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Language Note

	This novel is written in British English, so contains spelling differences from American English.


Chapter 1

	
There once lived a brave and honest fae, who faced down demons and all manner of evils armed only with inherent goodness.

	This is not her story. Her story’s boring. She’s just so painfully earnest. I’d never do that to you.

	I could start out by promising you complete honesty, but by this point you’d be an idiot to believe me.

	Hi. I’m Aelik Swiftthorne. Liar, thief, spy, traitor, and all-around ne’er-do-well. I’m a villain, albeit the protagonist of this tale.

	I’m currently wearing the mask of a personable scamp as I endure the torturous stares of a studio audience. A necessary strategy for this war. Believe me, I’d sooner be anywhere other than in the spotlight.

	‘Aelik Swiftthorne,’ says my host, Brian Cooper. ‘Tell us about your home.’

	He’s got the smart casual look down pat and almost appears comfortable with me sitting here in my native fae form. Almost. He has that inevitable expression, somewhere between horror and fascination, as he takes in my alien features, seeking elements that correspond to human faces. Something he can relate to. There’re enough similarities that it becomes more natural after a while, I’m told.

	The studio audience isn’t close enough to make out such details, thankfully. I’m not sure about those watching at home. It might detach them from the reality of my existence. The immediate audience stares at me with a familiar fascination. And a few darker looks. We obviously wouldn’t get away without attracting some of those who’ve come out against all things fae.

	‘Faerie is probably as most people would imagine it,’ I say. For good reason. ‘Bucolic - nauseatingly so - with thankful oases of urban development to save us all from having to live up trees. It’s one of countless worlds, though naturally we consider ourselves the centre of this panoply of civilisations.’

	‘And how long have you been visiting our world?’ he asks.

	‘Me, personally? Sporadic, and admittedly illegal, visits for the past few years. My kind? For a long time. I’m not sure we remember how long. I’m fairly sure you don’t. We’ve been surreptitious, though obviously technology has complicated that. For the last century, travel to Earth has been illegal for most.’

	‘Illegal?’ asks Brian. ‘Why illegal?’

	‘Officially, I think it’s because you smell.’ That gets a few nervous titters from the audience. Tough crowd. When I glance their way, I force myself not to stare directly at the cameras, even as their movements demand my nervous attention. ‘Mainly, I’m sure, due to all the iron. The council worries you’ll find a way to transport it to other worlds. Given the expansionist tendencies you’ve displayed throughout your history, such fears aren’t necessarily unwarranted.’

	‘The stories are true that iron can harm your people?’

	‘Unfortunately. Burns us to touch. As you can see by my forehead.’ That gives permission for all the gazes inevitably drawn to my brand. We’d considered using an illusion to hide it, but the focus group decided it enhanced my story. Made me more sympathetic, having endured the maiming to protect Earth. As though I had any say in the matter. If I had, I’d probably have let you all burn, no offence.

	‘What exactly is the symbol?’

	‘It’s a letter, in the fae script. Basically, the T for traitor. They branded me after unjustly accusing me of the murder of a councillor. My accuser being the individual actually responsible. This is before they knew I’d already defected and was working for you. And saying this out loud, I realise my life might have become a soap opera.’ A few more laughs, less guarded this time. ‘At least it’s one of the more interesting ones. Though a romance subplot might be nice.’

	That even gets a laugh from Brian. His expression is migrating away from horrified. ‘How do you manage here every day? Iron is all around.’

	‘Magic. Talismans let me maintain certain magical effects, such as protecting me from iron, allowing me to understand your languages - although I’ve learned enough English to get by - and letting me appear human, so I don’t get mobbed when I’m out and about.’

	‘And what about other magic? Can you do any spells?’

	‘Not really,’ I say. They always want to know whether magic is real, and whether I can perform any for them. Like I’m some kind of performing monkey. ‘All fae possess minor glamers we can perform. Such as influencing others, or making them ignore you. Though it’s harder if they’re expecting it, and the nature of your world makes all magics less effective.’

	‘Now, I know many watching are eager for me to ask one particular question. How do you travel between here and Faerie? And can anyone travel there? Though I suspect the answer won’t be what many would like.’

	‘Not really,’ I say. ‘Anyone who knows how can cross the border. But the Iron Corps wants to keep that information out of the public domain for the time being. Travel there isn’t currently advisable, with no way to guarantee the safety of unauthorised expeditions, or their impact on the political situation.’

