addicted to heroin. As soon as she starts turning up late to shows and struggling to string a sentence together in interviews, Rex drops her.”

      “What happened to her?”

      Rodney shrugged and dabbed his mouth with a serviette. “My point is, Rex Collins is poison.”

      “Gustaf was clinically depressed,” Huds said. “According to Ella, he’d been struggling for months but couldn’t take a break. Rex managed to sign the band to ten year contracts.”

      The four of them discussed the case until they were full. Luce got up and paced around the room, while Rodney sat back on the couch and poured himself another warm tequila. Huds and Faven continued picking at the noodles, Faven scrolling through notifications on Luce’s laptop with one hand. Rex hadn’t responded to their suggestion for an interview, so they’d posted the images of Patrik and Maia at Red, walking into the sex room. Faven watched as the share count crept up. Most of the comments were in favour of Patrik and Maia being open with their sexuality, but there was an ugly undercurrent of judgemental jealousy in some of the comments, almost always directed at Maia.

      
        
        I’d go out drinking and f*cking if I looked like her too #prettyprivilege

        Didn’t take Maia Nordenstam for a slut, but there you go 🤷

        Take me there, Patrik! I’ll give you a better ride than that skinny bitch. You’ll cut yourself on her sharp pelvis bones 🤮🤮🤮🤮

      

      

      Faven scrolled, reacting and replying to the odd comment. A message came through, addressed to the administrator. Faven’s chopsticks froze halfway to her mouth.

      
        
        From: j.talvik@snabbpost.co.se

        Hi. It is Johanna Talvik here, writing from my prison cell in the Matomato Hotel. I notice you seem to have information about my bandmates before I do.

        Why haven’t you asked to interview me yet?

      

      

      “Luce,” Faven croaked.

      Luce and Rodney were arguing again, this time about Ruby’s dress sense.

      “Just a minute, Faven. Roddles and I are finally coming to an agreement about flared jeans and the remote possibility that someone on this planet finds them acceptable in this current fashion climate.”

      She had to respond as quickly as possible before Johanna changed her mind, so Faven typed a reply: Hi Johanna!

      Too jaunty. She tried again.

      
        
        Johanna,

        It would be our pleasure to conduct an interview with you. We can arrange for you to be interviewed by the editor, Luce Sharp, and I suggest the time of…

      

      

      Huds looked over her shoulder. He gasped when he saw Johanna’s message, then watched as Faven finished her reply, making a noise whenever he thought she should change something. When she’d finished, she looked at him and he nodded. She hit ‘Send’ and the email disappeared into the ether.

      A minute passed during which Faven and Huds stared at the screen. A reply came through:

      
        
        That is agreeable. See you there.

      

      

      Faven closed the laptop lid, her insides turning to jelly. Huds held out his fist for her to bump. She bumped it, then cleared her throat. Rodney noticed her first.

      “You okay?” he asked, holding up a hand to silence Luce. Luce looked taken aback at his gesture, but stopped talking and waited.

      “I’ve scheduled you for an interview with Johanna Talvik of Ripe For Picking.”

      “What?” Luce shouted, jumping to her feet. “How did you—? When? How…? Faven, I love you.”

      “You’re meeting her at the Atlantica Cafe in thirty minutes.”

      Luce’s excitement turned into anger. “What? That’s barely enough time to put my makeup on!  I hate you!”
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      Luce spilt a bottle of mascara in her haste to get ready.

      “Damn it—”

      Viscous gel oozed across her immaculate space grey makeup table. As she mopped it up with a baby wipe, her phone vibrated.

      Grandma Flo calling…

      She really didn’t want to answer it, but she knew she had to. For one thing, Flo was still recovering from her most recent turn (luckily, the doctor had deemed what they’d worried was a stroke to be a mere ‘dizzy spell’), but more importantly, Luce had asked for her to speak to her parents in the hopes she’d convince them to restart her allowance.

      “Hey Flo,” she said. Grandma Flo had made it fervently clear she was not to be referred to as ‘grandmother’ or ‘nan’ or anything else that made her sound old. Her name was Florence, but friends called her Flo. Luce, she said, had the privilege of being her friend as well as family.

      “I have bad news,” Flo’s husky voice sounded strong despite her current condition.

      Luce’s heart stopped. “Are you okay?”

      “Me? Never better, love. I mean I have bad news about your money problems.”

      “Damnit, don’t start a conversation with that! I thought you were dying.” Luce turned on speakerphone and balanced it atop a small makeup suitcase so she could continue the impossible task of making herself glamorous enough to meet Johanna Talvik. “But go on, give me the worst.”

      “It’s your mother, of course. She’s been in Gregory’s ear, talking all sorts of poppycock about how you need to start learning to stand on your own two feet. Don’t make me laugh, I told him. That woman’s spent so much time on her knees she’s never had to learn how to stand on her own feet.”

      Luce laughed, feeling only mildly guilty for the slight against her Mum.

      “Thanks for trying. I’ll figure something out.”

      “I know you will. You’re resourceful. How’s that handsome young man you’re running with?”

      Luce traced a thick cat eye with an eyeliner pencil and considered putting her hair up to balance it.

      “He’s good. Busy with his team most of the time, but we still—”

      “I don’t mean Jordan. I mean Hudson! The Islander boy.”

      “Flo, you can’t say ‘the Islander boy’.”

      “I can say what I want—I’m seventy-bloody-four.”

      “Okay, technically you can say whatever you want. But don’t, okay?”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you sound like a bitch.”

      Grandma Flo’s laugh sounded like someone hacking off tree bark with a machete.

      “I hear you, and noted. But how is he?”

      “He’s worried about exams, I think. We had a mini fight but it’s all taken care of now.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Why do you assume I did something?”

      There was a silence as Luce trapped her hair beneath bobby pins.

      “Yes, okay,” she said. “It was my fault. I’ll tell you when I see you. Are you still dancing with that chap in the unit across the way?”

      “I’d barely call what he does dancing,” Flo said, but Luce could hear the smile in her voice. “More like staggering and the occasional hurling, then apologising.”

      “You love it.”

      “I do. He’s got some fire to him, I’ll give him that.”

      “You love your fire.”

      “I do. That’s why I like you so much. Which brings me to my next point.”

      Luce ran a small comb over her eyebrows. “Make it quick, I’m rushing off to interview an international rockstar.”

      “Ooh, look at you. I get it, you’re popular.” Luce waited as Grandma Flo coughed, muffled and quiet, away from her phone.

      “I heard that,” she said, when the coughing stopped.

      Flo ignored her. “I moved some investments around. I’m going to gift you a couple of thousand dollars as an early Christmas present!”

      Her voice crept up to a yell as Luce protested: “You don’t have to do that! I wasn’t angling for a handout!”

      “Shush, I know if you want me to give you money, you’d come out and ask for it. Listen, I promised your father I wouldn’t fill your head with notions of rebellion but...”

      The mirror showed a strong young woman. She didn’t have time to contour her cheekbones to minimise her jawline, but she’d made good use of the minutes by drawing attention to her blue eyes. She looked at her reflection as Flo took time to articulate herself.

      “I laughed when I heard you skived off that interview they organised. Sometimes I worry they want you to be just another nice thing, so they can show off their collection of Nice Things—and you know I like my nice things, so don’t think I’m being an iconoclast here—but I’ve always liked that you don’t just fit into the boxes they set out for you. You’ve got fire in you.”

      “Are you trying to make me cry before I go out for this interview?”

      “Catch yourself on, you tart. Take my money and spend it all on booze for all I care.”

      Luce laughed as she searched for the appropriate shoes for the occasion. Professional yet chic.

      “Love you, Lucinda,” her grandmother said.

      “Love you too, Florence. I’ll visit again next week.”

      “Bring that Islander boy.”

      “Piss off.”

      Luce hung up the phone feeling energised from her grandmother’s uncharacteristically earnest pep talk. Two thousand dollars! That was a load off. She could pay rent for a while longer, and afford to eat out with Jordan while she planned her next move.

      Or, she mused, she could put it towards printing more copies of Seen.
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      While Luce hurried to apply her makeup (“I have to downgrade spade face to trowel face!”) Huds fashioned a sling for Rodney’s hand out of a scarf.

      “Let’s roll!” Luce sallied forth from her room looking like a celebrity.

      The four of them hustled onto Mortimer Mall and walked the short way to Atlantica.

      A dark SUV pulled up outside the cafe just as they approached.

      “There she is!” Faven said.

      Johanna Talvik slipped from the SUV, sunlit of hair and stilted of heel.

      Luce turned to them and Huds recognised a look of nervousness. “I think we should all go in,” she said.

      “Are you sure?” Rodney asked. “It might frighten her off.”

      “I’m sure. Rodney, you gave us the tip-off that led Johanna to get in touch. Faven, you jumped at the opportunity and have helped on this story more than anyone. Huds, you took the photo that started this whole mess. I’ll do the talking, but as far as I’m concerned, this is our story. We should all go.”

      Huds hit her on the shoulder and she couldn’t help feeling a flush of pride.

      They walked inside and spotted Johanna tucked in a corner, hood pulled over her face. Luce waltzed directly up to her and opened her arms for an embrace.

      “Hey babes,” Luce said, adopting an overly familiar tone. Huds saw it go wide off the mark.

      Johanna faltered but returned the kiss on each cheek.

      “Who are these people?” she asked.

      “This is my partner in crime, Hudson Haile,” Luce said. “This strikingly handsome tall drink of water is none other than Peabody-winning journalist Rodney Holliday, and this is … well, this is Faven.”

      “I would kill for a coffee,” Johanna said to Huds, her Swedish accent so diluted it was almost American.

      “Guess I’m ordering then,” Huds said sotto voce, then turned to Rodney. “Black?”

      Rodney nodded.

      By the time he returned, Luce had finished with pleasantries and had set up her phone to record the interview.

      “You have the most amazing eyelashes in real life,” Luce said, and Johanna smiled, mollified. “So … how are you?”

      Johanna looked stumped for a few seconds, not expecting the question. “I am feeling trapped. I am feeling angry, and hurt.”

      Luce made a sympathetic noise and Huds marvelled as Johanna relaxed. With a compliment, one question and a compassionate response, Luce had gotten her on side.

      “I’m glad you could meet tonight,” Johanna said. “We fly back to Sweden tomorrow.”

      “Wait, you leave tomorrow?” Luce asked. “What about the investigation?”

      Johanna shrugged. The coffee arrived, five cups on a tray. Johanna raised her eyebrows at Luce’s tall glass of froth and ice.

      “Nitro cold brew arabica with almond-coconut milk blend,” Luce explained.

      “I want one,” Johanna spat at Huds, whom she’d clearly decided was the errand boy.

      “Sure,” he replied with a smile. On his way to the counter, he spoke quietly to Faven. “I didn’t know what you wanted so I got you a flat white.”

      “Thanks,” Faven said.

      When Huds got back from re-ordering, Johanna was in the middle of talking about Gustaf’s will.

      “…a few months ago. The changes were being ratified when he was killed, but I don’t know what those changes were. I have an instinct that he might have been taking our names out of his will, not putting them in. Which, I’m confident you will agree, could be seen as a motive. Yes?”

      Rodney spoke up. “If you’re wanting Seen to run a story that implies your bandmates or your manager were complicit in the death of Gustaf, I’m assuming you have hard evidence? Because, contrary to what you might believe, Seen does not just run stories based on ill feelings. That would be tantamount to gossip.”

      Johanna squinted at Rodney. “Does he need to be here?” she asked Luce.

      “He’s just excited,” Luce placated her, forcing a chuckle even as she shot a death stare at Rodney. “Meeting a celebrity can make people jittery. Skittish. Antsy, you know?” Johanna rolled her eyes—oh, did she know. “So, do you think Patrik and Maia could have had something to do with Gustaf’s death, because he was writing Ripe For Picking out of his will? I mean, surely they wouldn’t need the money.”

      “Before I tell you, I need your assurance,” Johanna said.

      “Anything,” Luce said.

      “I need to look cool.”

      “Cool in what way?”

      “Our popularity directly correlates to our income. The cooler we are, the more popular we are, and the more opportunities to make money we receive. You posted some photos of Patrik and Maia going to a sex club together, and everybody is celebrating them. But I am more open than them, I always have been. I am objectively more good looking than both of them, and I wear better clothes and have better styling. But somehow, they are always talked about as cooler than me. I would like, for once, to be cooler than them.” She ran a hand through her blonde hair and twirled the ends around her finger. “You could talk about my body if you want. I am okay with that. You are the writer, I will leave it to you.”

      Luce took in the information and nodded.

      “That will not be a problem,” she said. “We think you are very cool. Don’t we, gang?”

      They murmured unenthusiastic agreement and Johanna seemed to buy it.

      “Let’s start with Patrik. Why do you think Patrik would need the money in Gustaf’s will?”

      “Patrik would not have killed Gustaf for money.”

      “Okay, then what about—”

      “He would have killed him for control of the band.”

      Luce paused. “Go on.”

      “Patrik and Gustaf have been growing apart. It all started when Maia and I joined the band. Our contributions were appreciated at the beginning. We suggested harmonies, song lyrics. But then I slept with Patrik, and then he slept with Maia, and then I tried to sleep with Gustaf but he would only let me perform oral sex on him, so—”

      Luce glanced at her phone, making sure it was recording. “Can I ask for more detail please?”

      Johanna grinned at Luce’s interest. “What do you want to know?”

      “Let’s start with who made the first move—no, let’s start with penis size. Whose was bigger?”

      Huds opened his mouth to stop Luce getting off topic, but Johanna answered quickly.

      “Gustaf’s,” Johanna answered. Faven coughed into her coffee. “Gustaf had problems with drinking, so he would not party hard. Patrik also has problems with drinking, but he parties very hard. Maia and I have no problems with drinking or drugs or partying.”

      “Why did Gustaf only let you suck him off?” Luce asked.

      “Luce—” Huds warned.

      “Sorry. Why did you and Gustaf engage only in oral sex?”

      “That is a good question,” Johanna said.

      “Is it?” Rodney asked under his breath.

      “Gustaf was … cowardly, especially when it came to sex. We are aware the media enjoys reporting on our exploits, especially when we engage in sex with each other. It has become part of our marketing. It is more about the marketing than it is about the pleasure, do you understand? It would be like the four of you having sex to sell more magazines. You understand?”

      Huds could feel the awkwardness radiating off Faven. Even Rodney looked a little flushed.

      “Gustaf turned me down many, many times,” Johanna continued. “But I would not give up. I knew his inhibitions would slip when he had been drinking, or if he’d had cocaine or MDMA, so I would encourage him to indulge. It drove him crazy!”

      Johanna laughed in a high-pitched, almost childlike way which made the hairs on the back of Huds’s neck stand up.

      “We were touring in Eastern Europe, and I managed to convince Gustaf to join us for some lines of cocaine in Independence Square in Kyiv. We had a wild night. He fell asleep in the lobby of our hotel, so I got the bellboy to help drag him to my room, and I almost managed to sleep with him! But he was too tired and drunk, and I could not make him erect enough, not even with my mouth.”

      “That … sounds an awful lot like assault,” Luce said, trying to keep her voice light.

      Johanna scoffed and sipped at her coffee. “There are many thousands of men who would kill to have my mouth on them, and Gustaf got it. But he was not happy; when he woke up and found me there, he overreacted.”

      “In what way?”

      “He cried, like a little baby. There were a few days when he refused to perform and threatened to leave the band, which made us all laugh. Luckily, Rex helped him to avoid that embarrassment. He had signed a contract after all.”

      “I see,” Luce said, after a beat of shocked silence. “Let’s get back to Patrik and Maia. If Patrik wanted Gustaf dead so he could control the band, why would Maia help him?”

      But Johanna evidently enjoyed discussing sex.

      “I swore that day that I would conquer Gustaf. I needed to. The media knew he was not gay, so why was he not sleeping with me? It was humiliating.”

      “I’m sure everyone understands that sometimes people have different motivations behind who they sleep with,” Luce said, attempting to change the flow of conversation. “But if we could star-wipe forward in time to a week ago—”

      “The new tour, yes,” Johanna said, her eyes sparkling.

      “Gustaf was having a tough time,” Luce led.

      “He would not drink, he would not take drugs. Then, we heard he had spoken to a lawyer about breaking his contract!” Johanna sipped her cold brew and dabbed her mouth with a serviette. “It would have been a disaster. If word got out that Gustaf was no longer in Ripe For Picking, we would lose fans, which would mean losing money, which would mean losing our lifestyle. Rex said the contract would stop Gustaf from leaving the band. The only way the contract could be voided was if one of us suffered a serious physical malady like cancer or a lost limb, or if one of us died suddenly.”

      Johanna’s words hung in the air. Huds could see Rodney’s brain ticking over and when their eyes met, he knew they agreed: they’d just found a motive.

      “The night Gustaf died,” Luce said. “Did he seem different at all?”

      Johanna squinted across the table. “Funny you ask that. Yes he did. I saw him minutes before he died, you know? When we got back to the hotel after the last show, I couldn’t settle down, so I went for a walk. Rex and I did a bump together which made me horny, so I changed into some sexy lingerie.” Johanna leaned towards Rodney and laid her hand over his. “I looked scrumptious. Gustaf always locks his door, and I knew he wouldn’t let me in if I knocked, so I snuck through the funny little doors in the closet. I came into his suite, smoking a cigarette, like a character from an old movie. Gustaf was still wired from the show, pacing and sweaty. He smelt of vomit and farts. I could smell it even though I had a cigarette at the time. He was not well.”

