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			Merrick took a deep breath before stalking boldly into the Halloween party. He had heard a lot about the people who lived in the big Victorian house on the outskirts of town; their parties carried the sort of legends that were fueled completely by rumor. No one he actually knew had been to one of them, but his friends all had stories, handed down until the teller couldn’t positively identify the protagonist of the tale.

			Well, he would be the first of his friends to make it in, and he intended to make it count. He’d managed to beg a ride to the edge of town and hiked his way to the place on dark back roads with barely enough room for two cars, much less a pedestrian. He figured that he had earned his chance to see what happened in the big house, by virtue of making it there without getting squashed by a SUV.

			No one really seemed to notice that he didn’t belong with anyone there. He had decided to wear an outfit that could go many places without too much comment: black BDUs tucked into freshly polished combat boots, topped off with an untucked white button-up shirt. A loosely tied black tie with skeletons dancing across it added an irreverent air that matched his spiky black hair perfectly. He looked every bit the musician that he aspired to be, without overstating it, as he’d carefully planned.

			Merrick scanned around quickly to get his wits about him and headed for the likely place where the kitchen would be. He had brought two six-packs of the best beer he could afford, a rich porter from a local micro-brewery that he had discovered one night while in a bar in Fells Point. He had fallen in love with the taste and bought it whenever he could find it and afford it.

			The way he saw it, he was crashing the party – the least he could do was to bring the beer he loved as a peace offering. Maybe the occupants of the house would notice his superior taste and tolerate him. Or maybe they would just kick him out and keep his beer. It was a difficult call at this point, really.

			The people he’d seen so far were all rather… eccentric looking. They all seemed to be much more attractive than any one house full of people had a right to be, although none of them could be said to have a traditional beauty about them. From what Merrick had seen so far, they tended to be dramatic in dress, although that could have been attributed to the holiday, of course.

			He found the kitchen and decided to take a beer for himself and anonymously stash the rest in the fridge. He should find someone to introduce himself to, he supposed, although he wasn’t sure how he would answer the inevitable questions about why he was at the party in the first place. In fact, he wasn’t really sure what had drawn him here. A sense of adventure, perhaps, mixed with an insatiable curiosity.

			The refrigerator was full of strange food: odd fruit, weirdly lumpy packages with mysterious contents, and many dark bottles of liquid, corked and sealed with wax. There was a variety of beers on the top shelf, and he added the porters to that collection. Closing the door to the fridge, he was surprised by a small figure standing on the other side and took a step back with a gasp. The girl also shared his shock for a moment, before bursting into laughter.

			“You look like you’ve seen a ghost! Never fear, stranger, I won’t spirit you away…yet.”

			She opened her eyes wide and smiled innocently. Merrick gave in and started laughing, too. She looked at him carefully and said, “You’re new here. Did you find us on your own?”

			Merrick admitted, “I have been hearing the legends about the parties here for ages and decided that I would like to see them firsthand. I apologize if I overstepped my bounds, but I came a long way to be here tonight. I felt like I was drawn here.” Why did he just say that? Damn, it was as if his tongue had a mind of its own!

			“We like honest people here. We also have no call to argue with a call to join us; in fact, your tenacity honors us. And you brought beverages as well, yes?” Merrick nodded, mutely.

			She smiled and said, “Good! You even follow the ancient formula of party crashing. Well, we didn’t call it party crashing back then, but it will do for now.”

			She paused to give Merrick a glowing smile and winked at him. He was utterly enraptured at this point, he had never met a woman that had managed to captivate him so quickly. He could listen to her speak all night and never grow tired, he decided.

			“You have to understand a few things before you enter the fray, as they say. Please let me be your guide, as you’ve made a favorable impression on me and I feel that I should get you through the evening unscathed. Do you agree?”

			Merrick nodded, intrigued.

			“Nay, nay, you must say aloud what you intend,” she declared.

			Merrick blinked at that, but complied, “I gladly accept you as guide.”

			She beamed at his wording and exclaimed, “Perfect! You did that quite well. Choose your words that carefully when dealing with us, and you will go far. Now, the next question: will you tell me your name? And be careful, here, when you are asked for it tonight from other than myself because names hold power. Never reveal all until you are sure, do you understand? I will give you mine first, as a token of good faith, but know this – there is a secret to the name that you carry; you should never give it away until you are sure. Give your common name, or a nickname, when you are asked, and then only if you wish. Names given are gifts.”

			She caught his gaze and held it, peering into his eyes until he thought he might have to either kiss her or run screaming. She broke the tension finally with a sweet smile, and said happily,” I can see that this night will yield many surprises! I am Aisling, and I’m quite glad that I found you in our kitchen tonight.”

			Merrick felt, quite suddenly, as if he had been given a great honor. What was going on here, under the surface? He felt lost in the night’s events, yet at the same time, this was exactly where he’d wanted to be. What could he do but go along with everything?

			“Aisling. That’s a lovely name. I’m Merrick, and I’m very pleased to meet you.” He felt that to be an inadequate response, but Aisling beamed at his answer.

			“Your name isn’t very common, either. We are of a kind, then! This is pleasing.” She practically bubbled over with excitement, then suddenly cocked her head to the side and looked a bit alarmed.

			“Someone’s coming, and you don’t have all the information you need to make it through this evening safely. Come over here, quickly!” She grabbed his arm and pushed him onto a stool in the darkest corner of the kitchen, positioning herself between him and the wall.

			“No matter what, keep your face hidden. Do you understand? If someone speaks to us, let me answer. Pretend to be engrossed in my presence, no matter what.”

			She slipped his arms around her and pressed herself against him. “Hide your face in my hair,” she whispered, as the kitchen door opened behind her.

			His head was spinning, dizzy from being so close to her so suddenly, her scent, her presence – and the suspense of the moment just added to the feeling until he could barely stand it. Her fingers were gently stroking the back of his neck, rather absently yet soothingly; he could feel her nervousness. Why was she so attuned? What were these people like, anyway?

