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For the survivors. 

And for those who didn’t. 

“There are no monsters in the world, and no saints. Only infinite shades woven into the same tapestry, light and dark. One man’s monster is another man’s beloved. The wise know that.”

-  Katherine Arden. 
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This story includes depictions of abuse, captivity, and sexual violence. 

Please read with care.
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When you imagine your last night in this mortal world, you hope it will be a peaceful one, surrounded by comfort, love, and peace. You hope that when you finally give up your ghost to the immortal dark, you will do so with a touch of regret, a sense of nostalgia for the heady days now behind you. You hope you will be ready for it, but you doubt you would wish it upon yourself too soon. Imagine, then, the nightmare when you know that the final night has come far too soon in your life, but it still feels like it may never end. Imagine longing for the sweet release of oblivion but feeling like it is just out of reach.

He had no name. He had never needed one. His life had been a solitary one, living among the trees and undergrowth of his tropical jungle home. Here, it was cold. It was so very, very cold. He shivered, knowing it would do no good. It didn’t matter now.

He thought back to the sun-dappled days before here, when he could move through the trees freely, eating fruit, eggs, and whatever small animal he could catch. 

No one knew he was there until he was gone. Sometimes, even then, they weren’t sure. 

He didn’t know how he’d been found. He had never known the hairless bipedal ones to be capable of spotting him before. 

One of them was different, though. One of them smelled of that twilight other place, the place he hid when there were too many other living bodies around. The place he went to hide from the hairless ones. 

That one had brought a predator that could see him. That one had used the beast to find him. That one and its dreadful predator could move between this place and the other place. 

The monster was unfamiliar, and it seemed to be able to find him no matter where or how he hid. He tried to frighten it away, using his colours. He tried to scare with his size, his claws, and his teeth.

The predator was not afraid. The predator seemed impervious. 

The predator was impervious. 

His claws could cut through thick branches or disembowel predators if needed, but this animal was uninjured by his attacks. It didn’t matter where he ran, where he hid; the predator tracked him and pulled him out and held him down until the wretched furless creatures came. 

They had put him inside something he could see out of but built with branches he could not cut, which made an odd clanging noise when he tried, and it tasted like rocks and blood. 

It was a trap, but he knew not of what kind, only that it was one he could not escape.

The bald ones had put the stone branch trap that held him inside something that moved like a leaf on the river, but this moved over the land. The contraption had taken them to a place that smelled like the old places, where the tar bubbled up from the ground, and they’d moved him into something else, a strange cylindrical cave that made the world move. From there, they’d taken him to a place that was even more unnatural. 

In this place, there were no trees, no ferns, no moss, and no vines. Even lichen dared not show its head here. The ground seemed like rock, but it was very smooth, and there was so much of it. 

It was like a cave, but the lines were all straight and strange and not at all normal. 

The cave, if indeed that’s what it was, seemed vast, but unlike an ordinary cave, the only thing in it was more of the things with the stone branches that held him and many dead trees that had been made straight, too. It was noisy there and smelled of fear and blood.

The hairless ones had starved him for two days when he first arrived, rattling the stone branches of his trap with sticks and making noises at him that he didn’t understand. 

They frightened him, so he was angry. Angry usually kept scary things away, but the smooth ones seemed pleased with his anger. 

They rewarded him with some raw flesh, cut from a beast he never saw. The chunk was about the size of a bird, but didn’t taste like one. It tasted like grass and grain. He ate it because he was so hungry that he would have eaten anything at that point. 

That night had been the first time they’d put him in a cage with another captive.

He hadn’t understood what they wanted. 

He sat in the cage and stared at the other being, and it stared at him—then it charged. 

He dodged out of the way and made himself big, flashing his warning colours so the other being would know to stay away from him. It made no difference. 

The challenger’s eyes were glazed with madness, and it appeared half-starved. It wasn’t reading the signs. He wasn’t sure if it even cared that he warned it to stay away. It kept coming at him, and it was no shock to realise it wanted to eat him. 

He realised it was kill or be killed. 

When the challenger charged again, he struck, and struck again, until it stopped coming at him and fell down dead. He had taken no pleasure in it, for there was only sadness when you had to kill something and you couldn’t even eat it, but he knew it had to be done. He’d been given no choice. 

Outside, the hairless ones watched and whooped and shouted. They seemed very agitated by the confrontation. He wondered if they were mad, too.

They had dragged the body of the challenger away and poked him with something that had shot agonising pain through his body and made his muscles convulse again and again until he’d lost consciousness. 

When he’d awoken, he’d been back in the stone branch trap again, alone. They’d left some water and more of the strange flesh they expected him to eat.

Since that night, he’d lost count of the number of beings he’d had to kill in order to save his own life. 

It wasn’t always as easy as it had been the first time. 

As time passed, he’d grown weaker, but his adversaries rarely were. If he was injured in the fight, he could only lick his wounds and try to keep them clean. There were no medicinal plants here. There were no plants at all - how he missed the plants.

He’d lost an eye last time. He knew his face was still bloody from it. He wasn’t able to clean it, for there was nothing to clean it with. 

Wounds old and new crisscrossed his body, and his fur was matted and dull, not glossy as it should be. He’d lost his ability to make the colours of warning. 

He could only make himself big and hope they stayed away. 

They never did.

Last night, the smooth-skins used the pain stick to put him in with a new animal. The beast was already wounded and afraid, and he knew that would make it particularly dangerous. 

He no longer cared. His head throbbed from his missing eye, and he felt hot and cold. He knew his wounds had developed the sickness that killed from within—he could smell it on himself. 

He was dying; he knew that now.

He saw the state of the poor creature they’d thrust in with him. It looked fresh from the world but already bore the scars of a battle earlier that night. 

He was dying, but he could do one last thing. He could give this being a release that he hadn’t given himself. 

They would both die tonight. 

And so, he fought with everything he had, until they both lay exhausted and bloody, their life force leaching into the dirt around them.

Around them, the hairless ones had gathered as they always did and made their calls and their dominance displays. They seemed to celebrate a kill they had not made. 

He listened to them, too tired now to move, and decided they must be mad. It was the only explanation that made sense. 

He waited for the sweet release of oblivion, but even that proved elusive.

He felt his body being lifted, but didn’t have the strength to fight them. They put him inside something that smelled like plant fibre but closed over his head like water.

He was inside the thing with the creature he’d fought. He could hear its heartbeat, erratic now and fading, but he knew the other one wasn’t conscious anymore. He’s spared it that.  

He was carried somewhere, put on something that felt like stone beneath him, but moved, and then carried somewhere else again. He didn’t have it in him to care.

They finally tipped him and the other one out of the structure that had confined them, like two leaves sewn together by a weaver bird, and he landed... on moss. 

He felt its blessed coolness beneath his burning body and opened his one remaining eye to see the sky above him, dappled through the leaves of surrounding trees. 

Not the trees he knew, not his home, but they were trees, and he was happy to see them all the same. 

Pain wracked his body, and he felt the other one breathe its last beside him. He envied it. He waited for death to claim him.

Just before it did, a bizarre being appeared above him. 

It was like the hairless ones but seemed to be covered in green fur, except for its face, which was pink. The fur on its head differed from the fur on its body, but who was he to judge that?