      Huds felt Luce’s hand grab his leg under the table. He knew what she was thinking, because he was thinking the same thing: Johanna was in Gustaf’s room in the ten minute window during which Luce and Huds had been creeping around the Matomato Hotel evading capture by the staff.

      Johanna continued: “He hated smoking, but I have never seen him react so angrily before. He started yelling. ‘Get out of here! Get out!’ I argued of course, and tried to kiss him. The cocaine had made me feel woozy, and my head was spinning, so I must have come on stronger than normal, because suddenly … he hit me.”

      “He hit you?” Rodney asked. “Physically hit you?”

      Johanna held up her hand and swished it through the air in a backhanded slap. “Hard. It knocked me onto the ground.”

      Theatrically, she licked her fingers and rubbed at the top of her cheekbone. A smear of makeup came away, revealing the remnants of a purple bruise.

      The table was silent for a moment.

      “What happened next?” Luce asked.

      “I must have hit my head, because I felt even more dizzy. He dragged me to the closet and pushed me into my own room. I tried to get back in but he’d locked the closet door. I decided to find Rex and tell him what Gustaf had done. It’s lucky I did. A few seconds later, the whole earth moved.”

      “The explosion,” Huds said.

      “I would have died if I had stayed. Imagine that—Gustaf hitting me saved my life. It still hurts when I smile.”

      Johanna smiled, and winced. For a long moment, nobody said anything.

      “I think we have everything we need,” Luce said. “Anything else, guys?”

      Rodney shook his head. Huds did the same, then turned to Faven, who had turned a faint green colour.

      “And you will make me look cool, yes? Like we agreed?” Johanna asked.

      “We’ll be honest. And you’ve been honest. Do you feel cool?”

      Johanna drained the rest of her cold brew through her straw and nodded.

      “I feel cool, yes. I know marketing, and I know the public will sympathise with me.” She pointed to her bruised cheek. “I’m a victim, after all.”
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      Rodney could tell the rest of them were shocked as they walked back to Luce’s apartment. Nobody spoke. He knew they’d be turning Johanna’s admissions over in their minds just as he was.

      “Damn!”

      Luce trotted into the kitchen. Water had pooled over the tiling. “I must have left the freezer open.”

      Rodney, Faven and Huds collapsed onto the couches. Rodney couldn’t believe how easily Johanna had opened up to Luce. Either Luce had an unnatural talent for putting people at ease, or the simple fact of being a woman interviewing a woman had been enough to lubricate the interviewee. Despite the excitement of the evening, he thought it was about time he left. He was too old to be involved in Seen in Silverbridge’s gossip.

      But first, he wanted to test the air.

      “Who wants to go first?” Rodney asked.

      Luce, haphazardly tossing paper towels over her kitchen floor, spoke. “We have a recorded interview of an international rockstar admitting—not even admitting, bragging about—repeatedly sexually assaulting a fellow band member. I think we post about it ASAP.”

      Huds, his eyes dish-wide, ran a hand over his tight-knit hair. “I mean, sure? Do we have anything to gain by keeping it secret? We could use Johanna’s words as leverage over Patrik and Maia, see if we can talk to them before they leave for Sweden. Maybe they can tell us why they lied to authorities about being at the Matomato when Gustaf’s suite exploded?”

      Rodney turned to Faven and raised his eyebrows. For once, Faven didn’t look surprised at being addressed.

      “I don’t trust Johanna,” she said. “She wanted an interview, just for us to make her look cool? Is that all? Her bandmate is dead and there’s conjecture rife around his will and life insurance, and all she cares about is her public image? It doesn’t make sense.”

      Luce poured four glasses of tequila and handed them out.

      “Why are you still here?” Luce asked Rodney. “That wasn’t meant to sound bitchy but like, it’s almost one in the morning and you’re hanging out with people almost three decades your junior.”

      “I was asking myself the same thing,” Rodney said. He raised his glass to Luce. “Regarding our loquacious interviewee this evening, I’m afraid I can’t answer to that.”

      Luce rolled her eyes. “Everything you say has to be quotable.”

      “Luce, where’s your laptop?” Faven asked. Luce pointed to the countertop and Faven went over to it. Rodney considered the stark difference in Faven’s confidence since he’d met her at Queensbridge carpark.

      “Let’s run through motivations,” Luce said. She pulled a long scroll of paper from one of the drawers underneath the coffee table and unrolled it. Taped to the scroll were printed images of Ripe For Picking’s band members, Rex Collins, Huds, and some other faces Rodney didn’t recognise.

      Huds’s mouth dropped open. “This is bonkers, Luce. You’re not a detective.”

      “No. I’m a journalist,” she snapped back. “Now let’s go through motivations. First, Patrik Dixgard: what does Patrik stand to gain from Gustaf’s death?”

      “Control over the band,” Rodney said.

      “They were close friends. Killing for money seems too … impersonal,” Huds said. “Maybe Gustaf found something out about him he didn’t want made public?”

      “That sounds more plausible than money,” Faven agreed. “But if that’s the case, we have no idea what Gustaf could have found out.”

      “Next,” Rodney called.

      Luce pointed to the next photo. “Maia.”

      “Except for the slim possibility of money, nothing comes to mind,” Huds said. “And she probably stood a much stronger chance of making more money if the band stayed together and continued touring.”

      Luce pointed to Johanna.

      “The silence of her victim?” Luce suggested.

      “Silence doesn’t seem very important to her, considering she just spent an hour gas-bagging about it,” Rodney said.

      “True. That leaves Rex Collins,” Luce answered, pointing to the haggard American.

      “My personal favourite suspect,” Rodney said.

      “Drug addict, deeply in debt, unfettered access to Gustaf and the room. Strong motivation, strong means,” Huds said.

      “He’s also power of attorney for Gustaf’s estate,” Faven said from the counter.

      All heads snapped to her.

      “What did you say?” Rodney asked.

      Faven swung the laptop around, showing the screen. “Little bit of Google Translate and some lucky guesses at an admin password. It’s the Swedish Registry of Citizenry Documentation. Rex Collins is listed as power of attorney for all four band members. It must have all been a part of their outrageous ten-year contract.”

      Luce shook her head, genuinely amazed.

      “That’s … really impressive, Faven,” Rodney said. “Highly illegal, so you could never use it as official evidence—but great job.”

      “Again, that’s a big call, blowing up part of your meal ticket for the off chance of an insurance payout and a shot at a will,” Huds said.

      Rodney nodded. “Especially when the will in question was in the process of being changed. It’s too suspicious. Changing a will isn’t actually that complicated. If the new will is being ratified, you need the Executors of the previous will as well as the Executors of the new will to sign a Dispute Resolution Agreement and boom—done.”

      Rodney swirled his tequila and watched the viscosity of the liquid bleed down inside the curved glass. He noticed the other three were looking at him questioningly.

      “When my dad died, his will was in the process of being changed,” he explained. “It’s called Grief Expedition. Anyway, if both parties sign a Dispute Resolution Agreement, both wills become null, and the proceeds go to all Executors equally.”

      “Okay wait—what are you talking about?” Luce asked.

      Rodney sighed. “Basically if someone dies while their will is being changed, everyone involved can call a truce and split the spoils.”

      Huds leaned forward, catching on.

      Rodney continued: “But if Gustaf had hurriedly added someone to his new will, and Rex wanted to make an agreement with them to share the spoils, that person would have to physically be here in New Zealand. And I can’t see that happening.”

      Huds’ face drained of colour. “Unless that someone is Ella Lurds.”

      “Gustaf’s childhood love? That girl you met in the bookstore?” Luce asked, then glanced back at her crime wall. “Hmmm, I haven’t even put her on the wall yet.”

      Huds rubbed his face; his eyes were sunken. “Ella said Rex refused to help her financially while she was here. I couldn’t see them ever joining forces in a plot to murder Gustaf. They just don’t like each other.”

      “You’re basing that purely on Ella’s word?” Faven asked.

      “How would they have done it?” Luce cut in. “I mean, if it even was murder, how did they blow the place up?”

      “Motive before means,” Huds said. “Or is it means before motive? I don’t know how these things work.”

      “Hydrogen sulphide,” Rodney said. He’d been thinking about it since the interview with Johanna. “A highly toxic, colourless gas created by the rotting and breaking down of organic matter, most often seen in geothermal areas.”

      “Like the Matomato Hotel’s luxury hot tubs?”

      “Exactly.”

      “We’ve ruled that out,” Luce said. “Leaking gas would have killed the flowers, and the photos from the night of Gustaf’s death show the flowers were still alive.”

      “Wait,” Huds said. “Johanna mentioned smelling flatulence when she broke into Gustaf’s suite that night—”

      “That’s what piqued my interest,” Rodney said. “The smell of rotten eggs is the telltale indicator of a hydrogen sulphide leak. The more concentrated the gas, the faster it kills your sense of smell, so after a minute or two you don’t even notice it. Your body can’t break it down fast enough, and it poisons your blood, and soon the nerve centres in your brain that control your breathing shut down. You choke to death on nothing.”

      Again, all eyes were on Rodney, questioning his bizarre knowledge.

      “I had to research hydrogen sulphide for a piece in 2008, after two men died at a Rotorua geothermal pool.”

      “Plastic flowers,” Faven groaned. “They could have been fake flowers.”

      Huds’s gaze flitted back and forward across Luce’s expensive Persian rug. “What about the vents? The suites have vents littering the ceiling, probably to stop this exact thing from happening.”

      “Is hydrogen sulphide highly flammable?” Luce asked.

      Rodney nodded. Something was happening in his body; it was like he had been a marathon runner his whole life, then the Shipman-Tuitoko case had been a hamstring injury. Now, being in Lucinda Sharp’s swanky apartment and working through a story with these young, hungry, slightly strange people, he felt his muscles starting to spring back to life, a sensory memory. He had completely forgotten about the pain in his hand.

      “Large concentrated amounts of hydrogen sulphide could cause the sort of explosion you saw, yes,” he said.

      “What do you mean that we saw?” Luce asked. “We didn’t see anything.”

      Rodney shot her a look.

      “I was there,” Huds confessed. “I saw it happen.”

      “Do the police know?” Rodney asked. Huds shook his head. “Let’s keep it that way.”

      Huds nodded gratefully.

      Luce moved to her desktop computer and opened the full resolution photos from the night of the explosion. Rodney and Huds gathered around the screen, leaving Faven typing away on the laptop on the breakfast island.

      “There—the ash tray,” Luce said, pointing to a donut-shaped object on the table. “Johanna would have put her cigarette into it, and it’s covered, see? So later, when the concentration of the gas got higher, if the cigarette were still lit, it could have caused the explosion.”

      “This is bananas,” Huds said. “Bananas.”

      Luce shot a smirk at Rodney. “Huds doesn’t like to swear—isn’t it cute?”

      On the screen, Rodney noted the vents on the ceiling of the suite. “How did the concentration of gas get dense enough to cause an explosion when the suites are so well ventilated?”

      There was a smash as Luce dropped her glass—she was staring at the photo on the screen with her mouth hanging open.

      “The water,” she whispered. “The water on the floor.”

      Huds and Rodney followed Luce’s finger as she pointed to the puddles of water on the floor of the luxury suite.

      Luce walked quickly to the kitchen and opened the freezer. She pointed to the crammed ice trays.

      “Ice,” Luce said. “The vents were blocked with ice.”

      Rodney looked back at the photo. The water seemed to be randomly pooled on the floor around the suite.

      Huds clicked through the pictures, alternating between showing the vents on the ceiling and the pools of water on the floor. They lined up.

      “I can only make out a couple of vents, but they look like they line up, right?” Huds asked.

      Rodney waved his good hand in a ‘kinda’ motion. “I’m not sure this will hold up in court.”

      “It won’t get to court if the suspects have flown back to Sweden,” Luce said.

      Rodney’s body was tingling. “Then we need to get into the suite and get proper evidence.”

      “They could have pulled the vent covers off, put them in a tray of water, froze the water, then put the covers back on. That would have blocked the vents, right? And caused a build-up of gas in the suite.”

      “That’s a lot of preparation and timing,” Rodney said.

      “Depending on how much Gustaf’s will is worth, it might have been worth it,” Faven said from the breakfast island.

      “Once he had choked to death, the ice would have melted completely, erasing any trace of evidence. It’s genius,” Luce said in awe.

      Huds looked deep in thought, running the pad of his thumb over his fingernails. “Gustaf wasn’t drunk at all, yet he was lurching and swaying all over the place. The gas would have already been killing him. It’s probably why Johanna felt woozy—not from the cocaine or Gustaf’s slap. She said Gustaf was acting more aggressively than usual. A potential side effect of the poisoning?” Huds clicked his fingers. “Gustaf bumped the table! Right before the place blew up, I saw it. My bet is, when he bumped the table, the cover of the ashtray exposed the lit end of Johanna’s cigarette, and…”

      “Boom,” Luce finished.

      Silence fell over the apartment as the four of them stared at the haunting image on the computer screen. Finally, Faven cleared her throat, snapping them back to attention.

      On the laptop screen, she’d enlarged a picture of two young women. Rodney recognised Olivia Hanover, the girl who’d attempted suicide following the article about her and her professor. The other girl was blonde and dainty.

      “This is Ella Lurds?” Faven asked. Huds nodded. “Then I think she may have been lying about her relationship with Rex Collins. Olivia posted this two days ago with the caption ‘My new Swedish friend showing me how to rock a fringe’. She geotagged the cafe. And this—”

      Faven clicked a button and the image of the two girls was replaced by an image of two smiling children standing in a cafe, proudly holding up school certificates.

      “This was re-posted from the cafe’s account an hour or so later. Look in the background…”

      Faven enlarged the photo and zoomed in on two people in the background, sitting facing each other at an outside table, smiling like old friends: Ella Lurds and Rex Collins.
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      To Faven’s shock, Luce dove at her and kissed her on the forehead. Rodney looked on, a small grin on his face.

      Amidst the urgent panic to get word to the authorities about what they’d just discovered, Faven couldn’t help but feel an intense joy as she realised she’d finally done it: she’d shown her worth.

      “We have to find them before they kill anyone else,” Luce said.

      Rodney spoke calmly: “If we’re right—and we should be honest about the fact we don’t yet have any evidence that’ll stand up in court—Ella and Rex orchestrated the untimely death of Gustaf Neilsen under a strict set of circumstances solely for money. We can assume that Ella Lurds is the new executor in Gustaf’s changed will, but we don’t want to make any sudden accusations.”

      “We should verify that, right? And we can—we have dark horse Osmun right here,” Luce said, grabbing Faven’s arm. “Can you hack into the Swedish mainframe again? Wriggle your way into Gustaf’s will documentation? Now we know Ella had a motive, we can put the story together and drop it in the next big issue.”

      “Take it to the authorities, you mean,” Rodney said.

      “We can do that, too.”

      “Next big issue?” Huds piped up. “Luce, the magazine is done, remember?”

      Luce groaned. “Shut up, Huds. We can talk about this later. Faven, can you work your hacker magic?”

      “Gustaf’s changed will hasn’t been ratified yet. It hasn’t been uploaded to the state’s records,” she said. “Already checked.”

      “Hmmmm, okay. Then we um, we plant a bug on Ella? Huds, you can do it.”

      Rodney took his glasses off and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I don’t know if we should be resorting to criminal surveillance just yet.”

      Luce waved him away. “Roddles, you’re not even a Seen in Silverbridge employee. Your vote doesn’t count.”

      “None of us are employees, are we?” Faven said. “I mean, we don’t get paid.”

      Luce growled in exasperation. “Semantics. Are you trying to start a mutiny? Let’s focus on the fact that we just cracked the case! We know who killed Gustaf Neilsen! And they’re still at large.”

      “The sun’s coming up,” Rodney said, facing the window. In the past few minutes, the sky’s coat of ebony had turned into a deep rust without Faven noticing. She was distracted by Huds’s troubled expression.

      “Huds, are you okay?” Faven asked.

      “Huh?” He looked up. His face looked loose and hangdog. “Yeah, um, I was just reading a message from Olivia Hanover.”

      All attention turned toward him. They waited for him to elaborate.

      “She sent the message last night and I didn’t read it because, well, we’ve been busy. There’s one point here that’s quite…. So yeah, Ella and Rex are returning to Sweden today also.”

      “What?” Luce grabbed Faven’s arm and squeezed hard. Faven didn’t want to tell her to let go—it was the most physical contact they’d ever had, and while it hurt, she savoured it.

      “When do they leave, exactly?” Rodney asked.

      “Olivia just says she helped Ella pack up yesterday in a hurry.”

      “In a hurry,” Luce hissed, squeezing Faven’s arm even tighter.

      Faven pulled the laptop back toward her. Her fingers danced across the keyboard like lightning. In a few seconds, she’d pulled up multiple windows, searching for flights out of Silverbridge to all the major cities in Sweden.

      “Flight SA153, leaving Silverbridge for Stockholm at 6:15 a.m.”

      “Less than two hours from now,” Rodney said, checking his watch.

      “Are we doing this?” Huds asked, looking around. Faven felt herself nodding along with Rodney and Luce.

      Then things moved fast. Luce bellowed orders as they shuffled into their shoes and flew out of the apartment. “Huds, you and Faven go to the Matomato Hotel. Convince the hotel staff to let you into Gustaf’s room so you can verify the placement of the vents in the ceiling. Rodney and I will go to the airport to stop Ella and Rex from boarding.”

      “Ah,” Rodney said, his leather shoes squeaking on the corridor floor as they hurried to the elevator. “I can’t drive. I’m over the limit.”

