
	Sam Silver has a problem... and a fairy in the bed.

	 

	 

	Sam Silver feels like a stray cat. At thirty-five, she looks like a teenaged boy, and not in a good way. The only men who want her are curiously desperate or desperately curious. She’d love to get laid just once by someone nice. When she meets Oash, she can’t believe her luck, but what would a beautiful sylvan want with a professional stray like Sam?
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Chapter One: Stray—Sam Silver

	 

	 

	Sam clicked the second box in the online quiz while she waited for the barmaid to stop ignoring her. It was one of those pop quizzes designed to tell you your personality type, your ideal job, the best breed of dog to share your home or your past-life identity. This one purported to forecast her probable lifespan, and it seemed the questions had at least some scientific basis.

	As such, it had held a morbid fascination for Sam, but she hesitated about putting in her answers. Did she really want to know the result? Who would care, anyway? She was single—the most single person she knew.

	Current age. Thirty-five

	Ages of parents at death—cause of death—or age if living

	F. Unknown

	M. Living. Sixty

	Ages of grandparents at death or age if still living

	Paternal grandparents—Unknown

	Maternal grandparents—

	GF Unknown

	GM Ninety-six, and presumably still living. Well, no one’s invited us to a funeral.

	Ages of great-grandparents at death or age if still living

	Paternal great-grandparents –Unknown

	Oh, it was hopeless. She didn’t have enough information. Sam clicked out of the site and pushed back her fine blonde hair, which she wore in a rumpled pixie-style she cut herself. She looked at the barmaid, who was polishing the already clean counter and giving her the occasional pointed glance. Time to order another glass of water? It couldn’t cost much if it came in the same glass, surely.

	“Excuse me? I’d like a Fosters, please.” Oops. The silly things that came out of her mouth!

	The woman looked at her. “You should be at school, kid.” Jodie was her name, according to the stitching on the pocket, and she’d used the dreaded kid as so many did when addressing Sam.

	“Why would you think that?” Sam allowed her brow to crease. “I left school years ago.” Eighteen years ago, to be exact. “I can show you my ID.”

	Jodie held out a damp and impassive hand.

	Dammit. She was calling Sam’s bluff.

	Sam pulled out her wallet. She flipped through the folder and selected her photo ID. “There.”

	Frowning, Jodie surveyed the photo and read the information. “It says here you were born in eighty-two.”

	“S’right.”

	“Pull the other one, kid. If you put ninety-five, I might—might—just believe it, but there’s no way you’re thirty-five.”

	“I am though. And I’d like a Fosters.”

	Jodie pushed the ID back across the bar, shaking her head. “In your dreams. My ten-year-old could do a fake this good.”

	“You’re refusing to serve me?”

	“Sorry.”

	Oh well. A few dollars saved. Maybe it was enough to buy half a sandwich.

	“Hey, Jodie.” A young couple hoisted themselves onto the neighbouring stools, still holding hands. The girl had dark hair in retro-pigtails, but Sam thought she must be at least twenty-four. She wore a dark-green business suit, so she should have looked ridiculous. She didn’t.

	Jodie turned to them with relief. “What can I get for you, Chloe?”

	“Lime spritzer please, and the junior partner will have a pear cider.” The girl disengaged from her boyfriend’s hand, got down from the stool and headed towards the door marked Ladies. “BRB,” she said over her shoulder.

	“God, Chloe, must you use text-speak?” The boy’s gaze lingered adoringly on his girl as she retreated, even when she reached behind her and gave him the finger.

	Sam bit her lip. She’d never meant as much to anyone as Ms Pigtails meant to her young man. She tried to work out if they were very new lovers, or merely very lucky. They were lovers. Friends, even with benefits, didn’t begin to describe this pair.

	While Jodie turned to get their drinks, the boy grinned at Sam. “FYI, I’m no one’s junior partner. I’m about three years older than she is.”

	“You don’t look it.”

	“Coming up twenty-nine.” The boy sighed deeply. “Soon be middle-aged. Too old for text-speak.” He raised his voice. “Hear that Chloe?”