“‘Ello,” the being said kindly. 

How could he understand what it said? 

Perhaps when death reaches for you, you come to know all languages, he decided. He didn’t care to think about it further. He understood what they said, and that was enough. 

“What is it?” said another voice, and a furless one appeared.

These two furless ones seemed different. They didn’t smell of death and cruelty. They mostly smelled of earth and trees, and natural things.

“I’m not sure, but they’ve had a terrible time of it,” the first one said, kneeling beside him.

It sounded... kind. Sad, too, but kind. That seemed rare in this world.

“Oh, God, I think that one’s still alive!” the other exclaimed, clearly distressed.

It seemed to understand that killing for no reason was something one should be distressed about. The other smooth ones hadn’t understood that.

“Who would do something like this?” the first one said. 

“I don’t know, but we need to find out. We can’t let them do this again.” 

The passion in these words sparked something in him. Relief? Hope? Not for his life—he knew that was done. But perhaps hope that others might not suffer as he had.

These hairless ones were angry about what had been done to him and the other one. They wanted to stop it. Perhaps not all hairless ones were stupid, cruel, and mad. Perhaps some were... better than that.

“How we gonna do that?” asked the first one, doubtfully. “I don’t know how to stop...” He gently ran his hand down the creature’s fur. It felt nice. “This!” the hairy one finished. “Do you?”

“No,” the second one admitted, but their voice was full of anger and determination. “But I know who can. I’ll make a call.”

“Poor little fella,” said the first one. It was looking at him with such kindness, such sadness. “I don’t think we can do anything for him. I think he’s on his way out, no matter what we do.”

“We can make sure he knows he’s not alone,” said the second one, and they sat beside him.

They held his paw, which he couldn’t feel, but he knew they did it anyway. They stroked his fur and made soothing noises. He allowed himself to be comforted. He felt something akin to peace, knowing these strange hairless ones wanted to avenge him and the other one. 

And when death finally came, it did not have to fight him for his soul. He gave it freely, with gratitude.
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Welcome to the Slipworld
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The bandages on Yip’s arm and leg were constant reminders of how close she had come to losing everything. Just days ago, she’d been chasing monsters, never sure if she’d be left behind when her usefulness ran out. Now, she was part of something bigger—part of a team.

It was a feeling she’d never known, like being part of something important, but she was still unsure if she truly belonged. Almost.

She’d survived the werewolves, but now the real challenge was ahead: proving that she deserved to stay.

These friends, this team, had shown her a hidden reality—a world that existed just beyond the ordinary one. 

The Slipworld.

Yip had always sensed it. Monsters in the shadows, strange things no one else could see. People called her crazy, but deep down, she knew the truth. And today, she was finally crossing over.

Her pulse thundered as they passed through the shimmering barrier. A tingling sensation crawled over her skin, and she gripped the seat tighter. Reality twisted, like missing a step into a void. Her stomach dropped.

What if she couldn’t handle this? Would they take her back?

Then, everything sharpened.

She squinted against a harsh white sun. Above, a deep purple sky stretched out, and around her, trees with green trunks and red leaves swayed gently. It was too much, too strange.

She was acutely aware that this was not her world. 

But there was no turning back now. She had to move forward, deeper into the unknown. 

Her stomach was in knots as they drove an ordinary SUV through this alien landscape. Looking out the window, Yip searched for something familiar to steady herself.

A sleek black shape ran beside the SUV—a doglike creature, greyhound-slim but earless, with a mouth too wide for its head. Its rhythmic footfalls kept pace effortlessly, not chasing, just running.

“It’s a Runalong,” Sabrina said, noticing Yip’s wide-eyed stare.

Yip blinked, realising she’d been gawking. “Oh. Right. I knew that.” She tried to sound casual, not wanting to look foolish in front of the team’s resident genius.

“They’re harmless,” Sabrina added. “They like keeping travellers company—especially the bored ones.”

“I’m not bored.”

“I am,” came the terse voice from the driver’s seat.

Catch was gruff as always, but Yip had learned he wasn’t as mean as he seemed—if you looked hard enough. Really hard.

In the front seat, Hitch stared straight ahead, fingers drumming a tense rhythm on his leg. His expression was as unreadable as ever, but something about his clenched jaw and far-off look felt different today. Something darker.

Whatever they were heading into—it was bad.

Yip swallowed her nerves. She’d fought werewolves, sure, but this felt different. Out of your depth, a voice whispered.

She glanced at Hitch, hoping for reassurance. None came. With his brows furrowed and lips a tight line, he seemed lost in the task ahead, injuries from last night’s battle with the werewolves still fresh on him.

“We need to stop at the Eidolair before heading south,” Hitch said, ignoring the Runalong. “We need new gear.”

“On it, boss.” Catch adjusted their course. The trailing car followed suit.

Yip leaned toward Sabrina. “What’s the Eidolair?”

“It’s our headquarters,” she whispered back. “Every city has one. It’s where teams like ours operate from.”

They neared the outskirts of a city unlike anything Yip had ever seen.

One moment, barren earth stretched before them; the next, towering spires rose from the ground, their surfaces rippling like petrified waves. They reached into the purple sky, twisting and curving as though shaped by wind and rain. Her chest tightened—the view was alien, wondrous, and unsettling.

The Runalong, their silent companion, darted away as they approached. Its sudden absence felt like a warning.

Toto, I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore. Phantom pressure tingled at her stump, and she loathed the feeling of exposure.

The city unfurled around them. Instead of steel and glass, wooden towers stretched like ancient trees, stone softened by moss. Green pathways wove between lichen-covered walls, wildflowers spilling from rooftops. It was a city, but it felt alive, like it was watching. The air held a faint, sweet scent, something floral and unfamiliar.

“Welcome to Stellaris,” Hitch’s voice cut through her thoughts.

She glanced at him, uneasy. Did the Runalong sense something they couldn’t?

As they drove deeper, the forest-like city closed in around them. She gripped the seat, leaning forward. “So, it’s poachers we’re dealing with?”

Hitch met her gaze in the mirror, his expression unreadable. “Or something worse.”

His tone sent a shiver down her spine. Whatever lay ahead, it wasn’t going to be simple.

Yip swallowed her nerves, afraid that one slip-up would make them realise they’d made a grave error by including her. 

Sabrina chattered like a tour guide as they drove, pointing out the strange sights outside. Yip tried to focus, but her thoughts drifted to the Eidolair—the IPR’s home base. What would she find there?

Before she knew it, they were parking in an underground garage. Hitch was already out, striding toward the elevators. The rest of the team gathered their gear, bickering as usual.

“Catch, were you bored again?” Pia’s Scottish brogue inquired as she eyed him critically.

Catch’s dark eyes flashed. “What do you want from me? It’s a long, boring drive!”

Pia rolled her eyes. “Next time, just bring a crossword like a normal person.”

“I hate crosswords,” Catch muttered, scowling.

“Well, I thought it was exciting,” announced Reese, emerging from the car, immaculate as ever. Reese had a knack for finding enjoyment in things no one else did, and it showed in their unruffled demeanour.

Pia glared. “How do you sit in a sweaty car for hours and still look fresh as a daisy?”

