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      For all the fans of the City Between series—thank you! Your theories, suspicions, and ships have been delightful to read!

      

      I hope this will be just as delightful for you all to read…
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      They say Behind is dangerous and Between is chancy; that only the human world with its blind, bumbling occupants is a haven for the Fair Folk. Well, I’m not exactly one of the fair folk, and if Australia isn’t as dangerous as the most feared parts of Behind, I’ll eat my own wooden leg.

      Properly speaking, there’s Australia Behind and Australia Between, but when it comes to Behind and Between, it’s nearly the same thing no matter where in the human world it joins up. Go anywhere Behind and it’s the same Behind; all fae and vampires and selkies, that sort of thing. A few of us leprechauns, too. Behind is the place the human world doesn’t know exists. Even Between isn’t too different; it’s just the way it looks that’s different—depending on if you know how to look, if you get my drift.

      It’s not the same when it comes to travelling between places in the human world. I’ve been in civilized places like England and Canada, and it’s a world away from the nightmare land of red heat and deadly animals they call Australia. They don’t let you into Australia from Behind until you’ve passed your survival fitness exam, which should tell you something.

      I hadn’t passed that exam. I didn’t want to pass that exam. I would have gladly spent the rest of my life in a cubicle safely Behind the human world. And yet here I was, stuck headfirst in a tree on the human-world side of Australia, with my behind exposed to the elements and the dull thud of dropbears hitting the ground around me.

      Let me explain. I wasn’t planning on going to Australia that day—that day or ever. I’m a leprechaun, the closest thing you can get to a living calculator, and until that day I was perfectly happy crunching numbers in my cubicle. For us, it’s about the closest thing you can get to pure happiness unless you own your own private supply of gold coins to count every day. That rainbow with the promised gold at the end of it—that’s what a cubicle and something to count means to a leprechaun.

      I was ready for a big day. My wooden leg was hurting when I got up, and that means a day of either finding or losing huge amounts of money. And if you’re going to tell me a wooden leg can’t hurt, you can kick off out of here any time, because mine always hurts when there’s going to be big money, so there. I just didn’t know whether it was going to be a finding or losing day. Finding or losing doesn’t matter to me, mind you—I just find out where the money’s gone. If it was my money it would matter a lot more; but it’s not, and it doesn’t.

      I sat down in my chair at the office in an almost jovial frame of mind. I startled the coffee boy by grinning at him, scaring him so much that he spilled the coffee and had to go back for more. Serve him right, lanky-legged little lollygagger that he was. Grinning a bit wider, I logged onto my work portal and rubbed my hands together to see the first case waiting for me.

      “Never failed me yet!” I declared, slapping my wooden leg. The first case that popped up on my portal was the one I’d been working off and on for the last few months; something from a group called Allied Traders. They were a group that worked across Between to trade with the human world (coffee and other stuff that the humans do better than Behind) and on paper, things almost looked kosher. Almost.

      Then you went a bit deeper and found that the things you should have found a bit deeper weren’t there. Things like human resources—Allied Traders had warehouses on this side and the human side of Between for any resources from the human world—weren’t in the warehouse they were meant to be in. Actually, there wasn’t anything in the warehouses at all except a very sleepy fae guard once you got past the magical defences. Good thing leprechauns are so good at getting past anything magic, isn’t it?

      That’s what I thought, anyway, sitting there and grinning at my portal. I’d taken a trip yesterday, and last night I’d clued in my supervisor. If I did things right for the next twenty years or so, maybe I’d get promoted up the chain for this.

      I went and got my own coffee before the coffee boy got back, eager to sniff out more payments that had a suspicious lack of product to go with them. I put it down on my desk and settled myself to sit down, but something sharp and hot seared my leg where my Behind Identify Card should be. I yelped and pinched it out of my pocket. Behind magic is the good stuff, but there’s nothing that melts faster than an Identify Card, magic or no magic. Something about magic and the newer human manufactured substances doesn’t blend well.

      Now that I looked at the card, too, it was a lot blacker than it should be. Well, parts of it were blacker than they should be and it was still hot in my fingers, and now there was nothing burning in my pocket…

      I squinted down at it, irritated to find that my glasses weren’t around my neck, and reached for the desk where the missing glasses should have been.

      My desk wasn’t there. Actually, the office wasn’t there. No wonder the ground was so squishy beneath my peg—it was real grass, not the magic-fake they put in Behind offices.

      Great. Someone had relocated the office without telling me. I’d send off a pretty strong message as soon as I found where those goons in Location had parked it this time. I’m as security-conscious as the next leprechaun, but there was no way we’d been found so soon after the last move.

      I looked down at my Identify card again, and it looked a bit red in the middle. Red in the middle, and if I squinted at it just right, there were words making a black scrawl in the centre of the red bit.

      Kill the kid and you can come back, it said.

      I snuffled a dry laugh down at it. Somebody was having a laugh. It was a bit stupid, though; kid was the word used for human children, and who was going to find a kid Behind? I looked a bit closer, and a sticky breeze swept across my forearms, raising goosebumps in spite of its warmth. That wasn’t just red behind the writing. It was Red. If somebody was having a laugh, why was my Identify Card marked Red for Deport? Deportation Red meant tried, executed, and deported. No return to Behind.

      That was stupid. Someone had to be having a laugh. I was still Behind…wasn’t I? But where in Behind was I? I looked around me, dazedly taking in the dark green foliage of trees and the playground, and the half tree that someone had turned into a house—wait. The playground? Fae don’t have playgrounds. And why was the heat so heavy today? Where in Behind had access to this kind of muggy heat? Muggy…muggy heat? There’s no muggy heat Behind; too many weather mages.

      “No,” I said numbly, sweat springing to my brow. “Because that means I’m—that means I’m in the human world.”

      Red for Deport. I was in the human world.

      “What did I do?” I demanded of the hollowed-out tree house, my voice high and panicked. “I paid my taxes. Found taxes. Gave my leg for the Fae Corp in the Third war!”

      I sat down in the grass and buried my head in my hands. This was bad. The worst. I couldn’t survive in the human world. I wasn’t trained. I wasn’t ready. I didn’t even have a job! Who would keep me in gold if I had no job? And the humans—how was I supposed to communicate with them? I didn’t even know if you could communicate with them; it was bad enough trying to communicate with the milk cows that were brought over from the human world when ours died out.

      Something bit me beneath my trousers, and if the air around me was a muggy heat, this was a fiery heat. I yelled and shot to my feet, slapping at the spot, and pinched whatever the heck it was through the trousers and out into the open. It was an ant, squirming and dying, its broken legs flailing at me. With my Sight I could see the poison on its pincers, even if my normal sight wasn’t good enough to properly make out the pincers, and when I looked back down at my leg, horrified, I could see the same poison beginning to course through my veins from the point of the bite.

