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Lashton was a smuggling town.

Once upon a time, it had been a village, a handful of houses and a pub at the end of the peninsula where the fishing was good. Lashton itself had been all humans, but swathed as it was in the magical mists that came in on the eastern winds, they’d mostly been a magical lot, and had lived side by side with the fae villages on the closest coast.

That had been a long, long time ago.

What had been Lashton once had grown back and back into the peninsula, meeting the coast, so that Greater Lashton was separated from the Little Lashton it had spawned, and the peninsula’s spoon had been built on so it went farther and farther out into the water, bits of Greater Lashton being built higher and higher, on stilts, in towers.

It had grown so big that Greater Lashton and Little Lashton had become one thing again, and the other villages had been subsumed into its borders — the whole bay together was Lashton now.

It was only spite and notions of humility that stopped the residents calling it a city.

It didn’t resemble what it had used to on a map, an eyelash on the rounded eye formed by the coast: houses were built all over now, into cliffsides, on top of one another, in tight rows, and every street was labyrinthine with all the buildings stuffed tight together. Walking down one street you’d see secret alleys that led impossible distances, from one end of the bay to the other in five steps, and there wasn’t a Lashton resident that couldn’t count off five shortcuts for each finger they had.

Long bridges of heavy wood logs formed bridges between the peninsula’s end and the northern coast of the bay, each of them enchanted to stick loosely together like magnet strips, and they rose and fell with the waves.

It was a genuinely mixed town, not like the fae-human ones with clearly separated neighbourhoods and borders within. There were barely any official borders in Lashton — they’d be too hard to draw — only businesses and homes that ran one way or the another.

And they had to run one way or another, or else.

Smuggling was a way of life in Lashton, and in absence of loyalty to the Crown, one had to have loyalty to other factions.

Everyone you knew smuggled one thing or another past the watchful eye of the Crown’s Royalty and Customs Service, whether it was something as exciting as pixie dust (a popular name for an extremely addictive hallucinogen made from powdered fae mushrooms) or something as routine as a Breton toffee too similar to a Welsh product of a suspiciously similar name — but better tasting all around.

Tunnels ran all over, in and out of Lashton, some of them going so far you could go underground on the beach and come out again in the middle of the Llallwg National Forest fifty miles north, others letting you come up on magical islands out in the English Channel. Some pocket dimensions had been set up just for smuggling, so that you’d slip through a magical door and end up in some liminal space with crates piled up on every side, and be lucky to find your way out again.

This was the town that Gellert Osgodby had lived in almost all his life, and he didn’t think he’d ever leave it, not for good.

He’d gone to university, gotten his degree, but that had been more than enough of the world outside Lashton for him — he missed its mismatched streets and strange pathways, missed the noise and bustle in the streets, missed being able to tell someone’s loyalties at a glance, and act accordingly.

He had hardened to survive under Lashton’s harsh ways — outside its borders, he no longer fit.

It hadn’t been difficult to find a job when he’d come home, of course, as there were always openings for a good accountant in Lashton.

He’d gone from one place to another for a while, cooking the books for different businesses and seeing what suited him, and it had been eight years ago now that Dandy King had approached him about managing the wholesaler’s, King & Co., on Draig Street. He’d not even been twenty-five when he’d taken the role, but he had grown with it and into it, and he was good at what he did.

On the day this employment came to an end, it was a wet and drizzly day outside, water filtering into the troughs and gaps in the mismatched cobbled streets, and Gellert had been putting out fires all day.

First, a shipment coming up from London had gone missing somewhere in Lincolnshire. This, in itself, would not have been an issue, as it was mostly clothes for the new season — of course, in actuality, it was absolutely an issue, as hidden inside the bales were several bricks of pixie dust, and the Kings had already been nervous of late, what with the Pikes founding a new factory nearby for the stuff, with no travel needed at all.

