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Chapter One
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BLACKNESS HUGGED THE woman like a familiar shawl. Her breathing echoed against cold walls, heavy and full of power. She stirred, and the darkness around her shifted with her motion, obscuring her, bathing her in shadow. Her arm reached out. She struck a match, sparking light and simultaneously turning her face away from it. The shadows only deepened in the flame’s dance. A candle sat on a tall stool, and her hand moved toward it. As the flame transferred to the stiff wick, the cuff of a velvet sleeve was illuminated for a second, the shape of embroidered trim flashed once and returned to the shadow and to the woman who wore it.

A breathy sigh escaped her lips. She lifted an object into the light. A tiny glass bottle hung from her fingers, reflecting the candle flame across the tiles. Thick liquid sloshed inside the vessel.

“By the shadow and the flame.” The woman’s voice flowed into the room as slick as oil. “By the blood freely given.” The bottle lowered, dipped closer to the flame, and the liquid flared reddish black. Her voice raised in volume, increased in force. “I do summon and call you... Come! Slip across space and worlds as I demand it.”

In a corner of the room, the darkness rippled. It flowed around itself and somehow thinned. The air writhed and broke under the force of her magic. A man stepped from the shadows, and the depths behind him solidified once more.

“Do you have to do that without any warning?” He held a razor in his left hand. Remnants of shaving cream clung to his jaw. “It’s quite unsettling.”

“You seem to forget, that you wouldn’t be free to quibble over details if it were not for me.” The woman’s voice grew eerily sweet, “You have no problems requesting my aid when you need it, Brendan.”

The man ignored her and rubbed his sudsy face off on one sleeve.

“I don’t suppose you have a towel handy?”

“I have something much better.”

“You haven’t?” Brendan forgot his face, let the razor drop to the floor and moved cautiously across the room. “You’ve done it, then?”

She answered him with throaty laughter.

“Did you doubt me?”

“Not for a second,” he lied. The woman reached into the folds of her robe, produced a glass vial and held it triumphantly up to the light.

“It wasn’t easy, but I have my best people working on this.” Salmon-pink liquid glowed inside the glass. “It was complicated to synthesize, but not impossible.” 

With a flick of her wrist she tossed him the vessel. He caught it, cradling the substance in his palms.

“There isn’t much.”

“Don’t be greedy. There’s plenty more to come.”

“What are your orders?” Brendan’s eyes never left the vial. He waited for her next words, but his attention remained fixed on the treasure she’d given him. The woman rose with a rustle of yardage and moved around the edge of the room. She was careful to keep to the shadows, to remain obscured.

“I want you to use it. It makes no difference to me how. Find a village and dump it in the water supply. We’ll call it a test run.” She laughed again. “Stop the other experiments. With your partner out of the picture, they have little purpose. No more diversions, I want to concentrate on our objective.”

Brendan nodded. He’d had little interest in Jefferson Gable’s games. It was their larger agenda that held him, that fed his intellect and pushed him to take orders from her in the first place. She’d just delivered. He held the proof in his right hand and grinned.

“That suits me just fine.”

“Good. Now, there’s another thing.” She smiled as he raised an eyebrow. “I want the creature, the boggin. Is it still thriving?”

“Yes.” He suppressed a shudder.

“Good, bring it to me as soon as you can. I have a job for the little fellow.” She waved one hand absently and paced the edge of her room. “It’s high time we got things moving.”

Brendan stood silently next to the guttering candle. He agreed wholeheartedly.



Marcus Bramble sat in yet another inn. Around him his own kind went about their business. He stared into a mug of thick beer, forgetting to drink it. He was tired, he was frustrated, and he was desperate for information.

The barmaid returned to his table. “Sure you’re not hungry, honey?” 

The elf had more than a few years on him and seemed grandmotherly despite her ageless complexion. He shook his head without looking up. 

“Long journey?”

Marcus nodded an affirmative. “Too long.” 

