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THE DANCING WOULD KILL her eventually. Liz's brow furrowed at the thought—suicide was not her style. She stared out the window and scanned the star pricked sky.

The fairies were late tonight, and she ran a finger slowly along the painted frame and considered closing the blinds and ignoring the little monsters when they finally arrived. Instead she pulled Lockland’s letter from the pocket of her worn Levis. It began: “Dearest Liz, It pains me to write this.” She mouthed the words silently without opening the folded paper.

Color flashed past the window, followed immediately by the gentle “tap, tap” of miniature fingers. Elizabeth’s gaze slid sideways. A tiny face appeared outside, flashed a wicked grin, and pressed itself into ridiculous contortions against the glass. Translucent wings buzzed gently behind the slim body.

“Hello, little one.” Liz fought back a smile. “You’re late.”

The fairy fluttered, grinned wider than the physical limitations of its size, and curled a hand for her. Come out and play, Elizabeth. Come out. Come out and dance for us. Liz meant to resist them. Then again, she knew as well as anyone that resisting never worked. Not with the fairies. Not with the Fey of any size. 

By the time she emerged from her apartment, half a dozen more had manifested. They swooped and fluttered around her as she descended the stairs to the city street.

“You’re making this difficult.” Likely on purpose. With a snort, she followed the cloud of multicolored fairies down the black asphalt and between silent buildings. The little fey continued to swarm around her. The crowd of tiny bodies grew, writhing with color, and motioning her ever forward toward the night’s revel. 

A crimson male settled on her shoulder. Liz admired him for a moment, then stood taller and strode with more intent in each clipping footstep.

“If you weren’t so beautiful, you’d be demonic,” she told the growing flock. 

But if they weren't so demonic, I wouldn't follow, would I? Tonight, they'd lead her to the park, or someone’s garden, or a strip of plantings on no particular street. It didn’t matter. She would dance with Lockland again.

As it turned out, the gateway did lay in the park. A circle of sticky brown-capped mushrooms guarded the passage. Liz scowled at the ugly things, far too drab and mundane considering their purpose. But their circle would serve. The frenzied fluttering of the little ones confirmed as much. Liz stepped into the center without hesitation and began to turn in place.

Her surroundings shifted. The manicured park slipped away and a silver landscape replaced it. Twisting wild growth sprang up where only grass had been. Dark shadows appeared against the gray light of an ever-full moon, and the sharp, metallic scent of the Middle World pierced her.

Fairies cavorted overhead. Lilting music tumbled from beyond the surrounding trees. Liz stepped from the mushroom ring and found the winding path that would lead her to the revel grounds. She followed it with the promise of her memories driving her quick, springing steps.

She hesitated only briefly at the edge of the meadow. There, revelers decorated the grassy expanse, standing in small groups or sitting in pairs on soft blankets. Teenagers, artists, authors, and vagrants, the draw of the fairy ritual appealed to the curious and the skeptical alike. The little Fey swarmed by the hundreds here, and her own hosts darted away to join their cousins.

Elizabeth moved toward the center of the clearing. Weaving through the bystanders, she sought out the cluster of Dancers and the music that pulsed without source from the air above them. There were only five victims tonight, and, unlike the crowd, the Dancers had no interest in socializing. They were addicts.

Liz appraised them without speech or eye contact. Scruffy. Pathetic, hollow-eyed shadows of their former selves. Then she chuckled at her own hypocrisy. Studying her feet in lieu of her counterparts, she noted the dire state of her sneakers. A new pair was long overdue. Come to think of it, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d purchased a decent pair of jeans. She checked her back pocket and found the letter still safely nestled between the layers of frayed denim.

Just leave. She scolded herself. Turn around and get yourself out. The feet within her sad shoes disobeyed. They remained firmly planted in the glistening grass. What the hell was taking so long? She shifted her weight and scanned the surrounding throng for the appearance of the offering.

The music increased in both volume and fervor—the tray had come at last. A score of low flying fairies carried the silver platter piled with the trance-inducing food. An oversized goblet gleamed in the center, surrounded by mounds of glowing, salmon-colored treats. More and more trays appeared. More of the wicked Fey carted in their gifts: sweets and Fairy wine and, as always, enough for all.

