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“Tomas Sparks”and the Mystic- Cauldron

It was late. That was all that Tom knew for
sure. He had been sitting alone in this car for hours,
waiting and hoping that nothing had happened to
her. Casually, he scratched his muzzle and pushed
the brown and blonde fluft’ from his eyes, pretend-
ing not to care. He wasn’t worried about Friday;
the Shepherd could leave worrying to others. He
was merely concerned if she had made contact like
she had planned. That’s all.

For the thousandth time, he glanced up from
behind the cover of his magazine. No sign of her.
She had left at sunset, disappearing into the mists
of the Scottish Moors with nothing but a prom-
ise. They were here to find an ancient cauldron, a
mythical object that was said to have magic pow-
ers. Tom was an archaeologist and a man of science
beside, he knew the legends were bunk. There was
often a grain of truth behind the myth, however,
and it had taken him years to track down the source
of this artifact.

Friday had contacts amongst the shady
and occult societies of the world, due to her fami-
lies” checkered past. Tom could scarcely believe
the graceful Saluki had inherited her superstitious
criminality from her parents. However, despite the

| d
woman’s bitter mockery and a p/gl)chant for putting
Tom in uncomfortable situations, she always came
through when he needed her, and tonight was no
exception. With but a word, she called in favors and
arranged a meeting with the only man that had the
faintest clue left in the modern world that could
lead to the cauldron’s lost location. The man re-
tused to meet, except alone and in the middle of
nowhere.

Now, Tom found himself regretting ever
asking for that favor. Again, he glanced over his
magazine and saw no sign of his companion. With
a huft’ and a grunt, he tossed the magazine onto the
passenger seat and turned oft the vehicle. He was
tired of waiting. His door shut with a slam, which
echoed across the empty countryside.

Tom looked up at the night’s full moon
and across the moor. He tightened his old leather
bomber jacket around himself, muttering about
cool summer’s evenings as he wandered into the
mists. Friday had been facing due east when she
had departed, murmuring something about fol-
lowing Celtic tradition. He knew nothing ot Celtic
traditions, but he knew a thing or two about direc-
tion and he followed in her footsteps. It took mere
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minutes before he stumbled over a stone and nearly
fell on his muzzle.

“How do I keep finding myself in these
messes?” Tom muttered to himself as he stood. He
glanced at the muddy ground beneath him through
the humid air. A footprint belonging to Friday’s
boots no doubt. He grinned and followed their di-
rection to the south, squinting as the mists grew
ever thicker. Soon, Tom could not even see a foot
before him and the moon above had disappeared
into the soupy night.

Tom wandered for some time before admit-
ting to himself' that he was completely lost. He
turned around, intending to walk back the way he
came, turning to face what he thought was the west,
then the north, before stumbling forward. The mist
was so thick now that he could no longer even make
out the tips of his own fingers, and the humidity
was nearly choking him. Finally, with frustrated in-
dignation, Tom pulled himself by touch alone atop
a large stone and sat. He did not wish to risk grow-
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ing more lost and he could wait for the mists to
dissipate before returning to the safety of the car.
Thus, he sat down in frustrated loneliness for an
eternal moment, before the silence was interrupt-
ed.

It was only a sound at first; the scratching
and scraping sound of some sort of rough material
against stone, muffled slightly by the mist. Then
there came a flash of bright light. It was blinding in
its suddenness, followed immediately by the swiftly
dissipating smell of sulphur. As Tom blinked to
clear his vision and saw a face illuminated by the
faint glow of a match and framed by the encroach-
ing fingers of fog.

The face was small and angular, with a
pointed nose and pronounced cheek bones. The
figure’s eyes twinkled in the firelight and his thin-
lipped mouth was cracked in a broad smile. Tom
blinked a few times, trying to reassure himself that
what he saw was real. The figure’s skin was pale
and hairless; the only hair to be found was atop the
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head, where a shock of dark hair faded into the
misty twilight. Where those misty curls did not
tall, the tips of pointed ears could be seen peeking
out. There was something distinctly otherworldly
about the figure.

“Who is this stranger from afar?

What is it that he seeks out here,

What leads to him leaving his car?

And risk life and all he holds dear?”

The spindly man giggled a sound that
seemed to echo off of every water droplet in the
endless seas of mist that surrounded Tom. There
was a wrenching sensation in his stomach, a warn-
ing sensation that what he saw was deceiving. He
instinctively tensed his muscles in anticipation. He
tried to hold his reaction in check, however. “Name’s
Tom, Tom Sparks. I might ask who you are before
sharing my goals with you, stranger.” Tom shot the
figure a broad grin and held out a paw, unabashed
by the stranger’s strangeness.

The figure looked down at Tom’s hand with
a skeptical grin. The figure’s mouth did not move,
but the sound of laughter resonated through the
very air.

