IOWA UNDER SIEGE
by Mickey Zucker Reichert

AN AUTUMN BREEZE ruffled Kyle Holcomb' s hair, [uffing benegth the thick, sandy wavesto tickle
ears roughened by weather. He looked out over hisfields: cornstalks battered and broken by the
combine, starlings fluttering down to snatch remaining kernds from the tire-pocked earth, and
surrounding tree lines awash in amber, scarlet, green, and lavender. Thistime of year he appreciated the
animals he battled dl summer. Even the deer became welcome vistors after the harvest. Every |eftover
kernel they ate meant one less volunteer corn stalk stedling nutrients from next year’ s crop of soybeans.
Wisps of cloud shielded the sun just enough to keep the temperature from soaring, and Holcomb
appreciated the cool serenity of thisfall day. For now, it left his bare arms awash in gooseflesh. Hours
later, he would not have the dimy discomfort of a T-shirt wringing swest, hair clinging to the back of his
neck, or the beet-red pain of a sunburned face.

Pulling on his wegthered gloves, Holcomb approached his John Deere tractor, its cheery green fagade
faded and chipped beneath alayer of dust and grime. He double-checked the plow’ s three-point hitch,
glancing over circular blades till clutching last year’ sdivots. Everything appeared ready. Hetrotted to
the front, put afoot on the step, and heaved his bulk toward the driver’ s seat. In midair, he spotted a
stranger dready Stting there.

Startled, Holcomb lost hisgrip and fdll, jerking to keep from damming his chin againgt thefoot plate. He
managed an awkward landing on the ground that spared him any injuries. He squinted upward, looking
for the one who had surprised him. No one occupied the tractor seet, just his grubby cap dangling from
the backrest. What the hell? Holcomb blinked, trying to reform an image of the person he had glimpsed
only for amoment. Female, hismind told him, small and thin. He conjured nothing more than that hazy
impression.

“Farmer?’ The bell-like voice came from behind Kyle Holcomb. He spun to face asmal, sweet-faced
woman with fine features and long hair in abrilliant shade of blue. He had seen teenagerswith
multicolored hair before, every shade from bleached white to hot pink, orange and purple, to Labrador
retriever black. All of them had looked silly—outrageous attempts to demand attention while, at the same
time, denouncing those who stared. Thiswoman looked older, perhaps hisown age, in her early forties.
And, oddly, the color suited her perfectly. In fact, he had not even noticed it the first time he had
glimpsed her on the tractor seet. If nothing else, he should have remembered the hair.

Redizing he was gawking stupidly, Holcomb glanced at his scratched, faded work boots and cleared his
throat. “Name’ sKyle.” He held out ahand.

The woman made a garbled sound, more like a sneeze, though she did not close her eyes or cover her
mouth. No spit flew out. She ignored the proffered hand.

Holcomb blinked, arm sagging to his side, and found himself staring again. He had never seen agrown
woman S0 delicately boned and petite. She seemed insubgtantia, asif she might breek if he touched her.
Her eyeshad adight dant to them but lacked the epicanthic folds that usualy accompanied such a
feature, and the irises perfectly matched her hair. She wore asimple dress, brown in color, with an
enormous red daisy at thewaist attached by its own long stem rather than abdlt. “Areyou . . . dl right?’
he asked, feding huge and ungainly in her presence.

The stranger looked hersdlf over with delicate grace. “I' m fine. Why do you ask?’ She added carefully,
“Ky-d.”

Holcomb liked the way she said hisname; it sounded like music. “I just . . . you made that funny sound . .
.and| couldn’ttell .. .”

“Funny sound?’ Her head cocked to one side as she considered, then laughed. “You mean. ..” She
repeated the noise.

Holcomb nodded briskly. “Yes, that one.”

“That'smy name. | thought you wanted it when you gave meyours.”



“Name?’ Holcomb' s stare grew even more intense, despite his best efforts. “What an odd—" He caught
himsdf, not wanting to sound offensive. “I mean, I’ ve never heard anything likeit.”

Her head bobbed like amarionette's, free and loose yet with clear grace. “Of course not. Y ou've surely
never met asprite before.”

Holcomb rubbed his gloved hands together, uncertain where to take the conversation. “A . . . orite?
Like. .. likethe soda?’

Now it was her turn to look confused. “ Soda? s that what you call creatures of Faery?’

“Creaturesof . ..” Holcomb rolled his eyes, laughing nervoudy. Suddenly, the whole thing made sense:
the cerulean hair, the oddities of speech, thewhimsica spirit that caused her to skip from placeto place
when she clearly belonged el sawhere. She's crazy. He had seen far too much of that lately. Chris
Barnholdt had become outcast since he started babbling about some Jack-and-the-Beanstalk giant
shouting gibberish in his pasture while the cows huddled in the barn. The Weingards had moved to the
areafrom the city with their sweet little daughter and seemed reasonably norma until last year when the
mother gave birth to aterror of ason. Devon, they named him, but the locals called him Demon. His
bulbous head with its shock of red hair little resembled his parents or sibling, and eyeslike charcod
seemed out of place amid hisfather’ s blue and his mother and sister’ s green. He had started walking at
sx months of age and never stopped moving, usudly to shove someone down a staircase or against a hot
stove with that otherworldly, screeching laughter.

Mind working quickly, Holcomb softened histone, asif spesking to atoddler. “ Ooooh. A creature of
Faery, eh? Thaaat kind of sprite.”

The woman studied Holcomb, head bobbing as she looked him over from head to toe. “What are you
doing?’

Holcomb stepped toward her, reaching for an arm. “ Taking you home, wherever that may be.”