	Sam looked him over. He appeared around eighteen. She felt a stirring of interest. No beard. Not that it meant anything, but his hair was so dark she’d have expected a jaw shadow at least if he was really the age he claimed. No lines, not even faint ones, feathered the corners of his eyes. His hands, resting on the bar, were smooth and hair-free. “How old are your parents?” she asked.

	The boy didn’t blink. “Let’s see. Ma admits to forty-five, but she’s been doing that for the past five years. Pa was born the same year, so he’s whatever she is.”

	“Grandparents still alive?”

	“Sure. In their seventies and eighties and still got all their own teeth.”

	“And do they look much younger than they are?”

	“Grandma Grene does. The rest don’t look all that far from their actual ages, but they give the impression they’re in for a good long haul. Why?”

	“You’re a genetic fluke then.”

	He raised his brows over bright green eyes. “I guess so. Takes one to know one. Thirty-five, eh?”

	“Mmm.” Sam turned back to her battered laptop which was feeding greedily at the free WIFI in the pub. Soon she’d have to plug it in. It chewed up battery power faster than a rat chewed cheese.

	“How do you mean?”

	Jodie put two drinks on the bar and the boy—man—Sam amended, paid.

	“This kid tried to tell me um was thirty-five,” Jodie said, nodding at Sam and intentionally blurring the pronoun.

	“So?”

	“Can’t be.”

	Sam leaned forward. “I showed her my ID. She thinks it’s a fake.”

	“Didn’t you card me the first time you served me, Jodie? Even though Chloe vouched for me? Even though I’ve been fixing your car at Ike’s Motor Services for the past five years?”

	“Yes, but—”

	“Will you serve my friend if she orders a lemon, lime and bitters? With a slice of lime?” He glanced at Sam, who nodded.

	Jodie looked relieved. “I can do that.”

	“Great.” Sam didn’t like backing down, but she was thirsty and intrigued. Besides, the boy had identified her unerringly as female, which was a novelty.

	Jodie served her, and the young man pushed another note across the bar. “My treat. Not often I meet a fellow sufferer over here, let alone such an extreme case as you.”

	“Thanks.” Sam returned to her screen, wishing she’d asked for something with serious calories, but he hadn’t finished with her yet.

	He leaned over and held out a smooth hand. “Peck Grene.”

	“Sam Silver. You may call me Ms Silver, young man.”

	Peck Grene laughed. “I’ve got cousins older than you, and you’re clearly a ms.”

	“Not that clear to some people.” He’d passed the test, so Sam unbuttoned her heavy coat to reveal the colourful garment underneath. Her new acquaintance didn’t blink.

	“Why did you ask about my grandparents, Sam?”

	“I was doing one of those crap quizzes that tells you when you’re going to die based on your age, state of health and your grandparents’ ages.”

	“Let me guess. You ticked No in all the health questions.”

	“I didn’t get that far, but I would have.”

	“And your grandparents are—how old?”

	“One of them is way older than yours.” Sam sipped her drink. She wasn’t admitting the extent of her ignorance, so she tossed him a tale. “Two greats are doing okay too—or they were until one fell off a ladder and cracked his skull on the water butt. Great-Grandma was mortified to be nearly left a widow. Only she called it a widder.”

	“How old was he?”

	“Old enough to know better.”

	And you’re old enough to spot an obvious fiction when you hear it, boy.

	Peck whistled on a descending scale. “Your family reunions must be something to see.”

	“Who knows? They pretty much disowned Mum when she married my step-dad. He’s only five years older than me. I went to GGP’s funeral, but no one except Great-Uncle Shem spoke to me. And he thought I was Mum’s cousin Solly.” Make a joke, Sam. Get in before someone else does. Tell enough of the truth to make it sound authentic.

	“So Step-dad’s a toy-boy? People assume I’m Chloe’s toy-boy. She thinks that’s funny.”

	“He is, but he doesn’t know it. He thinks Mum’s thirty-seven.”

	Peck’s brows seemed to be trying to climb on top of his head. “What does he think you are?”

	“Nineteen.”

	“Not human then.”

	Me or him? Sam was about to return the flippant answer to the apparently flippant comment when she noticed the young man’s intent gaze. Was he trying to hit on her? She’d met some chancers in her time, and though this one was undeniably attractive, he had a girl already. She concentrated but the most she felt from that focus was a fascinated interest. He wasn’t a predator.

