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To Ariel and Marial,

Thanks
for all the nagging!


Chapter 1

“Meow.”

I cracked one eye
balefully. Brightness burned my retina. I yawned, jaw cracking
painfully, and turned over onto my left side, appreciating that one
blissful moment of peace afforded by a good night’s sleep. It
wouldn’t last long. As my body woke, so would its enemy. But in
this brief moment, there was a reprieve. I savored it, luxuriating in
the joy of simply feeling “normal.” A movement jostled the end of
the bed. “Good morning.” A fuzzy black face appeared in my
vision. Hot cat breath and kitty kisses. “Ugh, stop. Samson.
Stooooop.” My hand left the warmth and safety of the covers to
scritch his head while trying to avoid the jaws of doom. I failed and
he latched on to the meaty pad under my pinky, sinking in his teeth
just to the edge of ouch. I pulled the covers off my face to glare at
him. He relented, then gave a pitiful mew.

“Yeah, yeah. I know.
You’re starving to death. Poor baby.” Jumping down from the bed,
he padded off into the kitchen to wait. He knew the routine.

Sighing, I resolved to
get up. I started with my toes, gently wiggling them, feeling the
tingle and burn begin. I stretched my arches and rotated my ankles.
Pins and needles began flooding my feet. Gently, I stretched my
calves — ah shit — burning, cramping, Charley horse — oh god ow ow ow
ow ooh — okay it’s easing…thighs, thighs are okay…hips are
sore, achy, stiff, not too bad…lower back, ooooohhhh that’s
really sore…upper body and arms are okay today, hands feel good,
neck turns freely, no pounding headache. My jaw was a little sore and
I had that tightness behind my eyes that meant a possible migraine
later, but in the moment, I was good. I could move, nothing was
excruciating, all of my parts were in working order.

Hmmm. All of my
parts? Better take advantage. Grinning to myself, I reached over
to my nightstand drawer and pulled out Roger. His cheerful pink color
and adorable bunny ears tickled my sense of humor, as always. Pushing
the button that got Roger’s ears twitching, I licked my lips,
anticipating the vibration. Nothing happened.

“Fuck.”

“Meooooow.”

“Fuck.”

After plugging in
Roger’s USB cord to charge and feeding Samson, I put the coffee on.
Mmm. That smell. I grabbed a cup, splashed in my favorite soy
creamer and sat on the couch, cracking open my laptop. Checking my
email, I groaned when I saw the deluge of spam. “Natural Cure
for Fybromyalgia! Click Here!” “Get the Relief You Deserve!”
“You’ll Never Believe This One Simple Trick for Chronic Pain!”
After deleting all of those, I had one actual email. The most recent
test results were in. I braced myself. Yep. Negative. So it
wasn’t lupus.

That was it. I’d been
tested for every possible ailment and still had no answers. They’d
given me a loose diagnosis of “chronic pain.” My symptoms were
inconsistent with every diagnosis and no single label covered all of
my issues.

I sighed, took a sip of
my coffee. Did it really matter if I had a name for what was wrong
with me? In all likelihood, there was no cure, so labeling it
wouldn’t make much difference. But somehow I felt like naming it
would give me an advantage. At the least, I could tell people a
disease they’d have heard of and they’d make that sad face for
me. I shook my head and laughed ruefully.

No point feeling sorry for myself.
I shut the laptop lid roughly and stuck it on the lower shelf of the
little wooden coffee table.

In the kitchen, I peered up through
the casement window over the sink. Sunshine! Wonderful.
Mid-March, it would still be cool and breezy outside, but some time
in the sun would definitely do me good. I threw a gluten-free bagel
in the toaster oven and made my second cup of coffee before spreading
avocado on the toasted atrocity. Sprinkled it with Everything
seasoning and added some fresh strawberries to the plate. I looked at
my breakfast and sighed. I missed real bread. Cheese. Meat and eggs.
But I was trying this restrictive, plant-based, whole-food,
gluten-free diet in the hopes that it would reduce inflammation. Oh,
well. Luckily, I liked fruits and veggies. But I sure did miss
real wheat bread.

I carried my coffee,
breakfast plate, and book, carefully balanced, up the basement stairs
to my landlady’s laundry room. She was there, transferring a load
from the washer to the dryer.

“Good morning,
Antigone!” Maeve said brightly.

“Morning,” I said,
shutting the door with my shoulder. “You can call me Ant,” I
reminded her.

She smiled. “Okay,
Ant. What are you up to on this beautiful Friday morning?”

“I’m gonna hit the
hammock, soak up some sunshine before work.” Maeve was kind enough
to afford me the house’s side yard as part of my rental.