      But…but it was so small. How could it be so deadly?

      I threw the ant away from me and slapped my hand back over the bite, drawing out the poison in the same way I’d drawn out the ant. It came out reluctantly, as fast-spreading as it had been in my blood. I didn’t know if my legs were weak because of the poison, or the fact that I’d almost left it too late to treat comfortably. What was this place? What place had such tiny, deadly animals?

      And why was it so skin-meltingly hot, for all that was gold?

      I didn’t dare to sit on the ground again. At home the grass was green and plump and cool, free from murderous insects and good for recharging; here, now, I could see that it was teeming with deadly life. Gold only knew what kind of other venomous insects were waiting to kill me. There was a nice, sunny spot on the metal play equipment; it was bright and sunny as well, painted in yellow and orange, and I felt that at least there was a shining spot to the day thus far.

      I breathed out a sigh of relief, hopeful of soaking up a little energy from the sun, and sank down on the metal square.

      It burnt.

      For the second time in five minutes, I leaped to my feet with a howl, clutching my rear. Was it silver? Who makes human playgrounds out of silver? But there was no debilitating spread of malaise, no nausea; just a pained kind of after-burn that faded slowly but left me disinclined to sit down again right away.

      It was just hot. So gold-fired hot from the sun that it had burned me to sit down on it.

      I whimpered a bit. I didn’t really care where I was anymore; I just wanted to go back home. I picked a spot in the shady brown instead of the sunny brown, and sat down—this time very carefully—on something wooden and duck-shaped that wobbled beneath me but didn’t burn me. A sensation of coolness soothed my burnt backside, but I couldn’t feel anything energetic in the grass beneath my feet.

      I groaned into my hands. “Where can I even recharge in this place?”

      “Athelas likes to use the waterfall in Snug,” said a voice. “Zero prefers the sea. But if you want to use something nearby, there’s always the Huon river.”

      I looked up wildly. It was a kid. Standing there in front of me with its hands in its pockets. I don’t know if it was male or female—you can’t tell with humans; they’re all so ugly, and they don’t smell of anything. At least with Behinders you can tell who’s male and who’s female by smell. I didn’t know how long it had been there, either.

      I stared at it while the sweat trickled down my temple and made a prickling line right to my collar.

      Kill the kid and you can come back. That’s what the writing on my card said. Well, this was the only kid in the area; long-legged and long-haired, it had a hopeful sort of expression to its face. I mean, it was still ugly, but it was ugly in a nice sort of way. It looked like you could pat it on the head without being bitten. Not that I could reach, but still.

      “You appeared out of nowhere,” it said to me. It sounded thoughtful but not surprised. “I don’t know what kind you are.”

      I glared at it. It knew a bit too much for a human, didn’t it? Or was it just confused? I said, “Kind? What do you mean?”

      “You know—Behindkind.” It tilted its head. “I know you are one, just can’t tell what kind. You’re not tall enough for fae or pouty enough to be a vampire. Are you a troll?”

      “Who do you think you’re calling a troll!” I demanded, sitting up straight in outrage. The wooden duck wobbled and threatened to dump me in the brown, crackly grass.

      “Oh, sorry,” it said. “Didn’t mean to offend you. I know a troll and she’s really nice.”

      “That’s because they’re eager-to-please little nubkinses!” I snarled, clinging with both hands to the wobbling duck’s wooden handles. “They should just accept that they’re ugly and no one loves them.”

      “Oh,” said the kid. It didn’t try to say anything else; just sat there as if it was waiting for me to notice something.

      I ignored it. “Red for Deport,” I muttered to myself. “Who has that clout and who would do it? Who am I? Just a little government lep’ looking for his next pay stream. No need to mark me Red for Deport, was there? Who’s the sorry beetle that sent me off into the human world without a trial?”

      “I don’t know about that,” said the kid, “but I don’t think we’re actually in the human world.”

      “’Course we are,” I said, without paying too much attention. “Where else would we be? You’re a human. The place feels human—gives me a nasty shiver.”

      “Ye-es,” said the kid uneasily. “But—”

      “And I’m a leprechaun. Don’t go calling me a troll.”

      That distracted it. “Oh. There are leprechauns Behind! What’s your name?”

      “Five-Four-One.”

      The kid giggled. “Really?”

      I scowled at it. “That’s my batch number. What else would it be? Wipe that smirk off your face.”

      “Sorry,” the kid said, but it was still grinning. “But around here there’s a saying that goes I’d rather have a number than a name like that, and you’ve already got a number, so—!”

      Maybe this one wasn’t as intelligent as I’d thought it was. At least it wasn’t as stupid as the human cows had been.

      It was clever enough to notice my scowl growing. It managed to smother its grin a bit, and asked, “Why are you here, anyway?”

      “Curious, aren’t you?” I said sourly. I sneaked a peek at my card, but it was still red and black, the writing still jumping out at me. Kill the kid and you can come back. That was all well and good, but why should I? Who was this mysterious kidnapper to tell me to kill someone for them? Even a human kid. That’s the sort of thing I don’t approve of.

      But if I didn’t, how would I get home? I couldn’t live here. I needed my gold. I needed a place to recharge. Without those things, I would die even sooner than a human in this part of the world.

      I looked at the kid meditatively, which seemed to make it nervous. “What?” it asked.

      “You,” I said. “What are you doing here?”

      “Same as you,” it said, a bit more cheerfully.

      “What?” Did it have a card, too? Death matches were illegal Behind, but the governing powers could be stretchy when it came to applying Behind laws to Behindkind in the human world.

      “I just appeared, like you,” said the kid. “Well, I think so, anyway. Right in the middle of making dinner, too. They’re gonna be annoyed—’s’pecially JinYeong. Stuff always happens when I’m cooking his choice.”

      “Cooking?” I glared at it. “What the everlasting gold are you chuntering about? Nobody cares about whether or not your dinner gets cooked.”

      “Yeah, but that’s the thing,” the kid argued. “JinYeong cares, and that means he’s gonna be stroppy as all heck when he finds me.”

      “I don’t care if JinYeong is stroppy as all heck!” I snapped. I didn’t even know what stroppy as all heck meant. “What is this place, and why have you dragged me here? You’ve no business marking me Red for Deport!”

      The kid looked indignant. “I just said! I didn’t have anything to do with it; I was in the kitchen and then I was here. I mean, I think I know where I am, but when I tried to start walking home I couldn’t get out.”

      “Out?”

      “Yeah. It’s weird; I can usually get in and out of Between without any problems, but whenever I try to walk past the picnic table to go home, I find myself walking back past the treehouse again.”

