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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    September 14, 1763 
 
    City of Everbright 
 
    Northern Durham, England 
 
      
 
      
 
    The King of the Faeries stepped out onto the balcony of the West Tower. As usual he was naked except for a long, red velvet cloak trimmed with tufts of white ermine. A gigantic white powdered wig, which would have been the envy of any Georgian courtesan, hung askew atop his head. 
 
    “My good ladies and gentlefellows,” he said, “and errr, hermaphrodites as well…” 
 
    He glanced down at the crowd with sleepy eyes. “Tonight we celebrate…” The King seemed genuinely lost for words, though it was not deep-felt sentiment that stilled his tongue, but rather total confusion. “Tonight we celeberate… ermm, celeberate…” He lifted a glass of thistlewine high above his head, unwittingly dousing the top of the white wig. “We celebrate tonight! Hahah! And with that, I urge you go to it! Tonight let Everbright sing!” 
 
    The crowd of faeries assembled below in Seelie Park burst into a raucous commotion. They saluted their leader with upraised cups and encouraging cheers as he danced across the ledge, nearly stumbling to his death several times. 
 
    “Meadowlark!” exclaimed Theodora from somewhere inside the suite. Her voice, though strident and commanding, was sweet as honey to his ears. The urge to answer her call was strong but Meadowlark paused a moment more, swaying dizzily as he stared down at his people. Everyone below was either dancing, chugging intoxicants, or tearing at each other’s clothes. Colorful faery lights popped and sizzled in the air. All was well with the world. “They love me,” he told himself. “At long last, they love me. Ahha! It’s good to be the King.” 
 
    Meadowlark turned and hurried back to the bedroom. He paused in the doorway to straighten his jacket and trousers but found he wasn’t wearing any such things.  
 
    Theodora smiled. Although well over a hundred years old, Meadowlark still seemed a charming adolescent boy to her—tall, fit and trim. Puckishly handsome, with long black curls peeking out from under the ridiculous wig. She stood up from the bed and thrust out both arms, palms forward, to dissuade him from taking a diving leap toward her.  
 
    “They love me!” he pronounced, spinning around on his heel. “And why not? Am I not a benevolent ruler?” 
 
    Theodora smiled. “You do entertain.” 
 
    “And that’s nine tenths of the thing right there. Keep them entertained, and they’ll do whatever I say.” 
 
    “Not always, dear. That last decree—the one where you ordered that everyone should wear their underclothes on the outside on Sundays. Well, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but it doesn’t seem to be catching on.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” he returned. “I’ll just have to lead by example, is all. Just wait for Sunday. Have my best pantaloons cleaned and pressed, dear! It’ll catch on. You’ll see. It’ll be all the rage. If there’s one thing I know, it’s fashion. What day is it today anyway?” 
 
    “Sunday.” 
 
    He glanced down at his nakedness. “Oh. Where did I leave my underpants? Do you think I should go back out?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t bother. Besides, we need to talk. I don’t think you understand the problem.” 
 
    “Problem?” He drained his cup and tossed it absently aside. “That’s because there is no problem.” 
 
    “I’m being serious.” 
 
    He looked startled for a moment. “Well, then I’m being serious too.” He smoothed down his bare chest as if it were a rumpled waistcoat and sat on the edge of the bed. “Which problem are we discussing, then?”  
 
    Theodora sighed. “Faery architecture. Magic. And our lack thereof. The caves down below. When we settled here to avoid the Purge, Moon Dancer built those caves by folding reality. The caves are much bigger than the actual space down there. I have no idea how to keep them that way. Moonshadow knew of course, but…” 
 
    Moonshadow had been dead for several months now, but Theodora still could not say it. Meadowlark leapt to her rescue. 
 
    He snapped his fingers as with great inspiration. “Eccobius is an architect, isn’t he? He built this tower, and everything right? Just ask him.” 
 
    “I did. He’s wonderful with facts and figures but this isn’t a case of mathematical computation. He knows nothing of magic. He’s as useless in this as you or I. And we’ve no one better. The caves are going to collapse. Right beneath our feet. Everbright will fall.” 
 
    Meadowlark glanced suspiciously about the room. “Perhaps the West Tower isn’t the best place for our apartment, then.” 
 
    Theodora sighed. 
 
    “Can’t you fix it?” he asked.  
 
    “No. Can you?” 
 
    “No,” he admitted. “But we’ll figure something out eventually. You always do. Really, it’s too late for all this hubbub tonight. All this talk of tremors and cataclysms, it’s not good for your nerves.”  
 
    Theodora agreed with that last sentiment completely. “That’s for sure.” 
 
    He patted the broad feather mattress. “Come to bed now.” 
 
    “You’re drunk,” she observed. 
 
    “Yes, well, I’m not that drunk. Come now, my good Queen, time to relax.” 
 
    “I’m not anybody’s Queen. And I can’t relax. Don’t you get it? Everbright’s children are in those caves. The caretaker mushrooms that nurture them… if the caves collapse, we’ll lose all the children.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, quite soberly. “The children.” 
 
    She sat on the edge of the bed but he made no move toward her. Instead, he rubbed thoughtfully at his chin. “We don’t want anything to happen to them. What if—say, this is a good idea—what if we find a new cave above ground and transplant some of the caretaker mushrooms there and make them grow and then the children will have a new nursery?” 
 
    “I thought of that, but it will take decades before new mushrooms would be ready to host children.” 
 
    He snapped his fingers in sudden inspiration. “How about this? Let’s say we all start reproducing the old-fashioned way again. Huh? Dresdemona did it. You did it. Start a campaign! Make it the in thing to do! Full bellies fashionable.” He mimicked a round pregnant belly and curved spine. He leaned back on the bed and stuck his legs in the air saying, with mock frenzy, “Push? Are you crazy? I can’t do this!”  
 
    Theodora didn’t find his antics very funny. “That still won’t help the children already down in the caves.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” he said. 
 
    They sat in silence for a moment.  
 
    “Well,” he said, “I don’t have an answer for any of that right now. But as I said, if we just give it a little time, just let the problem percolate a little more, I know you’ll come up with something! I’m damn well certain of it!” 
 
    He dragged the powdered wig from his head and flung it across the room. “Darn thing itches like a hornet’s nest. Don’t know how Old Georgie stands it. Well, it’s not easy being the King.” 
 
    He jumped up from the bed. “Dance with me!” 
 
    Theodora let out a little groan, still thinking of the doomed children. 
 
    “Dance with meeee!” he sang, pulling her to her feet.  
 
    She shrugged him off. 
 
    “Fine. Suit yourself. There are other ladies at court you know.” He picked up one of her full-length gowns and, holding it as a partner, began to dance rather tenderly with it across the bedroom. He did a fair imitation of an allemande waltz, humming his own tune as he went, twirling the yellow gown as a lover. Theodora hadn’t known Meadowlark could waltz. She wondered where he’d picked it up, and a French version of the dance at that, but of course there was that time he’d spent in the King’s palace at St. James impersonating one of Queen Charlotte’s handmaids. 
 
    Meadowlark kept glancing at Theodora with veiled eyes and then back at the dress as if trying to make her jealous. Her sour mood crumbled. She could stand it no longer. She fell into his arms, pressing the empty dress between them. “Oh, all right,” she said. “But you’re doing the footwork all backward you know. I think when you learned this dance you were playing as a woman.” 
 
    He batted his eyelashes at her. 
 
    “Very well,” she said. “Let me lead, then.” She tossed the dress away. 
 
    In no time they were twirling across the room, their arms comfortably intertwined at the shoulder, and Theodora felt herself start to relax. The quick footwork and rapid turning movements soon left her breathless. Meadowlark gripped her closer and closer until the dance melted away into a passionate kiss. 
 
    As always, Meadowlark’s kiss was both eager and energetic. He didn’t care if the caves collapsed; he didn’t care if the walls came crashing down or Everbright crumbled beneath their feet. He really didn’t care about anything but her. He was the most irresponsible, irrational, wildly conflicted person she had ever known. But one thing was certain, he cared a great deal for her. There was something very attractive in his faery nature, his desire to forget everything and simply enjoy the moment, a sentiment she had forced away for so long, living in the disguise of a British noblewoman. No longer, she thought. I am faery now, body and soul. 
 
    They tumbled onto the bed. Theodora shed her nightgown and flung it over Meadowlark’s head. He came at her anyway, his hands hungrily devouring her soft skin. He was already stiff and ready as ever and she wanted to make some joke about the ‘royal scepter’ but couldn’t be bothered to frame the words. As he entered her, she pulled the clinging nightgown from his head. She wanted to see his face.  
 
    Even beyond the physical coupling, Meadowlark was eager for the melding, the merging of souls that accompanied faery lovemaking. Theodora wanted it too. They relaxed simultaneously, merging into a complete unity of body and spirit. 
 
    When she joined with him there were fireworks, quite literally. Explosions of light in red and yellow, dancing across Theodora’s consciousness. As far as she could tell, there were always fireworks going off inside Meadowlark’s head. She was confronted by an avalanche of wild fancies—a flock of exotic birds in flight spinning around them in a burst of multicolored feathers like a tornado, a bath in liquid chocolate, the scent of an exotic orchid so thick in her nostrils it seemed they had become as insubstantial as a gust of mist utterly subsumed in the fragrance. Lovemaking with Meadowlark was a nonstop flight of pure fancy, an epic journey through the mind of a quintessential faery. But the type and character of these lush sensations were not dictated by wild abandon. They were always carefully tailored to Theodora’s preferences; they consisted of nothing except sensations that she personally liked. She marveled at his control. He was the most selfish man she could possibly imagine and yet in this he was the most sensitive and selfless lover she had ever known. 
 
    She fell into his generous spirit, forgetting her troubles and wholeheartedly embracing exactly what it meant to be faery again. No thoughts for tomorrow. No worries. Completely free. She realized she was being perhaps a bit selfish about it; she was much less concerned with Meadowlark’s pleasure than her own, but still it worked because he asked so very little. 
 
    Now it was butterflies. Glittering blue butterflies that pelted them with honeyed pollen and fluttering kisses.  
 
    “I love you,” he said. 
 
    “I love you too,” she returned.  
 
    I am the faery Clarimonde, she thought. No thoughts for tomorrow. No worries. Completely free.  
 
    But some small corner of her mind, keeping apart from Meadowlark, begged to disagree. But that’s not real, thought Lady Theodora. That’s not who I am. Is it? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    James Grayson hated arriving late, especially for Sunday services. He opened the tall double doors as quietly as possible. But when he stepped inside the church, heads still turned. 
 
    James was quite familiar with the First Anglican Church in Graystown, originally built by his great-grandfather Griffin Grayson nearly a hundred years ago. The church’s modest proportions and near-complete lack of adornment bespoke clearly of Griffin’s Puritanical viewpoint. And yet the clean, straight lines of rough timber were impressive in their understated sense of authority and reverence for a higher power.  
 
    Throughout his childhood James and his sister Nora had taken religious instruction daily at the little chapel on the Grayson estate, but this was the place where his family had always attended Sunday services. James fondly remembered dressing up in his best clothes and sitting proudly beside his father during the glorious carriage rides through town and up the hill to the church. A young boy fidgeting in the pew, he’d taken little interest in the sermons themselves. He’d spent hours studying the beams as they arched across the ceiling, their interplay with the huge rectangular corner stones, the delicate pattern of the lone rose window. Finally, after his confirmation ceremony at age twelve, he found a deeper understanding of the Word.  
 
    Likewise, most of the townsfolk attending Sunday service were familiar to him as well. Graystown was only a minor farming village after all. He knew all the farmers who leased land from his family, the blacksmith, the miller, the craftsmen. As a boy, he had visited with their children on occasion years ago. He liked to think they thought fondly of him as well. But no one in the church recognized the young man who walked down the aisle this day. James wore a typical churchgoing outfit befitting the son of a noble house—elegant waistcoat, formal pants, buckled shoes—but the sight of him caused many of the parishioners to turn away in revulsion. His skin was purple, his ears pointed, his brows arched like those of Satan himself, and sprouting madly from his temples were a pair of wide antlers with no less than ten points each.  
 
    Several people rose to object, but the pastor raised his arms high and urged them to calm. 
 
    “All are welcome in the Lord’s house,” he reminded them. “Make some room. Clear a space here in the front row. We welcome all guests here.” 
 
    James would have preferred a less conspicuous location than the first pew, but the die was cast. He maneuvered into the space provided for him. The churchgoers gave him as wide a berth as they were able, carefully measuring the dangerous swing of his antlers. James wanted no more attention. He settled in, knelt and, leaning forward, lowered his head. The first pew turned out to be a very wise choice indeed as there was no one in front of him to be gored by the points.  
 
    The Vicar continued the service. No sooner had three words escaped from his mouth when someone called out, “Blasphemy! Devil-spawn!” 
 
    And another, “I won’t sit down with blights!” 
 
    James kept his head bowed. The last thing he wanted was to incite some sort of violent scene. 
 
    “All things great and small!” shouted the pastor. “The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky above proclaims his handiwork. All things were made through him, and without him not anything could exist. And God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good.” 
 
    James was impressed by the Vicar’s quick-thinking and inventiveness. He’d gathered lines from Psalms, John and the Book of Genesis, combining them into a mixture of platitudes certain to placate and confuse anyone in this crowd. 
 
    The pastor cast a stern gaze across his congregation, and James recognized his old acquaintance Albert Desmos, the man who had previously preached the Word at the little chapel in Everbright. Desmos had departed the faery city just before the massacre of its military regiment on Midsummer’s Eve. James had not seen him since. 
 
    He had expected to find Father Grimaldi presiding here as he had done for the past twenty years. He was surprised the old Vicar had been so recently replaced, and wondered what had become of him. 
 
    Having quelled the resistance with all the weight of the holy Word, Desmos continued with his sermon—something about Joseph of Arimathea and the burial of Christ. James kept his head low, ignoring the murmurs of disapproval that occasionally rang out from behind. 
 
    Finally, to everyone’s relief, Desmos intoned, “Peace be with you.” The crowd murmured a luke-warm response and the Vicar added, “Peace be with us all.” 
 
    At this final adjournment, the parishioners to either side of James shuffled away immediately. He did not look after them but remained fixed in place, still on his knees before the gigantic crucifix at the head of the chancel. When he was certain they had all gone, he stood up. Desmos awaited him at the lectern, a wry smile on his face.  
 
    “Do you recognize me?” James asked. 
 
    Desmos squinted an eye at him, seemingly surprised that he might possibly be expected to recognize this bizarre figure whom he was certain he’d never set eyes upon before. He studied the face carefully and then broke out into a broad smile. “Now that you mention it, there is something vaguely familiar about the shape of the nose, the strong cut of the chin… James, is that you?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, it is. Sorry to cause you such a disturbance on a Sunday.” 
 
    “Well, you might have chosen a somewhat less dramatic appearance, I imagine. What do you faeries call it? Putting on a glamour?” 
 
    “I would’ve Father, but I can’t. I’ve never been able to change my appearance. No one at Everbright seems able to teach me.” 
 
    “Oh, is that so? Well, I apologize for the frigid reception, my boy. Sentiment toward the faery-folk has gone rather sour, I’m afraid. Some say we are already at war. First there was that dreadful massacre of the army garrison at Everbright, and then some sort of battle in the Tremblay woods. An entire regiment of His Majesty’s troops lost—rather grisly deaths, I’m told. The news sheets sensationalized the details, of course, but they were all good men.” 
 
    “If it means anything to you, the person responsible for those deaths has been killed herself.” 
 
    “Has she? We didn’t know. I will pass that bit of information on to the Cardinal. Things would be better if there were some line of direct communication with Everbright, don’t you think? These types of misunderstandings don’t help the situation any. But… how did this happen?” He indicated the new additions to James’ forehead. 
 
    “Well, you remember the Changed Men—” 
 
    Desmos bowed his head. “Those poor unfortunates living in the caves, yes, I do remember. Last I heard, they said you were helping them.” 
 
    “I cured them.” 
 
    “Oh!” The Vicar’s eyebrows jumped halfway up his broad forehead. “And took their deformities unto yourself. James if we’re ever in need of another saint in the canon, I’ll put your name in.” 
 
    James laughed. “Not so fast, Vicar. There have been a lot of changes. That’s sort of the reason I came here to talk. I thought I’d see father Grimaldi but…” 
 
    “Ahh, recalled to Stratford. Family problems, I believe. Come, let us talk. I’ve an office round the back. I’ll make some tea.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “How did you cure them, James? Was it magic? Does faery magic truly exist? I’m fascinated by the subject.” 
 
    “Not magic,” James replied. 
 
    “Some form of alchemy?”  
 
    James sipped his tea. “That’s more like it, I guess. It started with an alchemist. His name was Trask. He discovered some new type of element—the thing that changed those men—the thing that makes faeries what we are. He called it Wild Tyme. All I had to do was remove it from the Changed Men and they became human again. They were very happy.” 
 
    “It pleases me as well,” said Desmos. “And your transformation?” 
 
    “Much the same process in reverse. The Wild Tyme changed me… into this.” 
 
    “You don’t seem pleased with the result.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask for this. It’s so drastic, Vicar. And I’m not just talking about my physical appearance. Everything has changed for me now. I see things differently. Colors are brighter—everything is blue and purple and green. I can taste smells, all the time. For example, right now I smell coriander and… horse shit.” 
 
    The Vicar sniffed at his tea and shook his head. 
 
    “I know,” continued James. “I can’t make sense of it either. And there are certain impulses I hadn’t felt before. A desire for mischief. It’s unsettling.” 
 
    “I should say so.” 
 
    James lowered his voice even though they were alone in the room. “I have… strange sexual urges…” 
 
    “Oh dear…” 
 
    “All the time.” 
 
    Desmos cleared his throat. “Young men often feel the need to sow wild oats… In time you will settle down, I’m sure.” 
 
    “I suppose, but… What human woman would want me? I had a lover once—before the change—a faery girl. But she died.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I can hardly look at a woman now without…” 
 
    Desmos patted him reassuringly on the wrist. “Strive to keep them in check, my boy, just as everyone else does.” 
 
    James chuckled. “Good advice.” 
 
    “But you didn’t come all this way just to take such obvious instruction?” 
 
    “No, Father. I know the teachings of the Church as well as any. It’s just that… I’m at war with myself. My faery nature drives me one way while everything I’ve learned in the Church—this church right here in fact—would direct me otherwise. I can’t reconcile the two.” 
 
    “Are you truly a faery, James?” 
 
    “Just look at me.” 
 
    “Your father was a mortal man.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I am!” James took a deep breath and shot a sheepish glance at the row of statuettes on the shelf, representing some of the better-known saints. “Forgive me.” 
 
    “Of course.” Desmos sipped his tea. “Do you still hold firm to your belief in Christ?” 
 
    “I do. But that does not resolve the issue. You always said that God created the faeries and nurtures them. And loves them. Do you still believe that, Father? After what happened at Everbright?” 
 
    “You refer to the burning of my chapel. Well, my boy, if a Christian priest gave ground every time he was threatened by fire, civilization would not make any progress at all. Opus continua. The work of the Lord must go on. Nothing can separate us from God’s love. His love is unfailing, eternal, unconditional, and everlasting. If you keep Him in your heart, you will find understanding. I am sure of it.” 
 
    “The Bible was written by men, Vicar, not faeries. They have their own beliefs. Most of the faeries at Everbright believe they are nurtured by Mother Moon.” 
 
    Desmos shook his head. “Pagan beliefs die hard. The faery-folk, I believe, are the last of them.” 
 
    “They tell me that when they lay out on the grass under the full moon they feel some sort of power filling them, strengthening them. The power of the Mother Moon.” 
 
    “God’s power, nonetheless,” said Desmos. 
 
    “I suppose. I just wish I had your conviction.” 
 
    “You have your faith in God. Of that you can be sure. But this other? This Mother Moon? What do you know of ‘her’?” 
 
    “Nothing really.” 
 
    “There you have it.” 
 
    “Not quite. The Bible is painfully silent on the subject of faeries, yet they do exist. And that omission, to me, is quite glaring. So I’ll have to look elsewhere for my answers. There is a place said to be sacred to Mother Moon—a sort of an orchard. The faeries call it Arcadia. If I am to find her anywhere, it will be in that place. But don’t worry…” He fished a small brass crucifix from his coat pocket. “I bring this with me. Always.” 
 
    “Sounds like quite an adventure!” Desmos beamed. “I almost wish I could come along, but Graystown has troubles enough as it is without losing another priest just yet. You are a good man James, despite the…” he waved a hand in the air, “the horns.” 
 
    *** 
 
    After James had gone, Desmos gathered up the cruet and chalice from the lectern. His appointment at Graystown was a temporary one, a station of opportunity only, designed to keep him near to the Grayson estate and close at hand if events turned sour at Everbright. He thought fondly for a moment of the small chapel he had once serviced there, preaching the Word to both faeries and army men alike. But such mundane memories were immediately overshadowed by the glorious vision he had experienced in the caves down below the faery capital. He had stumbled upon Arondight, the flaming sword of Lancelot du Lac. That sword was perhaps the most important holy relic of the Church of all time, even surpassing the Grail itself. It had called out to him in the Lord’s voice, he was certain of it. Just thinking about that encounter caused the hairs on the back of his neck to stand on end. 
 
    The Vicar admired James Grayson and had always liked the lad. He wished him well on his quest. Searching for ‘Mother Moon’ indeed! Desmos believed the path would inevitably lead James to an even deeper faith than he already held in his heart. He hoped so. But in any case, James Grayson seemed off the board for the present in regards to King George’s plans involving Everbright. That was perhaps for the best. Desmos had no desire for the young man to be caught up in the struggle for the sword. He and the Cardinal, along with the King’s agent Oliver Doakes, had the situation well in hand. Their secret weapon, Lord Eric Grayson, was already on his way to the faery stronghold in order to procure the sword for them. 
 
    And when he did, Arondight would be delivered first to the Anglican Church at Graystown—to Desmos himself. And when he held that cherished sword in his own hands… well, the world would see what the Vicar of the Sword might accomplish... 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Meadowlark felt a sharp jab in the ribs. 
 
    He opened his eyes, then immediately wished he hadn’t. The bright afternoon sun brought with it a blinding headache. He closed his eyes again but the throbbing pain did not go away. 
 
    Also, there was something tickling the inside of his mouth. He spit out a mouthful of green grass, though his mouth was so dry the shoots didn’t get very far. He wiped them from his chin and looked up. 
 
    He lay on the great sward somewhere in Seelie Park, though he had no idea how he’d gotten there. The last thing he remembered was the party. They’d been celebrating… well… something or other. And then making love to Theodora. But that had been up in their apartment.  How had he wound up down in the park? Well, no matter, he was no stranger to waking up in odd places and had learned not to question that sort of thing too much. 
 
    From the looks of things, it had been a successful party. Clothes were strewn across the park and empty bottles of thistlewine and all-what-else were scattered amid the grass. He struggled to his hands and knees, balancing a head that felt as if it weighed a couple of tonnes. Had somebody kicked him? 
 
    Among the debris just in front of his face he saw a fashionable brown leather boot. He watched in fascination as the boot moved slowly away of its own volition. When it came rollicking back toward him, he suddenly realized its intent and dodged quickly to the side. 
 
    “Argghh,” he groaned, rolling over. 
 
    A grisly sight stood towering over him—the Winter Court warrior known as Pox. Tall and well-muscled, his bare chest and arms were covered in hideous tattoos representing the cult of Herne, Lord of the Hunt. His skin had the color and mottled texture of putrefying green mold, his nose long and hooked, his black hair drawn back in a pony tail. A deep green scar ran down along his cheek, splitting his upper lip to reveal two front teeth that had been filed down to sharp points.  
 
    “I thought I had already woken up,” muttered Meadowlark, “Why am I still having a nightmare?” 
 
    Pox stepped closer. 
 
    Not trusting his unwelcome visitor’s intentions, and vaguely remembering a jab in the ribs, Meadowlark struggled to a sitting position. “Play nice, Poxy. Daddy’s got a headache.” 
 
    He heard the shwinng! of a drawn sabre. 
 
    “Now that’s a particularly unfriendly sound,” he said. He reached down to draw the rapier from his own hip. But there was no hilt, no sword belt, and no pants. “Damn.” 
 
    Meadowlark tried to stand, but the throbbing pain in his head and his rubbery legs brought him back down onto his naked rump. “Ugghh! All right now. I’m serious! What are you—what are you up to Pox?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Come on, Poxy, use your words.” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious? I’m going to kill you.” 
 
    “The K-word? So early in the morning? Quit kidding around. You’re not going to kill me. Well, maybe someday. But not today. After all, you’re not that stupid. At least, I don’t think…” 
 
    Pox did not answer. 
 
    “Well, let’s find out,” said Meadowlark. He reclined casually backward on the grass, one hand behind his head. “Follow along as best you can, alright? You remember the very first decree I made upon assuming the mantle of King Meadowlark the First? I do. What was it? Oh yes, a prohibition against any leadership challenges for a minimum period of one year from the completion of a successful challenge. Makes sense, no? We can’t have anarchy here—bloody death challenges every five minutes. That’d be way too disruptive. Remember that?” 
 
    Pox grunted. 
 
    “Sure. And you probably also remember the very second edict I launched from that balcony there.” He pointed up toward the West Tower. “A permanent moratorium on death fight challenges. We do things here the Summer Court way. A good old vote. That’s the way. So therefore and ergo positus sum, you’ll have to wait nine months more until proffering a challenge against me, a challenge which would manifest in the form of a vote. A vote which you would lose. Still with me? Because by that time Jolly Old MTF—that’s short for Meadowlark the First—will certainly have become everybody’s favorite benevolent ruler. All will cast their votes for me. Unless people get tired of parties and having fun and wanton sex and that’s not really very likely is it?” 
 
    “You’re an idiot.” 
 
    “I am. But I’d rather be a happy idiot than a sour puss. Like. You!” 
 