She dodged him with barely amotion. *Y ou can’t walk me home, Human. Only magica crestures can
enter Faery.”

“Right,” Holcomb said, humoring her. “I’'ll just have to walk you as near as| can.” He reached for her
amagan.

The sdf-proclaimed sprite placed both hands firmly on her tiny hips. “Kyle, you moron. Y ou think I'm
crazy, don’'t you?’

Trained not to offend, Holcomb found himself cowed by the directness of her question. “Well, now. Not
exactly ‘crazy,” maam. Jus alittle. . . confused.”

She opened her mouth to protest, but Holcomb forestalled her with araised hand. “Not that it's your
fault or anything, ma am. There' salot of craziness going around these parts. | think something got in the
water supply or the air blowing in from the Quaker Oats factory—"

The sprite did not wait for him to finish but raised both arms with akeening wail. The sound ripped
through Holcomb, physically painless but mental agony. It set histeeth on edge, raised every hair on the
back of hisneck, and sent him pawing at hisears asif to rip them from hisface. It reminded him of the
dying scream of arabbit but was more intense and desperate, more piercing and violent. The sound of
twisting metal followed. Thetractor jerked, then seemed to melt. Its chipped green paint flowed,
digtributing evenly over metal turned to softer materia that closely resembled flesh. The headlights
became eyes, thetireslegs, and the plow amassive, club tail. The loader stretched into awide and
toothlessgrin.

Holcomb gasped, back-stepping wildly until he hit the power pole and fell on his butt. The tractor swung
itsfront end toward him. The headlights glinted wickedly, and the loader curled into asnarl. It gathered
itstiresto spring.

Covering hisface with a protective arm, Holcomb screamed. He braced himself for atonnage of attack
that never came. When he peeked around his arm, the tractor had returned to its natura form, itsfront
whed stwisted asif making atight turn, the color no longer spotty and chipped but evenly spread, so that
it looked asickly peagreen al over. He scrambled to hisfeet, heart pounding wildly, glancing repeatedly
from tractor to sprite. He wanted to speak, but nothing emerged from his gaping mouth.

The sprite’ s utter calm seemed awicked counterpoint to Kyle Holcomb's panic. “We havetried to



communicate in the past, but we chose our ambassadors poorly.”

Holcomb found himsdlf incgpable of anything but gawking. He kept his attention mostly on the sprite, but
his eyes strayed frequently to the tractor.

“The pixie thought she could get her point acrosswith magic. The giant’s English was, apparently, too
ancient adiadect. Thechangding . ..” The sprite waved her hand dismissively. “. . . well, what can one
ever expect of changdings.”

Holcomb' s heart continued to hammer. He remembered Chris Barnholdt saying the giant’ swords
reminded him of the Pink Floyd song “ Several Species of Smal Furry Animals Gathered Together ina
Cave and Grooving withaPict.” Just suggesting that any musical group would give asong such atitle
made Barnholdt seem mad by itsdlf, but Holcomb had been curious enough to look it up and find that
such asong redly existed. However, the tde of the giant was too fantastical even for him. He had
worked cautioudy around Barnholdt since that day; and, now, it seemed, he owed the other farmer an
gpology. “S0,” hefindly managed through lipsthat felt rubbery. “You. . . speak English very good.”
The sprite made a gesture toward the tree line. “1t’ smy job to color the leavesin autumn, so | spend
more time around humans than mogt of the others. | hear them talking from the tregtops.” She shrugged.
“Without redlizing it, | learned thelanguage.”

Holcomb swallowed hard. He had finally recovered from the orded with the tractor, and he felt certain
the whole encounter had to be adream. Unobtrusively, he pinched himsdlf severd times, feding only the
pain. He did not awaken. “Why—why did you folks need to talk to us?’ He concentrated on the colors
around him, thefed of the breeze, the gurgling of his somach over its scrambled eggs breskfast, details
that did not exist in dreams.

“Wdl, we reimmortds, you know.”

Holcomb did not know, but he did not interrupt.

“Over the millennia, we' ve Smply outgrown our space and we need a bit of yours.”

“Of ... mine?” Holcomb managed.

“About thismuch.” The sprite sarms flashed outward, and lines of light erupted from them. They flew far
beyond Holcomb' sfields to encompass part of Muscatine County, al of Johnson, and some of Louisa.
Holcomb did not know how he knew the boundaries of the sprite’ sindicated territory; it went far beyond
hisline of aght. Y et, somehow, he could seeit asclearly asamap. “That' safair piece of lowa.” It
seemed like astupid thing to say, yet he could think of nothing better.

“Theworld of humansishuge. Surely, you won't missabit.”

The sprite had apoint. Most of the world would not care about this fragment of lowa, mostly farmland
sprinkled with towns and even afew small cities. “I would sordly missit. And eighty or ninety thousand
other humansaswell. It'sour home.”

The sprite tipped her head, and the mass of blue hair did sdeways. “Plenty of room elsawherefor youin
the human world. We re only taking avery small piece.”

Holcomb found his gaze straying to the tractor again, its new coloring areminder of what he had seen. If
these creatures could turn machinery into living weapons, what chance did he have to stop them? He
cleared histhroat, hoping to make his point without antagonizing the sprite. “Ummm, asmal piece, yes,
but it isour home. We cannot just let you . . . take our property. Our houses. Our farms.”

The sprite shook her hair back into position. “We are informing you humans of our plans as acourtesy.
Whether or not you movewillingly isyour decison.”

It was the gentlest threat Holcomb had ever heard, yet he sensed the menace behind it. “ Y ou’ re saying
thisis nonnegotiable?’

“Itis”

“Andif we don't leave?’

“Wewill removeyou forcibly.”

