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Tess tucked her red hair behind her ear with a
brusque gesture. She should have taken the time to braid it this
morning, but the call came early, waking her out of a tangle of
dreams. Double homicide downtown with some freaky strange details.
She was glad she wasn't at the mercantile building dealing with
guts strung across the ceilings like Christmas lights. No, she was
out in the boonies serving a search warrant on a deserted farmhouse
where the suspect's bloody car had turned up. By herself, at least
until backup arrived. Roxy the dispatcher and Beavis the desk clerk
were all she had. The department was stretched way too thin by this
bizarre crime. Goose Creek wasn't the type of town that warranted
much homicide time from its cops. Mac and Fred were both trying to
make sense of the strange symbols painted with the victims' blood
on the floors of the store. Nobody had a clue why the perp had
included roses from the floral stand and a dismembered pineapple in
the display. A single banana had been left like a bent exclamation
point right in the center between the two mangled bodies.

Tess eased the front door open. "Police!" she shouted
as she swung her gun to cover all possible hiding spots in the
entry. The old farmhouse creaked in the early morning sun. The
furniture in the living room was old, worn, and covered with a
fuzzy layer of dust, but somebody had been here recently, judging
from the tracks across the wood floor. A lot of somebodies and not
all of them human. The place reeked of fox, skunk, and a whole lot
of rodents.

She prowled further into the dimly lit house. The
main floor was clear—front parlor, two bedrooms, and a big farm
kitchen—clear of humans, at least. Mice scurried into the shadows
at her furtive footsteps.

"Police!" She swept a glance over the stairs leading
up. Nothing bigger than a skunk had stirred the dust. That left
only the basement cellar. She slipped through the hall to the top
of the stairs leading down into darkness.

A passing farmer had reported seeing lights and
hearing strange screams just before dawn. The timeline fit with the
murders. So did the tire tracks that led to the farm straight from
the parking lot of the mercantile. The lunatic who killed those two
poor clerks had painted weird symbols with blood on the tires,
leaving an unmistakeable trail to follow.

Tess tapped her radio. "Roxy? You here yet?"

The reply was so full of static Tess couldn't
understand a word. She waited until it ended.

"I'm headed to the cellar of the old farmhouse. I'd
appreciate backup real soon."

Bloody handprints lined the wall. The smell of
burning candles and dust hung in the air. Tess eased onto the first
step. She stopped, her gun pointed into the dark cellar. She didn't
want to rush into the arms of a waiting psycho. Not by herself.

The scream started as a moan, quickly escalating to a
wailing banshee. The hairs on Tess's arms stood straight up, along
with every other hair on her body. The scream cut off abruptly. A
puff of fetid air brushed over the detective's face.

"Wait time's over," she muttered. She stormed down
the stairs. Something was in pain down there. Another victim?
Maybe.

Candle flames flickered, sending shadows dancing over
the walls. Tess suppressed the urge to vomit. The cellar was
another gruesome scene, but this time, the only victim wore fur and
might have been a raccoon.

She jumped as the scream came again. Weird,
unearthly, enough to make all the hair on her body stand up
straight and her finger tighten on the trigger.

"Police!" She aimed at the dark corner draped in
cobwebs. She caught a flicker of green eyes down low.

A cat streaked from the corner and up the stairs,
gone almost before she identified it.

Tess released the breath she'd been holding and slid
her gun into the holster. She crouched to study the bizarre murder
scene. Blood and guts spattered the uneven concrete floor. Bits of
fur decorated lumps of coal and moldy fruit that surrounded fat
candles, the kind in a tall glass with biblical scenes on the
sides. The mess was at least a day old, judging by how low the
candles were and how dried the corpse bits were. Symbols were
etched onto the floor in dried blood. Tess pulled out her phone to
take pictures in the dim flickering light of the candles.

Something crunched in the corner, like a stealthy
footstep.

She dropped the phone and whirled, her gun in her
hand. "Show yourself!"

A woman stepped into the light. She was at least
six-two and built like Marilyn Monroe, if the actress had been a
linebacker for the NFL. Her clothes and hair were dark green, both
tied with laces. Her eyes flashed white and green against the
darkness of her skin, which was black. Not dark brown but midnight
black, as if someone had poured ink over her. She held a crooked
stick in one hand, pointing it as if it were a weapon.

"Drop it!" Tess shouted automatically.

"You drop it," the woman answered. Her voice was
hoarse and deep, rasping in her throat like an old smoker's.

Tess rose slowly to her feet, keeping her gun trained
on the strange woman. "Put it down and no one gets hurt."

The woman's lips quirked. They were black, too, with
bluish green highlights. "Put yours down and no one has to
die."

"Wrong answer," Tess muttered. Her finger tightened
on the trigger.

"You loaded with silver?" the woman asked, her face
showing amusement. "Because nothing else can touch me. Besides, I
didn't do this. I'm looking for the perpetrators."

Tess loosened her grip every so slightly. She wasn't
reading a threat from the strange woman. "I'm pointing a Glock at
you."

"And I'm carrying a Thriebold Sixty-Four, which means
nothing to you. Let's just say it is loaded with some nasty spells
and can hold quite a bit of power. Want to find out what life might
be as a garter snake? I didn't think so." The dark woman knelt in
one fluid motion. Her finger hovered over a gobbet of raccoon
meat.

"Don't touch the crime scene." The woman had Tess off
balance. Maybe she was a hallucination.

"Don't worry, I'm a trained professional, too. Name's
Shondeen. I'd give my last name but it takes almost half a page to
write and too long to say. I'm an agent with the FBI."

Tess lowered her gun, thoroughly confused now.
"You're a fed?" The crime had gone from Twin Peaks to X-Files in a
hurry.

