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DANCING FAERIES! DANCING FAERIES!
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And Night told whose blood had

Stained the marble steps that lead to

The temple in Ozahn, and why the

Skull within it wears a golden crown,

And whose soul is in the wolf that

Howls in the dark against the city. And

Night knew whither the tigers go out

Of the Irasian desert and the place

Where they meet together, and who

Speaks to them and what she says and

Why.

– From Kelly’s Book of Beautiful Devices
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I’m going to try to put it all down tonight, Jeanie, before I roll a grenade into the Corporal’s tent. 

It began when the Lieutenant was handed a letter by a decorated man with a stiff back, informing him our platoon was to be shipped to another front. 

Moreland and I waited with the other boys until the trucks arrived, then the damndest thing happened. The drivers unloaded black burlap sacks from the truck and covered our heads with them. We’re a good crew, Jeanie. We have discipline and we’ve performed well, so this startled us, being treated like prisoners. The Lieutenant rattled off the closest thing to an explanation he could. He said we were heading for a defensive position, and that the location must remain in complete secrecy. 

The journey was awful, Jeanie. It felt like days before they took those sacks off our heads. I could only make out a little light through the cloth, but I know we traveled a long way. We started in the truck, then I swear we were moved to a plane, then truck, then boat, then a final truck. 

And then we were in the mountains. 

The air was thin, and the fog shouldered its way between the great pines that surrounded us. Maybe Northern Europe. We made camp, and the Lieutenant told us the last stretch would have to be made on foot. He never told us where we were going.
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We trudged up the mountain until we were skirting around what was no better than a goat path. Eventually we came upon our new defensive. The position is within the cliff face itself; a series of windblown holes all across the face, fortified with sandbags and machine guns. There is a great ravine housing a river at the bottom, hundreds of feet below. Beyond that is a neighboring mountain covered in a dark forest. 

There was already a platoon there, Jeanie, the one we were reinforcing. 

They looked rough. There are no more than twenty of them, scrappy and unkempt, their uniforms frayed and incomplete; so caked in dust they seemed to be a part of the mountain itself. 

That’s when Corporal Darcy approached and introduced himself. When the Lieutenant asked after their commanding officer, the Corporal told him they had lost their lieutenant some months ago, and their sergeant since then. 

They showed us the way through the sandstone corridors of the cliffside, assigning us small alcoves in the caves where we would set up our bunks. We tried to make small talk once out of earshot of our superiors, but the Priors–as I’ll call them–ignored us. Oh, Jeanie, the look of resignation on their faces. I’ve seen it before on the faces of liberated POWs. I ain’t yellow, Jeanie, but I’m afraid this will be a different kind of front than before. 

That first night, from my bed, I could see a couple of the Priors keeping watch. They were framed by the oval window of sandstone, the moonlight shining in. They watched the woods on the mountain across the ravine, and they did not speak. I kissed your photo that night, as I always do, and I prayed.
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We awoke to gunfire. The chattering of the guns bounced around the caves like an iron bell ringing. They were firing into the woods. The tree cover is so dense, and the target so far away, I couldn’t see how you could make out any enemy movement whatsoever, but they fired anyway. Then shouts rang out. 

“Dancing Faeries! Dancing Faeries!”

The fire ceased then, and the men relaxed. The boys looked as confused as me, but Moreland was already getting dressed. I swear, Moreland could be in a foxhole surrounded by ten kinds of hell and not bat an eye. 

A red-haired man soon appeared; one of the Priors. He stank like hell and had the same despondent look on his face as the others, but he was less numb than his peers. He introduced himself as Private Kelly. He told us we’d have a briefing now, and guided us through the caves, which wound deep into the mountain. 

In a wide cavern, the Lieutenant and Corporal Darcy stood around a wooden table and waited as we filed in. Strewn across the table were hypnotizing maps and leather-bound books illuminated by candlelight. In the corner was a radio station with a lone operator, married to his headpiece and instruments.

The Lieutenant gave us standing orders then. There were only three:

1. Keep a rotating watch at all hours. 

2. Prohibit the enemy from advancing. 

3. Report anything unusual. 

Sergeant Cook asked what the Lieutenant meant by unusual. Corporal Darcy responded. He told us we had never faced an enemy like this before. He told us he and the Priors knew what qualified as unusual, and to report to him first, before bothering the Lieutenant. 

The Lieutenant informed us the Priors would be incorporated into our platoon. Cook had more questions, but the Lieutenant kept a tight lip. He ordered Cook to organize the watch schedule and dismissed us, leaning over the maps and books. We filed out with clear directions and an unclear enemy. The look I saw the Sergeant give Darcy as we left the cave could have withered a rose.
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On our first watch, Moreland and I leaned against the curved sandstone. There had been a spurt of gunfire in the night, and the sound was still trapped in the ravine, getting softer and softer as it exhausted itself. 