Reese winked. “Teflon suit.” 

They smiled, teeth like old ivory piano keys against that flawless porcelain skin. Once, that smile had unsettled Yip. Now, it was just... Reese.

Kevin, the broad-shouldered Nigerian man with a laugh like a bass guitar, climbed out of the second car, laughing heartily. 

Pia grinned. “Kevin, your laugh’s gonna get us a speeding ticket.”

Kevin’s eyes twinkled. “If laughing were a crime, I’d have been locked up years ago!”

Pia laughed, slamming the car door—almost catching Euphemia, the newest member of their team. Tall and fierce, the Feygard officer moved with the confidence of a seasoned warrior. Her presence radiated a quiet menace that Yip found... unsettling.

“Everything alright?” Pia asked, raising an eyebrow.

Euphemia’s icy gaze didn’t waver. “Just fine.”

Yip snatched up her backpack—it held everything she owned. Slinging it over her shoulder, she hurried to catch up with the others. The elevator doors slid open, and she took a deep breath. Whatever awaited her in the Eidolair, she’d face it head-on.

Hitch pressed the button, and the elevator shot upward so fast that Yip’s knees buckled. She gripped the railing to steady herself, feeling weightless for a moment as the lift stopped just as abruptly.

The doors opened into an antechamber that felt strangely ordinary—thick carpet, cheap vinyl chairs, and white walls. But the floor-to-ceiling windows offered a dizzying view of the city below.

“Nice view, huh?” Catch remarked, glancing out the window.

Yip nodded but was distracted by the bizarre artwork on the walls—nudes by waterfalls, strange creatures she couldn’t name. It was like nothing she’d ever seen.

She paused before a painting of nymphs. “They look... real.”

“They were,” Sabrina murmured, leading her forward.

Yip’s heart quickened. “For real?” She could hardly tear her eyes away from the art as they moved toward the next room.

They entered a large space, and Yip’s attention snapped to a small woman behind a desk.

“MONSTER SQUAD ON DECK!” 

The coarse, adenoidal voice rang out, making Yip spin toward the speaker.

A gnome-like woman sat at the desk, her ears large and her face flat, framed by a wild mess of grey hair. Her eyes were enormous, and she wore a gap-toothed grin. 

Above her desk, a colourful sign blinked with flashing words: “Now in Office”, cycling through rows of text: International Paranormal Response (IPR), Feral Licensing, Investigation and Control (FLIC), and Paranormal Analytics and Investigation Network (PAIN).

“FLIC,” Sabrina muttered, casting a sideways glance at Yip. “The Goon Squad. They think they’re in competition with us. We handle the monsters, they deal with the ‘undesirables.’ You know—from other worlds. Different departments, same company.”

Yip’s eyes widened. “You mean - aliens?”

Sabrina nodded, her eyes narrowing slightly. “Exactly. If something doesn’t belong on Earth, FLIC’s job is to make sure it’s off-world again. Usually with a little force.” 

She then nodded towards the last name on the sign: PAIN. “And PAIN—well, they’re the analysts. They keep track of the stats and monitor for things that might be... more dangerous than usual.”

“Lovely to see you again, Hortense,” Hitch greeted her without missing a beat, walking past as if used to this.

Hortense’s sinister laugh bubbled up as she watched them pass, and the rest of the group moved forward, ignoring her. Euphemia, however, paused, locking eyes with Hortense with a cold, cutting glare.

Hortense laughed louder.

As Yip brought up the rear, she nodded politely to the strange woman.

“Fresh meat!” Hortense cackled, her eyes narrowing as they met Yip’s.

Yip hurried past, trying to ignore the crawling feeling on her skin. She ducked behind Pia, fingers twitching nervously. Note to self: Avoid Hortense.

“She’s a hobgoblin,” Sabrina whispered as they walked away. “Household faeries mostly, but things have been rough for everyone. She works here now. She’s all right... just a bit... weird.”

Yip glanced back at Hortense, who was still staring after them, a grin spreading wider. “Sinister?” Yip suggested.

“Yeah,” Sabrina agreed, the faintest smile pulling at her lips.     

Moving past Hortense, Yip caught a glimpse of the rest of the office. Behind the desk, a partition separated their area from others bustling with activity. 

A sign reading Feral Licensing, Investigation and Control (FLIC) flashed above another desk, and she could just make out the hum of voices and phones. Other departments, all working on similar cases, shared the space in a strange harmony of chaos.

It was strange to think they all worked in the same building, yet each office felt like a different world.

Hitch led them up to the briefing room, directing them to take seats at the round table.

A high-pitched voice suddenly cut through the air. “What the hell happened, boss?”

Yip scanned the room before spotting the tiny man standing at the front, perched on the table with a miniature laptop. 

He looked like any generic IT nerd: clever t-shirt, black-rimmed glasses, and an air of calm professionalism. The only thing that set him apart was his size—he was about as tall as a standard watering can.

Oh, my days—he’s so cute! Yip bit her lip to contain her delight, making sure her reaction wouldn’t show. She didn’t want to embarrass herself.

Hitch didn’t respond, so Kevin introduced them in his smooth baritone

“Bunyip Jones, meet Osric, our Code Pixie.”

“Oh, great, another one,” Osric muttered with a sigh.

“This is Osric!” Yip exclaimed, a broad smile spreading across her face. Her excitement bubbled over as she thought back to the mission references to someone named Osric. Finally, she had a face to match the name—granted, a very tiny face, but still. “It’s nice to meet you,” she added warmly.

Stiffly, thanks to the injuries he’d sustained from his fight with werewolves, Hitch took his place at the head of the table and surveyed the team.

“A colleague of mine found some cryptids she couldn’t identify—dead, possibly tortured.”

Yip tried not to wince. Cruelty of any kind turned her stomach, but cruelty against something that couldn’t even speak up for itself? It was intolerable to her.  

Hitch continued. “They’re not native to Tasmania and likely didn’t arrive there on their own. That means one thing.”

Catch swore under his breath and leaned back in his chair, while Pia’s eyes darkened. She pulled a carton of coconut water from somewhere and stabbed the straw into it with such force that Yip winced.

“Poachers?” Reese asked, already anticipating the answer.

Hitch gave a brief nod. “Or worse—a blood sport syndicate,” he added, his voice low and serious. “This could get dangerous for some of you, depending on what kind of game they’re playing.”

Catch folded his arms and scowled. Pia’s hand clenched into a fist, her jaw tight.

Yip tensed as Hitch outlined their opposition. A syndicate? Organised crime? She swallowed hard, her blood surging as her mind scrambled to keep up.

You fought a werewolf. You can do this! Yip reminded herself, though her confidence wavered.

“That sort of game isn’t fun for anyone involved,” Reese added with a disgusted scowl.

“That’s why the Feygard loaned us Euphemia,” Hitch said. “She’s dealt with poachers before, and we’ll need her experience.”

Euphemia swept her gaze across the room like a queen inspecting her court.

Usually good at reading people, Yip couldn’t shake the feeling that something about Euphemia wasn’t quite right. Arrogance? Self-confidence? Or was there something else?

As if on cue, Euphemia’s eyes met hers. Yip’s stomach dropped, a rush of discomfort shooting through her. She quickly looked away, embarrassed, feeling like she’d been caught doing something wrong.