	A movement caught the tail of her eye, and she glanced down to see him rubbing two fingers against the inner side of his toned forearm. “Got an itch? Or is that a secret sign I’m supposed to pick up on?”

	If he took that as innuendo and suggested she could scratch his itch, she’d be out of there. She had no use for straying boyfriends, hers or anyone else’s. If they betrayed their own women, they’d also betray her. She’d had enough of betrayal. She’d been betrayed at her conception.

	“The latter.” He propped his chin in his hand, giving her a view of the patch of skin he’d been rubbing.

	Sam blinked and then squinted. The skin was green—the bright green of clover. As she watched, it faded down through khaki to olive, and then returned to its presumably natural shade, suggestive of Mediterranean ancestry. She met his disturbing green eyes once more. “Nice trick. Like one of those paint-with-water colouring books in reverse. Or is it invisible ink? No? A neon tatt?”

	“I rubbed up the green. Nothing?” He held her gaze for a couple more seconds then looked away, intent on his returning girlfriend. She saw his smile in profile and sensed his pleasure. The boy was besotted with Ms Pigtails-in-green, so what was all that about anyway?

	“Thought you’d gone down the plughole, Chloe.”

	“The paper towel got away from me and rolled under the toilet door.” The girl made bowling gestures. “I had to go after it and rip off the bit that was on the floor, and while I was stuffing it in the bin, someone came and lectured me on saving the planet.”

	“So of course, you had to lecture her on public hygiene.”

	“And then—”

	“I get it.” He pushed the green drink towards her. “Sink this, and you’ll feel better.”

	The girl poked ice cubes with the straw. “It’s very—green.”

	“More lime than spritz. Since when did you complain about green, my love?”

	“Since only once, and you were the one complaining. Moaning, actually...” His girlfriend gave a sunny smile and tossed her head, making her earrings dance. Sam perceived they were set with emeralds, complimenting her green suit and blouse. She had an emerald ring on her engagement finger too, and a bracelet with green enamel charms. Irish? She didn’t sound it. She looked classy, aside from the pigtails. Pigtails. Why?

	Presumably, she felt Sam’s interest for she turned to look at her, the smile widening. “You got your drink then?”

	Sam nodded towards Peck. “Your boyfriend bought me a lemon, lime and bitters, with a slice of lime.”

	The girl laughed. “That figures. Peck has a thing for green.”

	“That’s why you wear it?”

	“I’ve always worn it, so I didn’t have to make the big decision on dressing to please him or me. Lucky, huh?”

	“Lucky for him,” Sam agreed. Peck’s girl was secure. Hearing her boyfriend—no, fiancé—had bought a drink for a strange woman didn’t faze her at all. Peck. Weird name. Short for what, exactly? Good God, was his real first name Gregory?

	“I’m Chloe Fraser, by the way.”

	“Sam Silver.” She held out her hand, and Chloe grasped it, shook, then turned it up to examine Sam’s long fingers.

	Sam suppressed a shiver. Chloe was not only beautiful but smelled divine. “What’s your perfume?”

	“Green tea, basically, with clover essence. Peck’s grandma blended it for me when we got engaged.” Chloe went on holding Sam’s hand in a cool clasp. Most people avoided touching Sam after the first contact. Sam tried to absorb the sensation for comfort later.

	You sad, sad, stray cat.

	“Remind you of anyone?” Peck said, grinning and nodding down at the women’s joined hands.

	“Mmm. Maybe. Your friend from the creek over there has fingers like this. Hair like Sam’s too, but curlier.”

	“Eyes?”

	“Sort of, but less so in her.”

	Sam cleared her throat. Pleasant as it was to hold hands with a pretty girl, she disliked being discussed as if she wasn’t present.

	Chloe let go. “Sorry, Sam. Samantha? You must think we’re odd.”

	“People usually do,” Peck said placidly.

	“Odd’s okay. I can do odd. And it’s just plain Sam. Mum picked an all-purpose name ahead of time.” That wasn’t true either, but it would do.

	“Do? As in perform or—um—do?” Chloe giggled.

	“Either. Both. But it’s all right, kids. I’m not proposing a threesome.”