“So bold a mortal who lights a spark,

Who makes demands of his betters,

Fighting fear with his little bark,

No thought to his future fetters.

But, amusement this farce has shown,

[ shall tell you my name, truly.

By many names I have been known,

But, always a known unruly

My name the first takes to the skies,

Foretelling the coming of spring.

As for my second be now wise,

Always a good fellow and king.”

The match finally reached the end of " its life,
and guttered out. Darkness fell heavily across the
land and Tom found himselt once again swallowed
by the mists. The sound of giggles echoed from all
around once more, and then fell silent in anticipa-
tion of Tom’s response.

“What the hell? Is that a riddle? Am I sup-
posed to guess your name, is that it?” Tom’s eyebrow
lifted as he called out into the darkness. “Okay, fine.
Takes to the skies... That probably means a bird of
some sort, I'd guess. Tells about spring? A Robin?
Yeah, Robin.” He placed a hand on his muzzle in
contemplation. “Good fellow and king? Richard?
Nah, too specific and subjective. Unless... A good
tellow and king. Robin good fellow and king. Wait
a sec... That’s it! Robin Goodfellow!”

Again the mists themselves seemed to laugh,
and they began to thin. Slowly, the mists cleared
until a perfect circle island of clarity appeared. A
column of emptiness spread upward to the skies
and the moonlight shown down through the gap.
Tom could see a perfect circle of stones along the
edge of the mist, marking the boundaries of this
clearing. He was currently sitting on one of the
largest stones in this circle, and before him stood
the creature. The figure, Robin Goodfellow, stood
near to six feet tall and wore little more than a sim-
ple tunic and trousers. Robin leaned forward and
grinned from his place in the center of the circle.

“No fool is he, who speaks my name.

Now, fair is fair and equals met,

Answer this, I promise no game

What item do you hope to get?”

Tom leaned forward and oftf of the rock.
“Well, I'm here to find my wife, who came to speak
with a contact she knows in the area...” He trailed
off at the bald look of annoyance in the figure’s
eyes.

“Facts that a simpleton would share,

We both know this farce for its truth.

Tell me your quest, if you would dare,

Else, this circle waste your youth.”

The threat was indistinct, but clear. That
tone of voice was rarely used to make a joke or
greet an old friend. He cleared his throat and nod-
ded. “Fine. I'm here to look for something called
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the Cauldron of Cerridwen. It’s from a legend and
I'm here to find the truth behind the...”

“Enough! I know of this object.

As I know why you seek it out.

A proud child of reason’s sect

Foolishly, you charge the redoubt.

You doubt, examine and debate,

To prove magic’s duplicity.

Never do you consider fate.

Never do you treasure mys’try.

[ have known your name and your quest.

You never held secrets from me.

Your answers were merely a test

To teach what your future would be.

Now, one final question remains.

Answer truly and take your prize.

Else spend eternity in chains,

Choose now, and no time to revise.

Tom stood stock still, the reality of his situ-
ation uncertain and shaken by what he had seen and
heard. He took a deep breath and nodded, suspect-
ing he had little choice in the matter. “Fine. Lay it
on me.”

“Excellent. I await your due.

In truth but one answer holds true.

No sooner the word is spoken,

Else the pact be surely broken.

Tom stood in silence for the longest time,
frozen by indecision. Not a word escaped his mouth
as he wracked his brain for a solution to the riddle.
With each passing moment, he could feel his de-
mise crawling closer, but still he made no sign to
reveal his worry. Finally, he could take it no more
and he extended his arms in submission, opening
himself to judgment by his companion.

Robin glared. Then he roared in frustration.
Then he sighed and smiled.

“Be you a fool or be you wise,

Your answer is correct, my friend.

You shall take this, your worthy prize,

For now our time must truly end.”

The mist began to close in once more, the
instant that Robin stopped talking. The last thing
to disappear into the fog was the figure’s eyes, twin-
kling in the moonlight. Tom stumbled forward, un-
certain and lost once more.

With a sudden and final thud, Tom ran into
something large and metal. The fog began to clear,
revealing a young and slender woman with distinc-
tive patterns of brown and white fur. She grinned

mischievously and laughed.

“So, Tomas, I see you found the car? Did you
get lost trying to find a toilet?” She laughed. It was
a mocking, but friendly, chuckle.

“What? No! I...” Tom trailed off, looking
around the clearing mist to see himself' back to at
where he had started. “Nevermind.”

“Whatever you say...” The woman, Friday,
rolled her eyes and sighed. “What will I do with
you, Tomas? You are utterly hopeless without...”
She stopped suddenly and glanced between Tom’s
feet.

Tom seemed about ready to defend himself
when he saw where her gaze had gone. He followed
her gaze down to the ground where, just behind
his feet and beside the car, there sat a small and
tarnished silver cauldron. He blinked a few times
before picking it up. Pulling up his sleeve over his
paws, Tom wiped away the top layer of dust and
grime to better reveal the intricate knot work de-
signs which twinkled in the moonlight.