			There was some rustling and a low laugh from the figures who had entered. Merrick could only see the curve of Aisling’s neck and her voluminous, curly hair, which under other circumstances would be more than enough. He realized that her hair was an unusual mix of deep, sparkling black and strands of delicate lavender. How did she manage that?

			He must have made a sound, because Aisling tensed slightly, and one of the others in the room laughed again and said, “Oh, look. Aisling caught herself a plaything! Will you share, or are you greedy today, Aisling?”

			Merrick winced at the condescending tone in the remarkably mellifluous voice. How could such a lovely voice become so bitter?

			A second, more masculine voice chimed in. “I don’t think I recognize it, Edana. Of course, I can barely see it. Him, Aisling? Did you find a boy? What a pleasant surprise!”

			The other one sounded like he was teasing Aisling. He seemed rather more likeable. “We should leave her to her fun, Edana. I’m sure she will introduce us later, when they are… less involved.” He laughed, lightly.

			Merrick had the impression that he was trying to help Aisling, that there was some underlying tension that he was trying to defuse. Edana seemed to want to start trouble.

			Aisling turned slightly, cradling his head and keeping him hidden in her hair, and replied in an even tone, “I am rather occupied, ‘tis true. Edana, does the party grow dull enough to drive you to the kitchen for entertainment?”

			Edana’s answer dripped with ice, “Ah, those fools. They never tire of the same entertainments, you know. But rumor had it that some dark bird soared boldly through our threshold, and that waked my curiosity. Imagine when I find it roosting here in the shadows with you.”

			There was a rustling of fabric, and then a thin and cold hand had his chin, trying to wrench him from Aisling’s protection. Merrick’s heart jumped at the touch and started pounding. His impulse was to run away as fast as he could. Aisling laughed merrily and stepped away, though the look she shot to Merrick was full of warning.

			“What you force, you do not command,” she told Edana, a poisonous smile on her lips.

			“Audentes fortuna juvat,” Edana replied with a sneer, and Merrick’s brain suddenly unlocked, and he knew what to say next. Bless those “useless” Latin classes!

			“Lady,” he addressed Edana, “as you advise, fortune might smile upon my boldness, and this crow does speak for himself, if you will.”

			She looked taken aback at his words but recovered with an ingratiating smile. “Ah, the dark bird has a tongue, and some wits, as well! What other surprises might this night hold, fledgling? And what say you to your presence here, uninvited and unknown?”

			Merrick gave her his most engaging grin and answered, “Your gatherings are legendary, and I could not help but see one myself! I came through a small bit of adversity to get here, but I managed to bring a small peace offering of beverages. Aisling was kind enough to extend her welcome to me, and here I stand now, quite honored to be in your presence.”

			He had a sudden urge to bow, and did so, instinctively knowing that would impress.

			Edana seemed rather taken aback, a look that seemed alien on lovely features that did not reveal her bitter personality. She took a moment to smooth the folds of her burgundy silken gown, and to toss back her shining black hair, before she turned to her tall, handsome companion and said, “What think you, Cullen? Shall we accept or exile this brazen one?”

			Cullen laughed derisively at her and said, “It is not ours to decide, Edana, and you know it. He took matters into his own hands when he entered the door, and he made his amends with a gift and a well-spoken explanation. Aisling has befriended him, and there is naught for us to nay or yea at this juncture. Do not overreach.”

			He weathered Edana’s evil glare with a guffaw and an eye roll as she pushed past him in a huff. “Do not think you have exempted yourself from my scrutiny, Raven,” she threw to Merrick as a parting shot before huffing out the door.

			A palpable chill seemed to lift, heightened by Cullen’s imminent collapsing with laughter, which he managed to stave off by falling into Aisling. The shocked look that had not left her face the entire time Merrick had engaged the enemy, so to speak, finally faded into relief.

			“That was an experience I most certainly do not want to repeat again!” she gasped. She reached for Merrick’s hand, and held it tightly. “You handled yourself much more eloquently than I would ever have hoped. You are amazing!” Merrick’s heart leaped in his chest at her declaration. When had he ever been smitten so quickly?

			 She gave him a smile as sweet as honey before turning back to Cullen gratefully. “And you! I appreciate you intervening; I know that is against your normal stance.” 

			Cullen said, with a rueful look, “I have of late grown tired of those games, and I would distance myself from such as she if I could.” He turned to Merrick and gave him a slight bow. “Well played, Sir. I am Cullen, pleased to be of service. Well met, and though you are welcome in our poison court, tread carefully.”

			Merrick considered his words and nodded slowly. “I appreciate your advice and assistance. I’m Merrick. I have to say I never dreamed that my little adventure of the evening would go this route, but I’m pleased to meet you on the journey.”

			Cullen threw back his blonde head and laughed at that. “Ah, Aisling, you found a keeper! Lucky girl. And you just found him today?”

			She laughed, “Here in the kitchen! He brought us beer. GOOD beer.”

			“Marks for him, then.” Cullen straightened himself out, adjusting the cuffs on his white ruffled shirt.

			Merrick realized at that moment that Cullen was dressed as quite the dandy, with a red velvet frock coat to go with the ruffled shirt, and neat black pants tucked into pointed boots. His blonde hair was even pulled back into a tidy ponytail with a black ribbon. It made Merrick feel severely underdressed for the party. Even Aisling was wearing a silky black dress that looked made from some historic pattern, all ancient lines and flattering fit.

			“Aisling, love, you should take him out to the party now. I think you’ve established for him from what cloth we’re cut, if you gather my meaning,” Cullen said, giving Merrick a measuring look. “If he can keep on his toes with Edana, he’ll handle the others admirably.”

			Aisling replied, “This is probably true, but I’d like to have a few more minutes with him first before entering that mess, if Merrick is amiable, of course.”

			She looked to Merrick, who smiled and replied, “Of course.”

