
        
            
                
            
        



    
        
          The Border Guard

        

        
        
          Border Guards, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Gareth Lewis

        

        
          Published by Gareth Lewis, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE BORDER GUARD

    

    
      First edition. April 10, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Gareth Lewis.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8215106327

    

    
    
      Written by Gareth Lewis.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


	 

 

 

 

 

The Border Guard

 

 

 

Gareth Lewis

 


 

Copyright 2023 Gareth Lewis

 

 

License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should purchase your own copy. Any piracy of this work shall result in the forfeiture of the pirate's soul to the author. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

AI was used to produce the cover of this book, but not the story. That’s the product of NS (Natural Stupidity).

NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

 








Language Note
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Chapter 1

 

Let me start with a lie, to accustom you to the experience.

Prior to being so unjustly maligned and sent here to serve penance, I, Aelik Swiftthorne, have never visited Earth. I certainly never witnessed a border guard horribly murdered mere days before said injustice. But if I had been, it might have gone like this:

Early morning in the forest. By your standard of forests, anyway. I doubt a one of the trees is older than a century, so barely juvenile. They’d barely be considered woods back in the faerie lands that are my home. But you insist on calling this a forest, so let’s go with that.

It’s a relatively quiet forest that’s grown up around a circle of worn and dilapidated stones – still in working order, as they get me here.

I run clear of them on arrival – the sensible course of action.

They’re the only easily accessible manner of travel between worlds. On worlds restricted by the council – which is currently just Earth – they’re patrolled by the Border Guards, to prevent us seeing the sights. And to discourage more permanent hopes of settling, that’d put us beyond the council’s control.

I only intend sightseeing. I can’t afford the illusory enchantments necessary to interact with humans – without the screaming and running away of one or both of us.

As soon as I set foot outside the circle, an icy chill down my spine screams that I’m being hunted. Not an unusual response in the circumstances, but I’m convinced it isn’t just nerves.

Nobody’s sure how border guards track their prey, but considering the number of circles they patrol, they have a high capture rate. Precautions are therefore wise. As is moving fast once you arrive, to put distance between you and them before they respond.

I head for the path with the most cover. Not the cleared trail, that’s too open.

The talisman at my throat theoretically hides me from border guard magics, but it’s experimental, and I don’t intend spending the trip as a guinea pig. I’d consider an uneventful journey a success, but suspect that horse has bolted.

Given how little we know of border guards’ powers, there’s little guarantee the talisman offers anything but false hope, so I focus on traditional methods of evading attention.

I may be jumping at shadows, but the absence of bird sounds from the immediate vicinity makes it difficult to hope for that. If I’m lucky, any company is only some of your kind, but I never expect that flavour of luck – better it come as a nice surprise, mainly for its novelty.

With this much bad luck I could almost believe my life was still governed by the story of home – the capricious genre that rules Faerie – rather than the indifferent story of science that holds sway in your world.

I’m not convinced your native hunters would be out this early, anyway. Should I meet one, my fae appearance – taller and thinner than is normal for your kind, with more angularity of the face that marks us out as something other – may incline them to shoot first.

I’m unprepared for such a meeting. Previous visits have always involved staying hidden. Observing you from a distance and purloining the occasional object for the lucrative black market in Earth artifacts.

This visit I only intended to check on rumours of new security measures.

I take cover as soon as I find enough growth to offer it – a patch of brambles and a tall, wide-leafed grass – keeping the circle partially in sight. It’s risky to stay so close, but the main danger is being caught in your world. Staying close to the nearest escape route is the smart move.

While fae are often associated with forests in your tales, that’s mostly because you used to have more of them. It’s always been safer for us in the wild shadows, the areas you’re already inclined to be wary of.

It isn’t necessarily a wrong view. Some of us feel more at home in the wild. Or at least self-identify as cultural tree-dwellers. Personally, I’ve always had more of an attraction to indoor plumbing – which we stole from you, so thanks.

Back to my point, as I’m sure I had one. Many of us know how to hide in the forest. I also have a talent for knowing when to hide, and listen, and watch. And smell.

Is that burning? Not a forest fire, not yet. The faint crackle isn’t yet at that level.

Still no sounds of birds nearby. Even the insects are oddly muted. Forests are seldom this quiet unless there’s a serious predator nearby.

I hold my hiding spot for a good five minutes, calmly taking in the surroundings, all the while ready to leg it for the circle at the first sign of trouble. Not that I can necessarily outrun a border guard – or, worse, a sentinel – but I won’t surrender.

That I don’t jump up or scramble away when the Border Guard stalks into view, barely ten feet away, is surely a testament to my steely resolve. Or proof that I’m petrified.