	“That’s lucky. We’re both limited.”

	“Limited. As in...”

	“He means we’re both straight,” Chloe said.

	“And exclusive. Don’t forget exclusive.”

	“And who kissed Pen Inkersoll?” There was no edge to Chloe’s voice, but her fiancé frowned.

	“I was proving a point to her.”

	Chloe flapped her hand at him. “Any excuse. Remind me to snuggle up to Si next time we meet.” She returned her attention to Sam.

	Sam stared back, hoping her eyes didn’t give her away. Chloe Fraser was lovely—confident and secure with legs that went on forever. Sam’s legs were long too, with slender tapered feet, but she had minimal curves. For the moment, she wasn’t sure whether she coveted Chloe’s curves for herself or wanted to run her fingers down them on Chloe. Either was a nice notion.

	Oooh. Green was Sam’s new favourite colour.

	“Can you turn your arm green the way he can?” She indicated Peck, who was not half a bad-looking armful either if one liked them young, dark and intense.

	Chloe blinked. “No. I’m human.”

	Again, with the human talk.

	“And he’s not?”

	“He’s a full-on pixie.”

	“And I’m the fairy queen.”

	Chloe glanced at her fiancé. “Is she?”

	“Not a chance. Honey Bakewell is a fairy queen, and Sam is not that. A queen looks at you, and you find yourself doing as she commands. Think about Ryl in godmother mode, but cubed.”

	“So, what are you, Sam?” Chloe asked, in such a friendly voice it was impossible to take offence.

	Sam’s mouth opened without conscious decision. “Bi. Is that a problem?”

	“Of course not. Anyway, that wasn’t what I meant.”

	“I am though. Maybe seventy-thirty in favour of men.” Only in the case of you and your man it’s turned on its head. “Why do you want to know? I’m single, but I’m not bar-trawling for sex. You’re safe with me.”

	Peck made patting down gestures in the air. “We weren’t implying that. We—I’m just interested because you look...” He paused as if trying to locate the right words.

	“Juvenile, boyish, odd, unnatural, androgynous, like a girlish boy or a boyish girl, gender-neutral, transgender or possibly a hermaphrodite.” Sam trotted them out in a bored voice. She’d heard them so often they no longer had any emotional resonance. “I’m female though. As far as I know. I guess I could get a genetic coding test but why the hell should I?”

	“No reason in the world,” Chloe said.

	“She’s fay,” Peck said, after what seemed careful consideration. He looked at Chloe. “Specifically, a sylvan mix which is very odd.”

	“And she hasn’t the vaguest clue of what you’re talking about,” Chloe said.

	 


Chapter Two: Soup—Peck Grene

	 

	 

	Peck didn’t like the way their new acquaintance was looking at Chloe. He didn’t like the way Chloe was looking back. He knew it was just his pixie jealousy asserting itself and reined it in with a ruthless hand. It was his fault for interceding in the first place.

	He should never have let curiosity overcome him. He should never have rubbed up the green. It was too late now. Chloe was already extending an invitation to Sam Silver to share a late lunch at the tower. He arranged his face in a mildly hospitable expression and hoped she’d refuse. What lone woman accepted an invitation from a weird couple who’d picked her up in a pub?

	Sam Silver did, evidently. She closed her laptop. What was she doing with a laptop when any normal young woman used a tablet or smartphone? She picked up a handbag, a large and shabby one that looked as if it had been around the block more than once. What young woman used a handbag anymore? She stowed the computer in a backpack and shrugged it on. How did a backpack equate with a handbag? And why in the name of the original forest was she wearing a short, tight dress in that shade under her mannish coat and above those heavy boots? Peck tried to work out what colour it was. Chartreuse? Cerise? Magenta? No, surely chartreuse was a shade of yellowy-green. Fuchsia. That was it. A peculiarly harsh hue on the purple side of pink. It looked horrible with her drab pale skin, which should have been café au lait but just missed it. And ruched.

	Peck’s fingers tingled with the urge to send that garment packing, but that would leave the woman in her underwear unless he conjured a replacement at the same time as he dismissed the pink article. She’d look okay in green—better not go there. A nice sunshiny yellow would work, or a subdued silvery-brown...if such a colour existed. Creamed honey would be perfect if she had a good bath to stir up the colour in her face.