I couldn’t believe
that I’d found such a perfect apartment. I’d lived with my
parents (adoptive, but to me they were just Mom and Dad) until I’d
finished my two-year Associate of Arts degree. Being twenty-one, I
figured it was about time I had my own place. I’d lucked into this
apartment — I’d been riding by on my way to work when I saw the
“For Rent” sign tucked in the basement window. Maeve had
basically rented it to me on the spot. She’d taken me through the
gate to the fenced, private side yard, told me it was included in the
rent, and showed me the apartment. As soon as I entered the little
studio, I felt at home. There was something comforting and womb-like
about the space. It’s like a Tardis, I’d thought —
bigger on the inside. It had amazing light for an underground
dwelling, with casement windows all around. A full kitchen and bath,
with an actual clawfoot bathtub. It even had cat doors. I had given
Maeve my rent and deposit and started moving in the very next day
with help from Mom and Dad.

Anywhere else, I might have minded
passing through the laundry room to get outside, but I liked Maeve
and enjoyed the excuse to interact with her. Tall and slender, she
had a riotous mane of curly red hair, currently pinned up in a loose,
messy bun. She seemed confident and self-possessed. I guessed her age
to be mid-twenties, but it was hard to pin down. I didn’t really
know anything about her. We’d only had casual conversations so far.
But since I’d only officially finished moving in on Tuesday, I
wasn’t worried. There’d be plenty of time to get to know each
other.

The laundry room had a
locking exterior door, to which I had a key, so it amounted to a
private entrance. I waited for Maeve to be done, then set my coffee
cup on the dryer to open the door.

Maeve spoke suddenly.
“How do you like the place? Everything working for you?”

I turned to reply. She
was standing in the open doorway to the kitchen, hip cocked, one
elegant hand on the door. Her calf-length sundress had little
strawberries dotted all over it. Her feet were bare, the toenails a
matching berry red. I stared maybe a little too long at her shapely,
muscular, alabaster calves. Wondering idly what it would be like to
slide my hand over her silken skin, I felt my cheeks heat up.

“Yep!” I chirped,
twisting a strand of hair around my finger. “I love it here! Can’t
wait to get some plants!”

“Oh, do you like to
garden?” She looked pleased.

I nodded emphatically.
“Yeah, I love to grow stuff. I’m so happy to have space for that.
I’m gonna plant flowers, tomatoes, maybe some herbs…” I was
babbling.

“I’m glad you’re
making yourself at home. The side yard is so empty right now; it’d
be great if you wanted to put in a garden. It’s all yours; do
whatever you’d like. Help yourself to the garden tools.” She
gestured at the small storage closet to her left. “There’s a
shovel, rake, trowels, and gloves in there.”

“Cool, thanks!” I
grinned, a little light-headed. Jeez, Ant, get a grip.

“Enjoy the sunshine.”
She lifted her hand in a graceful little wave and shut the kitchen
door. Juggling my book and plate, I held the door open with my hip,
grabbed my coffee, and stepped outside into the fresh morning air.

I set my stuff on the
little wooden crate I was using as a side table and flopped ever so
gracefully into the free-standing hammock underneath the overhanging
branches of the willow tree in the front yard, which sent its limbs
and dangling tendrils out over the six-foot fence. My head was shaded
by the willow’s soft yellow-green dappled light, while my legs were
exposed to the sun. I picked up my book, the newest T. Kingfisher
novel, and flipped it open to the marked page.

The sun was warm on my
skin. A light breeze lifted my hair and kissed my cheeks. I sipped my
coffee, then took a bite of my not-bagel. Perfectly content, I
happily munched my way through my breakfast, savoring the avocado’s
creaminess and the tart bite and sweet finish of the strawberries,
stopping to sip my rich dark-roast coffee from time to time.
Gradually, the warmth of the sun and the fullness of my belly
combined to make me drowsy. My eyelids drooped. My book fell from my
loose hand and dropped onto my chest. I startled, then returned to my
light doze. As the hammock rocked gently in the breeze and the
combination of sunlight and shade painted abstract flashes of red and
gold behind my closed eyelids, a fantasy began to take shape. A skirl
of dancing fairies, glowing like fire. Leaping with abandon, they
whirled and shifted, long limber limbs contorting and bending in
unnatural ways. My mouth curved up in an involuntary smile at their
antics.

Suddenly, a deeper
flash of red. It appeared again as the breeze moved the trailing
willow vines above me. The fairies faded away as the shadows deepened
and the red grew more distinct, coalescing into a form…a shape…
a woman’s shape. Perhaps Maeve? I licked my lips lightly, a taste
of strawberries still on my tongue. In that magical state between
waking and sleep, I reached out to her, but she evaded my grasp.
Slowly, she began moving her hips in a serpentine pattern, undulating
gracefully. I envisioned her hair leaving its bun and cascading down
her back, reaching nearly to her waist. Her sundress mysteriously
melted away, leaving her nude before me. That wild, curly mane of
deep copper-red hair fell about her, covering her breasts. I squirmed
in the hammock, feeling the warmth between my legs. My panties were
getting a little moist. I reached out to stroke her but again she
escaped my touch, shaking a cautionary finger at me. She lifted her
slender ivory arms over her head and spun in a graceful pirouette,
giving me a too-brief glimpse of her high, parted, heart-shaped rear.
Oh. I felt a quickening in my loins and my clit twitched in response.
My hand crept between my legs, pressing the seam of the sweatpants
against my little button. I rubbed lightly, the nubbly fabric
creating a rough but welcome friction. I groaned softly, and heard a
rough, barking laugh.