His uniform is mint green, with black trim. Not as pristine and uncomfortable-looking as the outfits other servants of the fae council prance about in, but the full-face mask and covered eyes are off-putting. On the rare occasions I’ve seen them. Never this close. That’s probably the intended effect.

His presence isn’t good for me. And as the protagonist of this story, it’s my welfare that should concern you.

You don’t want me ending up back in the Hive, do you? No, of course not. A prisoner to a story that tries to turn me into an obedient little drone. That soon gets boring.

Fortunately, he either isn’t looking for me, or is incompetent. I’d have spotted me this close. There are all these tales about the powers granted by their mantles – the invisible lattice of enchantments set upon them by the council – that you expect they can do anything. I’m convinced they circulate many of the rumours to keep we common folk in fear. Not a hypothesis I intend testing. I’m no fighter.

Does his ignorance imply he’s hunting someone, or something, less inclined to hide? While it’d be nice to think he’s not here for me, I doubt he’d ignore me if he stumbled across my hiding spot.

The rational part of my mind, when it restarts, supports the idea that he was already here. Most of the circle is in my line of sight, so I should’ve seen him arrive. If he was already here, then he isn’t after me.

That agreed, my rational mind focusses on something more useful – like getting me out of here safely.

I wait for him to pass beyond the ash trees around us, along the unworn path leading vaguely towards the circle.

That isn’t helpful. I need to get back to the circle, and thence to Faerie, where it’ll be easier to lose any pursuit. The other things I hoped to do here will wait for another time. Not getting caught is always my priority.

While he may not be on the most direct path to the circle, he’s close enough that a circuitous route will be necessary to avoid his attention. I head left, towards the point where the trees grow closest to the circle. It’ll offer the least open ground to cover.

The least comfortable time to be in the forest is when you’re prey. There’re so many views all around, more than you can cover – unless you’ve more than just the two eyes, or a wider range of vision. Each step can change the angles at which you’re visible. It’s such an odd combination of openness and cover that it can leave you too petrified to do more than sidle from tree to tree. Better to move at a steady pace, looking all around, but never letting fear slow you. While watching ahead for traps.

I should also watch for small twigs which produce unjustifiably loud snaps when you step on them. I mean really, they couldn’t have been that loud falling from the tree. Do they save it up to complain when I step on them?

I slow on finding a burnt strip of ground. It looks relatively fresh, so could explain the smell. There’s mild scorching to some trees, but not much. The surrounding vegetation is sporadic, but I’d still expect the fire to have spread more. The path of its progress makes little sense, and unfortunately continues along the route I’m headed.

Such an oddity is hardly ideal, and I’d sooner avoid whatever made it. I didn’t visit Earth for excitement.

The oddness continues, the scorching leading in a kind of line. Its path came in from the side, then ambled among the trees, never spreading far. Not natural.

I stop at a flicker of movement ahead: fire. Taller than I expected. Though, given the evidence, I’m not sure what I expected. Not what I see.

It sways in an unnaturally tall and narrow way, more like a body than flame. A burning body. Or flames in the form of a body. It’s not as though either’s unprecedented, although it should have trouble interfacing with Earth’s story of science.

Most fire elementals I’m familiar with are bulkier. I doubt it’s a fire imp. They’re smaller and flit about more when not focussed on mischief.

How it got here would be an interesting question – if I weren’t otherwise occupied, and had any interest. Fire creatures seldom travel to other worlds. Not under their own power. And keys to Earth portals are hard to find – at least for we fae, prior to the recent glut.

Whatever it is, I know two things for certain: it’s not native, and it’s not my concern. Unless it impedes my escape. Given it’s unlikely to sneak up on me, I don’t foresee any danger.

I assume it’s what the Border Guard is hunting. Another reason to avoid it.

Simple enough, right?

No, I’m not convinced either. Stories enjoy complicating what should be simple matters. This should have been a quick jaunt to see what I could see. Not an adventure.

I sneak around it. In accordance with the laws of narrative silly-buggery, I’m within sight of the circle when it all goes ever so slightly wrong.

I hear the Border Guard rather than see him, and freeze before he sees me. His voice is near, and while I’m not directly between them, I’m too close to risk any movement that’ll draw his attention.

‘Halt, creature. Surrender yourself to the authority of the fae council.’

Are they trained to speak so pretentiously? I can’t imagine they expect anyone to obey. Or everyone to understand. Some fire elementals I’ve met exhibit little in the way of comprehension. Even the smarter ones have debatable grammar.

It hears him, and turns to face him as I hunker down below its eyeline.

I suppose border guards have a protocol to follow. An antiquated one, that looks dangerous.