Holcomb wondered what exactly that would entail. More changelings? Sharing our houses with
elves? Then, he glanced at the tractor and Started to imagine the potentia of such magic. He had once
seen the devadtation an SUV |eft after the driver used the gas pedd in lieu of the brake. It had smashed
out the glassfront of a pet store, bending beams, breaking shelves, and shattering merchandise, leaving a



trail of squashed bunniesin itswake. He envisioned an army of minivans assaulting lowa City, cars
chasing children down the bloody streets, tanks stomping through Ka ona, swinging their gun turretslike
trunks. Tiny Tinkerbelles twined through the massacre, exhorting their larger companions astheir wands
st rooftops aight. Giants lashed clubs at humans and animals or flung boulders that mowed down forests
like bowling pins. A corps of gremlins, grinning and gibbering, swallowed down animasand fleeing
humans in enormous, sharp-toothed bites.

His own imagination set Holcomb to trembling. He wanted to run, screaming, to aert dl of lowato this
terrible danger. Instead, he remained in place, willing himsalf to remain calm. No onewould believe him.
Hewould find himself imprisoned in amenta ingtitution while thefolk of Faery ranamok. “1..." he
started and stopped. “Why . . . why now? Y ou said you'’ d been around for thousands of years.”
“Immortalsrardly reproduce. After afew millennia, however, that smal reproduction becomes significant
enough to require more space.”

It made sense to Holcomb. In the same few millennia, humans had brought their numbers from thousands
to billions. “But isn't there somewhereelse—’

“No,” the sprite said, with her first show of impatience. “We have chosen here. Be gone by the morrow.”
Sheturned wispy.

“Wait!” Holcomb shouted.

The sprite'sdender form became solid again. “What?’

“What exactly is*the morrow’ 7’

The sorite smiled, rolled her pae eyes. “Tomorrow. Usudly in the morning.”

Holcomb wondered how many shocks his heart could take before bursting. “Y ou want us al gone by
tomorrow morning?’

13 H m”

Please. Just like that. What a polite turn of phrase for “ get out of your homes, or we'll kill you.”
“There snoway.” Holcomb shook his head at the enormity of the task. First, he would have to convince
someone in power of the truth of hisalegations. Then, they would have to prepare for war or move
everything they owned. To where? “We need moretime.”

“Fine. Three days, then,” the sprite said dourly, with the air of one who has no intention of taking “no” for
an answer. Before Holcomb could say another word, she disappeared.

Kyle Holcomb sank to the ground. And began to sob.

A hdf hour later, Kyle Holcomb sat in Chris Barnholdt’ stiny kitchen, cupping his hands around aFarm
& Fleet mug. He could fed the warmth of the cocoa seeping through the calluses on his palms and fingers
but did not bother to take asip. The scrambled eggs were still churning in his stomach, and anything on
top of them might make him violently ill.

“So,” Barnholdt said cautioudly, asif afraid any word might send his neighbor skittering away in panic. “.
.. what can | do for you, Kyle?’

Holcomb whispered into the seam rising from hismug. “I believe you.”

“What?’

“I believe you. About the giant.”

Barnholdt’ s westhered cheeks turned pinkish. “Oh, that old thing. I’ d nearly forgotten.”

It was ablatant lie. The folks around the rurd route would never let him forget it. They Started whispering
the moment they saw him until he drew near enough to hear, then dipped into that same creepy style of
speech that Holcomb had used when the sprite had first named hersdlf a creature of Faery. They indulged
him, and they pitied him. Now Holcomb felt guilty even though he had not done any of thetalking. He
had not stopped it either.

“No, Chris. | meanit. | know it redlly happened.” Barnholdt brought his own mug to his mouth, a
chipped, flowered one deeply stained but clean. He could not have drunk for aslong ashe held it up
there, or it would have burned hislips.

Holcomb closed his eyes, about to tell hisstory for thefirst time. He could think of no onelesslikely to
laugh at him, yet he still worried for his neighbor’ s reection. “ Chris, | talked to a sprite today. And she



told meit wastrue”

Barnholdt’ s eyes widened over his mug. Holcomb thought he might spit the contents al over the rickety
table, but he did not. He smply stared, the mug till at his mouth.

Holcomb aso waited in silence, worried Barnholdt might think he was being baited. They had known one
another too long for that kind of meanness, had shared baers, rakes, and combines, along with smaller
tools when the need arose. Though they lived two miles apart, they were one another’ s nearest
neighbors. They were aso both bachel ors, Holcomb because he had never married and Barnhol dt after
hisdivorce. Findly, he broke the hush. “She had blue hair, Chris. Natural blue. And she said an army of
magica creatures was going to take our land if we didn’t hand it over peacefully.”

Barnholdt findly lowered hismug. “ Areyou bullshitting me, Kyle? Becausg, if you' re bullshittingme, I'm
going to kick your assright now.”

Holcomb could understand his friend’ s congternation. “1I’'m not making this up, and it wasn't adream. A
goddamned blue-haired fairy cameto my house and turned my tractor into aliving thing. Sheaso
mentioned your giant.”

Barnholdt continued to study Holcomb' sface, asif waiting for the moment he would crack and admit his
prank. “Y ou know, if we hadn’t been in the bar when | mentioned that giant, I’ d be rotting in theloony
bin right now. But | wasn't drinking when | saw that critter in the pasture.”

“I' know.” Holcomb hoped he sounded suitably sincere.

“And | heard it usng some bizzaro language—"

“—an ancient form of English,” Holcomb finished, then added, “ she said.”

“Kyle” Therewasred vulnerability in Barnholdt’ stone.

“Yesh?’

“Do you reckon we' re both crazy?’