    “To hell with challenges, I’ll just kill you anyway.” He swung the sabre a half inch above Meadowlark’s head for emphasis. Meadowlark remembered the time Pox had lopped off the tip of his left ear on an earlier occasion when he’d been determined to kill him right here in this very park. Round and round they seemed to go, and Pox too stupid to learn anything at all. Meadowlark had covered up the missing appendage with a permanent glamour, the only concession to vanity he currently employed. 
 
    “Will you?” he said. “Stab me right in the heart, right here in the park? In plain sight?” 
 
    Pox grinned. “There’s no law against it, is there?” 
 
    Meadowlark frowned. “I guess not. A good old assassination? Well, I’d be lying if I said I had never taken out a proper English King myself. Or a Dark Queen here or there. But again, what a stupid move on your part! A new king or queen will be decided by vote and you know it won’t be you. Who shall it be? Well, Clarimonde for certain. And she won’t take kindly to my murder. No, no my man. And take it from me,” he lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “you don’t want that woman angry with you. No sir, I’ll tell you that for free. Relax. Have a drink! You don’t want to kill me. That’s for certain.” 
 
    Pox launched another kick at his face. Meadowlark saw it coming and considered catching the foot and yanking it upward, a move that was sure to send his antagonist sprawling backward onto the sward but, considering the circumstances, he thought the better of it. He simply rolled backward, coming up in a flip a few feet out of reach of his attacker. He raised his arms and, with a congenial nod at Pox, levitated up toward the West Tower balcony. 
 
    *** 
 
    By the time Meadowlark returned to their apartment, Theodora had just gone out. 
 
    The night before, they had tumbled from the balcony in the midst of their lovemaking. Only a last-minute effort, with wings outstretched, had prevented a nasty fall. Meadowlark, as always, made use of the danger to heighten their excitement. He went right on thrusting and bucking as they glided down and continued all through their bumpy landing. After they’d made landfall, he picked up right where they’d left off. Afterward, she had fallen asleep in his arms. When morning came, she awoke on the grassy plain nestled beside her lover, the sweet taste of their lovemaking still in her mouth. What had it been this time? Sasparilla. 
 
    She left him where he lay, snoring and chewing the grass in his sleep. Let him sort himself out. She had never been, and would never be, his nursemaid.  
 
    She was more interested in breakfast and a hot bath. First, she checked to see that little Oberon was being well cared for by his two banshee handmaidens. The child slept peacefully in his crib, his two grisly guardians looking down from either side. 
 
    “Good morning, Chlomaki. Good morning, Maghella,” she offered, but neither did respond. Well, she reasoned, it never hurts to try. 
 
    Truth be told, the banshees both frightened and reassured her. They were Winter Court, originally Dresdemona’s allies. But as far as she could tell they had only one mandate; they were sworn to protect the baby, even from his adoptive mother. They didn’t eat and they rarely slept, not that she could tell—they stood still as statues most of the time. They never let the child out of their sight. One word from their lips and Theodora would die. If they are ever turned against me…  
 
    But she had no way to get rid of them. And Oberon needed the protection. 
 
    Meadowlark wasn’t concerned. About anything. He said the banshees protected him too, as the baby’s father. It was not in the child’s best interests to lose his father. But Theodora was not the mother. One wrong move and they would scream her life away. 
 
    She kissed the child on the cheek, very gently, and then went to the kitchen for breakfast. After a meal of fresh fruit and stale wheat cakes, she proceeded to the bath. Meadowlark had installed a large copper tub in the alcove next to their bedroom. This was one of his more sensible additions. It had a slipper design, with one end raised and sloped, creating a comfortable lounging position. The rest of the bedroom, with its darkly paneled walls and tiled floor, featured a few of his less sensible additions—a huge brass chandelier pilfered from some English castle whose candles dripped gobs of white wax all over the place, a huge life-sized rocking horse, and a series of bizarre ancestral portraits Meadowlark had painted himself. Though none of these depicted actual ancestors that anyone could claim, he insisted the stately figures represented the ‘royal line’ as far back as medieval times. A royal suite simply must have these sorts of portraits, he claimed, regardless of their dubious quality. In the center of the room stood Dresdemona’s elegant four-poster bed, still draped with red silk and silver tassels. 
 
    Theodora filled the tub with warm water she heated in a huge kettle on the bedroom fireplace, and soaked in comfort for over an hour.  
 
    But she could not truly relax. As always, there were far too many problems. A night of wild cavorting and open-air sex did little to solve any of them. Tensions between the faeries and the British were rising rapidly, and the death of Moonshadow had left Everbright torn between rival factions of the Summer and Winter Court. 
 
    Theodora still deeply mourned the loss of her half-sister and dear friend Moonshadow. Without Moonshadow it seemed Everbright had transformed suddenly from a beautiful dream realized to a misfit nation under siege from all sides and threatened from within. The streets of the city creaked and strained in the night without the magic that had been used to rotate them each day. The random movements of the streets were meant to create a place that truly lived up to the name—a City of Everlasting Change. But without Moonshadow casting the spell each morning, the streets lay sprawled in a chaotic jumble that could not right themselves. 
 
    And then there was the situation down below. The children. She must find some way to save them. She must. 
 
    Theodora put on a layered linen dress and wrapped a light woolen shawl around her shoulders against the September chill. She took the stairs down six flights to the ground. A hopeful glance across Seelie Park revealed Meadowlark was no longer sleeping where she’d left him. Instead Pox stood glowering up at the West Tower.  
 
    She walked quickly to the center of the park where the great ash tree stood as memorial to Moon Dancer. The linkage was far more than just symbolic. Upon her death, Moon Dancer’s soul had merged with the great tree. But that had been many years ago and no vestige of Theodora’s mother could still be felt within the tree. Nevertheless, Theodora caressed the flaking bark with a tender ‘hello.’  
 
    “How I wish you were here, Mother,” she whispered. “If I ever needed you, I need you now.” 
 
    But wishing couldn’t make it true. If anyone was to rescue Everbright from its looming demise it would just have to be Theodora, all on her own if necessary. She bent down where two of the ash’s huge roots formed a Y along the ground. A clump of wild primrose filled the depression. The pale, cream-colored flowers remained always in bloom regardless of season or weather. She whispered the secret word which removed the glamour, and a dim purple glow outlined the entrance to the caves down below. Theodora descended a short wooden staircase. 
 
    The caverns at Barrow Downes were empty now. The Summer Court faeries had all taken new quarters in the city above, enjoying fresh air and sunlight every day and more importantly, moonlight, every night. They had spent the better part of seventy years hiding in these caves, safe from the vengeance and bloody wrath of humankind. Theodora had called these caves home too, when she wasn’t living at Grayson Hall. For the most part, she remembered them full of life and laughter and faeries living free. Now she walked their rocky passageways in silence. The place seemed much more like a tomb.  
 
    An alarming pressure pricked her eardrums. She thought it just a bit worse than the last time she’d passed this way. She could feel the tension in the air as the last of Moonshadow’s magic spell strained against the impending collapse. She had no idea how much time remained before it would all come crashing down. Some of the caverns had shrunk around the edges already, toppling a few of the empty houses and crushing the colorful mushrooms that grew along the avenue.  
 
    She walked with a sense of urgency, passing through the empty streets until she entered the great cavern, humid and dark, where the caretaker mushrooms grew. She had brought no lantern but could see well enough in the dark. The air was thick with the scent of wild mushrooms growing in a green, damp place. Several dozen giant mushrooms stood in neat rows. They each stood twenty feet high. Encased within these mushrooms were the children of Barrow Downes. The flesh of the strange plants was slimy and nearly translucent. Theodora counted twelve children, ranging from infancy to several years old. She paused to look upon the face of a faery girl-child, floating naked within one such mushroom. The child’s eyes were open but she did not notice Theodora. A dreamy expression was written across her face, not unpleasant, as she floated in a pool of shimmering fluid. 
 
    Theodora recognized this as the mushroom that had raised herself as a child. She had spent several happy years inside Eobard, sipping from its mind-altering nectar, discovering the secrets of the whole of nature, making the acquaintance of every creature great and small, every root and shoot and flower under the shining sun. The mushroom had been her nursemaid, her teacher, her confidant. Eobard had a whimsical personality, and sang such wonderful songs. Theodora remembered those early years as an idyllic, joyful existence in a state of total communion within the mushroom host. After she’d been released from the caretaker, their intimate bond had been broken. She had never spoken to Eobard after that, nor would she again; the caretaker had a new charge now, this young faery girl. 
 
    Even so, Theodora felt a few stray mental impressions emanating from the incubating child. The girl must sense the increasing pressure in the caverns just as she did. It was disturbing her, disturbing all of them. Theodora placed her palms on the fleshy pulp and tried to transmit sympathetic thoughts directly into the mushroom. “I’m here, sweet child. Don’t worry. Mommy wouldn’t leave you alone. Everything will be all right, I promise. I promise.” 
 
    She broke off the contact as a tear flowed down her cheek. Thankfully they were all too young to realize what a dubious promise she had made. But there was nothing else she could do. Nothing. 
 
    Just then a sudden inspiration hit. There was a chance. If she couldn’t help, then how about someone who could? 
 
    She kicked herself for not thinking of it sooner. James had told her of the secret Scrying Pool hidden away down below. Moonshadow had used it to transport him to Avalon one time. Avalon—the place where dwelt the fabled Effranil. Theodora knew little about them except their legendary status as the guardians of King Arthur’s burial chamber and that their spiritual purity was renowned among all faery folk.  
 
    The cavern James had described was not far, just round back from the caretakers. Theodora found it without too much difficulty, the ruins of an ancient Roman amphitheater with the Scrying Pool at its center. She knelt before the pool, which held a few inches of clear water. Her reflection stared back at her—light green skin, honey-blonde hair, gently pointed ears. More than a century old, she still appeared youthful enough, but some tell-tale wrinkles nested under her eyes and at the corners of her mouth. Worry lines. She was no Effranil, no perfect faery. 
 
    How to summon them? If only James where here and not running around the countryside having some existential crisis. What had he said? The Effranil had a thing for music. Moonshadow had opened the portal by reproducing one of Dresdemona’s songs, of all things. Using Everbright’s little grove of emotion trees, Dresdemona had performed the song a few months ago. Theodora had no real recollection of the melody. She hadn’t exactly been Dresdemona’s biggest fan. But a lot of people had heard that performance. The emotions it had evoked had been strong and disorienting. She doubted any of them could remember the song well enough to reproduce it here. But if there was one person in Everbright who might, she knew just who it would be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    James came late to the performance. 
 
    He’d missed several of the best songs, but considered himself lucky to have found Edwin Theobard at all. The fabled troubadour wandered the countryside of Northern England in an erratic fashion, sleeping out of doors and playing impromptu concerts in public squares wherever he found them, and then disappearing again into the wood. James finally caught up with him in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, a village that had suffered much in its history. A hundred years ago, plague had wiped out half its inhabitants, leaving the town completely devastated. And just two short years ago, the village had suffered the rampage of Aldebaran and his Wild Hunt on All Hallows Eve. The blood-crazed band of faeries had terrorized several farming families and assaulted their small rural church. The attack culminated in Pox kicking open the door of the church, throttling the priest to within an inch of his life and murdering Lord Hargrave on the front steps. As might be expected, there was no love for faeries in Newcastle. 
 
    But Edwin Theobard was no ordinary faery. Strictly speaking, he wasn’t a faery at all. Twelve years ago, while employed by the Grayson family, Edwin had witnessed the appearance of the Chrysalid. As that other-worldly entity showered Wild Tyme upon those who had faced it, Edwin had been transformed. He was one of the Changed Men—now the last of them, in fact. James had cured all the rest. 
 
    Edwin, who had known nothing of music before, had suddenly received the gift of music and set off cross-country, to begin a new life as a troubadour, playing his beautiful compositions for rich and poor, for human and faery alike. His green-tinted skin and weird face were thought by most to be nothing more than a bit of clever stagecraft.  
 
    At least thirty people had assembled in the square to hear him play. James hung back, positioning himself beside a decorative elm at the outskirts. Unable to alter his appearance, the antlers were impossible to hide. He did not want to cause a scene that might interrupt the performance. A few people snickered as they passed James by, giving him a wide berth. 
 
    Newcastle was a typical north country town. Its large tracts of rural farmland cradled a small city center that served as a hub for traders and craftsmen. Landlocked, the village relied heavily on carriage and cart traffic, but its mud-track streets and unsophisticated people lacked the vibrancy of a cosmopolitan center like London proper. Across the square stood two large factories—the town was particularly well-known for its printing and bookmaking facilities—and the pungent smell of ink permeated the air. The scent felt strange to James’ faery senses, bringing the bizarre taste of sun-burnt tapioca to his tongue. He shook it off. He wanted to concentrate on the music. 
 
    Though Edwin had mastered several, his instrument of choice was the violin. Nestled under his pointed chin and oddly elongated neck, a look of concentration and rapture lit his weird face. His ears were gigantic and floppy rather than pointed, his nose large and torturous, his lips flabby and crooked. But his eyes sparkled with a silvery twinkle as he played. 
 
    His song, an original composition, was unlike any James had ever heard. Edwin’s long, elegant fingers danced on the strings. The bow swung back and forth with extreme energy, his bony elbow cutting the air like a piston. He seemed to make enough music for three people, playing both melody and thematic accompaniment at the same time. One fingertip, as if it did not already have enough to do, rapped rhythmically against the body of the violin to provide occasional percussion. 
 
    Despite the whirring speed with which Edwin played it, the song seemed particularly maudlin. The melody spoke to James of an old man lamenting all the things time had robbed from him. Vigor, clear sight, energy—all had been slowly sapped away. The narrative was extremely clear, told through notes alone without need for lyrics, and James could almost hear the old man’s voice, see his milky eyes, brimming with tears. The bitter taste of defeat replaced the sweet flavor of tapioca the ink had placed in James’ mouth. He wondered if the human ears all around him heard the song the same way.  
 
    The theme of the song slowly twisted, bringing to mind specific recollections of the old man. The singing violin actually brought pictures to James’ mind. A field of clover, a pretty girl’s face, a baby’s smile. James felt his heartstrings vibrate along with the violin, as the old man thoughtfully recollected all the joys and loves of his long life. The song came to a close way too soon, as the old man’s attitude changed and he surrendered to circumstance, limping away into sweet oblivion. A wave of uproarious applause rang out from the people in the square. Edwin smiled at them and bowed low, remaining bent at the waist as his crumpled top hat received the gift of a few coins tossed into its brim. Some coins missed their target and tinkled to the cobblestones. James noticed that the adoring crowd made sure not to come too close to the performer.  
 
    James felt no such prohibition. After the crowd had moved on, he quickly approached the troubadour.  
 
    Edwin had just finished gathering up his hat and coins. “Well met, good fellow!” he said. 
 
    “Well met, Roger Eddington.” 
 
    “Eh?” Edwin’s weird face twitched. “I beg pardon. I’ve not heard that name in quite a long while. Do I know you, sir?” 
 
    “I’m James Grayson.” 
 
    “Are you?” He squinted at James. “Truth? Ha! You’ve changed much, good sir.” 
 
    Edwin’s foot began tapping excitedly. He took James’ arm at the elbow and gave it a friendly squeeze. “Did you enjoy the show?” 
 
    “Spectacular.” 
 
    “But you didn’t come all this way just to hear me play?” 
 
    “That alone would have been worth the trip, surely. But there is something else. I’ve an offer for you. You may not have heard, but I was able to cure the others. The Changed Men. They’re all human now. Completely human. Just as they were before.” 
 
    “Cured?” Edwin examined James’ antlers with his glittering eyes. “I see.” 
 
    James nodded. “Yes. I have assumed their affliction, it’s true. But that is inconsequential. I can do the same for you. Tonight, if you want.” 
 
    The look on Edwin’s face in some ways mirrored the song of the old man. His expression went through the same changes, reflecting on what he had lost but then turning to a fond remembrance of all he had gained.  
 
    “When I worked for your family, when I was human, you know I couldn’t play. I knew nothing of music. I had all these feelings, these ideas, but no way to express them. I couldn’t let them out. I had no way to let other people know—for them to hear me—the real me. And then I changed.” He gave his massive nose a comical tweak. “Now I have a lot of things I didn’t have before. This?” Again he touched the misshapen nose. “This doesn’t matter. To know such music! To see the looks on their faces!… They hear me! They know me. I wouldn’t trade that for anything. I’m afraid I must refuse your kindly offer, Lord Grayson.” 
 
    “If I changed you back, I suppose you’d still remember how to play.” 
 
    “Would I? Can you make that guarantee? And even if I could play… I would be Roger Eddington again. He might remain a competent violinist but he wouldn’t be Edwin Theobard. Not any more. You know that.”  
 
    “You had a wife and children...” 
 
    The expression of great loss returned. “My wife remarried. She had me declared dead, although they all knew it wasn’t true. My children… well, they’re fully grown now. They’ve moved away from Graystown I’m sure. Wherever I roam, I always look for them in the crowd. I keep hoping they’ll see me perform one day.” He shook his head. “No, it’s much better this way. You must understand that. I dance at night, you know, out under the stars. No audience then. Just me and Mother Moon.” 
 
    “Have… have you ever seen her?” 
 
    He shook his head again. “I don’t need to see her. I know she’s there.” 
 
    James snickered. “For my part, I’m not so certain. I’d give much to see her face. To know for sure.” 
 
    “Well,” said Edwin, “if the night sky isn’t enough for you, I’ve heard some things in my travels that may help. There’s a place, just south of Alnwick. You’ll find a small lake there. It’s her special place. Its waters are always still as glass, they say, no matter the weather, and when the full moon is reflected on its surface the lake wears her face. Her true face.” 
 
    James considered. “Arcadia? I’ve heard of it. In fact, I’m bound there myself. First thing in the morning. But how do I find it? That’s rough country. South of Alnwick, you say? Is that West or East?” 
 
    “I would tell you if I knew, but…” The troubadour showed a pair of empty palms. 
 
    “Fair enough. And I’m grateful for the help, Edwin. And the song. Let me at least put you up at the inn tonight. How long has it been since you last slept in a real bed?” James fished his pocket for his money purse. 
 
    “A real bed of thistle and pine needles?” laughed Edwin. “Why, every night.” 
 
    James held a two-pound note out to him, but the musician waved it away. “Keep your money, Grayson.” He jiggled his top hat. “This will keep me in ale and kidney pie until the next town. I’ve no need for anything more.” 
 
    *** 
 
    James did not fall asleep until very late. With a poorly-concealed sneer, the innkeeper had taken his money and rented him a drafty second-floor room at the back of the inn, far from the warmth of hearth or kitchen stove. The September chill kept pricking him awake and the information Edwin had provided had set his mind abuzz with excitement and anticipation. He wondered how he could best locate the little round lake in the country woods of Alnwick, and what marvels he might find there. 
 
    Eventually his eyes drifted closed, but he’d not rested very long when someone roughly shaking his shoulder dragged him back awake.  
 
    “Wake up! Wake up!” 
 
    He didn’t recognize the raspy voice. He shook off his visitor’s hand and sat up, staring into the gloom. Something stood close by the headboard. James could only make out a small rounded silhouette with one flaming red eye. 
 
    James swallowed hard. He didn’t know what to do. Was he under some kind of attack? The figure of a little man slowly resolved itself through shifting smoke, his eyes gleaming in the murk. As his face came into view, James saw a head of wild, curly brown hair with an unkempt beard to match. The tip of an ill-smelling cheroot glowed at one corner of his mouth. He was dressed in a loose blouse of brown wool and black linen trousers, but there were no boots on his feet. He did not need any. His legs ended in a pair of sharp goat’s hooves that clacked impatiently upon the floorboard. At last James recognized his visitor as the homely fawn he had previously encountered in Avalon. 
 
    “Young hunter—”  
 
    James shook his head. “What? No, you’ve got it wrong. Merry...?” 
 
    “Merrywhistle.” The faun tilted his head politely. 
 
    “You’ve got it wrong, Merrywhistle. I’m no hunter. I’ve never killed anything in my life.” James recalled many a hunting trip with his father Eric and the Grayson master-at-arms Fitzroy March. Never would he raise a rifle to kill any inhabitant of the woods, much to his father’s distaste. Eventually Eric had come to accept his son’s pacifistic nature. 
 
    “Then perhaps you should try it,” returned Merrywhistle. “How else can you be sure you wouldn’t like it?” 
 
    “No thanks. I already know.” 
 
    “In any case, you are not hunter this night but hunted. You’ve got to move. I’m trying to warn you!” 
 
    “But Merrywhistle! How did you get here?” 
 
    “There’s no lock on the door,” replied the faun, now pacing frantically back and forth, “and that’s chiefly the problem.” 
 
    “No. Not that. How did you get here from Avalon?” 
 
    “Never mind that. Mind this: you are in terrible danger. Get up! Throw on your cloak. We’ve got to go!” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Indeed, I left you last in that same condition. I see you haven’t changed a bit. Never will, I suppose. Danger! D-A-N-G-E-R! People are going to try and kill you! You aren’t safe here.” 
 
    Merrywhistle tossed James’ cloak at him, but James reached for his jacket first. 
 
    “Hurry up!” shrieked the faun, cocking his head to listen. “They’re already at the foot of the stairs!” 
 
    James didn’t know what to do. The little room had only one door and it let out onto the top of the staircase.  
 
    “You’ll never get past them like this,” Merrywhistle said, indicating the antlers. “Now would be a good time to put on some kind of a, you know, a glamour…” 
 
    “I can’t do that,” James said. “I don’t know how.” 
 
    “Why does this not surprise me?” The little man rushed toward the window and threw up the sash. He looked down. He turned back to James. “Can you levitate down?” 
 
    James did not answer. 
 
    “Of course not.” Merrywhistle leaned further outside the window. “I think you can make it anyways. Just hang down by your arms and drop the rest. It’s only a few feet. You’ll be fine.” 
 
    James didn’t see any other alternative. He scrambled out onto the ledge and took the plunge. The ground was soft and a bit muddy down below the window and he managed to avoid turning an ankle. For the moment he was snug in a little alley between the inn and one of the factories, but he did not think it wise to remain. His pursuers would probably find him quickly enough. He tarried a moment to see if the faun would follow him down but found himself apparently on his own. He crept toward the mouth of the alley. At this late hour all was quiet on the street, the central square deserted. 
 
    “There he is!” 
 
    “Filthy blight! Nixie!” 
 
    The confines of the narrow alley no longer seemed at all comforting. James had no choice but to step out onto the curb. Four angry men confronted him. 
 
    “My name is James Grayson,” he said. “I am no danger to you.” 
 
    “Filth!” 
 
    “I am not even a faery, sir.” 
 
    He held his hands out, demonstrating that they were indeed empty. 
 
    A small stone struck him a glancing blow on the temple. 
 
    “Owww! Please listen to reason.” 
 
    The four men closed in. One man, brandishing a pitchfork, lunged at his belly. James realized the time for reason had passed. He made a break for the square. Another stone, this one more sizable than the last, thudded painfully between his shoulder blades. At which point, someone threw a rope at him. The loop caught in his antler and yanked James backward, bringing him down like a buck in the woods. He hit the cobblestone street hard, twisting at the last to avoid striking the back of his head. The fall forced the breath from his lungs. 
 
    He turned over slowly, getting ready to make another run for it. As he turned, he saw something that chilled him to the bone. 
 
    Hanging from a makeshift gallows in the town square was a tall, thin figure. Even in the dim moonlight the identity of the corpse was unmistakable. Edwin Theobard.  
 
    “Oh, no,” said James mournfully. Any remaining struggle ran out of him like water through a sieve. “Oh, why?” 
 
    As answer to his question he received a boot in the face. After that he could offer little resistance as the men kicked and beat him. His wrists were bound together and, from a rope slung over the gallows, he was hoisted up alongside Edwin Theobard. 
 
    His wits slowly returned. He ached from a dozen bruises and his shoulders felt as if they were being torn apart. At least he’d been suspended by his wrists, not a noose around the neck like Theobard. They hadn’t killed him, at least not yet. But what were they planning to do to him? 
 
    A few more people joined the throng of jeering onlookers, but no one seemed to be in charge. A brazier had been set up close by the gallows, the handles of a few iron pokers sticking ominously up from the glowing coals.  
 
    There was nothing for him to do but dangle and wait, and brace himself for the worst. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you didn’t kill him?” sneered Rainbird. 
 
    Pox didn’t like the look of insubordination in her eyes, nor the challenge inherent in her tone. He dare not show weakness in front of the others but, looking back at the incident with Meadowlark, he was sort of confused about what exactly had happened. “He talked me out of it.” 
 
    Bluebell slammed her hand on the table. “I’ll go and kill him myself.” 
 
    “You will not!” raged Pox. He needed to make clear to each of them just exactly who was in charge here. 
 
    He scanned their faces. Ragwort hadn’t yet said anything rebellious and stood firmly behind Pox as usual. Rainbird, a pre-eminent member of the Hunt, was the most disrespectful. She was a dangerous fighter—compact, agile and vicious. But Pox had no fear that she would ever challenge him directly; she could never best him in combat. Bluebell was the most dangerous of all. With a deadly poison kiss, she made the perfect assassin. All his fighting prowess was useless against her. And she clearly had designs to be the next Dark Queen. She looked the part already—dark indigo hair cropped short, pale skin and poisonous blue lips. He should kill her. But she was a useful tool. Slap the table, will she? He growled ferociously, throwing the entire table over. There! How about that? 
 
    “We can’t just kill ‘King’ Meadowlark,” he said. “We need him.” 
 
    “He’s a fool!” spat Ragwort. 
 
    “An imbecile,” said Rainbird. 
 
    “He’s an idiot!” said Bluebell. 
 
    “Agreed,” said Pox. “But the idiot happens to be right. If we eliminate Meadowlark too soon we’d be left having to deal with an empowered Theodora, and she’d be ten times as dangerous as he is.” 
 
    “Dangerous,” muttered Rainbird. “None of them are dangerous. They aren’t warriors. They aren’t fighters.”  
 
    “The Summer Court outnumber us five to one,” said Ragwort. 
 
    Rainbird’s eyes burned like hot coals to match her fiery red hair. Her face flushed; she was seething. “Doesn’t matter. They are all weak.” 
 