It takes a moment to identify the sizzling hiss as the fire creature treading on dead leaves, and in that moment the sound grows, as though it’s speeding up.

Curiosity has me glance around the tree to watch the impact. Or the Border Guard diving out of the way. Whatever protections his mantle offers, he doesn’t risk the collision.

I should run while they’re too occupied to notice me. I’ll have to, if they get any closer.

The fire creature sends flames shooting out in all directions, and closer is no longer as far away as it was a moment ago.

I lope away, dodging behind another tree as flames lance out ahead of me. This is getting hazardous.

The situation grows worse still as a blinding burst of light above us says the Border Guard has seen sense and called in the sentinel. Bad news for those of us who aren’t authorised to be here.

It’s barely discernible at first, haloed within the blaze of light in mid-air. The same can’t be said when it thuds to the ground under said beam of light.

Taller even than we pureblood fae, sentinels are probably artificial constructs- nobody’s in any rush to peek inside and check. Their silvery-grey hides shine, constantly reflecting the light that heralds their arrival, even after it fades.

They’re called in by the border guards when a dangerous intruder refuses to obey. They enforce the will of the council with actual force and take whatever’s left of the offender back with them. To the Hive, though there are rumours some don’t survive that far.

The fire creature is either unfamiliar with those rumours, or doesn’t care. Its attention shifts to the more immediate threat. After barely a second to take it in, it lunges at the Sentinel.

It doesn’t burn hot enough to melt the sentinel’s frame. But it offers a distraction that would be criminal not to take advantage of.

I’ve barely turned away when an odd screech halts me in my tracks. The pair grapple, and the sentinel appears to be losing to a creature I wasn’t sure had a solid body.

The sentinel’s arm gives out first, collapsing against its metallic torso. Then it gets worse. This pesky little fire creature is crushing a sentinel.

Either the fire creature is more than it appears, or the fae council seriously overegged the sentinel’s propaganda.

I don’t care which. Instinct kicks in and I sprint for the circle, heedless of being spotted. They’ve other concerns.

I can guess what the crunching noise behind me is, and it’d spur me on if I wasn’t already going full-pelt.

The Border Guard says something. I’m too far away to make it out over my footsteps and heavy breathing. The hint of fear in his voice penetrates, though. His scream a moment later, as I emerge into the circle clearing, is confirmation I made the right choice.

There’s a faint twinge of regret that I can’t help, but it isn’t as though he’d have felt the same were our positions reversed. He chose the role. This is an occupational hazard for him.

An inadvisable glance back shows there are now two burning figures, only one of whom is comfortable with the state. I quickly turn away. If the Border Guard isn’t already dead, it’s only a matter of moments. Agonising moments.

I fumble out the line of the old fae nursery rhyme. ‘The crow hops among the carrion skulls, looking for its dinner.’ It evokes childhood memories, which should tell you something. I hope the key doesn’t require a perfect recitation, as I’m breathing hard. The accompanying physical actions for the key are a simple skip and a twirl – also less than perfect given my speed. The only upside of doing them while fleeing is less time to feel like an idiot performing them out in the open.

I chose this key partly for its brevity, and how easy it is to remember. Brevity is always useful when you might be on the run.

No sooner have I said the last word than I experience the familiar shunt, and my surroundings shift with barely a flicker to my perceptions.

I’m in another circle, breathing hard and still glancing over my shoulder.

Different skies loom over me. Faerie skies, spreading their current lavender hue over everything. They’re both brighter and more oppressive than the skies of Earth, welcoming me home.

So much for hopes of respite from the constant drama of Faerie.

Or that’s what I would have been thinking, had any of that actually happened. Which it didn’t. Honest.


Chapter 2

 

I seem to be in the clear.

I chose a circle a half day’s walk from the city. It’s remote and seldom used. A grove alongside a small pond of unappealingly brackish water. Hardly scenic and too isolated to entertain many casual passers-by. All of which makes it useful for illicit activities.

There’s always the danger border guards can track travel back here, so I rush to a prepared hiding.

Nothing happens. Not that I’ll assume next time will be the same. That way lies laxness, and a quick return to the Hive.

Content that there’s no pursuit – especially from the likely dead border guard – I let my nerves recover before departing.

Now we’ve come down from the initial excitement, I should explain a few things. It’ll while away the paragraphs of my journey back to the city – during which I do little more interesting than gather wild strawberries.

The stone circle in the grove is common for its kind. They require at least five stones to be considered a circle, and can be as small as a handful of younglings joining hands, or as wide as a house. This one’s on the smaller side, its foot-high stones mostly obscured by the greenery scaling their sides.

Circles are old. No one’s sure who built them – or no one’s saying, to make them appear all mysterious and arcane and stuff. They’re the only means we common folk have for travel between worlds. Or to travel to circles within the same world.