      “This isn’t Between,” I said, very slowly and loudly. “It’s the human world.” For all that was gold! It was a human! Why didn’t it know its own world?

      The kid looked like it was trying not to grin again. “Yeah,” it said. “But you try walking out and see how you go.”

      I didn’t like the way it was grinning, but I had to try now. I stumped toward the picnic table, my wooden leg sinking too deeply into the brown grass, and found myself walking past the treehouse instead.

      “Flamin’ weird, isn’t it?” said the kid, in a chummy sort of way. “What d’you reckon’s happened?”

      I glared at it. Was it stupid or senseless? No one in their right mind should be that comfortable and trusting when they had been thrown into a closed circle with someone who, for all they knew, could have been ordered to kill them.

      “Maybe we should see if we can get over it,” the kid suggested. “I reckon its fae magic, and fae don’t think about loopholes as much as I thought they would. Well, not when it comes to humans, anyway. They think we’re as dumb as cows over here, so they don’t usually make things too hard for us.”

      I coughed and tapped my wooden leg against the ground. “That right?”

      The kid grinned again. “Yeah. Oi. If you give me a leg up, I reckon I can climb over the top of whatever spell they’re using.”

      “A leg up?” Was that meant to be a joke?

      “Or I’ll give you one, if you like, but I reckon I might be lighter than you.”

      Oh. It wanted a boost. “I can get you to the first branch of that tree,” I said. On the side that wasn’t road and gravel, the trees surrounded the playground and overhung it; at least one of those branches should be caught in the same bubble as us.

      And if the kid was right—who was I kidding? Of course it was right. There’s nothing so snooty and self-confident as an intelligent fae. And they all think they’re intelligent.

      “Should I climb on your shoulders, or—”

      “No!”

      “Oh. Well, how am I going to—”

      “Turn arou—” I snapped, slapping at the containment spell to see exactly where it was. And that was as far as I got. Something raw and strong and magical threw me across the playground the instant I touched fae magic. I hit the tree house, though it felt more like the tree house hit me, and for a very long, dusty, grassy time, I whimpered up at the sky.

      There was the sound of running footsteps, and a voice yelled, “Five! Five, are you okay?”

      I considered whimpering again, but the kid might have heard me. “No, I’m not okay!”

      “Right,” said the kid. Its face appeared above me, then wiry arms tugged at me until I could sit up. “Yeah. Um, can you stand up?”

      “No!” I snarled, and stood up a bit hazily. I’d been winded, and that was as bad as it was, but there was no way I was going say that after the fuss I’d made. “If I’ve broken anything—!”

      The kid was grinning again. Guess I’d underestimated how much it knew about injuries. “Look on the bright side,” it said. “At least your peg leg isn’t broken.”

      “With all this gold-perishing sunlight there’s no other way to look at things,” I grumbled.

      “Yeah, the hole in the ozone layer is right above us,” the kid said cheerfully. “Wanna try again?”

      “No!” There was a pause before I said grudgingly, “Yes. But I have to pee first. Another impact like that and the grass’ll think the rains have come to this gold-perishingly barren place.”

      There was a barely stifled laugh from the kid, but it said, “Wouldn’t do that f’I were you.”

      “What? Why can’t I pee?”

      “It’s not that you can’t,” the kid said, “but there was a redback on the toilet seat in the loo yesterday, and I don’t know where it went.”

      “What’s a redback?”

      “Spider. Pretty deadly.”

      “Either it’s deadly or it isn’t.”

      The kid considered that. “Then I s’pose it depends on how quickly you get to the hospital, and if they have the stuff to treat it.”

      “I don’t have to sit.”

      “I didn’t say it lives under the loo seat; that’s just where I saw it last. I was moving pretty quick then, so I didn’t see where it went after that. And I think it got touched by Between a bit, so it might be bigger than usual.”

      “Is everything here trying to kill me?”

      “Not everything,” said the kid. Its eyes, which had been looking around curiously at something I hadn’t seen, widened. “Oh. But those might be.”

      There were so many trees out there, all green and brown from the heat, that I didn’t see the perishers until the kid pointed them out. About four or five very big bears surrounded the playground from every direction that contained trees, their greyish pelts blending into the branches they clung to with long, sharp claws, their eyes black and glittering in the shadowy foliage. They were each the size of a decently grown polar bear, and as they made their way toward us through the branches, the tree branches shook as if in an impossibly high wind.

      “What are those? What are those!?” My voice cracked. I’m not proud of it, but that’s what happened.

      “I think they’re dropbears,” the kid said thoughtfully. “It’s weird. They shouldn’t exist.”

      “Dropbears?” I said feebly. “What are dropbears?”

      Whatever else they were, they were definitely Between creatures; chimeras made of possibility, magic, and malice.

      “Kind of like really mean, really big koalas,” the kid said. It was looking less thoughtful and more alarmed as the dropbears shuddered closer through the trees. “They drop from trees and tear you to bloody pieces. They weren’t—I mean, they don’t exist. They’re a thing that was made up for TV ads. They’re not a thing that properly comes from Between.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and hoped desperately that when I opened them, the dropbears would have disappeared. They hadn’t.

      I said, “They do now.”

      But wait. We weren’t Between—we were firmly in the human world. How in the woody green were Between-magicked dropbears approaching from the human world?

      “How?” I panted, mopping more sweat from my brow than I’d thought possible for my body to contain in its entirety. “We’re not Between! They shouldn’t be here!”

      “Yeah,” said the kid. “That’s what I thought. That’s why I said we’re Between, even though it doesn’t feel quite the same. Zero isn’t here, so I thought I’d wait and see what happened, but then you arrived so I s’pose we should try to do something about it.”

      “They’ve been there all along!?”

      “Mostly,” the kid said. “They didn’t start coming closer until you started flying around, though.”

      “I wasn’t flying around! I was suffering blowback from your stupid—”

      “I don’t think you can really blame that on me,” the kid said seriously. “It was the containment thingie. I’m not magical or anything.”

      “It’s Other. You say you’re not Other.”

      “Yeah. So you can’t blame that on me, can you?”

      “Well, it was your idea!” I said nastily. “I don’t go around getting close to Other spells for no reason. I suppose you think I just threw myself in the air for the fun of it!”

      “I thought it was pretty funny,” the kid muttered, but when I snarled “What?” at it, it cleared its throat and tried to look innocent. “Nothing.”

      “See how funny you find it all when the dropbears get to us,” I told it.

      “Wait, though,” said the kid uncertainly. “The spell should stop them too, shouldn’t it?”