    “A military coup is not the way,” Pox announced. “Not yet.” He suddenly felt foolish, the four of them in his apartment sitting around a nonexistent table. He poked Ragwort on the arm. “Pick up the table!” 
 
    Ragwort did as he was ordered. 
 
    “Listen to me,” Pox said. “The Winter Court will take control of Everbright. And I will rule.” He gave Bluebell a sharp look. “You all know I am the one. Herne wills it! This is what he wants. Don’t ever doubt it. But Mother Moon runs through Everbright’s veins. Love and acceptance, and all that rot. In order for us to win—you all know the answer—it’s quite obvious.” 
 
    Ragwort sputtered dumbly. He was an ugly brute. A pair of yellowed tusks protruding from his lower jaw left his mouth perpetually open in a dumb expression. “I don’t… really…” 
 
    Pox glowered back at him. “We don’t kill them. We change them.” 
 
    Bluebell and Rainbird reluctantly nodded their heads. 
 
    Pox took a deep breath. “Trust in me. I was meant for this.”  
 
    “Agreed,” said Bluebell, grudgingly, “But they have the sword.” 
 
    “Meadowlark doesn’t know where it is,” Pox said. “If he did, he’d be prancing around with the damned thing on his damned hip.”  
 
    “He’s a fool,” spat Ragwort. 
 
    “An idiot,” said Bluebell. 
 
    “Theodora must have it,” Pox concluded. 
 
    “We always come back to Theodora,” grumbled Bluebell. “I’ll kill her.” 
 
    “You tried that once, and failed,” Pox reminded her. 
 
    “She doesn’t know it was me.” 
 
    “Doesn’t she? Bluebell poisoning? Really?” 
 
    “I won’t fail the second time.” 
 
    “You won’t do anything!” snapped Pox. “Not until we find out where she’s got that damned sword hidden. Keep on her. She’ll lead us to it. Until then, we keep to the plan.” 
 
    Mutterings of mutual agreement filled the room. 
 
    “Now get out,” said Pox. “Leave me alone. All of you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    After they had gone, Pox lingered at the table for several minutes. The craving was strong, but he held out. He struggled against it, shoving it down deep inside. Yes, eventually he would go and feed the beast, but not until he proved himself its master. 
 
    He spun round slowly, bringing his gaze full circle around the empty apartment. Shabby little apartment. Shabby, empty little apartment on Snowdrop Street in Everbright’s Southern quarter. A solitary stew-pot hung over a tiny hearth set into the wall, whose grate had belched ash and coal-dust out onto the floor. A linen cot stuffed with old straw. The walls were bare, soot-stained plaster except for a wooden plaque Pox had carved himself, featuring a crude depiction of Herne, the Horned God, Lord of the Hunt. The figure was rendered in rough strokes, half lost in shadow. One horn rose noticeably higher than the other, making the bull-like face decidedly lopsided. What did it matter? He was no artisan; he was a warrior. 
 
    A sad little hovel! This was his place in Everbright. All while Theodora and Meadowlark lived high in luxury in the West Tower. The ‘Royal Couple’ had taken Dresdemona’s quarters, with its gilded doorframes, artisanal woodwork, giant poster bed with silk linens and feather pillows. Hah! He didn’t want any of that anyway. Feather pillows! Soft things for soft people. He only wanted one thing. Blood. 
 
    Actually, he wanted something else as well, the empty, scrabbling hand in his gut reminded him. He put it off for another minute more. 
 
    He wanted it, but he could wait. Hold. Steady. Breathe in and out. Steady. Count out the seconds. Fifty-eight, fifty-nine, sixty. And now, it was time.  
 
    He rose from his chair and stomped across the little room, opening the bottom drawer of a weather-beaten writing desk. He nearly yanked it out of the socket. Too eager. Too eager. He forced himself to wait another two minutes, standing stock still before the desk. He willed himself not to reach toward the little drawer. A trickle of sweat ran down the side of his face. 
 
    Fifty-eight, fifty-nine, sixty. Long enough. No more games. 
 
    Pox probed the empty space beneath the drawer, running his fingers frantically around for a moment when he couldn’t immediately find what he sought. At last he withdrew a small packet wrapped in an oiled olive leaf pouch. So small. He hadn’t remembered… 
 
    He placed the packet on the table and unwrapped it very carefully. Very little of the dull gray mushroom remained. He hadn’t remembered running so low. He would have to make a trip to Deepgrave to get more, and soon. 
 
    Three little pieces left. Only three. He put them all in his mouth. No use taking less than he needed—less than he wanted, he corrected himself. He chewed the mushroom fragments rapidly and expertly, squeezing every drop of bitter juice from the husks. Then he swallowed the pulp in one gulp, and leaned back in his chair. 
 
    The drug hit him fast. His heart beat hard in his chest, getting louder and louder in his ears by the second. It felt as if someone was punching him in the chest. He wanted it to stop. 
 
    His head spun dizzily. His hip hit the floor. He’d tumbled out of the chair.  
 
    But the floor wasn’t hard, it was soft and rubbery and warm. 
 
    He strained to see his surroundings but a gauzy haze obscured his vision and there were only weird flashes of light—sky blue, dark blue, yellow, dark blue, emerald green. He drew in a sharp breath but found no air, only an oily fluid sucked into his lungs. But he did not sputter or cough. The fluid soothed him, warmed the inside of his chest. The panic died down, withered, faded away. Instead he felt an extreme chest-bursting joy. He knew where he was. 
 
    He was an infant again, safe within the confines of Mu’urcala, his caretaker mushroom. His guardian, his guide, his lover. He heard Mu’urcala’s hideous voice inside his head. Mu’urcala sang him a mushroom song, a low moan that stretched and strained, somehow carrying him through past and present. “Be happy, silent, still. Sweet sleep softly drowns, down, drown in the dark.” 
 
    And in just that way, Mu’urcala took away all of his cares and worries. 
 
    Faery children did not know their parents. They were conceived in the silvery waters of the Moon Pool and transferred to the caretaker mushrooms immediately after they were found, swimming like little tadpoles in the crystal waters.  
 
    For the first eight years of his life he had slept and dreamed, cradled in the protective flesh of Mu’urcala, as the caretaker nurtured and sustained him. Its psychedelic secretions expanded his consciousness, opening Pox’s mind to the world around him. But Deepgrave mushrooms fed only on the dead soil beneath the cemetery. And his guardian’s thoughts turned often to death and destruction. Despite the superficial bliss the mushroom brought him, Pox had always been aware the Winter Court faeries were hiding from the human Purge, secreted away beneath the crypts and headstones. Even as a child he could not escape the sense of fear and dread that surrounded Mu’urcala on every side. She could have protected him from these harsh truths—she should have. But Mu’urcala reveled in them. Hiding. Danger. Blood. Death.  
 
    Other faeries spoke glowingly of their early years, describing their incubation as pleasant and full of joy as they communed with their caretakers. Pox did not remember it that way. 
 
    His childhood nights had been filled with dreams of war and killing, and his days always haunted by an undercurrent of uneasiness, not the blissful communion those others had experienced. As they matured and grew, the incubating children sometimes picked up stray thoughts from others nearby. The child-Pox had taken advantage of the situation, silently taking the measure of the others. He noted their every weakness, their fears, their un-named horrors. Mu’urcala directed him not to interact with them directly. He could use this information later, she said, to his great advantage. 
 
    But he was no child now. He did not want to be a child ever again. For now, he had one simple demand. “Give me what I want.”  
 
    “Sweet happy sleep, while thy people moan and weep. Death waits for thee, for me, and all.” 
 
    “No,” said Pox. “Not that!” 
 
    He looked down and found his body shrunken to the proportions of a child again. A mass of glowworms slithered in the hazy ooze surrounding him, caressing his skin as they crawled along his arms and chest, searching about, raising their heads occasionally to look him in the eyes. “The garden is filled with graves,” said Mu’urcala’s thick, grainy voice in his head and Pox noticed the worms had become agitated, as if sensing the presence of predators in their midst. Something was always waiting in the wings, ready to pounce. A handful of shiny black beetles emerged from the folds of his skin and began eating the worms, their tiny pincers nicking Pox’s flesh as the bright neon juices ran from the worms. Pox swept the beetles away. He crushed them in his little hands. 
 
    “Give me what I want!” 
 
    The mushroom’s mad laugh was a wet, slimy gurgle. “Our souls shall be seen, echoing across the green, our sorrows all felt, before snow’s melt. Thy Maker weeps for thee, sweet child.” 
 
    “You’re not my maker!” roared Pox. Why didn’t she just give him what he wanted? 
 
    The lights went out. Pox was left alone in the dark, sealed within the mushroom in his mind. No way out. No! No, not this! Panic welled up. He had to get out! But there were no walls to pound against, only soft yielding flesh. “You vicious old bitch!”  
 
    Mu’urcala did not answer.  
 
    Pox panted furiously, drawing the warm fluid in and out in a huff, his heart pounding in his chest. But there was only darkness. “I’ll kill you, you fuck!” 
 
    Mu’urcala did not answer. 
 
    She wasn’t going to answer. The silence grew maddening, the darkness impenetrable. The moment stretched, threatening an eternity of emptiness. She could keep him here, in the dark, forever, if she wanted. Time had no meaning inside the mushroom. It was a matter of perception only, Mu’urcala’s to distort and control. She had left him like this—alone inside the Dark Room—she had punished him like this so many times.  
 
    He was helpless. And alone. No use in railing against the caretaker. He knew what he had to do.  
 
    “Give me what I… need!” he sobbed. “Please, Mother. I need… I need you.” 
 
    The change was so abrupt Pox nearly screamed. At last the mushroom provided what he so craved, a little touch of that sweet psychedelic juice that opened his mind to the wider world. Pox’s consciousness blew apart into a million fragments, each aware and alive, scattered across all of existence, each piece perceiving a kernel of ultimate truth, arranging and rearranging, adding and building to a blissful, blinding whole. He was swimming in joy. It was heavenly ecstasy. It burned like fire.  
 
    “Thank you, Mother.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Theodora stepped into the lift cage of the West Tower, the Scrying Pool still on her mind. When Moonshadow had used the pool to contact the Effranil, the fabled faeries of Avalon, they had taught her a method of ‘walking between the timedrops’ in hopes of helping her to defeat Dresdemona. The plan had failed, but only because of Moonshadow’s gentle nature—she had hesitated to kill her enemy, offering instead a second chance. Dresdemona had not been so generous. 
 
    Theodora ached inside, just thinking about it. The death of her sister still burned like a fresh wound. She snapped the catch, releasing the lift’s counterweights. The cage jerked upward, carrying her the six stories to the top level.  
 
    Contacting the Effranil had somehow depended on recitation of a song, a song Dresdemona had performed for the faeries of Everbright. If anyone could recall that tune in detail it would be Eccobius. The elderly faery was a scholar, a student of human history and a talented architect. He had designed this tower and elevator, and most of the other uniquely styled buildings in Everbright. His fondness for music, and human opera in particular, was well-known. He had a natural ear for both melody and meter and, too old to succumb to Dresdemona’s seductive charms, had probably been more interested in the song of the Effranil than the Dark Queen’s provocative dance that day. 
 
    Theodora walked quickly down the hall, eager to learn if the old faery could help her. She was so excited she didn’t knock on the architect’s door, but instead charged eagerly into his office. What she found inside, who she found inside, surprised her. 
 
    “Eric?” 
 
    Eric looked up. He’d been standing behind Eccobius, leaning over the desk and arranging some papers. He smiled warmly. “Hello, Theodora.” 
 
    She stood poised in the doorway, frozen stock still like some rabbit caught in a hunter’s snare. She moved slightly forward, then stopped. “What… what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Helping out,” he said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    His manner was so casual, so different from their last few meetings. He seemed a man transformed. The hard lines of his face, the worry and anger were all gone from him. Aside from a few patches of gray hair, he seemed once again the pleasant young English lord she had fallen in love with. The bitterness of their last few conversations, during which Eric had damned all faeries as treacherous killers, did not quite square with this new attitude. But whatever the cause of this change, she was glad to see it. 
 
    “Helping out how, exactly?” 
 
    “Well,” he sighed and tossed a conciliatory glance at Eccobius, “Your chief administrator is a man of many talents, but it seems the proper management of farmland may not be one of them.” 
 
    Eccobius gave her a guilty look such as Theodora hadn’t seen since James was a schoolboy.  
 
    “You ‘greenies’ are fantastic at growing things,” Eric said, using the slur with a playful tone, “but the finer points of farmland husbandry seem to have escaped you. Simple things… like rotation of crops, proper irrigation, timed harvests… human techniques I suppose faeries never had to bother with before. With the correct procedures, I expect to increase output on your farms by at least thirty per cent.” 
 
    “How long have you been here?” she asked, more interested in him than the details of agriculture management. 
 
    “Two days. Eccobius provided me temporary quarters on Linden Street.” 
 
    Two days and nobody mentioned this to me? Theodora struggled to keep her face impassive. She would have expected, if Eric had decided to come visiting, she would have been the first he’d come to. 
 
    “And it’s not just the farmland,” said Eccobius. “With the Grayson mercantile fleet at our disposal, we’ll finally have a way to export the crops outside of England.” 
 
    “Bypassing King George and all his nasty taxes,” added Eric. “According to these records, there are enough existing funds in Everbright’s coffers to add three ships to my line.” 
 
    His line. The distinction was not lost on Theodora. She was still his wife by law, still Lady Grayson by title, and their shipping concerns belonged to her as well. 
 
    “Smuggling?” asked Theodora. 
 
    Eric cleared his throat. “The Graysons do have a history.” 
 
    Theodora was amazed. This was a new Eric Grayson entirely. “Perhaps there’s a certain pirate captain you could take on...” 
 
    “Draven ‘the Raven’ Ketch?” said Eric, referencing the pirate the two had met many years earlier. “Unavailable, I think. Last I heard, that infamous rogue had retired from the bloody seas, and spent his days lazing in the sun somewhere in Martinique.” 
 
    “Last I heard,” said Theodora, “the Graysons had given up on smuggling.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be smuggling. Not exactly. And besides, there are additional benefits to trading anonymously. By the time the goods arrive in France and Italy, no one will know they were faery grown.” 
 
    Eccobius seemed delighted. “This new partnership opens up a whole new world to us.” 
 
    “That sounds marvelous,” she said, forcing a smile. “I’m quite pleased you’ve come, Eric, but I’m curious, what brought you here in the first place? I hadn’t realized you were in communication with Eccobius. Or anyone here, for that matter.” 
 
    “Just curiosity,” he said. “Everbright. We fought so hard for this place, you and I. But other… concerns… kept me from really being able to appreciate our success. I wanted to see what you’ve built here, to see if I could be of help. No use sitting alone in Grayson Hall. I thought I might visit with James as well but… apparently he’s gone off somewhere.” 
 
    “I see.” He hadn’t mentioned her at all. Well, all right. Two can play at that game. She kept her tone as neutral as possible. “Well, it’s good to see you again. And I can’t wait to hear all of the details. King Meadowlark will be pleased, I’m sure.” She gave her paramour’s assumed title a cruel little twist, then hated herself immediately for doing so. “But, uhmm, right now I need to speak to Eccobius in private...” 
 
    If this stung him, Eric masterfully hid his displeasure. He nodded pleasantly and stepped back from the desk. “Oh, fine. We’re just about done for today anyway.” He turned to the administrator. “Let me put my thoughts down on paper. With three new ships, there will be a lot of details to sort out. Trade routes, tariffs—that sort of thing. We’ll talk again tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” returned Eccobius. 
 
    Eric bowed politely. He was well-dressed in a smart early-autumn suit with a tight-fitting coat of dark blue that accentuated his muscular shoulders and trim waist, and full-length black breeches with a line of fine silver embroidery down the outseam. He looked damn good.  
 
    Eric had to pass Theodora on his way out. Still flustered by the whole unexpected scene, she hadn’t fully recovered her wits yet. She forgot to step out of the way. He made no move to touch her but instead paused and said, “I’d forgotten how beautiful you look in your natural form.” 
 
    She hadn’t expected that. When talking with Eric she automatically assumed she was wearing her usual human glamour. Suddenly she realized she stood before him all green-skinned and pointed ears, with honey-blonde hair rather than Lady Grayson’s deep chestnut locks. Caught off guard at the compliment, she had no ready reply. Too many intense feelings, some uncomfortable and some quite pleasant, had surfaced all at once. 
 
    She simply stepped aside, saying nothing more as he left the room. 
 
    She turned to Eccobius. “You gave him quarters?” 
 
    The faery administrator adjusted his eyeglasses. “Well, yes. What else was I to do? I was as surprised to see him here as you are. But… he has always been a great friend to us. And already—just look—he’s helped us with the farming immeasurably. He didn’t even have to think about it. He just knows.” That last sentence came slowly and tinged with bitterness. Eccobius was no longer the man he used to be, even a few months ago, and they both knew it. Even though his support for Dresdemona had been forced, he still blamed himself, at least in part, for Moonshadow’s demise. 
 
    “You could’ve told me,” she said. 
 
    “I could’ve,” he sighed. “I’m sorry. But it’s all just a matter of economics, nothing more. Ever since the British stopped buying our goods, we’ve had little choice. What to do with our grain? I used the excess grain mostly just to bribe the surrounding human farms, as a means of first defense, to ensure they’d warn us if British troops came too close. Got that idea from Dresdemona, you know.” 
 
    He paused and a tortured look crossed his face, realizing he had inadvertently praised the Dark Queen, the killer of Moonshadow. 
 
    “It’s alright,” Theodora said. 
 
    Eccobius turned to his ledgers as if seeking solace in the facts and figures. “We’re economically sound for now, but that really won’t last beyond the winter. We’ve plenty of grain, and not much else. But Eric is our savior! If he can get our new seafaring operations up and running by spring—he has shipping routes planned for France and Norway—well, don’t you see? We’ll be alright.” 
 
    “I understand human economics perfectly well,” she said. And faery economics too. For the most part, faeries lived simple lives. No one at Everbright had any interest in amassing material wealth, which faeries considered worthless and foolish. But they couldn’t live entirely off wheat flour and thistlewine, either. “You could’ve told me.” 
 
    “I could’ve,” he sighed. “The truth is… We didn’t, neither of us, we didn’t want an emotional scene…” 
 
    “Emotional?” Theodora’s cheeks flushed. 
 
    “There’s a lot of history between you two. And… I need his help. I’ve made terrible mistakes and—” 
 
    “She made you do those things.” 
 
    He grunted softly. “It seems that way to you. But you’re looking at it from the outside. I remember. I remember what I felt. I wanted Dresdemona to rule. I thought I was in love with her.” He cackled coldly. “Dusty old, shriveled-up heart of mine. I hadn’t felt anything like that in a long, long time. You’ll say it couldn’t have been real, but it felt real. I wanted her to succeed, I didn’t care who had to suffer to make that happen. Even if it meant the death of Moonshadow.” 
 
    “She made you do those things,” Theodora repeated. 
 
    “I’m not so sure. How much of it was real? The result is the same. False-fire or not, I loved and lost Dresdemona. And it hurt all the same. Dried-up, dusty old hearts can bleed too, you know. And I lost dear Moonshadow as well. And that…” The old man’s hands were trembling. He could not finish the sentence. “I can’t design anything anymore; I can’t concentrate on anything. Broken-hearted on two counts. I’m just useless.” 
 
    “She’s gone,” Theodora said. “We’re all hurting.” 
 
    She let it sit for a moment. The old faery nodded his head. 
 
    “And we’ve got work to do. The children need us. I came here to ask you something. It’s important. And I think you may be the only one who can help.” 
 
    His eyes brightened just a little. 
 
    “Do you remember that song?” she asked. “The song Dresdemona performed among the emotion trees? The Effranil song?” 
 
    “I could never forget it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no chance of escape. The ropes that suspended James by his wrists had been drawn so taught by his body weight, he’d lost all sensation in his hands. Struggling only sent him into a slow rotation, like a plucked chicken hung in a butcher’s shop window.  
 
    Nearly a dozen men had gathered in the square below. James wondered if they were waiting for the break of dawn, or for the iron pokers placed in the flaming brazier below to sufficiently heat, before carrying on with what he supposed would be his torture and painful death. Their lethal intent was amply demonstrated by the body of Edwin Theobard, the last of the Changed Men, who swung limply beside him, hung from a broken neck. 
 
    James was certain he was going to die. And there was nothing he could do about it. A strange sense of peace descended over him. He feared the torture and the pain but it could not be prevented and, in the end, he would be freed from all pain and worry. He bowed his head, upon which the antlers had grown heavy indeed. 
 
    “Dear Heavenly Father, with heavy heart I am delivered unto You. Take my hand and make Yourself known, guide my heart and mind, take my soul into eternity to be with You. Take my hand, Lord, and lead me through.” 
 
    His solemn intonation was broken for a moment by a renewed set of jeers and a sharp cry of “Blasphemy!” Several small stones pelted his chest, a tomato spattered his chin and a small head of rotten cabbage impaled itself on one of his horns. A brown gob splashed across his shoulder. At first he thought it to be mud, but a distinctive stench revealed it as human excrement. 
 
    James continued softly, “I lay my fears at your feet. I trust that You—and You alone—will come to take me home. Send me Your peace Lord; the peace that passes all understanding. I release my life into Your hands. Let me find peace in Your grace, comfort in Your love, and strength in Your mighty—”  
 
    He stopped short, his attention drawn to some new disturbance below. One of the farmers had drawn a long rapier and set about the other men. James saw immediately that this man was no ordinary farmer. The rapier whipped back and forth with terrific precision, arcing up and down and all around. The man possessed an incredible agility, leaping high, spinning in the air and swooping low. Though one man against a dozen, he moved so fast and lightly none of their weapons had even touched him. Pitchfork, club and sword all missed their marks. He danced and spun among them, not dispensing death, just licking at his foes with the tip of his blade. 
 
    A series of hard knocks shook the gallows frame and James saw the little figure of Merrywhistle climbing the timber. The faun was remarkably nimble himself, his goat’s feet clacking against the wood as their sharp tips dug in. Within a minute he had climbed aboard James’ left shoulder, bit him lightly on the ear, and begun sawing at his bonds. 
 
    “You’re going to take another fall, little hunter,” said the faun.  “Ready yourself for—” 
 
    Before Merrywhistle had even finished the thought, the rope snapped and James tumbled several feet to the ground below. He could have used just a bit more warning. 
 
    James was not so lucky upon landing this time and turned an ankle painfully. While still half on the ground, one of the villagers came running up to him, swinging a metal bar for his neck. Stunned from the fall, James could hardly think to move. However, the bar was knocked aside at the last instant by his rescuer’s rapier, blocking the blow close to the hilt. The would-be rescuer kicked out and took the man on the point of the chin with the heel of his boot. A moment later, the rescuer took hold of the man’s loose-fitting chambray jacket and flung him aside. 
 
    He helped James to his feet. “Can you stand?” 
 
    He was an ordinary-looking fellow, of average height, dressed in ordinary clothes. His dark hair and strong chin were unremarkable. But when his eyes met James’ his appearance changed in a flash. James saw the green skin, the erudite features, the coy smile of his old friend. 
 
    “Threadneedle!” 
 
    “At your service.” The faery spy immediately resumed his human glamour. Threadneedle did not hold his gaze, but instead turned his head sharply to survey his remaining opponents. “We’ve only a minute’s respite. More will be coming.” 
 
    “How did you find me?” 
 
    “Just a bit of luck, my boy. Bad luck actually. I was trying to prevent… I had hoped to rescue Theobard, but arrived too late. Too late for him. I was surprised to find you here. But we’ve no time at all. You must get away. I have a fast horse tied up by the fresh well. White with a brown mane. Take it and go.” 
 
    “But what about you?” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about me. I’ll hold them off. Safe travels, James.” 
 
    With that, the faery launched himself back into the thick of it. He attacked all three men nearest him almost simultaneously. Again, he showed mercy with his strokes, his main goal only to drive the men back and away from James. 
 
    “Let’s go!” said Merrywhistle, who had appeared at James’ hip. 
 
    “I can’t just leave him.” 
 
    “What else are you going to do?” asked Merrywhistle caustically. “You won’t fight.” 
 
    And that was true. James had no doubt Threadneedle could handle himself and make his own escape. None of his attackers had even come close to harming the faery fighter. James was grateful for his friend’s timely intervention, but had no practical way to help. It did not escape his notice that Threadneedle’s assistance came just as he had been praying to the Almighty above. Faeries as agents of God? Was that possible? 
 
    “Come on!” urged Merrywhistle. “Get that stupid look off your purple face. We have to find that horse.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Threadneedle’s horse proved every bit as good as promised. The powerful faery steed navigated an erratic course through the cobbled streets of the town on its own initiative, leaving the angry mob behind. Once they had departed the city proper, they rode hard for several hours, losing themselves in the thickly wooded area outside of Newcastle. Merrywhistle sat in front of James, perched like a child on the horn of the saddle. He insisted on smoking one of his foul cigars, the pungent smoke blowing back into James’ face as they raced along. 
 
    James steered their course by the rising sun. If he remembered his geography of Britain correctly, he might get them to Alnwick within two days’ time. In their mad dash to escape the mob, they’d brought no food or supplies but found enough dried meat in the saddle pouch to make a midday meal. 
 
    They camped that night out in the woods. James was thankful he’d taken the time to put on his jacket and boots before leaping from the window at the inn. Still, with only one small saddle blanket at his disposal, it was a chill night. James decided to chance a small fire, as there had so far been no signs of pursuit from Newcastle. Some boiled water and dried oats made a passable porridge but emptied their saddlebag of the last of its edible supplies. James was exhausted from the days’ events. He’d had little sleep the night before, only to be jostled awake by the annoying faun, then beaten, strung up and nearly executed. He felt so very tired as they lay down to sleep, but some questions still nagged at him. 
 
    “Merrywhistle?” he said. 
 
    The faun lay a few feet away, snuggled into a fuzzy round ball near the fire. 
 
    “How did you get here? And when?” 
 
    “How do you think?” replied the faun. “I followed you and Moonshadow back through the portal from Avalon. You didn’t bother to think of me, did you? You didn’t bother to look back.” 
 
