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      A mage learns the consequences of upsetting the fae-folk, while an ancient creature stalks the residents of a town that doesn’t exist.
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      Sharp stones and twigs bit into April’s bare feet as she raced in the darkness toward the fairy ring. She crashed through the forest, which wasn’t normal for a nymph. But her magic had vanished in the attack. The creature had made her powerless with a single touch. April hadn’t wasted a moment, even to see who or what her attacker was. She scrambled to her feet and ran.

      Her ankle scraped the edge of a rock, the impact brought her down. Her knees and palms stung as they ground into dried pine needles on the forest floor. Pain and the metallic taste of blood told her she’d bitten her tongue. She lurched back to her feet, spat out blue, bloodied saliva, and continued on with her yoga pants snagging on branches clawing at her skinny frame in the wind.

      In her disoriented panic, she had no idea where she was. But when the old woodman’s shack was lit up ahead of her by a streak of lightning, the vision burned into her eyes. Like a masterpiece, the broken structure in burnt umber and sienna was revealed, backed by a Prussian blue and manganese violet sky. It would have been a wasted vision for an artist with no canvas and no time, had it not allowed her to correct her course.

      The ion smell of the oncoming storm brought flashes of memory from her childhood in fae. She wished she’d never left. It had seemed such an adventure to live here, teaching art and yoga to the humans in this quaint world. She pushed the thoughts away as the wind whipped her long, dark hair across her eyes and into her mouth. She slowed to pull it into a knot at the back of her neck, careful not to touch the wound on her head she’d received while being slapped to the ground minutes before.

      April ran on feeling the chilly specs of the storm’s first raindrops on her bare arms, and headed deeper into the trees toward the ring where she would reconnect with her magic and cross over to fae. She cursed the fact it was the night before the solstice. In mere hours the woods would be filled with other fae who would have been able to protect her.

      On an exhausted breath she leaped over the circle of mushrooms and crocuses into the grassy clearing and drew upon the magic. She was seconds from being able to open the portal when a presence joined her in the ring. The energy she drew on was different, sour. April turned to face her attacker.
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      “Rose, it’s Ravi. We found April, she’s dead.” The deputy sheriff gripped his cellphone and waited for a response while the secretary stifled a sob. He sensed the sheriff’s sadness as the older man crouched a few feet away beside the body, writing in his notebook.

      When Rose silenced herself with a gulp, the deputy continued. “We’re in the woods, at the fairy ring.”

      The sheriff lifted a hand to draw Ravi’s attention. “We need Paul out here, and ask her to call the doc, we’ll bring April in.”

      Ravi nodded and repeated Harry’s instructions. He disconnected and slipped the cellphone back into his pocket then turned back to the sheriff. “Isn’t the dead thing still up for debate? I’m sure I can sense something.”

      “So can I, but we’ve both checked for a pulse.” Harry looked at blue blood staining his fingers where he’d felt her carotid. “We might be sensing her spirit. Maybe it’s trapped somehow.” The weary sheriff got to his feet and shook his head at the young fairy’s still body. “I’m getting too old for this.”

      Ravi raised an eyebrow. “Too old to be a sheriff or too old to be a mage?”

      “Being a mage, and bonded through magic with my oldest friend is something I’ll never get tired of. He patted his deputy’s shoulder. It’s the job. These bones complain all the time now.” Harry rolled his shoulders, emphasising his point.

      “You and me both, old pal.”

      Harry led the way back through the woods to the road.

      As they neared the road, Ravi sensed they were no longer alone. He remained hidden in the cover of the densely-wooded forest as Harry stepped out toward the state trooper’s cruiser that had pulled up behind his own parked vehicle. Harry and the trooper nodded a silent greeting as Harry closed the distance. Two pairs of mirrored sunglasses reflected each other for several silent moments in the bright morning light.

      The trooper slid the shades down his nose, gazing pointedly at the blue stains on Harry’s hand. “Problem?”

      Harry looked down. “My… pen broke. I don’t have a spare.”

      The trooper reached into his shirt pocket and held out a pen. “Here, no charge. I meant, why are you out here? Is there a problem?”

      Harry took the pen with a nod.