Oh, shit!

As I flung my hand away
from my crotch, my eyes popped open and I saw a little face peering
down at me from a branch overhead. Looking more closely, I chuckled.
It was only a red squirrel. Oh well, I thought. I should
get about my day, anyway. I had lots of unpacking to do and
plenty of other chores that needed my attention.

I gathered up my things
and headed back to the basement. No sign of Maeve. It must be a
bad idea to lust after your landlord, I thought, shaking my head.
Heck, I wasn’t even sure if I liked women that way. I found them
beautiful and fantasized about them sometimes, but I’d never made
love with one. In fact, my sexual experiences had been few and far
between.

I’d almost lost my
virginity on prom night — how cliche would that have been?

Our attempt was awkward and
uncomfortable, taking place in the backseat of my date’s car. We’d
fumbled around and he’d blown his load while we were still trying
to get the condom on. He was an average guy in every way and I hadn’t
had any desire to try again, but I’d appreciated that he wanted to
use protection and that he tried his best to make it good for me
anyway, using his fingers to bring me to orgasm. My other experiences
hadn’t been much better. I’d dated a few guys in my freshman year
of college, but they’d each quickly moved on when they discovered
my condition. My only other lover, if you could call him that, was
Roger. And while he kept me satisfied, he left a lot to be desired.
Oh, well. I shook myself from my reverie, decided I’d only
pursue Maeve in my fantasies, and continued downstairs to my
apartment.

My apartment!
For a moment I just had to stand there and grin in amazement and
glee. To my left was a broad expanse of cool gray concrete topped
with clerestory windows. All of the apartment’s windows were above
my head, but just above ground level on the outside, so my main views
were of grass. I vowed to plant some flowers around the perimeter. To
my right, the kitchen area occupied two-thirds of the opposite wall;
the remaining third was devoted to the small closet and enclosed
bathroom. Between the stairs and the far wall was open space.
Nightstands flanked the queen bed in the far corner. My only other
furniture was the couch centered against the west wall and the small
coffee table in front of it. Hmmm. I needed to go shopping.

I dug out my Bluetooth
speaker and put on my “Hip Mix” playlist, then turned my
attention to the boxes in the middle of the room. I grabbed the one
marked “Kitchen” and carried it over to the counter tucked
underneath the staircase. Bouncing in time to the beat of Be the
One by the Ting Tings, I started designating drawers and sorting
items into them. My cooking utensils, in a cheery yellow ceramic
canister, fit perfectly between the back burners of the stove. That
was the kitchen taken care of. I grabbed a notepad and pen from the
junk drawer and jotted down some of the things I’d need. A table,
bookshelves, dish rack, cutting board, groceries…

Suddenly, I was
overcome. A wave of intense tiredness and lightheadedness swept over
me, nearly dropping me to my knees. I put down the pad and pen and
lurched over to my bed, collapsing heavily onto it. A napping Samson
dodged my fall nimbly, used to this. Pain wracked my body, making me
whine between gritted teeth. Sharp jolts of electric sensation ran up
and down my limbs, muscles contracting fiercely. My back seized up
and I curled in on myself, hugging my knees as close as possible to
ease the tightness threatening to arch my spine.

Small grunts of effort
escaped my lips as I panted against the pain. Torturous daggers
lanced through me and my head throbbed. Muscles seized, cramped,
spasmed, jumping as if they wanted to abandon the sinking ship that
was my body.

I breathed, sucking air
in through my nose and letting it out as slowly as I could, picturing
myself in a dense green glade surrounded by stately trees, moss, and
ferns, a brook babbling nearby, sunlight filtering through the
foliage.

In the background, I
was vaguely aware of the perky beat of Miss Jane’s It’s a Fine
Day. Focusing on my happy place, I breathed carefully, distancing
my mind from the cage of pain I was trapped in. Samson came over,
licked my cheek and lay at my side, resting his head on my shoulder.
I turned my head to boop noses with him and stroked him
absentmindedly as I focused on recovering. Gradually, the trauma
eased. I tentatively stretched my legs. A full body scan revealed
tenderness in the muscles, stiff joints, and a lingering headache,
throbbing in time with my heartbeat. I breathed deeply, expelling the
air in a cathartic sigh.

I’d been to dozens of
doctors and specialists, and no one had an answer for what was wrong
with me. It wasn’t epilepsy or any other known seizure disorder.
I’d even tried naturopaths, herbalists, acupuncturists, and
homeopaths, all to no avail. Every few months, I would have several
episodes of petit mal seizures alongside extraordinary pain, prefaced
by the rapid onset of fatigue and vertigo. The rest of the time, I
lived with mid-grade chronic pain. Feeling bad all the time had
become just a fact of life.

Since it was a fact of
life, I didn’t like to spend much time dwelling on it, even in my
own mind. I kissed Samson on the top of his head and gently removed
my arm. He gave a disgruntled hmph, stretched his legs, and
curled up for more napping.