“Is that...?” Friday trailed off.

“You know what... I think itis.” Tom flashed
her a grin. “Guess we didn’t need your contact after
all.” His smile was met with a bitter glare.

“So you think...” Friday grumbled and drug
him to the car. “Now let’s go home, I've had enough
of this place...”

As he put the vehicle into gear and pulled
away, Tom could swear he heard the faint sound of
echoing laughter issuing from the receding mists
of the slowly brightening dawn.
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_A Summer Tale

The heat was absurd
The beasts all concurred
And not one was still up for running,

Fair Puck came along
Said, “I know a song
About why it gets hot in summer!”

The birds and the shrews
All passed on the news
Puck’s stories were sure worth the hassle

“The summer,” he span,
“Was made by a man
Who envied the unicorns’ magic

He sought out a witch
For he was quite rich
And paid her quite well for her hexing

The crone told him, ‘Son,
There is only one
Who could slay those beasts quite so read’ly,

He prayed to the sky
And soon gained the eye
Of Helios, massive and brightened,

‘Lord Sun!” he called out,
‘T kneel here, devout
Made humble by being so minded

You make mortals moan
So brightly you've shone
O’, bright and celestial being,

A deal thus was struck
Poor beasts, they were stuck
The heat was just too strong and garish

The bargain fulfilled,
Grand Helios thrilled,
The eyes, he did take while still heating

This heat only shows

How little he knows

For deals oft are so unforgiving
For three months each year

For those with a pelt
The heat was rough-felt
And only the lizards were sunning.

So gather around
And don’t make a sound
For cutting in makes you seem dumber!”

So all wandered near
The better to hear
The message from Oberon’s vassal.

“So vain his despair
For his lack of hair
He planned for them endings quite tragic.

A horn could restore
His hair to before
Its loss (which he found very vexing).

Seek Helios” boon
His heat for to swoon
The creatures in manner quite deadly.

No fool was this man
For he had a plan
Not even one bit was he frightened.

[ offer a gift,
The balance to shift
For I know that you remain blinded!

Strike unicorns dead
I'll take every head
But you keep the eyes for your seeing!

But justice was done
For beneath such sun
The man, too, did certainly perish.

But he was too bright
To allow for sight
And vision was terribly fleeting

‘Do unicorns dance?

Do they leap and prance?

Do any of them remain living?!’
He blazes quite strong
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We all feel him near Though not for too long

His scrutiny still undiminished.” In hopes that he’s finally finished.”
“Not true!” hooted Owl. Then Puck used his wit,

“You fraud, I call foul! Said, “This I'll admit...

Your unicorn tale, I decry it! ..if you can find one who'll deny it!”
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“The Locked Door

The back door to the co-
lonial house had twelve different
bolt locks all rusted in place. Odd-
ly, a framed oil painting of what
appeared to be a young raccoon
girl dressed in frills and high col-
lar was fixed with corroded nails
into the center of the door.

KRyle loved working with
his father and older brothers as
they restored old homes. This co-
lonial had once been on the out-
skirts of town in the midst of
lush forest, but the farms were
giving way to new development,
and soon even this nearly forgot-
ten corner would be inhabited.
As such, this family of ferrets
had come to bring a new shine to
the one homestead still standing
tfrom the early days when their
country was brash and young.

While his three brothers
and father were working on some
of the upstairs rooms, Kyle had
been given the task of restoring
this door from the old washroom
to the rear of the house. They
had already mowed the grounds
and cleared the nearest trees, but
betore they could begin removing
the old furnishings and replacing
rotten wood, they would need to
open all of the doors.

So Kyle churred to him-
self, tail and whiskers twitching,
as he pried loose all of the old
bolts. His eyes ever strayed to
the faded and smeared painting;
despite the smile that cleaved her
snout, there was an air of sadness,
as if tears had streamed from her
eyes; the paint on her cheeks did
seem to have run more than the
rest.

One by one he managed
to remove the bolts, the old door
groaning against the jamb. When

the last bolt finally came free, Kyle
sighed in relief. The door sagged
inwards, and he gave the old latch
a firm yank; to his surprise, it
opened and bonked him on the
snout.

he

Rubbing his nose,

stared at the starry sky and forest

across the high g}:?sgsward lit by
dancing fireflies for several sec-
onds before the incongruity of
the scene registered. Kyle gaped,
turned toward the window near-
by and saw the bright afternoon
sky, and then looked back out into
the nighttime wood beyond the
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back door.