Some tales claim circles constantly sing to each other beyond our hearing, and this communication network tells the story of the traveller they’re sending. I wonder what my story sounds like. Probably a dirty limerick, that strains to find a rhyme.

Knowledge of keys is something the fae council tries to control, keeping many out of the hands of commoners. The commercially useful circles have their keys commonly distributed to encourage trade. Others are harder to learn, and a black market’s grown up around them. Especially for obscure ones, to lesser-known worlds.

I’ve ferreted out more than a few obscure keys, which made it irritating when said keys recently began spreading. Not all of those I know. I still have some knowledge to trade. But it’s caused an escalation in border security.

Anyway, that’s the basics. I’ll fill in the rest as necessary, or make stuff up and hope you don’t notice.

Returning to the city is always a bittersweet experience. It’s the only home I’ve ever known, and I hate it. It’s the embodiment of the story that governs our lives. You can almost feel it humming around you along the cobbled streets, guiding your steps. Even if you retrace your path, it’s the story making you do so.

The true nature of our story manifests itself in fae society. The elegant towers of the nobility visible on the skyline compete for the highest spire. The only time I see them up close is when venturing into affluent neighbourhoods on business.

Even poor neighbourhoods have competition for the most ostentatious fronting of houses and businesses, with bright, often garish, colours. A veritable cavalcade of crass.

There’s also little uniformity in body types on these streets. While the nobility are predominately true fae, as am I, the city is home to all manner, size, and kind of faerie race, and others: diminutive pixies and sprites; centaurs, glaring at any wagon-master who dares raise a whip to his horse; satyrs and fauns, generally merchants with dubious repute among many fae; and pretty much any other fantastical creature you may’ve heard of. Apart from flying monkeys. They’re banned.

While we call it a city, it may not be what you’d think of as one. Less New York, more Cleveland. And more dispersed. Not only because our architectural technologies haven’t advanced in centuries, robbing us of your towering skyscrapers – which are okay, but I’ve seen bigger. We intersperse our cities among the landscape, with districts, blocks, or even streets separated from each other by sad-looking growths of the life we used to live.

Overall, the architecture may look quaint to you. After the centuries had worn off the quaintness and replaced it with a yearning for better structural supports. Buildings in the affluent neighbourhoods have weathered better, where they can afford dwarven workmanship.

Most structures have some wood, even the rudest hovel warded with a story against fire. Larger buildings are often only a wooden facade over a stone structure. All blandly medieval compared to your smorgasbord of styles.

No matter how much more efficient stone is, we cling to the ridiculous cultural identity of being tree-dwellers. Some stories should have been left in the forest.

Architects are weird. They even salivate over different building materials. And that’s the grounded ones – those who don’t consider gingerbread reasonable for load-bearing walls.

Walking the streets again, with all the associated sights, sounds, and smells, elicits the unmissed sensation of predatory stories eyeing me up for a role in their narratives. That’s why there’s so little eye contact on the streets – no one wants to risk getting involved.

Or that might just be me.

I see stories everywhere. Every world has a story controlling events. As you can’t see them, many can live their lives without thinking there’s a story up there, decreeing our fates. They don’t care that the story supports the feudal system keeping us in our place, so a baker’s son is fated to become a baker.

I, as you may have noticed, have a less causal attitude to such control.

Part of my attraction to Earth is the indifference of your story, and the possibility it offers to forge my own path. If only it wasn’t illegal.

Even if most of my countrymen seldom consider the stories that control us, the streets still clear quickly at a hint of trouble.

The commotion is a noble dragging his servant along by the ear. The unfortunate is bent double, scrambling to ensure he doesn’t fall, while paying little attention to the disjointed tirade listing his failures. They boil down to not getting out of his master’s way fast enough.

I join other pedestrians taking cover in an alleyway. The cart driver can only pull in to the side.

Unlike my neighbours in the alley, I linger near the entrance. Such scenes can be oddly hypnotic.

You keep wondering what, if anything, goes through their heads. While many nobles consider themselves beloved of stories – with, unfortunately, good reason – most realise that acting so harshly could see you trapped in an unwanted role. But there’re always idiots willing to justify the stereotype, either certain they’re the hero, or convinced they can control the story.

This one, I suspect, is an imbecile. It doesn’t mean that whatever misfortune may befall him won’t be preceded by more innocent victims. Hence the street clearing, which the idiot takes as respect.

Nobody, with any awareness of such things, would choose to be a bit player in another’s story, your choices swept away by the narrative flow.

Not that the story will accept the wholesale slaughter of bit players. Even stories recognise the necessity of the little people for a functional society. Urban planning is a particular kind of narrative.