“Nope,” Holcomb answered honestly. “But | do reckon anyone wetd| this story to will think so0.” He
amended, “Except maybe the Weingards. Turns out Devon' sachangeling.”

“Redly?’

Holcomb thought back to exactly what the sprite had told him. “And, apparently, someone was
approached by apixie. But whoever that wasisn't talking.”

“That . . . would be me.”

Holcomb' s eyeswidened. “Why didn’'t you mention it?’

“Would you of 7’

“Y ou talked about the giant.”

“And look whereit got me.”

Barnholdt had an undeniable point. “Well . . .” Uncertain where to take the conversation, Holcomb let it
hang as he considered. “I guess we can assume that whatever doorway these crestures use to come to us
isether on your land or mine.”

“I reckon s0.” Barnholdt took another sip of cocoa. “Blessed, aren’t we?’

Holcomb's mind raced. Only hdf listening, he replied vaguely, “Y eah, blessed.” Their next step seemed
obvious on the surface. They needed to contact the governor or the president, someone with authority to
reason with aliens and elther dissuade them from war or fight them.

“It won't work, Kyle.”

Jarred from his thoughts, Holcomb looked at hisfellow farmer. “What?’

“I know what you' re thinking, and it won't work.”

Holcomb shivered. “Y ou know what I’ m thinking?’

“Did you happen to see the movie National Treasure?’

Holcomb shook hishead. Herardly bothered to drive the thirty-five milesto Coraville, especialy to
watch amovie aone.

“Nicolas Cage and a buddy have to convince the powers that be that someoneis going to stedl the
Declaration of Independence because it has an invisible treasure map on the back of it.”

Holcomb considered the task, redlizing that any agency contacted would believe the claim preposterous.
They would get laughed out of the offices, if not locked up for their own safety. That got him thinking



about their own predicament. Who in his right mind would believe that creatures of Faery are
coming to steal the better part of three countiesin lowa? Y ou're saying there snoway Tom
Vilsack isgoing to believe us”

Barnholdt lowered his mug again and leaned acrossit, the steam puffing into hisface. “I’ m saying our
own mothers, God rest their souls, would cart our asses off to University Psychiatry in aminute.”

It was the sanest single thing Kyle Holcomb had heard dll day. “All right, then. What did Nicolas Cage
and hisbuddy do?’

Barnholdt rubbed afinger aong the mug, tracing the flowers. “They had no choice but to handle the
problem themselves.”

Holcomb closed his eyes. He was more interested in controlling pests and weeds, improving his corn and
soybean yields, than becoming a hero. “I was afraid you were going to say that. How did they do?’
Barnholdt cringed, hismouth agrimacing line. “Let’ sjust say it worked out in theend.”

Knowing Hollywood' s propensty for gunplay and explosions, Holcomb thought it best not to ask for
detalls.

TheWeingardslived on ahill surrounded by forty acres of untillable sand. Painted white with pale blue
trim, the house sat amid a sea of oak trees. Piles of raked leavesfilled the areas between the trunks, most
with ragged outlines and flattened tops that reveded children had leaped into them. A fluffy, off-white
dog greeted Barnholdtt’ s battered pickup in the circular driveway, taill waving merrily in greting. The
crisp aromaof barbecued mest filled the air, and Holcomb’s mouth watered. He could not remember the
last time he had cooked himself a decent medl; even his scrambled eggs came out lumpy. Barnholdt
pulled the truck around, then cut the engine.

The family sat on athree-season porch, finishing their lunch and watching the farmers approach.
Holcomb appreciated that the sprite had come to him on a Saturday. Otherwise, Mr. Weingard would
be at work and Mrs. Weingard might not feel comfortable meeting with two large male farmers done.
Now, Holcomb opened his door and legped out to find parents and children waving an eager greeting.
He waved back and forced a smile as Barnholdt aso climbed down from the truck.

Mr. Weingard opened the door, his daughter Emily hiding demurely behind him. Devon shoved past both
and charged down the stairs, histiny legs shockingly coordinated for achild of hisage. He stormed aleaf
pile, diving into it with agusto that sent oak leaves spirding in dl directions. The father called
enthusiadticdly, “Hi there, neighbord”

“Howdy, Mike,” Barnholdt said, clearly trying to sound cheerful. “Would it be dl right if we talked with
you and your wifefor abit?’

“Sure.” Weingard held the screen door open, then addressed his daughter, “Emmy, why don’t you and
Devon finish destroying my morning’ swork while | talk to Mr. Barnholdt and Mr. Holcomb.”

Emily smiled shyly. “Excuse me,” she said politely, starting down the gairsto join her rambunctious
brother.

Holcomb could not help smiling at the little blonde as she tripped quietly down the Stairsin her pink
shorts and plagtic Dorasandds. A family did not seem part of hisfuture, but he most missed the
possibility when he thought about having a sweet daughter to cal him “daddy.” He would spend hours
pushing her on aswing set made with his own hands, would let her gather eggs from her little, banty flock
while heworked on the tractor. They would both laugh when he affectionately touched her nose, leaving
asmudge of grease. Her mother would look on with along grin siretching her face, shaking her head at
their antics. He already knew he would name her Elizabeth, after the grandmother she would never mest.
The two farmers came up the stairs, work boots clomping hollowly against wood. Each stepped around
Weingard, who still held the door open, to join Mrs. Weingard on thetidy, little porch. A picnic table
took up mogt of the space. Mrs. Weingard had gathered the dirty dishes, but a plate of hot dogsin buns
il sat in the middle of the table. She gestured toward them. “Please, help yoursalves. | can get some
plates.”