It had been. He was loath to admit it, but the trail he followed had run cold. Brendan had disappeared into thin air. He sighed and lifted his mug as the waitress turned to her other patrons. The liquid may as well have had no flavor. He drank a swallow and set the brew back on the table. The crowd filling the inn told him it was nearly time for dinner.

Lately, the places and people all ran together in his mind. He shook his head. Not a good sign. He reached into his vest pocket, produced a letter, and read it yet again.

Dearest Marcus,

Please don’t despair, my friend. I know it seems like it at times, but you are not alone. All crossings are on the lookout. The people at the Embassy have piles of evidence to sort through. We’ll find him. We have to. They’ve put Beverly in charge of the secondary investigation and I trust her, Marcus. I trust you. My friend Jessica has also proved very helpful. She has a contact in town that's a wealth of information. We're all pouring over anything we can find. She’s also told me, and I’m sworn to secrecy, so I pass this on in the strictest confidence, that she has a “friend” on your side as well. Supposedly this individual is on official “Federation for Fey Rights” business. I know better, my friend. Now you know as well.

On a personal note, we’re doing well. Lockland is still weaker than normal, but he gains strength daily. We’re both a bit pampered by Jess, and her property is like a small haven and perfect sanctuary. I’m not dancing... the little ones still come for me, but less and less often. Every time it’s easier to resist.

Together, we're healing. Lockland requests that you visit soon. He misses you, as do I, and you have our support. Never forget that. Don’t lose hope. Brendan can't hide forever. Remember this always: the fly, even in paradise, must always exist on shit. I’m laughing as I write this. I sound like a prophet. But there is truth in laughter. Find the trail of shit, Marcus, and you will have our fly. You have all of our love.

Sincerely,

Liz

He read the letter twice, then re-folded it and returned it to his pocket. He smiled for the first time in a long time and took another drink. His friends were well. He could picture them as he’d seen them last, holding one another for support and full of smiles. For a moment, he let himself drift away from the inn. He let Liz’s words lift him and bring him closer to them both. Yet, as was always the case, something tugged him back. Conversations blended into white noise around him, and his mind struggled to latch hold.

A man two tables away discussed the harvest with a younger teen. Next to them, three women sipped at Cuarry juice and made eyes at an attractive youth by the fire. He heard a man and a woman chatting behind him, and found himself swept along into their conversation.

“... Attending the revel tonight?” The woman spoke—quizzical, possibly seductive.

“No.” Her friend mumbled something Marcus couldn’t catch. “No damn fun lately.”

“I know what you mean. Not like the old days, but...” The group at the next table laughed too loudly and Marcus lost the woman’s words in the sea of noises populating the inn. He strained to hear the couple further, but knew disappointment as they rose and walked past him. He cursed his luck and caught the waitress’ eye.

“You hungry yet, handsome?” she asked.

“Sure, just bring me something hot and filling.” He tried his best to sound casual. “You know where the revel is tonight?”

She nodded but gave him a stern look. “You don’t want to go messing with those, dear.”

“I know, of course. I just thought it might raise my spirits.” He met her gaze and held it. Something flinched across her expression that he didn’t understand.

“Not these days, I’m afraid. Sure, even I used to enjoy the occasional fairy ambiance.” She winked at him this time. “But word is they aren’t the same. Nothing to write home about anymore. You’ll do best with a nice hot meal and a good warm bed. I’ll bring you some stew.” And she turned and marched back to the kitchen as though that settled the matter.

In the end he got a room. The bowl of stew sat heavily on him, and days of hard travel had him longing for a good night’s sleep. He stared at the bed and groaned. There was no help for it. He wouldn’t get to sleep any time soon. His pack lay on the thick coverlet, mocking him. He’d seen his horse fixed comfortably in a warm stall. Marcus sighed and turned on his heel, left the room with his boots clicking softly and a warm cloak hanging from his squared shoulders.