	That’s hardly the only reason. Possibly not even the most important, from certain perspectives. It was one thing to share with other countries that we fae travel here via stone circles dotted all around the world. But now the American government has me as an asset, and the keys I know which permit travel to other stone circles on this world. Circles within the borders of allies and non-allies alike.

	They’ve shared with friendly countries the keys to circles within their borders, but have a master list of all of them hidden away - which at least makes it pointless for other countries to eliminate me to keep them secret. I hope.

	The possibility of their use remains a security threat for most, though. Large-scale military action is unlikely, given circles won’t work if you try taking any iron, or iron alloys, with you. But small-scale mischief remains a danger.

	The possibility, or inevitability, of the stone circles becoming public knowledge, is even worse. All kinds of idiots would try to use them, rarely with any success, and others would set up businesses to profit off of them. Eventually, the relatively remote sites would become serious commercial ventures. Increasing the danger to all if any fae do happen to use them. Unless the fanatics out to put a stop to the fae destroy the circles.

	That’s not even considering the chaos if the keys should become public knowledge. Border control would become untenable. Migrants could step across continents, people-smuggling operations competing for the best keys. Small-scale smuggling would be possible, avoiding irritating import tariffs, though for large-scale operations shouldn’t be feasible. Tourism in some areas might see significant boosts, though.

	The only thing holding up moves to destroy circles is the possibility of trade with Faerie. Politician’s owners see the potential for profit being too big to so casually discard. Because, politics.

	‘You say political situation,’ says Brian. ‘Isn’t it true we’re at war with Faerie?’

	‘Not really,’ I say.

	A focus group honed my response to sound as unthreatening as possible while remaining honest. It’s meant to defuse some tensions and lies that’ve built up. While I’m unconvinced it’ll be enough, I’ll play along.

	‘Fae politics is rife with internal conflict, and Earth is getting caught up in events. The explanation may get a bit complicated and metaphysical, but I hope you’ll humour me. Our world is controlled by a story. All worlds are. For your world, the story is that of science. That’s why magic is less effective here.’

	‘Blasphemer,’ an audience member calls out. Predictable. Many on the excitable fringes of religion have decided the fae are servants of Satan.

	I try to counter his argument, with no expectation of changing his mind - such as it is. I’m aiming at the wider audience. ‘Nothing in the tales or theories I’ve heard states how these stories came to be, so they don’t preclude God.’ Though I’ve only ever found the idea quaintly antiquated. We fae seldom worship anyone but ourselves. But this is a crafted argument designed to counter the fringe nutters.

	Security personnel are prepared for angry hecklers. He’s escorted away before he can talk over my response too much.

	‘He’s got to get home,’ I say. ‘To sign up for a fae-hunting license in case they get passed.’

	That gets more of a nervous laugh. No one really thinks the calls for such a license will pass. It’s only the nutters, and the NRA, who’re eager for the excuse. I’m just glad most are waiting for legalisation before coming after me.

	I push on with the narrative I’m here to sell. ‘Rueva, head of the ruling council, is of the opinion - possibly the delusion - that the stories you tell of us here influence the story that governs Faerie. That they hold us back from progressing beyond the image the majority of you have of us. You’re the reason it took us so long to get indoor plumbing. And possibly the reason iron hurts us, but indoor plumbing is far more important.’

	That gets a few gentle laughs and even some smiles.

	‘That’s the reason behind the recent attacks. They were an attempt to shift the image of the fae back towards what Rueva believes we were before you Disneyfied us. The monsters in the night. Which I, and most fae, have little interest in being. I mean, being a monster just sounds like way too much work, and an entirely unhealthy self-image. But, politicians.’

	Another laugh.

	‘Can we expect more attacks?’ asks Brian. Why’s he killing my buzz?

	‘It’s likely. Probably not on the same scale, but the state of Faerie hasn’t yet changed as much as she wants it to, and she’s not the kind to abandon an idea that actually penetrates her dense skull.’

	‘So why shouldn’t our government take these as acts of war?’ asks Brian.

	I shrug. ‘That’s a political matter, and not one I’d comment on. I’m here to share the facts, so people can make their own judgements.’

	‘Liar,’ shouts someone. I’m not sure if he’s another religious nutter. Aggression blurs into a oneness when coming from a crowd. He gets shushed by others in the crowd before the security guards intervene.