They soon pass by, the servant dragged out of sight. As the excitement passes, the street fills up again. Slowly, with many glancing nervously about while avoiding each other’s gazes. Most want their stories predictable, just the same as yesterday.

The remaining few streets pass in relative peace as I head to return the talisman.

Erlek’s shopfront at least restricts itself to an understated display of flashy enchanted items in the window. The beaded headdresses currently in fashion among the well-to-do, and gem-studded belts that offer an ostentatious way of supporting one’s trousers.

All beyond my means, and beyond what they’re worth. But those who can afford them don’t care. They don’t even care that they’re not his best work. They’re just the most visually notable, with flashy enchantments to give the impression he’s joining in like a good little drone.

Erlek’s among the finest talisman crafters in the city. You can rely on his work to do as promised, unlike some. Many of his competitors oversell their wares, exaggerating and hoping any failures end fatally for potentially irate customers. The trade has a high turnover of sellers, many being fronts for the actual crafters. They constantly hire replacement front men, with new premises, but the same old promises.

Erlek does his own work and takes a buy it or leave it approach. He’s reputable enough that he need not grovel or haggle. A fact that appears lost on his current customer.

I browse the wares at the front of the shop while eavesdropping. My gaze sweeps over enchanted music boxes, faintly glowing hand mirrors, and jewellery whose abilities I’d have to read the cards to learn. I’m not that interested. I touch nothing, as that’d earn me a hard look.

‘This was genuinely worn by Lord Silverfell when he tamed the chimera of Darkendell Forest,’ says the man, holding the waistcoat up for Erlek to get a closer look than anyone needs. He sounds stressed by the barter process.

‘I believe you,’ Erlek says without enthusiasm. He barely glances at the proffered item. Lean and reserved, he seldom lets much show on his rat-like features, other than the professional smile he uses for proper customers. It maintains its distance from his eyes.

‘You accept its value then?’ The man’s vague amelioration won’t last.

‘To those interested in such things,’ says Erlek. ‘I’m not a collector. I’ve a family to feed. I accept only unstoried jewellery or foodstuffs.’

The man’s bemused, unable to comprehend that some want nothing to do with stories.

Erlek shares my opinion on the subject. He doesn’t like his life decided by others, even a story. He certainly doesn’t like that it’ll also decide his son’s life, forcing the boy to follow the family trade.

Not that Erlek lets it show when it could intrude on business.

The problem with a barter economy is agreeing a value of exchange between such disparate worldviews. For some, storied items are more valuable because of their history. Their value stops being the inherent worth of their function and becomes what they’ve experienced. There are plenty of shopkeepers who accept that interpretation, and put it on display, hoping to sell it at a profit.

Then there are the pragmatic ones, who know that storied items attract other stories. Stories with little regard for the concerns, or lives, of the item’s ostensible owner. Owning storied items is a sure way to get dragged into stories.

The council has tried instituting stable forms of currency, again stealing from your world. But the local story resists such orderly measures. Gemstones form a kind of currency, though they’re mostly for high-end transactions.

The idiot eventually gives up a few trinkets and the bag of apples. He’d expected his prized heirloom to be enough and remains confused as he stumbles past me and out of the shop.

At least Erlek gave him a forced smile as he departed. I don’t even get that.

Partly because the items I’m interested in are of the less legal variety. Not necessarily illegal, though their likely uses may veer towards that territory.

Such as the talisman I offer him. I’ll at least get a refund credit. Since how the council’s agents detect travellers isn’t clear, he sells the objects cheap with disclaimers about their efficacy.

It’s a rental system, with the possibility of never receiving them back if they’re unsuccessful and get seized with the customer. Or if they’re successful and the customer doesn’t want to return them, or shop with him again.

Makes it hard to know what works, having only reports from those of us who escape and return them. I’ve always felt it’s a desperation thing for him, but haven’t asked in case he stops making them.

‘Couldn’t tell if it worked,’ I say. ‘There was a border guard about, hunting another target.’ No need to share more than necessary. While I trust his discretion, it’s better that there are no stories circulating about a witness.

‘Did the Guard get anywhere near you?’ asks Erlek.

‘About ten feet away. I hid in undergrowth while he was looking for something more obvious.’

‘Then there’s either no passive detection of outsiders, or this hid you.’

I say nothing. He isn’t asking my opinion.

Analysing the available data is all he has to work with, so he’ll ask a few questions. If I want further stuff from him, I answer patiently. Not that he’d turn me away for rudeness. But since he doesn’t like me, I don’t push it.

I doubt my failure as an apprentice soured our relationship. Despite being good at telling stories a talisman will believe, it was the skilled part of the work I never had the patience for. The carving. With a less demanding craftsman, I might have found a place. But I lack the interest.