“What do you think it means?”

“Who cares.” 

“But why Dancing Faeries? Why not Farting Pixies or Pissing Trolls?” 

“Hhm.”

That’s Moreland’s way. When we were in school he was the same, ever since we were children. Never dare waste a word, Moreland. They thought there was something wrong with him, especially as he got older. But I know him. We have an understanding, Jeanie. He never need speak it.

“I feel for the Sergeant. I don’t see why the Lieutenant is treating him like this.”
“This is a new place. He doesn’t know this place. The Corporal does.”
“Still, I feel bad for him. He’s treated us well. He’s brave, and he doesn’t deserve—”

“Shut up, Cecil. You’re annoying me.”

I chuckled. Moreland was always so blunt. So we sat there in silence and watched the far off trees bend and sway.
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Hell of a night, Jeanie. No sleep, so I went exploring. As I went deeper into the mountain, I found walls with chip marks from digging. I found no cave paintings, but I did find some bullet holes. Maybe the carving into the mountain was a more recent occurrence. 

Then my ears were roaring. Or rather, what I was hearing was so offensive, the sound came from inside my head and out my ears. When I got back to the line, things were better, but the roaring went on. I’ve heard battleship engines rumble like thunder, and artillery barrages tear through the night with their screams. But this was different, Jeanie. I can’t imagine what kind of machine makes this noise. It was like a thousand thunderstorms. But at least thunderstorms sound like a part of the world. Whatever this was, it sounded like it was splitting the world in two.

I looked around, and saw the boys were spooked too, ready to dive for cover. The Priors were alert, but not panicked. 

“The Hell is that, Corporal?” asked Cook nearby.

“Not to worry, Sergeant,” replied Darcy. “We’ve never received a payload here. They're actually quite far off, testing the engine. It’ll be proper loud when the thing flies over our heads.”

“Must be one mother of a plane,” said Cook, looking in the direction of the great machine moaning in the dark. “If they’ve never dropped a payload, must be a transport.”

“Perhaps, Sergeant.”

The noise stopped, revving down with the occasional pop or bang. Maybe I can find something to plug up my ears next time.
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Then I met Kelly. 

I think he was a couple years younger than me. His red hair is surprisingly well-kempt, considering the rest of his ragged appearance. He had green eyes behind wide glasses you could make out even at night, and a small, curved nose. He was reading an old book. I asked him what it was.

“It’s The Book of Beautiful Devices,” he replied. “One of my countrymen wrote it. Can I read you a passage?”

I told him yes, and it was wonderful. Stirring. I wish I could remember some of it to write down for you, Jeanie. He read to me for a time, then I got to prodding him.

On the enemy, Kelly said: “I’ve gathered they’re a small nation. They’ve never tried us directly. I think we’re keeping them from joining the war.”

On the caves, he said: “They all narrow out smaller than a man, so don’t listen to what the other men say.”

On what the other men say, he said: “They say the enemy has a tunnel that connects us to them, so they can cross our line at night. It’s ridiculous. How could you carve a passage that climbs so steep? For miles? The tunnels end too narrow anyway, so don’t let them scare you, or you’ll stop sleeping like they have.”

On where they got the idea about the caves, he was silent.

On whether he was scared, he said: “Oh, yes. But not of the caves. I’m scared of the flying machine. I’d call it a plane, but no one’s seen it. We only hear it.”

On what there was to be scared of if it never drops a payload, he said: “It doesn’t need to.”

I had more questions, but to tell the truth, we spent the rest of our watch talking about other things. About our families and our hometowns and what we were going to do when we got home. I even got a chuckle from him when I told him the one about the nun and the fruit cart(Remember that one? Your mother still gives me dirty looks when I bring it up). I showed him your photo, and it made him odd for a moment, like he was disappointed or something, but it was only for a moment. He thinks you're beautiful, Jeanie. They all do. 

I gotta sleep now, Jeanie, but I love you, and kiss your photo every night.
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There was a moment, between waking and sleeping, when the sound struck a terror in me and I thought I was dying, engulfed in the grinding, chugging of machinery. 

When I came to my senses I was tangled up in my blanket on the floor. I joined a couple men at the sandbags, one of them already aiming the gun at the sky. The roaring reached a fever pitch, trading its deep mechanical popping and grinding for a higher pitched droning.

As it passed over our heads, the sound pressed down on me. It must have been right over our heads when another noise came from the sky. An enormous “ka-chunk,” followed by a deep, whining hiss, then silence as the mountain cave between us and the machine.

The frame of the sandstone portal filled with a thousand fluttering leaves. They were dancing in the strong gusts swept up from the ravine. You could hear them chirp and scuffle as they flitted in the open air. They blew through the Swiss cheese openings of our defenses.