The spectators settled into a reverent silence. Elizabeth watched only the gravity-defying journey of the offering. It hovered and bobbed in the many hands of those winged beauties, hands that would deliver her blissfully into the comfort of her past.

Run. She stepped toward the tray without wavering. Run now. But the candy was in her hand, and the hand, in turn, abandoned it on her tongue.

Warmth shivered through her as she swallowed. The wine was on her lips, chasing the food, chasing away all sentience. Her spine arched violently, and her head tossed back against the numbing spasms. With liquid grace deprived of any conscious control, Liz rose. Turning and undulating, her body danced above the revel grounds while her mind drifted happily elsewhere.



To the side of the grounds, secreted in the depths of the surrounding shadows, two men watched the Dancers. Five bodies twisted in the air before them, but the only one that mattered rose above the others, favored by the little ones that dived and hovered around her.

“She’s good.” The bolder of the two nodded in Elizabeth’s direction. He leaned against the nearest tree trunk and pretended indifference.

“She’s mad,” the other replied.

“Not yet. She’s still new.”

“Give her time. That one doesn’t come back anymore. I’ve watched him.” His over eager companion gestured casually toward one of the vagrant Dancers. “He stays gone, when it’s over.”

“Fabulous.” The word held a ring of impatience. It was a signal to get down to business.

“Did you get some of it?”

“Of course.” The man slipped a glass vial from his inside jacket pocket. He waved it at his skeptical partner. The offering glowed within.

“What will it do?”

“We’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we?” He quickly replaced the vial. “In the meantime, I believe you have a few requests of your own, Jeff?”

“Of course.” Jeff handed over his list, watching his partner’s response very carefully.

“No problem. When do you need it?”

“You’re kidding,” Jeff stammered. “Did you read all of it?”

“Do I look stupid?”

“How exactly do you plan to get that stuff across the borders?”

“Let me worry about that. I believe you have more than enough to concentrate on.”

“Certainly, but...”

“Jeff. Have a little faith.”

“Fine. Whatever. Just get me as much of it as you can swing.” The other man only widened his thin grin and shook his head. His lack of concern was irritating. Jefferson felt a mild desire to strike him. Surely, he thought, I can think of something better than that. An image of electrical wires and twisted skin came directly to mind.

“When are you heading back across?” His partner asked.

“First thing in the morning.”

“Good.”

“How long until you follow?”

“Who can say?” He tapped at the place where the vial rested. “It all depends on this.”

“But you are coming across?”

“Yes, Jefferson, I’m coming across.”

“And the woman.” Both men returned their attention to where Elizabeth hovered. “You’ll bring her to me?”

“Soon enough.” The tempo of the fairy music was already fading. The Dancers’ bodies swayed gently now, and some of the crowd had departed. Liz’s dark hair was knotted haphazardly with colored ribbons, placed there with great care by miniature hands. The man let out a reedy, level chuckle.  “Patience, Jeff, you’ll have her soon enough.”
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Chapter Two



[image: image]


LIZ WATCHED THE BLUE light spark. It flickered to life at her blade’s point and dark reflections writhed along the steel. As she arced the dagger slowly to the right, it trailed a line of cold fire that hung in the air, lengthening as the blade swung out and around. The fire grew and circled until, at last, it joined itself.

“I am between the worlds.” She spoke from within the ring of light. “Beyond the boundaries of time and space.” Her hands clasped the hilt with confidence. They lowered and came to rest at her cloaked sides. “By free will, free travel, and for the good of all worlds, this circle is cast. A door is opened.”

She raised the blade again and began to draw in the air with the tip. When the fire answered, she outlined an archway at the circle’s edge. It hung there as if solid. As she pointed her knife at the portal's center, her face was illuminated, looking, as most faces do by candlelight, eerily beautiful and otherworldly.

She began to hum, holding the dagger at arm’s length with its tip pointing at the archway. In the center, fog appeared. When it filled the archway, Liz fell silent. There was a moment of stillness. She held her breath, her knife a shining arrow focused on the gate. The woman stared into the fire and it stared right back at her.