      “You’ve had, like, two glasses of tequila over the course of five hours.”

      “I’ve had four and a bit.”

      “You’re a lightweight.”

      “I’m not ashamed of it,” Rodney said.

      “I’ll drive,” Luce said, jabbing her finger repeatedly against the Ground Floor button. “Is it an automatic?”

      Rodney grimaced, clearly not about to agree to let Luce behind the wheel.

      “Let me guess, it’s a convertible? It’s a classic, right? I bet it is. You’re a middle-aged man who’s quickly becoming irrelevant,” Luce said. The elevator dinged. They hurried outside into the cool morning air. “It’s a Mustang, it’s gotta be. Oh no, please tell me it’s a Spider.”

      “It’s a Triumph TR6,” Rodney said, with a hint of embarrassment.

      Luce cackled. “Of course it is.”

      The street was deserted except for a bicycle-riding postwoman and an extremely old man carrying a bag of oranges.

      “Keep your phones on!” Luce said, and they split up.

      Luce and Rodney paced toward Rodney’s shiny blue convertible, while Huds led Faven to his tired grey hatchback.

      “Um, Huds?” Faven said, her heart falling. She pointed at the front tyre of his car. The rubber was folded around a gash like a grinning mouth. Slashed.

      “Come on,” Huds groaned.

      Faven watched as Luce and Rodney stopped at Rodney’s Triumph. She could tell by their body language. “Same thing’s happened to Rodney’s car,” Faven said.

      Huds wasn’t listening. Instead, he walked calmly along the pavement, his eyes surveying his surroundings. Faven thought he looked like a big cat, ears alert, the muscles taut in his upper back.

      Further up the road, Luce and Rodney were walking back toward them, looking annoyed.

      “Luce, watch your six!” Huds yelled suddenly.

      A shadow passed from an alcove. Faven caught sight of grey hair and a long dark coat.

      A glint of steel flashed in the morning sun as the figure reached out, but then in a quick swish of movement Rodney appeared between Luce and her attacker. There was a sickeningly loud thud as he thrust his shoulder at the attacker, and the figure fell onto the concrete.

      Huds and Faven ran to join them as the figure writhed on the ground. When he rolled onto his back, Faven saw the shocking length of a kitchen carving knife in his hand, but that didn’t surprise her as much as the sight of his face.

      “Professor Chikalito?” she asked, stopping in the middle of the road.

      It was hard to imagine what Olivia had seen in the man now. His usual clean-shaven face had grown white, uneven whiskers. His hair looked like the backside of a mangy dog and his expression ground his features into a ball, deepening the lines on his haggard face.

      Huds stood between the professor and her.

      “It’s okay, Huds,” she said. “Look at him, I think he’s—”

      “Now!” Chikalito yelled from the ground, looking up the street.

      Huds and Rodney puffed themselves up to their full height and stuck their chests out in a stereotypical Alpha Male Gorilla kind of way, turning around to face whatever came next. Faven would have laughed if the situation didn’t feel so unpredictable and scary.

      “Faven, call the police,” Huds said urgently, then rounded on the alcove in time to see four heavyset men appear, stalking toward them. Faven thought she recognised one of the men from the university, another professor, and almost laughed again. The situation was absurd! Surely these men didn’t want to pick a fight with three students and an ageing journalist?

      But that’s exactly what they wanted to do. Acting under Chikalito’s orders, the four men raised their fists and dropped low into a fighting stance. Rodney stepped toward the men, raising his good arm while keeping his injured hand close to his chest, wrapped in Luce’s garish scarf.

      “Are you sure?” Rodney asked the men.

      The men faltered.

      “Now! Get them! Get them!” Chikalito shrieked from the ground. “These scumbags ruined my life!”

      Huds held his hands up placatingly and spoke calmly in what must have been his work-voice. “This isn’t a fair fight and you know it. You could get in a lot of trouble if you start something here.”

      “Don’t listen to him!” Chikalito screamed, sounding as if he were about to weep. Faven almost felt sorry for him, then remembered the knife in his hand.

      The four men glanced at each other, unsure what to do.

      “Maybe it isn’t a fair fight,” the largest of them mumbled.

      “You’re damn right it’s not,” Luce piped up from the sidelines. “These two could clearly demolish you little pussies.”

      Huds closed his eyes and sighed, then the second man from the left darted forward, enraged. He swung. Huds leaned back and his fist caught nothing but air.

      Faven backed away, tripping over the prone Chikalito and sprawling across the concrete. When next she looked up, Rodney and Huds were engaged in fully fledged fisticuffs with the four men.

      Turns out, Luce had been right. The men were no match for Huds and Rodney.

      Huds bounced and ducked, deflecting blows with ease, while Rodney swung powerful haymakers with his good hand. In seconds he’d floored one of the men with a punch to the jaw.

      The air filled with the scuff of shoes and the grunts of out-of-shape men, and soon three of the four attackers collapsed into groaning masses on the road. The last one scuttled away into the empty streets. Faven’s ears were ringing after the terse ruckus, even though it had been relatively quiet. The only sounds now were Huds and Rodney puffing and the downed men groaning.

      Chikalito sobbed quietly. “You ruined my life, you ruined my life,” he repeated.

      “You were sleeping with a nineteen-year-old student while you were married,” Luce said. “You ruined your own life.”

      “They fired me. They fired me—and now my wife is divorcing me. You ruined my life.”

      Huds pulled Faven up from the ground.

      Rodney mumbled, “Guys, smile.”

      Faven looked up to see the postwoman filming them on her phone.

      “At least film it in landscape mode,” Huds said to her.

      Luce looked down at Chikalito, her lip curling in disgust. “We’re going to report you for damage to property. But I’m genuinely interested; how did you know which cars were ours?”

      Chikalito’s anger had evaporated as quickly as it came. His eyes were red-rimmed and teary, and he had begun to tremble and shake.

      “He’s going into shock,” Faven said.

      Luce kicked the knife from Chikalito’s hand. It skittered underneath a nearby car, safely out of reach.

      “Answer me,” she demanded. “How did you know which tyres to slash?”

      “I … I didn’t know,” Chikalito whimpered. “I followed you here, and slashed all of them on the off chance one would be yours.”

      Faven looked around to see that the entire street of parked cars was leaning sadly down on deflated front tyres. There must have been over twenty of them.

      “You all right?” Luce asked Faven. She nodded. “Roddles, Huds?”

      They both inclined their heads, their breathing returning to normal. Rodney winced as he readjusted his fractured hand against his chest.

      “Okay,” Luce said, her tone suddenly chirpy. “Now that little side quest has been taken care of, let’s get back to the mission at hand. Taxis are gonna be too slow. Same with public transport. I’m gonna call Jordan, see if he’ll give us a ride.”

      “Don’t you think we should take a beat?” Rodney asked. “You were almost stabbed.”

      “I was almost stabbed. A crazy old pervert came at me with a knife, but he barely got near me before he was taken down like a bitch. All thanks to you, Roddles. Which—sorry I haven’t said so yet—I am grateful for.” Luce flashed a winning smile.

      Rodney looked bemused.

      “Who wants to stay with Chikalito and wait for the police?” Huds asked.

      The four of them looked at each other. There was no way Faven was going to miss going to the Matomato and cinching the final clue.

      “Excuse me,” Huds said to the postwoman who still stood gawking, phone now raised in landscape mode. “Could you stick around and show that video to the police, please?” He spun around to address Luce and Rodney. “You two get to the airport. Faven and I will head to the Matomato.”

      “How?” Rodney asked.

      Huds’s brow creased, but then he looked at Faven. “How good are you on a battery powered scooter?”
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      As Luce called Jordan, Huds located two scooters on his app and led Faven around the corner to find them. They were flimsy, two-wheeled and slow.

      He scanned the QR codes and they chimed in unison, ready to be mounted. Huds tried not to let his emotions show; Ella Lurds had lied to him.

      “How long will it take us, do you think?” Faven asked, already puffing.

      “Maps says twenty minutes … by car,” Huds said.

      Faven closed her eyes for a second. “Right.”

      Silverbridge Central received the majority of council funding for the greater city, and showed it with its aesthetic, cobblestone roads. Cobblestones had the environmental advantage of making the roads permeable, so whenever there were vibrations in the ground—a common occurrence thanks to a nearby semi-active volcano—the roads could breathe instead of cracking. The cobblestones also discouraged traffic, due to the vibrations they caused in large motor vehicles. This freed up space for pedestrians.

      The downside of the cobbles was they turned riding on electric scooters into a precarious and highly uncomfortable experience.

      The scooter juddered beneath Huds, and he held on like a rodeo cowboy. With the throttle pulled up to full speed, the scooter whined and strained against its twenty-five kilometre-per-hour limit. Behind him, Faven remained quiet, all her concentration fixed on not dying.

      They rounded a corner, onto a tar-sealed street at the outskirts of the city and the smoothness of the road felt like bliss after being pummelled by the cobbles. Phantom vibrations echoed all the way down Huds’s legs as he called out to Faven.

      “There’s a chance we’ll have to sneak in!”

      “That’s what I’m expecting,” Faven called back.

      “I don’t think it’ll be … exactly legal.”

      “Someone was killed,” Faven said. “I think that’s probably worse than sneaking into a hotel suite.”

      Huds nodded. If they were caught, he felt confident that Officer Square Jaw would see to it he didn’t get off so easy this time. But if they solved Gustaf’s murder, and helped bring justice to those responsible, it would be worth it. It was the right thing to do.

      The sun rose behind them, stretching their shadows long and lithe ahead of them. More cars passed them as Silverbridge woke up to what was, for most, a normal Tuesday morning.

      “Huds!” Faven called from behind.

      The Matomato Hotel was nestled in a copse of trees up ahead.

      Huds glanced back—Faven had fallen almost fifty metres behind.

      “I’m out of power!”

      Huds looped around and pulled up alongside her.

      “Leave it. Hop on,” he said.

      Faven hitched her scooter onto its stand then awkwardly climbed onto the back of Huds’s, wrapping her arms gingerly around his waist.

      “Hold on tight. We’re probably more tired than we realise.”

      “I have a pretty good idea of how tired I am,” Faven said. “Lethargic, moving swiftly toward zombie-like. But I’m good—I’m ready.”

      “You on?”

      Faven nodded.

      Huds looked toward the Matomato Hotel. “Let’s do this.”

      He pressed the throttle. He’d hoped for a heroic moment, the two of them roaring off toward their destination atop their noble steed. But the scooter merely droned like a small bumblebee and crawled forward at a snail’s pace.

      It took fifteen minutes to cover the last kilometre and pull into the car park. Exhausted and uneasy on their feet, they jogged into the hotel entrance.

      Judging by the expression on the lobby receptionist’s face, they must have looked deranged.

      “Hiya, how’s the morning going?” Huds asked cheerily. Nothing to see here!

      “Um…” The receptionist glanced around as if looking for guidance from a manager. She was waif-like and pale, hair still wet from a shower.

      “We’re hoping to have a little gander in one of the luxury suites in Nīkau block, please.”

      “Okay?” the receptionist said, unsure.

      “You should be expecting us,” Huds improvised. “Insulation specialists. We called ahead. The manager—Kelly, was it?—said it was no problem.”

      “You mean Orlando?”

      “Oh right, this is Orlando’s one, isn’t it,” Huds said, nodding. He looked to Faven for back up.

      “You always get Kelly and Orlando mixed up,” she said.

      Huds looked back at the receptionist and rolled his eyes—silly me.

      The receptionist grimaced. She withdrew a keycard from a drawer and stood up.

      “Follow me.”

      As she led them through the spacious lobby, Huds caught a glimpse of himself in one of the wall mirrors. The shadows under his eyes were deep and dark, and his tightly-knit hair had gone frizzy. Even he would have had trouble trusting himself.

      Huds hadn’t been back to the Matomato since the explosion; it looked even more impressive in the daytime. Sprinklers sprayed mist across a row of rose bushes, creating rainbows.

      “I understand one of the Nīkau suites is currently under heavy construction?” Huds asked.

      The receptionist nodded. “You probably saw it in the news. I’m guessing that’s the one you’re here to see?”

      “Exactly right,” Huds said, relieved. He turned to Faven, hoping to see a look of admiration, but she looked stricken with panic.

      “Shit,” Faven hissed, and hid her face behind her hand.

      A gorgeous brunette woman in a floral robe emerged from a nearby suite. Huds gasped—it was Maia Nordenstam.

      “Get behind me,” Huds whispered at the same time the receptionist chirped: “Good morning, Miss Nordenstam!”

      Maia waved, barely looking their way. “I need more towels,” she said in a heavy Swedish accent.

      “I will have some delivered promptly.”

      Maia nodded, but then did a double take when she saw Huds. He smiled politely—surely she wouldn’t remember him from working security at the gigs?

      “Hello,” Maia said, and Huds realised she was speaking to Faven, who was crouched next to him.

      Faven smiled and waved to Maia, not slowing down. Maia’s smile faltered slightly, but to Huds’s relief she said nothing. They crossed the wooden bridge and finally arrived at Nīkau block.

      “Oh …” The receptionist frowned at the charred edifice of Gustaf’s suite. “I think they’ve changed the keypad for this one. I’ll have to show you this one instead—” She pointed to the suite farthest to the right, three doors down. “They’re all the same plan, so … is that okay?”

      Huds nodded absently as he surveyed Gustaf’s suite. The outside had been scrubbed clean of smoke damage. Brown paper blocked the windows. A wooden placard featuring a shovel-holding figure hung over the door. Under Maintenance.

      The receptionist waited for them at the suite further down, holding the door open. They had no choice but to enter.

      Huds looked up at the ceiling and ran his hand along the walls, hoping he looked like he knew something about insulation. Faven eyed up the ceiling.

      “They’re the exact same?” Faven asked the receptionist, who nodded. Faven took out her phone and started taking photos of the ceiling vents. Huds thought the vents aligned with the puddles of water in his photos, but he couldn’t be certain. He hadn’t slept for so long. His brain was mush.

      “We’ll need a few minutes,” he said. “Feel free to go back if you need to.”

      “Oh … I’m not really supposed to just let people hang out in the rooms.”

      “Come and check out the bathroom,” Faven invited Huds, and he joined her in the tiled room, leaving the receptionist standing awkwardly in the living area. Faven inspected the exposed brass pipes behind the thermal hot tub, running her fingers between the fittings and testing the tightness of the nuts. She pulled Huds down to get a closer look.

      “We need to get into Gustaf’s suite,” she whispered. “I’m sure the suites are different.”

      “Okay, new plan. I’ll distract her, and you sneak through the wardrobe doors into Gustaf’s suite.”

      “How about I distract her and you sneak through the wardrobes?”

      “She’s not going to let me out of her sight,” Huds said. “Look at me; I look like a scary brown man who’s been up all night … because I am, and I have. You’re gonna do great.”

      Before Faven could respond, Huds turned back to the receptionist, still standing awkwardly waiting for them.

      “Can I look at the sliding door to the deck?”

      The receptionist obliged, pulling open the doors and stepping outside. Huds followed her, and racked his brain for another bogus question to keep her occupied. Behind her, he could see Faven ducking into the bedroom. He had to keep the receptionist occupied for two minutes, tops. Easy.

      “What um … what native tree is that?” He pointed to a leafy palm on the riverbank.

      “That’s a Nīkau,” the receptionist replied, deadpan. “It’s why the block is called … wait, I recognise you from somewhere.”

      Huds’s heartbeat jumped. “No you don’t,” he said.

      “I’m pretty sure I do,” she replied, squinting.

      “Have you ever had any complaints about the sound proofing on these doors?” Huds asked, knocking on the glass.

      Across the river, a guest emerged from a suite onto their deck.

      “I think I’ve seen you on TV,” the receptionist said.

      Shit.

      The guest had a blonde bob hairstyle.

      SHIT. Did they only have celebrities staying in this hotel?

      Johanna Talvik reached her arms above her head and rotated, letting the morning sun warm her upper body. She wore only a bra and pyjama bottoms.

      Huds considered his options. If he ducked back inside the suite, he risked calling attention to Faven’s absence. If he stayed on the deck, he risked Johanna seeing him. Even if she did see him, there was little chance she’d remember him. She had barely looked at him the night before.

      “I saw you on TV!” the receptionist blurted out. “You were being questioned by the police!”

      Johanna turned, no doubt intrigued by the loud voice.

      “Hey!” Johanna called from across the river. “Hello! It’s the man from Seen in Silverbridge!”

      “I think you might have mistaken me for someone else,” Huds yelled back.

      The receptionist looked like her head was about to explode from confusion.

      “Good morning, Miss Talvik! Do you know this man?” She pointed to Huds.

      Johanna cupped her hands around her mouth and called back. “Yes, he is a journalist!”

      The receptionist’s mouth dropped open. “I’m calling Orlando,” she said, and hurried back inside the suite. “Where’s that other girl? Hello! Excuse me! Oh no, I’m in so much trouble.”

      “Everything’s fine,” Huds said, but she took no notice. “You won’t be in trouble.”

      “I’m calling the police,” she mumbled, spiralling into a panic. “I’m calling Orlando and then I’m calling the police. Or should I? I don’t know what to do!”

      “You don’t have to call the police,” Huds said to the receptionist’s retreating back.

      He bounded through the bedroom to the wardrobe. An open chasm led to the suite beyond.

      “Faven?” No answer.

      Feeling as though he were Alice about to step through the looking glass, he climbed through the wardrobe door into the next room.
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      “How far away is he now?” Rodney said as he paced along Mortimer Mall.