“Don’t trouble yoursdf, ma am,” Barnholdt said for both of them. Holcomb wished he had spoken fird.
He had had nothing to eat since breskfast. Now that his stomach had settled, the hot dogs, brown with



black grill marks, looked nearly irresigtible. “We have something important to talk to you about that will
sound kind of off thewall.”

Holcomb reluctantly took his gaze from the food to look squarely at Mrs. Weingard. “Cait, Mike, you're
going to think I'm loony for saying this, but . . .” Hetried to gauge the woman’ sreaction. “I know for a
fact that Devonisa...a...

Mrs. Weingard closed her eyeswith adeep sigh. “What did he do thistime?’

All friendliness | eft her hushand' sface. “ A what? What are you about to call my son?’

Barnholdt stopped Holcomb with agesture. “Mike, we have nothing against Devon. WEe' re not trying to
insult him or you. Wejust got hold of some information about him that might help explain afew things.”
Mrs. Weingard took her husband’ sarm. “L et them talk, Mike. The doctors can't figure it out.”
Weingard was atall man, thinner than the two burly farmers, hishair nearly black and hiseyesapde
blue. A mechanic, he had hands as crusty and calloused astheirs. His face flushed, and he spoke through
gritted teeth. “What can they possibly know that hasn’t aready been considered?’

Mrs. Weingard gpologized for her husband. “We' ve been through alot with Devon. The doctor said his
red hair could come from buried genes on both sides, though neither of us could think of any
redheads—"

“Cait,” Weingard hissed. “They don't need to know our—"

She continued asif he had not spoken. “—abut two light-eyed people can’'t make a dark-eyed baby, so
they tested Mike and—"

“Cait!” Weingard snapped. “ Thisisn't something—"

Holcomb knew what had to come next. “Heisn't the father.”

“The biological father,” Weingard said in aflat tone that betrayed hisanger. “1 am Devon'sfather.”
Mrs. Weingard did not alow the exchange to derail her explanation. She clearly had waited along time
to unburden hersdf from thisstory. “But | knew | had never, would never cheat—"

“Y ou're not the biological mother ether,” Barnholdt finished.

Asthe bombshell dropped, Holcomb seized the moment to grab a hot dog.

Findly, Mrs. Weingard lost her momentum. “How . . . how could you possibly . . . know? It seems our
baby was switched at birth.”

Barnholdt looked at Holcomb, clearly expecting him to explain. After al, he was the one to whom the
Sorite gave the information.

Caught squeezing aline of mustard onto his purloined hot dog, Holcomb glanced around thetable. “He's
achangding.”

“A what?’ both Weingards said together.

“A changding.” Holcomb put down the mustard and clutched the hot dog in one beefy hand. Dirt rimed
thelinesof hispalm. “As| understand it, magica crestures exchange amongter for ahuman baby.”
Weingard dammed hisfist on the table so hard it startled Holcomb. He dropped his hot dog, and it fell
from the bun, smearing aydlow line across the table. “My son is not amonger!”

Barnholdt gave Holcomb ahard glare. “He didn’t mean amonster, Mike, really. He just picked a poor
word to describea. .. a. .. mischievous...um. . . beng.”

Thefarmers had looked up changeling in the dictionary together, and Holcomb distinctly remembered the
word “mongter.” He glanced at his hot dog, but it seemed uncouth, under the circumstances, to worry
about food.

Mrs. Weingard grabbed her husbhand’ s arm so tightly that she bunched wrinklesinto his shirt. “Mike, that
would explain everything.”

Silencefollowed her proclamation.

She continued, “The MRIs, the chromosome studies. Everything!”

When no one spoke for several moments, Holcomb quietly gathered his hot dog and bun. Taking a
napkin, he started cleaning up the mess.

Weingard findly broke the hush. “But thisis crazy, Cait. Can’'t you seethat?’

“What | see, Michael Weingard, is answersto questions that previoudy had none.”

Weingard threw up hishands. “ Crazy answers, yes. Any difficult Stuation could be explained by the



supernatura, but doesn't it make senseto exhaust dl of the scientific possibilitiesfirs?

Mrs. Weingard findly raised her voice. “Haven't we done that already? Medica science can't explain
this, and we' re not blood related to any other child born at Mercy Hospital around the sametime as
Devon.”

Holcomb took a bite of the hot dog. The cold mest tasted of charcoal and wood, but it made his gut
growl for more.

Weingard stared a hiswife with catlike intengity. “ So you're just going to believe that evil spirits stole our
baby and replaced him with amonster?”’

“Witha. .. mischievousbeing,” Mrs. Weingard corrected, using Barnholdt’ s softened description.

Asif suddenly remembering they had an audience, Weingard turned his attention to Holcomb. “And how
do you know this?’

Holcomb deliberately took another bite of the hot dog while he considered. He needed time to properly
word hisreply. But, the food ran out too soon, and he was forced to say the only thing he could. “A
Soritetold me.”

“A sprite,” Weingard repeated increduloudy. “A sprite told you.”

“Yes,” Holcomb said, wiping his mouth on hisdeeve. “I'm not crazy, Mike. | know what | saw and what
| heard.” Anideacameto him and he spoke it before fully exploring it. “Now, you can help us out and
possibly get your red son back. Or you can cdl usinsane and lose him forever.”

Every eye went to Holcomb. Even Barnholdt stared. They had never discussed the idea that they might
recover the baby. The dictionary said nothing about what crestures of Faery do with the human babies
they takein tradefor their changdings. For al he knew, they might have killed and esten it dready.
Adding more difficult choresto an dready impossible task seemed utter madness. Y et he could think of
nothing that had happened that day that would not aready qudify.

Mrs. Weingard said softly, “ Count mein.”