			“See you out there, then,” Cullen gestured widely at the rest of the house and slipped back into the party.

			Aisling looked down at the floor and muttered, “Well, I certainly screwed that up. My apologies, although you took all in stride. Forgive me?”

			She looked up into his eyes beseechingly and laid her hands gently on his arms. She looked terribly fragile and sad, and the only answer he could see was to kiss her. Her eyelids fluttered shut as she rose up a bit on her toes to meet him. Their lips met, and his world seemed to shrink to tunnel vision for a moment; a heady feeling, like being drunk, or on a vertigo-inducing carnival ride, took over him.

			He was practically reeling when she finally broke away and slid her arms around him in a gentle embrace. “I think that’s more than enough for now, don’t you? We cannot have you intoxicated so soon in the evening.”

			Merrick gasped in a breath, trying to catch his balance. “What… what just happened? That was… amazing. Wow.”

			Aisling gave him a mysterious little grin. “I have my secrets, to be revealed in time. I have to admit, that was an unexpected sweetness.” She reached up and touched his face briefly, and said, “Now I need to impart to you this bit of importance – what you experienced with Edana, that is the rule rather than the exception. There are a few of us here who are of good heart, but some are ruled by the bitter hand of ennui and impatience. They like to play games. Words matter here, as I’m sure you’ve noticed, so mark what you say.

			“Promise nothing that you cannot deliver and give as little as you can. Weigh everything you utter as carefully as you can, so that you say exactly what you mean. Shades of meaning can get you into much trouble with some of us. Trust your instincts; you seem to possess good sense about how to act around us. We are as quick to bless as to curse, so if you impress, you will do well. I will try to give you signs of who to trust, and who to mistrust, but stand by your instincts. And remember – I am there with you.”

			She stopped and gave him a look of amusement. “Is this the sort of adventure you were expecting?”

			“Um… not quite. But I must admit, I don’t think I could have dreamed up this scenario, so I’m rather pleased. Especially as I’ve managed to find you by coming here.” He smiled, suddenly shy, and squeezed her hand lightly.

			She laughed delightedly and said, “Then let us go conquer the party, m’dear!”

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Music: Severed Heads 

			Heart of the Party
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			Merrick had been to a lot of parties in his twenty-seven years. He had seen debauchery, and decadence. He had been to gutterpunk gatherings that were as prim as church meetings, and soirees that his ridiculously rich and stuffy relatives had thrown that were practically orgies.

			But this party seemed to have all of those wrapped up into one large package, and yet it felt like no other event he’d ever attended. The first thing he noticed was that everyone there was either incredibly gorgeous or utterly odd-looking. No one in the building could be described as “plain” by any means.

			Cullen was in their direct path, sprawled in an overstuffed velvet armchair and surrounded by several small green-haired figures. He saluted broadly to Merrick and Aisling, and his tiny companions turned to see who Cullen had gestured towards.

			Merrick was taken aback to see that they looked to be young girls, but they were dressed very provocatively, with filmy green gowns and black corsets, and elaborately done makeup and hair.

			One of them spoke to Cullen, in a crystalline voice that resonated with adult tones, “Oh, who is this new blood that the waif has found? He looks… fragile.” She eyed him lewdly, and the other two tiny women cackled and made suggestive faces at him.

			Cullen sighed patiently and said, “Ladies, you see quite well that he has chosen his companion for the evening. Leave be, and perhaps you will have a chance at sweeter meat this eve.”

			The one who had spoken to Merrick turned on Cullen in an instant, and gave him a hungry, devilish grin. “Perhaps one who has resisted our charms? Perhaps the most handsome prince at the soiree?”

			She licked her lips, and Merrick shivered. He was sure that Cullen could handle himself with those weird, rapacious females, but there was something in the undercurrent of that exchange that left him feeling that Cullen had tossed them a larger morsel than perhaps he’d intended. The look of careful calculation on Aisling’s face reinforced his impression.

			She inclined her head, very slightly, to the women flanking Cullen, and said in an even tone, “Ladies. Cullen.”

			The tiniest of the three stared up at Aisling with distaste and said, “Scion of Oneiros, none asked you here.”

			Aisling shrugged and replied, “Cullen would have otherwise, I say. But no mind; we need to mingle about and acquaint our Blackbird here with the Folk.”

			She turned to leave, and the smallest one reached out and grasped Merrick’s wrist with sharp claws and hissed, “Not yet, I think. Let me look at this one.”

			She yanked on Merrick’s arm and pulled him to his knees, a feat surprising given her small stature. He held back complaints, deciding that keeping his tongue quiet was probably the best policy at this strange juncture. The creepy little gamine stretched herself out, rather like a snake, until her face was so close to his that he felt ill. She smelled of licorice and something bitter and herbal, and he realized that her face, that had appeared so young at a distance, was covered in a maze of minute cracks. She looked as if she had been constructed by mosaic in fine detail. Her eyes were a shade of green that made him think of scum-covered ponds. Being this close to her felt toxic.

			“Ah, I’ll look into your soul then, boy, make no mistake…,” she whispered, her voice colored with easy malice. He wanted to run away, screaming, but could not pull himself away from her. He could hear Aisling’s sharp intake of breath behind him, but he couldn’t even look her way. He was sucked into the pit of those green eyes.
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			He was in a dark room. He could barely see through the gloom, a dark cot and a thick oak door with a latch handle. He heard scratching at the other side of the door, and his heart started pounding rapidly. SHE was there, trying to get in, trying to peer into his secret places. The scrabbling intensified, and he could hear her cooing encouragement to him to open the door to her.

			“I hear you in there, little raven. Open the door and let me in, let me see what you hide within… LET ME IN!” She started shrieking and pounding on the door.

			He fled to the cot and cowered on it for a moment, found a small leather journal under the covers, cradled it in his arms. This was what she wanted, he knew, his secret dreams, his deepest thoughts. He took the book and placed it behind him, between his back and the wall, and spread himself out against the wall as if to cling to it. She would not get his soul without a fight.