The woman, Shondeen, cracked a smile. "Don't be
silly. FBI—Fairyland Border Investigations. We've got a class seven
unauthorized intrusion here. Redcaps. Nasty." Shondeen flashed her
green and white eyes at Tess. "Put the gun away and I'll fill you
in. I could use some help on this one. I don't have time to call in
backup from my side and the sooner we catch these unnatural spawn
of the depths, the better for everyone." She went back to her
examination of the bloody symbols.

Tess slid her gun back into the holster.
"Fairyland?"

"Yep," Shondeen answered without looking away from
the mess. She held one hand over a guttering candle. "We patrol the
border to stop unauthorized intrusions into your world. I was
tracking a pair of redcaps after they purchased supplies for making
a crossing portal, but they gave me the slip. At least I'm in time
to stop them from more than mischief."

"No, you're not. They murdered two store clerks this
morning."

Shondeen cursed in a foreign language, at least Tess
assumed it was cursing. It's what she would have done. "Tell me
about it."

Tess shrugged. "I wasn't there long, but long enough
to see blood and guts and symbols like those."

"And what else?" Shondeen rose to her full impressive
height, her bush of green hair brushing the unfinished ceiling.
"Tell me every detail you can remember."

"Two bodies, guts strung through the light fixtures,
it was horrible."

"And was there more?"

"Roses, a pineapple, and a banana."

"This is bad, very bad." Shondeen sucked in a breath,
then coughed. She started wheezing. She stumbled to the stairs and
clutched the banister like a lifeline. Her black face couldn't turn
purple, but it was obvious she was having a hard time
breathing.

Tess went into helpful cop mode automatically. She
crossed the room to stand next to Shondeen. Tess felt very short
and unhelpful as she said, "Just calm down. Take a slow
breath."

Shondeen shot her a dark glare. "Asthma. Allergic."
She retrieved an inhaler from her pocket. She sucked on it twice,
puffing medicine into her lungs. She coughed when she finished,
long and rattling. "Much better. Dust and human-world animals get
me every time."

Tess folded her arms across her chest. This amazon
woman—she paused. Fairy? Elf? The black ears were pointed at the
tips, but fairies were supposed to be tiny things with wings.
Whatever. Shondeen knew more than she was sharing.

"I've seen all I need to here," Shondeen said. "Take
me to the murder scene. We need to hurry."

"Not until you tell me why."

"Because redcaps are nasty customers and unless you
want your body count to climb exponentially, we need to stop them.
Pronto. I'll tell you on the way."

"Look, I have no way to tell if you're lying or if
I'm dreaming here. I should call this in." Tess reached for her
radio.

Shondeen puffed out a sigh that turned into a cough.
She cleared her throat and spat out a gob of mucus when she
finished. "I can show you my badge if that will help."

Tess bit her lip. "How do I explain you? You aren't
exactly normal, human, you know."

"Your ancestors were Irish, right? I'm guessing you
inherited more than just the red hair from them. The Irish were
always close to the fey, fairyland citizens. They can see us, talk
to us, even travel to Fairyland with no problems. Every one else
should just see me as a normal human. But just to be safe—" She
tapped herself with her stick. A faint shimmer of silver light slid
over her skin. She seemed less substantial than before. "Take me
back to the other crime scene. I need to see what they wrote. And
if we're lucky, we'll stop them before they strike again."

Shondeen's hand was cool and smooth on her arm. The
silver glow tickled, like fizz in soda. Tess found herself nodding,
trusting this creature of the fey. She shook herself free of the
spell, stepping back.

"Don't use that glamour on me, my grandmother used to
tell me about it," Tess said. Her hand rested on the butt of her
gun.

Shondeen rolled her eyes. "Sorry, but I don't have
time to build a relationship with you. I need to stop those redcaps
and get them back into their fey sanctuary before they hurt anyone
else. Can we just agree to trust each other for now?"

"Answer two questions first."

Shondeen nodded, but pursed her lips impatiently.

"Why did you ask about silver?"

"It's the only thing that can hurt the fey in your
world. Even a tiny scratch is enough to incapacitate one of us.
Sulfur and red phosphorus can be used to put us to sleep. Now I've
given you the two ways to defeat me. And the redcaps."

"Speaking of them, what are redcaps?"

"That's a long answer. Let me tell you while you
drive." Shondeen started up the stairs. They creaked under her
weight.

"You know about cars?" Tess asked as she
followed.

"I've been an agent for close to fifty years now. I
used to want an Edsel, way back when I first started, but cars
don't work in Fairyland. Just like magic in your world doesn't
always work right, your machines don't always work right in
Fairyland. I still wanted an Edsel, just to sit in. I loved those
cars."

Tess shook her head as she climbed the stairs.
Strange day and it promised to get weirder. She couldn't help but
harbor at least a little resentment towards the fairy woman.
Besides being shapely and exotic, she carried an air of superiority
and competence that made Tess feel about as attractive and
intelligent as a brain-damaged cockroach.

Shondeen stopped in the dusty
front parlor. She cocked her head to one side as if listening. She
held one hand up, signaling Tess to
silence.

Tess slid her gun from the holster, her finger
sliding alongside the trigger, ready to pull and fire in an
instant. "What?" she whispered.

"Someone outside." Shondeen's voice was like a breath
of wind, barely heard yet completely clear.

A car door slammed. "Tess? You in there?" Beavis's
voice was unmistakeable, a thick country accent colored every vowel
and slurred the consonants.

"Who's the idiot?" Shondeen whispered. Her attention
flickered to every corner of the room, watching the shadows.

"My backup," Tess answered as she holstered her
weapon yet again.

Shondeen drew in a deep breath through her nostrils.
"This place reeks of redcap mischief and magic." Her voice was no
longer a whisper, but still low.

Tess pulled open the front door. "All clear
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