“Do not engage with enemy propaganda! Do not engage with enemy propaganda!”

It was Darcy shouting. Most were falling into the ravine anyway, but plenty blustered in with us. They were pamphlets, Jeanie, and the Priors were sweeping them over the cliff like each one was a live grenade. Me and the boys didn’t move quick enough for Darcy’s liking. He slapped the man closest to me, and he shoved me so hard I almost went over the sandbags and into the gorge.

“Do not engage with enemy propaganda! Sweep it away!” 

Sure glad Cook was nearby. He came very close to Darcy’s face and told him, “Corporal, you do not beat my men like dogs. Understood?”

Darcy regarded Cook with venom and left, already barking. 

The Sergeant pulled me up.

“You come to me the next time the Corporal pulls anything, you hear me Gorman?”

You bet I will, Jeanie. We can’t be tearing each other apart here.

Darcy may be a short fuse, but he’s not wrong. We shouldn’t read enemy propaganda if we can help it. It’s the sort of thing you think won’t affect you, until it’s burrowed into your brain and keeps you awake at night. I barely caught any details as we swept the pamphlets into the ravine. Just shapes, some foreign script I didn’t recognize, and a couple figures I couldn’t make out in the dark. 

I still figured it would be good to pocket one, for posterity's sake. I thought we might be able to sell it to a museum. Buy a nice car so we could go on picnics. 

It didn’t go that way, Jeanie. Not at all.
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Then there was the suicide. One of the Priors stepped right past the sandbags and onto thin air without a sound. We could just make him out on the rocks below. He looked so tiny, but I could see the river was already tugging at him.

The boys didn’t take it well. We’d never heard of a man committing himself on a quiet front like this, stocked with plenty of food and munitions. Darcy and the Priors took it easier. 

The Corporal, on the suicide: “Thank you, private. Return to watch.” 

I made it a point to partner with Kelly again. 

Kelly has a habit. He cleans his glasses compulsively. He licks each lens with his tongue and wipes them clean with his shirt. He was doing this when I found him, and he did it again and again throughout our watch. Imagine my surprise when he stopped and lunged at me, planting a firm kiss right on my mouth. 

The moment I pushed him away, he broke into the most pitiful sobbing. So I forgave him, and didn’t question him. War makes men do strange things, Jeanie. I gave him the compassion of a brother, as I’d expect him to give me. I hope you understand. I hope you know I didn’t kiss back.

After Kelly calmed down some, I asked him about the man from last night. 

“He was the third man to go that way.”

I asked him why.

“Because he didn’t want to be around for what comes next.”

I asked him what came next, and he broke again.

Between breaths, he begged me to rid myself of any pamphlets. That I needn’t worry about a thing, so long as I’m clean. That I was his first companion in so long and wanted me to be safe.

He shivered with the cold of the mountains. He wept and hung his head low. I slid over to him, putting an arm around his shoulder. I lied to him, of course. He was in such a way, and I didn’t want to worry him. Besides, I never have it on me. I’ve hid it beneath my mattress. I plan on retrieving it only when we leave. I won’t inspect it until I’m home safe. It must be a special kind of torture if it can break men like this. I won’t risk myself breaking the same way. I will hold Kelly and myself together. 

I’m so sorry I failed, Jeanie.
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Then there was the commotion. They had one of ours. His name was Canby, and they had his hands bound behind his back. They brought him to a dry grotto, a wide expanse situated behind our defensive line. Plenty of sky in the place, and plenty of moonlight. Canby shouted for the Sergeant but was cuffed across the jaw for it. Our platoon settled around them while the Priors kept their distance, perched above us. 

Cook arrived, pushing his way through the Priors and down the grotto like an avalanche. He rounded on the men who held Canby. 

“What the Hell is the meaning of this?” he barked. 

“This man was found with enemy propaganda,” one man intoned, brandishing a pamphlet.

“Please, Sergeant!” Canby pleaded. “I barely looked at it! It was all bullshit anyway!”

“Enough!” Cook shouted. “Untie this man. He–”

“Sergeant Cook!”

Corporal Darcy appeared and joined Cook at the center.

“You and your men are unaware of how we do things here.”

The Corporal held a pistol in his right hand. Me and the boys shifted on our feet. The Priors did not. Cook’s lips peeled away from his teeth.

“Clearly,” he grated.

Darcy looked down at Canby.

“The penalty for possession of enemy propaganda,” Darcy pronounced, taking the pamphlet, “is death.”

A flurry of whispers. The Priors studied the ground.

“You can’t be serious,” Cook scoffed.

Darcy began crumpling the pamphlet into a ball.

“How I wish I weren’t, Sergeant.”

With a rough, sudden motion, he shoved the pamphlet into Canby’s mouth, who squealed against it. He put the pistol to the private’s forehead.