	Stop that.

	He knew exactly what was wrong. He’d elbowed aside the green-eyed jealousy inherent in most pixies but almost unleashed the fix-it aspect instead.

	Sam Silver didn’t need him to fix her situation. She was older than him, even if she didn’t look it, and so what if she had no eye for colour. She probably wasn’t as grubby as she looked. She smelled okay... rather like sandalwood.

	He became aware the women were staring at him expectantly. “Um?”

	“‘Um, he says,” Chloe expressed.

	“Sorry?”

	“Peck, love, darling, sweetness, are you going to stand there all night? Jodie’s already giving us the evil eye. She thinks we’re heading off for some unspecified but probably immoral and sexually deviant activities.”

	“We’re not, though, right?” Sam said, eyeing Chloe with a fascinated gaze. Peck didn’t blame her. He was fascinated with Chloe himself.      

	“Not the three of us, no.” Chloe gave Peck an explicit and smouldering look before cracking up into laughter.

	He removed his mind from Chloe’s half-promise before he embarrassed himself, and led the way out to his current car.

	Chloe mock-patiently sighed while he unlocked the driver’s door with the key, got in and reached across and back to do the passenger doors from inside.

	Sam got in the back, and to his discomfort, Chloe ignored his expectation that she’d sit beside him and slid in beside Sam instead.

	“Where to, mistress?” he asked, touching an imaginary chauffeur’s hat to prove he was okay with that.

	“Home.”

	“What, to the flat?” The flat was at least half occupied by a king-sized bed, leaving nowhere else to sit. It wouldn’t fit in the door, so he’d had to send the delivery guys home and conjure it through the wall.

	“The souper room, obviously.”

	He was okay with that. The souper room was Chloe’s name for the communal kitchen and dining hall at Peckerdale Grene Community Tower. It was the place they’d had their first meal together. It was comfortable and unpretentious, and down one flight of stairs from the flat that had been Peck’s bachelor apartment. Despite the new and bountiful bed, it was too small for two, but they hadn’t yet decided where to live when they married.

	It made sense to Peck to stay on at Peckerdale Grene, in one of the bigger family apartments, but he’d learned not to assume where Chloe was concerned. If she suggested moving somewhere else, he’d agree. Hell, he’d probably agree if she said she wanted to move onto a barge and sail it down the Nile. He’d agree if she wanted to live in a treehouse or a deserted island in the Caribbean. A suburban semi might be a harder sell, but he’d do it, for her.

	Despite his musing, he had his ears tuned to the conversation in the back seat, which mostly concerned the car. Peck liked the car, but it was so old school the Merriweather boys claimed it wasn’t a car at all but a horseless carriage. They were teasing... probably.

	He was relieved to note that nothing more was said about threesomes or any possible variation thereof. He was sure Chloe wouldn’t, but he didn’t want Sam to get the wrong idea.

	He pulled into the covered parking area under the tower, and still in chauffeur mode, handed the women out. “Through there, madam.”

	“There’re two of us so it ought to be mesdames,” Chloe said.

	“Through there, mesdames.”

	Chloe led the way to the souper room, arm in arm with Sam. Chloe was tall, but the other woman was much taller, with the lanky grace of a stork. With her long limbs and enigmatic face, Sam wouldn’t have looked out of place as a top runway model, but in a normal social setting, she would merely look unsettling. She sure unsettled Peck—not least because she apparently had no idea what she was.

	Fay. The term covered many states, from full fay like Peck himself to trace-fay like his distant cousin Si who was one-eighth pixie. Si couldn’t rub up the green as the saying went, or locate the gate to over there, but he was surprisingly powerful in other ways. If Si was there, he would have hugged Sam by now and so learned a lot of things Sam might not even know herself. Si had the loving touch, which he exploited in his work as a healer but offered freely to friends on the side. Peck wasn’t sure what Si got out of it all, but he seemed to have a compulsion.

	“Soup,” Chloe announced, pressing Sam into a curved wooden chair. “Peck?”

	“Yes, please.”

