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        Resist the call to the dance when the Fae are about…

      

      

      

      Becks rented the country cottage in Ireland to live out a long-held dream of writing in Ireland surrounded by history and myth and some good Irish beer. But the difficulties of the real world followed her to the Emerald Isle along with a frustrating case of writer’s block. Deadlines, business issues, and a novel that decides not to write itself leave Becks wandering the fields, looking for inspiration. Or even just a little of that magic she’d hoped to capture on her trip.

      Hearing laughter in a fallow field, mysterious mists crawling along the rich dark soil, and a warning from the local pub owner leave her wondering what magic those fields really hold. What creatures lay beyond that thin mist. What dangers taunt her during the dark nights with music that calls her to the dance.

      Becks discovers much more than she bargained for on her trip to a country cottage in Ireland. Including a threat that feels all too real. And a call to a world that, if she dares enter, could lead down a path to her destruction.

      

      Author’s Note: To Dance in Fallow Fields at Midnight is also published in the contemporary fantasy collection HAUNTS AND HOWLS AND FAIRY DALES.
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      Becks walked past the pond down the lane from her house, the sun soft on her skin as the birds and bugs droned in the early autumn warmth. She’d been struggling with her novel for hours and needed out of the house, needed to go for a walk. And the day had turned out beautiful.

      If only she could better enjoy it.

      Her head spun and whirled and frustration gnawed at her. Deadlines loomed. A problem with a galley proof came up last minute. And her current novel was so stuck she wanted to chuck the whole thing into the pond.

      She’d indulged an old dream coming here. Renting a cottage in Ireland. Mostly to write. A little bit to escape. But mostly to write. Unfortunately, the dream was slowly turning into a nightmare. All the usual problems and issues followed her here. The writing wasn’t an uninterrupted free for all as she’d hoped. And she’d been sleeping bad for the last week thanks to some strange sounds coming from the direction of the pond. She thought it might be someone’s escaped herd of sheep. But when she went down to the pond in the morning after the second night, she hadn’t seen anything that looked like sheep hoof prints.

      She’d come down to the pond every morning for a week after the noise and bad night’s sleep. Whatever the ruckus was, there was no evidence of it in the morning. That didn’t help her sleep.

      The dirt path to the pond was bracketed by grass as green as you might expect in Ireland. And the area was dotted with trees, she thought oaks but needed to look them up. The pond itself was just a small hole in the ground, barely three feet across. She could probably jump over it if she got a running start.

      Beyond the pond was a stacked stone fence, broken by a metal swing gate over a metal cattleguard. She was a city girl, she’d never seen a cattleguard before and had had to ask one of the locals at the pub what the metal grate was for. The one thing about this dream trip turning nightmare that had worked out as she’d hoped was the cozy local pub with lots of Irish music and beer and, as the Irish said, craic. Fun. She loved that word for fun. And the locals hadn’t chuckled too long at her not knowing what a cattleguard was.

      Her one superpower was being able to ask questions without worrying that they were stupid questions. In her heart of hearts, she knew every question, no matter how ridiculous, was valid. And that attitude almost always got her answers supplied generously. Once the answerer accepted that she was sincere in her question.

      The fields beyond the metal gate and cattleguard seemed to be fallow. There was only dark, rich soil, green green grass, and a lot of rocks. At the far side, a little stream surrounded by trees was just visible. She’d been tempted to go down to the stream since first arriving. But when she set a hand on the gate, when she thought about passing over that cattleguard and going into the fields, she just…froze. She couldn’t make herself open the gate.

      After that happened a few times, she decided the impulse was her better angels telling her not to trespass on whoever’s property was beyond that fence without permission, and she’d stopped trying to get to the stream.

      Today, though, with the sun out and the breeze cool and flavored with greenery and autumn, with her frustration riding her hard, she considered the gate again. And the stream beyond. A walk through the shady trees near a bubbling brook sounded so idyllic. The very stuff of her Irish fantasies. Peaceful walks by brooks during the afternoon, lots of fiction written in the evening after those walks.

      Maybe that’s all she needed. To experience some of that Dream Ireland. To live the moments she’d imagined experiencing. Maybe that would help her creative brain open up and solve the bloody problems in her novel.

      A crow flew overhead, its shadow making the sunlight flicker. She glanced up in time to see it swing past and bank over the fallow field before circling back and landing on the stone wall a hundred yards away. The crow cawed and ruffled its feathers.

      Becks turned back to the gate, but the instant she set her hand to it, the moment her hand touched that metal, her body shivered and a sweep of what she could only call fear moved through her. Like crossing the cattleguard would bring out something terrible. The fear, the throat-clutching, stomach-churning, better-run-soon terror was so sudden, so swift, and so new she gasped and stepped back from the gate as if it had burned her.

      What the actual hell?

      She blinked and looked beyond the gate. And this time, instead of a sunny field of grass and a beautiful, tree-lined stream, fog rose up from the ground, covering the grass, obscuring the stream. Mist that looked like it had…something moving inside it. Shapes. Shapes that swirled. Shapes that moved.

      Shapes that laughed.

      Becks felt a scream crawling up her throat. She backed up so fast, her foot hit the edge of the pond, and she stepped into the water. The pond wasn’t deep. The water only came up to her ankle. But between the shock of cold water filling her sneakers, and the almost child-like laughter coming from inside the strange mist, she did scream. Or more let out a strangled half-gasp, half-screech. She leapt out of the water as if something inside the pond might grab her and stumbled a few more steps toward the path back to her rental cottage.

      When she looked at the pond, the surface settled like glass. Reflecting the bright blue sky overhead.

      And when she looked back at the field…nothing but dark soil and green green grass, and a sunny, welcoming brook lined with trees beyond.

      The crow cawed again and launched back into the air, circling off toward the village.

      Becks stopped in her retreat to stare. What. The. Hell?

      Was she losing her mind? Starting to hallucinate because she couldn’t break out of her funk and just finish her damned novel?

      This didn’t feel like some sort of creative break through. The…whatever had just happened didn’t suddenly solve her plot problems. She wasn’t writing a spooky book.

      She took a step back toward the stone fence, but even though the field remained sunny and pleasant and rocky looking, a hand of fear clenched her throat. Choking away her curiosity.

      Becks spun around and headed back toward the cottage.

      So much for a walk to clear her head. Now she was creeped out and confused.

      And scared.
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      The noise came from the pond again that night. But this time it didn’t sound like random feet-shuffling, muffled movement, like a sheep herd escaped. As she lay awake listening that night, it sounded more like…music and laughter. Like someone was throwing a party.

      She wondered if all that racket was actually coming from the pond or from the field beyond. Maybe she should ask who owned the field at the pub. Ask if they were holding parties at night.

      If all her bad sleep had been because of parties instead of sheep, though, wouldn’t she have seen some evidence of that? Maybe the other nights had been sheep and this was a party?

      There had to be a logical explanation, though. Flute music was weird, but she wouldn’t put it past drunk partiers to be playing flutes. There had to be an explanation.

      Even if some of the laughter she heard sounded suspiciously like the ghostly laughter she’d heard inside the mist that afternoon.

      She stuffed pillows against her ears and tried to sleep.

      The next day, she did go up to the pub for lunch after another frustrating morning trying to write. She’d typed sentences, a lot of them, and none of them went anywhere. It was like she was that guy in that horror movie typing the same line over and over again. Except she wasn’t typing the same line. She was typing different sentences. But they weren’t taking
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