The portal flickered. Tiny shapes formed shifting, indistinct shadows. A dozen small bodies grew inside the fog. There was a suggestion of many wings beating. When they burst through, the little Fey scattered in a frenzy of color and chatter. Fairies first. Liz sighed. Always the fairies, Gods love them.

Their wee voices faded into one another, becoming a pleasant murmur. Wings fluttered. Tiny naked bodies danced. A rainbow of ever-moving fairies careened and swirled inside the boundaries of Elizabeth's circle. They dove and spun around her head, but her blade never faltered. It remained a compass needle focused on the doorway.

The center twitched again. Larger, slower shapes appeared, gradually solidifying. One by one the Elves crossed over, and Liz marked each face before the darkness around her veiled them. She counted the travelers, sucked in a deep breath. Then her voice rang out in the silence.

“Welcome to Midway Station. Are we all here?” She waited in case of stragglers. “Good. Please remain quiet for a few moments and I’ll get us the rest of the way across.”

She repeated the steps she'd used to construct the archway, this time in reverse. As the knife cut back and forth through the air, the light dimmed and faded until only the circle remained. Once the portal was safely sealed, she turned her attentions to dismantling the protective boundary as well.

Standing in total darkness, Liz could only sense the presence of the elves. The glowing fairies swarmed high overhead, executing a perfect, if chaotic, spiral dance. 

“Lights please.” She broke the silence, and the darkness melted into the glow of incandescent lighting.

They stood in a circular, concrete room. The outer wall bore no windows, but sported a single door, and above that hung a well-painted sign that read: Welcome to Mundanity. Liz found it depressing, but the travelers always loved it. Thirteen light bulbs in open sockets glowed around the room’s perimeter. Number seven was burned out and she made a mental note to notify someone in maintenance. She curled her mouth into a wry smile. Her magic might ferry travelers from one world to the next, but on this side of the borders, she was as dependent on electricity as the next person.

She surveyed her charges. They huddled in a group—one elvin family of three and one young male. He wore street clothes and a trench coat and had the look of anyone you might find walking along a city sidewalk, almost.

Only slightly taller and thinner than the average human, elves still managed to stand out in a way Liz could never quite put into words. Despite all efforts, somehow they were never quite able to mask their alien-ness.

The family looked as if they’d just returned from Gilligan’s Island. They sported Bermuda shorts and flashy print shirts topped by the oddest array of wide brimmed straw hats she’d ever encountered. “Dear Gods,” she sighed. “Another batch of Sylvia Strutmore nuts.”

The thought of her nemesis drove Liz's expression back toward stern. The damage Sylvia's best-selling books had done since the borders opened would irritate anyone in the business of inter-world affairs. And though most considered Strutmore’s widely published misinformation to be well intentioned, Elizabeth knew better.

The child pointed at the welcome sign and jumped up and down, tugging on his father’s arm. With a mighty sigh, Liz turned to the elves and spoke in her best customer service tone.

“Welcome to Midway station. In just a moment we’ll proceed to the customs counter. Please make sure your papers are on hand and in order and things should move speedily when we arrive. Are there any questions before I continue?”

The elvin family beamed at her from under their fantastic headwear. The father stepped bravely forward and offered an awkward handshake. “We are from the France,” he stated, practically glowing with pride.

Liz cursed under her breath, “Damn Sylvia Strutmore to bloody hell.” She prayed maliciously that Strutmore hell was something intensely painful and unpleasant.

“Right.” She smiled and spoke through her teeth. “Off through this door, then. Jeni in customs will explain everything. Have a nice time. There you go.”

She left them to marvel at the wonders of Mundanity. Nearly all of the fairies had departed, completely bypassing customs. There was no point in attempting to organize the little ones anyway. The remaining elf watched as the family left. He hung back with her, and a smile played across his lips. 

“You look as if you’ve been through this once or twice?”

“I have family in the city,” he said. “And I’ve never read Sylvia Strutmore.” He grinned when she flinched, winked, and strode past her into the lobby.