			[image: ]

			“Ahhhh! The little wretch!” she screamed, and took a step back quickly from Merrick, still on his knees on the floor. The other little witchy ones gathered around their compatriot and clung to her, cooing reassuringly. She shook them off and pointed at Aisling. “What have you brought into this house?” she demanded.

			Aisling flung back, “I brought nothing. He arrived of his own volition, and he is his own man, as you can plainly see. Give him your name; he earned it.”

			The small woman hissed and said, “You will pay dearly for your insolence, Aisling.”

			“Not to you, I won’t. Give him what he earned, what you strove to take from him. You know the game.”

			She screwed her mouth up as if she’d bitten into something distasteful. “I am Morgance. They,” and she gestured over to her companions, “are Ula and Morgandy. Proper address to us is ‘The Ladies’ or ‘The Sisters’. We show little mercy, be warned. We will not forget this.”

			Merrick cocked an eyebrow at this. “You engaged with me, not the other way around. I wanted no part of that. I just wished to meet the people in this house.”

			Morgance sneered at him, “Well, and so you have! Did you think you had found some common garden party? You will find yourself severely mistaken and outclassed ‘ere this night is ended, Blackbird. Don’t expect us to abide by your rules, or you will not emerge unscathed. Not that I see that as an option for you, anyway. Too innocent. Aisling, take him from us. And Cullen, you have some reckoning with us.”

			Cullen laughed merrily, “You did not travel the road proffered to you, and now it is closed. As for me, I think I shall follow in the service of our young protagonist for a bit. This may prove to be more than mere distraction.”

			With that, he extricated himself from the grasp of The Ladies, and flung his arms around Aisling and Merrick’s shoulders in a rather drunken way. “Off we go, into the depths now!” He dragged off the protesting duo, and muttered to Merrick, “Well done, lad, but now you’ve done it. They forget nothing. I was rather taken aback to watch Morgance go after you like so; rather unusual that. You burn like a candle in the darkest night to us, you see. Have you followed what has gone by so far this eve?”

			Merrick snorted, “I have no clue what goes on here. I feel like I’ve fallen headfirst into a fantastic movie or strange faery tale. I keep thinking, ‘There must be a reasonable explanation for all of this. Perhaps I’m on drugs.’ I know that’s not it though – is it? I’d love to understand…”

			Aisling shook her head and warned, “Knowing doesn’t always explain things, and sometimes one can know too much. I feel terrible that you’ve experienced this much already. Some things were meant to stay a mystery, Merrick.”

			Cullen offered, “Perhaps, but I think this one was meant to come here tonight. And what a night for it! You choose dangerously, friend, coming to a place like this on Samhain. You had no idea, did you?”

			Merrick shook his head violently. “Not a clue that you would all be so mysterious and freaky, no. Did she do what I think she did? I didn’t imagine that, did I?”

			Aisling replied plainly, “I wish that you had. But we will talk more on this, as this is neither the time nor place. Ah! Here is someone you should meet!”

			She deftly guided them over to a rather tall and regal woman, her dark skin offset marvelously by her blazing red hair. She wore a rich purple and black gown that would not have seemed out of place in a ballet – the skirt seemed to be made up of hundreds of layers of tulle that hung in artful tatters from an embroidered silken bodice, and her shoulders were bare under the tendrils of hair that hung down to her waist. She had tiny silver bells tied to braids throughout the red strands, and they tinkled softly as she moved gracefully to meet them.

			“Aisling, you’ve brought a guest? Yes, I know, you found him in the kitchen. His bold tale has reached my ear already.” The lady smiled encouragingly at Merrick. “I am Fallon, and I am glad to make your acquaintance. This is my house, and though it seems strange, there are some great and lovely folk to be found here. You have already attached to some of the best, I can see.”

			Aisling looked downwards with an embarrassed smile, and Cullen gave Fallon a little bow with a pleased grin. Merrick instinctively felt that he could trust Fallon. She seemed to radiate purity and light.

			“I’m Merrick, and I apologize for coming to your party uninvited. Something just told me that tonight was the night to be here. If I overstepped my bounds, I’m very sorry, but otherwise I would never have met you, and Aisling, and Cullen, and for that I’m very glad.”

			Fallon laughed with delight and took his hands in hers. “You are officially welcome in House Mirabilis.”

			She raised her voice just loud enough to cut through the party chatter, catching the attention of all in attendance. “You may come to this house whenever you wish, Merrick. I’ll tolerate no mischief done to you, and in return I ask only that you keep the things you see here sub rosa. Do you understand what I am asking?”

			She looked at him and nodded. “Of course you do, you are a bright and quick-witted raven. Aisling, will you agree to stand by him and guide him through our ways?”

			Aisling’s eyes opened wide, as though she had not suspected what Fallon would ask, although Merrick couldn’t see why. It wasn’t as if Aisling had seemed inclined to abandon him so far, for which he was infinitely grateful.

			“I agree, Fallon, of course,” she answered, and she seemed to be blushing slightly, which just confused Merrick. What was going on?

			“Perhaps someday I’ll actually be able to understand everything that is happening in one of these conversations,” he lamented, and Fallon laughed.

			“Perhaps someday you will. Do not be too hasty to unveil all of our mystery, Merrick. You will find skeletons with the flowers, I warn you. Although perhaps that would be welcome to you, little raven?”

			“Do I resemble a raven that much? I tried to make my hair more artistic than rumpled, but I suppose the trip here mussed it a bit…” He broke off his musings when the small crowd assembled started to titter.

			A somewhat wild looking man, who looked rather out of place with the rest of the group, laughed and quipped, “Better a raven than a jackdaw! You cannot see the blackbird? What a shame. You will find out much about yourself here, I suspect.” He grimaced and said, “Ah, pardon my rudeness. I have no pert excuse, unlike some here. I am Sheridan. If you like the outdoors better than this sort of revel, we might be grand friends.”