“If anyone wants to sit this one out, no one will blame you,” Hitch continued, his tone firm but unhurried.

The room fell silent. No one moved or spoke.

“Well then,” Hitch said, breaking the tension. “All hands on deck. That means you too, Osric.”

The tiny man sighed and gave a reluctant nod. “I’ll pack my kit.”

Hitch looked at the rest of the team. “Reese, Sabrina, I need you to arrange a new science trailer. Make sure it’s equipped with anything you think we might need.”

The pair nodded and got to their feet. 

Hitch didn’t skip a beat. “Euphemia, I need you to help me gather the rest of the equipment—cars, cash, containment—the usual. We’ve got a bigger group this time, so we’ll need more space.”

“I don’t take up that much room!” Osric protested, making Yip smile despite the tension in the air.

“Kevin, can you gather the backup go-bags for the team?” Hitch asked, his voice still calm but commanding. “Euphemia, do you have a kit, or do we need to get you one?”

“I have one,” Euphemia replied, her voice steady and assured.

Hitch nodded and turned his attention to Kevin, who had already pulled out a small notebook. He scribbled something down, always prepared.

“Pia, Catch,” Hitch continued, “I need you to help Yip.”

Instantly, Yip felt her face heat up. She was no one’s charity case.

Oblivious to her concern, Hitch said, “She came to us with nothing and then went ahead and destroyed half of it by doing our job for us.”

He paused to fix them with a stern glare. “Make sure she gets everything she needs and don’t let anyone take advantage of her. This is her first time in the Slipworld, and you know what it’s like with newcomers. She’ll need a whole new go-bag. Get it done.”

Yip squirmed, feeling like she was their new puppy being taken to the pet shop for the first time. But she wasn’t bold enough to say it aloud. Instead, she bit her lip and nodded, trying to seem grateful without drawing attention to herself.

“You got it,” Pia said cheerfully. Catch groaned and rubbed the back of his neck.

“Why both of us?” he complained. “Pia’s a goddamn vampire—she’s got it covered.”

“And you’re Faoladh,” Hitch replied pointedly. “The werewolf will instinctively protect her. You know what the Fae can be like.”

Even now, when Yip heard the word “Faoladh”, her brain had to sound it out like FWEE-o-ladh. She wondered if she’d ever get used to Irish pronunciation.

Catch grumbled under his breath, scowling. “It wouldn’t be so bad if you’d just pay off the Mab,” he muttered.

“She’ll have heard that,” Hitch said, his voice dry, making Catch squirm—just a little.

Hitch’s beard twitched as if holding back a smirk. He cleared his throat, returning to his usual serious tone. “I want wheels rolling in two hours. No messing about.”

Catch gave him a sarcastic salute and stood up, signalling the end of the meeting. The team dispersed to tackle their assigned tasks.

Yip hesitated, unsure of where to go or what to do next. 

Pia noticed and smiled, gesturing for her to follow. She led the way toward the door, where Catch waited with his typical scowl. 

Together, they moved toward the elevator, passing Hortense along the way.

Hortense peered at them from behind her thick, round glasses, her expression one of silent expectation, as if waiting for something to happen. 

Nothing did, but she kept watching them all the way to the elevator.

It was unnerving.

The Outback had been one thing, but this? This was a whole new world. Yip hoped she could keep up. If she messed this up, if she couldn’t prove she belonged... what then? Would they send her back? Could she even go back?

Yip stared at the elevator doors as they slid shut. 

She had nowhere left to go—except forward.
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Chapter 02
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Brave New World
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Pia, Catch, and Yip took the elevator to the lobby. The doors opened to reveal a shining space with smooth walls, coloured lights that seemed to grow from the walls, bathing the white interior with soft rainbow hues. Sumptuous couches lined the walls, everything trimmed in gold.

They led Yip towards the Art Nouveau doors that would take them outside, immune to opulence they’d seen a thousand times before. But for Yip, who had grown up with so little, it was all new; she couldn’t help spinning slowly, wide-eyed, trying to take in every detail.

“Come on, silly,” Pia smiled. “We’ve got lots to do and only a couple of hours to do it.”

“Oh, I don’t need much,” Yip replied haltingly, embarrassed they were going to all this effort for her. She never owned more than would fit in her backpack, anyway.

“On the contrary,” Pia disagreed. “We’re going somewhere cold, and you don’t have any appropriate clothes.” She stopped Yip’s protest with a wave and glanced at her threadbare clothes, shaking her head. “I’ve seen your wardrobe. You need a full kit.”

“But why am I here?” Catch complained.

“As punishment for going full werewolf on the last mission,” Pia reminded him wryly. “You did it twice. You weren’t supposed to do it at all.”

Catch managed to look a little embarrassed. “Yeah, well, that’s her fault,” he grumbled, tossing his head at Yip. “She’s always getting in trouble, and I have to bail her out.”

“Excuse me?” Yip blustered, instantly offended by the idea she was some kind of damsel in distress. “If you recall, I’ve done pretty well for myself, for the most part.”

“She did take out an Úlfhéðnar all by herself,” Pia reminded him.

“And I was more or less under control when those guys trapped me in that room,” Yip added. “It was all over bar the shouting when you burst into the room like the Kool-Aid Man.”

Catch made a face that suggested they were nagging him, so the two women ignored him.

“First thing - shoes,” Pia decided. “You can’t wear flip-flops to Tasmania.”

“They’re not even mine,” Yip lamented, looking at her grubby feet, still stained orange from the fine dust that coated most of outback Australia. 

When she glanced up again, her companions hadn’t waited, so she shuffled after them quickly, suddenly hyper-aware of the slap-slap-slap sound her feet made as she walked.

Yip tried to ignore the stares as she walked, folding her arms across her chest to hide the stump where her left hand and part of her arm had once been. It wasn’t a recent injury, but the lingering discomfort of people’s gazes made her self-conscious. She could almost feel their eyes lingering on the puckered skin, an unsettling mix of revulsion and morbid curiosity.

To distract herself, Yip focused on the crowd—people of every shape, size, and colour. A woman with green skin and twigs in her hair passed by, followed by a small, plump, red-skinned man. No one batted an eye. Some looked like cosplayers for Dungeons & Dragons; others seemed straight out of a Tolkien movie. A few wore everyday streetwear.

The business district gave way to a sprawling bazaar, alive with colour, sound, and mouth-watering aromas—incense, fried foods, and something sweet that made Yip’s stomach rumble. Merchants called out, offering exotic spices, vibrant herbs, and hand-carved jewellery.

Above them, a strange canopy stretched across the street—part open sky, part shimmering air, like solidified magic. Before Yip could puzzle it out, Pia led her toward a small shop.

“Cobbler—since 3350 B.C.E.,” Pia read aloud, pointing to the sign.     

But before they could go in, Catch pushed his way to the fore. 

“No, there’s somewhere else we need to go first.” 

Without bothering to explain, he stalked off through the crowd, which gave his companions no choice but to fall into step behind him and follow.

Pia huffed. “He’s such an oaf,” she complained.

Catch led them to a smithy, the rhythmic tap-tap of a hammer echoing through the street before they even saw it. 