It wasn't difficult to spot a likely group. The late hour had the streets nearly vacant, and the few folks out in it went about their business without paying him any attention. His potential revelers wandered down the wide avenue in a tight huddle, laughing and chatting loudly. The teenagers, with their cloaks pulled tight around them, continued down the empty street past Marcus and toward the edge of town. He followed them.

The last revel he’d attended had been with Liz. He thought of her again, as he tailed the kids along the cold street and onto a small track that led into the hills. He’d been away mere weeks, but they stretched behind him like years. Still, he found her words comforting. Lockland would keep her from dancing. They had each other now. He felt a ripple of loneliness. His hunt had stretched on too long without any sign of the quarry. He told himself it was only natural that his spirit flagged, that his mood leaned toward sour.

Someone followed behind him as well, another seeker drifting toward the promise of fairy magic. He could hear footsteps padding against the slick grass as the gate came into view. A small clearing spread at the trail’s end, and there a ring of respectably sized mushrooms waited. The red and white caps glistened over thin stems. Marcus paused at the edge, as though the simple ring were suddenly menacing. He stood there, hesitating, and his shadow entered the clearing.

She stepped out of the dark trees, but halted at the sight of him. Her cloak hid her face. The green velvet swirled around her calves. When Marcus nodded and motioned toward the fairy ring, her slim hands drew back the hood. Large green eyes smiled across the clearing. He drew a breath as a spill of black hair fell around the woman’s shoulders. Marcus found his voice and waved toward the ring once more, “Ladies first?”

The most beautiful woman he’d ever seen shook her head. Her hair fell in waves over daintily pointed ears. Her eyes widened, and she smiled straight through him. “Why not together?” She stepped forward, her head cocked to one side, and lifted her soft boots over the ring of fungi. She waited there, in the center of the gate, until Marcus joined her.

The air stirred within the ring, touched with the unmistakable scent of the Middle World. The elvin woman began the chant. Marcus watched her lips move without hearing the familiar words. The world around them spun. He thought once, as they slipped over, perhaps this revel would be exactly what he needed.
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BEVERLY WILSON WAITED in the rain. The streets around her lay dark and empty. She turned up the collar of her coat and shifted from foot to foot. A street lamp glowed across the road, and music drifted from the doorway of the bar beyond it. It wasn’t her style, and added little comfort to her wet feet and foul disposition.

She stood, wishing she still smoked so that she'd have something to do with her anxious hands. A glance down the alley didn’t help, either. No sign of the kid anywhere. She checked her watch again. This was her third try, the third young idiot she’d sent off with a smart crisp twenty and a mission. She’d give him another fifteen minutes. Third time’s a charm and all.

She’d never seen his two predecessors again. No doubt they’d grabbed the cash and written her off. Glancing down the alley once more, she pulled her coat tighter. She was running out of patience—and twenties. At last, the ring of footsteps sent her spinning around, her hand lowering to the holster and its contents nestled against her waist.

The kid loped up, a grin splitting his acne-riddled face. Sweat shone against his orange hair, and gleamed from his pocked forehead. Bev let out a slow breath. He sidled close to her and glanced over both shoulders, over-eager and overly obvious.

“Did you get it?” She kept her voice intentionally level, tried to sound nonchalant. The kid fidgeted.

“You said there’d be another twenty.” His eyes bulged at his own bravery. Bev could smell the revel on him. She produced another bill, held it just out of reach.

“Let me see it first,” she said.

The kid gulped and reached in his shirt. Plastic rustled against his fingers as he removed a small sandwich bag. Something hung heavily within it. The thin film stretched around a blob the size of a walnut. He swallowed once more and held out the baggie. Bev grabbed it. “Hey!” He began to protest, but as she peered at the contents, eyes narrowing, she lowered the twenty. He snatched it quickly and with one final glance around them, darted away and ran down the street.

