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      Gwen sipped her coffee as the fae stole another name. The unwitting victim was a businessman, cloaked in a bespoke suit - corporate navy, of course - polished shoes flashing in the autumn sun and a white keycard hanging officiously from his belt.

      He didn't notice a thing. Wouldn't for a few weeks, until the sense of loss finally grew too big to ignore. A canker in his mind, sourced of neither rhyme nor reason.

      But she did.

      A faint blue wisp rose from his skin, pulled towards the barista like yarn being spun into thread. Then with a twist of one hand, it vanished.

      Gwen took another sip.

      As the theft was completed, the cluttering bustle of the café banished the brief silence of magical intrusion.

      When most people thought of the fae, they thought of courts of achingly beautiful, vain, pointy-eared people that lived for hundreds of years. Fae were vain, it's true. But not in the human way of an inflated sense of pride, tainted by narcissism. No, vanity for the fae was grounded in the very real truth of their own abilities and the utter lack in other creatures. And above even vanity, they were selfish and they were ruthless. Few fae would think twice before taking on the form of an awkward, pimply-faced teen if it meant they could trick what they wanted out of an unsuspecting human.

      As the businessman stepped aside to wait for his order, Gwen turned her attention back to the half-eaten pastry in front of her. Timeless had been a below-average café until a few months ago. The dozens of clocks decorating the walls, each showing a different time, and its central location in their small town made it enough of a destination to keep business trickling in. Now, reviews raved about the mouthwatering pastries and perfectly balanced coffee. Taking another bite of the dense, crumbling slice, Gwen had to admit the reviews didn't do the menu justice.

      Locals had been full of gossip as to who the new shop owner might be, to have turned the business around so quickly. It’s like magic, what that new owner has done! I wonder why Debbie sold the place, do you think she’s still in town?

      But when Gwen had investigated the suspiciously fast change, she found that there had been no sale or change of ownership. Only a single, unremarkable new barista. Bumbling and shy, any attempts at conversation with the slender teen were met with few words and a significant lack of eye contact.

      Gwen had taken care when ordering not to stand out from other customers, tucking her iron charms deep beneath her coat sleeve. Worries about how to phrase her order without the fae realising her name was false quickly evaporated as one of the regular staff had hopped onto the register to relieve him for a break.

      But why steal names?

      The now-nameless businessman didn't look up from his phone as his order was called. Firmly grasping the takeaway cup with one hand while still typing with the other, he wandered absently out of the café. Utterly oblivious to those who stepped aside to let him exit.

      Fae taking up with a café to find names wasn't unusual. It was one of the more traditional ways to gather names, though IT data mining was becoming popular with those who didn't mind investing the long periods of time it took to learn computer literacy and coding. 

      But they didn't need to steal a name. Knowledge alone was sufficient to cause the kind of mischief the fae thrived on.

      Taking her time, Gwen savoured each mouthful until she no longer had reason to occupy the table. Just in time too, as she pushed her way through the increasingly crowded doorway to freedom. The lunchtime rush was a truly daunting battle and not one she was keen to stick around for.

      Pulling her headphones from around her neck, she settled them over her ears and bobbed her head in time with the beat as she made her way home.

      A brief shower earlier that morning had turned the carpet of fallen red and gold leaves to a soggy mess. If they'd been dry, she wouldn't have bothered with her headphones - she loved the hissing crunch of autumn beneath her boots.

      The pavement was easy to navigate once she'd left the café crowd behind, most preferring to make lunch a quick affair. Few people would risk another shower for the greasy fish and chip shop down the street or the famously belly-churning Indian restaurant opposite.

      Peering into the interior of the latter, her reflection staring back from the starkly modern interior, Gwen had to wonder that anyone could mess up something as delightful to the senses as Indian cuisine.

      As she passed the restaurant, her steps became light and unbothered. Now that she'd seen the thief for herself, she became more certain of herself and what needed to be done.

      It would be easy enough to break in after dark to find where the fae was stashing his stolen names. Once she'd got rid of his power source, she would be able to track the residual magic, set a trap outside his lair, and banish him back to Elfhame.

      Humming, she made her way through the town's narrow, windy streets.
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