	‘Please,’ says Brian. ‘Can we keep the haranguing to its time and place. Midnight, in the middle of the woods. Or congress.’

	That gets a few easy laughs, and no retort. He turns back to me.

	‘If we may, and I understand that certain parts of its operations are classified, but can you tell us about the Iron Corps?’

	‘Certainly,’ I say. ‘The Iron Corps is the nickname for the military operation assigned to investigate reports of fae activity. Covertly. In theory. Though turning up in choppers can draw attention, but some politician considered that a good idea.’ More laughter.

	‘Let me give you some background first. Fae presence on a prohibited world such as Earth is policed by the Border Guard. The council’s enforcers of basically whatever they say. They employ all kinds of tricks at their disposal for hunting down innocent sightseeing fae. They’re usually chosen from the best of the best. Until they unjustly accused me of a crime for which they couldn’t possibly have found any proof of my involvement. They offered me an out of replacing a recently deceased border guard.

	‘Given the alternative - believe me, not an appealing choice - I accepted the role, and came here in an official and sanctioned capacity. It wasn’t long before I first ran into the Iron Corps while on a hunt in my civilian secret identity. My human identity was part of the faerie chaser community, with some actual qualifications. I’d stumbled into the background from which they were recruiting experts. Given the choice, I of course chose to be on the inside, rather than have no clue when they’d next appear.’

	‘So you became a spy inside the Iron Corps?’

	‘Inadvertently,’ I say. ‘Which, I suppose, describes most of my life.’

	‘What caused you to defect?’

	‘General dickishness on the part of the council.’ That gets a proper laugh. ‘I was sure someone on the council was behind the increased attacks on Earth. Turned out to be most of them. All these political games being played seemed likely to get me killed. It reached the point where I just decided I wanted to stop them messing about here.

	‘I realise the idea of stories guiding our lives may seem odd to you, but that’s how we’re raised. It’s not an idea I’m fond of, and it’s one I’ve fought against most of my life. The thought of Rueva and her council controlling Earth in such a manner was therefore not one I could abide, and I’m determined to help you remain free.’

	That elicits a round of applause, which I don’t get. But they planned the response to elicit that reaction, pushing the freedom angle. It feels wrong, manipulating them with a line about resisting manipulation. But these are the weapons we have.

	Rueva’s trying to invoke fear in humans, so I put myself out here to explain her intentions. To show that not all fae are like that. I’m not sure how well it’ll work once she inevitably steps things up. But the possibility it’ll harm her plans is the only reason I agreed to this public torture.

	‘Given all this,’ says Brian, ‘Why should we trust you?’

	‘Were you not listening? You shouldn’t trust me. I’m a thief, a liar, a traitor. Why would you possibly trust me?’

	That gets another laugh, and I seem to have the audience by this point.

	‘Are you saying you’ll betray us?’ asks Brian. He’s doing his best to be a serious interviewer, I’ll give him that.

	‘Given my record, would you believe no?’

	He grins. ‘Probably not.’

	‘Better move on to the next question then.’

	‘Okay. What’s your legal status here? Are you a refugee? Are you applying for a green card?’

	‘Discussions are ongoing about accepting fae here, and I’m sure you’ve heard the louder opponents. Human rights for humans only, that kind of thing. The discussions include recognising us as sentient beings - which in some cases might be overly generous - and possibly some different coloured card for those of us who wish to live here. There are obviously legal hurdles to clear. Your lawmakers have never had to consider the rights of a new sentient species before. It throws up all kinds of technical nuances.

	‘Personally, my legal status is vague. I’m assisting the Iron Corps - and paying tax on my cover’s salary. But I don’t know that I’d make a permanent home here. A return to Faerie would be tricky with this brand, but there are so many other worlds. And, with all due regard to your wonderful array of distracting entertainments, I suspect I’d get bored if I was here permanently.’

	‘So you’re just visiting?’

	‘Yes. Although given what I regularly face, Earth is hardly a vacation.’

	‘One last question, if I may,’ says Brian.

	‘Can I stop you?’

	‘No. A question from one of our staff. Have you met Santa?’

	That gets a smattering of laughter.

	‘No, thankfully.’

	‘Thankfully.’