	Chloe gave him a look. “I mean, will you fetch the soup. I want to talk to Sam. If you do the initial disclosure, you’ll make a hash of it.”

	Peck went to fetch the soup. He reflected that feeding their lovers was something fairy men did well and often. The soup from the Peckerdale Grene kitchens was a tradition set by his grandparents. Tonight, his nose told him, it was something with coconut milk, curry and lime and the bread of the day appeared to be pumpkin.

	His cousin Ryl was serving, and she smiled as he fronted up to the scrubbed wooden hatch.

	“Soup for three.”

	Ryl beamed. “Chloe’s pregnant?”

	“No. At least—” Peck consulted his inner pixie self and shook his head. “No. Give it a rest, Ryl. We’re not even married yet, and I know how to pull my punches.”

	“So? Was I married when Tom got Tab on me?”

	Peck shrugged. “How should I know? I was only a kid then. We picked up a chick called Sam in the pub. Happy now? In fact... I’ll serve up while you go and check her over. It’ll settle your curiosity, and I want a godmother opinion.”

	Ryl’s patrician features softened, and a faint rainbow bloomed about her. “Why do you need an opinion?”

	He shrugged. “There’s something odd about her. I can’t put my finger on it.”

	He retreated into the spicy-scented kitchen, served three bowls of soup, tore three big hunks of the yellow herb-speckled pumpkin bread and piled everything onto a platter with butter, and a dish of apricot jam. He added a wedge of cheese because Sam had a hungry look. Then he sauntered to the table where Ryl sat with Chloe and Sam. They seemed deep in conversation. Peck unloaded the tray onto the table. “Should I have brought a bowl for you, Ryl?”

	“No thanks. I’ll eat with Tom when he comes in. But you can go back and make sure nothing’s burning.”

	Peck returned to the kitchen to stir, and a couple of minutes later Ryl joined him.

	“Well?”

	“Fay.”

	“Sylvan? That would explain the discrepancy between her age and her appearance.”

	“You look young, but you’re not a sylvie,” Ryl said.

	“Even for a sylvan mix, there’s something odd about her.”

	Ryl hesitated. “There was something, but I don’t quite know what. You know what a hand of cards looks like when someone’s holding it? Fanned out, with the cards half overlapping.”

	Peck nodded assent.

	“I got that feeling. As if there’s something overlapping. Maybe it’s an ancestor repeating in the family tree. Could be wrong though.”

	“I could ask Oash, I suppose.” Peck liked the sylvan who lived not far from the Peckerdale Grene—Pixie Forest gateway, although they had met in embarrassing circumstances.

	Ryl dismissed him back to eat his soup. She didn’t ask why he was interested in a stranger’s ancestry, but Peck did pause to ask himself. Sam felt like trouble, to him. Whether she brought trouble or was in trouble was immaterial.

	Sam smiled at him as he slid into the place Ryl had vacated. “This is good soup.”

	“It always is,” Chloe said.

	“Peckerdale Grene speciality.”

	“So, are you named after the tower or is the tower named after you?” Sam asked, tearing off a bite-sized chunk of her bread.

	Peck noticed she’d already eaten most of it. Hungry, then, as he’d thought. “We’re both named from a common source,” he explained.

	“His grandparents are the Peckerdales and the Grenes. His full name is Peckerdale Peter Grene,” Chloe put in.

	Sam nodded, her almond-shaped eyes regarding Peck with interest. “Not Gregory, then.”

	Huh? What was she on about?

	Chloe touched his wrist. “Gregory Peck was a film star, back in the day. Mum had a thing for him.”

	Sam continued, “Chloe’s filled me in on a few unbelievable things, but I guess you’re going to explain what all this is about eventually?”

	“All what?”

	“All this. You, calling yourself a pixie, and the green skin, and the woman with the pet rainbow. What is she, by the way?”

	“Part pixie and part court lady,” Peck said.

	“And she manifests as a fairy godmother. Only I don’t know how it all fits together.” Chloe frowned.

	“What was she looking at me for? And don’t tell me she wasn’t. I know when I’m being checked out.”

	“She’s interested, the same as I am. You’re at least part fay, but sylvan don’t come over here. The air doesn’t suit them.”