Liz followed him. Outside the gating rooms, Midway crossing looked like a low budget train station. The customs counter stood to the right, and Jeni smiled patiently at the elvin family while examining their travel papers. Several well-worn couches formed the rectangular waiting area. Next to this were racks of travel brochures, maps, and leaflets touting the many wonders of the city outside.

To the left an espresso cart produced a steady supply of nearly decent coffee. Liz spied the elf ordering himself a token drink. She'd never worked out why they bothered with it. Caffeine, alcohol, basically any human-produced intoxicating substance had no effect on the Fey. Their kind had their own pleasures. Liz shuddered involuntarily, watched him take a sip, and then marched past the counter and through the door into the employee lounge.

Her relief shift was already waiting. He grinned when she entered the room. 

“Hey Jack.” Liz gave him a smile back. “You up next?”

He nodded, looking like an unkempt guru in his long purple ritual robes. His hair attempted to escape its customary braid, and she thought there might be something caught in his beard. 

“Tough day?”His tone managed to imply that she looked like shit.

“Is it that obvious?” She knew it was. “One word. ‘Strutmore.’”

“Dear Gods, are they still reading that rubbish?”

“Bestseller. Hats off to Sylvia.”

“Somebody needs to explain to her that you couldn’t hide an elf in a full body cast,” Jack said. “‘Cover your ears—look human.’ Not a chance.”

“They’d have better luck coming over dressed as trolls. At least no one would harass them.” She shrugged her shoulders and he chuckled.

The employee lounge contained several secondhand armchairs and a duplicate couch to the ones in the lobby. A sink and small refrigerator occupied the counter along one wall. There were various occult and travel magazines piled haphazardly on an end table, along with a much abused copy of “The Traveler’s Guide to Surviving Mundanity” by the infamous Mrs. Strutmore.

A few stray fairies had flown in, and they made themselves at home. She watched one wrestling with a paper sugar packet and suppressed a giggle. Another fairy, with brilliant purple wings, took the opportunity to fly in spiraling circuits around Elizabeth’s head. Jack frowned in disapproval. The fairy waved its small arms crazily in an attempt to elicit a response from Elizabeth and Jack continued to look increasingly uncomfortable.

“You should probably get going,” Liz said. “You’re up in a few.”

When he was gone, she let out a slow, steadying breath. Turning to the fairy, her tone softened. “Go now, little one. Come on. Off with you.”

The door opened and Katie entered, holding a steaming mug in one hand and a clipboard under one arm. “You should be sitting down,” she ordered, peering over her enormous eyeglasses. 

Liz obeyed, sinking immediately into the nearest armchair. 

“Now, your tea.” Katie thrust out the mug, ignoring the wince and the shaking head.

“I’d rather have a triple tall,” Liz countered weakly, though she accepted the mug and took a cautious sip.

“Tea first, then paperwork.” The younger woman removed the clipboard from under her arm and laid it on Liz's lap.

“Katie, you’re a vicious woman.”

“Only doing my job. Seriously. You know you need the tea.”

“It tastes like shit.”

“Bet I can cheer you up.”

“Good luck, did you see that family I brought over?” The bitter drink was working. Liz felt the fatigue lesson, and her spirits lifted enough to allow a sideways smirk. Katie managed the priesthood that worked the gates, and she stood in stark, organized contrast to their, often chaotic, demeanors.

“There’s someone here to see you,” she said.

“Seriously? To see me?”

“Yup, just as soon as you fill out your exit report.” Katie was unflinching when it came to paperwork.

“Number seven’s burned out again.” Liz resigned herself to the clipboard, finished her tea and, hurried through her report, wondering who in all of Mundanity could be waiting for her in the lobby.

By the time she left the break room, the tea’s warmth had done its job. Her freshly soothed nerves, however, were not prepared for the tall blonde standing in the station’s waiting area. The woman’s golden hair was neatly arranged at the nape of her neck and not a strand fell out of place as she turned to see her old friend emerge from the employee’s lounge. She wore a pressed uniform that stirred a nest of butterflies in Liz’s stomach.

“Liz!” Her face donned a shining smile. “There you are.”

“Bev, shit. It’s been so long.”

Beverly Wilson was in her early thirties, sharp and ambitious, and one of the top agents at the embassy that regulated inter-world affairs.