      “Wouldn’t count on it,” I said sourly. Of all the ways to go! I’d survived the 3rd war, even if my right leg hadn’t, and now I was about to be sent off by a pack of dropbears. Mind you, the dropbears were in the trees; they were still approaching, but it wasn’t too much of a stretch to think they might not be clever enough to try and go over the spell.

      Only they never did drop from the trees; they kept lumbering through the foliage in a storm of shaking until they were well past the tree we’d been trying to boost each other into.

      “Oh,” said the kid. “Reckon they figured out the spell, too.”

      “Yeah.”

      “We should try to get out again,” said the kid.

      It was clearer toward the front of the playground that faced the road, so we legged it toward that part. There was only one tree there, but before we got to its trunk the spell set us hurrying back toward the treehouse again.

      “Reckon the treehouse is the centre of the spell,” the kid panted, when we’d righted ourselves again. “Look, we can reach that branch, though. You ready to try again?”

      I wasn’t, but I said, “Yeah,” anyway. What else could we do?

      “Maybe I should try boosting you this time,” the kid said.

      “Yeah.” I wouldn’t have suggested it myself because I’m not a coward, but since it had suggested the idea itself… “That’ll work.”

      And it worked. Oh boy, did it work. The idea had been to give me a gentle boost and circumvent whatever gold-perished magic some Behindkind had put on the inside of the spell.

      It gave me a boost, all right. We couldn’t make sure exactly where the Behindkind magic was without touching it, but it sure knew where we were. The kid boosted, I hit the magic, and with that magic behind it, the boost sent me sailing further into the air than the first jolt had done. I flew back over the playground, grass and trees a brown-and-green blur around me. There was a bigger blur of brown for just long enough for me to realise that I was going to hit the tree house headfirst this time, then I was stuck like a cork in a bottle.

      And there I was, somewhere in Australia, human-world side, head and shoulders in a tree with my rear exposed to the elements and the dropbears thudding to the grass all around me.

      “Better wriggle!” yelled the kid. “They’re in!”

      I wriggled. I wriggled harder than I’d done since I was hatched, a crawling feeling running up and down the leg I didn’t have any more, warning that my other leg was about to be bitten off. A scratching lower in the tree house made me stop short, unsure whether it was safer in or out, but then the kid popped up from a small hole in the floor and grabbed my arms.

      There was another brief moment where I felt like a cork in a bottle before I exploded inward. The kid yelped as I head-butted its stomach but hauled me to my feet without retaliating.

      “Couldn’t wedge the door shut,” it gasped. “It’s too small for them to get in that way, anyway. Wouldn’t count on the treehouse being strong enough to stop ’em if they really want us, though.”

      I poked my head out of the round window for another look at the dropbears. “They want us,” I said grimly. All five of them were sniffing around the base of the treehouse. They didn’t look too bright, but they didn’t have to be to get us.

      “I reckon it’s a trap,” the kid said. “They were out there, but they didn’t get interested until you got here.”

      “It’s not a trap,” I said. “It’s insurance.”

      “Insurance for what?”

      “Mind your own business.”

      “It is my business! They want to eat me! Well, I suppose it’s you they want to eat, actually, but I don’t think they’ll stop at you.”

      “No, it’s you they want,” I said, without thinking.

      “I don’t mean to be rude,” said the kid, “but that doesn’t make much sense. They only tried to come in after you got here.”

      “It can’t be me they’re after,” I said. “I’ve been given a task to do and I can’t do it if I’m dead.”

      “Then what am I here for?”

      “To die,” I said, and it wasn’t wrong.

      “I wonder if Zero and Athelas know about this?” the kid said.

      It looked pretty comfortable for someone who was about to be eaten by dropbears. Was it expecting me to do something, or was it still waiting for that Zero it kept talking about? Trustful didn’t even cover this kid.

      “We came here a couple days ago because the locals have been hearing weird stuff and seeing lights at night; that sort of thing.”

      “So I’m not the first to arrive here,” I said. I hadn’t meant to say it aloud, but there was something about the kid’s trustful face that made it easy to talk more than I should. “There have been other Behindkind sent here.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I reckon. And people have been disappearing.”

      “Humans disappearing?”

      The kid nodded. “Yeah. A fair few of ’em, too. Locals, tourists, seasonal workers; doesn’t seem to matter who. I reckon the dropbears must have been getting ’em, but why are there dropbears here?”

      Humans disappearing in a particular spot? Now that was a pattern I was familiar with, and it was a pattern that didn’t involve dropbears. The dropbears were part of something else altogether, but this—this place was a human resources source. Not human-made or human-sourced resources like coffee. Human resources. A stock supply of humans.

      And that meant that Allied Traders was a human stock mill.

      I grinned. “Now I’m getting somewhere!” I said, satisfaction thick in my voice. It’s not like a human stock mill is illegal, so to speak. But there are some very specific rules about how the humans can be used, consent, and the safe disposal of them once they’re through their indentures. Behind likes to stay a secret.

      “What?” asked the kid, its voice quick and indignant. “What did you just figure out?”

      “I know why your humans have been disappearing.” Now, just how much could I tell it without it figuring out I’d been sent to kill it? “Someone Behind is stealing humans to sell.”

      “We’ll see about that!” said the kid, with a martial light to its eyes. “Just wait until I tell Zero about this! Someone is going to be really sorry!”

      “No one is going to be sorry,” I snapped, “except us! They’re going to get away scott free because we’re going to die. There are still dropbears out there and we’re still in here. They only have to wait. Or break the tree down.”

      The kid made a piffle kind of noise, which was annoying because this wasn’t the situation in which anyone should be making a piffle noise.

      “We’re properly Between now,” it said. It was grinning; a tough, sideways sort of grin that was directly at odds with the usual trustful look to its face. “The dropbears brought it with them; can’t you feel it?”

      I scowled at it, because now that it had said so, I could sense it. “What’s it to you whether we’re Between, Behind, or human world?”

      “That’s the thing.” It was still grinning. “Between likes me.”

      “It likes—Between doesn’t like people.”

      “Yeah, well, I can do stuff here.”

      That settled it; the kid was wrong in the head. Humans couldn’t access Between, and they certainly couldn’t do things Between.

      “Don’t believe me?”

      “Nope,” I said, and looked out the window again. One of the dropbears slapped a paw against the tree house and the whole thing shuddered, us with it.

      “Okay,” said the kid, and pulled a sword out of thin air. No, it was an umbrella that looked like a sword. And now it looked like a sword again.

      I blinked hard. It was a sword, but it hadn’t always been a sword—or rather, here in the human world it was just the tattered remains of an old umbrella that someone had left in the treehouse on a rainy day. Behind, it had always been a sword. Between, depending on how you saw it, it could be a sword or it could be an umbrella.