I think he sees me as too willing a slave to the story for his liking. I’m too much so for my own liking, but playing the rogue offers me more freedom than I’d otherwise have. I’m a wildcard, so doing the unexpected is expected. As is the risk of being caught.

Still, you’d think he’d trust me a little more by now.

‘I ran while they focussed on each other,’ I say. I can at least be certain the border guard won’t report me. ‘He didn’t have time to look for me, and I’ve no idea whether he was alerted to my arrival.’

He makes no comment, but gives me an odd look. At my running? What does he expect? While my role requires taking risks, I’m not reckless, and I’m not stupid.

Okay, that part may be open to debate.

He puts the talisman away, scribbling some notes to go with it. ‘You’re not trying again soon?’ he asks.

‘Not just yet.’ I want to listen for rumours first. What will a border guard’s death mean for the security situation? I assume they’ll be more alert, at least until the killer’s apprehended, so I won’t go straight back. Though I will go back.

I consider telling him what happened, so he can warn others of the danger. To avoid them getting nabbed and leading back to him. But that’s hardly a fae thought to have, when self-interest suggests I keep it to myself.

Another customer enters, looking far from the type who’d dabble in the black market.

I thank Erlek and leave.

He isn’t strictly part of the underworld. Neither am I, really. But there’s plenty of shadowed ground between law-abiding and hardcore malfeasance. It’s the area most fae inhabit, if we’re honest with ourselves – though honesty is rare.

I might have broken a few laws in my time. Mainly the stupid ones. I’ve never hurt anyone, apart from the wounded pride of the deserving. And I always act more out of mischief than greed.

I’ve recently toyed with the acquisition of Earth artifacts, mainly as an excuse. Even with the flood of keys offering more chance to travel there, the black market remains lucrative. It’s also risky, obviously.

While trading in Earth contraband isn’t strictly illegal, it’s also not legal. And less wrong than the actual stealing I sometimes engage in.

What do I do next?

To begin with, I’ll stop distracting myself with questions of what happened to the border guard. While I’m curious, snooping would be unwise.

Practical concerns first. Get a change of clothes from my kip, then nose around for some means to satisfy my landlord. I don’t want to return to find myself evicted again, and my stuff vanished after being chucked to the streets. The wild strawberries should buy me some time.

While hardly palatial, my current kip is far from the worst. The woodworms are almost housebroken, and keep the rats in line. I’m not cut out for sleeping under the stars – they’re always so judgemental.

A change of clothes may be an overly optimistic ambition, and I won’t get the chance to bribe my landlord.

The pair of city guards outside my place stare blatantly in my direction, with no attempt at subtlety.

Running is always an option. But if they’re here openly, they’ve been waiting. If they expect me to run there could be others waiting nearby. Even if not, running from the guards is probably a crime.

I’m certain they have nothing on me, and they might want me to run so they can use that against me. If they’re after me, I could run forever. The smarter play is to see what they have – while remaining ready to run.

I smile as I stroll towards them – guaranteed to confuse them. ‘Can I be of assistance?’

They get suspicious at such a reception, eyeballing me and exchanging looks.

It turns out I can assist them. By being arrested. I’m bodily manhandled away, with nary a mention of my crime – though they hardly need concern themselves with such trivialities.

I think we can all agree though, that was rude.


Chapter 3

 

I spend at least half a day, and all the night, in the cell. Without even being told the charge. And when you’ve been as experimental as I have in testing the limits of the laws, some hint which ones they wish to discuss is helpful.

It’s a proper cell, too. With iron bars. You only get those after committing serious crimes – serious enough that you should know what they are – or if they’re softening you up. It’s in the basement level, for special prisoners, rather than the subterranean levels where they take the riff-raff. Near enough the surface to include a small window, high up, also with iron bars.

Fae have problems with confinement as it is. The iron is just nasty. Even the slightest physical contact burns. A cold, sharp, burning, that penetrates to your soul. It’s been a long time since I last experienced it, but the feeling burrows into the back of your mind, hibernating until you need a reminder.

I can’t stop imagining the smell of burnt flesh.

We take iron seriously. The quarantine of Earth may be more to block access to your plentiful supply of it, rather than the official reason of your orderly governing story being a hazard. While iron won’t travel through circles, any enemy who transported some to this world could pose a danger to fae. The limited supply of iron here is therefore never used rashly.

Since I’m sure they can’t have evidence of me committing any serious crimes, I figure this is all to the good. They wouldn’t need to intimidate me like this if they had anything.

It makes the iron no more comfortable. I feel its presence, emanating hatred. I’m careful to keep between us what distance the cell permits. The bars on the window keep me from the outer wall, but the iron door holds my attention.