Elizabeth eyed the gleaming badge pinned to her lapel. “Still toeing the line, I see?”

“Ah, Agent Larson, you are sorely missed.”

“That’s not me anymore, Bev. Remember?”

“Come on, Liz.”

“I’m not kidding.”

“Right. What do you say we grab a cup of coffee somewhere quiet?”

“Coffee, definitely,” Liz said. Mildly aware that she was still wearing her blue robe and had more than one seam in need of needle and thread she added, “Maybe I should change first?”

She slipped away, grateful for a solitary moment to retrieve her balance. It took a great deal of her ambient energy to avoid thinking of the Embassy on a daily basis. Now, with Beverly standing in the station lobby, it was impossible. Liz resented it, as much as she liked Bev, and distaste at what was surely to come next cemented the final touches on what had turned out to be a rotten day.

She hadn’t missed Bev’s lightening quick appraisal of her appearance, her quickly disguised disapproval, nor her confusion. Liz paused with her ritual robes half removed and stared hard in the mirror glued to her locker door. She squinted, snorted, and pulled the garment the rest of the way over her head.

She might have gained a few pounds but doubted Bev had noticed that. Her dark hair hung much longer now. It drifted midway down her back where once it had barely tipped her shoulders. She wore it loose and barely tamed. Liz swayed slightly in front of the locker and watched her hair swing around her. It was an improvement as far as she was concerned.

She squinted at her reflection again. A web of faint wrinkles framed her eyes. Those were new, as were the purple half moons that grew steadily deeper beneath them. Screw it. It’s not any of Bev’s business. She pulled her jeans and a ratty sweatshirt from her locker and scowled at them. 

“Time to face the enemy." The Liz in the mirror squared her shoulders and narrowed her eyes. “Shit.”

She had trained Beverly, and she knew where the woman’s loyalties lay. Sharp and devoted to her work, Bev would put the friendship they had shared second to her duties. Despite herself, Liz felt a small stirring of pride at this and cursed silently. It was going to be one awkward cup of coffee.



Liz sat across the plastic table, listening to an endless string of details about the lives and loves of her old coworkers and fighting back irritation. For one thing, Bev insisted on referring to her as “Agent Larson.” For another, this particular café was way too close to the Embassy.

“They saddled me with a new partner,” Bev said.

“Really?” Liz feigned interest.

“Yeah. A real doozey.” Bev sipped her coffee and raised one eyebrow. “Kid’s fresh out of college. No experience. No background.” She pulled a sour face and shrugged. “I’ve no idea what Nickleson sees in him.”

“Is he human?” Liz asked.

“Yeah.”

“Well, at least you dodged that bullet.”

“I’m sorry, Liz.” 

“Don’t be.” Liz sighed and ground her teeth together. “Forget it. Tell me about the kid.”

“He’s nervous. I don’t trust him.”

“That’s your background talking.” Liz faked a smile, faked concern.

“Well, once a cop, always a cop,” Bev said.

“I wouldn’t know, but I seem to remember you being a bit nervous at first.”

“Ha!” Bev mimed offense. “Not this nervous. Never.”

“Well I was nervous,” Liz said. “Too nervous to be training a hotshot cop.” She found herself remembering against her will. As a cop, Bev had fit into the life of an agent with all the ease of someone changing her coat. It had been harder for Liz, but it had been fun, too. At first.

“What is it?” Bev broke in with a crash. “Liz?”

“Gods Bev, I’m sorry. My mind’s wandering. I was thinking about the very beginning.”

“I wish I’d been there.” Bev nearly sighed. “You’re lucky.”

“I wonder,” Elizabeth stared back at her, “am I really?”
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Chapter Three
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SUNLIGHT BLAZED IN the September sky, setting the forest alight in hues of amber, rose and sienna. The music of small birds mingled with a friendly autumn breeze. A thin trail wound through the trees, littered with discarded leaves. It led leisurely into the depths of the wood, welcoming, uplifting, and sorely needed by the three young women who followed it.