	‘Yes. An absolute douche, by all regards. Enslaves Elven children to work in his illegal sweatshops, and I’m kidding, of course.’

	The brief awkwardness erupts into more laughter.

	‘No, I haven’t met him personally.’

	And please move on without asking for more details. It isn’t sweat shops he steals them for, and we’re trying to avoid scaring people.

	Now we reach the truly excruciating part of the interview, as I sit through the applause - admittedly preferable to the alternatives - and wait to see whether I’m told when I can leave the set or if I’m expected to guess.

	A few seconds after the light on the camera goes off, someone comes to lead me away. I shake hands with Brian - his grip still nervous - and smile to the audience as I leave with all haste.

	I’m soon reunited with Sarah - sorry, Captain Edmunds in public - and we head out. After I make sure I’m free of microphones, of course. I’m no idiot. Not in that way, at least.

	‘Captain Edmunds,’ says the journalist lingering in the corridor. ‘Could I interview you regarding your part in the Iron Corps operation?’

	‘All interview requests are to go through the army office, Sally,’ Sarah says as she keeps us walking by.

	‘They’ve turned all our requests down.’

	‘There you go then.’

	Any follow-up question is overwhelmed as a wide-eyed nutter up ahead shrieks my name. The slack-jawed smile and reaching hands makes me think he’s one of the devout. From an irritating pro-fae fanatic group, one of many that’ve sprung up.

	He strides forward, with that look that warns they want to embrace me. I’m really not a hugger.

	‘Bless me,’ he says in a pleading voice.

	Some of them are trying to form a religion where they worship fae - which I’ve strongly argued against. The general consensus has yet to agree on a collective name, with so many sects having independently decided on the same stupidity.

	They’re marginally more tolerable than the hostile factions, but I worry that when they finally realise what dicks we are, their mania will turn aggressive.

	I’d almost prefer the fairy-truthers - who insist real fae are only a few inches tall, so I’m obviously an impostor - or the Ufologists - who try to rationalise us into their narrative, and are always asking what means of flight we have available.

	Sarah nods at a pair of security guys to intercept him as she shoves me past his outstretched hands.

	‘Sorry,’ I say to him. ‘But we’re really not worth your time. And my blessing might leave you impotent.’

	We round a corner, leaving them all behind us.

	On reaching a vacant section of corridor, I shift into one of my human facades. Not my Warren Horne one. That one I still use, and this face could get associated with me here. But a human face is preferable in public. It makes me less visible a target.

	‘Please tell me I won’t be required to do that kind of thing too often,’ I say.

	‘Come off it,’ says Sarah. ‘You’re a show-off, and you loved that.’

	‘Uh, no. I’m a thief. While having one’s handiwork appreciated may occasionally be nice, I prefer a more anonymous expression of appreciation. People paying attention to me means I’ve failed as a thief. The only reason I didn’t run the moment they suggested it was because it gets back at Rueva.’

	I remain upset with her for the brand that still causes ghost pains a month later. Revenge might not be emotionally healthy, but it’s a great motivator.

	Not necessarily enough for me to want to experience the ordeal again. I’m actually looking forward to the next field mission. That’s how bad it was. At least out in the field you can usually identify the enemy.


Chapter 2

	
One of my anchor stone circles is permanently set out in a staging hangar on the edge of the base. Not completely set out. One stone is out of position, to prevent anyone using it as a target - though the key is a closely guarded secret.

	While I no longer need the circle myself, when going on missions with others, they offer a means of retreat should anything happen to me. While I’ve shared knowledge of my other trick with Sarah and Colonel Steele, he prefers to keep that highly classified.

	The base security squad prepares off to the side. They’ll be on alert while we’re out and the circle is live.

	I say prepared, they’re glancing our way from where they currently lounge on the sofas they had dragged in here. A team is on call here at all hours, since we also use the circle for first responder teams to circle incursions.

	At the moment, they’re enjoying the show of Sarah lecturing the mostly new squad members for this jaunt. We don’t intend to encounter any natives, barring myself, so they use the missions to rotate through the troops to give as many as possible the experience of visiting Faerie. I don’t ask whether it’s in case of any large-scale actions planned for the distant future. They don’t share that information at our level, and even if they did, it’d be rude to make Sarah lie to me.