I sat up slowly and
wiped a hand over my face, damp from exertion. Why So Serious
by Alice Merton bumped from the speaker and got my blood flowing. I
stood and, taking a cue from my cat, tried some simple stretches.
Carefully, I reached overhead, feeling my ribs grind and hearing
popping sounds from my shoulders and vertebrae. Grimacing, I held the
stretch as tight muscles rebelled, then grudgingly loosened a tiny
bit. Bending over to touch my toes, I noticed the polish was chipped
and decided to do the bathroom next. Grabbing the box labeled
“Toiletries,” I got to work.


Chapter 2

I had most of the boxes
unpacked within a couple of hours. Satisfied with my progress, I
jumped in the shower, enjoying my new bathroom and its fancy clawfoot
tub. I got out, towel dried my hair and pulled on a pair of jeans and
a baggy sweatshirt.

Lunchtime. Another
avocado faux bagel. I definitely needed some groceries. Tired from
the morning’s exertions, I decided to take a nap. If I didn’t get
some rest, I wouldn’t be much use at work.

I awoke feeling pretty
good. No major pains; just my normal body aches. I got up, peed,
brushed my hair and teeth, and dabbed a little moisturizer on my face
and hands. Good enough. I smiled at my reflection, liking the way my
hair was behaving. I cocked my finger guns at the cute girl in the
mirror. “Looking good, lady!”

I grabbed my backpack. Found my
phone, earbuds, wallet, and keys and tucked them all into various
pockets. Water bottle — filled. Snack bar — check. Grabbed my
hoodie and wool hat. The weather might be nice now, but as soon as
the sun went down, it’d be chilly. I tied the hoodie around my
waist and tucked the hat into the backpack. “Bye, Samson!”

I couldn’t believe my
luck in landing the apartment. It was so conveniently located: only
about four miles from my workplace, as the crow flies. Or six, if I
wanted to avoid the spooky place. I plugged my earbuds in and found
my riding playlist, then set off to the upbeat tempo of Camila
Cabello’s Havana. Half a mile up, there was a little
easement through some yards that led to the bike path. I took the
convenient shortcut. The bike path generally followed the course of
the slough running through the city. This section was wild and
unfettered, home to ducks, frogs, turtles, and the occasional
disconcertingly large, unexplained splash. There were cattails and
reeds, duckweed, and lily pads. Dragonflies strafed my head, redwing
blackbirds trilled, and spring flowers were in bloom on every side.

About a mile in, I
stopped to take a break at my favorite spot. A fallen log created a
small pool which was remarkably clear and clean, considering what
this water flowed through upstream. I’d seen wonders here,
including a great blue heron, turtles sunning themselves on the log,
ducklings with their mama, and flocks of butterflies grabbing a
drink. Parking my bike, I paused my playlist and sat on the grassy
verge, soaking in the sunshine and listening to the trickle of the
slow-flowing water. I breathed in deeply, filling myself with the
heady scents of fresh grass, clean water, and wildflowers. Recharged,
I stood, stretched, and got back on my bike. “Thank you!” I
called out, grateful for the beautiful rest stop. A loud splash
sounded nearby and I laughed. Must have startled a frog. I
loved this part of my daily ride. I took my time and meandered,
enjoying the scenery and wildlife, the exercise warming up my stiff
muscles. Walking on Sunshine by Katrina and the Waves played
and I sang along, glad no one was around to hear.

All good things must
end, and eventually I reached the junction where I’d have to choose
my course. The paved bike path continued on, but here it crossed the
slough and met an industrial wasteland. At this point, the babbling
brook became a tame trickle in a concrete trough that ran through the
rest of town. For the next mile or so, the bike path was trapped
between chain link fences and abandoned buildings, the remains of
factories that had once been the lifeblood of the city. Homeless
camps dotted the area. Although I’d never had any issues, riding
through that stretch always made me uneasy.

The other option was a
rough, unmarked trail through the woods. It cut about two miles off
the ride, as the paved bike path veered far to the north to skirt the
empty industrial park. I hadn’t taken the path for months; in wet
weather, it was too mucky for biking. And I avoided it at night. The
bike path had plenty of lights, even through the industrial park, and
seemed the safer option in the dark.

On this day, I chose
the shortcut, hoping it would be dry enough after the recent warmth.
I turned off the music so I could hear. While I’d never encountered
anyone on this path, I figured it was best to be cautious. I started
down the bumpy track, glad as always that I had a reliable bike with
sturdy tires.

Dense foliage shaded
the trail and I pedaled a little harder, wanting to get back to the
sunlight. The underbrush grew gradually more dense until it crowded
up against the path, sticks and twigs crackling underneath my tires.
I could tell that no one had been through in a while. Vining plants
climbed the shrubs to form a canopy overhead, so that I was passing
through a tunnel of foliage.

Finally, the path
spilled me out into a dim clearing. Probably fifteen feet across, it
was encircled by stunted, twisted trees whose branches blocked the
light, leaving only a small patch of sky visible in the middle. The
trees reminded me of the windswept pines found at the coast, so
gnarled, lumpy, and malformed that they seemed diseased. I looked
down, avoiding further examination of the tortured forms.