“Thank you.” Bev spoke to the empty sidewalk. A thin smile hovered over her lips. She raised the bag, slowly toward the glow from the street lamp. In its pale light, the bag gleamed a salmon pink translucence. “Thank god.”



To the north, a cottage sat in warm contrast to the frigid night. No rain fell, but the air held the crispness of the coming winter months. Light poured from charming windows, flickering against the trees and shrubs beyond. Inside, a fire crackled in the stone hearth. Sitting on the plush rug, back resting against an overstuffed leather sofa, Liz Larson purred. Behind her, cross-legged on the couch, Lockland made good use of her hairbrush. With each long pass of the bristles her muscles turned more liquid. “You’re wicked with that thing.” She peered up at him. “Don’t stop.”

He leaned forward and met her gaze upside down. “I could do this forever.”

“I think I’ll let you,” she said. 

He pressed soft lips against her forehead.

With a click and a rattle, the cottage’s front door opened. The redheaded woman who entered glanced briefly toward them. She pulled off her heavy coat and hung it on a peg inside the doorway. “How was your walk?” 

Liz sighed as the brush returned to action.

“It was brisk, but pleasant.” Jessica’s grin encompassed her entire face. “Was I gone long enough?” She raised her eyebrows at the pair on her couch, watching closely for any sign of a blush. She evaluated their position and sagged visibly before turning and heading toward the small kitchen. “Hair brushing? Man, are you two boring.”

Liz called after her friend. “I love what you’ve done with your hair.”

“You never liked me blond.” Jessica snorted and chuckled her way out of the room. Liz could hear her humming to herself as she moved about in the kitchen. She turned back to Lockland and wrapped her arm around his lower leg.

“Now,” she said. “What were you saying about forever?”

They lay curled together on the couch when Jess returned with a tray and three mugs. She gave one to each of them and sat with the third across the room. Settling into her favorite rocker, she leaned back and took a long drink.

The room cocooned them in an aura of safety. Dark green carpet spread between the paneled walls. The stone fireplace glowed and cast dancing shadows. Jessica hoarded ethnic art with a passion, and the small end tables sported wooden elephants and stone spheres. Two African masks hung behind her chair, and a large framed batik textile dominated the wall behind the couch. She’d draped the windows with gauzy mosquito netting.

A nook between the sitting area and the kitchen held a desk with a badly outdated computer. The screen saver displayed a swarm of faeries drifting across a starry background. Jessica leaned back and eyed the couple on the sofa.

Liz had nearly finished her coffee. She noted that Lockland settled for a polite sip before setting his aside. Jess smiled at them and kicked off her shoes. The walk had been an excuse to give them some moments alone, and Liz experienced yet another surge of gratitude for her friend’s offer of hospitality. She returned her mug to the tray and waited for their nightly discussion to begin.

“So,” Jess began. “Have you heard anything?”

“I heard from Bev yesterday,” Liz said. “She said she’s looking into something, but not what. She said she might need some help, but I haven’t a clue what with.”

“She’s rather cryptic these days.”

“I think she’s trying not to get me involved.”

“I agree.” Jessica nodded slowly. “But you’re already involved. We all are.” She stood and moved to the computer desk. “Another package came this morning, from Sed.”

“He’s quite the wealth of information,” Lockland chimed in.

“Well, his bookstore’s the size of a small country. And he’s got time on his hands.” Jess retrieved a box from behind the desk and returned to place it on the carpet between them. She sat cross-legged beside it and removed several books. “I figured we could all look through these.”

They joined her on the floor, and began to leaf through the volumes. The smell of old paper wafted through the room.

“Marcus’ last letter sounded so forlorn.” Liz leafed through a book on Fairy Myth. “He’s convinced that Brendan has disappeared.”

“Not possible,” Jessica insisted. “Bastard’s out there somewhere.”