      I was definitely having trouble seeing. “Gold perish it!” I snarled. “Who taught you how to do that?”

      “JinYeong,” said the kid, admiring the sword. It looked pretty pleased with itself, and I didn’t much blame it; pulling something out of Between is meant to be impossible for a human. Even for a Behinder, pulling a sword Between isn’t the easiest thing in the world. “But Zero was the one who showed me how to see it properly. I’ve been practising pretty hard lately. Lucky, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” I said, with a dry throat.

      “Want something?”

      “Yeah.”

      The kid looked around doubtfully. There wasn’t a lot to choose from in the tree house; the umbrella was the biggest, sharpest thing in there. Apart from that, there were crumpled little canisters of what looked like thin metal, a few woolly bits of string, something whippy and wooden that could have been for supporting plants, and an assortment of sharp little things that were a mix of glass, metal, and wood.

      The kid didn’t look worried. “You have this one,” it said, passing me the sword.

      Kill the kid, said the words burned across my mind, and you can come back.

      “I don’t want it!” I snapped. “Gold perish it, do I look like my arms are long enough for that thing?”

      “And there’s your leg,” the kid said. It was a bit pinker than it had been, though I wasn’t sure why. “I didn’t think about that. Sorry. How are you at archery?”

      “All right,” I said, hunching my shoulders. “And I’ll thank you to remember that I can still cut a pretty pace with my peg leg!”

      “Oh good!” the kid said, and picked up the whippy piece of wood and the longest piece of string. By the time the light of the window fell on them, they weren’t plain wood and string any longer; they were a neat little recurve bow and bowstring. “Can you string it? I can’t ever get them to bend back enough.”

      I took it and strung it in two seconds flat. I might have been trying to prove my mettle, but it was a good thing; the whole tree house shook again a moment after. The kid, who was reaching out to snap off old, dried twigs from the outside of the treehouse, nearly fell out the window. I grabbed it by the belt—why did I do that? I didn’t have to do that—and after a furious bout of wriggling it came back in, brandishing six arrows at me.

      “Enough?”

      “Maybe,” I said. That left me one bad shot, which in normal circumstances would be enough. This wasn’t normal circumstances—but then, nothing in war was ever normal, either, and I’d survived that. “Not if they get in here first.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” said the kid. “You all right by yourself?”

      “What?”

      “Don’t want to waste the sword.”

      “Do you know how to use it?”

      “A bit,” said the kid. “Ish. Zero hasn’t finished my training yet, and I usually have a couple of lighter ones instead of a big one.”

      “If you can’t string a recurve, you can’t hack down that lot with a sword,” I said. It had been a while since I’d seen combat, but I still knew that much.

      “Just as well you’re gonna be up here shooting them, then; isn’t it?”

      “What?”

      “Just make sure you shoot all of ’em so I don’t have to do too much work.” This time, it sounded like the kid was trying to be cheerful. “I mean, someone’s gotta get ’em away from the base; it’s not like you can shoot them at this angle. And maybe Zero will come soon. I don’t think he’ll leave me here.”

      “No use thinking about someone who isn’t here,” I said. “We’re alone until we kill those bears and get over the spell.”

      “If I get ’em away from the base, reckon you’ve got a good shot?”

      “Get ’em away from the base of the tree and I’ll shoot every gold-perishing son of ’em,” I said grimly. The kid was right: close range was good, but that angle was too tight.

      “All right,” said the kid, and vanished.

      “Green and gold!” I swore. I hadn’t expected it to go that quickly. I’d expected a bit more hesitation, a bit more whining—maybe a few tears.

      I poked my head out the window just in time to see the kid streak from the door, right between two of the dropbears. It was howling at the top of its lungs, which surprised the dropbears so much that they just stood where they were for a moment before they lunged into the chase.

      The kid was quick on its feet, I’ll give it that. It wasn’t even trying to fight, it was just running around yelling, waving its sword. I grinned a bit before I realised what I was doing and scowled instead. The dropbears lumbered after the kid, and I saw my lines clearing up. I edged the bow through the window, no longer afraid to have it knocked out of my hands by a high-swiping dropbear, and shuffled my upper body after it.

      Just in time, too. They were in range, and at just the right angle. I lifted the bow—hesitated for a fraction of a second. Kill the kid and you can come back. The kid was still running in circles, but it couldn’t do that for too long in this kind of heat. I didn’t even have to kill it. All I had to do was wait, and the dropbears would do the job. It wasn’t like the kid could make it back into the tree house now.

      It was just a fraction of a second’s hesitation, but in that time, one of them reached out faster than the kid could run and slapped it into the ground. I didn’t hesitate again. My bow came up and I shot; twice at the one hanging over the kid, then at the next, then again, and again. The kid scrambled to its feet, bloody and staggering, and waved at me.

      I nocked the last arrow and roared, “Get down!”

      The kid dropped right to its stomach—who had trained it to do that?—and I snatched back the string on my last shot. I was too quick; my elbow hit the side of the tree house and the shot went wide. Flat on its stomach, the kid grimaced. It looked back at the dropbear and then over at its sword. There was no way it would make it to the sword before the dropbear got to it.

      What else could I throw? What else was there to throw? The kid was going to die, and then I could go home, but what else was there to throw?

      I furiously unscrewed my peg leg and hurled it at the kid. Stupid trustful little thing, it was still looking up at me. It caught the peg leg in its right hand and curled around in the same movement to flick it in the dropbear’s face. The peg leg flickered, grew, shrank again—and hit the dropbear between the eyes. It bounced off, but before it hit the ground the kid was sprinting toward the treehouse.

      What in the green and gold did that kid just do to my peg leg? And why didn’t it hold?

      “Shove over!” said the kid’s voice.

      I shoved over. It climbed through the hole in the floor, panting, and waved a crooked twig at me.

      “Got another one!”

      “What do you expect me to hit with this?” I grumbled. The stick had been crooked, and as an arrow, it was still crooked. “Clean your face up.”

      The kid swiped one hand below its nose, smearing blood. “It’s not broken,” it said cheerfully. “Reckon your leg is toast, though. Sorry about that. I tried to make it be something else, but it was really sure about being a peg leg.”

      “That was a good leg,” I said glumly. The dropbear was out there gnawing on it, stupid beast. “You’ve got a black eye.”

      “I know. I can feel it swelling. What are we going to do about that last one? Can you shoot it through the window?”

      “Help me down to the door at the bottom,” I said. We were probably dead if I missed, anyway; at least out there we were closer to other sticks that might turn into better arrows. “I don’t want to try shooting this thing out of the window.”