The ground was soft and
dry. Everything was hushed. Patches of moss and rings of mushrooms
were scattered around the clearing. A large, flat, glacial granite
boulder sat smack in the center of the trees. I thought of it as
Aslan’s stone, as it reminded me of the sacrificial table from The
Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe. Although it was the kind of
place that usually made me want to hang out and read, I didn’t feel
inclined to spend any more time there than necessary.

Skirting the boulder, my shoulders
tightened and I shivered, a sudden chill rushing down my spine.
Glancing behind me, I noted the sensation of being watched and
laughed a little ruefully. “You read too many fairy stories, Ant,”
I said aloud. Pedaling harder, I pushed my way out of the clearing
through another dense stand of brush and down a little hill. The
trail then veered off into more manicured woodlands, where the trees
were ordinary maples and pines and the way was clear of shrubs and
undergrowth. Soon I was back to civilization, in one of the city’s
many municipal parks. I caught up to the sidewalk and was downtown in
a few more blocks. Aside from the minor creepiness, it was a good
shortcut — certainly better than an industrial wasteland full of
graffiti, trash, and concrete.

I made my way through
the busy streetlife to the bookstore where I worked. Located in a
brick building just off the main drag, down a quiet alley, My Word
had a huge selection of fantasy and sci-fi, which suited my tastes
perfectly. I locked my bike at the rack out front and entered
happily, anticipating the blended scents of book bindings and French
roast.

“Hi, Emma!” I
called, hanging my coat and hat on the rack.

“Hey, Ant! What’s
good?” The owner, Emma, stepped around the counter to hug me. Her
warm, engulfing embrace made me feel pleasantly childlike. I’d
landed this job in my junior year of high school and sometimes
couldn’t believe I’d been so lucky. The pay was good, if not
extravagant. The hours were perfect — 2 pm to 9 pm, Tuesday through
Friday, with the occasional Monday restocking. My boss was kind, the
coffee was hot, fresh, and free, I could borrow books whenever I
wanted, and the work was embarrassingly easy. Truthfully, I couldn’t
have handled a more strenuous or demanding job, so I gave Emma my all
whenever I had it to give.

After making myself a
soy latte, I listened while she ran me through the day’s details.
Gathering up her things, she leaned in to kiss my cheek.

“How you doing, girl?
You get those results yet?”

“Negative.” I made
a face.

She sighed. “Baby
girl. You taking that Devil’s Claw tea I gave you?”

“Yes, Mom.” I was.
I drank a cup every evening. It was awful.

“Don’t you sass me,
young lady.” I stuck my tongue out and she laughed, throwing her
head back. “Watch yourself! I can fire you, you know!”

Still chuckling, she
headed out the door and the shop was mine. I spent the first hour
putzing around — directing customers to the right sections, making
recommendations, and brewing beverages. Iced drinks were in again now
that the sun was out. I made a note to Emma to have the machine
serviced before it got any hotter. Around 4 o’clock, the high
school and university students started trickling in and business
picked up for the next few hours. I hustled, slinging drinks and
ringing up book purchases. Everyone seemed to be in a good mood. Few
stayed to lounge around with their books and beverages; most were
eager to get back out into the sunshine.

Once things quieted
down again, I ordered a soup and salad combo for delivery from the
bar next door and ate my healthy dinner. Then I loaded up the rolling
cart in Emma’s office and started shelving. Looking through the
day’s haul, it appeared that Emma had purchased used books from a
fantasy buff. Most of the books ready for shelving belonged in that
section, which made my job easier. I recognized many of the titles,
smiling to myself as I recalled the stories within. I set aside a
couple of old favorites to take home and re-read: a newer paperback
version of American Gods and a hardcover copy of Practical
Magic. Done shelving, I looked at the clock. It was 8 pm —
closing time. Gently shooing out the last few stragglers, I locked up
and began the nightly ritual. After balancing the till, making the
safe deposit, cleaning the store, and restocking the barista station,
I stuck my book selections in my backpack, shrugged on my coat and
hat, and locked up behind me.


Chapter 3

Downtown was hopping,
hordes of colorful folks roaming the streets. I dodged pedestrians
and cars, swerving to avoid drunks and weaving my way through the
melee. A few blocks out, the action died off and the streets were
silent and empty.

I came to the place
where the bike path entered the park and turned left, intending to
take the well-lit concrete route through the industrial park. But
just ahead, where the path entered an area fenced in by chain link on
both sides, I saw a group of shadowy figures and heard loud cursing.
My city seemed to have more than its fair share of drug addicts and
criminals, and I’d heard too many horror stories to want to take
any chances. Sighing, I took the path to the right, heading for the
shortcut through the woods. At least the moon was full tonight. My
bike light only illuminated about five feet ahead of the front wheel.
Creeping along slowly, I kept my eyes peeled for hazards and ears
alert to foreign sounds. Shouting and the shattering sound of
breaking glass came from the bike path. I peddled a bit faster,
nervous, although I knew they couldn’t see me. Soon I was climbing
the short hill. As I crested it, I heard a sharp bark of pain. Must
be those guys, I thought, glad I’d avoided the fight. Things
must have gotten heated if I could still hear them. I kept on through
the narrow wooded way until I came to the clearing, where silver
moonlight poured through the circular opening in the eldritch trees,
lighting the scene with stark clarity. There, on the glacial boulder
that I called Aslan’s stone, a child was pinned to the rock,
struggling to escape the grasp of the hulking, hooded form looming
over it with a knife.