Weingard looked stricken. “1n what?’

“In whatever it takes to recover our natural-born son.”

Two days of library and Internet research brought Kyle a pounding headache. He leaned back in the
library’ s plush rolling chair and rubbed histemples. He could find nothing definitive. Stories of fey
creatures came from every part of the world. Each called them something different: elves, dwarves,
faries, pixies, nixies, naiads, dryads, ogres, bugbears. The list went on, seemingly without end. It was all
conjecture, dl sories, dl explanationsfor redity that did not, at the time, have an understandable cauise.
The changding stories haunted him. Most involved severdly begting, drowning, or burning the changelings
in the hope that their crieswould bring back the devil, demon, or nixie to return the human child for her
own. He hoped the Weingards would not resort to any of these methods, assuming they discovered the
same sources hedid.

Most of the stories seemed like explanations for congenital or environmental conditions that ancient
peoples did not understand. Infants with large heads and coarse festures might have connective tissue or
chromosomal disorders. Autism, cerebral pasy, muscular dystrophy, cydtic fibrosis. Surdly, dl of these
syndromes existed throughout history, and people created stories to tease logic from the baffling. What
better way to explain the loss of the perfect baby imagined by parentsin-utero than that a hill dwarf had
replaced it with one of her own?

It took force of will to look at these myths astruths, to thrust aside the mind-set of an ancient peasant
seeking answersto find the redlity of a sprite on histractor. The tales contradicted one another, even
within the same mythological context, even within the same source. And none of them placed the
entrance to Faery in afarmer’ sfield in lowa. In fact, the stories all seemed older than America
Holcomb lowered his head. He had read enough and gleaned very little. He only hoped the others
searches had proven more fruitful than hisown.

They met a the tree line dividing the southern edge of Kyle Holcomb'sland from Barnholdt’s. The
Weingards had chosen the location without explanation, and the two farmers waited anxioudy for the



couple. Dressed in his best-fitting Carhart overals, clutching hisfavorite deer rifle, Holcomb crouched
besde hisfellow farmer. “ Do you think they’ll give usachanceto tak?’

Barnholdt lit acigarette. “I reckon so. | mean, they tried to talk to usthree or four timesand didn’t give
an ultimatum till they dug up one who speaks our language.” He stuck the cigarette between hislips.
Holcomb moved upwind. He hated the smell of smoke, and imagined it was what had driven Mrs.
Barnholdt to divorce. “We don’'t know that for sure.”

“What d'yamean?’ Smoke dribbled from Barnholdt’ s mouth with each syllable.

“Who knows what the others said or tried to say?’

“Y eah. But they didn't attack, did they?’

“No,” Holcomb had to admit. “ They didn’t attack.” Nervoudly, he checked the chamber and the safety.
Barnholdt took another puff. “What' sthat for?’

“Thehunting rifle?’

“Yegh”

Holcomb gave his neighbor alook to which he had grown accustomed over the past severa months.
“Did you forget amagical creaturethat can turn tractorsto life threstened us?’

Barnholdt blew out a plume of smoke. “ So what’ s the gun gonna do, huh? Get turned to a snake and bite
U7’

The other farmer had agood point, but Holcomb fdt safer with it in his hands. The technology might
catch the creatures of Faery off their guard and gain him afew secondsin abrawl. With or without it, the
entire Stuation seemed hopeless. What chance did four regular folks have againgt an entire army of
fantastical creatures, with inhuman strength and magic at their disposad? Again, hetried to imagine the
methods of their enemies, ignorance further enlarging the task. There was no possible way to know what
powers these creatures might have. They might call down lightning or fire from the sky, perhapsthe sun
or moon itself. They could hurl mighty gouts of ice or rock. They could fry aman’sblood from theingde
out. Perhaps they had dragons with breath like anuclear explosion or magical bombsthat could leve all
three of their chosen lowa counties with aword. “We should have pleaded with the governor. Got him to
cdl inthe Nationd Guard.”

“Yeah, right.” Barnholdt blew smoke out his nose thistime, the cigarette burning in hisgrip. “That

would' ve worked.

“We could havetried.” Holcomb knew Barnholdt was right but clung to the possibility from fear. “ We
could have tried.”

The appearance of the Weingards walking toward them saved Barnholdt from areply. He dropped his
cigarette and crushed it into the dirt. “They’ ve got a child with them.”

Holcomb looked more closdly, only then noticing the smal figure waddling at their sde. “1t's Devon.”
“That’ s odd. Why would they bring achild—?’

The answer came to both men at once, though Holcomb gave it voice, “They’ re going to try to exchange
him”

“Youthink?’

“Don’'t you?’

Barnholdt bobbed his head asthetrio drew within earshot. “ But you think they told him?’

Devon pointed to a spot severd yards to Holcomb' sleft, and the family veered toward it. “Thisway,”
Mr. Weingard said.

Holcomb studied the boy. Gel plastered his brilliant, red locks nestly to his head. He wore aclean,
collared shirt, striped, and apair of dark blue dress dacks. Theimpish twinkle that usualy filled his dark
eyes had gone out, replaced by amore mature light. The child had clearly changed. Caught staring,
Holcomb smiled gently. “Hi, Devon.”

To hissurprise, the normdly taciturn boy replied, “Hi, Mr. Holcomb.”

Holcomb jerked his head to Mrs. Weingard, who smiled.

“When we did our research on-line, we discovered a common theme about changelings. If you boil water
or beer in egg shdls, it makesthem talk.”

Barnholdt recovered first. He gave the boy a genuine smile. “Hey, Devon. So you can talk now?’