	Sam looked puzzled, and Chloe sighed. “Peck, you’re going to have to explain properly about sylvan. Can we go up to the penthouse?”

	Peck supposed they could, but he didn’t want to. Once Chloe got into the penthouse, she’d inevitably head for the pools, and then all bets would be off.

	“Do I want to go to a penthouse with you two?” Sam pushed away her bowl, which Peck perceived she’d polished thoroughly with the last of her bread. She had corralled the last piece of cheese as well.

	“Please yourself.” Peck hoped she’d decide not.

	“You’re safe with us,” Chloe said.

	 


Chapter Three: Stairs—Sam

	 

	 

	Peck and Chloe were sweet weirdos, and Sam was sure she was safe with them. Whether they were safe with her was another matter. She unsettled people. She both repulsed and attracted, because she was half just like me and half Mars to my Venus or Venus to my Mars, depending on the sex of the person she was with.

	Still, their comfort wasn’t her problem. She’d go to the penthouse and stay as long as she could. It sounded warm and wealthy. A stray cat in a penthouse! Careful, kids, I might claw the soft furnishings. “What’s in the penthouse?”

	“A view out over the grounds and gardens and the copse, a suite, two pools, a sauna and a spa at the moment. It’s forever evolving,” Chloe said.

	Peck looked less than enchanted but he had nice manners, and he wasn’t about to argue with his girl.

	“I haven’t brought my tights,” Sam murmured.

	Chloe giggled. “Tights are optional, but we have sarongs as well as towels and robes for anyone who prefers not to let it all hang loose.”

	“Hmm. Is there a lift?”

	“We use the stairs,” Peck said.

	“What, all the way to the top?”

	“It’s a space-economy spiral.”

	“I usually let Peck go up in front, so I have something to look at on the way,” Chloe said and winked.

	Sam decided Chloe was a naughty girl. Peck was blushing green with discomfort. She didn’t actually believe in the stuff about pixies and—what was it—court ladies? But there was something unusual about the people there, and she was interested. Peck looked so young for his age—not to the degree that she did, but still...

	Could they be related? Possibly she had cousins somewhere or other.

	“Have you had enough to eat?” Peck asked.

	Sam picked up a stray crust Chloe had left, rubbed it around the bowl that had lately held jam, put it into her mouth and assented. The jam tasted of summer in the orchard and the drowsy yet industrious murmur of bees. She fantasised briefly about living in this place and eating soup, bread and jam in attractive company every day. That wouldn’t happen, but she intended to get as much benefit out of the experience as she could.

	Peck cleared the bowls away and led the way through an unobtrusive wood-in-wood door to the promised spiral staircase.

	Sam thought Peckerdale Tower must be a modern building, but the stair had a smooth wooden bannister, quite unlike what she might have expected in a steel-and-glass high rise. It was a tight stair, and steep, so Peck’s boots were already level with her head as she stepped on the first riser. It emitted a low musical tone that she felt through her teeth. Sam retracted her foot and watched Chloe stepping silently after Peck. She tried again.

	Tone. The note was a low C.

	Shrugging, she stepped up again. Tone. D and then E.

	Experimentally, she skipped a step and picked up speed. G.A.B. Middle C.

	“Um?”

	“My cousin’s kids have been messing with the steps. Ignore it,” Peck called down.

	Sam was tempted to start leaping up and down the stairs like Gene Kelly to see if she could play a tune.

	They’d gone through several octaves and some impromptu arpeggios when Sam heard quick, light footsteps descending. She stopped to flatten herself against the bannister, but to her surprise, Peck and Chloe kept on climbing.

	No wonder Chloe had such toned calf muscles if she did this often. No wonder Peck showed such splendid definition through his light-weight pants.

	She peeped upwards, past Peck, and saw the descending figures. They were coming fast, but she perceived four young men, or boys, probably still in their teens, with milky freckled skin and flopping dark hair. They were very alike, but as they came nearer, she saw two faces were rounded with residual childhood while the other two had developed the stronger noses and jawbones of impending adulthood. Um... bow ties? What did they think they were?

	They met Peck head on, but there was no collision as somehow, they were on the opposite side of the spiral.

	“Have you been mucking about with the stairs again, Tab?” Peck asked.