“What the heck?” he stam-
mered as he stood and stepped
out onto a small stair descend-
ing into the tall weeds. One paw
still gripped the screwdriver as
a strange sort of melody tick-
led his ears. It seemed a blend of
bells, one harmony eliding into
the next while a sinuous melody
wound through each chord like a
leaf gently descending through
the air in its autumnal swan-
song. And so his paws carried
him down the steps and into the
high grasses, eyes wide, shadow
stretching before him to reach for
the sheltering wood.

The cool air brushed
through his fur like a long comb,
pressing against his back and
helping him as he stumbled to-
ward the wood and the dancing
lights within; the delectable scent
of berries and fruits, and some-
thing mustier and ancient tanta-
lized his nose. Kyle gaped as he
stepped beneath ancient boughs
that stretched outward like shel-
tering arms. A pervasive warmth
filled him as the music began to
stutter and flicker from one ear to
the other. Laughter, he thought
as he marveled at the ancient
oaks stretching far above, much
turther than the treeline had sug-
gested. Darting back and forth
in their branches were the lights,
but now they seemed to be but-
terflies, then dragonflies, then lit-
tle birds, and finally little ferrets
spinning along spider webs that
glistened with the morning dew.
Kyle blinked, tail tucking against
his legs as he gingerly stepped
across the mossy floor, wary to
snap even a single twig.

The lights — the butter-
flies or birds — or whatever they
really were, spiraled down from

their heights to swirl about his
head, the bells ringing in his ears
with peals of delight. Like a hun-
dred flies they brushed over his
tur, grasping at each strand along
his arms past his sleeves, his legs
past his overalls, and all along his
tail, behind his ears, and atop his
head. He stirred and waved his
arms about, overwhelmed with an
odd euphoria and a nascent anxi-
ety as those tiny hands reached
through his fur down to his skin.
He could hear nothing but the
tolling of carillons.

From the brush erupted a
large figure, shadowed but with
bright blue dragonfly wings and
long, quivering antennae. The
little lights scattered with the
crash, and Kyle collapsed to the
ground as if he were a sack of
old tomatoes dropped from the
back of a truck. He shook his
head and, popping up his neck,
all four paws still on the moss, he
gazed in stupefied wonder at the
interloper. Apart from the lumi-
nescent wings and antennae, the
figure appeared as nothing more
than a young raccoon girl garbed

in a colonial era dress and slip-
pers.

“How came you here?”
she asked in a frightened whisper.
Her antennae brushed across the
tips of his ears and he shot up to
his hind feet, tail wiggling in dis-
quiet.

“Well, I just came through
the door and followed the music
and... who are you?”

She blinked, her upper set
of wings fluttering as green eyes
noted his overalls and tools. “Are
you a servant in my brother’s em-
ploy?”

Now it was Kyle’s turn to
blink. “My dad is renovating that
old house... your brother? I'm
Kyle. What... what is this place?”

She studied him for a mo-
ment, and then reached out one
paw to take his arm. “You cannot
tarry here, Kyle. Come with me.”

Though she was at least
five years younger than he was,
he was incapable of doing any-
thing but following after her.
They ran along a winding track
through oak, aspen, and pine
while the laughing tinkle of the
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bells chased after them, swirling
like a swarm of fireflies through
each bough. Kyle felt them brush-
ing across his back; his shoulder
blades twitched with each lumi-
nescent touch.

They ran for many long
minutes, and Kyle could only
marvel as the woods shifted and
danced around them. The rac-
coon girl’s wings buzzed and her
paws left the mossy earth as they
broke through the last line of
trees to land in the field of long
grasses behind the house. The
door stood open and the bright
light shined out. The house, in
the silver gleam of the moon,
showed no sign of the depreda-
tions resulting from decades of
neglect and abandonment.

How had he gone so far
into the forest? He didn’t remem-
ber going more than a few steps
past the trees...

“I can trespass no further
than this,” she announced, and
though she stopped, and her toes
and claws lowered, they did not
touch the dirt between the stalks
of grass. Kyle stared at her paws,
his muzzle opening and closing.
“Turn your ears! You cannot tar-
ry here.”

“What? What is going
on?” Kyle asked, glancing at the
house, at the girl, and then back
at the woods. The sound of the
music pulsed and beckoned, while
the scent of the wood was fresh
and deep, rich with mushrooms,
fruit, and even wine. He took a
step toward the wood.

“No! Pray not that!” The
raccoon girl tugged on his arm
and then draped her antennae
over his shoulders until they
tickled either side of his snout.
“You must return to the house
and to your father. If you tarry

here much longer then you will
be here at midnight always!”

He turned and stared into
the raccoon girl’s eyes, and could
not help but see the suggestion
of tears and the antiquity within.
“How... you're the girl in the pic-
ture!” he said at last. “What hap-
pened to you?”

“I danced in the woods
too long.” She cast down her eyes,
glanced back at the wood with its
scintillating light, laughing bells,
and enticing mystery. “Go back
to the house now, Kyle!” She gave
him a shove and he stumbled for-
ward.