The shop’s open front revealed a glowing forge, the scent of leather and iron thick in the air. An A-frame sign swayed, the name boldly painted in black letters.

Inside, a blacksmith worked intently, their leather apron scarred from stray sparks. Wiry muscles flexed with each strike of the hammer, and small braids adorned the blacksmith’s surprisingly pristine beard, threaded with silver bands and colourful ribbons.

“Excuse us?” Catch called over the noise.

The blacksmith paused, lifting a glowing piece of metal with long tongs and plunging it into water, steam hissing in furious clouds. They set down their tools and pushed up their goggles.

Yip blinked. The blacksmith was a woman—something the beard hadn’t hinted at. Her sharp gaze swept over them. “Need something forged, or just sightseeing?”

“Are you Isin Tuge?” Catch asked.

“I am,” she replied confidently. “You must be Catch.”

He nodded and motioned for Yip to follow. 

She moved forward uncertainly, confused about why they were there. What could she possibly need from a blacksmith?

“This your friend?” Isin asked, sizing Yip up.

Catch nodded.

Isin turned to Yip, her gaze steady. “Well, let’s have a look at you, then.”

Self-consciously, Yip hid her stump behind her.

Isin clucked, as if dismissing her discomfort. “Bloody werewolves, hey? Trash everything if you let them.”

Yip frowned. Was she talking about Catch?

Before Yip could speak, Isin grabbed her arm and examined the stump. 

The rough touch jolted her, memories of infection and isolation crashing in. Yip’s body tensed, heart pounding. She tried to pull away, but Isin’s grip was firm.

Yip’s eyes shot to Catch, fury rising. How could he bring her here like this? Without warning, without asking first? She couldn’t believe he hadn’t prepared her. She was done being handled this way.

Catch saw her glaring at him and dropped his gaze momentarily. When he looked back, his expression begged, Trust me.

How could she trust him when he hadn’t even warned her? His actions felt like betrayal—practical, but still a betrayal.

Isin released her, and Yip rubbed her stump, still feeling the heat of anger flare up in her chest.

“I can work with it,” Isin said, glancing at Catch. “How long do I have?”

“About an hour?” Catch said hopefully.

Isin scowled. “You couldn’t have brought her sooner?”

“This is the first opportunity,” Catch said quickly. “We’ve been here less than an hour.”

Her scowl relaxed. “It’ll be close, and it won’t be my best work, but I can do something.” The scowl returned, and she prodded Catch in the chest. “I don’t like leaving anyone with less than my best.”

She released Yip, who rubbed her stump and hid it behind her.

“Can you do something for the aesthetic, at least?” Catch asked, his voice softening. “We’ll stop by again another time so you can take more time and give her something that feels right.”

“Aye, I can do that,” Isin muttered. Her eyes narrowed as she fixed on Yip. “Come on, stick what’s left of your arm in here.”

Yip stepped back, offended by her tone. But Isin was already pulling a barrel forward, revealing purple goo.

“What is it?” Yip grimaced.

“It’s what you stick your stump in,” Isin barked, impatient. “Now, don’t mess about. I don’t have time.”

Self-consciously, Yip did as instructed, thrusting her arm into the goo. The texture was soft, squishy, and oddly warm, as though the goo matched the temperature of her skin. At Isin’s instruction, she added her other arm to the goo barrel.

“Keep them apart!” Isin snapped again, her voice sharp. “Don’t let them touch, or you’ll ruin it.”

Yip nodded and carefully adjusted the distance between her arms. She looked up at Isin, waiting for a nod of approval.

Once Isin nodded, Yip slowly withdrew her arms. To her surprise, the goo had formed into the shape of the holes where her arms had been, and no residue clung to her skin.

“Right, out with you,” Isin said briskly, already turning back to her work. “Got things to do.”

Yip spun on Catch, unable to keep her frustration in check any longer. “What the hell was that?”

“Your old hand was destroyed. You needed a new one,” he said gruffly. He didn’t offer more, but in his face, Yip saw something like guilt. Maybe even... responsibility. “You’ll appreciate it later.”

Yip scowled, but she didn’t want to escalate things. “You didn’t even warn me.”

She could accept the necessity. What she couldn’t accept was being handled like she was helpless.

His eyes lifted, meeting hers. The corner of his mouth tightened, a flicker of regret passing through his gaze, but he didn’t offer further explanation.

Yip was still furious, but understood she needed the prosthetic for the upcoming mission, whether she liked it or not. He’d done something she never would’ve asked for, but it was something she needed. She hated that reality, but there it was. Maybe he knew her better than she thought.

But that didn’t let him off the hook. Her anger still simmered, but she refocused, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of her ire. 

Turning to Pia, she forced a neutral expression.

“Little Person?” she asked, pointing toward the smithy.

“Dwarf,” Pia corrected. “Isin’s people are a race. You can call them dwarves without offence, but it’s always good to check.”

Yip processed that for a moment, but before she could respond, Catch shot a teasing look at Pia. 

“Thank you, David Attenborough,” he muttered dryly. “We’re not filming a nature doc.”

Pia didn’t miss a beat. “Yip needs to learn. My wife would’ve taught her, but...” She trailed off, a shadow flickering across her eyes.

Catch’s gaze dropped, his voice low. “Yeah. I know.”

Pia’s demeanour shifted, poking his ribs. “You’d think a werewolf would know patience.”

“You’d think a vampire would know when to stop talking.” He glanced at the sun. “We’re on the clock. Can we walk and talk?”

“Fine,” Pia said. “But we need to get clothes.”

They moved back into the bazaar, and Yip tried to shake the lingering discomfort of being touched without consent. She felt exposed, vulnerable. Anger flickered, but she buried it, afraid that speaking up might upset them—and unsure she could navigate this place alone.

Oblivious, Pia continued her lessons while Catch trailed silently behind, a dark cloud keeping others at a distance. His impatience with their shopping spree was palpable, especially near clothing vendors. He kept reminding them of the mission. Yip understood, but they needed supplies.

Yip detested clothes shopping, especially with an audience, but she couldn’t help marvelling at the market’s displays. Dresses floated as if by magic, and suits danced on their own. Fabric walls unfolded into ever-changing outfits. It defied the laws of physics she knew.

“Magic lives in the Slipworld,” Pia reminded her, delightedly selecting Yip’s kit, including a pair of sturdy new boots.

Soon, Catch cut them off. “We’re out of time. Twenty minutes to get back, or they’ll leave without us.”

Pia grumbled but followed as he strode ahead, forcing them to hurry.

They wove through the crowd, Yip vaguely aware of a growing commotion nearby. People streamed toward the noise, and she heard a woman shout something about “Loreless muqrifs.” 

The venom in her voice made Yip flinch. “Loreless” meant people like her, without supernatural abilities. The hostility was worse than she’d thought.

Maybe they didn’t all think she deserved to be here. Maybe some would prefer she stayed gone.

A chill ran through her, but there was no time to dwell. 

They had reached Isin’s smithy.

They found the dwarf leaning on her hammer, waiting.

“You took your time,” she declared.

“We thought you’d appreciate a few extra minutes,” Catch lied smoothly.

“You said an hour. I had it done in an hour,” Isin snapped. “I’m a professional.”