“Actudly, Mr. Barnholdt,” Devon said in avoicelike arusty spigot, “I’ve been ableto tak for avery
longtime”

Under ordinary circumstances, Holcomb might have laughed. How long isa very long timeto a
one-year-old boy? “| see” hesaid.

“And | know where the entranceisto Faery.”

Holcomb’ s nogtrilsflared. Still clutching therifle, he pointed to the same place Devon had indicated
ealier.

Mr. Weingard nodded.

Holcomb wondered how much el se the Weingards had found out about changelings. Perhaps they
planned to beat or burn or drown the boy right here, where his origina parents might take him back in
exchange for the human baby. He bit hislip, hoping Devon would not pay the biggest price for the sins of
Faery. The boy had his problems, but few in thisworld deserved actud torture.

“Areyou ready?’ Devon asked.

Mr. Weingard looked around the group. Holcomb nearly asked, “ For what?”'—but before he could,
Weingard gave his son agesture.

Devon pursed histoddler lips and made a piercing sound like nothing Holcomb had ever heard before. It
echoed across the open fields and seemed to stretch to the horizon.

The sprite appeared suddenly from the indicated spot in thetree line. Her long, blue hair fell in wavesto
her waist. Her belt now consisted of woven, multicolored leaves. She looked the four adults over, then
dated, “You'redill here”

“We have another day,” Holcomb reminded her.

Mrs. Weingard added, “ And we re not leaving without our baby.”

“Y our baby?’ The sprit€' s pale gaze legped around the gathering to land on Devon. “Ah, of course. |
supposeit’ sonly fair to trade you back your young one.”

“No,” Mr. Weingard said with the same force hisfist had displayed on the table. “'Y ou don’t understand.
Weaen't giving up Devon ether.”

The sprite stared, her canted eyes growing into the shape and size of Brazil nuts. “You mean . . . you
want to keep . . . the changeling, too?’

“HisnameisDevon,” Weingard said. “And heisour son.”

Holcomb could scarcely believe what was happening. He had once had control of the Situation, only to
surrender it to afamily whose personal strife gpparently drove them to suicide. He looked at the sprite,
and a sudden understanding gripped him. These cresatures of Faery wereimmorta. They could not die of
age, but legend suggested they could be killed. Creatures accustomed to living for dl eternity, who took
millenniato subgtantially reproduce, would have to fear death more than any mortal. To kill one meant
not awaste of decades but potentialy of millions of years. His hand tightened on therifle, and heraised it
cautioudy.

The sprite clearly took no notice. “Y ou know this cresture is achangeling, yet you till cal him son?’
Tearsfilled Mrs. Weingard' s eyes. “We do not just call him son. He is our son. Welove him asmuch as
any parent can ever love achild, and that loveis never bounded. It isaforever love, without conditions.
Hishiology, hispast, hisfuture, do not matter. Devon is our son. And so is the baby boy you exchanged
for him.”

Holcomb now understood why the creatures of Faery had given the humans so many chances. Fairies,
elves, and pixiesthought little of humans, whose short lives passed like momentsto theimmortals. To
chase them off of property meant nothing, like poisoning mosguitoes for the comfort of amidnight party.
It might only take the death of one cregture of Faery to drive the point home. Humans could and would
fight back. Wasthelife of even oneimmorta worth the battle? Holcomb took aim.

The sorite continued to glance wildly between the Weingards, including Devon. “ And you, changding?

Y ou wish to stay with these humans?’

Thelittle boy cleared histhroat and spokein plain English. “They do love me, despite what | am and
what | ve done. They have sacrificed their joy and time for me, have done everything possible to make
my life and my future happy despite my shortcomings, of which | have many.”



Holcomb’ s hands shook. Such long words had emerged from the mouth of atoddler. A toddler who was
not quite, perhaps not a al, human.

Devon continued, “Love of that intengity, of that caliber, is something a cresture of Faery rardly
experiences.”

Therifle grew heavy in Holcomb' s hands. He could fire a any time, but he needed to hear the end of the
exchangefirg.

“You...” The sprite sface became awrinkled mask of confusion. “If you stayed, you would become. .
. mortal.” She pronounced the last word with such distaste, it sounded like acurse. “Isthat . . . what you
want?’

Every eye went to Devon. Even Kyle Holcomb gave up his sighting to see the changding’ sreaction.
“Better alife with the beauty and grandeur of a shooting star then an eternity of steady yearning for those
golden moments only amorta can experience. Without sorrow, thereis no joy. Without pain, no heding.
S0, too, without death, one can never truly live. | would not trade this trueness of spirit, this highest
evolution of love, even for immortality.”

For several moments, no one moved or spoke. Holcomb wondered if their minds went in the same
direction as his own. For humans, immortality could only be aforever of the life they knew.
Contemplation of his own death terrified him. To imagine that something of greet beauty arose from that
fear, to see eternd life asthe dull existence of rocks and time, to know that theseimmorta beings knew
little of love and sacrifice, of heroism and bravery, floored him.

“Come with me, changeling,” the sprite said softly, her expression every hit astouched asthe humans .
“Theking will wish to spesk with you.”

“No!” Mrs. Weingard grabbed her son and wrapped him into an unbreakable embrace.

Mr. Weingard stepped between the pair and the sprite. “No,” he repeated, more softly but with equal
force. “Youwill not have him.”

Devon's muffled voice held anote of joy despite the tenseness of the situation. “They won't keep me,
Mommy. Daddy. I’ [| come back, but | haveto go.”

Holcomb wondered whether the boy’ s excitement stemmed from the opportunity to teach or to rgoin the
magica beingswho had spawned him. Theriflefdt likealead weight in hisarms, nearly forgotten. To his
surprise, Mrs. Weingard rel eased Devon as soon as the words left his mouth.