Bouncing up on his paws
he turned and looked back at her,
bobbing his head up and down.
“Who is your brother?”

“He owns the house... can
you tell him I miss him.”

The agony in her green
eyes made his heart clutch tight
in his chest. Still, he couldn’t
keep the words from slipping off
his tongue. “But the house has
been empty for almost a hundred
years!”

“It has been so long?” She
blinked, her wings and antennae
flared a deeper blue as they trem-
bled, and then she lowered her
eyes, her entire frame deflating
as she floated backward toward
the wood. “Good bye, Ryle. Make
haste! Make haste!”

Ryle swallowed, and then
darted back through the grasses,
holding his breath tight within
his chest until he stepped into the
light. He scrambled up the steps
on all fours, jumping through the
door, trying to ignore the insis-
tent chiming of the bells call-
ing him back. With one paw he
grasped the edge of the door and
slammed it shut so fast that he
left claw marks.

Kyle gasped for breath,
sprawled out on the old creaking
floor, heart thumping in his chest
and his fur and skin beneath trem-
bling; he could still feel where
those strange butterfly-lights had
touched him. He rubbed his paws
over his shirt, overalls, and then
down to his tail and feet, wiggling
each toe and claw to make sure
they were all there and that no
tiery appendages had been added.
He even checked his head fur to
make sure he wasn’t sporting any
teelers, horns, or anything else
that didn’t belong.

There was nothing there
except the ferret he had always
been. He took several more deep
breaths before slinking to his
paws and checking his belt loop.
His screwdriver was missing.
Ryle glanced at the door with the
old oil painting; it must be out
there somewhere in the midnight
wood.

“Well,” he said softly to
himself, tracing one claw over
the image of the raccoon girl, “I
guess I'll need to get a new one.”
His other paw reached for the
door latch. He almost had it lifted
before the ferret could snatch it
back. He fixed his gaze on the
raccoon girl, and could almost
see the wings and antennae in the
streaks of the painter’s brush. A
deep emptiness filled him.

Above him, he could hear
the sound of hammers and a saw.
Backing up, Kyle slowly turned
from the once-locked door, and
shouted, “Hey Dad! You... you're
not going to believe this!”

Page 12



Anthrocon 2012: A Midsummer Night’s Dream

. S

Recsessbtddiil

A YJIDSUMMER NlﬁHI’S AJREAM
ITTSBURGH,




Anthrocon 2012: A Midsummer Night’s Dream

Welcome to Aetherwood,
home of the faeries! My name is
Rosewing, and I will be your host
during your stay here. I must say, sir,
you are a_fairly ‘husky,” wh...husky. I
hope you do not find the climate here
too uncomfortable, I know that our
home is a long way from the North-
ern Lands.

You say that you are well
traveled and are not bothered by
warm places? That is good to hear,
sir. We want all of our guests to be
comfortable during therr stay. If you
need anything, please let me know.
What is that? You are ready to have
your wish_fulfilled? I see. Before you
make your decision, good sir, I bid
you listen to this tale of another
hunter that came before you.

He, too, sought a chal-
lenge...

Our newest visitor was

T

!

1

unlike anyone we had ever seen
before. He was a very large, thick
fellow. Instead of hair or fur, the
stranger’s body was covered in
an ash-colored something. He ap-
peared to be very formidable as
he stood in a heavy set of iron
armor that carried the dents and
scrapes of many battles. His left
hand held a very large battleaxe
that he carried with very little
effort. What we found most curi-
ous about the newcomer was his
large snout that ended in a point-
ed horn. He was very strange, in-
deed.

The newcomer casually
stomped into our village; his foot-
steps shook leaves from the trees
and frightened everyone near
to him. He seemed to take great
pleasure in this; one side of his
mouth curled into a smirk as ev-

"Eduardo Soliz
eryone stared. He came to a stop
and surveyed the village. It was
my turn to host the next guest,
so I flew to him and introduced
myself.

“G-good day to you sir,
and welcome to Aetherwood,” 1
said as I made a curtsey. Despite
my attempt to appear unafraid of
the large fellow, a slight tremble
betrayed my nervousness. “I am
Rosewing the pandafaerie, and
[ will be your host during your
stay.”

“Good day to you,” the
stranger bellowed as the force
and smell of his breath assaulted
my senses. “I am Micah of the
Southern Plains. I have heard sto-
ries of a forest where faeries live
and where wishes are granted. Is
this the place?”

I cleared my throat before
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speaking. “This is the place, sir,
and we are here to serve. I cau-
tion you to be completely certain
of your decision, for-"

“I KNOW WHAT I DE-
SIRE!" Micah interrupted, fol-
lowing with a snort. “I need not
hear your warnings nor heed
your cautions. I am a hunter, and
I only wish for one thing.”