Not pausing to think, I
jumped off my bike. “Leave that kid alone!” Shrugging off my
backpack, I swung it at the attacker. It hit solidly, knocking him
backwards. I swung again. The shadowy figure came toward me, knife in
hand. It looked weird. Not caring to get a closer look, I dodged
sideways, putting myself between him and the child. “Run!” I
shouted.

Trapped between the
rock and the knife-wielding lunatic, I shoved the satchel at the
hooded man, pushing him back a step, then twisted, crouching, to
build power into my swing as I launched the book-laden backpack at
his head with all of my force — admittedly not much. He grunted but
didn’t flinch.

The latch holding my
bag closed broke, dropping my borrowed books out onto the stone
beside the kid, who was whispering inaudibly, hands cupped near their
mouth.

As the hooded creep
reached for me, I spun and tried to run.

“Shit.” Feet tangling, I fell,
landing face first on the hardcover book, my forehead cracking
against the rock. An explosion of light and sound occurred inside my
head, a cacophony of stimuli. All colors and none, a runaway train
roaring silence; I was struck by the sickening, vertiginous sensation
of knowing my exact place in the universe, followed by a soul-deep
feeling of loss before I crashed into a dark oblivion.

Something was tapping
my face repeatedly. “Stop it, Samson,” I muttered, turning my
face away. Ouch. My head hurts. Why is my pillow so hard? I
opened my eyes, squinting to block the light. But there wasn’t any
light. It was dark as hell and I was still in the creepy clearing
with a knife-wielding maniac. I shrieked and sat up too fast, my head
spinning.

“No fears, no fears!
The bad guy is gone, there’s only me. You’re as safe as safe can
be.” The pale face in front of me smiled, wide lips curling up to
nearly touch the base of its pointed ears, revealing sharp, pointed
little teeth.

Oh fuck. I must have
really hit my head. I closed my eyes to try again. I opened them;
blinked. My eyes re-adjusted to the moonlit darkness. The creature
was still there — still entirely, completely, one hundred percent
not human.

It sat back on its
skinny haunches and gazed curiously at me. “You had a stumble, took
quite a tumble. Are you well? Can you tell?” It cocked its small
round head to one side. Its pitch black eyes had no whites and seemed
as large as golf balls.

I stared, open-mouthed.
“What are you?” I whispered softly, not quite ready to commit to
asking that question aloud.

“What…what do you
mean? What have you seen?”

“You’re…” I
stammered, disbelieving. “Are you…no way. Are you a pixie?”

The creature crouching
in front of me reared back, smile gone. “Can this really be the
case? You can see my true face?”

I leaned in close.
“Black, upturned eyes? Enormous smile, pointy ears?”

It nodded.

“Then yes.”

“But how can this be
true? What are YOU?”

“Just a girl. Ant…
short for…well, just Ant. What’s your name? Or should I not ask
that? Sorry.” I swiped blood from my forehead and wiped my hand on
my jeans.

“I’ve never been
seen by a human bean,” it rhymed. “I know the tales through and
through, but I never dreamed they could be true, true.” It seemed
to shake itself. “Yes yes, I’m what mortals might call a pixie,
or piskie, more precisely. You may call me Warden. You might have
saved my life, no regret, and now it seems I am in your debt.” The
creature stood up, reaching out an elegant but inhumanly long and
narrow hand. Hesitantly, I took it and hoisted myself off the ground.
The pounding in my head eased a bit.

Warden only came up to
my shoulder, making the creature about four feet tall. Clothed in a
loose, drapey tunic and tights, with actual pointy-toed shoes and a
little pointed cap, the piskie looked just like an illustration from
one of my childhood storybooks, although much larger than commonly
pictured. I shook my head again, hoping it would clear and I’d see
the little kid I’d rescued.

“Where’s the guy
with the knife? Was that you he was trying to stab? I hit him…then
he tried to grab me…something happened to my head…was that
real?” I tried to remember the exact order of events.

“While you hit the
bogey, so funny, funny, I spelled a travel stane to take him
someplace sunny.” Warden giggled, grinning widely, button nose
crinkling in glee. I couldn’t decide if their happy face was
adorable or terrifying. Maybe both.

“Travel stane? Is
that, like, magic? What’s funny about sending him somewhere sunny?”

“Sunlight is the bane
of shadow fae. Dark creatures don’t go about in the day.” I
noticed the piskie didn’t address the question of what a travel
stane was.