    “No,” sighed James. “We didn’t. But that was months ago. You’ve been in Everbright all this time? Three months? Nobody noticed?” 
 
    “I’m a creature of the wood. Nobody sees me unless I want them to. It’s not easy being a faun, you know. We’ve learned how to hide. I go where I will.” 
 
    “But what were you doing all that time? Why didn’t you come to me sooner?” 
 
    “Ermm. Looking. Watching. Taking the lay of the land and laying with a few of the lasses. You know… faun stuff.” 
 
    James chuckled. “You saw Dresdemona fall, then?” 
 
    “I did. Tricksy bitch. She was Effranil, you know.” 
 
    “I know. But what about them? What do you know of them?” 
 
    “Stuck up arseholes.” 
 
    “They claim to have King Arthur’s body.” 
 
    “Do they? Hell if I know. They won’t let me inside the city.” 
 
    “Yes, you said that before,” James noted, recalling their first encounter in a sort of waiting area outside of Avalon. “Where do you come from?” 
 
    “Avalon is surrounded by many other pocket dimensions. The high and mighty Effranil live in the main city—all glitter and light and heavenly towers, you know. I’m from Jitterwall. It’s a faun town a few pockets over. One of the suburbs, you might say.” 
 
    “Why then were you stuck on the outside? Why weren’t you still at Jitterwall?” 
 
    “Arseholes.” 
 
    “Right,” said James. “Must be hard to screw up being a faun. I mean, what responsibilities did you have? Frolic in the woods, hunt a little, fuck everything that moves…” 
 
    Merrywhistle didn’t answer. 
 
    “And now you’ve chosen to follow me around. How does that happen, exactly?” 
 
    “Pity, mostly,” said the faun. He chuckled nastily. “You should see yourself, really. You look all right—the strong jaw, the antlers and all—but the way you act, sir—the stumbling around, the perpetually confused look on your face, this so-called pacifism. I’ve got to tell you. This ocean of self-doubt that you permanently wallow in is strictly nauseating.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you don’t approve.” 
 
    “Quit apologizing! You’re a hunter, act like one.” 
 
    “I never said I was a hunter. Perhaps I look like one, but that’s not my doing. I don’t know who my patron is—Mother Moon or Herne the Hunter as you suggest. I’m trying to find that out. That’s why I’m going to Arcadia. There’s some sort of a moon pool there—” 
 
    “Arcadia? Oh no. No, no, no. Those moon-people are all just helpless flowers. They’re geraniums, for Herne’s sake! This is how it is: budworms eat the geraniums, crickets eat the worms, the mouse hunts the cricket, the grass snake hunts the mouse, the owl kills the snake. That’s the way the world works. Everything is painted with blood, blood, blood. What would you rather be? The flower or the owl?” 
 
    “Both have a purpose, I think. Maybe they’re of equal importance.” 
 
    “Hardly.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re both parts of the same God.” 
 
    “Herne?” 
 
    “No,” said James, laughing. “The Almighty God that rules in Heaven.” 
 
    “Oh, of that fellow I have heard much,” said Merrywhistle, “but never have I seen him. And you?” 
 
    “No, but I have faith.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    It’s a good question, James admitted to himself. Why do I believe? Upbringing? Indoctrination? A warm, fuzzy feeling? Why was that good enough? 
 
    “Have you ever actually seen Herne?” he asked. 
 
    “Sure. All the time. He loves the fauns.” Merrywhistle reached for another cigar. “He sent me to protect you. He’s not just the god of the forest, you know, he is the forest. His spirit resides in every tree and blade of grass, but also in every animal. Every squirrel and hare, every fox or wild stallion. Fauns, too. In the blood. When some animal sheds another’s blood, that’s his communion.” 
 
    “An odd sort of sacrament,” commented James. 
 
    “Completely natural. Open your eyes. It happens all around you. Don’t waste your time going to that stupid moon pool; the women there have nothing for you. Listen to your Uncle Merrywhistle. You need to go to Herne’s Oak. That’s the spot. Not north of here but west. I know the place. It’s somewhere near Wellingham.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I’m bound for Arcadia. The power of the faeries comes from the moon. Everyone tells me so.” 
 
    “Everybody says so,” grumbled Merrywhistle. “Who’s everybody? Summer Court? Summer Court faeries think the world revolves around them. Tssk! Fine. Go wherever you will. But I wouldn’t be caught dead at Arcadia, no sir. You’re on your own.” 
 
    “Fine,” said James, much too tired for any more dramatics this night. “Go frolic.” 
 
    “I will!” huffed Merrywhistle. He stood up. “Don’t bother looking for me next time there’s a noose around your neck. I won’t be there.” 
 
    He stomped off into the woods. 
 
    “Good night,” said James. 
 
    He lay back and took a deep breath. Arcadia was the place to go. He felt certain of it. He gazed up at the three-quarter moon in the night sky above. There were three aspects of the Goddess, or so he’d been told. The young Maiden, the Mother, and the Old Wise-Woman. James would be satisfied with a glimpse of any of them. He tried to picture what each would look like. When he thought of the Maiden, he envisioned the youthful, beautiful face of Moonshadow. Her skin so fine and white, always aglow with moonlight. He had no model for the Mother Moon aspect. His own mother, Theodora, would always be the dark-haired and very human Lady Grayson to him, even though he was well-acquainted with her faery persona of Clarimonde. As Wise-Woman he pictured his grand-mother Moon Dancer. She’d been three hundred years old at the time of her demise and as wise as they come.  
 
    Mother Moon. Herne. Did they exist at all? Why did they show themselves to everyone but him? Why was he left wandering in the dark?  
 
    Enough. It had been a long day. Sleep was calling. He closed his eyes. 
 
    “James....”  
 
    His name had been called so softly he couldn’t be certain he’d heard it at all. His eyes flew open. The voice sounded so familiar yet he could not definitively place it. Was someone here? In the woods? He sat up and scanned the empty spaces between the oaks by the hazy moonlight. Nothing. 
 
    He lay back down. But now sleep wouldn’t come. He couldn’t shake a strange tingling sensation as if unseen eyes were watching him. He wished Merrywhistle hadn’t gone off in such a huff. Perhaps he would do better keeping the faun where he could keep eyes on him. All that talk of blood and hunting must have gotten under his skin. 
 
    The misty moonlight seemed to gather around him, shining feather-motes bristling on the air. Sleep tugged at him again but he forced his eyes awake. The moonlight hung heavy in the air just above his face, tiny tufts of light coalescing into a discreet pattern. They almost resembled a face.  
 
    “James…” A whisper, fading away. So familiar. It couldn’t be. 
 
    “Moonshadow? Is that you?” 
 
    He felt a fingertip reach down. The gentlest pressure, tracing a line down the middle of his chest, following along the curve of his belly. He felt himself rise in anticipation but the sensation dissipated before it reached his groin, leaving him unfulfilled. The mist gone, he lay in a cold sweat, his stiffened member throbbing softly. Had he drifted off? Had it been a dream? He’d thought of Moonshadow often since her death. And, of course, so many things roused him now, just about anything could set him off, even a stray thought.  
 
    He took another deep breath, letting the lingering erotic feelings slowly fade. He didn’t know what to think any more. The moonlight was just the moonlight again. Nothing had changed. Still, this strange occurrence gave him hope that the moon would indeed prove to be the answer. 
 
    Unless it had all been just a dream? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pox always enjoyed a brisk ride through the countryside. And mid-September was the perfect time for it, the leaves starting to burn in yellow and orange, the chill wind whipping his long black hair, the fresh air cleansing his spirit. He felt too confined within Everbright, pent up like some captive animal. 
 
    He was glad to give his horse, Breakneck, a chance to run. Faery horses weren’t meant to be stabled for long periods at a time, kept within walls, eating slop out of buckets. And Hunt horses were a different breed altogether. Breakneck had the aristocratic bearing of a fine Arabian mixed with the hardiness of the Clydesdale, but as heavy as he was, he had all the speed of a thoroughbred. When the Hunt horn sounded and the scent of blood was in his nostrils he became a fierce war steed, hardened muscles bulging to such exaggerated proportion his shoulders rose up like bulwarks and his back hunched with unbridled power, his breath bellowing, wild-eyed, practically snorting flame. It wasn’t a matter of glamour; the horses actually transformed under the battle blood rage, just as the faery hunters did as well. As foals, the Hunt horses were fed a tincture of goluka in a rite quite similar to the one used by the Hunt when initiating new acolytes. 
 
    Breakneck had been Pox’s steed for many years and the two shared a rapport even when not raging under the influence of goluka or the Hunt horn. As they tore along the forest path he felt an echo of the horse’s delight. Breakneck was as glad to run free outside of Everbright as its master. 
 
    Pox’s thoughts roamed free as well. He thought of Rainbird. The defiant fire in her eyes stirred his blood more than just a little. She hated nothing so much as being subservient to him. She wanted to rule Everbright herself. As such, she would stick a knife in his back without so much as a second thought, but just like him, she would wait for the proper opportunity, and not act any sooner than the ideal moment. 
 
    He’d known her all his life. In the incubation cavern at Deepgrave, she’d been housed in the mushroom right beside his own. As they matured and grew, they sometimes heard each other’s thoughts, and the reflections he’d received from her as she lay snuggled within her caretaker had made a distinct impression upon him. When he’d first tasted her spirit, her drive, he recognized a companion to his own. A firebrand among the other, weaker faeries in the room. As with the others, he took note of any weakness she might possess, any facet that would give him advantage over her later on. Her greatest fear. She was afraid of being blind. It came out when her caretaker mushroom applied discipline, blocking off her senses in the ‘Dark Room’ technique the caretakers sometimes used. Utter blackness, total quiet, no sensation. Not that Rainbird received anything similar to the brutal treatment Mu’urcala had doled out to Pox as a child. He had been punished often and at length, for no reason at all excepting the perverted pleasures of his mother mushroom. Rainbird was punished only quite rarely. She made certain of that; having tasted the Dark Room, she quickly became eminently obedient. The punishment was difficult to bear under any circumstances but Rainbird seemed particularly sensitive to its effect. She had an intense, almost irrational fear that the darkness would not end, that she would be rendered permanently blind. 
 
    They had trained together as youths, both determined to rise to the top of the Winter Court. She was an able fighter, at least as good as Pox. They spent many afternoons together, sparring in a dangerous dance of flashing swords, punches and kicks, their sweat commingling with every blocked strike, her heavy breath in his ear. Young Pox felt an attraction for the lithe young faery with the flowing red hair and pretty face, beautiful even without any glamour at all. But it was a strange sort of attraction, in those early days before he’d discovered his love of Herne that took pride of place above all else. They had never coupled romantically. She slept with other men and he bedded other girls, but he knew only one thing. He didn’t so much want to fuck her as to make her bleed. 
 
    When the time came to compete for a place in the Wild Hunt, it was inevitable they would wind up the top two competitors. But with only one opening that year, in the end, they faced each other for the final slot. Og-Sethoth, the sadistic master of the Winter Court, presided over the match. Pox thought that he favored Rainbird. He was a lecherous old fool and her lithe figure and pretty face held much sway with him. 
 
    The two combatants faced off within a fire circle of young Winter Court warriors. Pox wielded a German zweihander in a double-handed grip; Rainbird favored the faster, lighter French flamberge. He had the advantage of weight and power, she had flexibility and speed. For a long while they fought evenly matched. Faery lights popped off all around them but neither could be distracted by such an obvious ploy. Rainbird kept her feet mostly off the ground, employing a never-ending series of flips and short leaps, as acrobatic as any faery fighter could be. In the air, he couldn’t use his weight or heavier weapon against her. But neither could she penetrate his strong defense. With his longer sword and its wide hilt he deflected most of her attacks, suffering only a mild sting to the shoulder or thigh now and again. These wounds were annoyances only. 
 
    He knew her limits. He expected he’d eventually wear her down; she could not maintain such an intense level of exertion forever. Og-Sethoth may have been thinking the same. The master of the Hunt invoked the little-used rule of twelve cuts, and Pox rapidly counted up his scratches and nicks. Three more and the game would be lost. Was this some sort of treachery? Had the two settled on this plan in advance? Had she bartered her body with the fat old man, using feminine wiles to secure the post that should be decided by fighting prowess? Pox pictured Rainbird bent over, sweat trickling down her shoulder as she suffered Og-Sethoth’s lusty urges. In his fantasy she looked back at him over her shoulder, a scowl on her face, and Pox imagined her contemplating how she would defeat him in the arena.  
 
    Arrrghh! 
 
    Her blade had nicked his left cheek. He hadn’t even seen that coming. He couldn’t afford to be distracted. That made ten cuts. 
 
    Enough! 
 
    All is fair in love and war. He had a secret plan of his own. Time to use it.  
 
    Rainbird launched herself over his head, striking down with her flamberge. Pox knocked the strike away. As he did so, he enacted his plan. Instead of popping faery lights to blind her, he used the opposite tack—a technique which projected darkness, which stole away all light from the victim’s eyes. Just for a short while. Just for a moment.  
 
    Most fighters vying for the Hunt knew full well how to fight in total darkness. They trained with a blindfold, honing the senses of hearing and proprioception, the ability to judge an opponent’s stance and intent from their body position and subtle sounds. But he’d noticed Rainbird never practiced that way. Her fear of blindness prevented it. 
 
    Struck blind even for a moment, she panicked. Her leap ended in an awkward landing, the flamberge drooping out of place. Pox stepped in. He could easily have killed her then, but he didn’t. What stayed his blade? Mercy? Desire? Who knows? Even now he wasn’t sure. But he simply punched her in the face and knocked her back down and then the first thing she saw was him standing over her, zweihander ready and poised for the death strike. He held back the blade. The blood running down from her broken nose excited him. She offered surrender, and that excited him as well. Of course he didn’t kill her; he might need her later. She would eventually be a valuable asset to the Hunt after he inevitably took over.  
 
    She earned her spot the next year. That was inevitable too. She learned to train with the blindfold to overcome her fear. But she had been humiliated in front of the others, reduced to a cowering weakling if only for a moment. And he had stolen her place, and would always be above her. When she surmised just how he had learned her secret, an invasion of her childhood, a violation of the sanctity of the caretaker mushrooms, she openly displayed her hatred of him. 
 
    Mmmmm. The little purple streak of blood running down from her nose. The defiant look in her eye… 
 
    *** 
 
    Pox arrived at the cemetery in Newcastle-upon-Tyne just as dusk fell over the north country. He tethered Breakneck in front of one of the crypts, a monument to some British soldier who had met his demise during Queen Anne’s War. A heavy padlock and iron crossbar secured the entrance. Pox placed his palm against the smooth concrete wall of the crypt. He circled his hand three times, whispering the sigil word that unlocked the spell. The concrete wall was illusion only and melted away at his touch.  
 
    He stepped inside the crypt and descended a narrow stair. This passageway brought him into the pocket dimension beneath the cemetery. The place called Deepgrave. 
 
    Pox cast a glamour on his body, making himself appear as dark and smoky as the gloom in the unlit corridor. He proceeded down the hall in absolute silence, heading toward a flickering candlelight at the end of the tunnel. He could see no one within the antechamber and stepped quietly inside. In an instant a blade appeared at his throat, held in a green-skinned fist.  
 
    “Who goes?” roared a challenging voice. 
 
    Another faery, this one wearing a thick leather jerkin and half-helmet, appeared in front of him. 
 
    Pox dropped his illusion of smoke. “It’s Pox.” The blade was hastily withdrawn. 
 
    “Forgive me Prime Hunter, I did not know—” 
 
    “Don’t beg forgiveness,” Pox growled. “For doing your job well. How long has it been since any dared trespass here?” 
 
    “Half a year.” 
 
    “And you remain as vigilant as ever. I commend you, Groth.” 
 
    Groth nodded. 
 
    “I want to see Neron.” 
 
    “Yes, Prime Hunter.” Groth stepped out of his way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well met, Prime Hunter,” said Neron. “I wasn’t expecting you.” 
 
    Pox gazed at Neron with a critical eye. The Second Hunter stood amid a group of Winter Court faeries assembled in a common room in the central planning cave of Deepgrave. Neron had changed very little in the past year, still with those beady little eyes, the small, sharply curved nose, and short green beard covering his chin. His green skin seemed a shade paler than usual, in fact all of them seemed pale to Pox. He had become used to the faeries living above ground at Everbright, in the light of the sun. These people had been underground for far too long. In addition, Pox noted some newly-formed patches of mottled green on Neron’s left cheek—tell-tale signs that he too had been abusing the flesh of caretaker mushrooms.  
 
    “How fare things at Everbright?” Neron asked. 
 
    “Much the same,” said Pox. “Dresdemona is dead, the Summer Court is ruled by a complete idiot, and Moon-worship is the order of the day.” He smiled. “I’ll soon have run of the place.” 
 
    Pox carefully watched the expressions of the others, but found little encouragement among them. A heightened sense of tension pervaded the room, filling it with stiff backs and downturned lips, with shifty eyes and sideways glances. The disruptive mood had been exaggerated as soon as Neron mentioned Everbright. Pox understood the difficulty. Deepgrave was a valuable stronghold, but its maintenance a burden. Surely these faeries had heard tales of Everbright’s wonders and pleasures, and life in hiding beneath the cemetery could hardly compete with sunlight and strong drink and supple Summer Court women. He could not keep them here much longer.  
 
    Neron stepped over to Pox and put an arm around his shoulder, saying in a low voice, “Let’s take a walk.” 
 
    They stepped out into the corridor. 
 
    “Problems, Neron?” 
 
    “My people are getting restless, Pox. We agreed to remain here as a reserve force, but…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “It’s not me, you understand, but some of the others. They hear about Everbright and they wonder why we are left here to rot under the cemetery. Why keep holding us back? Let us strike the first blow. We will chop off the head of any resistance and cut out its heart. We’re tired of waiting.” 
 
    “You seem to misunderstand the value of a secret weapon. A first strike is not what you are for. The secret weapon doesn’t charge in. The secret weapon hangs back, until the precise moment when it can strike the decisive blow. The secret weapon makes the kill, Neron. Surely you understand that?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” snapped Neron, rather unconvincingly. 
 
    “Then keep our people in line. Where’s Kithreel?” 
 
    “Down below. We haven’t seen him in some time… over a month.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of that,” said Pox softly. “When did you last go on a hunt?” 
 
    “We hunt every few days. There’s plenty of meat in the woods. We eat well enough.” 
 
    “No. I mean a real Hunt.” Putting the emphasis on the last word where it belonged, Pox made sure Neron got the message. He dug his fingers into Neron’s shoulder. “Don’t let the others lose faith. Herne has a plan for us. It’s not just for me. It’s for all of us. Remember that. Everything is going to plan.” 
 
    Neron nodded slowly. 
 
    “Why don’t you take the Hunt out tonight?” suggested Pox. 
 
    “Without Kithreel?” 
 
    “No matter. I’ll sanction it. Take them out. Spill some human blood. Everyone will feel better.” 
 
    Neron’s eyes brightened. “You’ll come with us? It’s been too long since we stood shoulder to shoulder in the change, the battle blood ringing in our ears. You should be there.” 
 
    “I can’t. I’ve things to do.” 
 
    “Don’t talk crazy. What could be more important than a Hunt?” 
 
    “Herne’s plan. You think Everbright is paradise, but it’s not. It’s only another type of prison. I’d give anything to be with you and the others, going out on a proper Hunt. But there’s no time. I must go straight back. I’m leaving within the hour.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Pox passed slowly along the darkened corridor. In this lower level of Deepgrave, the borders of the pocket dimension the faeries had established grew patchy and uncertain, intermingling here and there with the grim reality of the earthly cemetery. Every step he took left him with one foot in the faery world and the other in the realm of human death and decay. A bad taste darted in and out of his mouth, bitter ashes and acid regret. Pale globes of faery light brightened the tunnel at irregular intervals, but this illumination did not penetrate completely into the crypts, leaving odd shadows at the edges of his vision. In these side pockets of the tunnel, the silhouettes of ill-defined nightmare creatures swayed silently in the darkness. Ahead of him, they flitted feverishly out of his path with a tortured squeal or a nervous chitter. 
 
    “Kithreel,” he called out. “Kithreel!” 
 
    He received no answer as his call echoed throughout the catacombs that lay ahead. 
 
    Pox struggled forward. This place made his skin crawl. It pricked at the back of his neck. There were too many ghosts here, of both faery and human dead. He had no fear of any living adversary, for they could only kill him if they bested him, but vengeful apparitions were another matter entirely. Many of the humans he had killed on the Hunt were buried here. He suddenly envisioned of a mob of angry ghosts converging on him, clawing at him in their wrath, smothering him, sapping his strength away and consigning him to some indescribable eternal torment. 
 
    He shook it off, subsuming his fears beneath solidarity of purpose. Solidarity of purpose. Herne’s plan for him. 
 
    As a young faery he’d trained with weapons almost constantly. His one goal was to join the Wild Hunt and eventually rise to its head. Every swing of the blade, every punch and kick, every growl of rage and determination, inched him forward. He went from fight to fight, from challenge to challenge, mastering every technique, parry and riposte, strike and counterstrike, always searching for something more. Searching for Herne. For it was said, the Forest God showed himself to initiates of the Hunt in a deeply personal way. Hour after hour he persevered, until his turn to compete came. Having defeated Rainbird, he earned his place. 
 
    The head priest of Herne’s cult presided over his initiation ceremony. Even so many years ago, Kithreel had been an old man, but his faith made him as strong and energetic as the youngest of them. Dressed in his red robes of office, Kithreel administered the transformative elixir containing the tincture of goluka. Pox drank the bitter draught from a hollowed-out musk ox horn. He knelt, completely still, head down, before the elders of the Hunt as the potion took effect. With the Hunt arrayed around him, its upper echelon intimidated the young faery as they gazed in judgement at him. Og-Sethoth, Bristlebane, Crow, Greenier. His ambitions paled as he faced these legendary figures in the dark ceremonial cavern beneath Deepgrave. They watched him eagerly, all of them. To complete the ceremony some of his blood must be spilled as well. Bristlebane made the first cut. Each of the others would take their turn, until either the drug took effect or Pox succumbed to loss of blood. 
 
    At the third cut, he felt dizzy. 
 
    The world began to take a strange turn. The cavern spun around him. Somebody blew the hunt horn and his body began to change.  
 
    He felt it first in his veins. A fire in his blood, surging throughout his body like a flood tide of rage. His muscles began to reshape themselves, becoming heavier and more powerful. His shoulders hunched, his lips drew back against long, pointed teeth. His mind swirled in a red fog as he luxuriated in this new, supremely powerful body. He was an empty vessel waiting to be filled up. 
 
    Pox looked again for the elders but could no longer see them. The cavern was ablaze in a red haze of light. And then he felt it, very clearly. A magnificent presence looming over him, breathing down on him, eyes ablaze. Its gaze might burn his eyelids away, but he must look. 
 
    Slowly, he raised his head. Herne was an incredible figure. Seated on a massive throne of bristly branches and animal horns. His chest and legs covered by lusty brown fur, his noble face, those burning eyes. A glorious pair of antlers spread around his head like a magnificent crown. His lips slowly parted, his snout slowly tipped downward. “You will kill for me,” the Forest God said. His voice rang in Pox’s ears like thunder, his words crackling and reverberating again and again until Pox thought he must go mad. “You will kill! For me!” 
 
    “I will,” he whispered, tears streaming down his face.  
 
    He’d come to his senses naked and alone on the floor of the cavern. The elders of the Hunt had already moved on. With every muscle so sore he could barely move, Pox stood, took a deep breath and exited the cave.  
 
    After his admission to the Hunt, his real training began. Young Pox had much to learn from the elders and from Kithreel himself. His vision of Herne inspired him. When Kithreel spoke to him about the Forest God, Pox listened in a rarefied rapture. “You are special,” the high priest told him. “Herne has a purpose for you.”  
 
    *** 
 
    “Kithreel!” he called again. Where the hell was that damned priest? He didn’t have all day to traverse every catacomb looking for the old man. 
 
    In the antechamber of the caretaker mushroom cave, he found Kithreel at last. The ancient priest lay huddled on the ground, his body so ravaged by the over-use of mushroom flesh it had become almost indistinct. What was left of his skin had turned a sickly yellow with red open sores; the growths and lesions along his spindly arms and legs blurred the lines between the red robe of the priesthood and his decaying flesh. Pox couldn’t tell if he was currently male or female. 
 
    “Kithreel!” 
 
    The ancient priest opened his eyes and raised his head. He grunted a muffled greeting. 
 
    “You’ve looked better,” Pox said. 
 
    “Poxxx!” rasped the priest. “I knew... I knew you were coming...” He twisted his misshapen head, a pustulent melon on its pathetically thin stalk. “I don’t know how you are looking, old friend. I can no longer see… very much at all.” 
 
    Others appeared behind him, now stepping forward out of the shadows. These were the same creatures who had avoided Pox as he’d approached. A dozen or more, men and women, all nearly as badly afflicted as the priest. Their mottled green lesions had ripened to a sallow yellow over time in the dim depths of the caverns, their mouths hung open, their jaws slack, their eyes empty. 
 
    Pox had not seen the priest in several months and flinched at the hideous way his condition had so rapidly progressed in the interim. Pox found the grim fate of Kithreel especially disturbing when he remembered the man as he had been, a driving force in his life, a fountain of strength and spirituality. 
 
    Kithreel had personally shepherded his development through the ranks of the Wild Hunt. Taking his training in hand, the priest taught Pox aspects of sword fighting which even the elders of the Winter Court were unaware. Feints and dodges, tricks and tactics that enabled him to progress rapidly. In the periodic fights for leadership, Pox distinguished himself regularly. Kithreel tutored him also in his devotion of Herne, Lord of the Hunt. The two men, one old and one young, had developed a special bond, almost as father and son, as if they were living avatars of two aspects of the three faces of Herne—the Young Hunter and the wise Old Counsellor.  
 
    Kithreel always told Pox he would one day be at the head of the pack.  
 