“What is it that you de-
sire, sir?” I asked. I was becom-
ing even more nervous, not be-
cause of our guest’s belligerence,
but because he was so certain of
what it was he wanted.

“I have traveled to the
ends of this world, capturing or
killing every great beast that I
have ever encountered.” Micah
explained. “There are no more
beasts that I desire to hunt, and
so I come to you seeking a new
challenge.”

“Very well, sir. Your re-
quest shall be granted come the
morrow.” I said with a bow. “Al-
low me to escort you to your
cabin.” After another snort, Mi-
cah followed. I led him to one of
the small cabins that we have set
aside for our visitors. Before en-
tering his temporary abode, he
motioned me to come closer. I re-
luctantly did so.

The visitor’s face took
on a stern expression as he gave
me a warning: “I expect you and
your friends to satistfy my wish,
little faerie. If it is not fulfilled to
my liking, the consequences shall
be very severe.” Micah entered
the cabin and slammed the door
behind him, startling everyone
nearby. I breathed a sigh of re-
lief and spent the rest of the day
pondering over just exactly how I
was going to grant him his wish.

As 1s our custom, the fa-
eries of Aetherwood gathered to

dine after nightfall. While all fa-
eries are capable in the handling
their duties, matters that prove
to be too vexing for one can be
presented to all for discussion
and debate. The fulfillment of
Micah’s wish was such a matter,
and so I told my sisters of his
request. Ideas and opinions flew
across the table as we ate and
drank. Luckily, a solution to my
dilemma was found just before
dessert was served. I went home
and cast the appropriate spells
before going to bed.

While the village slowly
arose from its slumber the next
morning, I flew to Micah’s cabin,
eager to see the results of my
magic. As I approached the cabin,
the door flew open and a scrawny
grey wolf-person tumbled out.
Instead of clothes, he had cov-
ered himself with a sheet, and
had tripped over it as he had ex-
ited. The wolt was very agitated,

and stumbling about as a child
that was learning to walk. Upon
seeing me, he grew angry.

“Explain  this,
yelled the ‘new” Micah.

“You sought a challenge,
Micah, and a challenge you have
been granted.” I replied.

My statement only
served to enrage Micah further
as he steadied himself. “I did not
ask for this! I desired to battle a
creature fiercer than the largest
dragon, swifter than the fast-
est kelpie, and stronger than the
fiercest gryphon! Instead, you
have turned me into this hideous,
hairy...thing!” he said as looked at
his arms in disgust.

Making sure that I stayed
just out of the angry wolf-per-
son’s reach, I continued my ex-
planation: “While we could have
created a great beast for you to
battle, we had to consider the
possibility, however remote, of

faerie!”
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your defeat. Should you have per-
ished, this creature would have
ravaged Aetherwood and possi-
bly all lands beyond. As stewards
of the Enchanted Forest, we can-
not endanger it, not even for the
sake of a visitor’s wish.”

“But how am I to do bat-
tle when I can no longer wear
my armor or wield my weapon,
you mischievous insect?” Micah
asked, growling.

“You have learned to
overcome your foes with brute
strength, Micah. Now that it
has been taken, you will need to
learn new ways to fight in or-
der to once again become a great
hunter. Your cunning and guile
will be your armor,” I explained.
“This will prove to be much more
satistying than simply slaying or
capturing another beast. If we
had simply created a new beast
for you to fight, you would have
slain it and returned to us seek-
ing an even greater challenge.”

“This is unacceptable,
you wretched trickster!” Micah

snarled. He leapt into the air to .

try and snatch me. I easily avoid-
ed his grasp and he fell to the
ground in a heap. “I am...I was
the greatest hunter in the world.”
He said as he lay on the ground,
sobbing. “I was the most power-
tul of all, feared by everyone who
stood in my way. I am now but a
shadow of my former self, defeat-
ed by a mere faerie.”

“It was not us that de-
teated you, Micah.” I said as I did
my best to comfort him. “Nor
was it our intention to, as you
say, ‘defeat you.” Your hubris was
your undoing.” I landed on the
ground close to him, and walked
up to his still-sobbing face, keep-
ing my wits about me. I softly
placed my hand onto his cheek,

N
ey

began to stroke his fur and con-
tinued: “Your unhappiness with
your wish saddens me, Micah of
the Southern Plains. Although it
pains me to leave you in this state,
[ must bid you adieu.”

I kissed Micah on the
cheek, as was the custom. His
sobbing ceased as he quickly fell
asleep. When he awoke, he would
be on the edge of the Enchanted
Forest, the memory of how to
find Aetherwood removed from
his memories.

We faeries are unable to

leave the Enchanted Forest, and
so I have no way to know what
happened to Micah after his visit.
I can only hope that his path in
life led to happiness and peace.