“We know,” Pia assured her. “That’s why we came to you. You’re the best.”

Isin eyed her, deciding if it was flattery or fact, then stomped to the workbench. She returned with a wooden box, clutching it like a precious relic.

“This is the best I could do in an hour,” she said. “Didn’t have time for all the features I wanted.”

Inside the box lay a gleaming black prosthetic, intricate designs catching the light.

“Wow, that’s incredible!” Yip admired the craftsmanship.

Isin’s grouchiness melted. “You’re kind,” she said, attempting a smile.

Yip smiled back, suddenly self-conscious.

“Well? Let’s try it on,” Isin urged, lifting it from the box.

Yip took it, puzzled by the lack of straps or fastenings. “How does it attach?”

Isin gestured towards Yip’s stump. Warily, Yip offered it. Isin slid the prosthetic snugly over her forearm.

Astonished, Yip found it fit perfectly without the usual discomfort.

“Well?” Isin challenged. “Give it a try.”

Yip frowned. Her old one didn’t do anything, so she wasn’t sure what to expect. Tentatively, she moved her forearm, amazed as the fingers opened and closed. She hadn’t done that with both hands since she was thirteen.

Delighted, she beamed at the blacksmith.

“It doesn’t do much else, but you can make a fist and pick things up,” Isin said.

“How does it stay on?” Yip asked, afraid to lower her arm.

Isin tugged at it. It didn’t budge.

“How does it come off?”

“Relax and want it to.”

Yip did, and the prosthetic slid off easily. “That’s amazing!”

For the first time since losing her hand, Yip felt almost whole. This wasn’t just a disguise; it was a new beginning.

“It’d be more amazing if I had more than an hour,” Isin grumbled, glaring at Catch.

“Well, it’ll have to do,” he said. “Sorry—we’ve got to go.”

Isin scowled but helped Yip reattach it.

“Come on, we’re on the clock,” Catch urged.

“You’re welcome, ya big giraffe,” the blacksmith muttered.

He mock-saluted and led them back into the bazaar. 

Out there beyond the glittering stalls, something far more dangerous waited.
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As they made their way back toward the cobbler’s shop, the noise of the marketplace grew louder. They approached a crowded open-air eatery. Used to slipping through crowds, Yip moved more easily than her companions, who jostled their way forward.

After a moment, she realised she’d lost them. She stopped, scanning the crowd. Pia’s red hair, so distinctive in the Upworld, blended here. Catch’s plaid flannel and man-bun, however, were unmistakable.

Yip’s gaze caught a woman standing on a table, commanding the crowd. She resembled a Grecian statue—flawless marble skin, dark hair cascading, and a gossamer white gown swirling with every movement.

Her voice rang out. “Do you not see the shackles that bind you? The old ones, weak and arrogant, caged us in this world to suppress the power within us!”

Yip’s stomach tightened. This wasn’t good.

“The Loreless muqrifs rule the Upworld as their birthright, stealing the civilisations we built! They fear us because we are stronger!” The crowd roared, fervent in their agreement, the vibration of it shaking Yip’s bones.

Her pulse quickened. Loreless—their word for ordinary people like her. The ground beneath her feet felt unstable.

“The pact is sealed!” The woman cried, her eyes blazing. “The debts are due! The muqrifs must pay!”

The crowd’s cheers intensified. Yip’s eyes darted around, searching for Catch.

“Chaos will fall!”

The crowd erupted. 

Yip’s pulse thundered in her ears. She had to get out.

Bodies pressed in on all sides. Faces contorted with fervour. Yip fought to stay calm, eyes still searching for a familiar face.

A hand grabbed her elbow. 

Catch. 

His voice was low and urgent. “Time to go.” He didn’t wait for a response, guiding her through the crowd.

Yip instinctively pulled away from his touch, but kept moving.

Pia appeared at her side, eyeing the commotion warily.

“This isn’t good, Catch,” she said, her voice low enough only Yip and Catch could hear.

Catch said nothing, but his eyes scanned the crowd. He occasionally lifted his head to scent the air.

His head snapped toward a craggy old woman, her deeply lined face twisted with contempt, horns curling from beneath a faded headscarf.

The woman’s jeer cut through the market’s hum. Catch growled, and the woman warily backed away.

“We should run,” he murmured, barely audible over the noise.

Too late.

“Muqrif!” The woman’s shriek split the air, her bony finger jabbing toward Yip.

Yip’s pulse spiked. The word meant nothing, but she recognised the malice. Memories surfaced: accusations in hushed tones, hostile glares from a past she’d tried to bury. Her stomach churned.

Not again...

“Loreless filth!” The woman’s voice was a gravel rasp, thick with hatred. “Muqrif! Meat-bag!” She licked her thin lips with a tongue too long, too pointed, and too moist.

Yip’s throat tightened. She hadn’t done anything, yet their anger bore down, sharp and stifling. Hands trembling, she scanned the crowd, feeling the danger closing in.

“Run,” Catch repeated, his voice urgent. This time, Yip obeyed.

She bolted, pain flaring in her injured leg. Pia and Catch flanked her, their pace matching hers despite their supernatural speed. They could have vanished into the crowd, left her behind. They chose to protect her instead.

Pia led the way, dodging through the bustling bazaar, with Yip trailing as fast as her limp would allow. People reached for her clothing, grabbed at her hair. Every touch made her heart race, the fear swelling in her chest.

Catch shoved back a hand that reached for Yip, snarling.

Heart pounding, Yip pushed through the crowd, pain shooting up her leg with every step.

The crowd was hostile, but uncoordinated. They rarely joined the pursuit until Yip slipped past them, and by then, they blocked the way for others chasing her.

Yip burst through the crowd, kicking off her flip-flops, knowing she could run faster without them. She glanced around to check that Pia and Catch were still with her, ignoring the pain from her leg to focus on escape.

“This way!” Pia called, weaving through the stalls.

They dodged through the market, losing some of their pursuers. Pia turned to Catch, yanking at his flannel.

“Give it to Yip,” she whispered, ripping fabric from her skirt to hide her hair.

Catch stripped down to his t-shirt, quickly helping Yip slip her arms into his flannel shirt. It was too big, but the long sleeves covered her prosthetic.

“Typical Verdantis,” Pia muttered. “Always think they’re better than everyone just ‘cause they’ve got no Loreless blood.” She pulled Catch down with a tug on his t-shirt, freeing his man-bun. His dark hair spilled over his shoulder.

Yip’s hands shook as she adjusted the oversized flannel. The word muqrif echoed in her mind, the feeling of being hunted, hated for something she couldn’t fully grasp.

“What does ‘muqrif’ mean?” she asked quietly, almost to herself.

Catch’s expression darkened, and Pia scowled.

“A slur,” Pia said flatly.

“Not a word any decent person uses,” Catch muttered. “If you say that here, bad things follow.”

Yip hesitated, then asked, “It’s about my people, isn’t it? The Loreless?”

Pia nodded stiffly. “It means ‘grotesque,’ ‘nasty.’ Some people from the Slipworld, like the Verdantis, have a real problem with the Loreless—and the world they built.”

Catch’s scowl deepened. “Like that woman back there.”

“Drama queens,” Pia snorted, glancing over her shoulder.