	They shove the tech equipment and weapons in the bag seized when Zelus tried to steal the clockwork iron soldier from the vault. While I’ve never heard of its like before, the bag seems to shield iron while travelling via circles. Normally, iron within the circle interferes with their magic, and prevents them operating. The bag counters this. How? Magic. Way too convenient an explanation, but the only one available. Though the science division keeps testing the bag, hoping to offer a more scientific reason. So far, they’ve failed. And they glare at me as though it’s my fault they can’t do their job.

	The bag’s too useful not to use. It’s the second most valuable asset on such missions, so is obviously a priority to secure from enemy hands. The most valuable asset is, of course, me. At least from my perspective.

	Besides Sarah and I, the squad has eight soldiers. This was determined as the optimum number to balance safety, stealth, and the travel limitations of circles. All members have practised the key to return to this circle until they can perform it under fire. And they practice in a group, so they also get used to the embarrassment factor of performing the nonsense in front of an audience. No amount of practice banishes that.

	The magics that work circles apparently also translate, so the soldiers don’t need to learn to phonetically reproduce the fae version of keys.

	‘This is a reconnaissance mission,’ says Sarah. Not for the first time. ‘While we’re not expecting hostilities, remain alert. But you do not open fire unless you or a squad member are under obvious and immediate threat. Is that clear?’

	‘Yes, sir,’ comes the chorus reply.

	‘As a first option when encountering any natives,’ she says, ‘Aelik will talk to them.’

	I smile as a few gazes come my way. I’m still in my Warren Horne guise. When we arrive in Faerie, I’ll switch to the talisman that simply disguises the brand in my natural form.

	While the talismans replace many abilities that I lost when the council stripped me of my border guard mantle, each disguise talisman can only cast a specific illusion. I could use a talisman that lets me change my appearance with a thought. But their illusions don’t bear up under any serious scrutiny. Especially on Earth, where even talismans suffer degradation.

	‘Where possible, we are to avoid all contact,’ says Sarah. ‘We’ll travel to a remote area, but should provide cover to stay undetected as long as you remain alert and don’t get distracted.’ Why she looks at me on saying that is a mystery. ‘Now, check you’ve turned off all electronics on your persons.’

	Travel via circles causes an energy discharge that fries live electronics. The scientists still have no explanation - as they refuse to use the word magic - but also no evidence it causes any damage to biological matter. Fae have used circles for millennia, so we’re probably safe.

	Our phones are double-checked - Sarah no doubt triple-checked hers before coming out here, but does so again anyway, to allow no excuses.

	‘Remember,’ she says. ‘No eating or drinking the local flora, fauna, or water.’

	‘Why?’ asks a soldier. ‘Will we get trapped there if we do?’

	‘No,’ I say. ‘But it’s so sweet that you could get type two diabetes from a single mouthful.’

	‘Okay,’ says Sarah. ‘Assume positions.’

	Half of them kneel in a circle around the bag, facing out and alert. They’re ready to draw weapons from the bag the moment we arrive, in a clockwise rotation.

	The other half stand in a defensive ring, slightly further out. Prepared to intercept any dangers to give the inner ring time to arm themselves.

	Sarah stands between the rings, and I join her after placing the last stone in position.

	The security team is on their feet now, alert. More or less. They’ve yet to deal with any unauthorised incursions and know those are unlikely.

	I take a deep breath and perform the key. The phrase is a line from a fae nursery rhyme, about all the nasty things that can happen to fae younglings who don’t obey their elders. It involves the gnawing of one’s innards by worms, and that’s not even the worst, so I’ll spare you the actual text.

	It occurs to me on comparing fae nursery rhymes to Earth ones, even the unsanitized versions, that Rueva might not be entirely out of line in what she claims we were.

	The steps of the key are an intricate jump forward, back, and twirling with one arm up and the other down. The cost to one’s dignity is harder to evaluate.

	A blinking of the surroundings marks our travel to the circle in Faerie.

	Given it is barely afternoon here, to judge from the sun’s position, the skies are an oddly dark shade of aquamarine. Closer to dusk. Is this some influence of the changes Rueva is causing on Earth? Or the story’s displeasure with her machinations.

	They promptly draw guns from the bag, though no danger is obvious in the surrounding forest. The location is remote, with the nearest trail that sees any regular use at least a mile away. Since we’re not going anywhere, it suits the mission.

	Guns drawn, the troops advance to the circle of stones surrounding us, using them as defensive shields. As they take up position, the initial defensive line retreat to draw their weapons from the bag.