As Devon walked past him, Mr. Weingard reached to grab him, stopped by hiswife' s gentle touch on
his shoulder. “1f you love something,” she said so softly that Holcomb could barely hear, “let it go.” Tears
blurred her eyesto pools of emerald.

Asthe humans watched the sprite and changeling disappesar into the tree line, Mrs. Weingard collapsed,
waliling. Her husband knelt at her Sde, holding, rocking, whispering encouragements.

Barnholdt turned to Holcomb, looking equaly logt. “ So what about the gun?” Heinclined his head
toward therifle again. “ Have you decided what you' re going to do with it?’

Holcomb lowered the barrel, suffering the sting of blood returning to hisarms. Glad to discuss a subject
other than the family’ s pain, he explained. “Immortals aren’t used to degth likewe are. | thought if one
got killed, they might decide war’ s not such agreat idea.”

Barnholdt nodded thoughtfully. “Well, if you'regonnadoit, I’ d say to get thisking of theirs, if you can.”
“Y eah.” Holcomb bobbed his head in rhythm, no longer certain he could pull the trigger. He had shot his
share of raccoons, possums, and skunks; more than 80 percent of the onesin their areawere rabid. He
had even done in aswamp rattler that had dared cross onto his property. Shooting the sprite, or any
being so like ahuman, seemed too much like murder.

The sprite returned at the Side of a creature who closely resembled a skinny, fine-boned man. He shared
the sprite’ s canted eyes, though hiswere abright red-orange. He had flat-brown hair that hung in wisps
to his shoulders, and delicately pointed ears stabbed through the cascade. Though he bore no wrinkles or
gray hairs, he till carried an aura of great age. The sprite made agrand gesture toward her new
companion. “ThisisKing . ..” Shefollowed with strange clicking noises that apparently comprised his
name.

Holcomb supposed he ought to bow, though he found himsalf standing frozen, staring. Barnhol dt reacted



exactly as he did, and the Weingards managed only to decrease the volume of their grief.

Theking spokein afluid singsong that sounded more like music. The sprite trandated. “ He says that
centuries have passed snce the folk of Faery have walked among men.”

The king said more, the sprite passing along hiswords, “1n the past, humans have treated us badly. They
warded us away with herbs and invoked religious customs and gestures. They daughtered usin horrific
ways, with silver knives, wooden stakes, or fiery pyres. They beat or boiled our changdlingsto make us
rescue what they considered monsters and replace them with the babies they had lost.”

Monsters. The words stuck with Holcomb, the same one he had read in the dictionary.

Barnholdt nudged him in the ribs so suddenly that Holcomb nearly dropped the gun. His neighbor jerked
his head toward the king.

He wants me to shoot, Holcomb realized, but he was too interested in what the king had to say to obey.
Yet.

More trand ated speech followed, the creatures apparently obliviousto the farmers exchange. “Humans
have changed, and it isfindly time that we do the same. Tolerance has grown beyond measure.”
Although some humans would disagree, Holcomb knew the words for fact. People of varying colors and
faiths who once despised or mistrusted one another now lived, not only in the same cities, but in the same
homes as family. Despite persistent cries of racism, sexism, and bigotry, the truth was that the world had
clearly and strongly changed for the better, even just over thelast haf century.

“Y ou have learned to love our children as your own. Y ou made no attempt to harm us, even aswe
threatened you.”

Holcomb'’ sface flushed, and he hastily lowered therifl€ s butt to the ground, glad he had hesitated for so
long. Had he killed the sprite or the king, an unwinnable war would, in fact, have become inevitable.

“If you can shower thiskind of unmistakable love upon us, it seemsthat we can, once again, interact with
at least some of you. Since we can safely come and go from your world, we no longer need to take over
apart of it.” The king made aflourishing gesture as the sprite formed the appropriate, accompanying
words. “We declare this skirmish over before it begins.”

With those words, the sprite and the king disappeared without fanfare or smoke, revedling the two small
figures standing behind them. Devon held the hand of athin, blond boy with skin so paleit looked like
milk. Before either managed a single step, they found themsalves enwrapped in their parents arms: Mrs.
Weingard clutching the new toddler and Mr. Weingard embracing Devon with the same exuberance. The
farmerslooked a one another. And smiled.

No longer worried for dragons’ fiery breathes, for giants ssomping citiesto splinters, for fairies
transforming army tanksinto lumbering monsters, Holcomb turned his thoughtsto the joy of discovering
pixiesin the woods and spritesin the treetops. He wondered how the populace would take to these
new-found neighbors and hoped the world would handle the fey creatures better than he had. He looked
across hisfidds, at the harvested cornstalks standing like broken soldiers, and nothing seemed less
important than working. As the Weingards headed home, Holcomb glanced at his other neighbor. “ So,
Chris. Isthat National Treasure moviedill playing?”

Barnholdt pulled the pack of Marlboros out of his pocket, stared at it, then returned it without removing a
cigarette. Usudly, tense Stuation made aman more prone to smoke, but Barnholdt clearly did not see
thisasaday for ordinary behavior ether. “Naw, it'slong gone. But | bet we can find something else
interesting at the Cord 1, if you can afford to take off another day.”

“I can,” Holcomb said, not bothering to consider whether or not he spoke the truth. Regardless of the
wesether, despite whatever required doing, he needed some time off the farm. “I’ Il meet you in an hour.
I’ve got this sudden hankering to find awife and start afamily.” He looked longingly after the Weingards,
who fairly skipped acrossthefield. “Maybe, just maybe, today’ s my lucky day.”

“Graced by the King of Faery,” Barnholdt said, smiling, “1 think we can count onit.”