The other issues weren’t issues because they were big, but because they were numerous, in order:

· Courageous King had broken his femur in a climbing accident, and this meant that Dandy and a good many of the other Kings were dealing with the infighting that resulted in the aftermath. Gellert, who had seen Courageous King fail to scale steps, let alone a cliffside, was privately of the opinion that the likely orchestrator of this injury was Courageous himself, but the Kings would not be Kings if they did not assume an assassination attempt.

· The Pikes had started the aforementioned new factory for pixie dust somewhere within Lashton’s limits, and everyone was doing their best to find precisely where it was and how to replicate its efficiency of production, including outsiders from Lashton itself.

· There was a property dispute becoming increasingly violent on the southside of town, which meant that many shipments within Lashton’s limits were either lost or being held hostage out that way.

· The cops had arrested a chapter of one of the other families, which was a drama in itself, but involved in the same arrest were several people that were supposedly rivalling with the arrestees in question, prompting rumours of either informants or betrayal.

· Word had it that a favourite pocket watch of a very high-ranking King had been seen on the streets, sold almost for scrap, and for the Kings, who took watches very seriously, this was a personal insult for reasons more than the theft itself.

Control of Lashton was primarily divided between five families, these being the Kings, the Laithes, the Renns, the Sorrels, and the Pikes, and as much as days like this were hard, the clear delineation of these families and their loyalties was a comforting balm. Every house and business had its ownership, its loyalties, to one of the big families or some smaller faction, and Gellert liked that.

It was predictable, clean, easy — violent, yes, but so long as you could hold your own, and presented no easy target, so long as you followed the rules, you could play family loyalties against one another, could dip in and out of almost any trouble.

Gellert had always felt himself adept at this until that afternoon, and later, it was himself that he blamed.

His phone had been constantly buzzing in his pocket the day through, computer awash with emails, not to mention the various messengers that kept bringing notes in person or by spell arrow; the cashier, Tobey, was filling in for Fanciful King, and he was sweating so profusely with the anxiety that Gellert had made him mop twice, and the clerk with whom Gellert shared the office had been on the verge of conniption the day through.

This was all before Dai Laithe strode through the doors holding a wooden crate in his hand, and set it down on the counter.

Gellert didn’t hear what passed between Laithe and young Tobey initially, watching from behind the glass walls of the office on the next floor, but he did see the way Tobey crumpled inward, the way he physically shrank away and trembled, more sweat dripping onto the vinyl floor.

Gellert kept his head high as he went downstairs.

“How can we help you, Mr Laithe?” he asked coolly, and Dai turned to look at him.

Dai Laithe was not a big man, but he was young and desperate to prove himself — he was only a head taller than Gellert, not even six feet, and he was thinner than Gellert was, built like a sapling tree with spindly arms and a narrow waist. He tried to make himself look bigger, faced with Gellert’s sharp glare from behind the thick bottle glass of his spectacles, but Gellert had faced far bigger men than him, and it did not have the effect he suspected Dai desired.

“Parcel,” he said, gesturing.

“Yes, I see that,” said Gellert. “What has it to do with us?”

“You’re looking after it,” said Dai. Had he stopped there, perhaps Gellert might have kept his temper — perhaps he might have arched an eyebrow, said something catty, checked in with one of the other Laithes, received a proper explanation, and set it aside. The Kings and the Laithes did do favours for one another from time to time, after all. Unfortunately, Dai did not stop there. Faced with Gellert’s scowling expression, he squared his almost non-existent shoulders even more, leaning over to look down at him, and said, “And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll put it right aside. Speccy little cunt.”

He didn’t spit on the floor, but the spit was heavily implied, and Gellert felt his veins burn abruptly hot with angry blood.

He didn’t let his face change, but he heard Tobey’s frightened gasp, and this made Dai’s mask of haughty confidence falter, revealing the anxiety underneath. He and Gellert had had no direct interactions before now, but Dai must have known enough about him to be frightened.

“Of course,” he said smoothly, forcing out the brittle edge as he picked up the crate by its handles. “Come with me, Mr Laithe, and I
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