    Pox dreamt of nothing except making himself ready to challenge Og-Sethoth. With every Hunt, with every drop of blood shed out on the moors, his devotion to Herne increased. “You will free us from this place,” Kithreel had said. “From this prison of oppression, stones and bones. You will free us all. Nothing can stop you.”  
 
    When Pox privately declared his intent to challenge Og-Sethoth, Kithreel held him back. “What is it?” demanded an impatient Pox. “Why wait? You said I was ready!” 
 
    Kithreel rebuffed Pox’s outburst, dismissing it as a futile outpouring of the exuberance of youth. “You can not defeat Og-Sethoth. No fighter can.”  
 
    “What then?” demanded Pox. “The old bastard’s lived two hundred years. He’ll live two hundred more.” 
 
    “No. He won’t. Herne has shown me your path. The old bastard’s undoing is on its way. Do not challenge! The Hunter is patient, stalking his prey.” 
 
    Pox had never been very good at being patient. He could hardly contain his anger at the vizier. If no one could defeat Og-Sethoth, what was it all for? He didn’t want to remain the old man’s lap dog any longer. And then came Dresdemona. A little waif, a teenaged girl come begging at their gates. With her merciless cunning, she systematically removed all obstacles from his path—Og-Sethoth, Bristlebane, Greenier, Crow—all of them. At last Pox was ready to take his place. He would serve the Dark Queen as marshal of her forces and leader of the Hunt. And then Aldebaran arrived. The Nephilim had been an even more unbeatable monster than old, one-eyed Og-Sethoth. Even Dresdemona could not stand up to him. 
 
    “Did you foresee this as well?” an irritated Pox demanded of the vizier. Kithreel, who had already begun to suffer from consumption of the mushroom flesh, could not answer. “Bide your time,” he said softly, “Herne’s will shall be done. You are the one.” 
 
    Pox bristled again. But he had heeded the priest’s advice and he had waited. A challenge to Aldebaran would have been nothing but foolish. In time, Lady Theodora had dispatched Aldebaran and that fool Meadowlark had removed the Dark Queen. Now there was nothing left to stand in his way. It did not escape Pox’s notice that his ascent mirrored Kithreel’s slow trudge toward dissolution. Now, as he faced the priest in the caverns below Deepgrave, Pox wondered if Kithreel could even stand on his own two feet. 
 
    Pox gazed down at the huddled mass on the floor. “I need some goluka.” 
 
    “Come.” Kithreel struggled to his feet using a long, twisted cane of alder wood. Pox did not offer him a helping hand. The ancient priest eventually rose from the ground, standing wide-legged and hunched over and shuffled down the corridor. He led Pox into his store room. “We don’t have much,” the old man said, rummaging among a table littered with small glass vials and oil-parchment wrapped parcels. He searched along the counter top with his trembling fingers, squinting occasionally down at the hand-written runes that adorned the labels. “Here,” he said at last. “It’s not much. Not much. Perhaps enough for a half dozen new recruits.” 
 
    “Fine,” returned Pox, snatching the little glass bottle. He had little more to say. He knew the old man would soon succumb to his addiction and the thought chilled him. Pox had been using mushroom flesh for most of his life. Was this to be his fate as well? 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “For the goluka,” he added. He’d intended it to mean much more as well, but that was all he would say. 
 
    “Oh, and I need something else,” Pox added after-the-fact. 
 
    “You’ll have to ask her yourself,” said Kithreel. Clearly he had expected the question and that irritated Pox as well. Am I that obvious, he wondered. Of course I am. I wear the marks of my addiction written across my face just like the rest of them. 
 
    “Fine,” Pox said abruptly, though in reality he was not eager to comply. The old man found his way to a chair, exhausted, his hands still shaking. 
 
    This was something Pox must do himself. He frowned and stepped out of the room. The corridor was empty again, those poor unfortunates having cleared a path for him, as if they too knew his ultimate destination. It’s pathetic, he thought. It’s all pathetic. I should just take the damned goluka and go. 
 
    He closed his hand on the vial and stood for a moment as if he might actually do it, as if he might actually turn around and walk away. But that he could not do. 
 
    He was trapped. Here, just as in Everbright. Trapped, trapped, trapped. No matter. He would do what he must and simply get it over with.  
 
    Pox could not step confidently into the incubation chamber. Conflicting urges tore at him from both sides. He should leave. He should just go. But then there was the itch. As bad as it was now, he could still suppress it. He could walk away. But what about a few days from now? A few weeks? He would be right back here, dragged inexorably at the behest of the unseen strings that bound him body and soul. And then he would be even more desperate, even more weak.  
 
    He entered the incubation chamber, half closing his eyes. If possible, he didn’t want to look upon the keeper mushrooms at all. There were twelve of them in the cavern, ancient leathery things, each standing twenty feet tall. It had been a long while since there were any children left in Deepgrave to tend to, but the mother mushrooms refused to die, living out lives of perpetually unsatisfied yearning. A low-level communication had grown up between the dozen, having no babies to nurture, but they had long run out of things to say. Most were grown docile and dull with age. Not so Mu’urcala.  
 
    Pox stood before his mother mushroom. He could feel the excitement in the room. For him, the buzz only heightened his sense of dread. He just wanted to get it over with. 
 
    He placed the palms of his hands on her warm, throbbing flesh. He felt a tingling on his fingers as the mushroom’s psychoactive secretions entered his pores. He felt Mu’urcala’s dark presence entering his mind. It came slowly, slithering along patiently. 
 
    Pox felt the oppressions of his childhood again, all the helplessness, the weakness. But he was not a pathetic babe trapped within the mushroom now, he reminded himself. He was the Prime Hunter.  
 
    Mu’urcala’s voice, as wet and slimy as ever, rang out in his mind. Its happiness was utterly revolting. Its exaltation at his visit, sickening  
 
    “The sun does descend, our lives race to their end. Breath, death, beneath the ground, a shroud—.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Pox said. “Just. Shut. Up!” 
 
    “Mother doesn’t like that kind of talk, child.” 
 
    “I’m not your child and you know it.” 
 
    The mushroom seemed genuinely offended. Pox was playing a dangerous game, but he couldn’t help it. He wasn’t going to crawl on his knees before this hideous thing. Not one more time. 
 
    “I am a child of Herne! Not you!” Of course faery children never knew whom their real parents were. They were conceived anonymously in the moon pool, where male faeries left their seed after indulging in erotic fantasies. He didn’t know his real parents. None of them did. Kithreel had told him, over and over, that he was a child of great Herne himself and, even if it wasn’t strictly true, he could believe it if he wanted. It had to be true!  
 
    “Really then? Tell me child, let me hear. Who is your master?” 
 
    “Herne!” shouted Pox. “Herne! Herne! Herne!” 
 
    The darkness took him then, enveloping Pox in utter blackness. He tried to take his hands off the mushroom but he could no longer feel them. He could no longer feel anything at all. He couldn’t tell if he was still standing or had fallen to the ground. 
 
    This was a typical trick of the caretaker mushrooms, a punishment for wayward children, the ‘Dark Room’. He could be left this way for minutes, or hours, or days. He shouldn’t have come. He shouldn’t have come. He shouldn’t have come. He could bear this monster’s depredations well enough; she would let him out eventually. But the thought that he might not get what he had come for was suddenly terrifying, all the stubbornness of the old mushroom brought home by the renewed effects of the old form of discipline. Mu’urcala had no mercy. But like all nursemaids, she did have infinite patience. She would deny him light and sensation for as long as it took to break him. She would withhold what he needed… 
 
    He had to have it. If he did not get it… 
 
    “The hell with you!” Using fighting reflexes he had long honed in the training pits, Pox somehow managed to kick out with his foot. His boot struck the base of the mother mushroom with a dull thud. His vision cleared, and he stepped back, breaking Mu’urcala’s grip on his mind. It was a hollow victory. He felt suddenly very sorry he’d done even that. 
 
    He wished Mu’urcala would say something, anything, even one of its dreadful nursery rhymes. It remained painfully silent. He pressed his hands again against the leathery mushroom flesh. 
 
    Desperation washed over him, desperation enough to bring heresy to his tongue. “You are,” he said. “You are my master, Mother. It’s you.” 
 
    It didn’t matter what he said, he told himself, because he didn’t mean it. Not in the way the mushroom would have liked. She would never replace Herne in his heart. Never. His statement had a grain of truth, but only in a narrow sort of way. Pox felt the mushroom’s sickening reaction seep through the palms of his hands. A warm glow of pride and satisfaction, laced with a special glee that it had dominated him. Him! Dominated him like the runt of the litter, like he was nothing. Pox choked down on his humiliation. Only with great effort could he mask his contempt. 
 
    “Sweet sleep down with the dead. A crown of antler to crush your head.” 
 
    “Let me have what I need, please, Mother.”  
 
    “Well, of course, love. Take it.” 
 
    At last. Pox drew the dagger from his hip and dug it into the side of the mushroom stalk. He sliced off a few inches of the surface, extending the large rectangular patch that had already been cut away before. Once he had it in his hands, his heart racing, he leaned forward and kissed the mushroom stalk. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you really know about the Effranil?” Theodora asked. 
 
    Eccobius shrugged. “Fragments. Legends only. I hadn’t even been sure they were real until this latest debacle with Dresdemona.”  
 
    “Real,” she replied, “and potentially very dangerous. If they’re anything like Dresdemona maybe we shouldn’t be doing this.”  
 
    “Let’s hope not.” The old faery offered her an encouraging smile. 
 
    They stood before the Scrying Pool, among the remains of an old Roman amphitheatre. Crumbling rows of low benches of pure white stone surrounded a small round pool inset into the floor. A carefully carved opening overhead allowed a thin beam of moonlight to enter and illuminate the still waters with a shimmering silver glow. 
 
    Neither Moon Dancer nor Moonshadow had ever told Theodora of the existence of this place, and that bothered her. Why should they keep it secret? What did they know about this Scrying Pool and its possible dangers—knowledge they had both taken with them to their graves? Moonshadow and James had used the pool as a portal, a way to actually travel to Avalon. Theodora had no such grand ambitions. She only wanted to get a message across. A message for the Effranil. A plea for help. 
 
    “Legends say the Effranil were changed,” Eccobius continued, “Even more drastically than when the Chrysalid changed people into faeries in the first place. Something happened in medieval times. There was a lot of wild magic running about in those days—swords in stones, scabbards that prevented injury, talismans granting invisibility. Wizards, even. The Great Merlin of Britain and Morgana le Fey—if you believe in that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Let’s assume it’s all true.” 
 
    “As I said, something changed them.” 
 
    “Or someone.” 
 
    “Could be. In any event, they were only a small group at first. The change was subtle. They seemed to have lost their tricksy nature. They were flung to the opposite side of the spectrum. Creatures born of chaos, they came to love structure and order.  
 
    “Hard to believe,” Theodora said. 
 
    “Who knows what to believe? And music, you know, is the ultimate expression of creativity through order. Notes on a scale, frequency and pitch, octaves and half-steps, measure and meter. It’s practically another branch of mathematics. For some reason they devoted themselves to it. When Arthur was slain, they cut themselves off from the rest of the world, sealing themselves in their pocket dimension at Avalon.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” 
 
    “To protect him, I suppose. Until the day he might return to save England. At least that’s the way the story goes.”  
 
    “Somehow I think there’s more to it than that.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “Only one way to find out, then,” she said. “Let’s get on with it.” 
 
    She knelt before the pool. The water was smooth as glass, the moonlight creating a sort of mirror. She expected to see her face reflected back. A typical faery face, after a hundred and thirteen years now showing a whisper of age at the corners of her eyes. Light green skin, honey-blonde hair, gently pointed ears. But she saw a human face—chestnut brown hair, a light tan complexion showing not-so-subtle wrinkles around the edges, a troubled brow. The face of Lady Theodora Grayson. Her heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “Eccobius…?” 
 
    He knelt beside her, folding his ancient legs beneath him with a muffled groan. His appearance in the pool was just as he looked in reality, but the face of Lady Grayson remained beside it. If he saw the same thing she saw, Eccobius did not feel the need to mention it. Theodora looked away. 
 
    “So,” she said, “The song. What about that? Can you do it?” 
 
    “Errmm… maybe.” 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that, Eccobius.” 
 
    “The song has a very unusual time signature. Three and three-quarters time. It can’t be played.” 
 
    “Dresdemona played it.” 
 
    “Hmm. Yes, but she knew something I don’t. How to skip in time. When she played that song, she was doing that ‘between the timedrops’ thing.” 
 
    “The Effranil trick she used to kill Moonshadow.” 
 
    “Yes. We should have known! All the time we should have known. We were so damn blind.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” she said, remembering that he already felt guilty enough. “I didn’t mean to imply…” 
 
    “I didn’t know. I just didn’t see. Not until I had time to study the song.” 
 
    He leaned forward slightly. Theodora realized he was squinting at his own reflection in the pool. 
 
    “What do you see?” she asked. 
 
    “A weary old man, a shadow looming over his shoulder. The shadow of death, I believe.” 
 
    As if right on cue, a loud crack rang out from somewhere above their heads. Theodora cringed. She could feel the pressure increasing in the cave, moment by moment. She hoped the whole place wouldn’t come crashing down on their heads just now, though that might be a fitting death for them both. Two faery leaders of Everbright, crushed to death by their inability to perform a simple architectural trick. 
 
    “So,” she said, “you can’t play it?” 
 
    “I can, of sorts. I have to admit I cheat it a little. I only play a half note every four.” 
 
    “Will that be good enough?” 
 
    “I don’t know. The melody will be the same, but the song subtly different. It’s the best I can do.” 
 
    “The best anyone can do. I believe in you, Eccobius.” 
 
    “Yes, but what if it takes their time-drop magic to summon the Effranil? What if we need their magic to access their magic?” 
 
    “Then we’re all screwed, good and proper.” 
 
    “Indeed,” he said, then added with mock-enthusiasm, “Unto the breach.” 
 
    He lifted a long, slender flute to his wrinkled lips, blew a few introductory notes to check his pitch and then started in earnest. Played on a single flute, the song seemed much diminished, but it still held a beautiful melody. When Dresdemona had played the song using the emotion trees in Everbright’s garden, intense emotions had flowed out upon the adoring crowd. Theodora had felt them too—a song of fertility and the circle of life and love. The Effranil song had actually brought her to orgasm, like most everyone else experiencing the performance in the grove that day. Eccobius’ stilted rendition had no such effect. She thought his version of the song an obvious and pathetic fraud. She felt like she, herself, was an imposter.  
 
    “That’s all I remember,” he said when he had done. “Should I try it again, do you think?” 
 
    “No. Don’t bother.” 
 
    Neither of them was particularly eager to look again into the pool but Theodora thought she must. She leaned forward. The smooth surface reflected only the carved ceiling of the cave, and its bright circle of moonlight. She did not even see herself there any longer. This was not an encouraging sign. 
 
    They lingered in silence for a few minutes more but nothing happened. They rose from the Scrying Pool, and headed out of the cave. 
 
    On their way back to the main cavern they passed the incubation chamber. Theodora avoided entering it this time. She could make no more false promises this day. 
 
    “There must be something we can do with those mushrooms,” she said. “Anything at all. Eccobius, I am getting very desperate.” 
 
    “Hmmm, I can’t think what. The children are intimately bonded to the caretakers. If we try to release them prematurely—to break the bond by force is impossible. The children will die.” 
 
    “The mushrooms must be aware of the danger. The pressure. The risk of collapse. They must feel it.” 
 
    “Who knows what they feel? I don’t know much about caretakers. No one does. Of course I remember mine. He put me ‘in the dark’ a few times. Still, I loved the old chap. Died of dry rot a half century ago.” 
 
    “Mine is still here,” she said. “I remember her. I used to call her Eobard because I could hardly pronounce her real name. E’eiobandaya. She was always good to me. She taught me so much, showed me so many beautiful things. It was a time of wonders, a time that never comes again. She’s hosting another child now. I tried to warn her but the link with her new child prevents any contact. I’ve no way to reach her.” 
 
    “They might release them,” he said. “Before the end, if things get desperate enough. It’s possible. They might release them.” 
 
    “Let’s hope,” Theodora sighed. “Nothing more we can do here now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    James awoke hungry and cold. He rolled over, his back stiff from his bed of rocky soil. Whatever he’d been dreaming faded quickly, slipping away with a kiss on his forehead and gone. He thought immediately of Moonshadow. What had happened last night? Had that really been her ghost he’d felt in the night, or simply just another dream? At this point he couldn’t tell. He did not discount the possibility of a ghost. This wouldn’t be his first. He’d experienced firsthand the ghost of Marjorie Hightower in the lake of the Grayson estate. He and his father had helped that poor tortured soul find peace.  
 
    But Moonshadow? 
 
    More questions. More impenetrable riddles. 
 
    Maybe he’d better concentrate on the present, and the solve riddle of his empty stomach. 
 
    Threadneedle’s horse, whose name James recalled as Featherwind, stood faithfully by, switching her tail back and forth, chasing flies. She turned her head to the side and looked down her long nose at him, offering a snort of hello. Featherwind had not eaten at all in more than a day, aside from grazing on some stray ryegrass and saltbush. The discovery of the saltbush had been helpful to James as well, as the shrub gave up some dark red berries this late in the season. But he couldn’t realistically get along much longer on just nuts and berries. 
 
    Threadneedle kept a pistol stored in his saddle bag and a longbow strapped to the saddle. The bow came complete with a quiver of six arrows and each one could mean a meal to James. With his extremely sharp vision and expert marksmanship, he could easily bring down a rabbit or even a deer without much difficulty. Killing any animal was anathema to him, but if it were for food… 
 
    So, against all expectations, he spent the morning hunting. James could not help wondering if this was exactly what Merrywhistle had in mind by leaving him in the lurch this way. He lingered beside a stream, a likely place for game, and eventually a deer came looking for a drink. He remained silent and still. Slowly drawing back the bow, he sighted the animal. Where to shoot? As such a stranger to hunting, he actually had to stop and think about it. Aim for the chest, he supposed. He was certain he would not miss. 
 
    Holding so very still and concentrating so intently on his prey, his sensitive mind began to commune with the deer. Their eyes met and James felt everything the animal was feeling—it’s pleasure at finding the cool water after such a good meal of sweet grass and hazel nuts, its expectations of a peaceful day in the wild, a fleeting vison of the two foals it had left with its mate, and a sheer joy at living. James felt these sensations all in a wonderful rush. He lowered the bow. This wasn’t going to work. There was a reason he refused to kill any living thing. 
 
    But such admirable compassion did nothing to soothe his grumbling stomach. Perhaps he could take a different course. His thoughts turned to Alnwick. There would be food in the town for certain, but his pockets were empty; he had no money. And he could not be sure of his reception there, especially after his ordeal at Newcastle. What would he do? Steal? Absolutely not. If he didn’t meet with any generosity on the road, he would have no choice but to go into town and beg for alms. Looking like this? Human nature ran very unpredictably in rural towns. They were just as likely to string him up as throw him a crust. But there was nothing else to do.  
 
    If he intended to appeal to their mercy, then mercy it must be.  
 
    But he could hardly go begging in such fashionable clothes. He turned his jacket inside out. The interior had a white cotton lining and he smudged this generously with dust and dirt. He gave his trousers a similar treatment, tearing holes at both knees and stripping the silver embroidery from the outseams. Tearing apart his cloak, he fashioned some sort of head covering resembling a beggar’s hood. Although the antlers still protruded from the sides, they were at least rendered a bit less noticeable at first glance. 
 
    Nor could he ride into town on such a fine horse. He left Featherwind tethered in the woods a half hour’s walk from the town. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was completely incongruous to James that anyone should want to seat an orphanage adjacent to a cemetery. But at the heart of Alnwick, the two were indeed side by side, separated only by an ironwork grille meant to keep the living and the dead apart. At this grim borderland of hope and despair, where bleak endings met even less hopeful beginnings, he ran into an old friend who straddled both worlds. 
 
    As if in an effort to illustrate the humble aspirations of its occupants, the orphanage was a low, ramshackle brick edifice, only one story high, capped by a sagging tin roof. Its courtyard was paved with flat stones that bore layer upon layer of chalk marks—an amalgam of leftover mazes and scurrilous messages, grand artwork and childhood games that had been played out on the rough surface, like some cryptic and mysterious hieroglyphics left by an ancient civilization. Hopscotch and Four Square, Corners and Gambols—these were the simple pastimes that kept the raggedy children amused. They had nothing else.  
 
    A few hundred feet further on, the road widened into a public square that housed the marketplace where James had spent the afternoon begging alms. He’d received many wonderful gifts—baleful stares, stinging smirks, odd remarks—but nothing he could either spend or eat. Luckily, the people of Alnwick were generally serious folk and not particularly prone to violence. A handful of rotten cabbage had been flung at him, but no other victuals came his way. Perhaps the crops had not been good this year.  
 
    Alnwick was a place of unrestrained poverty. It was a patchwork settlement, a grubby, dusty little town where the people all wore clothes of chiefly the same color—a dirty brown to match the uncooperative soil. As a beggar, James joined the ranks of out-of-work apprentices, Huguenot refugees, failed farmers and lawless rebels that wandered aimlessly about the town square. Several merchants, desperate for a sale, called James over to inspect their store of second-hand goods or clothes but after a brief look at his raggedy appearance and purple skin, shooed him along to the next stall in line. Only one person in the town showed him any mercy at all and this turned out to be the barkeep at the tavern who, eager to see James out of his establishment, gifted him a cup of ‘twopenny purl’—a mixture of hot beer, sugar and ginger—and rushed him out the door. He was running out of time. He didn’t trust being out on the streets come nightfall, when he suspected the quality of the townsfolk might take a darker turn. 
 
    His stomach still empty, he thought he’d perhaps beg an evening meal among the ragamuffins. After all, the church-run orphanage was an institution founded on the pillar of divine charity. The Vicar in residence might possibly spare him a bowl of porridge, or at least an apple to bring back to the horse. He paused to watch the children at play. What would their reaction be if he passed among them? He could easily imagine either a screeching chorus of frightened voices or a gang of curious new friends.  
 
    But then he noticed another watcher standing beside a small oak tree in the narrow lane. A woman dressed in a long, off-white cloak, belted at the waist in the manner of clergy, with a full overhanging hood covering her head. James felt the familiar tingle. It was another faery.  
 
    He approached her cautiously from the side so as not to startle her. 
 
    “Pardon me, Miss?” 
 
    She turned slowly toward him.  
 
    Though she wore a human face, James recognized her instantly. She was an old woman wearing a glamour of pale, wrinkled skin, but the face was quite familiar.  
 
    “Gryfflet. It is you!” 
 
    The figure put a finger to her lips. She leaned toward him and pressed her lips so close they nearly kissed his ear. “It’s good to see you too, James. But you may not be safe here, come nightfall.” Her voice was the slightest whisper, barely audible even at such a tiny distance. James knew well the reason for this. Gryfflet had become a banshee, a corrupted faery obsessed with death and revenge. And when a banshee screamed—or perhaps spoke too loudly—someone died.  
 
    “I know,” he said, recognizing the danger of nightfall. “I thought to beg a crust of bread, but… no luck. I thought perhaps the orphanage…” 
 
    “Let me help you. Come. Follow me at a distance please.” 
 
    She led him the long way round the market stalls in the square, meandering here and there until she reached the back of the priory. James walked aimlessly about, putting on a show of helplessness as he skirted the few pejorative glances that still came his way. When he thought no one was looking, he approached the door Gryfflet had passed through. 
 
    He entered a small monastic room, furnished with a simple cot, a lopsided table and one chair. “The abbess lets me stay here,” she whispered. “I help tend the children when she has to go into town.” 
 
    “A banshee nursemaid,” James said. “If they only knew.” 
 
    “It’s only sensible to hide what we are these days. You should do the same.” 
 
    “I can’t. I don’t know how to put on a glamour, Gryfflet.” 
 
    Gryfflet frowned, dropping her human disguise. “Perhaps I can help you with that.” In her natural faery form she still appeared an old woman, but now with sallow yellow skin and pointed ears, frail corn-husk hair streaming to her shoulders. “My name isn’t Gryfflet any more. My name is Willowbane.” 
 
    “Right,” he said, though he was sad to admit it was so.  
 
    “Glamours aren’t difficult. I’m surprised you can’t do it, James. You’ve always been so sensitive. But then again, a glamour is a lie. A deception. Maybe that idea holds you back. Do you have to be so damn righteous all the time?” 
 
    “I was brought up a certain way. In the church.” 
 
    “You’re a faery. Surely you can embrace that tricksy nature without letting it get the better of you or damning your immortal soul. Did you never play a joke on anyone?” 
 
    James had to search hard for an answer. Mischief just wasn’t his way. Had never been. 
 
    “As a child I used to tease my mother’s horse Graymane. I’d hold out both hands, with a sugar cube in one of them. Graymane would nudge one of my hands with his nose. If he guessed right, he’d get the treat. But he was always guessing right. I started to think he could read my mind? Or smelled the sugar? Or something. So sometimes I didn’t have a cube in either hand. Drove him crazy.” 
 
    “Good. That’s a start, I guess.” 
 
    “But I’d always give him the sugar anyway at the end…” 
 
    “I guessed as much. Just think of a glamour as another prank. It’s not that different from the faery lights. They aren’t really there, but—” 
 
    “Not really there? I always thought they were.”  
 
    “Not real,” she repeated, as if amazed at his naivete. “It’s not difficult to make the eyes see things that aren’t really there. It only takes a nudge. The trick of it is to establish a connection with the subject’s mind as quickly as possible. Within the blink of an eye. Just a feather touch, a tiny lick, a kiss. Then you make their eyes see what you want. I know you can do this. It’s not so very different than what you’ve done as a healer.”  
 
    James had always regarded the mental links faeries could establish as a very serious matter, whether in healing or making love. To do it in such a casual fashion, with total strangers, struck him as somehow sacrilegious. But Gryfflet—or Willowbane as she preferred—was correct. He could probably do it easily enough, if he set his mind to it. 
 