“It is possible.” Lockland met the woman’s gaze. “He’s done it before. The only question is ‘how?’ How does a man disappear into thin air?” Elizabeth sat up tall and leaned back on her hands. She watched the other two debate the familiar topic.

“He slipped past them, snuck out another route,” Jessica suggested.

“There was no other route.” Lockland shrugged and looked at his hands. “He didn’t fly out the window.”

“Are you sure?”

“There were bars,” Liz interjected.

“Then he gated out.” Jessica sighed as well. “We keep coming back to this point.” She ran a hand through her hair. “He gated out without a gate. That, my friends, is not possible.”

“Don’t you think so?” Lockland said. “There has to be some magic that would allow it. If Liz can gate hundreds of tourists, why not one man?”

“Two reasons. First, gates are fixed points. Liz could no more gate a fly from a random spot, and where would it go if she did? Second, there has to be another link, someone working on the other side to pull the magic through.”

“Except from our side,” Lockland said. “It can be done alone from our side, and the fairies...”

“The fairies wouldn’t help Brendan,” Liz stared at her hands. They couldn’t. The little ones had been terrified of the man.

“Besides,” Jessica said. “He was already on the Fey side. If someone gated him away, it was from our end. Unless you’re going to tell me your folks can teleport?”

“No,” Lockland conceded. “Nothing like that.”

“Well, we know he’s had help,” Liz said. “Someone’s provided him with equipment, money, and contacts, all from this side. Maybe that’s his link.”

“It still doesn’t solve the spatial issue. There was no gate there.” As Jessica continued, a whisper of a thought struck Elizabeth. Despite the chill it sent through her, she couldn’t shake it. “And how would whoever it was, know wherever he was, and whenever to gate him away?”

“What?” Lockland shook his head and smiled. “This isn’t getting us anywhere. What about the...”

“A link.” Liz spoke under her breath, but both of her companions turned to her. She shivered and stared at the carpet. “It wouldn’t occur to us would it?” She spoke slowly, let her thoughts find voice without censor. “It’s not something we would think of.” She looked up and met Jessica’s frown. Her voice rose, reanimated. “But we would never conceive of slowly poisoning someone, of the kind of torture they inflicted. It is possible, Jess. Think.”

The redhead’s face grew solemn, her eyes opened wider.

“You’re talking about some shady stuff,” Jess said.

“Dark, very dark.” Liz saw her friend’s expression and knew that she understood.

“What are you talking about?” Lockland’s voice dripped worry.

“It would have to be voluntary, who would...” Jessica trailed off.

“Don’t think like one of us, think like them.”

“Who? What are you saying?” Lockland turned from one woman to the other. Liz placed a hand on his thigh, but kept her gaze locked with Jessica’s.

“What?” he asked. 

She smiled a thin smile and leaned into him. “There could be a way. We just don’t know enough about this sort of thing.”

“That’s because we’re smart enough to leave it alone!” Jess said.

“Listen,” Liz took Lockland’s hand and squeezed it. “When that bastard Gable took your form.” She spoke through clenched teeth at the thought of it, but kept her tone gentle. “It was voluntary. You had to give him that power, that part of yourself.”

“I had no choice. They threatened you.”

“Yes, you did it to protect me, but it still worked. Whatever means they used, they controlled you. If someone chose to give themselves wholly, to surrender to another’s power, who knows what they might be capable of doing.”

“There are stories like that,” Jessica broke in. “Medieval mostly, about binding and summoning.”

“But this isn’t an entity. We’re talking about a living human.” Liz’s brain whirled.

“But willingly, with some kind of bond.” Jessica sat up higher, fidgeting with the hem of her shirt.

“A blood link. A physical tie of some form.” Liz finished. Jessica leapt to her feet, took two steps to the computer desk and grabbed the mouse, making a circle with it until the faeries faded into her desktop. Liz shook her head and sighed. After all these years, the two of them still worked well together.