Carrying baskets and dressed in long robes, the girls drifted down the forest path. The afternoon rays slanted through branches, playing about their faces and hair and giving them an otherworldly glow. They were not otherworldly, however. Underneath the trailing hems, blue jeans and sneakers peeked, and as they strode deeper into the forest, their conversation spoke of lives lived among steel buildings and busy pavement.

The youngest of the three, a chubby blonde with a soft face and perpetually wide eyes, walked behind the other two. Looking around her continually, she gaped at the forest’s autumn guise and squealed far too much for her companions. “Oh look. Jessica, Liz, look.”

The tallest woman, in a deep blue robe and with a dark braid trailing between her shoulder blades, sighed heavily and rolled her eyes. 

Oblivious, the little blonde continued, “Guys, look!”

Jessica, also blonde though thinner and taller by a head, ignored Liz’s sigh and turned to their chattering shadow. “What is it, Syl?” She stopped and faced the youngest girl, her forest green robe swirling in an arc with the movement. 

Liz watched, as delighted by the picture Jessica made as she was irritated by their tag-along. She and Jess had been working together for over a year now. They had found one another in the occult section of their local bookseller. Though tentative at first, the friendship had soon grown, and as the trust between them solidified they began to do their magic together. Now, months later, they worked flawlessly with one another, casting the circle with the precision of constant practice, and raising energy that sizzled up and down their arms, leaving them heady and breathless.

Sylvia was an entirely different matter. 

“Isn’t this just gorgeous—magical. Don’t you guys see it? I can just feel the fairies here. Don’t you feel them?”

Liz growled under her breath and began searching her pockets for a cigarette. She lit up, inhaling more deeply than necessary and staring pointedly at Jess. Jessica ignored her scowl and smiled for Syl. In a awe-inspiring show of patience, she listened attentively to Sylvia's prattle.

“Have you guys ever seen a fairy? You know, really seen one?”

Did her eyes actually widen that far?

“I don’t believe in them,” Liz answered flatly.

“You’re kidding? Why not? Aren’t you a witch and everything?”

Jessica broke in, maybe sensing how close Sylvia was to death. “We believe magic and fairy are within us, Syl. Like all the myths, they inspire and teach us. They don’t have to exist outside of us to be valid. Some people need to dramatize things, to feel different and important, but the truth is we all have access to the same magic, if we choose to see it.”

Liz rolled her eyes.

Sylvia seemed unsure how to respond to this information. Obviously disappointed, she turned to Liz, who took a drag off her Menthol and leaned against a large maple trunk. “Those things will kill you, you know.” 

And with that she scampered ahead of her companions, singing.

“I’m going to kill her.” Liz eyed her friend. “Where'd you say you dug her up? “

“Go easy Liz...she’s young.”

“So are we.”

“She’s got talent.”

“You’re kidding?”

“Well, she’s not a druggie or a weirdo.”

“Now you’re being honest.” Liz grinned, her good mood returning. “If she’d just shut up for five minutes, I might get to enjoy this enchanting day.” She gave Jess a lunatic glance and waggled her eyebrows. “I don’t see why we need anybody else in the first place.”

“Two does not a coven make, my dear Liz.” Jess grinned too. It was an old argument, and she’d won for now. “Try to give her a chance. Maybe she’s just nervous.”

“Sure and you try to keep her quiet. Deal?”

Together, they ventured along the path deeper into the forest, arriving at last in a small circular clearing. Here the brambles had been gently pulled and the grass flattened by the tread of circling feet. Sunlight slanted in through the alder leaves, igniting bright highlights and deep shadows on the single stump standing in the center of the glade. There, the three women deposited their baskets and began carefully to extract the tools they had chosen for the afternoon’s ritual.

Liz draped a silver scarf across the stump to form a makeshift altar. She placed a candle, knife, bowl of salt, and two small figurines in a distinct pattern on its surface. Jessica produced a goblet and filled it with water from a skin canteen. She nodded to Liz in approval of the altar arrangement. Sylvia was left to place four candles at the outskirts of the clearing, one for each quarter, equally spaced about the circle. This was the only task she had been allowed so far, and she took it seriously, continually adjusting and repositioning the colored votives until they were evenly spaced. Finally satisfied, she moved to sit down.