			Merrick smiled and said, “I don’t know that much, a few trees and flowers, but I’m always interested to learn more. And I’m Merrick.”

			Sheridan laughed loud and declared, “I like this one! He doesn’t know what he’s in for, but I like ‘im! D’you drink beer? Because if so, you’ve got my attention!”

			Merrick’s affirmative answer gained him a place at a large, dark wooden table that looked like it had been hewn directly from a huge tree trunk in one great piece. Animal faces and fantastical creatures were carved into the top’s edge and down the legs of the table with amazing skill and detail. The giant, red velvet upholstered chair they’d placed him in matched the table.

			He had a very large tankard of beer placed in front of him, and it seemed that everyone else at the table had a drink as well. Sheridan’s mug was even larger than Merrick’s. Aisling had a delicate goblet with a golden liquid in it; he looked at her questioningly and she offered it to him to taste. It smelled sweet and melted on the tongue with a faint honeyed aftertaste.

			“Mead. We trade with another house like ours, Gentry House. They make the best honey wine around,” Aisling explained. “You have the beer that Sheridan makes. Try to drink it slowly, although he will want you to quaff it. Trust me on this one,” she advised with a wink, as Sheridan hollered, “She’s telling you to take it easy, isn’t she? Gah, women. Drink! You must tell me what you think of our beer, Merrick!”

			General laughter ensued, and Merrick took an enquiring sip. The brew was thick and tasted of oats and hops and honey, and he noticed that though it was cool in his throat, it had not been chilled. It was utterly delicious. He closed his eyes and sighed appreciatively, and Sheridan howled in triumph.

			“Ah, we have confirmed his good taste! That settles it; he’s a keeper.” He pounded his fists on the table with each exhortation. The rest of the group, including Merrick, laughed, and began to drink in earnest.

			Aisling brought platters of food and set them about the table. There were rich roasts cut in finger-sized bits, and chunks of creamy cheese to match. Dusky, tiny plums crowded around sugar-dusted cakes and cinnamon cookies, and green apple slices circled the outside of that plate. There was a smoked trout and wheaten crackers to serve the bits upon, and mushrooms that had been anointed with herbed oils. Merrick looked at the bounty and was amazed. These people really could throw a fabulous party.

			Aisling would lean over from time to time and whisper into his ear information about people or background on stories being told. He drank, and laughed at the stories, although he did not contribute his own tales. He wasn’t quite comfortable yet, although the beer was certainly helping. At one point, a very rosy cheeked Aisling started feeding him morsels of food, which he would take with kisses to her fingertips. She had slid into the chair with him, and they were very closely entwined. At first, he didn’t notice, as drunk as he was, but slowly he realized that she was softly pressed against him. A warmth – that was not one bit alcohol related – crept through him, and he smiled blissfully and sank back into the chair.

			Sheridan caught his expression and started laughing. “You look like a cat that discovered a dish of cream!”

			Merrick just shot him a grin back, and Aisling stuck her tongue out at him. Bliss, Merrick thought to himself. This was pure heaven.

			Someone changed the music playing, switching from the deep vocals and guitar of Fields of the Nephilim to something melodically different – archaic, yet modern, with a lovely female vocal set to it. Merrick cocked his head, listening intently to the song, and asked, “Who is this? Her voice is amazing.”

			Aisling said, “A little-known group from New York, known as Mors Syphilitica. I have heard that the vocalist was classically trained. They are quite appealing to us – magical, distantly beautiful, a little cruel.”

			He answered her, “I don’t think you’re cruel.”

			She put a finger over his lips. “Say no more of that, Merrick. I can be as unkind as any here, and more hurtful than some. You’ve known me but a night, and though your heart is good, you don’t know the whole of how it is with us. You can decide what you think of me later, and I will think you a smart man.”

			Merrick didn’t know how to answer that. She took away his need to answer with a kiss, deliciously lingering.

			She pulled away and put her lips to his ear, tantalizingly close, and whispered, “Mark everything that happens now, and don’t be too afraid. I will be right here. I’m sorry that I couldn’t give you more warning.”

			He pulled his head away from her, his eyes full of shock and questions, and Fallon was suddenly there, a hand on his chin. She forced his gaze to hers and said, in a resonant tone, “Merrick, down.”

			He felt extreme lassitude take over his body; he could not move. “Aisling, Cullen, take him hence,” Fallon commanded, and he found himself drifting along with his companions, to a green brocaded fainting couch which was in the center of a round room with a vaulted ceiling.

			In the back of his mind, somewhere amidst the fog they’d induced in his brain, he remembered the Victorian style tower on the left side of the house. He guessed that’s where they were now. The walls were hung with tapestries that were crumbling with age. They all seemed to depict naked creatures dancing in the woods, rather like a series by Bosch put to fabric. Candles burned in tall wrought iron holders randomly placed along the walls, and there was a seven-pointed star painted in silver at the apex of the ceiling. The couch was positioned directly under it.

			“Who will stand with this one?” Fallon demanded of the room, which had filled with the revelers.

			Aisling moved next to him, protectively. “I will!” she declared, laying a hand on the back of the couch.

			Cullen flanked him on the other side and said, “I will.”

			Merrick saw Fallon’s eyebrow raise just a bit at that. “No more so uninvolved, Cullen?”

			He had the grace to look a touch embarrassed. “I see something in this one, Fallon. I am willing to cast my lot with him.”

			She nodded, and then grew genuinely surprised to see Sheridan behind Cullen.

			He said, simply, “I like the boy.”

			Fallon shrugged, and said, “That seals the bargain from our end, but we may not commence until we hear from Merrick. What say you, little raven? You get this offer but once, and then no more. If you decline to join our dance, we will vanish in the morning, and you will remember this night as if it were a fever dream. If you take our hand – which I must impress upon you, we rarely extend – you will as surely belong to us as we will to you, for at least a seven-year bond. We may teach you much in that time, but you will be bound to us, as well. Do you understand?”