She realized, with a pang of guilt, that they’d left Lockland behind in the rush of excitement and finishing of one another’s sentences. He leaned against the couch with both arms folded across his chest and a confused wrinkle bisecting his brow. Still, he smiled up at her and nodded toward where Jessica stared down her monitor in a vulture’s crouch.

“Is he online?” Liz joined her, watching the screen over her shoulder. “Is he there?”

“He’s always online.” Jessica smiled in the glow from the monitor and moved the mouse. The horrific noises of her modem struggling to connect spilled into the room.

Liz watched as Jessica clicked her mouse. On the desktop the instant message window opened with a disturbing lack of haste. The words, "Sed is typing," scrolled across the bottom of the window, and letters appeared in the white field: HEY.

Jessica’s fingers moved across the keyboard. “Hey yourself, I got the package, thanks.”

The window answered: NO PROBLEM.

Keys clicked again. Liz resisted the temptation the reach across her friend and seize the keys. Jessica had graduated from the hunt and peck school of keyboarding. “Need a favor, we’re looking for info on something new.”

WHAT?

“Medieval sorcery, summoning and binding, blood links.”

“He’s not much of a talker is he?” Liz noted.

“What did you expect from a troll?” Jessica grinned, and the answer appeared on the screen.

OK, ON IT.

“Shit.” She started hitting keys frantically. “Wait, also ceremonial magic and demonology.” The window remained blank. “Shit. He’s gone off already.”

“Just like that?” Liz asked.

“Just like that.” Jess closed the window and clicked the disconnect button.

“Shouldn’t we wait for him?”

“Could be days. He goes wandering in the stacks. The last time I asked him anything I didn’t hear from him for a week. Then he pops back on and blurts out the answer. By then I’d forgotten what the question was.” She sighed and turned from the screen. “That’s a troll for you.”

Liz put a hand on her friend’s shoulder and peered down at her. “Maybe, but he’s your troll. I think we’re damn lucky to have him.” 

If he managed to find them the information they needed, they’d be better than lucky. She’d consider it just shy of a miracle.
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Chapter Three
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BEV’S BOOTS HAMMERED a sharp rhythm against the damp sidewalk. She made her way across town on foot, her haste resting in the warm contents of the sandwich bag tucked in her jacket pocket. She reached down and checked it again. Safe. Still there. She turned another corner and the Irish Fiddle appeared. The little pub was enjoying a small revival, and the crowd of bodies inside made Bev smile. Folk music tumbled from the open doorway. She paused briefly despite her hurry and picked out the tune, hummed a little as she continued. 

By the time she heard the sirens, she’d nearly stumbled into the scene.

The glare of lights reflected red and blue from the side street ahead. The screech of tires and the sirens’ wailing announced the arrival of another car. A black and white sped down the road she walked. It passed her and pulled to a stop, blocking the little alley. As she drew near, two officers exited the vehicle. One of them motioned for her to stop.

“I’m sorry ma’am, you’ll need to move around.” He pointed to the opposite sidewalk.

“I’m an officer.” Bev flashed her badge and tucked it away in one rapid gesture. Technically, she wasn’t PD. 

The man in blue frowned, but shouts from the alley proved more pressing. He waved for her to follow. She walked behind him past the second patrol car blocking the alley. She saw four more officers crouched against the buildings, three in uniforms and a fourth wearing plain clothes and a long camel coat. One of the men used a roll of tape to mark off the alley. Bev recognized him and averted her gaze as he passed. She’d nearly reached the victim before the older detective noticed her.

“Who the hell is that?” He stood tall and positioned his body to block her view. Behind him, the alley glistened. A dumpster leaned rusting against the brick building, and it was wet with more than the rain.

“Agent Beverly Wilson.” She met his gaze but didn’t push her luck.

“You’re from the Embassy?” He never waited for her answer. “I recognize you.”

Bev waited to be ushered away. She’d seen enough anyway. She’d seen the blood. But the cop only nodded. 