Cook threw Darcy's arm into the air, and the shot rang through the tunnels. There were shouts and curses as the ring of men collapsed. Canby spat the ball of paper onto the ground and fell on his back. Cook had Darcy in a lock and pressed him against a sandstone pillar.

“You have no idea what we’re facing here, Sergeant,” Darcy grunted.

“Shut up! Corporal Darcy, I am relieving you of command!”

“Sergeant!”

The Lieutenant stood on the ledge above the two men, jacket unbuttoned, and hair misbehaved. He held a leather-bound book in the crook of his arm.

“Why is the Corporal being restrained?”

Cook tore himself from Darcy.

“Sir! The Corporal was trying to execute one of my men!”

The Lieutenant surveyed the crowd, his eyes ultimately falling on the crumpled ball of paper.

“Corporal Darcy, is this propaganda the kind you detailed to me on our arrival?”

Darcy straightened his jacket and cleared his throat.

“It is, Lieutenant,” Darcy said.

The Lieutenant hefted the tome, pondering, like a professor mediating a squabble among students.

“Very well. Sergeant, the sentence stands with my sanction. Any further offenses of this nature will be punished in due course. That is all.” 

The Lieutenant stalked down the tunnel, already thumbing through the book in his hands.

I knew Cook wanted to subdue Darcy in that moment. Pull his own pistol. He would have done it for any of us. Darcy could see that too.

“This gives me no pleasure, Sergeant,” the bastard said.

Even in the wash of moonlight, Cook’s face was red. He glanced once at Canby, who lay on his back, whimpering out a small prayer. Then he vaulted up the sandstone and raced down the tunnel after the Lieutenant.

Cook was the leader first, fighter second. He wasn’t ready to dash the chain of command. He feared the chaos that might precipitate. 

And maybe that’s why Canby died.

I’m sure there wasn’t a man who didn’t consider intervening. But there were too many guns and too many men we didn't trust. I’m not proud of myself, Jeanie. There will be sleepless nights as penance for the rest of my life.

Canby screamed and wept and pleaded. Cited his wife and children and dear old mother, begged as he was raised to his knees, cut short as Darcy replaced the pamphlet, shoving it so deep he couldn’t cough it out. His muted cries never ceased. When the pistol met Canby’s forehead, I saw a dark streak run down his pant leg. The shot rang out, louder than the misfire. 

Raising his chin at the onlookers, Darcy marched up the line.

“Return to watch!” he shouted over his shoulder.

I caught Kelly’s eyes before he left. He followed Darcy away with the other Priors, like a child ashamed to be seen with his family.

I hung back with Moreland and watched the two Priors hoist Canby up.

“Where will we keep the body?” I called down to them.

When they looked at me, I saw two men who were packed away. Their humanity buried deep the way foxes hide their kill.

“We don’t keep them,” they said. “They go over the cliff. It’s part of the sentence.”

God help me, Jeanie. I wanted to kill Darcy that night, and I should have.

Watch with Moreland. I was grateful for the company of an old friend. I don’t blame Kelly, but I’m not ready to speak with him yet. Moreland watched the tree line, as calm as ever.

“How can he get away with this?” I hissed.

Moreland shrugged.

“The man had no warning!”

“Canby learned the hard way. We learned the easy way.”

I worry about Moreland sometimes. Always introspecting. But I know that deep within the man, he’s in as much anguish as I am.

“It isn’t right, Moreland. It just isn’t.”

He faced me then, for the first time since our watch began.

“Say, how’s our girl Jeanie?” he asked. “Still carrying that photo of her?” 

He likes to change the subject when he’s had enough. But he never has enough of you, Jeanie. I think he misses you as much as I do. 

I unpocketed your photo, the sight of you already calming my nerves, and handed it to him.

You're one of the only things that can make Moreland smile, Jeanie.

“She sure is a looker, Cecil,” he said, handing the photo back to me. “You better marry her the second we get back, or I will.”

I chuckled and admired your picture a few moments before replacing it.

He’s right, Jeanie. I swear, if I live through this, we’re getting engaged the moment I get back.

I just have to survive whatever comes next.
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Moreland and I finished our watch, but before we could rest, Cook paid us a visit. Now I don’t think I’ll be getting any rest at all.

He came into our alcove when the other men were away. We saluted, but he put us at ease. A tin mug was in his hand, and he shifted like a caged animal just freed.

“He’s a murderer,” he began. “He’s killed an innocent man, and God knows how many men from his own platoon. He’s power mad and cold-blooded and traitorous, and he must be stopped. I came to you two because we’ve saved each other’s skins more times than I can count.”

We waited for him to say it. To ask us himself. 

“I need your help... removing the Corporal.”

I looked past Cook for any eavesdroppers outside the cave. 

“When you say remove,” Moreland broached, “speak plainly, sir.”

“What I mean is,” he whispered, “Darcy will step away to
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