      Luce watched him with crossed arms, her hands jammed in her armpits to stop them trembling.

      “Can’t believe … knife … crazy,” she said, fighting to hide her body’s betrayal from Rodney, who appeared genuinely calm despite having gotten into a fistfight with four fully grown men while he himself had the use of only one hand.

      “Luce, you’re shaking,” he said, stopping. She hated the note of sympathy in his voice. She wasn’t a child. She didn’t need him to father her.

      She forced herself to scoff. “I’m … no pussy,” she managed.

      “It’s okay. That was quite a shock.”

      He walked to her and wrapped his good arm around her shoulders. He rubbed up and down her arm, stimulating the blood flow. Even though the physical contact was way too much for their burgeoning relationship, it didn’t feel awkward. It felt medical, as if he were administering first aid.

      But still, something in Luce fought the feeling of being taken care of.

      “Get off,” she said and shook his arm away.

      Rodney held up his hands, wincing as he moved the broken one “Sorry, sorry. But you know, you’re allowed to be freaked out.”

      She knew she was allowed, but she didn’t want to halt their momentum. A flash of memory: Luce sitting in the back seat of the car as her father drove to an event, everyone dressed nicely. She’d needed to go to the bathroom but had known her parents were in a hurry. She’d dreaded doing anything that might compromise her invitation to come along and be with the grownups, so she’d sat quietly and hadn’t made a sound even as the bumps the car was making along the road sent stabs of agony through her bladder.

      “Let’s go wait on the corner, away from this … mess,” Rodney said, nodding toward Chikalito, who sat on the curb hugging his knees and crying. The postwoman stood guard, scrolling on her phone, bored.

      Rodney walked them around the corner just as Jordan’s car swung onto the street.

      “There he … is,” Luce said.

      Luce flagged him down. Jordan sped the last few metres then slammed on the brakes, getting a squeal out of the tyres as he skidded to a stop.

      “Geez, you look pale, babe!” Jordan called through the open window. “What’s up?”

      “Get in,” Luce said to Rodney, and flung herself into the passenger seat.

      “Oi,” Jordan raised his voice to Rodney. “You’re that dude from the news. The journalist guy that Luce hates.”

      “Can you put the heater on? I think Luce is in shock. She was almost stabbed five minutes ago.”

      “Que?” Jordan asked, turning to Luce. “Baaaaaaaabe!”

      “I’m fine! Just … we need to get to the airport. Fast.”

      “I’m not going anywhere until I get some answers,” Jordan said.

      “Jords, just move!” Luce screamed, her voice hoarse.

      Jordan revved the car.

      “Fast, she says,” he muttered under his breath, then dropped the clutch and Luce felt her body press back into her seat as the full potential of his expensive car was unleashed.

      As they zoomed through the city, Luce tried to concentrate. They needed to stop the plane from taking off long enough to explain their theory to the authorities. Should she call in a bomb threat? No, that only worked in movies. Should she call Marie at the police station? Yes, that was a good plan.

      She pulled out her phone and tried to navigate the keypad but her fingers wouldn’t obey her brain. Frustrated, she concentrated on the sights flitting by outside the window. People were walking their dogs, jogging, carrying trays of coffee on their way to work. Suddenly everything looked blurry. Damn it, she was crying! She wiped her tears away before anyone could notice.

      Jordan was true to his word, and got them to the airport in under fifteen minutes. The car bottomed out with a thunk as he took the onramp to the drop-off zone, then mounted the curb outside Departures.

      “You’re welcome,” Jordan called as Luce fumbled with her seatbelt and got out of the car.

      “Thanks Jords, you’re the best,” she called over her shoulder.

      “I’ll do some laps—call me when you’re done!” Jordan shouted. He revved his car then took off with another squeal of rubber.

      “You sure you’re up to this?” Rodney asked as they jogged into the building.

      “Don’t ask me that! I should be asking you that, you’re the old one.”

      Hundreds of people in sandals and Hawaiian shirts stood in lines at the check-in counters. Rodney pointed to a departures board.

      “There, flight SA153 to Stockholm. Boarding at Gate 35.”

      Luce took off at a sprint, weaving around people, her eyes combing the place. There, a sign: Gates 20 – 35.

      She upped her speed, her sneakers squeaking on the shiny linoleum as she crossed through the food court. She no longer knew if Rodney was behind her and she didn’t care. Seen needed this story. It would justify all her horrendous behaviour. If they were right, and she was seventy-five percent sure they were, the four of them would have solved a murder case where the police had failed. Seen in Silverbridge would be no longer just a worthless gossip magazine. Huds would forgive her. Her parents would be proud … well, her parents would care at least.

      “Luce,” Rodney panted, catching up. “Maybe we should plan what we’re going to do. We can’t just barge through security and make a scene.”

      “That’s exactly what we’re going to do,” she said.

      “Luce—stop. Stop!” Rodney grabbed her shoulder. Even though all of her nerves were willing her to keep moving, she saw Rodney was serious.

      “There’s a way these things work. We can’t point our fingers and say ‘they did this, they did that,’ and wait for them to be arrested. We need to trick them into confessing. Show that we have hard evidence.”

      “We don’t have hard evidence.”

      “Exactly, so we gotta bluff that we do. Which means a plan—some kind of plan.”

      “They killed someone, Roddles. We can’t let them get on that plane.”

      “But we’re not ready,” he panted, exasperated. “We need to be strategic.”

      “You were strategic about the Shipman-Tuitoko case.”

      The words hung in the air. Rodney looked stung and Luce felt a stab of guilt.

      “I’m right, aren’t I? Strategies are great. But sometimes you gotta come out swinging. We just need to make enough of a commotion to stop them boarding. Then, we deal with the fallout and hope the truth comes out.”

      “We’re not thinking far enough ahead,” Rodney said. “We’re sleep-deprived, we’re running on adrenalin—”

      “We’re doing the right thing! Thinking ahead is for amateurs! Isn’t this, like, your whole deal? Fighting for justice?” Luce sighed. She was losing patience. “I would much rather regret doing something than regret doing nothing at all.”

      Rodney’s face changed. “You’re right—this is my whole deal.”

      His face broke into a manic grin and his eyes shone. “Let’s go!”

      They powered on, Luce willing her aching legs to keep pace with a newly-passionate Rodney. They ran down the middle of the Travelator and pushed people out of their way, their shoes clanged on the metal.

      Up ahead, the three barriers of airport security stood like Cerberus, its conveyor belts and scanning systems like slathering jaws.

      “Act cool,” Luce said.

      Luce and Rodney slowed down and took off their jackets. They squeezed past travellers, shunting their way to the front of the line, offering improvised apologies and lies that their flight was about to leave. Rodney tossed his keys and wallet into a tray, then put his hands behind his back and started whistling a tune, making himself seem ten times more guilty than he would if he’d just stood there.

      The line crawled along. As the security officers lazily pushed the trays through the X-ray machine, Luce’s mind couldn’t help spooling back to Mortimer Mall. The glint of the kitchen knife clattering under the car….

      “You didn’t even hesitate, back there with Chikalito and the knife,” she said to Rodney. “After everything, I wouldn’t have been surprised if you’d thought I deserved some sort of comeuppance.”

      “I mean, I’m not going to lie—I would like to see you suffer some consequences for your amoral behaviour. But being slashed by a madman would be a bit heavy, don’t you think? Plus, your wounds would’ve made you look like some sort of hero, and it would’ve gone to your head, and we all would’ve been worse off.”

      “Oh I see, so the main reason you jumped in was to stop me becoming a martyr,” Luce said.

      “Exactly. That, and it gave me an excuse to use my under-utilised self-defence skills.”

      An officer called Luce forward to walk through the metal detector. She made it through and retrieved her jacket, waiting for Rodney as he was patted down.

      “We have to have each other’s backs in this profession,” Rodney said as he shrugged on his jacket. “Our gig is to expose corruption and lead the public’s eye towards what they need to see. Even if you tend to print trash, I’d like to see you live long enough to start printing, you know, journalism. I know you have it in you.”

      “You’re a condescending prick, Roddles,” Luce said, throwing his wallet and keys at him. “But cheers.”

      A security officer held out his hand. “Boarding passes, please.”

      Rodney patted his jacket pockets, feigning disbelief.

      “I must have dropped it? I think if I … run!” Rodney hissed at Luce.

      Luce sidestepped the guard and ran. She heard a scuffle of shoes, then the guard shouted “Hey!” and suddenly Rodney was next to her again.

      They ran to Gate 35. A queue of people snaked around the chairs. Luce scanned the crowd of people.

      “Where are they?”

      “Stay where you are!” the security guard yelled from behind them. People turned to look, and Luce knew it was only a matter of time before mobile phones started coming out.

      “Front of the line,” Rodney said.

      Rex Collins and Ella Lurds stood at the head of line, about to hand their passports to the steward.

      “I need to see your boarding passes or you will be escorted to a holding area.” The security officer was red in the face. His hand rested on what Luce hoped was a taser.

      “We’re trying to catch some murderers—” Luce started.

      “Requesting back-up,” the guard barked into his radio.

      “Back-up?” Luce scoffed.

      “Do you want to make a scene or shall I?” Rodney asked out the corner of his mouth. Then he spoke to the guard. “We’ll come quietly.”

      He held his hands up in surrender. The guard seemed more scared than they were as he stepped forward and pulled out a pair of hand ties.

      Luce thought back to Rodney stepping into the situation on the street, about how one moment she was being confronted by the shining knife blade of a maniac, and the next she was watching a slightly less manic man risk his life to protect her.

      “Everybody listen up!” she screamed as loud as she could. The terminal went quiet. “There’s been a murder!”

      There was a rush of murmurs and shocked gasps.

      “That’s right!” Luce shouted, channelling every attention-seeking urge she’d ever had in her life. “And get this—the murderers are among us!”
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      Faven shuffled through one wardrobe, then another, until she reached Gustaf’s room. Smoke stained the walls in Rorschach blots; a dank smell of burnt plastic hung in the air. Apart from the swept floor and lack of furniture, the place didn’t look like it had been cleaned at all.

      She didn’t have time to waste. She rushed into the bathroom and took photos of the vent placement in the ceiling on her phone.

      Yellow police tape blocked her view of the thermal pipes. The only reason the police would have taped off the pipes was because they’d been tampered with. The Seen team had been right: hydrogen sulphide poisoning looked to be the likely cause of death.

      Thumping footsteps echoed from the bedroom.

      “Faven!”

      Huds sounded panicked.

      “Faven, we’ve been made,” he said, stumbling into the living area. Looking around, he faltered for a second, then shook whatever thought had occurred to him from his head. “Have you found anything?”

      “The pipes have been tampered with,” Faven said, showing him the pictures she’d taken on her phone. “And the vents line up with the puddles, from what I can see so far.”

      “Okay.” He still looked troubled. “That’s good work,” he said, more quietly.

      “What is it?”

      Huds pointed to the floor-to-ceiling window. Outside, a small island rose from the river.

      “That’s where I took the photos. I was right there when he died; the blast blew me back into the water…”

      “Huds, we should go,” Faven said. “We don’t want to be here when the police arrive.”

      “There was something on the counter…” Huds said, his voice slow as if half-asleep.

      Faven thought she could hear a siren in the distance, but when she listened closely, it disappeared. Must have been phantom noise—she hadn’t slept for thirty hours.

      “Huds, we gotta move. We’ve got what we came for, but it we disrupt anything—”

      Huds turned to the long countertop jutting out from the wall.

      “There was a letter,” he whispered, running his hand along the stone.

      The countertop was the only piece of furniture that remained, because it was bolted to the wall.

      “Here, next to the flowers. I thought it was a welcome note.”

      Outside, there was a patter of footsteps on the wooden path. Phantom noise or real? Faven’s chest tightened. “Huds—”

      “It didn’t say Hello,” he said, his voice returning to its normal speed like a tape being sped back up. “It said Ella. The counter’s been scrubbed clean, but not removed.” Where the countertop met the wall, a small gap invited Huds’ fingers. He looked at Faven, his face rapt. “What if it survived the fire? It could still be here.”

      As much as Faven wanted to believe it, she thought Huds was being staggeringly optimistic. The fire had raged inside the suite for over an hour before it was completely put out. It was a wonder the structure had survived at all.

      Huds gripped the countertop and lifted. It didn’t budge.

      “It’s bolted onto the wall,” he said. “Give me a hand. Ready?”

      “What are you trying to—?”

      “Now!” Huds rammed the countertop with his shoulder, causing a vibration to go through the floor. Faven felt it in her feet.

      “Huds, it’s bolted to the concrete!”

      “Again. Ready?” Huds looked up at her with wide, unfocused eyes.

      Someone knocked on the suite door.

      Huds took no notice. He backed up and rammed the countertop again—and again, the place shook. His prodigious size gave him a lot of physical power, but not enough to rip steel bolts from stone.

      “Open up! Open up in there!” An accented voice.

      “Wait. Let’s think about this,” Faven said.

      But Huds no longer seemed to be listening. The knocking at the front door became more strident and again, the same male voice yelled: “Open up, please!”

      Faven ran to the door while Huds prepared for another onslaught against the counter.

      “Sorry!” she yelled, trying her best to sound reasonable. “We’ll just be a minute!”

      Slam! The walls groaned as Huds threw his body against the countertop.

      “Are you seriously hoping a piece of paper will still be there?” Faven asked, rushing back to Huds. “Let’s go. I have everything we need—the pipes were tampered with and the vents were blocked. Rex and Ella killed Gustaf.”

      “The damn thing won’t budge,” Huds grunted, out of breath. “I need leverage.”

      “The police will arrest us if we damage private property,” Faven pleaded, her voice frantic. She tried to remain calm, but thoughts of convictions, lawyers, police officers and courtrooms filled her head. Did she really deserve this? Was this comeuppance for what she’d done to Olivia?

      Huds loped into the bedroom and rummaged through the wardrobe, searching. The place had been cleared out—none of the furnishings remained.

      Faven considered leaving, but where would she go? In the entire decade since she’d moved to Silverbridge, the one person who had treated her with genuine kindness was right there in that suite, chasing a clue that only had a remote chance of existing.

      She heard a satisfied grunting sound then Huds waltzed back into the living area carrying a long ironing board.

      “There was a second closet,” he explained.

      In the next room, there was a banging signifying someone climbing through the wardrobe.

      “Damn, I left the wardrobe door open! Go and shut it!” Huds yelled.

      Faven did as she was told but she wasn’t fast enough. A hand snaked through and grabbed at her. She shrieked and fell backward, then scrambled back into the living area towards Huds.

      “They’re in, they’re in!” she screamed, crawling across the floor like she was escaping from snakes.

      Huds jammed one end of the ironing board into the lacuna between the countertop and the wall. He shuffled it from side to side, pushing it as far in as it would go.

      “Oh, I get it!” Faven said, jumping to her feet.

      Together they gripped the top end of the ironing board and pulled it down like a lever. The metal groaned, but the countertop stayed in place.

      A man with a wolfish face appeared in the doorway. He wore a tight leather jacket and a low cut t-shirt revealing sparse chest hair and dangling necklaces. Patrik Dixgard.

      “Hey!” the newly-solo songwriter of Ripe For Picking yelled. “You are the journalists who snuck into the hotel before!”

      “Hi,” Faven squeaked.

      Patrik pointed a bony finger toward the front door. “You are not welcome here! This is my brother Gustaf’s room!”

      Huds ignored him and continued pulling down on the ironing board.

      “You heard me!” Patrik repeated. “You have been dragging the names of me and the rest of the band through the mud, saying we are to blame for his death. You printed videos of Maia and me going into a sex room!”

      “We don’t think it was you,” Faven tried to explain. “We think it was Rex, your manager.”

      “Ignore him,” Huds said in between gasps of effort. “Help me.”

      Patrik rushed at him and grabbed him around the chest.

      “You are trying to ruin our reputation further! Get away from this place!”

      Faven tried to peel Patrik off Huds, but his birdlike arms were surprisingly strong. Faven clung to Patrik, who clung to Huds, who clung to the ironing board. There was a ticking sound, like the trunk of a tree slowly giving way.

      “Almost got it!” Huds yelled.

      “Get out of here!” Patrik screamed, red in the face. Faven was close enough to see his eyes had turned bloodshot.

      “Patrik? What is going on?”

      Keeping her arms desperately wrapped around Patrik, Faven turned to see Maia Nordenstam. Johanna walked in behind her. They surveyed the tableau, their faces pale with surprise.

      “They are trying to besmirch the memory of Gustaf!” Patrik claimed wildly, pulling at Huds’s shoulders. “They want to destroy his legacy! They want us to be jailed!”

      “Get off him!” Faven yelled.

      A crack of thunder punctuated the yelling like an exclamation point and the countertop gave way with a gigantic thunk.

      Faven stumbled backwards and Patrik fell on top of her. Huds managed to stay upright, dangling from the ironing board which had toppled horizontally, one end still stuck between the stone slab and the wall. Broken plaster breathed a waft of dust through the room and crumbles of debris clinked off the concrete floor like Christmas bells.

      “What is that?” Johanna asked, looking at the exposed gap in the wall.

      Various pieces of junk were crammed together, stuck against the wall where the countertop had been moments before. Years of forgotten items had obviously slipped down the crack, creating a cemetery of detritus. Faven spotted two keys, a lollipop covered in fungus and multiple swipe cards. A layer of black soot covered everything, a relic of the fire, but the countertop had insulated everything, keeping it preserved and protected from fire damage.