“Shadow fae?”

“Dark fae like the
bogey, they can look like a shadow, shadow. Some of the light fae can
glow. Is this a moral judgment? There’s no way to know, to know.”
Warden grinned again, sharp teeth glinting in the moonlight.

I laughed dutifully,
but truthfully I was feeling a bit overwhelmed. Bending over, I
picked up my broken backpack. The clasp looked like it could be sewn
back on. I looked around for the books that had fallen out. American
Gods was there next to the boulder. Practical Magic was
lying open, face down on the rock, dust jacket halfway off. I could
see a dark patch on the back cover where I had bled on it. I stuck
both books back in my satchel and slung it over my shoulders. The
front light on my bike was shattered. It had broken when I dropped
the bike, it seemed.

“I…I gotta get
home. It was nice to meet you, Warden.”

“Let me guide you
through the dark and see you out of the park. It’s the very least I
can do, in light of my debt to you.”

“Okay.” I nodded
carefully. My face hurt. My head hurt. My body ached. I mounted my
bike gingerly. Warden was suddenly gone and a ball of light appeared
in his place. I gasped. “Holy shit!” It was one thing to
acknowledge the existence of magic. It was quite another to see it
taking place right in front of my eyes. My mind wobbled for a second.
You’ve dreamt of this day for your whole life, I reminded
myself sternly. You’re not going to lose your shit. You’re no
Eustice Scrubb. Embrace the adventure, Antigone! I shook off the
impending lunacy and resolutely clamped down on the desire to run
away screaming.

The glowing orb bobbed
a few times, then headed toward the other side of the clearing. I
followed, peddling slowly. The piskie led on, through the narrow
tunnel of shrubs, through the woods, and across the grassy field
until at last we reached the lights of civilization that marked the
bike path. Warden’s glow dissolved until they stood before me
again. I noticed, in the glow of the streetlight, that their skin was
a pale shade of blue. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath.

You’re cool, Ant,
I told myself. “So, you’re one of the light fae that glows,
then?”

“Indeed, indeed.
We’re likely the source of human tales about marsh lights, Will O’
the Wisp, fox fire, and UFO flights.”

I nodded, pondering.
“Is it true that you shouldn’t thank the fae?”

Warden’s smile faded
and their mouth turned down. “It’s true, true. Never give thanks,
never play a betting game, never eat or drink fae food, and never
give your true name.”

“Well then. I
appreciate the illumination. On both counts.”

Warden chuckled, face
brightening. “I appreciate that I didn’t die this night.
Therefore I must do what’s right.” The piskie handed me an oak
leaf. “If you have need, call for me — rub three times and there
I’ll be.”

“Really?” I took it
and examined it. Seemed like an ordinary leaf. “A fae calling
card?” I stuck it in my pocket. “What kind of need? Is this like
a three wishes situation, or…?”

“No, no wishes. I’m
no djinn! For any need, large or small, at any time, just give a
call. I’ll do my best to see your needs met until paid off is my
blood debt.”

“Whoa, blood debt?
Come on. I only whacked a guy with my bag.”

“Oh, the fae love
drama, fae love fire.” The piskie twirled in place, waving their
arms theatrically. “Fae take a simple truth and make it sound dire.
Don’t fret, don’t fret. You spilled blood in defense of my life;
therefore, I owe you a blood debt. It’s not reality, merely fae
formality.”

I nodded, yawning.
“Okay. Tha…um, take care of yourself, Warden. I hope to see you
again soon.”

The piskie grinned, a huge smile
spreading across its impish face. “I hope to see you soon, soon, as
well. Do not hesitate to use the summoning spell.” Warden popped
out of existence, manifested as the brilliant orb, and flew back
toward the forest.

I peddled home in
complete disbelief, thoughts racing, questions arising. What had
happened to me when I fell? That hadn’t been a simple head injury.
I’d felt spiritually torn apart and reassembled, with maybe some
new pieces mixed in. Some part of me felt…different, and there was
a sense of loss I couldn’t define. Like I was missing something I’d
never had but knew belonged to me.

I had so many
questions. Why had the bogey been trying to kill Warden? Was it true
that fairies couldn’t lie? Was it true that they hated being called
fairies?

At some point, the adrenaline wore
off and I slumped over my handlebars, fatigue and pain washing over
me. I let some tears slip down my cheeks while gritting my teeth and
pushing my legs to keep the pedals moving. Finally, I arrived at my
new home. Slipping in quietly, I kicked off my shoes, hung up my
backpack and jacket in the closet, and trudged into the bathroom.
Peering in the mirror, I groaned. There were streaks of blood and
grime across my face. Gently, I washed up, happy to see that the cut
on my forehead was minor and had stopped bleeding. I’d likely have
a nice bruise, though. Exhausted, I stripped and fell into bed,
asleep before I hit the pillow.

I dreamt. Floating on
the ceiling, looking down at my own sleeping body, I saw Maeve
standing over the bed, Samson in her arms.

“Something in her has
changed. Do you know what happened?”