“Good.” 

Instead of dismissing her, he waved for her to follow. He led her straight to the dumpster, and she caught a first-hand glimpse of just how gruesome the murder had been. Blood pooled on the asphalt and splashed over the dumpster itself, more blood than Bev had seen in a long time. She held her stomach in check, regretting her curiosity. 

“York,” the detective called to an officer kneeling at the dumpster’s end. “This is Agent Wilson.”

“Fairy Cop?” The man called York didn’t bother looking up. “Good.” 

What he kneeled over had been a body once. Bev felt the color drain from her face. Something had torn it to pieces. York stood slowly and looked at her for the first time. He sighed. 

“Maybe you can tell us what those belong to.” He pointed at the pooling black fluids near his feet. The largest part of the body lay in the puddle, but pieces had been scattered across the alley. The thick fluid spread under the dumpster and out over the rough surface of the alley’s floor. Where it ended, a trail began. Footsteps the size of a child’s led down the pavement. They shone red and distinct in the glare of headlights. 

Bev saw the shape of claws, the elongate curve of a heel, and cursed. They weren't even close to human.



Marcus Bramble looked at the elvin woman bathed in silvery light. Music drifted through the Middle World, soft against his ears. A pair of green eyes met his. “My name is Laurel.” She held out her hand. “Laurel Haven.”

He took it, smiling like a fool. “I’m Marcus. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Her eyes crinkled around the edges as she smiled back. She dropped his hand and walked toward the revel grounds, looking back over her shoulder. The Fey light glowed in a halo around her. “Aren’t you coming, Marcus?”

He followed just as foolishly. They strode together to the clearing’s edge, taking their place among the spectators. Around them the dark woods hummed with fairy music. Twenty or so elves and gnomes gathered on the soft grass. Marcus and Laurel joined them, sitting cross-legged to wait. He felt the familiar anticipation in the air. Familiar. There might be less conversation than he’d have called normal, but the crowd appeared universal. He smiled at a gnome sitting nearby, then turned back to find Laurel’s eyes on him. It wouldn’t be long. He remembered the routine, the Dancers’ procession and the offering. Though Laurel’s smile warmed his mood, she also made him nervous. He searched for something to say and found his words had scattered.

Suddenly, her hand moved to cover his, pressing down and sending a tingle up his arm. She leaned toward him with wide eyes. “Here they come.” 

Her voice, an excited whisper, mingled with the sounds around him. Together, they glanced across the clearing. The crowd joined them, and though the routine was nothing new, Marcus found himself sweating and nearly twitching with nerves.

This is familiar, this is all familiar, he thought fiercely. But as the Dancer’s came to the circle’s edge, as they drifted into its center, his uneasiness grew. The cloud of fairy bodies whirled above the six men. They stood in a circle on the ground, but each wore uniform grey from neck to heel and the same blank expression fixed on all their faces. They were all elves, and they moved with purpose and as one. As Marcus watched, he noted the set jaws, subtle glances back and forth. 

He shifted uncomfortably and leaned over to Laurel. “Have you seen anything like this before?”

“Not this group.” She turned to him with a smile that lit her entire face. It soothed him, like thick wine would have, and sent the worries swirling from his thoughts. The music sped up. The tempo arched through the mass of fairy bodies overhead. In the center, the Dancers stood in a ring, staring into one another’s faces. They bowed quickly and a hush fell on the crowd. Across the grounds, the throng twisted and craned to see the offering, carried by faeries on a gleaming silver platter. It floated into the center of the waiting troop.

Marcus shifted in place once more as the men moved forward to the trays and the heap of fairy treats. Laurel’s hand still rested on his. His breath caught in his chest, and he felt a pressure building. One by one the Dancers took the food, placed the sweets in their mouths. One by one they floated straight upward from the silver grass. The music changed, building. It took the Dancers, and their bodies began to sway.