It prevents me resting, which I need after the walk back to the city. I also can’t plan without knowing the charge.

I’m stuck waiting, and patience isn’t part of my skill set.

I try not to let the obvious questions pester me.

What’s going on? What do they know? What can they prove?

Not that they need proof. Suspicion alone is enough for these bastards. I’m not a noble and therefore don’t deserve fair justice.

I left no traces anywhere. I’m always careful about that, no matter how impulsive I appear. And I’m not aware of having been seen.

Though if I left traces behind on Earth, they might suspect me of the border guard’s death. A ridiculous notion, especially with the destruction of the sentinel. No, if they thought I could destroy a sentinel, there’d be more security.

And I wouldn’t be kept waiting so long.

They’re softening me up to compensate for a lack of evidence, an attempt to make me confess to whatever comes to mind.

For now, they’ll leave me to grow anxious and uncomfortable. Which, unfortunately, is what happens.

They won’t wait forever, obviously. With iron’s rarity, they reserve uncomfortable accommodations like this for special cases. I hardly qualify, no matter what they suspect me of.

It does its job. Sends my mind racing off in all directions.

The guards eventually come for me. The jailer wears thick gloves, careful to get no nearer the iron bars of the door than is necessary, and he eagerly steps back as it swings open.

I adopt the mask of unflappability demanded by my role and stroll unconcernedly through the doorway. I’m sure I don’t flinch.

While I dislike having to play this part, its role in the story of Faerie makes me more likely to avoid long-term incarceration. Other than my prison as a puppet of the story itself.

The guards are naturally suspicious of my casual attitude. But the act isn’t for them. It’s not as though I intend escaping – until I’m convinced it’s necessary – so I don’t care what they think. They’re just bit players, disposable to the story. I intend to avoid joining them.

We ascend from the dungeon, both literally and dramatically, to the shining corridors of the Council’s Citadel.

Only slightly less ostentatious than the Queen’s Palace, and far busier. This is where the actual work of running the lands happens.

While the exterior has the expected wooden facade, it’s only a token attempt. The interior is polished marble. If the council consider any symbolism in this, I doubt it’s the same I see.

I peer in every open door we pass, taking the opportunity for a good nose around. My previous charges have only ever rated a magistrate, and they deal with stuff in the local watch stations. Only serious crimes are heard here, and those involving the nobility.

I don’t recall irritating any nobles recently – not intentionally, but they are a thin-skinned breed.

I see more nobles walking these corridors than I have in the last month on the streets. At least two I recognise, and a few hangers-on pretending to be more.

That means we’re moving beyond the high courts, and closer to the council chambers.

The architecture supports that, growing vaguely more ostentatious. Lots of fluted stuff and overly detailed decorations high on the walls, where no one’d notice unless trying to distract themselves from what’s coming.

The fact I’m here doesn’t bode well, so I should enjoy the experience while I can. It makes me wish I had more of an interest in architecture. Or not. I’d still find it overwrought, but I’d have the vocabulary to describe why it was so bad.

I’m guided up more stairs. Towards the less public spaces. Good for sight-seeing, not so good for prisoners.

The corridors are quieter up here, with only the occasional bureaucrat pointedly ignoring me in passing.

I’m guided into the council’s audience chamber, where they interact with the fae world in general. My first time in here – as far as they need to know. The previous visit was a youthful indiscretion, a stupid dare, and it wasn’t as though I stole anything. It’s nothing I’d do these days. I’m old enough now to gauge the potential reward against the risk, and there’s nothing here worth my time.

I make a show of being overwhelmed and in awe - as much as I can fake, anyway.

It’s empty. No audience in the tiered seating, and no councillors on the thirteen chairs arrayed in a semi-circle on the raised section out front.

I’m marched out to the front of the audience section, where the guards draw us to a halt. We wait.

‘Did I get the wrong day?’ I ask in a loud whisper. ‘I can come back another time, if it’s more convenient.’

No response from the guards, beyond a tightening of their scowls. The scowl might be part of their uniform.

It leaves me with nothing to do but wait patiently, again. It doesn’t take long for the door off to the side to open. A councillor emerges and makes his way to his chair.

Only the one, thankfully. Lawbinder Olin Glyphscar. He’s in charge of the magistrates, the watch, and the Border Guards. And judges the most serious crimes short of those requiring the full council.

He’s also owner of the most magnificently bushy eyebrows I’ve ever seen on a fae. They’re amazing. Grey, with flecks of black, but none of the slickness common to fae facial hair. They’ve got body and personality. Their every gesture is mesmerising.

I maintain an amiable smile.