      Huds began digging through the mass of detritus, tossing pieces of paper aside. Maia, Johanna and Patrik watched, their shock momentarily trumping their rage.

      “I recognise you,” Maia said gently to Faven. “You chewed on my batteries.”

      Faven offered her a friendly smile.

      “Here it is,” Huds whispered, then coughed as the reawakened soot floated through the room.

      He held an envelope up for them to read: Ella.

      “This was on the counter the night Gustaf died,” Huds said. “It’s Gustaf’s handwriting, isn’t it?”

      Patrik nodded weakly.

      “Do I have your permission to open it?”

      The remaining three members of Ripe For Picking looked between themselves. Patrik, his face pained, stepped forward.

      “Please allow me.”

      Huds handed over the envelope and Patrik undid the top of it, treating it as gently as he might a bomb. He pulled out a long, handwritten note.

      “It’s in Swedish,” Patrik said, unfolding it.

      Maia and Johanna read it over his shoulder. For a minute, the room was quiet. Maia’s eyes turned red and she sniffed with genuine sadness.

      When they got to the end, Patrik sighed.

      “It’s a suicide note,” he said. “Gustaf … Gustaf killed himself.”

      Johanna’s legs gave way and she fell to the ground, Maia reaching for her a second too late. Patrik’s face remained expressionless, staring at the letter.

      “Faven,” Huds said, his face stricken. “Call Luce.”
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RODNEY

        

      

    

    
      Rodney marvelled at the crowd’s collective gasp in reaction to Luce’s loud accusation of murder. Even the security officer paused in his pursuit against them, momentarily struck dumb.

      Luce pointed to the front of the line. “These two people—Rex Collins and Ella Lurds—orchestrated the murder of Gustaf Neilsen!”

      Chatter broke out among the queuing travellers. Rex and Ella looked as if they’d been hit across the face with an old trout.

      Luce glanced at Rodney and he gave her a reassuring nod. This is what quality journalism brought to the world! Excitement, intrigue, justice!

      Something caught Luce’s eye behind him and she gave a strangled yelp. At least ten security officers were jogging down the wide corridor toward them.

      “It’s okay,” Rodney said. “They’re on our side.”

      He turned to the oncoming officers, prepared to reason with them, but before he could get a word out, something heavy pummelled into him.

      “Whoa!” Luce yelled.

      He watched her stumble out of the way before the hard linoleum sprung up to meet the side of his face.

      “Stop resisting,” an officer grunted into Rodney’s ear and he felt the man’s hot, wet breath.

      “I’m not resisting!” Rodney muttered, fighting against the urge to buck the officer off. He craned his neck up to address Luce. “Keep going.”

      Luce’s face had lost its earlier confidence, but she turned back to the gathered crowd. People watched, goggle-eyed. The attention fed her and she seemed to double in size.

      “All right, everyone! Let me give you the skinny. You may have seen in the news a little while ago, first published in the well-respected current events publication Seen in Silverbridge—available to buy at all good newsagents—that a rockstar died in a freak explosion at the Matomato Hotel. The rockstar’s name was Gustaf Neilsen, and he was a talented songwriter, but sadly, deeply troubled.”

      An officer stepped toward Luce but she easily side-stepped him. The officers treated Luce with a lot more care than they had Rodney, he noticed. A quick count showed more than twenty officers watching the proceedings, all reticent to tackle a young woman. It allowed Luce to hold the room entranced.

      “For a while there, New Zealand authorities classed it as an accident, but I’m proud to say that the Seen team knew all along that something fishy was at play. Something stunk—the stench was the stench of cold-blooded murder!”

      Luce threw her hands in the air as if performing Shakespeare. The crowd grew restive. People were filming with their phones. Luce approached the front of the line and pointed at Rex Collins’ face.

      “This is the face of a scumbag of the highest order! Feast your eyes on Rex Collins, manager of the band Ripe For Picking.”

      Rex Collins stared dumbly at Luce for a second, then plastered a fake smile across his face with what looked like a gargantuan effort.

      “Sexy Rexy here has a drug problem, don’t you, Rexy? Drugs are not cool, right kids?” Luce asked, eyeing up a group of younger travellers. “Because while they can be fun—actually, they can be a lot of fun—they cost a bomb. Before you know it, you’re borrowing cash from Peter to pay Paul, and your bank account is looking progressively more peaky, and your penchant for puff is in precariously close to proliferating past your piles of … pounds.”

      She took a deep breath and smirked, relieved at her on-the-spot rhetoric. Plastic ties pinched at Rodney’s wrists. The officer still hadn’t gotten off of him.

      “Get to the point, Luce,” he grumbled.

      Luce couldn’t hear. Either that or she had chosen not to listen.

      “Mr Collins here was living the high life, ladies and gentlemen. I’m talking five star hotels. I’m talking top of the line treatment; booze, drugs and women. All this haemorrhaging of cash left his wallet light, but that should be no problem for a rockstar manager, right? Rexy can book more shows, maybe jack up the prices of the merch, sell a few t-shirts? Right?”

      The crowd, so enrapt before now, had started losing interest. A man wearing a suit with epaulettes on the side approached the officer in charge and whispered something in his ear.

      “Luce!” Rodney hissed.

      She winked back at him, blind with confidence. Rodney had long lost his own self-assurance, the weight of their circumstances appallingly clear now. They had stormed airport security and were now holding up an international flight.

      Big, proper offences.

      Luce turned back to the crowd. “Let’s fast forward. Rex has money issues, that’s all well and good. But what about young Ella Lurds here? Look at this specimen!” Luce gestured to the young blond mother whose face had gone exceptionally pale. Her baby daughter let out a wail, no doubt sensing the ill will growing in the terminal.

      “Isn’t she gorgeous?” Luce asked the crowd. “Well, I think she’s absolutely beautiful … for a murderer!”

      Rodney groaned.

      “Ella and Gustaf were destined to be with each other forever. But Ella, stuck in Sweden while Gustaf gallivanted around the world, decided to warm up her cold bed with the body of some random strapping man. And lo, she got up the spout!”

      A young, female officer approached Luce, a hand on her handcuffs. She must have been nominated as the least threatening.

      “Okay miss, I think that’s enough.”

      Luce danced away from the officer and picked up the pace of her speech.

      “Ella gets knocked up, right? Shock horror—what’s she gonna do?”

      In Rodney’s pocket, his phone vibrated. But with his hands hogtied, he couldn’t answer.

      “She makes Gustaf the godfather of her child, naturally, and with a few well-placed compliments and suggestions, Ella convinces Gustaf to change his will to leave his substantial wealth to her and her baby in the event of his unlikely death.”

      “Miss,” the officer said again, stepping closer. She spoke to the crowd: “I’m sorry about the disturbance, everyone.”

      Luce twirled around the officer easily.

      “This is all lies!” Ella screamed suddenly, her rage getting the better of her. “You are spreading lies!”

      Rodney’s phone vibrated again. A second call.

      “Excuse me,” he said to the officer on top of him. “Could I check my phone, please?”

      The officer answered by grinding into Rodney’s back, pushing him painfully against the hard floor.

      “Miss, I’m afraid I have to insist—” The officer reached out to grab Luce’s arm.

      “Don’t touch me!” Luce shrieked, and Rodney could see the shock of her earlier brush with Chikalito had affected her. “They are the murderers, why are you trying to silence me? Arrest them!”

      The young officer looked to at her superiors, exasperated. One of them ran a hand through his hair and looked away: we don’t know what to do either.

      One of the airport staff holding a boarding pass scanner raised her hand and addressed Luce.

      “I’m sorry, but we need to recommence boarding. Is it possible you could just …” She made a vague motion with her hands, wrap this up?

      The young officer made a second attempt to grab Luce’s arm. She wrenched away and to Rodney’s shock, pointed at him on the floor.

      “Do you know who this is?” Luce asked, petulantly.

      “Luce, don’t—”

      “This is Rodney Holliday! The Peabody-winning journalist! And guess what? He agrees with me. He helped us crack the case! These two are murderers!”

      The heavy-breathing officer who, for reasons only known to himself, still lay on top of Rodney, struggled to his knees. “I’ve had enough of this,” he said.

      “Johanna Talvik is a sexual predator!” Luce yelled.

      The inexplicable change of subject caught everyone off guard. The officer who had tackled Rodney moved quicker than his bulging gut indicated. He ran toward Luce and rammed her with his shoulder. It wasn’t a hard hit, but it was strategically placed, and she bounced off him onto the linoleum, sliding a metre or so before coming to a stop with a comical squeak. Rodney noticed all the phones following the drama, hungry looks on the faces of their owners.

      What remained of Rodney’s career crumbled around him. It wasn’t enough he’d been found guilty of calumny and that the biggest story he’d pursued in years had been gutted. No, he’d had to ruin his life further by getting involved with these insane children from Seen in Silverbridge, a pathetic gossip magazine.

      His phone vibrated against his thigh again. Rodney took advantage of his newfound freedom and wriggled his bound hands into his pocket to grab his vibrating phone.

      Unknown number.

      He used his pinky finger to answer, then bent his body so his ear pressed against the speaker.

      Faven’s voice. She spoke quickly, halfway through a sentence.

      “Faven!” he said. “Start again. What are you saying?”

      “Rodney, thank God,” she said, breathless. “Abort mission. Abort mission. Rex and Ella are innocent—it was suicide. Do you hear me? Gustaf killed himself.”

      “Oh,” Rodney said, watching as three separate officers struggled to restrain Luce, who was putting up an energetic struggle. “Thanks for the call.”
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LUCE

        

      

    

    
      The cells of Silverbridge Central were impressively tidy and well equipped. Luce, Huds, Faven and Rodney each got their own blanket and were given as much time as they needed to shower. They could even order food from a takeaway menu which the council funds paid for, although it turned up soggy and lukewarm.

      These small pleasures didn’t do much to curb Faven’s terror. She sat on her cot holding her knees to her chest and regularly bursting into sobs. When this happened, Luce sat next to her and got her talking, trying to make her concentrate on something other than being incarcerated for trespassing and obstruction of justice.

      The first three hours following their arrest scared them the most. Luce and Rodney talked themselves hoarse trying to bargain with Superintendent Tony Kendrick. Kendrick, with his ring of orange hair and skin weathered beyond his years, made it clear that no amount of discussion would make him reconsider detaining them.

      As Tuesday afternoon turned into Tuesday evening, fatigue overcame fear. They fell asleep early. In the middle of the night, Faven woke them up with a panic attack. The four of them stayed awake until daybreak, discussing how best to handle their immediate future. As long as they were out by the afternoon, Huds said, he’d be happy. He and Faven had their final exams later that day.

      Two days later, on a bitingly cold Friday morning, Constable Marie Wilson appeared at the cell door’s glass window.

      “Marie, what the shit is going on? Where have you been?” Luce asked, scrambling up from her cross-legged position on the floor. She’d been guiding the team through a yoga session. “We’ve been in here for three nights now!”

      Marie grimaced. She looked genuinely sorry.

      “You look good … healthy. This is a pretty messed up situation. I tried to come earlier but Kendrick knows I know you and forbade me. If all you’d done was trespass into the Matomato Hotel, you’d be fine. But you kind of breached security at an international airport … that’s kind of a huge deal. The whole thing has, like, become an international security matter.”

      Marie held her hand up to stop Luce’s retort. “I know, I know, you were following up a story and you ended up ‘cracking the case’. I think all your theories have ended up being correct. I mean, you’ll know from social media of course but it’s insane, you guys are so popular.” Marie laughed, then sobered when she saw the drawn faces looking back at her.

      “Mr Holliday, I don’t know what your social media presence is like, but the fact you got dragged into this has become big news.”

      “Battery’s been flat for three days,” Rodney said, holding up his dead phone.

      “Ah. Yeah, of course,” Marie said. “Well hey, from what I’ve heard, Superintendent Kendrick has been the opposite of receptive. But he’s on a call now with the mayor and Silvanus Gold—”

      “Gold? What’s Silvanus Gold got to do with this?” Rodney asked, unfolding his legs and standing up.

      “The Matomato is one of his most prestigious property assets, and from what I’ve heard, when Mr Haile pulled half the suite apart—“

      “We separated one countertop—”

      “A couple of awkward skeletons fell out of the closet.”

      “Skeletons?” Rodney asked.

      Marie checked the corridor, wary of being overheard. Luce thought she looked tired. “You didn’t hear this from me, but … some documents slipped down that crevice. Documents from years and years ago. Some of the officers got a good look at them before they cleared them up.”

      Rodney and Luce exchanged a look.

      “When can we go home?” Faven asked Marie, her voice small.

      For the first time, Marie smiled. “Today. Now.”

      The four of them sighed together, and Luce worried she might cry. Instead, she rubbed her hands together and tried to channel her relief into something productive.

      “I can’t wait to write about the stellar work the Silverbridge Police is providing the tax payers of this country.”

      “Ummmm … yeah, we should talk about that,” Marie said.

      “I’m open to talking,” Luce said. “But we have been remarkably unfairly treated, as I’m sure the public will agree.”

      Marie nodded to her side, and an electronic chime sounded. The door sprung open.

      Faven let out an involuntary yelp and dove for the door.

      “Whoa, easy,” Marie said, catching Faven as she stumbled into the corridor.

      Huds didn’t speak to any of them while they were being processed. An officer ordered a taxi to take them to their respective homes and while they waited for it to turn up, Superintendent Kendrick appeared in the doorway.

      “Seen in Silverbridge, ay?” he said. He beckoned them to follow him with a bony finger.

      With confused glances at each other, they followed him down a corridor, upstairs, and through a glass skywalk to a door that bore his name.

      “You must have been top dog a long time,” Luce said as she flicked a flake of paint from his name.

      Inside his office, Kendrick took his seat and motioned at the threadbare couch to the side of the room.

      “Sit,” he ordered.

      None of them sat. Kendrick stared at them for a few moments. Rodney looked at Faven, whose mascara had run skid-marks down each eye and gave her a reassuring smile.

      “Congratulations,” Kendrick said simply, and Luce couldn’t tell if he was making a joke.

      “Wish we could say the same to you,” she said.

      Kendrick’s mouth curved in an involuntary smile. Luce imagined he might have been handsome once upon a time, back when he didn’t resemble an angry old toad from a children’s book.

      “I say congratulations because in almost all regards, you got it correct. Hydrogen sulphide poisoning was what killed Gustaf Neilsen. To our credit, that was one of our first theories, but due to the ventilation systems still being in working order, we put it to one side. The team ended up being split—between planted explosive and freak accident.”

      Kendrick frowned, irritated by his team’s shoddy work. The team stayed quiet.

      “The hydrogen sulphide funnelled into the suite via a hose that Neilsen connected to the bathtub pipes. We found the burnt remnants of the hose in the inspection following the fire. Neilsen sealed off the vents by pulling the vent covers off, leaving them in a tray of water in the freezer until frozen, then reinserting them. An elaborate plan, so detailed that we wouldn’t have entertained the possibility.”

      He cleared his throat loudly, as if it hurt.

      “How did you figure it out?” he asked.

      Luce almost answered, so enamoured with the superintendent’s attention she forgot to be angry with him. But a sniffle from Faven made her regroup.

      “You locked us up for three days without probable cause.”

      Kendrick sighed, as if forced to discuss a boring topic. “We had more than enough probable cause.”

      “You knew we weren’t a danger to anyone,” Rodney interjected. “Kendrick, the amount of times we’ve spoken in the past. At press briefings, interviews—”

      “Mr Holliday, with due respect, you are now the perpetrator of disorderly conduct in an international airport. I must make judgements based on all evidence, no matter our previous relationship. I know your career has been under significant strain, and I can only guess as to your home life, but it seems like your actions have been those of a desperate man.”

      Rodney scoffed, then his face dropped. “You can’t honestly think you can pass us off as domestic terrorists?”

      Kendrick shrugged. “People were scared. There’s no knowing what you were capable of doing. The New Zealand Police are here to protect the public. It’s simple. And right now, the public are baying for your blood.”

      “Baying?” Luce asked.

      “For your blood, yes.” Kendrick raised an eyebrow. “And I am but a humble servant of the people.”

      Rodney took a seat on the couch, looking weak. Faven joined him. Luce thought she understood what Kendrick wanted to do. If he painted the Seen as unbalanced, the police regained public confidence by locking them up. The only way for Kendrick to uphold authority was to publicly denigrate the four of them.

      Luce stewed. “What do you want then? Do you want us to refrain from writing about your incompetence in this case? Or how you’ve kept us in a shared cell for three nights, causing myself, Hudson and Faven to miss our final exams?”

      Faven put her head in her hands, no doubt reminded of her dire situation. There was no way she could pass—she’d have to repeat a year. With international student fees, and the complicated nature of her loans, Luce worried Faven would struggle to stay in the country.

      Kendrick rose from his seat and walked around his desk. He half-sat against it, leaning on one leg as if the other hurt, and looked at Faven. His face softened.

      “Consider the fact we are on the same side,” he said in a quiet, conspiratorial voice. “And we have resources your magazine can only dream of. Consider that if there’s a genuine reason for you to need assistance in your future pursuits of justice, then I’d like to position myself in a way that invited your request.”

      The superintendent’s words bloated the air with implication.

      “Are you saying you want us to work together?” Rodney asked.

      “We want to work with everyone,” Kendrick said. “Comradeship is endlessly more productive than enmity.”

      Huds’s eyes darted around the room.