Yip felt a familiar pang of disappointment. She’d hoped this world might be different. But no, here it was again—the bitter stain of prejudice.

She’d seen it all before. Life on the fringes had exposed her to every kind of slur. 

Now this world, with all its magic and mystery, had its own divisions. But it made sense. 

Her kind—the Loreless—had driven the supernatural into exile with their fear and superstition. Now they were seen as grotesque. 

The irony wasn’t lost on her.

They hustled into the business district. Catch kept them moving at a brisk pace.

“Do you think I’ll have time for a shower?” Yip asked uneasily. “I could really use a wash.”

“Me too,” Pia agreed.

“No time,” Catch said, his tone clipped. “Hitch wanted wheels rolling by now. We’re not back yet.”

“They won’t leave without us,” Pia said, trying to reassure him.

“They absolutely would,” Catch disagreed. “Remember Istanbul? We’ve got ten minutes tops.”

Pia’s eyes widened as she realised the truth. “Oh, no... you’re right. We need to hurry!”

Yip glanced behind them. “Were those people in the mob that chased us?”

“Yep,” Catch said. “That’s another reason we need to leave.”

Pia checked over her shoulder. “They haven’t seen us. Let’s go—quickly now!”

They picked up the pace, hearts racing. They might already be too late.

Yip clutched the borrowed shirt tighter. She’d thought this world would be different. She wasn’t sure which was worse—being hunted for what she was, or for what she wasn’t.
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The trio burst into the lobby of the Eidolair building, breathless after their run. Pia and Yip were still gasping for breath, but Catch seemed unruffled.

“If they’ve left us behind, I’ll kill and eat both of you,” Catch grumbled.

“I’d like to see you try, dog-boy,” Pia retorted.

Yip’s heart was still pounding from the chase, though the danger had passed. The others were waiting for them. Hitch stood with his arms crossed, brows furrowed.

“Nice of you to join us,” Hitch said, voice sharp.

“Ran into trouble at the bazaar,” Yip explained, hoping to smooth things over.

Instantly, Hitch’s dark eyes turned to Pia and Catch.

Pia offered a brief explanation. “Had to go through an anti-Loreless rally. Someone noticed Yip, and we had to run.”

“Bloody separatists,” Catch muttered.

“Let’s just hope the Feygard handle it,” Hitch said, then glanced at her feet. “Why is Yip barefoot?”

Yip blushed but refused to give up her agency. “Flip-flops don’t outrun mobs. And I’ve got a voice.”

Hitch’s face softened. “Apologies. I’m a bit protective because you’re new here.”

“I survived on my own before you lot, you know,” she snapped.

Catch and Pia exchanged looks, but Yip was too focused on Hitch to notice.

Hitch nodded solemnly, looking ashamed, much to Yip’s dismay. She realised she’d overstepped the mark by calling him out publicly.

But Hitch moved on smoothly.

“Let’s focus,” he said, shaking his head. “The others are waiting. We need to move.” He held the elevator door open.

“Sorry,” Yip whispered to him as she passed.

“Consider it forgiven,” Hitch replied quietly. He nodded at her prosthetic. “New hand suits you.”

Yip offered a crooked smile, surprised by the warmth in his voice. Maybe he wasn’t as unreadable as she thought.

In the basement car park, the team tossed their purchases into the SUV and climbed in, ready for the next leg of their mission.

As they left the city, Runalongs reappeared, pacing the vehicle. Yip watched them, smiling. Despite their creepy, otherworldly vibe, she admired their ethereal beauty. Catch’s boredom must’ve attracted them. Again.

Night had fallen, a deep indigo blanket speckled with stars. Yip felt a flutter of excitement. It was her first journey outside Queensland—if you didn’t count the Slipworld. She’d always dreamed of visiting Tasmania, but the distance had been a barrier, and her limited resources had kept the dream on the shelf. 

Joining this team had opened new doors. She could finally see the world.

But beneath the thrill, an uneasy weight settled over her as the purpose of the trip crept back into her mind. The mission. They weren’t just sightseeing. People’s lives were at stake. 

She clenched her fists, trying to shake off the dread tightening in her stomach.

Zurial, the leader of the Feygard unit they’d met during the last case, had warned them that what was ahead was dangerous enough to merit one of his best operatives. Euphemia—the beautiful, terrifying Euphemia—would be joining them.

The landscape stretched on in endless monotony until a mountain appeared on the horizon, looming larger with every passing mile. The highway curved into its shadow, and Yip barely noticed the transition. It felt like any other long stretch of road until the vehicles slowed, pulling her attention back to the present.

The dim light of bioluminescent fungi slowly became visible, clinging to the tunnel’s jagged walls. The glow was faint at first, just enough to cast eerie shadows, but as they ventured deeper, the fungi grew larger, bathing the narrow path in an ethereal, almost unnatural light.

At a junction, the road widened into a circular turntable. Pia leaned forward, her voice dropping to a reverent whisper. “Welcome to the Shadowrun.”

Yip’s pulse quickened. She’d heard of Slipways, but this place... it felt different. This was where all the slipways converged—a crossroads of secrets, a meeting place for hidden worlds. She didn’t fully understand how the Shadowrun worked, but was eager to find out.

At the end of the junction, exits led nowhere, dropping into a vast, yawning pit. Next to the highway entrance was a booth manned by a little man in a red cap and an engineer’s outfit. He was smoking what looked like a cigar but smelled like raspberries.

As they approached, Yip saw a truck up ahead with an SUV nearby.

Their car rolled to a halt near the booth, and Pia rolled down the driver’s side window, giving the little man a friendly smile.

“You with them?” the man asked gruffly, tossing his head at the other vehicles.

“We are,” Pia informed him. “We’re all going as close as you can get us to these coordinates.” She handed over a slip of paper with longitude and latitude written on it and a second piece that permitted them to bring their non-Slipworld members through with them.

The engineer–Yip presumed that’s what he was–took both papers, handed one back to Pia and kept the directions. He grunted and retreated to his little booth, waving them forward onto the junction platform, where they pulled ahead of the other two vehicles to take the lead.

Once they were in position, the engineer took up the controls. He pushed buttons and turned antiquated dials.

Every action built a sense of anticipation within Yip. 

With each twist of the old-fashioned crank, the darkness before them began to flicker and spin.

Before their eyes, a mesmerising spectacle unfolded. A breathtaking array of slipways materialised, swirling from left to right like ethereal ribbons, disappearing into the depths below the junction platform.

Yip watched in awe, realising these were not mere interdimensional gateways to the Slipworld but cosmic conduits to destinations across the planet—bridges between worlds both known and unknown. 

A new law to the universe, unfolding in front of her eyes.

It was terrifying. And it was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

Amidst the dizzying display, a particular slipway caught her attention. It depicted a winding dirt road meandering through a dense forest adorned with ancient ferns and towering bracken. 

The image seemed to ripple and distort, as if viewed through a curtain of water. 

As the selected slipway settled to the forefront of the junction platform, Yip felt her stomach clench nervously in anticipation.

From beneath the platform, a small but sturdy bridge emerged, its structure unfolding with a deft efficiency until it formed a seamless connection between the junction and the chosen path.