			Merrick felt the torpor lift enough to gain some mobility, and he said, “I hear what you are saying, but what do you mean? Who are you, and why would you want me to join you? I can’t just agree to join a group of unknowns – will you please explain?”

			Fallon closed her eyes for just a moment and inclined her head. “Let us that stand here be revealed. Aisling, show him who we are.”

			Aisling took a small, lacquered box from her waistband, and opened it to reveal a sweet-smelling ointment. “I must apply this; will you allow that?” she asked him. Merrick nodded, confused. What on earth was going on?

			“Close your eyes,” she requested, and lightly rubbed the balm across his eyelids. He felt her apply it to his lips and forehead, then to the palms of his hands. She reached inside his shirt and dabbed some gently on his chest, and murmured, “There. It is done. Open your eyes, Merrick!”

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Music: Peter Murphy 

			All Night Long
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			He saw Aisling first; he knew she’d planned it that way. Out of all of those in the room, she looked the most normal, for what that was worth. Her features were wilder and more fey, she had more curve to her – a softer, pale voluptuousness that made her even more inviting-looking – but overall, she looked as he had seen her all night.

			She smiled at him and said, “I am myself. I think you saw me from the first with your heart, and so no glamour was ever evident. But what of the rest? What do you think?”

			He looked past her to Cullen, who also looked much the same, except with much pointier ears and eyes that reminded Merrick of a fox. His canines were very pointy when he smiled, and he looked every bit the rascal.

			Fallon, on the other hand, was dramatically different in appearance. She was older, but no less regal. She seemed to have gained a majesty that was only accented by the extreme slant of her eyes and fullness of her features. She brought to mind at first glance a woodcut he’d seen long ago, an image of the Lady of the Moon, only painted in golden and reddish tones. Her ears were pointed and curled up at the tips, and she seemed to have tiny horns that rose from her eyebrows and arched back into her hair. They looked like they belonged on her, somehow.

			When she smiled at him, it was if the whole room lit up. She radiated power and benevolence to him, and deep in his heart he was glad she was in charge of these strange creatures.

			He turned then to Sheridan and found him to be much wilder looking than he’d expected. He was ragged and wild-haired – even more so than he’d appeared before – and most notably, every inch that Merrick could see of him was covered with thin and spidery blue swirled tattoos. He had rings that went down the outside edges of both his ears, and he wore brown leather bracers on his forearms that had rings along the edges of those, as well. Merrick could well imagine him living at the base of a tree somewhere in a great forest.

			Sheridan grinned widely and handed him a small circlet made of branches and ivy, about the size of a bracelet. “Put this on, friend. Oak and ivy will do you well.” Merrick slid it on his left arm, to the approving nod of his friend, and he gasped as it melted from the air and burned into his skin. It left behind a gorgeous tattoo, completely lifelike, of the leaves and branches entwined around his wrist. Merrick studied it incredulously.

			Fallon urged him then, “We await your decision, Merrick. Can you stay with us for the appointed time and be one with us?”

			He looked around the room, at all the different folk there: a small pixy-like boy with feathers for hair. The green-and-black harpies that were The Ladies. A group of tall tree-people, who bent and swayed with grace. A round, spiky woman that was surely related to a hedgehog, he would wager. Their magic and their exotic looks were overwhelming, enticing – how could he say no?

			“I will join, Lady. How could I walk away from all of you?”

			Fallon nodded, as if she had expected him to acquiesce. “Cullen. Bring the vial.”

			Aisling told him, “Lie back, love. You’ll want to be comfortable for this, trust me.”

			He gave her a funny look but did as he was told. At this juncture, and as muddled as he felt, it seemed prudent to follow her directions – especially as he’d more or less put himself into their hands.

			Cullen had returned with a gleaming decanter that was finely made of hand-blown scarlet glass. It glittered in his elegant hands, and he seemed to treat it reverently. He took the small glass that served as a lid from the top and filled it with a sparkling, clear liquid, then handed it to Merrick carefully.

			“Drink it quickly, like a shot of fine liquor. It will burn going down, and act quickly,” Cullen advised.

			Merrick took a deep breath and said, “Cheers,” then downed the glass in one fell swoop.

			Fire blossomed inside, and the world spun around him. He felt the glass taken from his hand, and someone’s cool hands – Aisling’s? – on his brow for a moment.

			From very far away, through a burst of starlight and fog, he heard Fallon’s crystalline voice say, “It is done. Merrick, you are ours for one cycle, and we are yours. Ad vivum!”

			There was a cheer, and he realized that they were all crowded above him, in a circle. Each one dropped something on him – a flower, a berry, a glass bead, a tiny key. He lost track. He noted in a tiny corner of his mind that Edana dropped a thorn, and gave him a maliciously, pointy-toothed smile. She looked as if she wanted to devour him.

			After leaving their offerings, the folk filed out, leaving Fallon for last. She kneeled next to Merrick on the couch, and gently mopped his brow before speaking. “You are a brave little blackbird and your courage does you credit. Do not fear what happens now – we have given you gifts that will evidence themselves ‘ere long, and I think they will make your heart glad that you chose this path.” She laid a rainbow-sheened black feather upon Merrick’s chest, and told him, “When you are ready, you will fly.” She kissed him on the forehead and then left, with only a lingering scent of amber to note her passing.

			Merrick suddenly felt very ill and convulsed violently. He knew he would have to retch, and tried desperately to get to the door, get outside, not soil this place… but Sheridan was there, holding him down, while Aisling provided a container for his sickness. After a bit, it passed, and Cullen brought in a goblet of water and gave him sips until he felt settled.

			All during this, the walls moved around them, and the ceiling breathed. He could see shadows moving in the corners of his vision, but when he whipped his head around to catch them skulking, there was nothing to be seen. He sighed with frustration and confusion. What had they done to him?