    She was correct about the other thing too. He’d been spending so much time and effort to counteract these new faery urges, when he should perhaps just relax into them a bit. Looking down at his ruined, dirt-smeared clothes, he had to concede that deception might have its uses. 
 
    “Let me show you,” she whispered. 
 
    In an instant she became Gryfflet again, as she used to be, as James had seen her for many years. A young girl of barely ten years, with blonde hair and a round, smiling face, and a friendly giggle. The image persisted for only a minute then faded back into the visage of the tormented old banshee.  
 
    This time, looking out for it, he had noticed her touch his mind. It was just as she had described—a light touch, a wisp, just a tickle. “I think I understand,” he said. 
 
    “Good. Now you give it a try. You don’t have to worry about your vaunted morality. This won’t be a deception or a lie. I know exactly what you’re trying to do, and who you really are. Just give it a try. Choose an image you’re quite familiar with. Your father’s face perhaps. Touch my mind. Go straight to the eyes. Convince me.”  
 
    James reached out for her. Instead of trying to establish a strong, solid connection he sought only to kiss her vision center, to make her see himself as Lord Eric. He touched her mind as gently as possible but before he could conjure an image of his father, everything went wrong. He saw his hands—covered with blood. He saw a terrible vision of several people in the woods—all dead—their bodies fused together in a chaotic jumble of limbs sticking out at odd angles. Then the scene changed to a more familiar horror. He saw again a vision of himself at the center of a smoldering pit, surrounded by destruction, the remnants of Everbright. The city had been rendered a burned-out husk, with not a living soul left to tell the tale. He stood at its center—in his hand a sword bristling with sea-green flame.  
 
    “No!” he said, pulling away. “That won’t happen. That won’t happen!” 
 
    Willowbane turned quickly away, a pained expression on her withered face. “You saw that? Oh, I’m sorry, James. Perhaps I’m not the best one to practice on.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” he said. “But what does it mean? That I’m going to destroy Everbright?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Another mystery. And a very unpleasant one. But in the end, something good had come of the contact. He should at least tell her about it. 
 
    “I saw something else—there in that moment,” he said. “At your center. I don’t quite know how to describe it. Remember the time I tried to help you—to heal you back at Everbright? I saw what it is to become a banshee. You were ill-used Willowbane, and cruelly tortured by the Winter Court. I know the darkness in your soul; I saw it that day—a dried-out husk surrounding a hard, bitter seed that could never grow. But you’re not really Willlowbane—at least you won’t be for much longer. Gryfflet is still there. Inside you! It’s the children. You’re drawn to them. All those years you spent in the glamour of a child. They are reawakening the child in you. Their laughter. Their hope. I just saw that bitter seed deep in your soul again and I can tell you it has sprouted little green shoots. Tiny, delicate things but hopeful nonetheless.” 
 
    He thought he saw a tear in Willowbane’s eye. 
 
    “You’re changing,” he said. “And it’s a good thing. What will you become in the end? A weapon? A defender? I don’t know. But you are neither wicked nor cruel, and will never be. I had hoped you’d come with me to Arcadia. But I see you are right where you need to be, here on a journey of your own.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think we’re feeding him too much,” said Meadowlark with a frown. “Look at him. He’s gone to fat.” 
 
    “Really Meadow, that’s just the way children are.” Theodora and Meadowlark sat on the floor of their bedroom, with the child between them. “It’s perfectly normal. He’ll grow into it, you’ll see.” 
 
    Meadowlark held both of Oberon’s hands above his head, testing his legs. The little boy did not take a step but seemed to be enjoying himself simply bobbing up and down.  
 
    “Well, I wish he’d hurry up and grow,” said Meadowlark indignantly. “I want to teach him to fly like I taught you. Won’t that be grand?” 
 
    Theodora smiled. “It will be. But I think we’d better let him walk first. Don’t be in such a hurry. Just relax and enjoy this while it lasts. It’s been a long time since I had a baby to bounce on my knee. I’d forgotten how wonderful it is.” 
 
    “It is wonderful. Everything’s wonderful!” He tried twisting the arms slightly to make Oberon seem to dance, but still he did not take a step. 
 
    “Say,” said Meadowlark, “Did I see your husband strolling across the Park yesterday?” 
 
    “It’s possible.” 
 
    “I didn’t know he was in town.” 
 
    “He’s helping Eccobius.” 
 
    “Oh? With what, exactly?” 
 
    “Farming. And, I think, setting up some means of shipping our goods off to other countries.” 
 
    “Oh?” Meadowlark eased Oberon back down to the floor. “For what purpose?” 
 
    “Money.” 
 
    “Oh that. Money, money, money. I don’t quite see what need we have for the King’s coin, do you? What does it buy us? They refuse to trade with us anyway. We’re filthy blights, last time I checked.” He looked down at his green-skinned hands and put on a contrived expression of utter disgust. 
 
    “They will. Things will change, when we have the ships. We’ll be able to get anything we want. Anything we need.” 
 
    “Well hooray for Eric Grayson! What things? Exactly? We don’t need anything from them. We never did. We don’t… we don’t need him here.” 
 
    “Come now. You’ve nothing to be jealous about.” She leaned over the child and kissed Meadowlark on the side of his neck, capping it off with a little flick of her tongue. 
 
    Meadowlark burst out in a fit of hysterical laughter. Theodora thought this all just a bit too obviously fabricated. “Jealousy?” he said. “This is not jealousy. This is just, you know, proper administration of the realm. Resources. Allocations. That sort of thing. We grow the crops, he sells them. Gets us anything we need.” He grinned as if this was all elementary. 
 
    “Right,” she said.  
 
    “Right,” he repeated, then looking down at Oberon, he took the child’s hand and raised it up and made it to wave in the air. “Right?” he asked the baby. 
 
    Oberon returned a long, wet raspberry. 
 
    “My sentiments exactly,” said Meadowlark. “Say, do you think we should set up a minting press? You know, we could have our own coinage. With my smiling face on the front! Wearing some sort of a, you know, crown. Or something.” 
 
    Theodora didn’t know whether to take this seriously or not. She often found herself in such a position with Meadowlark’s ideas. 
 
    “Seems an awful lot of bother. Faery coins? No one would trust them anyway, especially with your face on them!” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know. No one trusts the ones we have now and they’ve all got uglier faces than mine. Old Georgie. Really, that nose! Not to mention those Spanish kings. Good grief. It would only be an improvement, that’s all. A public service. I’m only trying to make things better.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Eric knelt somberly at the pew, waiting for the Sunday service to end. He had no particularly interest in Desmos’ sermon. He’d heard it all before. As there were no faeries to attend services in Graystown, the Vicar had abandoned his lectures on co-existence and cooperation, falling back on the old Anglican staples. What was it today? Psalm 20. Eric paid little attention but one passage, as read in the solemn voice of Vicar Desmos, struck home this morning: “May the Lord answer you when you are in distress; may the name of the God of Jacob protect you. May he send you help from the sanctuary and grant you support. May he grant you the desire of your heart and make all your plans succeed.” 
 
    Ironic, that. The desire of your heart. What did he want? Truly? To be reunited with his wife, or reclaim his status and good family name? Theodora or the sword? The dilemma was exceedingly clear. He could not have them both. 
 
    The grim lines of the church reminded him of the strict Puritanical will with which his grandfather, Griffin Grayson, had raised these four walls. Eric knew he would have been viewed as a disgrace in the eyes of his grandfather, who had taken a hard line against faeries, who had recognized their true nature and sought to obliterate them. The specter of Griffin Grayson haunted his thoughts every day. Eric had never really admired his grandfather. But he had built the family. He had built both Graystown and Graysport from the ground up. A man who got things done. A patriot. And what was the real story behind his crusade to purge the British Isles of faeries? Theodora had said it had all been a vendetta meant to avenge the death of his illegitimate daughter. But was that true? Or just another faery lie?  
 
    Maybe Griffin had been right all along. About everything. Wouldn’t it be a better world without faeries and all their glamours and tricks? Griffin had hunted them and killed them wherever he found them. And then the faeries had torn Griffin apart. Disguised as a pack of vicious dogs, they had rent him limb from limb. Ripped to bloody shreds by dogs. By faeries. 
 
    Eric’s father had tried foolishly to placate them. In return, the faeries unleashed the Gray Rot against Graystown and the Grayson family. More death and destruction.  
 
    And then they had come for Eric; somehow they had co-opted him as well. In the worst way possible. They had made him murder a young girl and fall in love with an imposter. By the time he finally realized that Theodora had been a fraud it was too late, too hard to erase the many years of marriage they had seemingly enjoyed. For the first ten years he had thought her human, but during the second ten he’d known her for a faery and loved her nonetheless. How was that possible? It could not have been real. Had she put some kind of spell on him? Now that he had spent time away from her, away from her lies and whatever magic spells she’d borne against him, he could see it more clearly. Her manipulations had made a fool of him, a disgrace, a traitor to his race. It was all too much. 
 
    So many atrocities and he and his family always the victims.  
 
    And then she’d made him destroy the Silvered Lens—the only thing that could destroy them, that could purge England of the faeries. 
 
    No, not the only thing. The sword could do it too. He had to get it.  
 
    Now that he was free of their influence, free to act on his own behalf, he had a chance. He would not be a puppet any more. The sword represented his one chance at redemption. 
 
    Eric the puppet. Eric the lovesick puppy. What the hell had he been thinking helping them? He had granted them Grayson lands! Griffin would turn over in his grave.  
 
    He would put an end to that now. Yes, had he helped them in the past, but now he was part of the King’s plan. Bring the faeries out into the open, all together and in one place. Wipe them out.  
 
    The only thing standing in the way was the sword. 
 
    “How close are you?” Doakes asked him, later that afternoon, in a secret meeting with Desmos. Eric could hardly stand the man, King’s Special Agent or not. He was another one bent on using Eric for his own ends. The way he looks at me, Eric thought. Like I’m his puppet! 
 
    “Still earning their trust,” he said. “Helping administer their farms. I’ve promised to ship their goods on Grayson ships.” 
 
    Doakes chopped his hand in the air. “Those ships will never reach port. They will be impounded along with all cargo and crew. I won’t help faeries economically, even as part of a deception. With enough money, they could buy alliances, obtain support from abroad. The Spanish will do just about anything for good British silver, and the Portuguese are even worse. No, no. The ships will be seized. We have to keep them weak.” 
 
    “My ships…?” 
 
    “Your ships will be returned to you intact, Lord Grayson. With our thanks, in the end. When we have the sword.” Doakes hardly sounded sincere, or particularly trustworthy. They know my history, Eric thought. They think me a fool. 
 
    “But you must be mindful,” Doakes continued, “you’re operating on a timetable now. As soon as your ships launch with their goods, the clock starts to tick. The faeries will be expecting results. And so will we. You must obtain the weapon before they realize we are playing them false.” 
 
    “The sword?” cut in Desmos. “Does Moonshadow have it?” 
 
    “Moonshadow’s dead,” Eric informed them. “Meadowlark Barb-sprite is in charge now.” 
 
    “Meadowlark?” asked Doakes, chewing his lip. “Which one is that?” 
 
    “He’s an idiot,” said Desmos. “A reprobate among reprobates. When the faeries attacked the King’s ball last year, he was the one wearing the yellow dress!” 
 
    “Oh, that one,” muttered Doakes. 
 
    “He doesn’t have it, either,” said Eric. 
 
    “Then it must be with Theodora,” Desmos said. “Has she given you any sign?” 
 
    “I’ll get it,” Eric said. 
 
    “Timetable,” said Doakes with an annoying shake of his head. “Timetable. We don’t know what spies they might have within our own ranks. This has to remain between us three.” He lowered his voice as if there might in fact be invisible spies lurking here in the Vicar’s sacristy as well. “There were several violent deaths in Newcastle-upon-Tyne two nights ago. We’ve been able to keep it mostly quiet, but the King suspects faeries were behind it—this Wild Hunt of theirs—and he’s getting restless. There is apparently some sort of hidden stronghold near Newcastle. And that means they aren’t all within the confines of their capital city. We have to stop them soon. We have to crush them.” 
 
    “I can’t take a direct approach with Theodora. That won’t work with her. Not yet.” 
 
    “Really?” snickered Doakes. “How hard can it be? Seduce your wife and get us the sword.” 
 
    Eric’s hackles rose. “You don’ t understand how it works. When you make love with a faery…” Eric hesitated. The Vicar made a snigger of disapproval. 
 
    “When you have sexual congress with a faery,” said Doakes in a condescendingly matter-of-fact tone, “they know all your secrets. If you sleep together she’ll know your mind completely. She’d know your deception. Yes, I am very well aware of the ways of the faeries. You’ll just have to seduce her without sleeping with her. Simple enough, isn’t it?” 
 
    Eric turned away. No, it was not so simple at all. 
 
    He felt Doakes’ fingers grip his shoulder. “Without that weapon, we can’t move against the faeries. We’re… we’re just stuck.” 
 
    Eric met his gaze. “I’ll get it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hear now my praise for Herne, Lord of the Forest, God of the Green, the Wild Hunter in the woodland deep. He is the fire on the mountain, the wind in the willows and the churning of the earth beneath our feet. Where his hooves fall, thunder rings out. All of life hangs on his steaming breath. His eyes are ever watchful, and in the lines of his face lay great wisdom and truth.” 
 
    Pox uttered these words loudly, in a voice that rang with religious zeal. As he spoke he levitated several feet above the ground, his arms outstretched to the noonday sky above. 
 
    Looking suitably spiritual, Theodora thought, even wearing the red robes of a priest of Herne. A crowd of onlookers had gathered, taking time out from their early-morning frolicks and merrymaking. The northwest corner of Seelie Park had become the faeries’ answer to Hyde Park. Any could speak their mind here and a crowd was always ready at hand, especially for such a charismatic speaker as the Prime Hunter of the Winter Court.  
 
    “When I was a young faery,” Pox continued, “when first I joined the Wild Hunt, the Horned God made himself known to me. I looked upon his face with my own eyes. Yea, I saw the true face of Herne.” He bowed his head slightly. “I can not describe to you the feelings I felt that day, or quite frankly, every day since. I am no bard or singer. But I will tell you this. I was changed. 
 
    “Herne’s name is the first word from my lips when I rise in the morning. His is the shoulder I lean on, the helping hand that I reach for, the breeze across my face at the end of the day. He is everything to me.” 
 
    On the outskirts of the crowd, Theodora observed the observers. She hadn’t realized Pox was a priest of Herne. She knew very little of him, had previously considered him just one of Dresdemona’s mindless thugs. Perhaps that had once been the case, but with the downfall of Aldebaran and Dresdemona, a gap had been created in the Winter Court power structure and Pox had risen to fill the void. 
 
    He was known as a great fighter and, as a leader of the Hunt, a worshipper of Herne the Hunter. But she’d had no idea before today that he was so devout. Wearing an antlered crown of the priesthood and Herne’s bloody red robe, he cut a fairly impressive religious symbol. 
 
    And it seemed that the cult of Herne was rapidly gathering a substantial following at Everbright. Moonshadow had insisted they admit the Winter Court faeries in order to realize her dream of Everbright as a place that welcomed all faeries. That wonderful idea had gotten her killed. Theodora had no desire to repeat that error, but she had little choice now. The Winter Court were already integrated among them. There was no practical way to separate them, short of civil war. She had no doubt Pox intended someday to vie with Meadowlark for power. His only weakness was his unpopularity among a population consisting mostly of Summer Court folk who favored Mother Moon. But in recent days he’d taken steps to address that insufficiency. She shuddered to think what would happen if he were in charge and his murderous Wild Hunt held sway. 
 
    “He is the father of all,” continued Pox, “and every wild thing is precious in his heart.” 
 
    He smiled benevolently down upon his audience. “As Mother Moon is beautiful and graceful, Herne is violent and terrible. We can not have one without the other. I ask you now to embrace them both!” 
 
    A chorus of intrigued muttering rose from the crowd. 
 
    Pox raised his hands affably to quell the dissent. “Moonlight sustains us, yes, gives us strength. But there is more to the story. The forest shelters us, the forest nurtures us, feeds us. Herne is in your blood, too. You know this. And blood strengthens blood. Blood nurtures blood. Blood sustains blood.”  
 
    “He’s not wrong,” said Nyx, a young faery standing next to Theodora.  
 
    She had known Nyx ever since he’d emerged from his mushroom a half-dozen years ago. She had taken an interest in the boy from the start, recognizing some of Moon Dancer’s blood in him. They were cousins at least, and perhaps as close as half-brother and sister. Nyx had always struck her as a quiet and thoughtful boy. He was a crafter and skilled with his hands. Eccobius had taken a liking to the boy as well and made a sort of apprentice of him, tutoring him in advanced mathematics, geometry and architectural design. Nyx had proven himself very talented in these areas and, when the faery’s market had been open, worked a stall where he sold intricate wooden puzzle boxes to the British. 
 
    “You’ve always followed Mother Moon,” she said. 
 
    “Sure, but does it have to be one or the other? Can’t we respect both? There’s a lot to this Horned God, you know.” 
 
    She realized the many ways Nyx’s life was so different from hers. He had lived underground at Barrow Downes only for a short time. And now, as he reached manhood, he enjoyed the light and freedom of Everbright as if the liberation of the faeries had been nothing unusual at all. His was a new generation with an unprecedented outlook. Not surprisingly, they would be open to new ideas. But what sort of new ideas? 
 
    “Tomorrow begins Mabon,” said Pox. “This is Mea'n Fo'mhair, a three-day celebration to honor the God of the Forest, marking the end of Summer, the coming of Winter. We invite all to join us in a feast and festival hosted by the Winter Court—that is to say, hosted by me. Acorn and russet-wine will flow freely.” 
 
    Pox’s announcement was interrupted by the usual hearty cheer that followed any talk of celebration and freely flowing drink. 
 
    Theodora did not join in. End of summer, beginning of winter. She did not like the sound of that. Neither Pox nor any other member of the Winter Court had discussed this plan with Eccobius or her or Meadowlark. Were they required to? Anyone could organize a festival if they wanted. There were so few rules in Everbright, no real laws or regulations.  
 
    “In a ceremony held at mid-day we will offer libations to the trees—the few trees—that reside within Everbright. As the themes of Mabon are protection, prosperity, security, and self-confidence, I am pleased to announce that there will be two openings for young faeries to join the Wild Hunt. Applicants shall be judged in a martial contest the day after tomorrow. Please note, all aspirants must fast for a full day prior to the contest as purification, and must therefore refrain from food or drink during tomorrow’s festivities.” 
 
    Nyx groaned. “Oh, what a choice.” 
 
    Theodora glanced over at him. “You’re not thinking...?” 
 
    “Of trying out for the Hunt? You bet I am.” 
 
    “Be careful, Nyx. Pox looks reasonable now, but I’ll guarantee he’s a cruel master. I’d stay far away.” 
 
    “Do what you like. I’m pretty terrific with a sword. I practice every day. I can make it. I know I can.” 
 
    “There’s a difference between swordsmanship for sport and for killing.” 
 
    Nyx scoffed. “I’m going to do it. I’m going to join the Wild Hunt.” 
 
    She didn’t like the fire in his eyes. She didn’t like any of this. “Be careful what you wish for, Nyx.” 
 
    He scoffed again. 
 
    She considered asking Meadowlark to outlaw the Hunt outright, but religious oppression was an avenue upon which they must tread lightly. The way of the faeries was freedom and choice. While his ridiculous edicts amused the people so far, an oppressive or overbearing leader would be toppled quite easily. And now she wondered, where had Meadowlark gotten off to anyway? He should be hearing this. It seemed the King of the Faeries was never around when she needed him.  
 
    “Those who compete for the Hunt will be many,” predicted Pox. “Although there are only two openings, I’d like it to be known that any and all applicants will be considered for a place in our new Defense Force.”  
 
    “Defense Force?” Theodora’s question was lost in the muttering of the crowd. Though her voice did not reach his ears distinctly, the general tone of the muttering conveyed her question quite well to Pox, who still hovered on high.  
 
    “As most of you know,” he said, “the Defense Force—under my command—repelled the British military from our borders this past Midsummer’s Eve.” 
 
    Theodora could stand it no longer. “Slaughtered them, you mean?” 
 
    Pox turned his mean little green eyes toward her. “There was a pitched battle. Blood was spilled, of course. I myself took a bayonet to the shoulder.” He indicated the general area of his left shoulder. If Pox had been wounded in that battle, this was the first Theodora had heard of it. 
 
    He nodded thoughtfully. “Blood spilled honors Herne. And I gave some of my own that day. The Defense Force, with Dresdemona’s help, also routed a full battalion of British soldiers in the woods just south of Durham a few months ago—soldiers that were on their way here to destroy us. But the story will not end there. British aggression will not end. We must be prepared for defense of this, our capital city. Defense of Everbright!” 
 
    And now the cheers were all positive. Theodora could do no more.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    James eased Featherwind to a halt. He peered thoughtfully around at the woods. There were few distinguishing features among the oaks and willows of Yorkshire but he thought he recognized a large hump-backed rock beside a fallen, half-decayed spruce. 
 
    He slid down from the saddle and, leaving Featherwind to forage among the rushes, decided to stretch his legs a bit. He walked over to the fallen spruce to check his theory. Yes, it was true. He had passed this way before. He’d circled the woods surrounding Alnwick at least twice already, searching them for any sign of Arcadia or its quiet lake. And it was just no use. No use at all. If the lake was here, it must be hidden in some way, just like the entrances to the caves down below at Everbright. A deceptive glamour to keep intruders away, to make them see empty forest where there existed so much more.  
 
    He’d already run through most of the supplies Gryfflet had given him. What to do next? He hated to simply give up. But there seemed little choice now. 
 
    A muffled voice carried on the wind. With his keen eyesight, he made out a pair of hunters two hundred yards away. They wore coarse waistcoats and dark, seal-skin doublets, baggy breeches and wool stockings. The two were nearly indistinguishable except by the length of their beards and the fact that one wore a woolen Monmouth cap and the other a round-brimmed hat of the type favored by common folk living in rural areas. These men were most likely looking for deer and James feared he could easily be taken for one with those antlers on top of his head. He stood stock still, for he knew that signs of movement were what drew hunter’s eyes. Then, fearing himself still at risk on account of the antlers, he decided to put Gryfflet’s lesson to a test. He reached out for the hunters’ minds. Just a feather touch. He sensed they were both married men, long-time friends, who roamed the woods on weekends hoping for a chance at venison and a few hours respite from their nagging wives.  
 
    James put the thought in their eyes of what they must see if they glanced his way. He was neither a faery nor a deer, but simply an ordinary scrub bush nestled beside the fallen spruce.  
 
    As the men advanced, James kept his new identity firmly in mind. They came straight at him and his heart began to pound as he thought for certain they must see him. At least they hadn’t yet shouldered their rifles. But amazingly they walked right past. They did not recognize him for what he was. One of the men ran his eyes directly over the spot where James crouched in full line of sight and saw nothing suspicious. They went by. 
 
    Success! As Gryfflet had said, such a deception—or practical joke as James preferred to think of it—was not difficult at all.  
 
    But everything changed when the men encountered Featherwind just a few yards away. They exclaimed loudly over the horse. A beautiful specimen, left alone out here in the woods. They began to search the saddlebag for some indication of its owner. They would find none. Threadneedle was as inconspicuous as the wind. He left no trail behind. But inevitably, James realized, they would strip off the bag and hostelry and take the horse as their own.  
 
    He stood up. Now, he thought, his ability to put on a glamour would be put to a proper test. He renewed the link to the two men, just for an instant, replacing his image of thorn bush with the likeness of Lord Eric Grayson. 
 
    “Ho there! Good fellows!” he shouted as he crashed clumsily through the bramble. Without thinking much about it, he had automatically dressed the image of his father in a fine waistcoat and silk breeches rather than more suitable riding togs. He seemed completely out of place. James quickly added a torn sleeve and several smudges of dark soil as he emerged from the foliage. 
 
    “Now what goes on here, I don’t know,” said the man in the Monmouth cap. Both men seemed disconcerted that they had not already seen this striking figure of an aristocrat as they had just passed by. The man in the round hat lowered his rifle from his shoulder but kept it pointed half off the ground.  
 
    “Who are ye?” asked the man in the Monmouth cap, rather warily, “and what can ye be doin’ here?” 
 
    James faltered for a moment. He had no idea what degree of effort was needed in maintaining this illusion. He worried that if he should slip, they would see they had been deceived, leaving him to face a pair of armed and angry men. But if he pushed too hard… 
 
    They already seemed suspicious of him in general. He repeated the feather touch, carefully matching the same image of his father that he’d placed in their eyes a moment ago. 
 
    “I am Lord Grayson,” he said, which was not a lie. “I’ve ridden down from the north—from Graystown.” 
 
    “Never heard of it,” said the man in the Monmouth cap. “What, ah, what are ye doin’ here on mah property?” 
 
    “Lost my way. Looking for Alnwick. I’ve business at the orphanage there.” 
 
    “What type of business?” 
 
    “Arranging for a donation. Charity.” 
 
    “What type of donation?” asked the man with the round-brimmed hat, craning his neck to reexamine James’ clothing. He was perhaps looking for the bulge of a money belt. 
 
    James straightened his spine. “Sir, you presume too much. I’ll just have my horse back, thank you.” 
 
    “Why certainly, sir,” returned the hunter with a sneer. He stepped aside. “Alnwick’s that way, about a mile off.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder.  
 
    James was eager to lead Featherwind away, but was suddenly struck by a fear of turning around. He hadn’t imagined what his father’s backside would look like when he’d planted the image, only the front view. He didn’t know what these men might see. 
 
    “Something wrong, lord?” 
 
    “Drat! I’ve torn my sleeve.” James made a show of fussing over the front of his coat sleeve. “Never mind. I’ll take the matter up with my tailor. Good hunting, sir.” 
 
    “Indeed,” said the hunter, shaking his head at the ridiculously foppish aristocrat. 
 
    The two men turned and began to walk away. James breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    After they had gone, he swung up into the saddle. But now he faced the same predicament as before. “Where shall we go?” he asked Featherwind. “Perhaps just the opposite direction of those two fellows, hey?” 
 