      “Yeah,” said the kid, wriggling down through the hole in the floor first. It took the bow and arrow from me, then grabbed my whole leg as it came down and steadied my drop to the floor. A bit of training and this kid might make a good officer’s boy. “We want to give you the best chance.”

      “Best chance, my eye!” I grumbled, steadying my half leg on the kid’s bent knee. “Just get ready to run for another stick before the dropbear gets to us.”

      Then I took careful aim, steadied my wrist, and shot.

      I missed, of course. The arrow was crooked, for all that’s green and gold! But it hit the confinement spell across the playground, and where a straight arrow might have careened sideways due to the spell, this one turned sideways of its own accord for a bare instant before the spell pinged it back across the playground at twice the speed and a terrifying accuracy.

      It went through the dropbear’s head so fast that the bear probably never felt it. Something thunked into the treehouse with a bloody smack! and the bear collapsed into the brown grass, spilling blood.

      “Flaming heck!” said the kid.

      We stared at the dead bear in silence for a few minutes. I was ruminating on the certainty that I would never again in my life make a shot like that, whether or not there was a 4th War.

      The kid must have been thinking of something else, because soon it said unexpectedly, “Oi. What happened to your pants?”

      I clutched at the back of my trousers. “What do you mean, what happened to my pants?”

      “Not there,” it said. “The pocket.”

      My hand slapped the charred bit of cloth that should have been my pocket, and something black and rectangular came away in my hand, shedding tendrils of fabric that floated away on the hot air.

      My card. My card was black as ink—black as hopeless death. Now it wasn’t just Red for Deportment, it was No Return Whatsoever and Kill on Sight.

      I looked down at it, and the kid looked down at it.

      “What’s that mean?” it asked. “That doesn’t look good.”

      “Nothing,” I said. I flicked the card away into the corpse-filled playground and it fluttered for a moment like black ash before it disintegrated. “Don’t need it any more, that’s all.”

      “Wait,” the kid said. Its brow was furrowed. “Black…Athelas said something about black-carding a Behindkind—wait! They’re going to kill you?”

      “D’like to see ’em try,” I muttered. “I’ve still got one more leg.”

      “That thing you said you had to do,” the kid said unexpectedly. “The errand—it was to kill me, wasn’t it?”

      “What?”

      “You were meant to kill me, weren’t you?”

      “What—how did you know?”

      “Makes sense,” the kid said, shrugging. It wandered toward the most freshly dead dropbear and prodded it with one foot. “You remember I said people have been disappearing here and around Tassie?”

      “I remember.” I didn’t look at the kid; for a ridiculous reason I couldn’t pinpoint, I felt ashamed. Maybe it was because of how often I’d actually thought about killing it.

      “Yeah, well some of ’em came back. Dead. None of the dead ones disappeared around here, but they all came back here when they were dead. And then I was pulled here, and there you were, and the dropbears…so… Do they always send you?”

      “What? No, they don’t always send me! I’m just a pay-cheque lep’! I haven’t drawn bow for twenty years, since the last war!”

      “Oh.” The kid seemed to accept that, which irritated me. Why was it still so trusting? “Then that was some flaming good shooting.”

      “Stop trusting people so quickly!” I snapped at it. “That’s how you end up dying!”

      “I’ve got good instincts about people,” said the kid blithely. “So your card is black because you didn’t kill me?”

      I shrugged. “Never did learn to do what I was told. I found something I shouldn’t have found, and someone sent me here because they wanted to make sure I didn’t bring it up somewhere inconvenient.”

      “Oh,” it said. Then, unexpectedly, “Want your leg back? It’s a bit chewed up, but it’ll still work.”

      It brandished the mutilated peg leg at me—when did it pick that up?—and a gobbet of dropbear spit smacked into brown dirt.

      A rush of affection coursed through me. That was a good leg, that was. Lasted through the second half of a war and a dropbear attack. I’d polish up those bite marks nice and shiny and it’d be just as good as new.

      “Go on, then,” I said.

      The kid cheerfully tried to screw my mutilated wooden leg back on—all right for it to be cheerful, it was only sporting a black eye and bloody nose; no one was going to kill it on sight—and promptly knocked me over again.

      I glared at it and tried to get up, but something bigger sent me flying head-over-heels with one blow. When I managed to unscramble my limbs and my brains, there were three much larger figures between me and the kid. It wasn’t until I was upright that I realized who they were, and then I wished I’d stayed on the ground.

      I knew them all.

      Massive, silver, and icily furious, that one in the centre was Lord Sero, heir to half the Behind world. Zero. The kid had said Zero. If the kid’s Zero was Lord Sero, then—then that Athelas it’d spoken of—

      My stomach dropped even further. At Lord Sero’s left hand was Athelas, steward to Lord Sero; genteel, pleasant, and smiling politely. And if you don’t know better than to trust that, there’s no hope for you. On Lord Sero’s right was that vampire. Not everyone knows about him; I guess I’m just lucky. I’d never met him before—though I’d seen his tracks—didn’t want to meet him now. He was looking at me like he was curious about how long it would take to drain the blood from someone of my size as opposed to someone of a more average height.

      All three of them. All three of them together.

      I was going to die.

      Great. Twice in one day. If it came right down to a choice between Lord Sero and dropbears, I would have picked the dropbears. At least they were stupid enough to go for a wooden leg.

      I didn’t even have time to blink before Lord Sero had me by the throat. I gaped up at him, completely out of words. What could I say? I didn’t know what I’d done wrong. If he was angry at me for saving the kid, then why was he standing between me and it? If he was trying to protect it, why was he scruffing me?

      So I just sort of choked at him for a moment or two until he said, in icy, fragmented words, “What. Are you doing. With. My. Pet?”

      I choked at him again. This time, it could have sounded like, “What?”

      “Ah, baegopa!” sighed the vampire, around Lord Sero’s shoulder. I didn’t know what he meant by the words, but the cold, sharp-edged grin he shot me was pretty clear. If Lord Sero didn’t choke me to death, the vampire would drain me.

      “Oi!” yelled a voice. I had the feeling it had been yelling for a while, but do excuse me if I was more concerned with the vampire and the fae. “Let go of him!”

      Lord Sero turned, taking me with him. The vampire did too, still showing that half, tooth-edged, and utterly humourless grin, and we all stared at the kid. It stared right back at us, bloody, defiant, and ready to die. It looked so small and helpless.

      Did that little human thing really just raise its voice at the Lord Sero?

      “Let go of him!” it demanded again. This time it kicked him in the shin, too.

      I winced and ducked my head, but Lord Sero only blinked. He looked down at the kid and said in an experimental sort of way, “Bad Pet!”

      “He saved my life!” the kid yelled. “What did you hit him for?”