			Hours or days passed; he knew not which. Sheridan left, and returned with the remains of a fresh rabbit, and blood on his hands. He held it out to Merrick in offering, and Merrick grimaced and cowered in fear. The wild man laughed and left, but not before smearing a touch of the blood on the soles of Merrick’s bare feet. Where had his boots gone?

			He slept, and woke in a fevered dream state, and strangeness raged around him. Once he awoke to find the room filled with small blue birds; at his shout, they took to flight excitedly and started crashing about the chamber. One landed at the foot of his bed and morphed into the small boy that had been at his initiation. “Fortune favors the brave, blackbird,” he whispered, then took off, half-winged. Merrick cried out and fell into blackness.

			Falling into a deep pit, a consuming darkness that he thought perhaps he might never escape from… but then Aisling was there, and she had him in her grasp, pulling him towards sunlight. He opened his eyes and found that the room was bathed in daylight, the heavy curtains thrown back to allow the light in, blinding in its brilliance.

			Aisling was asleep on the floor next to the small lounge, her thin hand stretched up from where she was to grasp his wrist. She looked exhausted, and he carefully disengaged her from his arm before trying to rise. He felt as if he’d been on that couch for days, and his equilibrium seemed to agree, as he could only achieve a stumbling, awkward angle once he made it up from his bed. He smelled awful, too. What a party!

			He wondered what it was that they’d given him to drink. He was ravenous, but he was so dizzy that he doubted that anything he ate would stay down anyway. He shook his head to clear away the cobwebs, only to start another bout of vertigo – and rising up out of that miasma of brain-swirl, he realized something very odd. The walls of the room, which he would have sworn to be white when he first saw them, were covered with an odd pattern… no, not a pattern. Words. HIS words.

			Somewhere along the time he could not recall, he had covered the walls – as high as he could reach – with writing. He stared incredulously at his handiwork, wondering how he could have done so much in a night… or two?

			“Aisling, wake up. I need to know how long I have been here.”

			She groaned softly from her place on the floor, and said, “Merrick, what’s wrong?”

			He knelt down next to her and asked, “What happened here? I can’t remember anything! How long has it been?”

			Aisling muttered, “I am so not ready to deal with this.” She gave him a hopeful look and asked, “I don’t suppose we can have some breakfast first, could we? No, no hope of that I see. Ugh.” She buried her face in her hands for a moment, then popped back up wearing a serious look. “Okay. Sit down, then, this might be a little weird.”

			She took a deep breath, and said, “We have always been here, but what we are is up for debate. People – your people – have given us many different names to bear. We were considered gods by much of the ancient world, the Romans and Hellenes and Celts. Then we became Faerie, Fae, Pixie… we slowly sank in stature in your minds, and by the time of the Industrial Revolution, many of our kind were gone, died off from being unable to adapt. The ones who remained learned that there were things we could still do here, ways to belong. There are pockets of us left, spread over the world, hidden in your midst and living along with you. Our presence brings creativity, beauty, artistry – but we need you, as well. Without your thoughts, your energy, your ability, we cannot live. It is a symbiotic relationship of the highest degree, but the rub is that you do not need us in the way that we need you.

			“Without you, we will wither and die away. Without us, you will continue on. We merely spur your people to greater heights. We give you dreams and visions, inspire you to ideas and expressions you might not have found unaided. I will not lie to you – we need you. We can give you much, but we take, as well. What you give to us is valuable to us without measure. Do you understand?”

			Merrick shook his head, slowly. “This is more than a little weird, Aisling, this is really fucking weird. So, say I just accept what you’re saying: that you’re some race of people who look like us, talk like us, and live off of our energy like succubi or something. And in return I’ll get really fucking creative. Right?”

			She mutely gestured at the walls. He exhaled hard, frustrated.

			“What the fuck. You gave me DRUGS. I took them. Of course I did something crazy like cover the walls with my scribbling. I don’t even remember what happened. And you still haven’t told me how long I’ve been here! Aisling, I like you. I’m not angry, even – just very, very confused. I want to understand what’s going on. I can’t imagine a reason why you’d make up a story like that, but I can’t say that anything that’s happened in my life would support what you’re saying, either.”

			She laughed at that, and in a cynical tone retorted, “You’ve never seen a black hole. Do they exist? What about mitochondria? Bristlecone pines, even. Have you seen one? They don’t live as long as one of our kind can, if we wish. People talk about them, sometimes, but how many people do you know who have actually seen one? Trust me, they exist, and so do my people. You can see us easily, whereas most people cannot see our true shapes – we have given you this gift. We gave you the greatest gift we can give one of your kind. We gave you some of our essence, which opens your mind to the beauty around you, and will help you express it. We need you, but we won’t leave you empty-handed, this I promise. Look at what you wrote! Look at what just a few days here gave you!”

			He wandered to the wall, angry and just a little scared. He wanted to believe her, he really did, but her assertions scared him no end. What if this was all true? What would this do to his world? He felt like he was ready to step out into the abyss, and he was terrified.

			He traced some of the words he had written on the walls. “Deep pool eyes, into your depths, I can see all around me but I do not understand. Will you make a path for me, blaze it with your clarity? Can you save me from myself?” He sang the words softly, remembering that he had created the song there on the spot. He had written it for Aisling, and she had cried as he sang it. “I have to go. This is too much at once.”

			Aisling looked alarmed. “You have to understand – you will come back. You pledged yourself to us. You’ll be drawn until you have no rest, no peace. And what’s more – neither will I. I stood for you, and I am bound to be by your side, do you understand? As you decline, so shall I. We will be miserable.”

			She turned suddenly at the hand on her shoulder, to find Cullen standing there. “He’s a raven through and through, Aisling. He’ll have to figure it out on his own. Don’t despair.” Cullen inclined his head to Merrick and said, “So she has given you the tale, and you choose to disbelieve?” Merrick looked trapped, and Cullen laughed dismissively.