    He nudged the horse’s flank and Featherwind began a slow walk to the north. After only a half a minute James heard a man cry out.  
 
    “Look there! I knew something was off about him!” 
 
    James turned around. The two hunters stood about two hundred yards away. Both rifles had been raised to firing position. 
 
    “Filthy blight!” 
 
    Before James could even turn away, the Monmouth cap fired. The ball struck a glancing blow off one of James’ antlers, not six inches from his face. Though the impact caused no pain, James felt the jarring force of the shot all the way down to his skull and his head jerked painfully to the side. Featherwind raised her head at the sound and began a dash away from the scene, but another shot rang out. 
 
    Featherwind broke stride to buck slightly. She’d made no sound but James knew she’d been hit. Still, the battle-trained war horse recovered immediately and surged forward, without any urging from its concerned rider.  
 
    James let the horse run, carrying them far out of range of the pedestrian hunters. After a mile or two, Featherwind calmed and slowed to a walk. She gave no sign of the pain except a repetitive flicking of her tail at her backside as if swatting at a persistent horsefly biting over and over.  
 
    James dismounted. As he had feared, the horse had taken a ball shot to the backside. With its rider out of the saddle, the horse stood quietly. She tried to move as little as possible, but shook her mane nervously as if casting imaginary fleas from her neck. 
 
    James stroked her thick neck. “Sorry about that, old girl,” he whispered. “I’ll do my best to make it right.” 
 
    He inspected the wound. It wasn’t bleeding very much and he assumed, judging from the distance, the ball had not gone too deep. He would still need to dig it out, and then place a poultice against infection. “Just sit tight,” he said, though obviously the horse had no intention of moving around. As an instinctual reaction to being injured, she stood stock still. She was hurting. 
 
    James spent the next few hours wandering around the woods in search of whatever medicinal herbs he could find. He was in luck. He spotted some agrimony growing among the hedgerows, with its spikes of yellow flowers, an excellent wound herb useful for stopping bleeding and easing pain. He also found some wood avens growing among the weeds, which the faeries called the ‘blessed herb’, known for being a potent analgesic. Between these two he brewed up a brown pulpy poultice that had a strong clove-like smell. He gave Featherwind a few avens roots to chew on and opened his folding knife. This wasn’t going to be easy and, working at the rear of such a powerful horse, he had no desire to be kicked senseless. First, he would try to establish a rapport. 
 
    James leaned forward, caressing the horse’s neck with both hands. To better establish the connection, he formed a mental image of Threadneedle—imagining the bold faery’s cheerful but scarred face, the wide-brimmed feather hat he often wore.  
 
    The link begun, James concentrated on taking away the horse’s pain. He had done this often enough with injured faeries but never with a horse. It surprised him to find that Featherwind seemed to know exactly what he was trying to do. She bared her thoughts to him, and they were relatively simple and straightforward. She missed her master Threadneedle. She had understood that she was on loan to James and found him pleasant enough but now, inured and in pain, she wanted her master. James had no idea how he might return the horse to Threadneedle save to bring it back with him to Everbright. But that problem could wait until later on. 
 
    He did his best to soothe the horse, taking the full extent of the pain unto himself. Maintaining the connection, he moved to the rear of the horse. The pain made him feel a bit nauseous and sick. His hand shook a little from the strain, and this did not serve his purposes very well either. He opened a folding knife Threadneedle kept in his saddle, a three-inch blade that had a bone slab handle with brass fittings.  
 
    As he’d suspected, the ball had not gone too deep into Featherwind’s muscular buttocks and came out easily with very little fuss from the horse. Through his mental connection, James was the one who felt the cut of the knife, the sharp, probing tip and the eventual relief as the lead ball popped out. He slowly broke the link and slathered the wound with the warm poultice. It didn’t seem fair to drive Featherwind any further today and he had no clear direction anyway. Perhaps it would be best to return to Everbright in the morning. He set about finding some more ryegrass and saltbush to feed his stalwart patient. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tink. Tink-tink-tink. 
 
    Eccobius’ elegant fingers plucked the notes out on the tines of the kalimba. Theodora had found the instrument, an African thumb-piano, among Dresdemona’s possessions in the master bedroom.  
 
    Eccobius shook his head sadly. “No. I’m afraid this isn’t any use at all. There’s still that question of skipping a half-beat in the time signature. My fingers just aren’t fast enough. No one could do it, not without the time-skip trick.” 
 
    “The Effranil trick,” grumbled Theodora. “And that leaves us right back at the beginning.” 
 
    “I’ve been experimenting with some of the operas by Beluggi. He employed some very odd time signatures. But it’s still not quite right.” 
 
    “Beluggi,” repeated Theodora. “I know some Beluggi.” 
 
    “Do you?” The ancient faery’s eyes always brightened when discussing the rare topic of human music. 
 
    “Yes. I saw The Wives of Napoli performed with a full orchestra in the London opera house.” 
 
    “Ahh, when I was a younger man I used to put on a haughty glamour and sneak into the Royal at Covent Garden. Never the Wives of Napoli, though. That must have been wonderful!” 
 
    Theodora didn’t quite know how to reply. She remembered that evening with crystal clarity. Holding hands with her husband, sitting in their box on the second balcony, both of their children safely tucked away at Grayson Hall in the care of their Nanny. She had worn a flowing, off-white ballgown, silk ribbons in her hair, and the human face of Lady Theodora. By that point in their marriage, she had become so comfortable in that disguise, it had become second-nature to put aside her faery heritage, her mission to steal the Silvered Lens from Lord Grayson forgotten, and just simply sit back and enjoying what the height of human society had to offer. The music was spirited, the string section divine, the woodwinds perfectly syncopated. She had enjoyed it immensely at the time. But what about now? 
 
    Looking back on her life, that entire era seemed little more than a dream. A comfortable house, a loving family, carriage rides in the evenings, a roaring fire in the grate, the warm embrace of a devoted husband. And in the mirror, the face of Theodora Grayson, the Lady Changeling, smiled genteelly back at her. Everything in its proper place. She had been happy. But had it been real? 
 
    “No good,” grumbled Eccobius, setting the kalimba back down on the table. “It’s just no use. I’ll never get it right.” 
 
    Standing behind hm, she placed a hand on his shoulder. “It wasn’t meant to be. That’s all.” 
 
    A noisy cheer rose up from the park. Theodora stepped to the window. Eccobius’ office, high atop the West Tower, offered an expansive view of Seelie Park below. Just past sunset, the festivities of Mabon were in full swing. Wreaths of ivy had been strung up on all the lamp posts, garnered with pine cones and colorful gourds. The faery streetlights all shone in orange and russet, maroon and gold—the colors of the season. The streets were alive with faeries celebrating the Winter Court holiday for the first time, singing, dancing, making love. “Look at them all. Living free, that’s all they want. All we’ve ever wanted.” 
 
    “You should go down there yourself,” said Eccobius. “Enjoy the night, enjoy the festival. There’s nothing more we can do here.” 
 
    “We have to think about evacuating the town, abandoning the city. We can’t vouchsafe everyone’s safety if the caves should collapse.” 
 
    “What would an evacuation even look like?” he asked. “Without the caves beneath Barrow Downes to retreat to, where would we go?” 
 
    “We’d have to take to burrows hidden in the woods or, wearing perpetual glamours, try to hide in plain sight among the humans. I was able to do it, for twenty years.” 
 
    “Aye, you did it, but you had help. And with sentiment running so high against us now, some are bound to be found out and—who knows?—probably killed. I’m too old for this. Sweet Mother Moon, I don’t want to go through that all over again.” 
 
    “Neither do I, but… without the Effranil…” 
 
    “Some of the buildings will fall,” he warned, “Definitely the towers. My beautiful towers. But not yet. We’ve still some time left.” 
 
    “There is a woman, an old hag who lives somewhere in the western woods. Meadowlark visited her there. He said she’d designed a pocket dimension in the trees. She’d know how to keep the caves open.”  
 
    “Do you mean Black Annis? She’s Winter Court, an insane monster who feasts on the flesh of children. Theodora, you can’t be thinking of asking that one for help. And when Meadowlark last left her, it had not been on good terms. He insisted she would eat the flesh off his bones if he tried to approach her again.” 
 
    “I could try.” 
 
    “Nonsense. You go down there,” Eccobius said, indicating the park below. “Enjoy the festival for now. One last festival in Everbright. Three days of Mabon. After it’s done, we’ll decide what to do. I don’t want to think about it now anyway. My old bones are tired. I’m going to bed. But you should be down there. Sing a song, have a frolick with your King.” 
 
    “Celebrate Herne?” 
 
    Eccobius shrugged. “A festival is a festival.”  
 
    “That’s just the problem. We never did it this way at the Summer Court. Drinking and merrymaking is one thing, but a celebration of violence? Martial tournaments tomorrow, the revivification of the Wild Hunt. Can’t you see where this leads? Can’t any of them?” 
 
    Theodora leaned out the window. She did not like what she saw at all. Too many of her friends had put on the antlers and war paint of Herne, even if they were just acting out a fantasy. This was her fault. She had led the faeries here—to an all-too-conspicuous central location. Out of hiding. Out in plain sight. If they did not set things right with the British and soon, war would come to Everbright. And although the Herne followers might revel in it, she knew such a path could only lead to disaster. 
 
    She saw Meadowlark, the King of the Faeries—sweet, crazy, carefree Meadowlark—near the south end of the park. He danced wildly about, performing a bizarre version of the Spring Hitch amid a circle of cheering faeries on the south lawn. He was stumbling drunk again and in no condition to properly perform the martial dance of the Summer Court. He staggered and swayed, fighting off imaginary attackers, knees buckling, and making all sorts of mistakes. He seemed aware of his shortcomings, but not particularly concerned with them, using a leap in the air or a partial levitation to cover his mis-steps. The crowd loudly appreciated his comic performance. He capped it all off by falling backwards on his ass and, giving up at last, he mimicked receiving a lethal thrust by his nonexistent opponent. He gasped and arched his back in the mock death throes. 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for, darling,” Theodora whispered, taking careful note of those near him. The audience acted out mock-concern for the welfare of their King. 
 
     Theodora kept a sharp eye out for possible assassins. There was at least one among them, someone who had tried to poison her a few months ago. She suspected it had been Bluebell, one of Dresdemona’s deadly little minions. Bluebell never appeared in her true form anymore. Shrouded in glamour, she walked secretly among them, plotting whatever malevolent nonsense the Winter Court might desire. There were so many glamours among them tonight; even now at least half the merrymakers had put on some type of disguise either in a sense of fun or fantasy role-play. 
 
    “Go down there,” urged Eccobius. “I’m off to bed.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Pox took another swig of acorn wine. The thick syrupy fluid scorched his throat as it went down. And then went straight to his head. The faery tap room spun slightly as he moved, leaning forward to adjust his weight on the stool. The noises of the holiday celebration circled him like a tornado—spirited singing, uproarious arguments, moans of pleasure, a grunt of release. Two faery musicians competed for attention, one playing a lute and one blowing a flute. He sat, it seemed, at the epicenter, calm within himself. The acorn wine temporarily quelled his craving for mushroom flesh. If only it were available year ‘round, he might’ve been able to break Mu’urcala’s hold on him. That is, if he’d be willing to stumble around, perpetually drunk… a small price to pay, to be free from the nagging claws of the mother mushroom.  
 
    “We should make the rounds,” whispered Bekla, at his shoulder. “The people need to see you. You should be walking among them, not hiding in some out-of-the-way tavern.” 
 
    Pox grumbled softly. “You’re probably right,” he said. “I’ll do it. I’ll do it. One more mug of wine...” 
 
    He rapped the empty tankard against the counter. “More wine!” he roared. A cheer rang out across the tap room. For a moment he thought they were cheering him. He ran his eyes across the assemblage of faeries present in the room. Most were Winter Court, loyalists who kept themselves close to their leader, hoping perhaps to ingratiate themselves to him. He cared for none of them. When his eyes met Bekla’s she frowned at him. She was loyal. A good angel to have at his shoulder, especially when drunk. His thoughts kept wandering back to Kithreel, the ancient priest he had left crumpled on the floor at Deepgrave. Of them all, the old faery actually meant something to him—he had been teacher, mentor, protector, adviser. Pox knew he would never see Kithreel alive again. In the end, the old man’s weakness—mushroom flesh—had destroyed him. And the same affliction was slowly eating away at the troops Pox had left in reserve at the cemetery base. He had to find a way to expedite his plan. 
 
    Brown syrup splashed into his mug. As soon as the barkeep filled the cup, he raised it to his lips to take another fiery drink. The acorn wine soothed his addiction, but did not wash away his troubles. He drank half the cup, and when the mug’s rim went down below his line of sight again he saw Rainbird across the room, a drink in her hand, her body swaying slightly in time with the music. 
 
    She wore a tight, black leather bodice that showed off the neon glow of the phosphorescent battle tattoos on her arms. Her breasts were small but, propped up by the skimpy bodice and covered with a thin sheen of sweat, made a sight to draw the eye of anyone present. Skin-tight leggings showed off the rest of her slim, athletic body. This was no glamour. She was a hard, fit warrior with many years’ experience, one of his fiercest lieutenants in the Hunt. As bloodthirsty as they come. Yes, he thought, licking the last of the wine from his lips, she had many worthwhile qualities. When he took his place as King of Everbright he would need a consort at least, if not a queen. He didn’t like the sound of a queen, such an arrangement sounded too much like sharing power. He could do without that. But a consort? 
 
    Rainbird laughed and the sound cut across the noisy tavern and straight to his ears. Bluebell stood beside her, standing very close. Pox noted their hands were nearly intertwined, Bluebell’s index finger tracing a delicate, playful line along Rainbird’s wrist and knuckles. Was there something going on between them? Bluebell’s kiss was as deadly as Rainbird’s sabre tip. A hot flare of jealousy burned through his chest. Or maybe it was just the acorn wine. His perceptions were really getting hazy. He’d had enough. He shouldn’t let his guard down, even if it was Mabon. He didn’t think the Summer Court could summon up an assassin capable of doing him any harm, but there were those among his own people, always someone looking for advancement. Bah, he thought, let them try, for amusement’s sake. None of them could take me in a fight even if drunk. But still… 
 
    Bluebell and Rainbird. A kiss and a sabre thrust. 
 
    He pushed the tankard away, then reached for it again. He raised it up and drained it off. All right, he thought, perhaps a walk in the night air would do me some little good. 
 
    He wiped his weary face with his hands and when he was done Rainbird stood before him.  
 
    “How goes your festival?” 
 
    Startled, Pox gathered himself. Her hair was dark crimson, the exact color of clotting blood. “Well enough. Just getting ready to go outside. On a night like this, the people need to see their leader.” He put a nasty twist on the last word. 
 
    “Don’t be in such a hurry,” she said, stepping very close. “Have a drink with me first.” Her breath, so close, smelled of acorn and honeysuckle. 
 
    “Had enough,” he said, but he didn’t push her away. 
 
    She chuckled softly, a cruel, enticing sound. She ran a finger along the curve of his shoulder, circling it around the outline of the chest muscles beneath his shirt. 
 
    “Bluebell and I were thinking. Why don’t you let us take Theodora? Bluebell will get her to tell us what we want to know. Before she dies, that is.” 
 
    He should consider the idea. He did feel the need to accelerate the plan. There was a sense of pressure building all around them. A threat of imminent collapse. Something was wrong at Everbright. 
 
    “Not yet,” he snapped. He was firm. Let her know that I’m in charge. 
 
    “Bluebells says—” 
 
    “I don’t care what Bluebell says. I’m sure she says all sorts of things when you two are alone—makes all sorts of sweet little noises, doesn’t she? I’m not interested.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    Rainbird pushed him back down onto the stool. She sat full on his lap, facing him. Grinding her hips just a little she added, “Do you want to find out what sounds I make?” 
 
    She leaned forward to kiss him on the lips. 
 
    Just as their mouths touched, Pox backhanded her across the side of the face. Rainbird grunted softly but maintained her perch on his lap.  
 
    Pox ran his eyes across the room, to make sure which of his supporters had noticed the action. He caught a scowl on Bluebell’s pretty face. 
 
    “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to,” he growled at Rainbird. “You can’t manipulate me like that. You can’t control me. I’m not led around by my cock like the others.” 
 
    Rainbird flicked an index finger—a tiny motion but Pox saw it and knew what it meant. It was a signal to Bluebell, calling her off from making a move against him. 
 
    He saw a fleck of blood at the corner of her mouth. Pox remembered the time, many years ago, they had faced each other in the arena. The day he made Rainbird bleed. His heart raced a little now, quickened by a murderous passion. Despite his admonitions to the contrary, his cock did stiffen just a bit. Still sitting on his lap, Rainbird could not fail to notice. 
 
    She laughed and shifted her weight, bearing down on the nascent bulge.  
 
    He threw her aside.  
 
    Nimble as ever, she stretched toward the floor as she fell, turned a half-cartwheel and wound up solidly on her feet.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Theodora exited the West Tower, the pungent scent of myrrh and sage attacked her nostrils. Mabon. Three days of this, she wondered. That’s excessive even for faery-folk. 
 
    A pair of young faeries darted across her path, scattering offerings of nuts and seed pods at the base of each tree as they went. The high branches were adorned with hanging wreathes of dried leaves, acorns, and pine cones to honor those who had passed over to the far side of the Hunt. She decided to make her way to the southern corner, the last known position of Merry Meadowlark. A cup of acorn wine was offered to her but she refused it, taking a handful of sliced apples from a tray of bread, nuts, and pomegranate seeds. She stopped dead in her tracks when she spotted Eric a few yards away, leaning against the trunk of an old oak tree. Her husband had put aside his fancy clothes in favor of a simple tweed jacket over a shirt of dark indigo-colored denim. He looked more the part of gentleman farmer than English Lord. Perhaps a preview of things to come? 
 
    She held back, just watching him as he watched the crowd. She thought of disguising herself but didn’t bother. Really, she should go and speak to him. But then again, he’d been so carefully avoiding her all this time. It seemed clear he didn’t want her anymore. Why pick at old wounds? Maybe she should just leave things alone. 
 
    She expected to see a disapproving sneer on his face as he gazed upon the sins of gluttony, drunkenness and lust made plain before him. But instead he looked happy. He was actually enjoying the festival, swaying slowly to the music, even smiling a bit. How had he come to be so accepting now of their ways? Another change. She could hardly believe it. She should speak with him. 
 
    She started forward to do just that but immediately lurched back again. A faery woman had approached her husband. She was a rather extravagant faery, possibly a member of the Winter Court. Theodora had seen her around Everbright now and again but could not quite remember her name. Her hair was long and flowing, the same honey-blonde as Theodora’s own, when she chose to be Clarimonde, and adorned with tiny flickering faery lights in red and orange, the colors of Mabon. A long gown of blue spider-silk flowed from her bare shoulders to the tops of her ankles, so fine it was practically see-through. She handed Eric a small wooden cup and he sniffed at the drink and took a tentative sip. In no time they were talking animatedly, Eric laughing and smiling. Theodora stood transfixed, watching. She thought she knew what must come next and sure enough the blonde faery took Eric’s hand and gave it a suggestive little squeeze. She leaned close to whisper in his ear. 
 
    A smile still on his face, Eric shook his head and made his apologies. The girl did a little twirl, offering him a second and final chance at her affections, but still he shook his head. The faery woman waved good-bye and flitted away. Eric watched her go, a pleasant blush on his cheeks. 
 
    Here was her husband, middle-aged and sporting quite a few gray hairs of late, turning down the pleasures of the flesh. He still hadn’t noticed her watching. She was struck by how old he looked, how unpretentiously he dressed, that luminous smile. She could not avoid the idea that he was mortal and had only a few years left before old age overtook him and bent his back and wrinkled his face. A few years, but he seemed determined to enjoy them. Shouldn’t she do the same? At least for the short time Everbright had left.  
 
    She turned toward the south but had no further need to search for Meadowlark. The King had already found her. He was still staggeringly drunk of course, but at least wearing clothes this time. He’d foresworn the ridiculous white powdered wig but wore instead a glamour of antlers sprouting from each temple. The horns of Herne.  
 
    “Take those off!” she snapped immediately. 
 
    “Why all the kerfluffle?” he asked. “Let loose a little, Clarimonde. Have some fun. Oberon is all settled, he’s safe with Gunnhild and Grimaldi, or…” 
 
    “Chlomaki and Maghella,” she corrected him. 
 
    “Whatever their names, I don’t care. It’s not like they ever answer when I speak to them. Wait! I shouldn’t complain. That’s for the best, isn’t it?” 
 
    Theodora clicked her tongue. “The banshees are nothing to joke about, Meadow.” 
 
    “Hmmm, well, they make excellent nannies anyway. So why worry? Look around. What a wonderful party this is! I never knew Mabon could be this much fun. How come we never celebrated it before?” 
 
    “Because it’s mostly about death and killing.” 
 
    “Oh.” He wrinkled his nose. “So you mean to tell me you’ve never killed anyone? I know that’s not true.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “Me either. I’ve a much better idea. Dance with me!” 
 
    He tossed his empty cup over his shoulder and lurched toward her, clumsily trying to take her hands in his. 
 
    “I don’t want to dance,” she said, shaking him off. “You see, I know the truth. And the truth is, I’ve got the same damn problems as before—too many problems. The ground beneath our feet is likely to give way any second.” 
 
    He bent one knee in a jerky motion as if adjusting to a sudden earthquake. “Whoops! There it goes!” 
 
    “That’s not funny!” 
 
    Meadowlark’s ridiculous smile melted into an expression of true concern. Perhaps he didn’t mean to be such an ass. “Just a little jest.” 
 
    “How can you joke about it?” said Theodora, thinking of the faery children trapped inside their caretaker mushrooms.  
 
    “Well, what else are we supposed to do? Really, all this brooding and worrying isn’t good for you, Clarimonde.” 
 
    “No. It’s not. But pretending nothing’s wrong won’t help either.”  
 
    She felt suddenly on the brink of tears, and she really didn’t want Meadowlark to see. “Go back to the party,” she said, turning half away. “I need to go visit an old friend.” 
 
    *** 
 
    An attendant dumped some more water on the coal-fired grill. Another gout of steam blossomed from the hot coals, adding to the oppressive heat inside the tent. In accordance with the rules, Nyx had neither drunk nor eaten anything all day. He sat cross-legged around the fire pit, a link in the circular chain of perhaps twenty young faeries present, all with their heads drooping down, their eyes in various stages of closure. Sweat trickled slowly down the sides of his face but he had long given up on wiping it away.  
 
    Ash sat beside him, the next link in the chain. Nyx noticed his friend once again glancing toward the entrance of the tent. Or perhaps, he thought, to Ash’s way of thinking the tent slit could be better described as an exit. 
 
    “If you want to leave,” Nyx whispered, “then just go.” 
 
    Ash took a weary breath. “It’s not that I want to leave, but… you know, we’re missing out on all the fun.” 
 
    Nyx didn’t need to be reminded. The sweat-tent sat at the northwest corner of the park, and sounds easily penetrated its canvas walls. They had been treated to various sounds of merriment all day, and night time had only intensified the music and outcries of pleasure all around them outside. “There’ll be other festivals,” he said. 
 
    “Just wondering,” replied Ash, “have you ever tasted acorn wine?” 
 
    Nyx shot him an incredulous look. The answer was obvious. Everbright had never celebrated Mabon before. 
 
    “I know,” continued Ash. “It’s just that… I hear that if you have a few cupfuls of the stuff… and then make love… well, the intensity…” 
 
    “Just go and find out. We’ll get along without you tomorrow. The way I see it, there’ll be time for acorn wine and thundering orgasms later. This is my one chance at the Hunt.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” admitted Ash. “But do you really think we’ve got a chance? I mean look around. Some of these fighters are Winter Court.” 
 
    “We’ve practiced enough. And we’re plenty good enough. We’ll just have to see what they’ve got. We had Threadneedle, and there’s no better teacher for swordplay than he, Winter Court or not.” 
 
    “Where’s he gone? Do you think we’ll ever see him again?” 
 
    “Off on some mysterious mission, probably. He’ll be back.” 
 
    “I always wanted to be like him,” admitted Ash. “He comes and goes as he likes. He doesn’t owe anybody anything. Takes no orders.” 
 
    Nyx scoffed. “Threadneedle’s alright, but the Hunt is better.” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “Sure. It’s legendary, right?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “And they say you get to see Herne himself,” added Nyx, “At the initiation. Won’t that be something? The Lord of the Forest.” 
 
    “Yes, but… I’d take Threadneedle over Pox any day. That man has the meanest eyes I’ve ever seen. Gives me the creeps.” 
 
    “I’ll bet he’s not so bad once you get to know him. Once you’re in the club, right? You’ll see. Just relax. We’ve almost made it through the first day already. Settle down. Tomorrow we’ll fight, and win. Stop worrying about everything all the time.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Visiting an old friend. Theodora had roped off the little grove of emotion trees at the northwest corner of the park earlier in the day. She didn’t want anyone to come crashing through here, trying to play a song and trampling the new saplings. She could just imagine some drunken Winter Court idiot doing just that. Or Meadowlark. 
 
    Carefree capering Meadowlark. His total lack of responsibility constantly annoyed her. But what did she expect? That’s just the way he is, has always been. He hasn’t changed in a hundred years. He never will. 
 
    No, she corrected herself, that’s not true. He had changed. Where he had been shallow and self-centered before, only playing at lovemaking, he had somehow developed true feelings for her somewhere along the line. His love for her was real, she had no doubt of that. And coming so soon after her breakup with Eric, with her heart ‘on the rebound’ as they say, she had fallen for Meadow’s charms. And his charms were many. His off-beat smile, his lovably carefree attitude, his playful nature. 
 
    So different from her husband. 
 
    Eric had been much on her mind lately. Ever since little Oberon had come into her life, everything had changed for her once again. Parenting was serious business. The faeries, who preferred to leave such tiresome duties to the caretaker mushrooms, did not understand it at all. Meadowlark made a perfect playmate for Oberon, and the two could laugh and frolick all day long. But that was not the proper way to raise a child. Children needed to learn responsibility and ethics, proper etiquette and concern for the welfare of others—all lessons Meadowlark was ill-equipped to teach and most likely to undermine at every opportunity.  
 