That concludes my story, sir.
I hope that you found it thought-
provoking. Please follow me to your
cabin and feel free to summon me
if there is anything you need dur-
ing your stay. Pardon me? You say
you would like more time to consider
your wish? Take all the time you
need, sir.

After all, it can be something
of a ‘challenge’ to think of a good
wish.
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“Dreams

The constant sound of the
clock stabbed into Bryson’s head
as he gave an annoyed stare at the
device. The coyote did his best to
focus his attention back on the
pamphlet in his hand. Why am
I even here, maybe I should have
done this a long time ago, Bry-
son thought. Feeling his pocket
vibrate, he dropped the pam-
phlet and reached in; pulling out
a small metallic cube. Pressing a
side button, the cube emitted a
holographic message above his
hand. The words “Tell me how it
goes. Love, Becky” scrolled from
left to right. The coyote sighed
as his wife gave him the answer
to his rhetorical question. Funny
how things work out, he thought.
Placing the device back into his
pocket, he decided to pass the
time again by looking around the
room, taking note of the emo-
tional pictures of reunited fami-
lies, religious symbols and holy

text that were strewn about the
office. Bryson sighed.

“Bryson Anderson,” A
voice called out. The coyote stood
up from his seat and approached
the desk.

“So, we have an appoint-
ment set up for you at 8:00 am on
Tuesday,” The red fox at the desk
smiled, looking up at the coyote,
as her upbeat and high pitch voice
annoyed Bryson’s ear. Bryson
stood there for moment. “Do you
have any questions?”

“The procedure is com-
pletely painless right?” While
not the question he really wanted
to ask, it was the only phrase his
mind could come up with.

“Yes, it’s just a series of
injections and then some pills af-
terwards, and then we offer coun-
seling if you feel you need it.”
The fox kept smiling.

“Counseling?”
voice cracked.

Bryson

“Did I give you enough
time to read our pamphlet?”

“Yes!” the coyote said a
little too quickly. The fox had
this confused stare as Bryson
glanced back up at the clock and
then at her. “I'm sorry, I will take
it home.”

“Great, we're on the Ho-
lographic Virtual Web, all you
have to do is mention our name,
and Google should do the rest.”

“Thank you, I will keep
that in mind.”

“You're welcome, and I'm
certain your wife will be very

happy.”

* kK

Bryson stepped forward
as the door automatically sepa-
rated. A highly decorated high
school basketball court stood
before him. Glancing up, Bryson
stared at a simulated image of
the night sky, which conveniently
repeated a shooting star falling
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every 38.6 seconds. There were
silver and blue balloons scattered
about the gym and scrolling text
banners that stated “A Midsum-
mer’s Night.” A cheesy theme for
the dance, but he wasn’t the one
that decided it. Moving forward,
the coyote looked at his tux and
calmly brushed at it. Very nice,
he thought, and as he looked up
he saw him. A husky stood there,
looking down at the floor, ears
tolded back, tail limp. He hadn’t
noticed Bryson yet. The coyote
smiled but he also gave a long
and deep sigh, considering what
he needed to do. Wasting no time,
he began to close the gap separat-
ing him and the husky.

“So are you here alone?”

Bryson smiled. The husky’s
head turned in an instant, look-
ing directly into the coyote’s soft
brown eyes. Rushing forward, he
wrapped his arms around Bry-
son. “Easy there, Rick.” Bryson
then pulled himself away.

“Oh right,” Rick sighed.
Bryson looked around the room,
seeing if there were any wander-
ing eyes.

“Uh, Rick, why don’t we
get some air?” Bryson said and
Rick nodded.

Bryson and Rick both
walked out the door, only step-
ping a few feet from the entrance.
Bryson did his best to avoid Rick’s
gaze. He knew what he had to say,
but he didn’t know how to say it.

He could feel his hands sweat, his
heart beating fast. This should
be easy. Rick took a deep breath,
grabbing onto Bryson’s hand,
immediately Bryson pulled his
hand away. He surveyed the area
around him, ensuring that no one
saw them. Then it occurred to
him how silly his actions were.

“Bryson!” Rick glared at
him.

“What?” Bryson turned,
looking at him.

“You're ashamed, aren’t
you?” Rick asked.

“Ashamed? No! [—I
just—" Bryson hated this part.

“Just what?” Rick looked
concerned.

“Look Rick, I can’t help
but think this is wrong, it’s all
wrong. We can fix "

“THERE IS NOTH-
ING TO FIX, DAMN IT!” Rick
yelled. Bryson’s ears dropped as
he just stared at him. The husky
turned away in disgust, snatching
his arms across his chest. This
would be the perfect opportunity,
wouldn’t it, Bryson thought. He
could tell him now and leave it at
that. So Bryson made his move
and placed his hand upon Rick’s
shoulder.