      Athelas, alone of the four of them, looked amused. “We may have acted rashly,” he said. “Zero, perhaps we should put our good friend the leprechaun down to recover. He seems anxious.”

      “Ajig baegopa,” said the vampire, but he put his hands in his pockets and backed away leisurely as if that’s what he’d been going to do anyway.

      “We’ll get you something else to eat,” Athelas said to the vampire, as Lord Sero put me down on the ground very gently. “Pet will finish preparing the meal when we get home.”

      “I should put holy water in it,” grumbled the kid.

      The vampire looked startled. “Ya! Petteu—noh—”

      “Holy water won’t kill him,” Lord Sero pointed out.

      “No, but it makes him sneeze something flamin’ good,” said the kid vindictively.

      “’S’cuse me,” I said. “But if you’ve decided not to kill me, maybe I could just slip away sort of quietly—”

      “What about your card?” the kid asked. “You can’t get back Behind, can you?”

      “I’ll sort something out,” I said hastily. “No need to worry yourself about me.”

      Athelas looked mildly amused. “What’s this about his card?”

      “He had one,” the kid said. “Someone made it black, though. I think they did it because he wouldn’t kill me.”

      The vampire’s eyes went dark again, and he took a step forward. Lord Sero didn’t move, but his voice was still cold when he asked, “So you were sent to kill Pet?”

      “You’ve scared him again!” the kid said accusatorily. “Look, his wooden leg is drilling holes in the ground!”

      I squeezed my eyes shut briefly and begged the kid, “Please stop trying to help me!” Every time it tried to help me, things got a little bit worse.

      “Someone’s sending people through Between,” the kid said. It didn’t listen real well, for someone with two ears still intact. “Far as I can tell, anyway. It’s what they did to Five-Four-one. They’re using normal Behindkind to murder humans, we think. They kick them through without warning, tell them to kill someone, and if they don’t their cards are blackened so they can never get back. But he didn’t kill me. I think that’s what the dropbears were for, to make sure.”

      “Who sent you?” Lord Sero asked. If I wasn’t already feeling icy to my toes, I would have frozen.

      “Can’t know for certain, your lordship,” I said stiffly, professional instinct taking over from personal. I must be crazy.

      “Ya,” said the vampire silkily. “Chugolae?”

      Even the kid looked worried. “He wants to kill you. Are you sure you really don’t know?”

      I cleared my throat. “Might have been a few odd quirks in the money trail of a company I’ve been following the last few months.”

      “What quirks?”

      “Um.” I glanced between Lord Sero and the vampire, unsure of which one I wanted to keep an eye on the most. “They’re a group called Allied Traders; they trade with a few companies on this side of Between.”

      The kid blinked. “There are other humans who know about the Between and Behind?”

      “You’re not the only one, sunshine,” I said, forgetting myself. I turned back to Lord Sero. “I mean, well, your lordship, um—well, they’ve been trading in what they call organic resources, but their holding sites are a front.”

      “No stock at any of them?”

      “Not a sausage. I only caught onto them because they’ve been trying to be a bit clever with their taxes. Last night I told my supervisor about the investigation so I could take it up the chain.”

      “And this morning you find yourself thrown into the human world with orders to kill a certain human or risk never coming home,” said Athelas. He was smiling. “A swift, decisive action.”

      “Got it in one,” I said. My tone might have been a bit sour; I wasn’t smiling about it all, but there was no way I was going to try and stop him from smiling. “And those empty warehouses—”

      “Ohhh!” said the kid. It was angry again. “They’ve been—the people are the stock? I know you said they were selling them, but—!”

      “Interesting.” That was Athelas again. Trust him to find it interesting. “A two-pronged business; Behind, a human stock mill—”

      “In the human world, a murder for hire set up,” I nodded. “It’s probably how they’re paying for their human stock. Want to bet they’re using all normal Behindkind for it? If I’m righteous, I can’t go home to tell about it; if I’m a killer, I’m home but in as deep as they are.”

      “Munjae dukae issoh,” said the vampire silkily.

      “Why two problems?” asked the kid. “We only need to find out who’s been sending Behindkind through to kill humans and stop them stealing other humans, don’t we? They’re the same problem.”

      “No, there are two problems,” agreed Lord Sero.

      “Perhaps three,” murmured Athelas, and for what felt like the first time in ages, I grinned a bit.

      Lord Sero shot him a frosty look.

      “A visit to the human front of Allied Traders is in order, I think,” said Athelas, ignoring both the frosty look from Lord Sero and a frowning one from the kid, who didn’t understand the interaction but definitely saw it.

      I grinned a bit more, because I wondered which one of them was going to tell their pet that the second problem was finding out who had hired someone to kill their pet through the intermediary of Allied Traders; or that the third problem was how that person knew this pet was cared for enough to merit being killed.

      “You,” Lord Sero said to me. “You’re coming, too.”

      That wiped the grin from my face. It’s probably part of why he said it. “Your lordship, they’ll kill me if I go there!”

      “They’ll kill you if they catch you here, too,” Athelas said mildly.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Got that idea myself.”

      

      There’s a certain kind of calm to company buildings Behind. Some of that is because they’re rooted in the surrounding greenery to keep their assorted Fae and Other employees as happy and productive as possible. Part of it is because Fae and Other are tricky folks who love to find tricky ways around business.

      There was a kind of calm to the human offices of Allied Traders, too; but this calm felt like more of a smug calm. It got up my nose because it suggested that no one could mess with them, and that anyone who did try to mess with them was going to have a bad time.

      It was a good feeling to break up a bit of that calm the moment I entered the building. It was a smallish two story building, unimpressive concrete on the outside but all white modernity on the inside, and I could feel the edge of Between that hung around it the minute I got in. They weren’t expecting a leprechaun, and they weren’t too happy to have one in there, either; all three of the secretaries in the lower level trotted after me, bleating, as I took the elevator up to the top floor.

      One of them must have managed to warn the top floor, because when the doors dinged open, there was a meeting party. Well, a guy in a suit, anyway. There were a few sleek cubicles up here, with a few sleek humans pretending to work while they stole glances at me, but when they saw that I was a leprechaun, half of them rose to their feet to gawk shamelessly.

      “Good evening, sirs and madams,” I announced. “Please remain in your seats. Your company is being audited.”

      “One whose authority?” demanded the one in front of me. “Stay where you are, everyone. I’ll handle this. Now, I don’t know who you are, but—”

      “You’re the boss, are you?”

      “I am the head of the board,” said the human, drawing itself up. “Who are you, and what authority do you represent?”

      “I’m with the BTA,” I offered.

      It smirked at me, which I found annoying. “Then you’d better sit down while I call your boss,” it said. “I think you’ll find your authority doesn’t go for much around here.”