      Kendrick laughed. “This isn’t a trap, Mr Haile. I’m putting an offer on the table. Don’t go writing a load of mullock about us locking you up for three days, or about us being incompetent. That was a regretful mistake on behalf of my colleagues. Write whatever you want about Gustaf, the Matomato, Ripe For Picking, and the case. But keep the police and Silvanus Gold out of it. Agree to that and you can go free, no charges whatsoever, this whole escapade already a footnote in one of your articles.”

      Faven peeked through her fingers. Luce glanced at Huds and Rodney and saw implicit agreement. Freedom, within their grasp. They could write about the case with impunity, as long as they didn’t drag the police—or Silvanus Gold’s—name through the muck.

      “No,” Luce said.

      Faven whimpered.

      “No?”

      “Not unless you agree to one more thing,” Luce said. “I want you to call the university and tell them to let Faven Osmun and Hudson Haile take their final exams again.”

      “What about yourself?”

      “My degree’s useless.”

      “Luce, what are you—?” Huds started, but Kendrick cut him off.

      “Done.”

      “Really?” Faven squeaked. “Really?” She looked as if she’d been given an adrenalin injection, spine suddenly ramrod straight.

      Kendrick nodded then walked back to his desk and sat down. “If there’s nothing else…”

      Rodney stood and offered his good hand to help Faven up. Luce noticed he didn’t look as pleased with Kendrick’s offer as the rest of them. When they were at the door, Huds turned around.

      “Excuse me, Superintendent? Did you look into Ella Lurds?”

      Kendrick nodded. “She was not aware Gustaf Neilsen was in the process of changing his will to name her as primary executor. She was rather upset about it.”

      Huds took it in, troubled.

      “And the explosion?” Luce asked.

      “Caused by Johanna Talvik’s cigarette being exposed to the gas, as you suspected.”

      “Wow,” Luce said. “We got all of it right. So we’re basically detectives now, huh?”

      Kendrick opened his arms, gesturing at the shining wood and the framed photographs. “One day, this could all be yours.”

      Luce wrinkled her nose. “No thanks. This place is shit.”

      “It is a bit shit, isn’t it? Bye, Miss Sharp. Haile, Osmun, Holliday.”

      “Peace,” Luce said, two fingers raised in a peace sign.

      On the street, four taxis idled in a row. Constable Marie Wilson handed them a bunch of papers to sign, but Rodney stopped them before they took the proffered pens.

      “We’ll take them home and read them,” he said.

      “Faven, how about I come home with you?” Luce offered. “We can get a bite to eat or something. Decompress.”

      Faven shook her head quickly “It’s okay. I’ll be okay.”

      Her hair, frizzy from three days of improper care, quivered as she dashed to a taxi and was gone.

      “You’re not happy about this, are you?” Huds asked Rodney.

      Rodney studied his bandaged hand, and flexed his fingers. “I’ll get back to you on that. But it’s definitely been an experience, working with you both.”

      “Barely felt like work to me,” Luce said. “Do you what you love, and you’ll never work a day in your life. That’s how the adage goes, right?”

      Rodney opened his mouth, thought better of it, then got into a taxi.

      Luce and Huds stood together on the curb, their rides waiting.

      “Thanks for asking about our exams,” Huds said. “That was unexpectedly nice of you.”

      “I do nice things!” she said, mock-outraged.

      Across the road, a boy around ten years old swerved to miss an elderly lady and careened off his bike. Luce and Huds watched as the surrounding citizens rushed to help him up. He didn’t cry, just dusted off his palms and remounted his bike with a smile.

      “A lot of people filmed us on their phones,” Luce said. “Might have to lie low for a bit.”

      Huds pursed his lips, squinted. Luce could read his mind: he wanted to lie low separately. She wouldn’t hear from him for a few days as punishment for pushing him across a threshold he wasn’t ready for.

      Huds got into the taxi and shut the door. Luce watched and waited for it to pull away, but it didn’t. The back window wound down and Huds face appeared.

      “One more thing,” he said. “Why did you do the peace sign? I have literally never seen you do a peace sign.”

      “I have no idea.”

      Huds just rolled his eyes. The taxi pulled away and Luce watched it go, laughing, tears in her eyes.
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FAVEN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To: Luce Sharp <headbossbitch@seeninsilverbridge.co.nz>

        From: Faven Osmun <canyoudomeafaven@beatmail.com>

        Date: Sat, Nov 15, 2014, 8:19am

        Subject: Stepping away

      

        

      
        Luce,

      

        

      
        This is a difficult email to send, but I’ve been thinking about it for the last day (not to mention the hours we spent in the cell) and have come to the unfortunate conclusion that remaining part of the Seen team is not the most tenable way forward for my life.

      

        

      
        Please know I appreciate the time and energy you’ve expended in helping me with my journalistic ambitions, and I will treasure the memories of working with you and Hudson.

      

        

      
        If you’d like to discuss it, could I kindly request that we correspond over email opposed to phone or in person? I’m aware of leaving you in the lurch with printing, so I’ve attached a couple of contacts for people in the communications department who might be able to help.

      

        

      
        I’m sorry.

      

        

      
        All the best (and with apologies),

        Faven Osmun.

      

        

      
        P.S. I’ve attached that piece we spoke about. I got permission from all the interviewees for their words to be used verbatim, in writing (all the correspondence attached also). I hope you feel this is worthy of being published on the website, or even in print (if that ever becomes a reality again).

      

        

      
        Attachment: 20141115_themajorblues.pages

        Attachment: 20141115_releaseforms.zip
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HUDS

        

      

    

    
      Huds took his usual seat at the dinner table. He served food onto his family’s plates, starting with his mother’s, while his younger brothers washed up. It had been two weeks since they’d left the cells, and—as Kendrick promised—he’d been permitted to resit his final exam. The results would be released the next month and he felt he’d done well.

      He hadn’t spoken to Luce in the intervening time. He’d messaged her a dozen times over the first week, but she’d left him on ‘seen’. Multiple times each day he’d refreshed his various messaging apps, thinking he must have missed a notification. But no, she had obviously made a deliberate decision not to talk to him.

      “Salmon steak?” Sofia exclaimed as she marvelled at her plate. “How extravagant!”

      Huds’s mum called from the kitchen: “It’s not every day your first born son graduates university!”

      “I haven’t technically graduated yet,” Huds reminded her, taking his seat.

      He could have dropped over at Luce’s apartment but he didn’t want to put undue pressure on her. If she needed time to think, he would give it to her.

      “Nice work, bro,” Franck said as the twins entered the room.

      “So proud.” Sebastian wiped a fake tear from his cheek.

      “Mum, hurry up!” Julien, the youngest, had been sitting patiently in his seat the entire time. “It’s getting cold!”

      “All right, all right, keep your hair on.” Marine scuttled into the living room. She checked her wristwatch and frowned.

      “We waiting on something?” Sebastian asked.

      Marine shook her head. She smiled warmly at Huds and held out her hand. Taking her cue, the Haile family all joined hands and bowed their heads.

      “Lord, we are so blessed, on this day more than most,” she said.

      Huds closed his eyes and reflected on his gratitude. Ella Lurds—innocent—had flown back to Sweden with baby Nova, along with Rex Collins and the rest of Ripe For Picking. Huds hadn’t gotten another chance to see them, so his final memory would always be of Patrik’s gaunt face as he sat on the stoop of the luxury suite rereading Gustaf’s letter, while Maia and Johanna clung to each other and wept. Not long after that the police had arrived and dragged Huds and Faven away in handcuffs.

      “We give thanks for many things. We are blessed to have shelter and food, the use of our faculties and the ability to achieve greatness. But more than that, we are blessed to—”

      A hurried knock came from the front door. Huds’s head jerked up and his heart jumped to full gallop. Ever since being locked up, any unexpected noise struck fear into him. He went into panic-mode and considered the past few days—had he accidentally done anything that would warrant the police to come take him away again?

      Marine didn’t seem perturbed. “Excuse me from the table,” she said, and walked to the door.

      When she reappeared, a warm smile shone on her face. A blonde figure in inappropriately scanty clothing was following her.

      “Sorry I’m late, everyone. Wow, this smells delicious!” Luce said, eyeing the table with delight.

      Huds opened his mouth but he found his lips wouldn’t work.

      “Excuse me, big man. Is this seat taken?” she asked, lowering herself into the chair next to him.

      “Do up a plate for Lucinda, please Sofia,” Huds’s mum said. The twins eyed Luce and Huds with relish.

      Huds cleared his throat. “What are you doing here?”

      “I invited her,” Marine said matter-of-factly.

      “You …?” But his mother hated Luce.

      “Yes, after talking to some friends at church today and reading the new issue.”

      “New issue?” Huds’s brain felt in danger of exploding.

      “You didn’t read it?” Luce said, faux-outraged. “I guess I forgive you. Actually, I really gotta apologise for the last two weeks. I’ve been busy. Sorry Huds.”

      Behind her banter, Huds sensed genuine guilt. He guessed she wanted to say more but around the family dinner table wasn’t the right time.

      “Can we eat now, please?” Julien whined.

      Marine held her hand out and they all silently linked hands again.

      “Oh we’re doing the praying thing. Right, okay,” Luce said.

      Her hand felt cold in his, and her skin crazy soft. Like velvet or moleskin, but with the supple pressure of human life beneath. Her heartbeat rain-dropped against his. It struck him they’d never held hands before, not deliberately. Huds realised his mother had almost finished saying grace.

      “…but most of all, we’re grateful for friendships and the care and love we offer to one another. May it continue to bolster our souls and help our spirits fly high. Amene.”

      “Amen,” the table echoed, and Huds let go of Luce’s hand.

      “Lucinda, tell us about your plans after graduation,” Marine said as they stared the meal.

      Huds felt a powerful sensation to laugh.

      “Oh you know.” Luce waved her hand around the in the air. “Bit of this, bit of that.”

      “That sounds vague.”

      “I’m quite a vague person. I like a vague life.”

      “Are you Huds’s girlfriend?” Julien asked. “Like, officially?”

      “Jules—” Sofia warned, but Luce threw her head back and made an animalistic grunting sound.

      “I wish,” she said. “But no.”

      Sebastian and Franck raised their eyebrows at each other.

      Conversation flowed easily enough, and Huds found his heart rate returning to normal as Luce presented her best behaviour.

      “Wait. Mum, you read our magazine?” Huds asked.

      Marine cocked her head, finished chewing, and swallowed. “Huds, I know it’s something you enjoy doing. I may as well come clean: I’ve read every issue.”

      “But you always…” Huds lowered his voice. “You’ve always hated the fact I spend time working on it. You call it an ‘affront to my natural abilities’.”

      She didn’t even have the grace to look embarrassed. Beside him, Luce nodded in agreement.

      “It has its appeal; the most recent issue especially. There was an article in particular Jane told me about—you remember Jane Hardy, don’t you? She has the son who joined the army and now works with computers in East Timor.”

      “I remember Jane,” Huds said dutifully, not remembering Jane.

      “Anyway, Jane was talking to Wendy and me—you remember Wendy? She’s married to—”

      “Our old principal,” Sofia interrupted. “We know, Mum.”

      “So Jane was telling Wendy and me about her daughter’s most recent troubles at the doctor; she’s getting side effects to some medication. The poor thing has been diagnosed with an anxiety disorder, but Jane has never believed in that sort of thing and didn’t want to shove medication down her throat. And Wendy was saying she agreed, that the doctors hand out pills willy-nilly now without a second thought. ‘They just scribble on a piece of paper and send you to the chemist so you can be someone else’s problem.’ That kind of thing. And Jane was saying, ‘That’s exactly right, Wendy. And they always have such terrible handwriting.’ And Jane said, ‘Of course you’d think that, your husband’s a school principal’.”

      Marine laughed and rolled her eyes. The kids waited patiently.

      “Anywho, Jane’s daughter didn’t want to take the pills, but her down periods were getting worse. She has bad spells, you know?”

      Most of Huds’s siblings had finished their dinner now. They waited for Marine to get to the point.

      “But I said, ‘I had my hard time after Sofia, if you remember.’ Because I did, and I’ve always told you about that. Hudson, you were little, and Sofia, you were an absolute charmer as a baby, but there was just something that felt off about me. I felt dark all the time and had no idea why. Every reason in the world to be over the moon, and yet …” She blew air out her cheeks. “So I said to Jane, ‘I had my hard time after Sofia,’ and Jane says she remembers, and Wendy says she remembers, and Jane lays her hand on mine—”

      Marine reached over and put her hand on top of Sofia’s, demonstrating.

      “And she said, ‘I wasn’t there for you as much as I should have been.’ Wendy’s mouth about dropped through the floor, as you can imagine. Jane’s never been one for expressing any sort of real feelings. Even when your father died—and she was very fond of him—she was very matter-of-fact at the funeral. She helped with the flowers and the food, but she never shed a tear or said anything emotional.”

      Sensing where the story might be going, Huds asked, “What changed her mind, Mum?”

      Marine raised her eyebrows and gestured to Luce.

      “Did you go and talk to her? Is that why Mum likes you now?” Julien asked Luce, wide-eyed. “Jane is scary.”

      Luce shook her head and frowned. “She sounds too scary for me.”

      “Jane said her daughter showed her an article—it was filled with interviews with students at the university she goes to, and cites studies from all over the world about the rising pressures on young people and the increasing need for us to be more understanding about mental health.”

      Huds looked at Luce. She nodded, and mouthed ‘Faven’.

      “There was a bit in the article about medication,” Marine carried on. “It said we need to de-stigmatise the use of medication for treating these kinds of problems, especially if it gets someone through a rough patch.”

      “That sounds like a mighty smart article, Mrs Hudson,” Luce said.

      Marine tsked, then turned serious. “You did good work with that one.”

      “Thank you. Credit goes to Faven Osmun, one of our old contributors.”

      Huds had trouble believing what he was hearing. His mother had just praised Luce at the dinner table? Not only had she invited her, but she’d praised her?

      “Hold on,” he said, irritated. “Why didn’t you tell me you were printing one more issue? This whole time I’ve been … and you…” He didn’t know how to phrase his anger around his family.

      “I wanted you to concentrate on your exams. And I thought maybe…” She trailed off.

      “You thought maybe—what?”

      She glanced around at the Haile family, then back at Huds. “You’re better off without me, aren’t you?”

      There it was: the question Huds asked himself every few days. And now, confronted with it, answering became the plainest, easiest thing in the world.

      “Of course I’m not.”

      Luce’s cheeks flushed, the first time Huds remembered seeing that happen.

      “Well, good, then.”

      Huds’s mum clapped her hands together and rose from her seat. “How about some pudding?”

      “Yes!” Sebastian, Franck and Julien said together. Huds got the impression they were sick of watching his melodrama from across the dinner table.

      Sofia and the boys helped serve the coconut pudding, which gave Huds and Luce a minute’s privacy.

      “Where did you get the money to print the last issue? I thought you’d exhausted the Seen account?”

      “Coats,” Luce said.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “My parents gave me some money to buy coats. I used that.”

      “They gave you money to buy coats?”

      “It’s a long story. Well, it’s not really. They gave me money to buy coats so I could go to a job interview in Milan, but now I used the money on Seen and missed the interview, so…”

      “You’re kinda stuck here in Silverbridge?”

      She nodded. “Am I nuts? When I said it all like that, it sounds nuts.”

      “You’re not on a diet or anything ridiculous like that, are you?” Marine asked, spooning a gigantic helping into Luce’s bowl.

      Huds knew Luce counted calories and ran five times a week. He considered all the ways he could swoop in and save her from refusing to eat the pudding.

      “Na, don’t be silly,” she said.

      She ate everything they put in front of her.
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RODNEY

        

      

    

    
      Rodney stayed at home on forced suspension for all of November. The Sentinel’s editor, Garrett Mesnick, phrased it in a way that made it sound like Rodney had been given an option, but Rodney knew he was worried about the newspaper’s reputation.

      It had been a particularly slow news month, so the footage of airport security tackling Rodney had received significant airtime. Worse, the postwoman from Mortimer Mall had uploaded her video of Chikalito’s attack, which had been shared thousands of times online. Rodney found himself unofficially tied to Seen in Silverbridge in the minds of the public, and by extension tied to Luce.

      On the Monday morning he was due back at work, Garrett’s assistant called. Garrett requested an informal meeting at a café instead of at The Sentinel’s offices. The fact the request came from his assistant and not Garrett himself gave Rodney a sinking feeling.

      Rodney walked into the cafe in The Sentinel’s lobby and saw Garrett sat near the window. A thought hit him and he knew it was true: he was about to be fired.

      Garrett stood as Rodney approached, playing the polite gentleman.

      “Sit down, Mesnick, I’m not a lady in Victorian England and you’re not courting me,” he said. “Just swing the damn axe, would you?”

      “Did you order?” Garrett turned to a nearby waitress. “Could we get this man a coffee please?”

      “Nothing for me, thanks,” Rodney said to the waitress. “I won’t be here long.”

      “An espresso, please,” Garrett spoke over Rodney. The waitress nodded and scuttled away. “Just have a goddamn coffee with me, for fuck’s sake.”

      His mouth pressed into a hard line and Rodney felt an unexpected surge of sympathy for the man. He wasn’t a terrible person—he merely had a lot of balls to keep in the air and not enough hands.

      “How’s Ruby?” Garrett asked.

      “Ask Benjamin Swain, your sports subeditor.”

      Garrett’s brow furrowed, then he winced as if being force-fed a battery.

      “You’re joking.”

      Rodney sighed. “I don’t know how Ruby is. She replies in monosyllables when I text her, and doesn’t pick up when I call.”

      Garrett took off his black-rimmed glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. He had three daughters, and Rodney imagined he had experience with similar domestic issues.