Marcus’ eyes narrowed. The Dancers turned together, relaxed, and began to undulate. Their arms and legs shot out, meeting in the circle’s center. Their bodies drifted higher. They twisted as one unit, turning again and again. This was not familiar. This dance had been choreographed. He could feel the intent behind the men’s movements. And though he wanted to move, to rise from the dewy ground, something about Laurel’s palm on his anchored him in place. His legs felt heavy, and her eyes shined up at him like wide, green beacons in the fog. The Dancers joined hands and spun in a slow circle twelve feet above the ground.

Then the music changed again.

Marcus began to sweat. He felt the droplets on his forehead. The heat of Laurel’s hand distracted his mind, and the movement of the Dancer’s blurred. Pictures replaced them in his vision. A series of images flashed from out of nowhere. Twisting bodies and soft skin. Marcus shook his head. Alarmed and unable to rise, he tried to focus on the men dancing, but their image continued to blur and separate. He saw things where they should have been. An ape shifted and rippled into a human man. The man twisted into an ape. The ape sprouted a human face. He found a thought in his head and marveled that it should be there without his knowledge. The thought shouted at him, Animals. A woman with the ears and tail of a leopard joined the ape-man. He stalked her in a tight circle. The thought hissed, Animals.

The ape-man launched into the feline woman. They rolled together across the circle grounds. Marcus fidgeted, swallowed hard, and tried to look away. The leopard’s tail wound around the man’s leg. His face buried into the fur at her neck. It lifted slowly and turned to stare into Marcus’ eyes. The features held him mesmerized and the gaze drove into him. Animals, animals. The thought threatened to explode, stretching painfully behind his ears. His stare fixed on the man-ape’s face. Slowly, the features shifted. The ears stretched—the bones thinned. The ape was a man was an elf.

The thought in his head twisted. It pounded against his hot temples, determined, staccato. Human! It hissed at him. It would not be ignored. Human, human, human! He threw his hands to his head and howled. The chant continued to rage through him. Marcus fought it, tearing his eyes from the scene on the grounds. He turned away and his gaze locked onto Laurel. She stared up at him, had moved very close to his side. Fear shone from her large eyes. Her shoulders trembled under soft, raven hair. Her lips moved.

“Marcus.” She leaned closer. “Help.”

He reached out and wrapped an arm across her shoulders. He could feel her shaking, heard the chant ringing through her body as well. She clung to him, and his face lowered. He smelled sweetness in the long hair. He lifted it aside, felt the heat pouring from the skin of her neck. The smooth silk of her shoulder brushed against his cheek. Slowly, he turned his head. Slowly, the chant raged through them. He drew back his trembling lips and bit down hard into her flesh.

A sharp squeal escaped. Laurel struggled against him, her fingernails biting into the back of his neck. His arms tightened and he rolled her deftly underneath him, her writhing bringing their bodies together. He wrapped his fingers in her hair and pulled, arching her face into view. A fierce expression stalked over her features, her lips stretched over pointed teeth. Desire shivered through him and he dove, his mouth smashing against her teeth, tearing at lips that unnervingly tore back. The taste of blood stung on his tongue, unidentified. Laurel kicked out, her knee planting in his side and sending him twisting. She pushed off against the ground and rolled over him. 

The music pounded in the air.

Marcus lay underneath her, his arms still gripping like iron around her body. Her hands raked his sides and tugged away his cloak. Her legs wrapped around his hips. Marcus struggled to breathe. The weight of the woman pressed down, squeezed his lungs. Her hair covered his face, and pain lanced through him—her teeth against his neck. Fury drove his thoughts aside and sent his hands tearing at the cloth of her garments. She bit harder, twisted her fingers against his shirt. The music of the revel pulsed, driving his heartbeat against his ribs and herding his mind through image after image. The chant, human, animal, elf, human, beat in his veins. They were lost to it, lost in a sea of bodies and oblivious to the writhing taking place all around them.
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