      “Then I suppose it’s a good thing I’m not here under the authority of the BTA, isn’t it?” That wiped the smug look from its face momentarily, which pleased me so much that I tapped my peg against the floor twice, smartly.

      “But you said—”

      “Didn’t say I was here under the authority of the BTA, did I?” I reminded him.

      “Then whose authority are you—”

      “His,” I said, as the elevator dinged again. I jerked my thumb behind me and cleared the way for Lord Sero, who filled the elevator doorway behind me. The human swallowed and fell back; and as it did so Lord Sero stepped through the door, Athelas and the vampire flanking him. The human kid trotted in behind them, observing the scene with interest.

      “Are you the head of the board?” Lord Sero’s voice could have shaken the foundations of the building—or maybe it was just me that felt the trembling right to my bones.

      “Yes.” That was a definite tremor in his voice. I had the feeling he knew exactly who and what Lord Sero was. “Why do you want to know?”

      “I want to know who you’re working with Behind, who authorised a human mill start up, and who gave you the job of killing our pet.”

      “Your—your pet?”

      The kid touched one finger to its eyebrow in a salute. “Hi.”

      “I’m not authorised to give you that information.”

      The vampire JinYeong laughed and said something softly.

      “He says,” said the kid, “that it’ll be more fun finding out this way, anyway.”

      “Pet,” said Athelas, “Show the head of the board into his office for us.”

      The kid shrugged and went and opened the door. The head of the board walked past it, his face almost as white as Lord Sero’s and vanished within. The kid came back to stand next to me and hissed, “Won’t he just call the Behind offices if we leave him alone in there?”

      Athelas smiled faintly.

      I said in an undertone, “That’s what they’re counting on.”

      “Doesn’t make sense to me,” the kid said. “Oi. I think that one’s trying to sneak away.”

      That one was wearing a skirt, so I suppose it was female. She looked like she was trying to back away quietly, but when she bumped into JinYeong, who somehow managed to be behind her without a moment’s notice, she sat down again very quickly.

      One of the trousered ones in another cubicle asked, “Can we go? You’ve got our boss.”

      “You,” said Lord Sero, “will stay. You will all stay.”

      “What did we do?” blustered the human. “We’re employees! We’re not responsible for what our company does!”

      “Employees?” I laughed. I hadn’t spent the last three weeks going over every inch of Allied Traders for nothing. “You’re board members, every one of you!”

      The female tilted her chin. “All right, what if we are? What we’re doing isn’t illegal, and we’re making an unprecedented link between Human and Other kind.”

      “You tried to have me killed!” said the kid indignantly. “That’s illegal over here!”

      “We’re not a human company,” said the female. “We’re a Behind company and we fall under Behind laws.”

      “And it’s not like we’ve done anything but facilitate a thriving industry across borders,” said another of the board members. “There’s nothing you can do to us, legally!”

      “Nothing according to human law,” said Lord Sero, with a white, glittering smile that held no humour. “But we don’t run by human law, either.”

      “We’ve done nothing against Behind law, either!”

      “Between you and the dropbears,” I said to the whites of all those self-righteous, terrified eyes, “I’d pick the dropbears every time. At least they only wanted to eat us; they wouldn’t have tried to tell us to be grateful to help the ecosystem along.”

      “There’s the little matter of coerced murder for hire and tampering with Identify Cards,” Athelas said.

      “You can’t prove that!” said another of the suited ones.

      The vampire laughed again.

      “What an odd notion of our job you seem to have,” said Athelas. “We, on the other hand, have a really very good idea of yours.”

      “Yeah,” said the kid, scowling. “And we don’t like it.”

      “You should go downstairs now, Pet,” Athelas said pleasantly.

      “What? They tried to kill me! I don’t want to go!”

      “Take her out,” said Lord Sero to me.

      Her? It was a she?

      “It,” said Athelas, in a reminding sort of way.

      The kid said, “Oi!” at him.

      “Yes, it!” Lord Sero snapped. “Take it out!”

      I took the kid out. It protested the whole way down in the elevator, but since I was pretty sure I knew what was about to happen upstairs, I ignored the protests and dragged it out anyway. I knew that red look in Lord Sero’s eyes; I’d seen it often enough in the war. Those board members, protesting and self-righteous and convinced of their own innocence, were staring death in the face.

      The kid stopped complaining once we were downstairs—maybe it had expected to be kicked out at some stage. It boosted itself up on the secretary’s desk and crossed its legs beneath it. “They always kick me out,” it said glumly. “I mean, maybe I didn’t want to be there, but if I’m part of the team I should have some of the responsibility, too.”

      “You’re not part of the team,” I said harshly. There was no way this kid should be present for what was going on upstairs. “You’re the pet.”

      “I know they’re going to kill the board members,” the kid said, surprising me.

      I wasn’t sure if I was more surprised to know that the kid had seen through my harshness, or because it did actually know what was about to happen.

      “Zero and them,” it explained. “Athelas explained it to me once; their job is to investigate, judge, and apply the judgement.”

      “Doesn’t bother you?”

      “Yes,” said the kid. “No. I don’t know. But those board members—they’re like animals. No, they’re much worse than that. They think everyone else is an animal, and that they can do what they like with them. Over this side of Between, there’s no other justice but Zero for humans when it comes to Behindkind problems. Human prisons can’t hold them, and there are too many people Behind who turn a blind eye to that sort of thing to even try cases there. So when they start incorporating that sort of attitude and turning it into a business—”

      “If it needs to be stamped out, there needs to be someone to stamp it out.” I was a lot more certain than the kid; Lord Sero’s unit might be irregular, but it was well within Behind laws. I had no problem with the way they were fixing the problem. “They’re beasts, too; but they’re beasts of another kind.”

      The kid frowned. “The good kind.”

      I thought about that for a minute. In the boardroom upstairs, three bloody emblems of death were tearing through human flesh to destroy every trace of evil from this part of the human world. And if I wasn’t very much mistaken, they would soon go Behind to perform the same office there. Bloody beasts, but very necessary ones in the world of Behind.

      “Yes,” I said. “Beasts of a good kind.”

    

  


  
    
      Thanks for reading! Please take a moment to leave a review for other readers and your friendly indie author (me)!

      

      You can also sign up to The WR(ite) Newsletter and get a free book, plus all the latest news about what’s next to be published…

      

      Full length books in the City Between series are:

      

      BETWEEN JOBS

      

      BETWEEN SHIFTS

      

      BETWEEN FLOORS

      

      BETWEEN FRAMES

      

      Plus companion novelette, ALL THE DIFFERENT SHADES OF BLUE
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