      “She’s a good kid,” Garett said. “She’s too smart, that’s her problem. Coming from you and Helene, what do you expect? I wouldn’t worry. She’ll come right and you’ll be the best of friends again.”

      Rodney nodded, too proud to show how much the kind words relieved him.

      “I’m not worried,” Garrett said, putting his glasses back on. “If that’s any consolation.”

      Behind the counter, the coffee grinder purred and a waitress laughed at something her co-worker said.

      “Rod. This isn’t going to be an easy conversation.”

      Rodney opened his hands: Come on, give it to me.

      “The Sentinel is in a tight spot. With the Shipman-Tuitoko case culminating the way it did, and the recent swathe of stories about you at the airport with that young blonde woman…. Your full-time status as a mouth-piece for the paper is no longer viable.”

      There it was: the coup de grâce.

      “Do you want to react or should I?” Garrett asked.

      “I’m processing. You feel free.”

      “It’s a slap in the cock. It’s a gigantic open-handed palm-punch to the goolies, Rod. I’ve always thought of myself as a hyena. But now, I realise that I’m a smaller hyena than I always thought I was. I’m circled by the bastards. I’m out of choices.”

      Rodney thought about his extravagant apartment he’d only bought the year before, after the separation. He thought about mortgage payments.

      Garrett passed a hand over his shorn scalp. “This job is ageing me,” he said.

      “You look good for what, sixty?” Rodney said.

      “Fifty-one. Prick.”

      If they kept the conversation light, maybe he’d have the option of coming back as an independent contractor in the near future. It didn’t have the perks of a salaried employee, but at least he could still use The Sentinel’s resources to do what he loved.

      “Thank you,” Rodney said as the waitress delivered a rich, dark coffee. He pushed it across to his ex-boss. “You should have this. Perk you up a bit.”

      “I’m genuinely remorseful about this,” Garrett said. “Obviously we have our differences, a bit of push-pull here and there, but that’s what good collaboration is all about. I miss that about the old days, you know? Being able to speak directly to someone. Pressure makes diamonds, and all that. Today, if I so much as use a stern tone, I get emails from HR claiming I’ve inflicted emotional trauma on someone. Emotional trauma! For reminding someone of their fucking deadlines! Cheers.” He upended the espresso into his mouth.

      Rodney got up and threw his scarf around his neck.

      “Hey, sit down,” Garrett said. “Say something.”

      “No hard feelings,” Rodney said, and he meant it.

      Garrett remained sitting, staring glumly into his empty coffee cup. “You understand it’s the outside forces, right? And you should also know that people fought for you internally.”

      Rodney could think of a handful of people that would have stuck up for him—definitely not Benjamin Swain, the perverted little arsehole—and he wondered what side of the fence Monica de Bernieres had come down on.

      “Monica’s loyalties are under the microscope,” Garrett said, reading his mind. “Don’t take it personally.”

      Ah, that hurt.

      “How long do I have to clear out my desk?”

      Garrett waved the question away. “Don’t rush. Anything you leave will be boxed up and kept for you. Don’t think of it as a goodbye, just a ‘see ya later’ scenario.”

      “Right. See ya later, Garrett.”

      Rodney draped his jacket over his arm and walked away. He’d gone two steps when Garrett called out.

      “Rod. One more thing.”

      Rodney turned and waited. Garrett looked around the cafe, then scrambled up from the booth to meet him.

      “I don’t want to sound paranoid but … be careful with that other crowd you’re running with. Those kids. They might have gotten lucky with that Gustaf Neilsen shebangle, but it’s not a good look, rubbing shoulders with trash-peddlers.”

      Garrett had always been a tough editor, one of the Old Boys. But he’d never denigrated people of a lower status to him. Punching down wasn’t his style, something Rodney appreciated. The fact he’d lash out at Luce, Huds and Faven like that irked him. If he was warning Rodney away from them, it was because he found them a genuine threat. That, or a genuine target he didn’t want Rodney becoming a part of.

      Rodney nodded once to show he heard and tried to keep his face neutral, then left.

      On his way through the lobby, he glanced over his shoulder to make sure Garrett wasn’t watching him, then sidestepped to the elevators. As much as he wanted to trust The Sentinel, he had a dark feeling his hard drives were being excavated that very second. He pulled his ID card from his pocket and ran it over the elevator sensor. The light flashed red.

      He’d already been locked out of the building.
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LUCE

        

      

    

    
      “Oh ye of merry cheer!” Jordan sung, his arms linked with his Arrow teammates.

      The Savage twins, two blonde heartthrobs who played as strikers, sat at the piano crammed on a single stool playing a duet, fingers drunkenly mashing the keys.

      Luce lugged champagne through the party, topped up glasses, playing the gracious host. More than a hundred people webbed throughout the venue she’d hired, an abandoned office space above a Zumba studio. The place had been vacant for years and had achieved urban legend ‘haunted’ status.

      She passed Zak Babich, who had taken off one of his shoes and held it aloft for Tom Hunt to fill with beer.

      “Shooey! Shooey! Shooey!” the rest of the team chanted as Zak sculled the beer from his stinky boot.

      Barely anybody had touched the trestle tables of nibbles, much to Luce’s disappointment. Huds held four chicken skewers in one hand and a bottle of sauce in the other.

      “I’m doing my best to make a dent in the food,” he said, mouth full.

      “That’s smoked almond romesco sauce. It’s meant for seafood,” Luce said.

      Huds paused, then popped anther skewer into his mouth. “Chicken is the fish of the land, I guess.”

      “Yes, that’s an incredibly common saying that I’ve heard many, many times.”

      Luce pulled out her phone and checked Seen’s socials with one hand while skewering some cheese bites on the end of a toothpick.

      There were more than fifty mentions, requesting they investigate cases ranging from missing persons to unsolved homicides. Their loyal readers urged the government to recognise the heroism of the Seen team. Luce shared all of these posts and tagged the police and The Sentinel where necessary. The posts were often accompanied by the same photo. It was a screengrab of the video the postwoman had taken, featuring Rodney, Luce, Huds and Faven standing in Mortimer Mall.  Luce and Faven were looking down at Chikalito with pity while Rodney and Huds crouched in fighting stances, facing the remaining two goons Luce knew were out of frame. Despite her messy hair and wide jaw, Luce liked the photo. A lot, actually. With the right treatment, it could look like a movie poster. She’d downloaded the highest resolution version she could find and had it printed.

      “Yeah, I like that photo too,” Huds said as he peered at her screen.

      Luce had long since stopped scrolling, lost in thought.

      “You haven’t heard from either of them?” Luce asked, and he shook his head.

      Not long after their joint incarceration, Rodney had sent Luce a message thanking her again for not posting the story of his daughter at Red with Benjamin Swain. Luce had replied with a series of emoji including ✌️✌️✌️ (she had no idea why that had suddenly become her thing). He hadn’t responded.

      The last she’d heard from Faven had been the resignation email.

      She hadn’t printed another issue since the month before. She and Huds had agreed that the readership could wait a little over the Christmas break. But Luce knew they both felt the same way—after working so closely with Faven and Rodney, having the team back down to two left them feeling a little short-handed.

      “Enjoy the landfish,” Luce said, and wandered onto the verandah. She wondered about Faven. She hoped she was okay.

      Across the road, Manuka trees lined a small park and their faint honey smell reminded her of being a kid. She missed being younger. Things had been easy, and she felt this doubly hard around Christmas. The Sharp family had always had a team of in-house help, so the Christmas decorations and food had appeared as if by magic. Her parents had watched her open presents under the tree and made the appropriate noises of surprise and delight. It wasn’t until years later Luce had pieced together that the gifts had genuinely surprised them because they hadn’t bought them themselves.

      Now, two decades later, Luce didn’t have any gifts waiting under the tree. She didn’t even have a tree! In place of gifts, her parents usually deposited a prodigious sum of money in her account on Christmas Day. This year, there would be no ‘Christmas bonus’—they were furious at her for skiving on the interview with Valerio Rivera, her last chance to wheedle her way back into their good graces. She hadn’t told Huds, but she’d had to borrow money from her grandmother Flo in order to cover the party’s organisation. Luce had no idea how they would afford to print future issues of Seen in Silverbridge without Faven’s expertise … or how she’d pay rent.

      But she’d worry about that in the New Year.

      In the warm sodium light of the park, a figure waddled into view. Bright activewear stretched taut over a pudgy body, the fabric reflecting the light. She looked like a traffic cone.

      To Luce, she was a Christmas miracle.

      She filled a nearby flute with champagne and scooped up a couple of Christmas crackers on her way out.

      She caught up with Faven before she rounded the corner. She had to jump in front of her and wave because Faven had her earphones in. Faven screamed in fright.

      “It’s okay, it’s me! It’s Luce!”

      Faven held her hand over her heart. “Sorry, sorry, I almost ran away. My heart is already racing from the gym.”

      “The gym! Faven, why are you exercising this late at night?”

      Faven rounded her shoulders, making herself smaller, and Luce felt a surge of irritation.

      “Stand up straight—you should be proud of exercising. You look magnificent.” That was a bare-faced lie, but a harmless and well-meaning one. Poor Faven looked like she’d been transported out of an 80s comedy about slalom skiers.

      “Here,” Luce said, shoving the champagne flute into her hands. Faven took it but didn’t take a sip. The thumping music echoed from the second storey behind them.

      “I like your Santa hat,” Faven said.

      “Oh.” Luce hit the fluffy ball on the end. “Yeah. Hey, congrats on the piece last month. We had a lot of positive feedback about it.”

      “Really?” Faven looked pleased. “Good. I wonder if Olivia read it.”

      “How have you been?”

      “Oh, you know … fine. Good, actually. Well, not great, but … I’ve been quite bored.”

      Luce nodded. She didn’t know how to phrase what she wanted to say. She wanted Faven to know that she appreciated her, and that Seen wasn’t the same without her, and that she wanted Faven to come back and work with her again. But she didn’t want to sound desperate, so she said nothing.

      Instead, she held out a Christmas cracker. Faven pulled one end and the pop resounded in the empty park. A small plastic toy fell onto the concrete and Faven picked it up. She showed it to Luce: it was a typewriter.

      “Is there a joke in there? They usually have terrible jokes,” Luce said.

      Faven fished out the scrap of paper and read: “What do you get if you cross Santa Claus with a detective?”

      “What?”

      “Santa Clues.”

      Luce nodded. “Terrible.”

      The two of them stared at the typewriter. The word ‘detective’ replayed itself in her mind like a remix and by the look on Faven’s face, she’d noticed it too.

      “If you wanted to um, like—and I’m not putting any pressure on you, obviously—but like, if you wanted to catch up sometime and talk about, I don’t know, coming back? We should totally organise that,” Luce kept her gaze on the toy typewriter.

      Faven stayed quiet.

      “But you know, obviously not if you still don’t want to,” Luce said. “It’s a stupid idea. It’s just that…” Luce forced herself to make eye contact with Faven. “Seen sucks without you, Faven.”

      It might have been the sudden breeze, or hay fever, but Faven’s eyes went glassy. After a moment, she nodded. “A chat would be awesome.”

      “Yeah?”

      Faven nodded, a smile fighting to be hidden.

      “Faven!” Huds’s voice rang through the night. He loped over the road, holding a fresh handful of skewers. “What are you doing exercising so late at night?”

      “Hi!” Faven said enthusiastically. “Luce and I were just…”

      Huds raised his eyebrows at Luce and she grinned back at him. Huds read her mind and glowed.

      “Faven gets to be a full-time writer. Not just an errand girl. Agreed?” he said.

      Luce pretended to mull it over. She looked over at Faven who looked shocked by Huds’s vehement demand.

      “Deal.” She held out a hand and Faven shook it, awed.

      The three stood in the cold, not saying anything. Just standing and smiling.

      “Is there anything else anybody would like to say?” Luce asked.

      Faven cleared her throat. “In the spirit of honesty, I should tell you guys: I’m lactose intolerant.”

      “But … I’ve seen you drink milk,” Luce said.

      “I always get diarrhoea afterward.”

      Luce nodded, trying her best not to laugh. But it was too much; all the instances when Faven had had to rush away after a coffee meeting came back to her. Luce spluttered and Huds joined in. Luckily, Faven started laughing at herself too, big long guffaws that sounded like a horse, which made Luce laugh even harder.

      “Come up for a drink,” Luce said to Faven, after they’d settled.

      “Oh, I…” Faven looked down at her tight-fitting activewear. “I’m not really—”

      Luce grabbed her by the retro sleeve and pulled her across the road. Upstairs, crowded among the soccer players and other partygoers, the Seen in Silverbridge team huddled in the corner.

      “We have so much traction since the Gustaf Neilsen story,” Faven said, pulling out her phone. She must have kept the analytic apps signed in despite not working for Seen for the last two and a half months, Luce thought, but she didn’t say anything. “Anything that happens in Silverbridge, people send photos or first-hand accounts. We’ve become the go-to outlet for current events.”

      “Current gossip events,” Huds corrected.

      “No, Faven’s right,” Luce said. “People aren’t just sending us vapid stories, like who’s wearing what dress or which celebrity is eating from which fast food outlet—although we still get a lot of that. But they’re also sending genuine scoops. Politicians taking dodgy deals, rotten businessmen cutting corners, mysterious disappearances. Dark web shit.”

      “‘Dark web shit’?” Huds asked, dubious. “Can we handle that? To be honest, celebrities eating fast food is more our speed. The heavy-duty stories are usually reserved for outfits like The Sentinel.”

      Everyone knew Rodney had been fired from The Sentinel—there had been an editorial piece about it in the paper itself—and Luce didn’t know whether or not she should send him her commiserations or if it would feel like salt in the wound. Their antics at the airport had obviously contributed to his dismissal, which made her feel an uncomfortable level of guilt. Luce wasn’t used to feeling guilty about anything, and she didn’t know how to deal with it. It woke her up in the middle of the night and wouldn’t let her go back to sleep. It was annoying.

      “Anyone heard from him?” Faven asked, and it was a mark of how in tune they were that she didn’t need to say Rodney’s name.

      Luce and Huds both shook their heads.

      “I tried doxxing The Sentinel, calling on our followers to hashtag bomb their social media calling for his immediate rehire,” Luce said.

      “I saw that. Didn’t work?”

      “The Sentinel still operates mostly offline, so I just got a bunch of shadow bans and unfollows. I feel terrible about him losing his job. Just like I still feel terrible about Ella Lurds and her situation. Although I’ve tried to do something about that.”

      Huds looked at her, sceptically. “What have you done?”

      “Nothing. You’ll see. It might not work so I’ve deliberately kept it hushed.”

      He still looked sceptical, but didn’t push the matter further.

      “I have a thought about Rodney,” Luce said after a moment. “It’s a long shot, though.”

      “We like long shots,” Huds said.

      “Yeah, long shots are kind of our thing,” Faven said.
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SUNDBYBERG, SWEDEN

        

      

    

    
      Snow blanketed the quiet town of Sundbyberg, just north of Stockholm Sweden, fracturing the midday sun like sugar crystals. Ella Lurds drained a pot of boiled peas and fed Nova, who at nine months had almost perfected the art of picking up food with a pincer-like grip.

      They did not have a Christmas tree, nor any Christmas decorations.

      Ella rinsed the pot then dried her hands quickly so she could bury her stiff fingers in thick woollen mittens. The temperature in Stockholm had a daily high of 3 degrees Celsius and Ella wanted to take Nova outside for a walk to enjoy the two hours of sun forecast for that day.

      They planned to pick up Ella’s aunty Freja and walk to the Begravningsplats cemetery. There they’d light candles and rest them on Ella’s parents’ graves to wish them Merry Christmas. She tried not to dwell on the heartbreaking fact that Nova would never meet her parents, because if she started listing the sad facts of her life, it didn’t take long to get to the loss of Gustaf, and if she let herself think about him too much, she risked becoming overwhelmed with grief. Poor little Nova would not only miss out on meeting her grandparents, but also her Godfather, the man her mother had loved.

      “Kom upp, söta lilla bebis,” she said, smiling at Nova who tried in vain to jam the mashed peas into her mouth. Come on, sweet little baby. Half of the peas fell to the floor; half of what remained were smeared across her face. Ella squished the peas with the back of a spoon. Picking up paste was easier than chasing the elusive green globes.

      She grimaced as her arm was exposed to the biting cold. They lived in a modest single storey house with fair insulation, but it lacked effective heating. The old pipes took forever to warm up and power cost more than she could afford, so she relied on heavy clothing in the mornings. She only turned the heating on in the evening when things got really bad. Nova didn’t mind. Her cheeks shone rose when exposed to the cold and brought out her bright blue eyes. Ella loved wrapping her daughter up in a thick sleeping bag that entrapped her arms and legs to make her resemble a chubby caterpillar.

      Despite the house’s cheap rent, Ella had struggled to make the last three months’ payments. After the ill-fated trip to New Zealand, Rex Collins had assured her he would pull some strings—under no circumstances would he allow her to go hungry. But a week after she’d returned to Sweden, all communication from Rex had ceased. Ella had emailed him but received no reply, and none of the band knew where he was.

      After a month of struggling on her meagre wage from the delicatessen, she swallowed her pride and messaged Patrik. As Gustaf’s closest friend, he would help. Patrik sent a short, dismissive reply saying he wasn’t in a position to assist. Apparently the expenses of the most recent tour had all but bankrupted the band.