“Blue is west and red is south, Sylvia.” Liz said it without looking up and was rewarded by the sound of Sylvia’s robe fluttering as she rushed to correct her mistake.

Jessica brought the cup to rest amid the other items on the altar, kicking halfheartedly at Liz. She reached back into her basket and produced a small baggie of cookies, and a glass jar of flavored tea.

“Well then, let’s get to it.” Liz moved to the circle’s eastern candle. Jessica always called south and, without a word between them, they motioned together for Sylvia to take up the position in the north. The girl could use some down-to-Earth energy. 

Liz turned outward and focused on calling in the element of Air. She would invoke west as well, but for the moment her attention narrowed to a laser point. The sky loomed forward in her vision and the wind played about her face with new attentiveness. Raising her arms up and outward in greeting, she began to speak. Her words carried across the clearing, and her voice grew strong and full of the force of her intent. As the invitation left her lips, the energy flowed up through her legs and began to build. She directed it outward and around the perimeter toward Jessica’s position in the Southern quarter. Their circle, though not visible, was as tangible as the breeze against her skin. Its cocooning presence was equally comforting.

The purpose of the day's magic would be quickly lost to short memory and long years. The events that followed would have much longer repercussions, echoes that none of them foresaw. They playfully constructed the boundary, caught in the mood of sunlight and dappled grasses, passing the magic from one to the other until they found themselves drifting happily further and further from the city crouching just beyond their sanctuary. They slipped between the worlds with little notice and unintentional expertise.

Later, all three sprawled about the clearing, their moods strongly bolstered within the circle. Even Sylvia seemed less annoying inside sacred space. The candles at the quarters flickered in sync with the white one on the stump altar, indicating that the circle was still up. They nibbled chocolate cookies while passing the tea back and forth between them.

The afternoon yawned into twilight. Jess braided Sylvia’s hair while Liz softly hummed one of her favorite chants. None of the them, at that moment, could have cared to be anywhere else in the world. None of the three, at that moment, would have recognized what slowly formed at their circle’s eastern boundary.

Sylvia saw it first.

Jessica fell backwards as Syl howled and leapt to her feet. Liz ceased her humming and rose to chastise the girl, but the words never fell from her lips. Slowly, Jessica stood too, joined them in gaping at the yellow candle in the east. 

A cloud rose from the tiny votive. Something like smoke rolled and lifted from the ground straight upwards. It wasn’t smoke. Smoke didn’t move with such intention. Smoke didn’t stop and turn back to swirl around itself. Sylvia wailed again and started to sob.

“Shut up.” Liz turned to Jessica. “Keep her quiet.”

“What the hell is it, Liz?”

“No idea.” The stuff began to thicken and lose its transparency. “It sure isn’t smoke.”

“Looks like a doorway...Sylvia, stop crying.”

“What do we do now?” Liz looked at her friend and hoped it wasn’t obvious that she was barely holding it together. Before she could think what to do, Syl started whining again.

“Something’s in there!” Sylvia wailed.

Even as she spoke, they all saw them— shapes moving in the doorway. Tiny figures swam through the smoke like minnows. Every color imaginable flickered past at least once. The movement made a kaleidoscope of the fog, and as the darting increased in speed, all three girls fell silent. They stared transfixed and completely unprepared as the shapes burst through.



“Liz, Liz?” Beverly Wilson sat across from her, leaning on the chintzy table with both elbows and casting a concerned expression in her direction.

“Sorry Bev, what was that?”

“It must have been something to have been there...that’s all.”

Liz pondered this. It seemed a gross understatement of the events that had unfolded, the chaotic chain reaction spawned by their opening of that first border. She could think of few words that would do even small justice to the excitement, the insanity of being a part of First Crossing. Even less could describe the following months, meetings, and madness that had gone into setting up and regulating organized inter-world travel and communication.

“You said it. It’s been over ten years and I can still go back like it was this morning.” She copped out and settled on the classic response.

Bev asked about Sylvia, sounding far off, like an announcement on some distant intercom. The waitress leaned over them—did she want more coffee? Yes, fine. The surrealism
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