			“I will explain something to you, and just this once. I am not known for choosing sides. I am not usually the one to look to when you have a battle to fight. I see something in you, something rich and strange and desperately needed by us. I see that you need us as well, that you are searching for something that you have not been able to find. Here we are, and you run from it like we showed you your deepest fears.

			“You may run, Merrick, but you cannot stay away from your dreams forever and be a whole man. I stood for you and continue to do so, but you must figure out what it is that you really want. I would hate to think that I finally took action on something, only to be proven wrong – I choose to put my faith in the belief that you will come to your senses. If you knew me, you would know this is quite the remarkable feat for me.” Cullen stepped back, an unreadable expression on his face, and crossed his arms, waiting.

			Merrick felt trapped, confused, and guilty. Why did they want him? How could they believe something so strongly of him, something that he couldn’t see himself? He had to get away from this place, take some time to think. “Aisling, I… I need time. I need to get my head on straight. I’ll call, come by, I don’t know. I’m scared.”

			With that, he grabbed his jacket and ran out the door. Aisling looked at Cullen with the saddest expression on her face. “He might not return. He doesn’t even understand what that will mean for him.”

			Cullen shook his head, sadly. “He will have to learn the difficult way, then. It isn’t like you won’t be seeing him, Aisling! Don’t act like I didn’t know what it meant when Fallon asked you to guide him. You’ll be in his dreams; you can help to explain some of this. We may abide, Aisling, but we must have him back eventually, for the good of all. He will see this eventually; even a raven can only be so stubborn.”
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			Merrick fled home in a panic. What had he done? Had he just tossed the perfect opportunity out the window? What if he could never go back?

			He leaned his head against the cold pane of the bus window and let his thoughts turn over and over until he wanted to vomit. He hated being this unsure of anything, and he felt as if he might have walked away from the sort of opportunity that he had only ever been able to dream of before this. At the same time, the sheer strangeness of the folk that resided in that house, and the events that had happened there… well, it terrified him, to be honest.

			Even Aisling, who had been nothing but wonderful to him, had such an aura of the supernatural about her that it confused him. The rational part of his mind knew that he was trying to assimilate foreign concepts. His grip on reality had been seriously compromised with the revelation of the strange people in that household.

			The bus finally made it through its winding route to his neighborhood, which was a green and garden-filled oasis in the upper part of the city, well known as a home to artists, musicians and other artsy folk. Many of the rowhomes had large picture windows, which were decorated with wacky treatments that changed often. Merrick’s next-door neighbor had a mannequin that he would dress in vintage fashions that echoed the seasons, complete with a vignette around it to reflect the theme. Right now, she sported a Puritan frock, and a giant turkey lurked behind her. Notably, the turkey sported rather psychedelic plumage, rather than the regular coloring. “Go figure,” Merrick thought with a laugh.

			Merrick’s apartment was on the first floor, a decently spacious studio affair with vaulted ceilings and windows that ran the height of the walls. He came in and opened the shutters, allowing light to pour into the space and set the dust motes to dazzling him. The floors were hardwood, covered here and there by some ancient Persian throw rugs, so he always took his boots off as soon as he could, to keep from scuffing the floor.

			He decided that a shower would soothe him into a better frame of mind and stripped off all his clothing into a wilted little puddle. He looked down and started in surprise when he saw the tattoo fresh on his arm. He had forgotten it entirely. He brought his wrist up to inspect it closely, marveling at the intricate details in the oak and ivy leaves. He also found a small bag hanging around his neck; this he took off and determined that he would investigate later, after the reviving shower.

			He let the water pour over his head for a long time, until he felt that he couldn’t stay wet any longer. He shook his head at the amount of woody debris and leaves that washed out of his hair and off him in general. It looked as if he’d been rolling around in the woods for days.

			He slid into dark blue flannel PJ pants and a black tee and decided that he needed tea in his garden. The garden was accessible from French doors that opened out from his main room, and it was a small but lovely courtyard-type space. There was a small fountain in the north corner, abutted against the house. Birds often frequented it, splashing about whether people were in the garden or not. There was a creeping rose arbor, with a few remaining roses clinging to the canes even at this late date in the year. The small maple was already devoid of leaves, reaching branches like fingers towards the sky. The rest of the garden was mostly herbs, left over from a previous occupant, and they often would emit delightful green smells when stirred by the wind.

			Merrick had a small café table and chairs in the back of the space, where he would drink coffee or tea and escape from the inner city for a while. He made some chamomile tea in a colorfully swirled ceramic mug and plopped down in the chair that faced towards the fountain with a big sigh. Sipping the tea slowly, he realized that he was exhausted, and he still didn’t know what day it was.

			He figured that he’d already lost his job. He knew that he had lost at least a day, and he had been scheduled to work on Monday at the little convenience store down on Read Street. He wasn’t too alarmed, as his bills were paid for the month, and he really wanted to get something better anyway… but it would have been nice to get the reference. Ah well, at least his adventure took care of one detail in an interesting way.

			Merrick never even noticed when he slipped into sleep.
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			In Dreamtime

			The forest was very dark, although Merrick couldn’t tell if it was nighttime or overcast. No, there was the moon, desperately trying to shine through the branches that overlapped overhead and towered menacingly above him. He could hear water trickling from somewhere ahead of him, and he decided to make his way to the source, for lack of a better plan.

			He kept tripping over roots and branches, and at one point a small animal ran across his feet, scurrying into the darkness and scaring the living daylights out of him. He needed a clue, a sign of what he was supposed to do! He saw two glowing eyes on the path ahead of him, down low. A cat, or a raccoon? It seemed to wink at him, and for Merrick that was enough of a sign. He followed it as it picked a path through the brush. They came to a clearing, and he finally saw the small guide before it ran off – a fox. Recognition dawned on him for
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