“Okay, here we go!” Pia announced excitedly, enthusiastic about getting out and into the field again. 

She rolled the vehicle slowly forward, with the second SUV following not too close behind and the semi-trailer idling as it waited its turn. She sped up a little, so there was barely a bump as they crossed onto the bridge. 

Yip pressed her face to the window to see what was below the bridge and was equal parts fascinated and horrified to find that it was an abyss that plummeted down seemingly endlessly, within which spiralled thousands and thousands of glistening slipways, like bright bubbles in the darkness. Yip couldn’t see what supported them or why they responded to the engineer’s command, but she assumed it was just another of the mysteries of the Slipworld that she would probably never understand.

The bridge was narrow, so Pia slowed at the verge between worlds. Yip thought she was checking that the others were following until she saw Pia’s gaze shift to a light above. It was amber when Yip spotted it, and when it turned green, Pia stamped on the accelerator and shot forward onto the dirt road.

Here, the dark smelled of petrichor and damp. Pia drove on, and Yip glanced back to see the second vehicle. Then, the semi-trailer appeared through the slipway, all safely transferred to the dirt road, hurtling between ferns and lichen-covered blackwood trees.

“Why don’t the Loreless go through by accident?” Yip asked, noting the slipway had been right in the middle of the road this time.

“Like pet doors with sensors,” Catch muttered from beside her, making her jump.

She thought he was asleep, his eyes closed.

But then he spoke, his voice sharp and clear. “Without the right code, there’s no door—just road.”

They drove another half-hour, night and wilderness closing in. Pia turned onto a narrow path winding through rugged terrain. Ferns crowded close, as if guarding secrets. Towering blackwood and Tasmanian myrtle loomed, their moss-draped trunks heavy with shadow. Beyond the headlights: darkness, as if the world ended where the light stopped.

Pia’s sudden exclamation—“Sugar, honey, ice and tea!”—jerked everyone from their reveries. The vehicle skidded to a halt, gravel crunching beneath the tyres. Behind them, brakes squealed in a frantic chain reaction.

Instinctively, Catch flung an arm in front of Yip, pressing her back. She shoved it away, scowling. Does he think I need protecting?

“What the hell?” Yip craned her neck, trying to see what had made Pia slam on the brakes. 

In the headlights, a hunched shape stood motionless. Humanoid—but oddly wrong. No legs visible beneath a heavy coat, hair like wild straw, eyes huge and staring.

The figure blinked. Yip’s heart thudded. It was a man, she realised, wearing magnifying goggles that made his eyes bug out like an insect’s. His mouth hung open in a silent ‘O,’ and a net dangled from one gloved hand, writhing with... something.

“What is that?” she whispered, eyes narrowing. 

The creatures in the net were plump and slick, somewhere between tadpoles and lizards, their paddle-like tails flicking in eerie unison. Nothing she recognised—and she’d seen plenty in the Slipworld.

Before she could process it, the man hissed—actually hissed—then bolted into the ferns, vanishing as if he’d never been there.

“Did... anyone else see that?” Yip’s voice trembled slightly, unsure if she trusted her own eyes. 

It was the kind of thing you only saw when the rules of reality started to fray.

The silence in the vehicle told her she wasn’t alone.

“That was weird,” said Pia, a moment after the strange man had disappeared. 

“You all saw that, right?” Yip repeated, more firmly this time.

“The bog witch?” said Catch, proving once again he wasn’t as asleep as he looked.

“Is that what that was?” Pia mumbled, cautiously moving forward again.

“Yeah, they’re... mostly harmless,” Catch mumbled. “Just stay out of their way.”

Hitch simply chuckled at them both, but offered no explanation of his own.

They drove on.

A torch beam sliced through the darkness, waving rhythmically to signal they had arrived at their destination. 

The vehicles slowed, headlights sweeping across a spacious clearing. A figure with the torch gestured silently, guiding them to the park. Six beams faded as engines shut down, leaving only the eerie glow of track lighting.

Yip’s pulse quickened. The silhouette of the torchbearer sharpened in the dim light. Who was she? They had expected dangerous allies, but meeting her marked the point of no return.

Tension coiled in Yip’s chest. Her hands tightened on her seatbelt. 

This was it—the mission had begun. 

Danger was here.
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Stepping out of the vehicles, the forest swallowed the SUV’s light. Only the torch beam pierced the night, guiding them forward.

“Let me get the spotty!” called the torchbearer, disappearing into the shadows. 

Moments later, a spotlight taped to a dogwood tree flared, illuminating the campsite.

A woman stepped into the glow—choppy dark hair wild, like she’d come from a rock concert. One hand on her hip, torch in the other, she called warmly, “You made it!”

As the others disembarked, she smiled. “We’ll get a fire going. You’ll need something warm!”

Her eyes caught Hitch emerging, and she winced. “Jesus, Hitch, what happened?”

“Werewolves,” he replied simply. “You gave good directions.”

She grinned. “GPS, right?” 

Hitch didn’t respond, but she was already turning to greet someone else.

“As I live and breathe—BIG KEV!” she cried, throwing her arms wide to capture the muscular Nigerian man in an affectionate hug. 

Evidently familiar, Kevin returned the hug, and they swayed together, laughing.

“Who is that?” Yip asked. Catch and Pia both turned to look.

“That’s Dr. Donna Gould,” Pia explained, sipping on a fresh box of coconut water. “Parabiologist extraordinaire.”

“Parabiologist,” Yip repeated the unfamiliar word, tasting its syllables. “Is that like a cryptozoologist?”

Pia laughed. “No. Cryptozoologists imagine themselves experts in unknown animals, but know nothing of the Slipworld. Parabiologists, on the other hand, are trained in the Slipworld. Just like biologists, but they study supernatural animals.”

Fascinated by the concept, Yip watched Dr. Gould greeting everyone warmly, renewing long-standing friendships with hugs and handshakes.

For Pia: an affectionate hug. For Reese: an arm clasp, shoulder bump, and back pat. Even Osric—who had magically emerged from the car at almost average height—was greeted with a familiar ritual.

For Catch, however, Dr. Gould only gave a respectful nod.

The only members of their party that she didn’t appear to recognise were Euphemia and Yip herself.

Pia took a moment to introduce them.

“Yip?” Donna repeated after Pia. She frowned, squinting her eyeliner-smudged eyes. “What’s that short for?”

“Bunyip,” Yip replied, bracing for the questions that usually followed.

“Bunyip!?” Donna exclaimed delightedly. “That’s a wicked good name. You choose that yourself?” 

Yip nodded. 

Donna stepped back, clearly impressed, and studied her with admiration. “Outstanding. Love that. You should be in our field.”

“Donna, did you want us to look at these bodies right away?” Hitch called, anxious to get to work.

“Hold your horses, Captain!” Donna hollered back. “After that drive, I reckon everyone will want to eat and rest.” She looked back at Yip. “And your girl here is bleeding. Might want to look to that first, yeah?”

Hitch sighed and nodded, recognising she was right.

“What time is it?” Kevin inquired, disoriented.

“Uh... about 4 a.m.,” Donna replied, glancing at the horizon. “Sun’ll be up soon. Come on, let’s get some tucker into you. Norm’s around here somewhere.”

She scanned the darkness as
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