An unfamiliar male
voice answered Maeve. “I smell magic and blood. I can sense that
she’s different somehow, but I can’t pin it down. Have you
figured anything out?”

“Not yet.”

Samson twisted in her
arms to lick his back. The unseen man spoke again. “Her attacks are
getting more violent all the time. I don’t know how much more she
can take.”

Maeve stroked the
animal in her arms. “I’m doing all I can. Don’t worry; we’ll
figure it out.” She bent down and placed the cat on the bed by my
feet and addressed the unseen entity a final time. “Keep a close
eye on her. I’ll continue to look for answers.” She gazed down at
my body, face hidden by her fiery hair.

I tried to float
closer, to see her face. As my eyes came level with hers, she looked
up sharply and made a quick gesture. Suddenly, I was walking on a
beautiful beach, eating ice cream, holding hands with an attractive
dark-haired stranger. A black cat ran across our path. I released the
stranger’s hand and followed the cat into the sea, where it
disappeared. Swimming in search of the animal, I dove deeper into the
darkness of sleep.


Chapter 4

I awoke slowly, my head
full of visions: replaying the events of the night before, flashbacks
of hitting my head, a vague recollection of a dream about Maeve,
glimpses of Warden’s black eyes, disturbing images of the shadowy
attacker that the piskie had called a bogey.

Samson head-butted my
cheek. Moaning, I turned away, not ready to open my eyes and deal
with my new reality.

“Wake up; I’m
hungry,” a male voice rumbled beside my ear.

“Aaahhh!” I
shrieked and sat bolt upright. Ow, my head! I clapped a hand
to my brow.

“What? What?” the
voice asked worriedly. Samson spun in a circle, as if chasing his
tail.

“Where are you? Why
are you in my apartment?” I peered out through my fingers, looking
for the intruder, motioning with my other hand in a vain attempt to
get Samson to hold still and not draw attention.

“Who?” the voice
repeated, questioning.

“You!” I shouted.
“The guy who’s talking to me!”

“Um.” Samson
stopped spinning and sat down. “Um, maybe it’s me?”

“Me, who?” I wasn’t
getting it.

“Me, ow?”

“Samson?” I peered
at my cat.

“Yeah, I guess it’s
me. You’re hearing my voice. That’s…strange.”

Strange? Strange?
Yeah, I’d say so. Was I losing my mind? “What the hell is
going on?” I half-whispered, half-whimpered.

“I don’t know, but
we’d better figure it out.” Samson paused to lick his chest.
“What happened to you last night?”

“I…wait. What?
What are you? Are you my cat, or some kind of demon or something? Why
should I tell you anything?”

I’d had Samson since
I was thirteen. He’d randomly appeared outside my parent’s
bedroom window on my birthday, a tiny ball of black fluff. We’d
grown up together. Secretly, I considered him my best friend. I
couldn’t stand it if some kind of monster had stolen his body.

“When you were
fifteen you once pretended your pillow was your boyfriend and you
tried to French ki-”

“Okay, okay,” I
interrupted. “You’re really Samson. Could you always talk?”

“Well, yes and no.
I’ve always been able to communicate; you just couldn’t
understand me. Until now. What happened to you last night? You reeked
of blood and magic.”

“I saved a piskie
from a bogey.” My laugh was just a little unhinged. “That sounds
ridiculous.”

“Antigone!”

“You sound like Mom,”
I said, rolling my eyes. “Riding home, I cut through the woods and
there was a guy trying to stab a kid. I smacked him and he came after
me. I fell and cracked my head on a big rock and passed out. When I
woke up, the kid told me it was a piskie and that I’d helped it
banish a bogey. Then it guided me out of the woods and gave me a
leaf.” I paused. “Um. It was a kid before I hit my head. After,
it looked like I’d always pictured a pixie, er, piskie, but
bigger.”

Samson licked a paw
thoughtfully. “Did the piskie give you a stone, or cream for your
eyes? Did it cast a spell?”

“Nope. It just gave
me a leaf to use to summon it.” I rubbed my aching forehead. “Are
you asking if it granted me fairy sight? How do you know about that
stuff?”

“I read the same
books as you did. Don’t ask how I learned to read. I don’t know.”
He scrubbed an ear with his paw. “How did you get the ability to
understand my speech and see supernatural creatures?”

“I don’t know,” I
sighed, feeling overwhelmed. Magic, fairies, talking cats…it was
all a bit much. “Does it really matter?”

Samson glared. “Of
course it matters. It could be the result of a curse or some kind of
fairy trick. It could mean you have other hidden abilities. Knowing
the cause could tell us what else to expect.”

“I guess you’re
right.” I thought for a moment. “I could ask Warden if they know
anything about it.”

“Warden — is that
the piskie?”

I nodded.

“Yes, call the
piskie,” he growled.

Rummaging through my
dirty clothes bin, I found the crumpled leaf in the back pocket of
yesterday’s jeans.

“Here it is.” I
held it out for Samson to examine. He sniffed, curled his nose, and
sneezed disdainfully.

I grabbed a clean pair
of sweats from the closet. I
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