	Once they’re all armed, half of them advance out to the tree lines, and establish defensive spots with decent fields of view.

	Sarah oversees their movements, recovering her own weapon once they’re in positions. They’re practiced enough that they probably don’t even notice the minor differences around them until in position and paying attention to landscape that may hide threats.

	The remaining pair of soldiers wait until Sarah signals the site is secure, then they return to the bag and pull out the drone and laptop. They’re checked over, powered up, then the drone is soon up in the air and doing its job.

	They send the drone west, towards the edge of the terrain mapped during the last session. We’ve still only recorded distant views of Starfall, preferring to map out as much of the surrounding terrain first, and acclimatising the troops to Faerie.

	Project GoogleFaerie, as someone unofficially named it.

	I get an odd sensation from helping them do this. Kind of like showing thieves around your parents’ house. If you didn’t like your parents. There’s no actual guilt. Because I’m a villain, obviously, though I’m still waiting for the fun part of that to kick in.

	After the initial rush of concern over running into trouble, we get to the boring stretch. I’ve little interest in joining the watch, who’ll alert me if my services are needed. And getting too close to the mappers sets them off. They get irritated with back-seat piloting.

	I pass the time with Sarah, when she’s not doing a circuit to ensure everyone’s awake. Or perhaps she’s showing them she’s with them, before returning here to loiter with me.

	I almost wish someone would happen along to give me something to do. Mainly diverting them from coming too close and seeing humans. Not that I expect anyone this far out will be aware of the troubles with Earth. Or care if they do. As long as they can get on with their lives, stories from the city would have little impact so far away.

	Sarah leans against the large stone next to me. It’s as close to a seat as we’re going to find. Recent rain has left the ground too muddy for me to want to sit there.

	‘Do you miss it?’ she asks.

	I look at her. ‘Do you mean Faerie? Or the Faerie wilds? Because out here definitely isn’t home to me. Not that I see the city in that light, either. I don’t suppose I have any real home.’

	‘Not on Earth, either?’

	Is that a straight question, or a trick one meant to enquire as to my plans? Is it because of what I said in the interview? The safest course is probably to stick with the truth, either way.

	‘Safer not to think of it that way,’ I say. Honestly avoiding a straight answer. ‘Political tides change so quickly that Earth may not be safe for me tomorrow.’

	She frowns, but doesn’t disagree. She knows it’s true, no matter what assurances I receive.

	‘Do fae have religion?’ she asks out of nowhere. ‘Was the answer in the interview true, or just a glib deflection?’

	‘It’s not entirely inaccurate. Many groups have their own ideas of how things work. But none as organised as they want to be on your world, and certainly none with such widespread congregations. Also, they aren’t as drab from having to appeal to a wide range of targets. They’re more take them as they are or leave them. There’s no arguing over the finer points of a message unless you’ve come armed.’

	‘Not that different, then,’ says Sarah. ‘What about an afterlife? Do you have that?’

	‘Some of them do. The Rotters, sorry, Brotherhood of Naturalists - not the fun kind - believe we all decay back into nature, so they bury the dead. The Narrativists believe our pattern in the great story, the life we’ve just lived, is our immortality. Not so much an afterlife as a monument in memory. There are plenty of others, but I have only limited knowledge of them.’

	‘What about the soul then? Do you believe in that?’

	Aware this can be potentially difficult territory for humans, I try to tread carefully. ‘I don’t disbelieve. But I’ve seen little evidence to show or require that kind of thing. Other than that, it makes a good story, leaving me conflicted. Why?’

	She’s quite as she scans our surroundings. When she speaks, it’s almost a whisper. ‘I was dead. You undid that, so it never happened.’ There was this whole thing with a sentient Story and a Quill that rewrites reality. But if you haven’t already read book one, then a lot of what’s to come won’t have the proper impact. ‘In the timeline you revised out of existence, what happened to my soul? And was that also undone? If not, do I no longer have a soul? If it was, what does on that mean for the nature of the soul?’

	‘If we assume such a thing as a soul exists,’ I say. ‘You believe you’ve lost yours?’

	‘No. Perhaps. I don’t know.’ I’m not sure she sees anything as she looks around, or whether she’d just avoiding my gaze.

	‘Did I make a mistake in telling you?’ I ask.