      She pulled on a second jacket and yanked a beanie down over her ears, and tried not to give in to anger. The last she’d read, Patrik and Maia were going on the road as a duo, keeping the name Ripe For Picking. Johanna had gone off the radar. Ella had read the story on the Seen website out of curiosity, and knowing what Johanna had done to Gustaf had given birth to a dragon of fury inside her. Johanna’s predatory behaviour had made a sick new sense of Gustaf’s struggles in his final year. She never wished violence on anyone, but if she ever saw Johanna again…. She only hoped she never got the chance.

      Aunt Freja, as usual, was overjoyed to see her niece and baby. She embraced them in a bearhug that made Nova giggle, then ushered them inside. Aunt Freja had money problems of her own, but she always plied them with treats upon arrival. Ella had only just crossed the threshold when she handed her a homemade semla—a traditional Swedish cream bun—and presented Nova with a small bowl of blueberries floating in sugary condensed milk. Nova looked at her mother, who nodded her on encouragingly, then tasted a berry and rewarded Aunt Freja with a messy-mouthed smile.

      “There she is!” Aunt Freja cooed. “Nova, nova, nova. Beauty, beauty, beauty.”

      If Aunt Freja’s house weren’t so small, Ella would have asked if they could move in. Even then, there would be no way she could pay her own way. She had nothing to offer Freja.

      “Merry Christmas, my sweet,” Aunt Freja said, holding Ella by the shoulders and examining her face. “All the worries you’re plagued with and still I don’t see any new wrinkles? I don’t know why nature blesses some of us yet condemns the rest, but oh well.”

      “Shush,” Ella said. “You’re ageing in reverse! We could be sisters.”

      Aunt Freja looked to the ceiling and framed her face with her hands. The heaped compliments were a staple of their catch-ups, and cheered them both.

      Warmed by the fire, Ella shed her outer layers. They cupped their hands around some warm Christmas glogg, allowing the hot red wine and spices to warm them from the inside. They traded gifts—Ella gave Aunt Freja the last two Jane Austen books for her collection and received a charm for her bracelet in return. Aunt Freja gave Nova a hand-stitched toy elephant which she promptly put in her mouth.

      After an hour they shrugged their jackets back on, braced themselves against the cold and walked to the cemetery. The glogg and their gratitude at being together made them impervious to the cold.

      “I think we should go out for dinner tonight,” Freja said. “We should treat ourselves.”

      “That would be beautiful, but I don’t have the energy,” Ella lied, thinking about her bank account.

      “It will be my shout,” Freja said.

      “I can’t let you keep paying for things. I don’t know when I will be able to return the favour.”

      “Don’t you worry about that. Time with you and this gorgeous angel is all I want.”

      Ella steered the conversation away from dinner and hoped Freja would forget. She asked questions about baking, which kept her aunt happy for the rest of the walk.

      The sun dropped low towards the horizon, casting their shadows like spectres across the snow. A dozen people walked around the cemetery, drinking glogg and singing at the graves of their loved ones. Ella found her parents’ plots and crouched down, Nova nestled in her arms so she could see.

      “Here’s mormor and morfar. Mama, papa, it’s Ella and Nova. We wanted to come and say Happy Christmas and remind you that we love you.”

      If she cried, she knew the tears would freeze on her face. Freja handed her two candles and helped her light them.

      “It’s not fair,” Ella said, talking through the lump in her throat. “Everything’s gotten so much harder since they left.”

      Aunt Freja squeezed her hand. “It’ll get better.”

      Ella didn’t want to sound cynical, but she was struggling to feel any other way. She wanted so badly to talk to Gustaf. He always made her feel better.

      Back in Aunt Freja’s cottage, they stacked more wood on the fire. Freja gave Ella another semla and brought up the subject of going out for dinner again.

      “It’s too dark now,” Ella said. “We’ll freeze. We have more wine, don’t we? Let’s stay in.”

      “Nonsense. It’s always too dark in this country. We’ll be fine.”

      Ella was running out of excuses. “I just … I don’t feel like it. I don’t have the energy. I’m sorry.”

      Freja looked at her for a moment, then tsked and left the room. A few seconds later, she walked back in with an envelope.

      “I wanted to wait and give it to you at dinner. But maybe it’s best you open it now.”

      Feeling inexplicably nervous, Ella took the envelope. Stamps covered a third of one side, and the sender’s address said Silverbridge, New Zealand.

      Inside, there was a card.

      
        
        Dear Ella,

        

        Huds and I have talked about you a few times, and we agree you got the raw end of the deal. It sounds awful, but Gustaf’s death and the mystery surrounding it ended up giving my magazine a shot in the arm. So here we are, feeling great, and there you are, having lost someone close to you.

        

        I feel crummy after accusing you at the airport (to make it clear, I don’t think you’re the kind of person who’d plot to kill someone for money). I know you said not to worry about it and that you accept my apology, but I still feel shitty. You were so gracious and overly forgiving. I don’t think I would have been so generous! Is it a Swedish thing?

        

        I put the word out to our readers and told them about your situation. They’re a good bunch of people and they wanted to help. Please find enclosed in this letter a cheque for 92,135 Swedish krona (it was 100,000 but we paid the international tax and cheque fee first). It’s not like winning the lottery or anything, but I thought you and your baby deserved something extra this Christmas. After everything you went through, you deserve a break.

        

        Please don’t bother saying, ‘I can’t take it because I’m too gracious and Swedish’ or anything like that. Just take the damn money as a gesture of good will and a second apology from me. Go buy some moose meat or whatever the local delicacy is there.

        

        With love,

        The Seen Team.

        

        P.S. We couldn’t find your address so we had to do some naughty internet work and tracked down your aunty. Hope that’s okay. Happy Christmas.

      

      

      Ella read the letter twice over to make sure she understood. Then, she inspected the cheque, doubtful. It was real.

      92,000 krona was a significant amount, more than enough to turn on the heating in her humble dwelling and get them through winter. She could find a new place and pay rent for the first six months, easy.

      She felt a year’s worth of stress fall off her shoulders in an instant—and she swayed, off balance.

      Nova snorted happily. She was making shapes with her fingers in front of the flames and watching the shadows dance across the armchair.

      “What do you think? Shall we go out to dinner now?”

      Ella pulled her aunty into a hug. They stood like that for a long time, Ella’s laughter turning into tears as she thought about Gustaf and how much she would love for him to be there.

      But she had Aunt Freja, and she had Nova, and she was grateful.
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RODNEY

        

      

    

    
      Across the world, the temperature had risen to a balmy 32 degrees.

      Rodney woke up alone in his California king-sized bed.

      The double glazed windows hindered any outside noise, so much so that only the ticking of a clock in the other room could be heard. Christmas Day was a time for cheer, but Rodney felt flat. He’d been convicted of calumny, lost his job and started divorce proceedings with Helene. Originally meant to be staying with him, his daughter Ruby had asked if she could spend the day with a friend’s family, which Rodney had reluctantly allowed.

      The day stretched long and solitary in front of him.

      He pulled off the single sheet that covered his body and sat up on the side of the bed. He caught sight of himself in the mirror on the closet door—not bad for forty-eight. Muscular around the shoulders, speckles of grey (but not too much) dotting his chest hair, but he could do with a tan. Six months hadn’t been enough to dull the white band of skin around his left ring finger.

      He pulled the window up and the river’s babbling entered the room. The city slept, its gentle purr of traffic noticeably absent. Rodney looked at the apartments across the river and wondered how many children were scrambling to open their presents. Ruby used to wake him and Helene up at 6 a.m., her face alight with joy. How had the time gone by so quickly?

      He turned on his prized coffee maker and breathed in the comforting scent of ground beans. As per his routine, he spent six minutes pulling the handles of his rowing machine, waiting for his coffee to brew. Properly awake, he pulled his phone from its charger and hoped to see a Merry Christmas message from Ruby.

      A waterfall of notifications. He scrolled (and scrolled, and scrolled) to the bottom. The first two messages were from Helene.

      
        
          
            
              
        Please tell me you’re not accepting it.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Rodney, this is humiliating, even for you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Feeling a stab of anger—what had happened to Merry Christmas?—Rodney moved to his thread with Ruby. Seven unread messages.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wow dad, suddenly the Cool Guy huh 👹

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You’re all over socials! This is wild!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        How embarrassing! 😜😜😜

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ngl… I wanna know what you do

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mum is flipping out 😅 😂 🤣 I reckon you should do it.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        DO IT DAD

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Merry Christmas btw, and Happy ‘Hollidays’ 🙄

      

      

      

      

      

      That was more like it. He looked at the ‘Merry Christmas’ for a moment longer, warmed despite it being an obvious afterthought. What did the rest of her messages mean? He flicked through some other apps and saw he had a lot more mentions and tags than usual. He skim-read some and noticed a recurring hashtag.

      
        
        Shit, check out the #SeeninSilverbridge homepage. What a cocky swing! #SeeRodsHoll

        Woe to the conservatives if this actually goes ahead. #SeeRodsHoll

        Pathetic beg for publicity. Pathetic. 🤢 🤮 #SeeRodsHoll

      

      

      Rodney pulled open his laptop. He opened the Slaps website.

      
        
        SEEN IN SILVERBRIDGE OFFICIALLY OFFERING RODNEY HOLLIDAY A JOB

      

      

      Rodney blinked, then scrambled to fetch his glasses. He read the article properly and his blood grew hotter and hotter.

      
        
        Owing to the unfair and disastrously myopic decision The Sentinel has made in suspending famed journalist (and we must confess, still sexy, despite (or because of?) his age) Rodney Holliday, we are rejoicing.

        Because Seen in Silverbridge is upgrading.

        We are coming back next year bigger and badder and bolder, and for that we need some fresh new blood. Or some fresh old blood, if you know what I mean (we’re making an allusion to Holliday’s age again—he’s almost 50).

        You might have seen this famous picture floating around:

      

      

      The now-overly familiar photo of Rodney, Luce, Huds and Faven in Mortimer Mall covered his screen, full-width. A clipart circle ringed Rodney’s face. Below, a caption: From left, Luce Sharp (editor, ladyboss), Faven Osmun (journalist), Hudson Haile (designer, photographer), Rodney Holliday (soon-to-be our new head journalist???🤞🤞🤞)

      Rodney’s knuckles ached. He’d been gripping his desk without realising, hard, with his newly-healed hand. With an effort, he released the desk and continued reading.

      
        
        What a team we make! Do you agree?

        Now, we are realistic. We know Rodney Holliday’s extensive experience and skillset outstrip our own in sundry ways. But hey, if you don’t push the boat out now and again, you never get anywhere, do you? Just ask Primrose Fernlay, who’s lucky enough to be dating Tom Hunt from the Silverbridge Arrows. How did she (a 6 at best) land a hunk (a certified 10) like him? By being bold and reaching for more than her worth.

        So this is us, asking our 10, Rods Holl, to consider our offer of employment. Effective immediately.

        Here’s what we ask of you, good readers: bomb the living 💩 out of his socials. Let’s show the hunky journo some support. Let’s make him feel Seen.

        Tag him @rodholliday and tell him to join the team. #SeeRodsHoll

      

      

      Rodney removed his glasses from his face and placed them down on his desk. He walked calmly, one foot in front of the other, to the living room. He picked up his phone and checked the latest count: 21,340 mentions. Trending at #1 in New Zealand was #SeeRodsHoll.

      See Rod’s Hole. He’d be hearing about that for the rest of his life. That hashtag would haunt his nights for the next twenty years, he knew it.

      How dare she? What a royal kick to the nuts. Yes, he was out of a job temporarily. Yes, he had no income temporarily. Yes, they’d had a brief—one night—ceasefire in their hostilities. They’d worked together and the results had been (mostly) positive.

      But the fact she could delude herself, even for a millisecond, into thinking he would consider working alongside her at a gossip magazine … his head swam with rage.

      His heart rate, already up from his six minutes of intensive rowing, galloped like a horse running from a shot. He deep-breathed into his abdomen and pushed air out through puckered lips, making sounds akin to a birthing mother, in an effort to calm himself. Afterward, he felt angrier.

      He stormed back into his office and wrote a public reply:

      
        
        To Lucinda and the Seen in Silverbridge team,

        I have worked tirelessly in my career, fighting to bring stories salient to the zeitgeist, to strengthen our democracy and increase the living standard of our people. During my almost thirty-year career, there have been hard times. I regularly meet shadowy characters who care more about themselves and financial profit than their follow human beings. When I get close to exposing them, they seek to undermine me in order to undermine my work. By attacking my work, they hope to defang my arguments. I am proud to say that in my entire career, I have never rolled over for such people. As a journalist and to some degree, a scholar, I remain steadfast in the face of adversity. I will always be a judicious citizen to the absolute best of my ability.

        In my years of being condemned, spat on, and even having my life threatened, I have never been as offended as I am today. This offer of a job with your pitiable rag of a publication is a slap to the face. No doubt I will lambaste myself later for sinking so low as to reply to this open offer, but in my defence, I posit these fulsome endeavours need to be strangled before they grow past nascency.

        Already my phone has been swamped by sycophants.

        This must end.

        Seen in Silverbridge, do the world a favour and cease contact with the public.

        Seeing as you’re so fond of hashtags: #ShutSeenDown.

      

      

      Venom suitably extricated, he leaned back in his leather-bound chair and re-read his response. His cursor hovered over the Post button.

      Was he being too harsh? No, of course not. They had invaded his privacy by calling on their readership to bludgeon his social media accounts with that horrendous hashtag.

      He was doing the right thing.

      Would Ruby be angry at him for it? They’d discussed Seen only once before. Rodney, unsurprisingly, had strongly believed the magazine a waste of time. Ruby had countered by saying that reading such trash allowed her to tune out from the world for a bit and helped to remind her that everything in life was pointless anyway. His daughter’s nihilism had shocked him. At the time he’d chalked it up to hormones.

      What did Monica think? He scrolled through as many mentions of the hashtag as he could, but didn’t see her name. He checked his email and found nothing. He checked her social accounts—she hadn’t been active in the past day except for a photo of a beef tagine.

      Was his response unnecessarily combative? He supposed some people could argue that it was. And it certainly wasn’t in the spirit of Christmas. He thought of Ruby and considered her reaction. She’d be appalled.

      Why was he actually angry? What was really going on? Being offered a job in the public eye was nothing to cry about. Was it because he felt undermined? Or that his reputation and status had suffered such an irreparable blow by being associated with Seen? If that was it, he needn’t worry—his reputation had been obliterated after the Shipman-Tuitoko scandal.

      A kernel of memory came back to him. In Luce’s apartment, when the four of them had discussed the Gustaf Neilsen case, he’d felt something. Excitement, support, encouragement. The feeling of a thread dangling just out of reach, his fingertips tantalisingly close.

      Rodney’s anger evaporated as quickly as it had come, leaving him feeling light-headed. He felt adventurous. He highlighted his message and hit Delete.

      Thinking about his daughter and her encouragement—‘DO IT DAD’—he typed a new message:

      
        
        Fuck it. I’m in. #HollIsSeen

      

      

      Rodney Holliday clicked Post.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Wow, I finally get to write one of these things? What a milestone.

      First of all, my deepest debt of gratitude go to all the authors whose work I love reading. J.K. Rowling, Ken Follett, Andy Weir… oh man, if I start doing that I’m going to be here forever.

      I’ll make this personal.

      Lana Weal, for your unwavering support of Stormhouse and your unrelenting generosity with giving up your time to help me in this fun new adventure.

      Chye-Ling Huang, for your patience as I woke up at ungodly hours to write before the rest of the world roused. Also for being one of the first people to read the manuscript and for being harsh and direct, which you know I love.

      Nicole van Heerden, otherwise known as the author Nicholas Herring. Writing together and planning stories has been a blast and I hope we do it together forever.

      Kimberly Deftereos, thank you for letting us mine your genius and run away with all the gold.

      Tallulah Holly-Massey, another staunch supporter and beta reader. Your encouragement has been golden.

      Lydia Buckley, you came up with the title for the book while we were in Sicily drinking red wine and jumping off rocks. Let’s do another trip for the next book so you can come up with the next title.

      Lastly—and arguably most importantly—thank you, dear reader.

      Thanks for hanging out with Luce and Huds, and by extension me. And thanks for your money—I promise to use it wisely (probably on another trip overseas with Lydia).

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MORE SILVERBRIDGE

          

        

      

    

    
      Five sequels to You Heard It Here First will be released:

      

      You Should Have Said

      Seen in Silverbridge Book 3

      Seen in Silverbridge Book 4

      Seen in Silverbridge Book 5

      Seen in Silverbridge Book 6

      

      And a prequel:

      

      The Personal Diaries of Silvanus Gold

      

      There’s also a free novella for download:

      

      A Student Has Drowned

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Hi, I’m Emerson Black. You read all the way to the end? Even to the ‘About The Author’ page? What a legend.

      

      I’m from Aotearoa, New Zealand, a small-ish country (there are 5 million of us—and 23 million sheep). We’re at the arse-end of the world and most known for being Middle Earth. It’s nice. You should come and visit.

      

      I talk a lot about my writing journey with Stormhouse. Subscribe to the newsletter.

      

      You can find me through any of Stormhouse’s social channels below too, so if you want to tell me how much you loved this book (or even if you were merely lukewarm on it and want to encourage me to do better next time), drop me a line.
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        We’re a publishing house that specialise in interconnected Young Adult mysteries.

      

      

      
        
        Stormhouse authors share worlds, characters and settings between their series, which means if you dug this book, there’s a good chance you’ll enjoy our others.

      

      

      
        
        Stormhouse is currently seeking authors who enjoy mystery, enjoy collaboration, and are passionate about the craft of writing.
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