      They were now far enough away that Ravi had to mutter a spell to hear the conversation.

      Harry explained, “Kids, been throwing dirt at the sign again.”

      They both turned to regard the mud-spattered sign. It read Happenstance – The Town That Never Was. Below the text an arrow pointed to nothing, with the words You Are Here.

      The sign was a joke; Happenstance didn’t exist. It was a paper town, drawn onto maps in the old days to catch mapmakers who copied the work of other cartographers.

      Except, it wasn’t.

      Most regular people would miss the turn-off. If they saw it, they wouldn’t feel inclined to turn into it, and at no point would it even occur to a regular to ask why a non-existent town would need a sheriff.

      Ravi sensed Harry gather his magic.

      The sheriff touched the trooper’s arm, drawing the man’s gaze. “You should move along now. Forget you saw me.”

      The trooper’s eyes glazed over. He gunned the engine immediately and headed back up onto the highway.

      Harry took out a handkerchief and wiped the blue blood from his hand. He removed his hat and raked back grey, thinning hair. He was tired, Ravi could feel it through their connection. They had been partners for over thirty years, since Harry had taken him under his wing when he joined The Alliance, the organization that policed the supernatural world on Earth.

      Ravi gathered his energy and vanished, appearing beside Harry. “Everything okay?”

      Harry frowned. “You know you shouldn’t teleport out in the open like that. What if he was glancing into his rear-view?”

      Ravi smirked. “Keep up, daddio. We call it darting these days.”

      “I know what you kids call it. Is teleport too long a word for you?”

      Ravi snorted. He was fifty-eight, just two years younger than Harry. “As to the trooper, I could appear sagging-bare-ass naked in his kitchen, handing him his morning coffee, and he still wouldn’t see me.” A human/animal presence touched his mind. “I can sense Paul coming through on foot. He’s in wolf form.”

      Harry nodded and led the way back into the forest as Ravi muttered his spell for detecting nearby enemies.

      They returned to the body of the young, fae woman who had been giving classes in art and yoga in the town for the last year. She was still in the workout clothes she was seen wearing the previous day. She lay on her side but her pose was odd. Her body stiff, as though she’d frozen in a defensive pose with one arm up.

      Harry checked his watch. “The fae are going to come through at any minute for the Summer Solstice celebrations. They’ll be led by Fae Lord Aladon and the first thing he’s going to see is his daughter dead in front of the portal. We need to move her.”

      Deputy Paul appeared on the other side of the clearing. Still in wolf form, he panted.

      “He must have run hell-for-leather to get here so fast.” Ravi waited as the wolf sniffed first at April, then his nose went into the air. He growled, bared his teeth, and bolted into the woods.

      Harry stepped over to the girl. “See if he needs back up. I’ll take her into town and come right back.”

      Ravi waited a few moments. Harry was getting old, hell, so was he, but he knew better than to offer help to the proud old sheriff. Instead, he darted to the wolf’s side and found him with hackles raised.
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      Ravi stepped back so as not to interfere with Paul’s tracking senses. The wolf turned in circles. Something was near, but Paul seemed not to know what it was. A moment later, a chill ran through the mage, through his bond with Harry told him something was wrong. He gasped.

      Paul turned to face him and dipped his head to the side. The universal canine code for huh?

      “Harry.” Ravi said by way of explanation, then darted immediately back to the fairy ring.

      Harry was on his knees with his arms stretched out, the hands curled around as though carrying something, but there was no sign of April.

      “What happened. Did you take her back?” But Harry hadn’t darted, he’d have felt it. When Harry didn’t respond Ravi put a hand on his shoulder and the sheriff keeled over, as stiff as a board. The mage held a hand over his partner. Their unbroken link indicated that Harry was alive but his body was frozen solid with no outward sign of life.

      “What is this?” Came an angry, arrogant voice close behind him.

      Damn if those fae-folk weren’t quiet. Ravi rolled his eyes before turning around. “My Lord Aladon. Bright be the Solstice⁠—”

      “Never mind that. What is happening here?” The silver-haired fairy was flanked by two of his Shining Guard, and others were waiting to cross from fae through the wavering portal behind Aladon.

      “I don’t know, my Lord. We’ve had a
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