He has a genuine sense of authority about him. A seriousness. Not the mere arrogance exhibited by most fae lords, who expect to be shown respect. His calmness has little concern whether or not you respect him. It won’t change your fate.

Olin sits and stares at me, his gaze calm if a bit judgemental. The last part could be an occupation hazard.

‘Aelik Swiftthorne,’ he says.

He knows my name? Of course he knows my name. He’d hardly bring someone here and call them, ‘boy.’

Did he memorise it from whatever report he’d had, or did he already know it? Which would be worse for me?

It’d be polite to reply. ‘A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Lawbinder.’

‘That remains to be seen.’ If that was a hint of a smile, it’s hardly reassuring. ‘Have you ever been to Earth?’

I adopt a suitably bewildered expression – raised brows, scrunched together in a frown, and my mouth open in a gormless fashion. ‘That’s illegal.’ And I’d obviously never engage in such activities. Just look at my innocent face.

‘I am aware of the laws. Please answer the question.’

Why ask when he knows I’d have to lie? Does he have some means of detecting lies? I can hardly admit it, just in case. It’s the Hive either way, so I’ll go with what comes naturally.

‘No,’ I lie, with panache and a deplorable lack of guilt. Or technically not, since I’m rejecting his demand that I answer the question, rather than answering the question itself. Just in case I’m being scanned for honesty. I hope it works. ‘I’ve always wanted to visit, though. It sounds delightful.’

He holds me in his probing gaze for an uncomfortably long time, with a flexing of his brows for emphasis.

‘And very bad, obviously,’ I add. ‘I’m sure it’s banned for a perfectly logical reason, and I’ll fully abide by the council’s commands in this, and every other regard.’

Are breaches of the quarantine always addressed by the Lawbinder? Especially when there’s no – I hope – evidence. I know they take it seriously, but he can hardly afford the time to deal with everyone suspected of doing so.

‘You’ve been absent from your lodgings for a couple of days,’ he says.

That’s not good. Am I suspected of something during the past couple of days? For which I’d have trouble fabricating a good alibi. Or has he been after me for that long? That’d imply it wasn’t my most recent sojourn to Earth that drew his attention, though that could be worse.

‘I was out of the city,’ I say. ‘A neighbour drew the attention of the guards, and I didn’t want to get caught up in any trouble.’

I’m the type who avoids trouble, honest.

I always write myself out of any story I give. I’m an innocent bystander. Innocent in regards to the events in question, at least. It’s true that one of my neighbours regularly has trouble with the guards, so there’s nothing unbelievable should anyone verify. If they go to the effort of more than a casual glance, then I’m already in trouble.

I won’t offer more detail unless pressed. It can sound too prepared. Specificity adds believability to a story, but vagueness can make it seem less like you’re telling a story. I can conjure extra helpings of bullshit as necessary.

‘Evidence exists that you illegally accessed parts of the royal library,’ he says, apparently tired of dancing around.

He’s partially correct. I have been there. But I left no evidence. And he never claimed possession of said evidence. It’s pure hearsay. No one saw me. No one knew I was going. It could be deduced from my possession of certain keys stored there, if they were aware of my possession. In which case, the possession itself is a crime.

I haven’t sold many, and I’m careful to whom I sell them, but the right leverage can make anyone talk.

‘Have you no response?’ The Lawbinder tilts his head, but is otherwise immobile, the rock against which all lies break.

‘I’m sorry, was there a question?’ To be honest, the blatant goading bores me. Let’s see if we can skip to the interesting stuff. ‘I’m sure I have an alibi for whenever I supposedly performed such a perfidious act.’ Or I can make one up. ‘I’m still waiting for the reason.’

He raises a calculated eyebrow, possibly trying to hypnotise me. I shouldn’t look directly at them. ‘A reason? To answer my question?’

‘No,’ I say. ‘A reason for all of this. A trial traditionally starts with an accusation. With evidence. Okay, that’s admittedly optional, but still. It doesn’t begin with the claim that evidence exists, somewhere, that I committed some act you consider a crime. And if an already-decided-upon charge is planned, it’d require the authority of more than one councillor – even yourself – before being summarily applied. That I’m here, just before you, implies something more than a simple meting out of unjustified punishment.’

He regards me for a long moment, with a shadow of a smile. ‘You believe you won’t be convicted here?’

‘Oh no, I’m sure that if I’m uncooperative, you’ll come up with some reason to do so.’

A tensing of his features says I might have gone too far. Impugning his honesty. Even though, from my perspective, he’s a corrupt bastard who’ll twist the laws to serve his own ends, it’s possible he views things differently. Maybe implementing the laws in such a way as to safeguard society, even if the interpretations prove more fluid than is traditional.
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