	“It was Tem,” one of the boys said in an unexpected baritone. Sam revised her estimate of his age up by a couple of years.

	“No, it was Tan,” one of the younger ones said.

	“Tim, it was you, right?”

	“Not me. It was Tab,” the fourth boy said placidly. He looked to be the youngest, and Sam put him at around fourteen. He gave her a shy smile and a wave from beyond Chloe, Peck and his three brothers. “Greet you, maid! I’m Timbre.”

	“As in firewood?” Sam asked, then kicked herself mentally. That was an A sound in there, but still, the poor kid probably got that one all the time.

	The other young one frowned. “As in tone. He was going to be Tympani, but Mum decided to keep that in case she ever had a girl. I’m Tempo. And the others are—”

	“Tango,” the second boy said, waving. He was the tallest and had a deeper voice than his younger brothers.

	“Tabor.” The eldest, the one she thought might be around eighteen, shot her a smouldering look that made Sam giggle inwardly. Braces. Docs. Bow ties. Really.

	“Nice try, kid, but I’m old enough to be your mother.”

	“No!” the four exclaimed together, and somehow Sam wasn’t surprised the word came out as a tetrad chord.

	“Yes! I can show you my ID.”

	Four hands shot forward in unison. Peck glanced back at Sam and rolled his eyes. “Don’t encourage them. Most of them ought to be at school, but for some strange reason it was declared a pupil-free day, so they’ve been—”

	“Jamming.” Another chord.

	Peck turned to the boys again. “Guys, this is Sam. She’s not for you to play about with. She’s nothing to do with you. Go on down and get your soup and stop mucking about with the stairs.”

	“We had lunch at lunchtime,” Timbre said.

	“We could always have some more,” Tempo suggested.

	“Gannets,” Tabor said indulgently. Presumably, he’d finished with the teenaged eating sprees.

	The boys edged around the spiral to pass Peck and Chloe. Sam noticed the eldest of them, Tabor, winked at Chloe, who muttered, “In your dreams, Tab,” out of the side of her mouth.

	Evidently unfazed, he glanced at Sam, paused and gave her the full benefit of sparkling, slightly slanted eyes, and a wide grin before leaning in. “Want my number, Sam? These guys are too young for you, but I have enough years, and I like my women mature.”

	“Scat.” Sam flicked her fingers at him.

	Tabor, moving with the speed of an adder, caught her hand and examined it much as Chloe had. “You play keyboard? Piano?” He looked up hopefully, and she suddenly liked him a lot more.

	“No—the pipes... panpipes,” she amended, seeing him visualising her cuddling a chanter in the heather. It was a literal vision, something she’d been able to do since childhood. She couldn’t read normal thoughts, but if someone formed a picture in his or her mind, then she sometimes caught a flash of it.

	“Tin whistle, too,” she added.

	“Harp?”

	She shrugged and turned out her spare hand.

	“You do. Or have done. What else?”

	“The woodlin, after a fashion.” She waited for his brow to furrow, but he nodded.

	“You’ve seen a woodlin?”

	“I’ve got one.”

	“But—”

	The two younger brothers gave him a shove which ended in them all staggering musically a few steps down, nearly toppling Sam.

	“Later!” Tabor said over his shoulder as he was herded on down around the spiral.

	Sam scooted up after Peck and Chloe, conscious of aching calves. She was breathing hard and hoped it wasn’t too much farther to the top.

	“What was that about?” Chloe asked, reaching back to grasp Sam’s hand.

	“That boy says he’s got a woodlin.”

	“Oh.” Chloe climbed on, barely panting at all. Fifteen more steps up she pivoted back to ask, “What’s a woodlin?”

	“A kind of small drum with three strings you can twang,” Peck called.

	“You know that?” Sam’s heart hammered against her ribs.

	“Tab plays one. Those kids can play anything.” Peck stopped, mercifully, and opened another almost-invisible door. He stood back and made a wide gesture, ushering Chloe and the panting Sam into a wide and airy chamber glassed in on three sides. The arched ceiling was also glass, sending ghostly reflections to and fro as Peck snapped his fingers to bring up the lights.

	Audio-controlled? Sam didn’t ask. She was too involved in gazing about at the pools let into the
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