	‘No,’ she says without hesitation. ‘Not that I’d ever admit you lying is an acceptable thing. There’s too much danger that’s the time you’d choose to pay attention to me.’

	‘I always pay attention to you. It’s the obedience thing I have trouble with. Do you feel wrong?’

	‘It’s probably just the ideas that accompanied the knowledge,’ she says. ‘Thoughts of mortality.’

	‘You think too much. You should follow my example.’

	She finally looks at me, in a somewhat dubious tone of gaze. ‘Because you’re such a great role model. How long until you pack up and move on?’

	‘Pack?’ I ask. ‘Who has time for belongings? Anyway, I’ve seen your place. How long would you take to pack if reassigned?’

	Sarah shrugs, with an odd look that might be her recording the information I’ve seen her place for later use. ‘Occupational hazard,’ she says. ‘That doesn’t mean I never want somewhere to settle down. A proper home. What about you?’

	I try to think about it, I really do. But the ideas won’t come into focus. ‘I just want this done. The status quo restored, as boring as that might be. And to not be hunted.’ Though the brand, with its constant ghostly pressure, makes me doubt a peaceful life will ever be possible again. ‘Or at least avert an all-out war.’ And avenging myself on Rueva isn’t an entirely unwelcome prospect.

	Before she can reply, a hand signal from a soldier on watch puts us on alert.

	We crouch and make our way towards him, halting half way as we catch sight of movement in the distance, among the trees. We move so that the tree hiding the spotter also obscures us from view. The other soldiers also hunker down, maintaining their vigils.

	We come up behind him and peek around the tree, catching sight of the figure again.

	He isn’t hiding, just walking casually, and not headed in this direction. Wherever he’s headed, he looks local.

	The cover story scrolls thorough my mind, as I prepare in case I need to intercept and divert him. That soon seems unlikely, as his course takes him away from us. We move around to keep watch until he disappears from view and after.

	He’s gone. Though the surrounding silence persists. And neither of us is inclined to return to the conversation when we’re done.

	I hate having to think of the future. It’s always so indecisive, with so many options. Few of which will be available by the time you reach them. I need to focus on the closer - admittedly still somewhat unattainable - goals, such as stopping Rueva. Then I’ll see what possibilities the future holds, if I’m still alive and free.


Chapter 3

	
The Iron Corps still responds to visits from Faerie. And I accompany them when available. They consider a fae face more likely to persuade visitors to surrender without a fight. That idea of course comes from people unfamiliar with fae.

	After being so unceremoniously drummed out of the Border Guard, I kinda thought I’d seen the last of this nonsense. Fate has other ideas.

	Captain Turner leads the primary response unit for such actions. And with the number of alerts on the decline, the secondary unit seldom has to go out in the field. The crewing of the various units gets shifted about every so often, so no one gets too bored. Other than me.

	We don’t use the bag for these missions. One team member is armed with a non-iron firearm, while the rest of the five-person unit carry subdual weapons. Truncheons, bolas, etc. Their uniforms also have the more identifiable version of the insignia, with sharper colours. Good for potential PR situations, less so for stealth.

	We arrive in a forest, the sounds of civilisation in the distance. Not heavy civilisation. The ground around the circle also shows signs of use, with bottles, cans, and wrappers littering the ground. Hardly an isolated spot.

	Rumours that circles are something to do with fae have already spread widely enough that we encounter signs of interest, but no one has yet gotten proof. They can hardly film it, and a few eyewitnesses are easily dismissed as cranks. It’s unlikely to remain a secret forever, and I’m sure contingencies are in place, or at least being discussed. They simply haven’t yet seen fit to share them with me.

	I’ve even heard of some spots drawing sightseers, hoping for a look. But the chances of being near a circle at the right time are negligible. There are too many.

	We’re five minutes behind whoever arrived here, at most.

	Turner leads us along the main trail at a trot. He’s studying the ground, and I hope he can see something he’s using as a guide. The other side of the clearing has a rocky outcrop, too sheer to scale without a body adapted to climbing, so heading away from it makes sense.

	We’re barely a minute along the trail when we hear a faint pulsing from the phone he switched on as we arrived. We draw to a halt and he takes it out. The soldiers form a defensive perimeter as they watch our surroundings.

	He reads the text, then looks up. ‘Reports from the nearby town. Some kind of scarecrow creature.’
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