Instantaneously Rick
spun around wrapping his arms
around the coyote, burying his
head into Bryson’s chest. Given
the circumstances, he just wanted
to pull himself away. He needed
to tell Rick the truth, to tell him
that this was not his life. Bry-
son’s mind exploded, wrenching
at the internal war that was being
tought within him. No! I can’t do
this to myself, not this time. This
time will be different, this time
Rick will know how I truly feel.

Unfortunately, Bryson
made one fatal mistake — he hesi-
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tated. The husky broke off the
hug and looked at him directly.

“Bryson, please just for to-
night, let’s forget about everyone
else.” Rick’s eyes were red. Has
he been crying? Bryson paused,
thinking about how he should
phrase his answer.

“Okay, for tonight, I at
least owe you that,” Bryson re-
sponded. Dang it, that wasn’t
what I wanted to say!

Not too soon thereafter
a large thumping tune came vi-
brating through the walls and the
doors of the gym. Rick’s head
bolted, turning toward the gym
and then he immediately looked
back at Bryson. Bryson’s face
went pale, knowing Rick’s smile.
He began to shake his head but
his reaction was a little too late.
The coyote found himself being
pulled beyond the door and into
the crowd. Rick then released
the coyote as he began to move
his body in rhythm with the tune.
Bryson just stood there looking
around and felt everyone staring
at him. Rick did his best to give
Bryson a comforting grin, danc-
ing slow at first, hoping that he
would encourage the coyote. Bry-
son smiled and with a side glance
to Rick, he seized the moment.
Bryson didn’t know exactly how
to move, and at times felt three
inches tall. Though as his eyes
wandered, his gaze kept focusing
back on Rick. He started to lose
himself" in Rick’s smile, the way
he moved his hips, the way his tail
would swing left to right. It was
amazing how much he loved him.
Soon the music stopped and both
of them just looked at each other.
Bryson still felt awkward, reluc-
tant to look at Rick directly.

It didn’t take long before
the music started up again, to

Bryson’s disappointment. But this
wasn’'t Rick’s loud music, which
has a ton of bass or a fast beat.
The music contained and car-
ried a much softer melody. Rick’s
head dropped as he began to turn
around. Bryson, on the other
hand, felt a surge of inspiration.
What the heck, he thought, as he
reached out to grab Rick’s arm,
turning him around.

“May I have this dance?”
Bryson asked.

Rick raised an eyebrow.
“Are you sure?”

“Try me,”
with a smile.

It was a dance like no oth-
er. For the first time in Bryson’s
life he lost himself completely
in the moment. Was it really
that simple? Rick lifted his head
and his eyes immediately locked
onto the coyote’s. Bryson didn’t
want to push back this time and
he didn’t run away. Even as their
muzzles drew closer, he felt no
hint of hesitation as they inter-
twined into a deep but slow kiss.
It was the most amazing thing
Bryson had felt. Bryson hesitat-
ed but he felt Rick pulling away,
and after a few moments, each of

Bryson said

/ﬁ\/?

them just stood there, looking at
each other.

“I' love you, Bryson,” Rick
said softly.

“What?” Bryson couldn’t
believe what he heard.

“This simulation is over.”
Rick stiffened, his voice almost
monotone.

A faint humming sound
surrounded the coyote as he stood
there, signaling the end of the
simulation. Rick began to fade;
his grey fur soon turned white
and then erased itself’ out of ex-
istence. In previous instances of
this program, he had always giv-
en the execution command. He
thought this simulation would
give him a chance to say good-
bye to his ex-boyfriend. Funny
how that sounded, ex-boyfriend,
a second chance, Bryson thought.
Funny, how he still never said
it. Bryson stood there looking
around at the blue and orange
lines that surrounded the walls
of the empty room and sighed. A
female wolf materialized in front
him, wearing a very plain gray
and white dress.

“Do you wish to run an-
other simulation or re-run cur-

@ ﬂoyrgﬂ ¢5“o\ 679
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rent settings,” the wolf asked.

Bryson responded. “No.”

The wolt nodded and
disappeared. The coyote turned
around, seeing the now vis-
ible door. Lowering his head and
looking at his tux, he figured he
should start heading back to the
changing room. Moving forward,
he placed his hand into his pocket
and took out the small cube again.
Pressing a button he brought
it immediately to his ear as the
cube transformed, creating what
looked like a small Bluetooth
headset.

“Call Dr. Zimmerman’s
office,” Bryson said.

“Calling,” An electronic
voice stated.

“Yes, this 1s Doctor Zim-
merman’s office, the leading
specialist in modern Reparative
Therapy, where we make the gay
go away, Nurse Julie speaking,” a
soft but perky voice came through
on the earpiece.

“Yes Nurse, I want you to
cancel my appointment.”

“Oh, I'm sorry to hear
that. Is there any reason why?”

“Yes, I've recently learned
there’s nothing to fix.”
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