    She had nothing but fond memories of raising James and Nora, her two beautiful children. They had both turned out even better than she’d expected. Nora had become a determined, self-reliant girl, an accomplished actress living on her own in London. She had realized her dreams already and would achieve new heights in the years to come. Now, thought Theodora, if she would only find a suitable man and marry… but that was another story.  
 
    She felt extremely proud of James as well. He was thoughtful and kind, a perfect healer, determined only to help others whenever he could. My son, the doctor, she mused.  
 
    And Theodora attributed her success with the children in equal measure to Eric’s steady hand. He had been such a good example for them. A man who represented kindness and generosity, who acted always with a cool gentle power, a businessman and benefactor, a man of high moral standing. All the fatherly attributes that Meadowlark sorely lacked.  
 
    Meadowlark or Eric, merriment or responsibility, Clarimonde or Theodora. She seemed always poised on a razor’s edge, swinging this way or that.  
 
    And now seeing Eric around Everbright. Enjoying himself. Enjoying himself! 
 
    And she should do the same. Eccobius was right. Let tomorrow take care of itself. Faeries were meant to frolick and have fun, not manage cities above ground. A laudable goal—a capital city where faeries could exist unharassed and out in the open. A fool’s errand. Everbright was rapidly becoming more nightmare than dream. 
 
    Kneeling beside the grove of young emotion trees, Theodora felt a subtle trembling beneath the earth. The strain on the last remnants of Moonshadow’s magic, a mounting pressure manifesting itself as a constant low-level rumbling. A stew pot, boiling over, ready to blow. Surely, they must all feel it—everyone in the park, everyone in the city. And yet, no one, outside of her and Eccobius, seemed to care. 
 
    What would she do when it all came crashing down? 
 
    What would any of them do? 
 
    She found herself thinking of Grayson Hall in a warm, familiar light. It was still her house. Let the faeries scatter again, go underground again. She had a place she could always return to. She could not pretend she’d ever been unhappy there. The beautiful estate, quiet walks among her flower gardens and topiary, the stable and horses, weekend trips to London for an opera or play, fine food and wine, a deep sense of security and love. A perfect place to retire and rest, and watch her children (and potential grandchildren) prosper and grow, even if she must take on a human glamour and hold it forever. Her life with the Graysons had been much more than just a pleasant fantasy. It could easily become reality again. 
 
    I can’t be blissfully ignorant and carefree like the others. I just can’t, and it’s not because I’m pretending to be an Englishwoman either. I’m not pretending anything anymore. This is me. This is who I am.  
 
    She leaned forward, seeking out the little sapling she had planted atop Moonshadow’s body. By tradition, deceased faeries merged spirits with a tree or other plant, to strengthen the bond between nature and the fey folk, the union of faeries and the land. One of the new emotion trees seemed the perfect match for her sister’s eternal rest. But unlike Moon Dancer, whose presence had been apparent within the great ash tree for years after her death, Theodora could sense no trace of her sister’s soul in this grove. And this saddened her. Where had she gone? Where did she belong, if not here, at Everbright? 
 
    Theodora missed Moonshadow more than ever. She missed having such a friend to talk to, a sister and also a guide. A symbol of how a life should be run, of how virtuous and perfect a faery could be, with just a little effort. But Moonshadow hadn’t been well-suited for the role of leader. She’d been too soft, too accommodating, too merciful. When things got rough, kindness was not always the best answer. Before Moonshadow, Moon Dancer had been the perfect leader for many, many years. Moon Dancer had been kind and just, but also strong and even violent when necessary. She had even gone so far as to arrange the death of a young girl in order to put Theodora in place with the Grayson family. The ancient matriarch had been of a hardier breed. Some had called them the Vitae. But the old guard were gone. They were gone. Or am I the one, Theodora wondered. I have schemed and plotted, stolen and deceived with the best of them, and even killed, in the name of my faery nation. Is that what Everbright needs? Someone like me? 
 
    Oh Mother Moon! Here I am one minute running off to Grayson Hall, the next I’m pretending to be the savior of the faery people. 
 
    Moonshadow, am I going insane? 
 
    One minute I’m hot in Meadowlark’s arms and the next I’m thinking about Eric’s firm kiss. 
 
    Tears splashed down onto Moonshadow’s grave. In one ear Theodora heard the songs and drunken mayhem of the faeries’ revelry, in the other she heard the frightened wails of the children down below.  
 
    Everbright or Grayson Hall? 
 
    Meadowlark or Eric? 
 
    Who was she really? Clarimonde or Lady Grayson? There was no middle ground. The Lady Changeling must choose.  
 
    Choose. 
 
    Choose, damn it! 
 
    A crack of thunder split the air, so close it forced her hands to her ears and still struck her momentarily deaf. One of the stroiata-arbae fell forward amid a flash of bright light, nearly striking her shoulder. The tree’s signal emotion, raucous delight, washed over her in a powerful wave. The feeling was so out of place, she felt almost violated. 
 
    What kind of stupid prank is this now, she wondered, furious at the destruction of the precious tree. If Meadowlark was responsible for this… 
 
    But this had nothing to do with Meadowlark. A tall, oblong patch of reality blurred and warped right in front of her eyes, stretching aside just far enough to allow a pair of tall, elegant figures to step across the divide. The portal snapped shut with a deep basso thump that rattled her bones.  
 
    The Effranil had arrived. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    James lay down to sleep, feeling even more dejected than before. He stirred restlessly in his makeshift bedroll of rags and saddle blanket. The sky was clear tonight, an improvement over the cloudy shroud that had hidden the stars the past few nights. The moon sat low and nearing full.  
 
    It had a been a trying day. And after all the effort he’d expended on glamours, eluding angry hunters and healing poor Featherwind, he had nothing to show for it. The horse slept a few feet away, sedated by the avens roots. She lay in an awkward position, her injured rump sticking up out of the grass. James felt terrible about the horse’s injury, though he was certain she would recover in the end. Worst of all was his abject failure at finding any hint of the hidden faery stronghold of Arcadia. He stared up at the night sky, hoping to soak up some energy—or at least a whiff of inspiration—courtesy of dear Mother Moon. Though most of the Summer Court faeries swore they received healthful bursts of energy from the moon, James had never really felt the matron’s restorative touch. Even now, he felt nothing. 
 
    Here in the woods, it occurred to him he was also nestled in the stronghold of Herne the Hunter. Merrywhistle had told him that the great Forest God inhabited all the woods in England and beyond, and lent grace and sustenance to those worthies within his purview, but James felt no such connection. At this point, he would even settle for a visit from the annoying little faun himself. But that didn’t happen either. 
 
    He seemed doomed to wander, never knowing what he was or what he was supposed to do. Perhaps such could be said to be the lot of all men, he mused, but he wasn’t an ordinary man. He was a misfit half-breed, a lonely wanderer with no country to call his own. 
 
    Again, as had happened a few nights ago, the air around him began to grow thick with moonlight. This time, however, he certainly was awake. The shimmering motes coalesced just above his body, combining together to create a glowing arc here, a slender curve here, bright moonlight against the forest dark. The silvery light took on a familiar shape. As he watched, it became the image of a faery woman, hovering only an inch or so above his body. He recognized the face—that face—the smooth round, hairless head, perfectly formed, the wispy eyebrows and lush, moon-white lashes, the pleasant cheeks, those full, sensuous lips curving now into a pleasant smile.  
 
    “Moonshadow,” he said. It was not a question this time. Under the fuller moon, the ghostly form had taken on a much more substantial appearance than before. She was still somewhat translucent but she had always had the ethereal glow of moonlight on her skin. She gazed down at him, separated by no more than an inch, with a puzzled look on her face. 
 
    Perhaps she doesn’t recognize me, looking like this, he thought. But that wasn’t right. She had seen his faery form before. Perhaps she doesn’t recognize herself. Perhaps she is lost and alone, just like I am. 
 
    “Moonshadow, do you know? Do you know what happened?” 
 
    “I know.” She smiled. 
 
    How can she smile, he wondered, knowing she’s dead?  
 
    “Moonshadow, I don’t—” 
 
    She put a finger to his lips. He could almost feel it. It silenced him just as well. 
 
    “You’re looking for the lake,” she said, “You’re looking for Arcadia.” 
 
    “I am,” he said, a bit reluctantly. Arcadia was not what he most wanted to talk about just now. 
 
    “It lies two leagues to the west. You’ll find a copse of blue fir trees there but the trees aren’t real. It’s a glamour. The sigil word is ainamandil. It’s old tongue. It means evergreen.” 
 
    “I know what it means.” 
 
    She smiled again. She was so beautiful. James had known Moonshadow for almost five years, ever since he’d begun visiting the Summer Court at Barrow Downes. She’d been young for a faery, only slightly older than he, but as the story went she was half-sister to his mother Theodora. As such he had always regarded her as a young sort of auntie. But many of the faeries at Avalon had believed Moonshadow to be a daughter of Mother Moon herself, so perhaps they weren’t related after all. Familial relationships among the faeries were always confusing. Ever since his transformation, James had felt intense sexual urges toward Moonshadow. But, being James Grayson, he had done his best to suppress them. Once, when he had accompanied her to Avalon, James had thought he felt a bond forming between them. Still, he couldn’t imagine that she returned his feelings. And then, within a few days, she was dead. But now, seeing her again in this way, under the open sky, the moonlight, his grief at her death still raw in his heart—he was buffeted by a flood tide of emotions. As she hovered so close, he felt his cock begin to stiffen. 
 
    He flushed with embarrassment, hoping she could not read his thoughts at this moment but Moonshadow only smiled again. She lowered herself that last inch and it seemed that nothing, not even the woolen blanket, lay between them. She pressed her lips against his. 
 
    Their lips did not touch, for she had no true physicality whatsoever. He felt her spirit so close for a moment, a wash of tenderness and attraction and a tantalizing hint of passion. He knew in that moment how deeply she had cared for him. 
 
    In this way, they shared a faery kiss. Just a brief touch of the minds, a taste of the hunger and desire building between them. He wanted more. He threw his arms around her to pull her close, but before anything else could happen the ghostly image dissolved away, taking whatever remained of Moonshadow’s consciousness along with it. A cloud had passed over the moon. She was gone. 
 
    He lay back on the grass, his heart pounding, his soul aching. She was gone. 
 
    He felt lost in a pool of despair, a crushed wingless dove. But she had given him important clues. 
 
    “Six miles, blue firs,” he whispered. “Ainamandil.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Effranil had arrived. 
 
    Two elegant faeries stepped through the portal, side by side, like royalty. Each had the same high forehead and daintily pointed ears as Dresdemona. Their skin was an identical hue of light blue-gray with a slightly metallic sheen. The male’s hair was silver-gray and present only at the rear of his head, an unbound cascade that hung to the small of his back; hers was amber colored, or perhaps even actual gold if one was to judge by the metallic glimmer of each strand, cut short just to the bottom of her ears. They were as tall and proud and haughty as Theodora had expected. Both male and female wore the same sort of skin-tight bodysuit of stretchable black cloth with a silver skirt attached at the waist that descended to the level of the knee. The male’s face somewhat resembled that of a hawk, from the feathery strands of hair, to a hooked nose and the predator’s incisive gaze. The female’s face was almost perfectly round, with exquisitely beautiful features. 
 
    “Where is Moonshadow?” she asked. 
 
    “She’s not here. I’m the one who called you. My name is…” She hesitated for a moment. Clarimonde or Theodora? “Clari—" 
 
    “Moonshadow,” insisted the Effranil woman.  
 
    “She’s dead,” Theodora explained. “Dresdemona killed her.” 
 
    “Dryxlla,” said the male as an aside to his companion. His hawk-like features held an inscrutable expression. Theodora wondered if they were the same Effranil who had coached Moonshadow in the time-skip trick, and if they were surprised to find she had not defeated Dresdemona. It seemed they cared not at all. 
 
    “There’s nothing for us here,” said the woman. 
 
    The male gazed at his sandaled feet. “This place is unstable. We should go.” 
 
    “But wait!” begged Theodora. “You have to help us.” 
 
    “We don’t have to do anything.”  
 
    “But isn’t that why you’ve come? To help?” 
 
    The male scowled at her. “Are you deserving of our help? Really?” 
 
    Theodora smarted at the question—a question that had so recently been on her own mind. Seeing the Effranil now, she realized just how different these people were. A different breed of faery, and they obviously thought themselves better than the rest. 
 
    “We… we have children in danger,” she said. 
 
    The female Effranil reached out an elegant arm, extended one slender finger, and ran the tip along the stem of one of the stroiata-arbae. The emotion tree responded by releasing a long, sonorous note, the exact sound of a heart breaking. Its droopy leaves lit up with a dull violet, a color like blood stains on purple flowers. The associated burst of emotion it released twisted Theodora’s heart. She felt as if the children had all just been crushed to a bloody pulp, victim to the ambivalence of these ‘superior’ faeries. 
 
    “It’s like a child’s toy,” purred the female. 
 
    “Play us a song,” said the male to Theodora. 
 
    Theodora tried to think of a bluff. Some trick she might use. Some leverage. She felt way out of her league. “I can’t. We haven’t had the stroiata very long.” 
 
    “And what could be more important?” he asked, “than to learn to use them?” 
 
    “Let us go, Horaus,” suggested the female. 
 
    The male Effranil glanced out across the park where the faeries of Everbright, completely oblivious to the nature of their guests, continued to sing and drink and copulate with reckless abandon. “What are they celebrating there?” 
 
    “Mabon. A Herne festival.” For some reason Theodora surmised this might not go over so well with these stoic, gentle beings, and she added, “But we’re mostly moon faeries here. What about you?” 
 
    “The Effranil do not bicker over differing aspects of nature.” 
 
    A nod passed between them, and Theodora sensed they were ready to go. An identical look of concentration masked their faces as they began whatever process it took to operate the portal they had just used. 
 
    “I can!” she said, “I can play a song.” 
 
    Surely this was an act of desperation doomed to failure, but the stroiata-arbae were the only things the Effranil had displayed any interest in at all. Theodora had never tried to use them before, but had felt their effects several times. Meadowlark had serenaded her with fantastical love songs on several occasions, and then there was that first time when Dresdemona had played for the crowd as well. Standing before the little emotion trees now, she genuinely felt that same despair the violet tree had brought forth. Even without being touched, the tree vibrated in unison with her emotion, putting forth a sharp burst of violet light. 
 
    She reached out to them and she could sense, in some small way, the feelings each tree housed. They were full to bursting with emotion, like ripe sap; she had only to bring them out. 
 
    The female Effranil scoffed impatiently, but the hawk-like male turned his head her way. His lips pursed with mild interest and he nodded his head slightly. 
 
    Theodora took her first cue from the leaf that had so recently spoken. Its surface still throbbed slightly, the rim glowing with a residue of violet light. She wanted to compose a song of deep sadness and loss to reflect the danger to the children. Perhaps an expression of their dilemma through music might appeal to these weird faeries. 
 
    No time to analyze further. 
 
    She stroked the leaf, eliciting a perfect note of sadness and a renewed burst of violet light. To build on that experience she tweaked another tree here or there, adding variations on the theme. Sadness, grief, heartache—violet, lilac, mauve. Once she’d established a rhythm, she built the sequence up into a full-blown melody by adding slight variations here and there—melancholy, mourning and a note of imminent disaster. Nothing fancy but she thought it got the point across. Fearing she was being far too blunt, she added additional tones and hues to create an undercurrent—a forlorn sort of hope, to illustrate all the promise the nascent lives in the mushrooms had to offer, making that the most poignant note of all. The dreams and hopes they had within them that they would never get the chance to realize for themselves, if disaster was allowed to bury that light under an oppressive sense of doom. Blue, violet, dark green, violet. 
 
    It was a short song but when it was done she felt she’d conveyed… something. 
 
    “Crude,” observed the female. 
 
    Theodora stood her ground. “I call it A Song for the Dying Children. Horaus, is it? Listen to me. There are children trapped—"  
 
    “The structure,” said the woman, “if there is any structure at all, suggests an aria, but the over-use of violet was glaring. The entire thing was practically monotone. Could we really expect anything better?” 
 
    “Flawed technique obviously,” said Horaus, “but the emotion rang true. To a certain extent I found it just a little bittersweet. Did you, Lethedra?” 
 
    “She tried to add opposing elements of hope, but really... they came off more as an afterthought.” 
 
    Theodora could not stand much more of this. “Architecture,” she growled. “I need to know—” 
 
    Horaus glanced at the festive lights glimmering across the park. “Let us take a look.” Addressing Theodora, he added, “We will help you if we see fit.” 
 
    The two exchanged another look and then disappeared. Disappeared? 
 
    Theodora sensed they had applied an advanced type of glamour to render themselves invisible. She had experimented with such things herself years ago. Even so, she should be able to tell that other faeries were still nearby, as per the tell-tale tingle that one faery feels in the presence of another. Apparently the Effranil had learned a glamour sufficient to block even that sign. 
 
    What now? They had come and then gone, leaving Theodora in the lurch. She had felt a glimmer of hope for a moment, but now she was crushed again. Moonshadow had been worthy of their interest but apparently, she was not. That was clear. She was not worthy. Were any of them worthy? Dancing and fucking while their city trembled? Were the children? What did the Effranil value, besides music? She knew so little of them and they played their cards very close to the vest. And now? Where had they gone? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    This must be the place, James thought. He’d set out first thing in the morning, covering the six miles in just under two hours. Now that he knew their secret, the copse of blue fir trees seemed just slightly out of place among the surrounding oaks and maples. He dismounted, pausing to smooth Featherbright’s mane with a firm caress. She stamped her hoof. “Thanks for bearing with me, old girl.” 
 
    The noonday sun painted the firs in stark bursts of light and shadow, but still the illusion appeared seamless. James could swear he smelled their sweet sap in the chill air. Placing a hand along the trunk of one of the firs, it felt sturdy enough. Aren’t they real?  
 
    If this was a faery illusion it was a better one than he had ever encountered before.  
 
    Well, there was only one way to find out. 
 
    “Ainamandil.” 
 
    He whispered the word, and the glamour fell.  
 
    His hand rested now on the crusted bark of a white ash tree. Very real. Very solid. Similar ash trees were scattered before him, but the most distinctive feature of the actual landscape now revealed was a broad, flat lake twenty yards distant, with a large structure rising above it. 
 
    More importantly, he found himself face-to-face with three people. These faeries bore a remarkable resemblance to someone James knew very well. With their alabaster skin, which shimmered faintly of moonlight even in the daytime, and their hairless heads, they looked quite a bit like Moonshadow. Two were female and one male, all dressed in similar robes of shimmering white material whose classical style reminded James of Roman togas straight out of his childhood history books. 
 
    “Well… hello,” he said, still half startled by their sudden appearance. 
 
    “Welcome to Arcadia, traveler,” said one of the ladies, carefully looking over James’ shoulder to make certain he was alone. “My name is Eluin. This is Orrin and my sister Jahdpur.” 
 
    “I am James Grayson.” 
 
    Orrin frowned. “Do you know there’s a faun following you around?” 
 
    James frowned. “I suspected.” 
 
    “And why have you come?” 
 
    “To see the face of Mother Moon, if I am able.” 
 
    The pleasant smile remained on Eluin’s face. “All aspirants are welcomed here. Though I must say, you appear more likely to be a follower of Herne the Hunter.” 
 
    “I’m not!” James insisted, wishing people would stop automatically judging him by his appearance all the time. 
 
    “And not a true fae, either…” noted Orrin.  
 
    James felt like the faery’s silver eyes could see right through him. “My father was a mortal man. Does that matter? Will I still be able to see the Goddess?” 
 
    Eluin chuckled softly. “I don’t know. We’ve never had a half-blood here before. All are welcome to try. The Moon will be full tomorrow night, and at that time we will dance for the Goddess. Come inside.” 
 
    “I see your horse is in pain,” said Jahdpur. “We will endeavor to help. We are very fond of horses here.” 
 
    She swept her hand back in an elegant invitation and James marveled at the sight. The lake was a beautiful bright blue disc, peaceful as glass. A large structure of white moonstone marble towered over the far end. It rose up like a great Sphynx with a central tower and shorter buildings on either wing, extending halfway around the rim of the lake like welcoming arms. Several horses grazed on the banks of the river, so pure and white they could easily be mistaken for unicorns. A handful of faeries were out and about as well, all dressed in similar flowing robes. It amazed him to find this small community here, hidden among the north woods. In a sense, he was glad that not all faeries had embraced the promise of Everbright. If anything horrific should happen to the capital city, there would still be one, or more, sanctuaries for faeries. How many secret communities still remained, he wondered, tucked away among the British countryside? 
 
    *** 
 
    The faeries of Arcadia set out quite a spread. Their spacious dining hall featured a long table of polished marble, beneath tall arches of aromatic cedar and birchwood. They gave James the place of honor at the head of the table with a dozen faeries seated on either side. He found the fare extremely delicious and tried not to make too much of a glutton of himself as he made up for a week of near-starvation on the road. He could not get enough of the warm sugar cane cakes, and platters of berries and fruit. Sultanas, raisins, and glacé cherries all had intense flavor, richer than those of any English garden, and the sliced apricots made his mouth water embarrassingly. The main course was a variety of garden greens smothered in various syrups and sauces, and slabs of bread, heavy and thick-sliced, spiced with currants and heaped with green, leafy herbs. 
 
    “You don’t eat meat at all?” James asked. 
 
    “We don’t hunt,” said Orrin flatly.  
 
    James winced. Everything he said seemed to paint him as a follower of Herne. “I don’t either,” he added quickly. “I could never bring myself to kill another living soul.”  
 
    Several of the fae cast him suspicious looks. Eluin leaned forward, “How about Everbright? What can you tell us?” 
 
    “It’s a wonder,” he remarked. “So many faeries all gathered in one place, free to do whatever they want. Winter Court and Summer Court coming together…”  
 
    “It’s doomed, you know.” Orrin spoke with a foreboding tone in his voice that struck James as sort of frightening. 
 
    “I… didn’t know,” replied James. “In fact, I beg to differ with you on that point. There are good people there. Good people in charge. We seek an accord with the British. I think it can happen.” 
 
    “Everbright’s fall won’t be at the hands of the British.” 
 
    “Then I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    Orrin looked at him as if he were purposely playing stupid. “That type of place. It attracts disaster. There are dangerous forces in this world. Everbright draws them like moths to a flame.” 
 
    “Not at all,” joked James. He wondered if Orrin was referencing the Dark Queen, who had already been overthrown, or something else. “By its very nature, Everbright soothes discontent. Think of it—we have banshees as nursemaids.” 
 
    Conversation was interrupted by the serving of drinks offered in tiny thimble cups. This course seemed eagerly anticipated and was met by an excited murmur. Silent toasts with uplifted glasses were aimed at James by many people with smiling faces. He took a sip of a sweet golden mead, strongly laced with the flavors of honey and wild sycamore. The thick, oily drink clung tenaciously to the sides of his throat and had to be washed down with a huge goblet of cool, clear water.  
 
    Orrin continued right where he’d left off. “Everbright is bound to fall. Faeries were never meant to live among men. Only if we stay hidden can we remain safe.” 
 
    “But can you stay hidden?” asked James. “This is wild country, sure, but someone owns this land, or claims to. One day a road will come through, a farm will be built. You’re bound to be discovered. The way I see it, Everbright is your best hope, as well as ours. If Everbright succeeds, and the King comes to view us as allies, perhaps one day you may lay claim to this land. And remain here permanently.”  
 
    “It is ours.” 
 
    “You may think so, but have you any experience of human cities? Ever been to Winchester, London or York? These cities are like living things. They grow—spreading across the countryside. Carriages and wagons, roads and bridges, watercourses clogged with merchant vessels and cargo carriers. Tall-masted sailing ships cross the Atlantic. There are colonies now on continents you’ve never dreamed, and everywhere displacing, and ill-treating, the indigenous people already living there. There will come a day. People will come here. Your glamour won’t be enough to protect you.” 
 
    “Did you come here to threaten us?” asked Orrin angrily. 
 
    “No! Not at all.” James could hardly fathom how they had gotten that impression. They’d asked him about Everbright.  
 
    “We can protect ourselves,” said Orrin. 
 
    James did not think that very likely, but decided not to say anything more about it. He felt like the clumsiest man alive. Everything he said was wrong. 
 
    Dessert was served next—a sort of candied tree bark. James only nibbled at his portion. He’d eaten more than enough rich food for one day. That thimbleful of wine, or whatever it was, had gone straight to his head. 
 
    One of the women asked, “How did you discover the sigil word?” 
 
    James hesitated.  
 
    “Look,” said Orrin, “He’s trying to think up a suitable lie.” 
 
    “No. No, I’m not. I’m just trying to think of a proper way to explain…” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be so difficult.” 
 
    James sighed. “A ghost told me.” 
 
    “What ghost?” 
 
    “She’s called Moonshadow. She was the leader of the Summer Court for a short time.” 
 
    Several of the Arcadians exchanged wary looks. 
 
    Eluin said, “We don’t know anyone by that name. How should she know the sigil?”  
 
    Orrin stood up. “We can’t trust him. And if he knows the password—coming here with a faun. We are exposed.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t have let him in.” 
 
    “That’s what they said at Avalon too,” said James in a desperate attempt to change the subject. 
 
    “You’ve visited Avalon?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    “More lies,” snapped Orrin. 
 
    “No. I haven’t lied to you at all. I wouldn’t. I’ve no reason to. I went to Avalon… with Moonshadow, in fact. Maybe that’s where she learned the password, I don’t know. They didn’t let me in. They said I wasn’t worthy, or some such nonsense.” 
 
    “Nonsense is right,” exclaimed Orrin. 
 
    “I believe him,” said Eluin. 
 
    “Well I don’t,” insisted Orrin and the forceful way he said it made it seem his opinion held great sway. “We’ve no choice but to bring him before Alethea Vita.” 
 
    “No,” said Eluin, shaking her head. “No. We can’t bother her with this, not the day before the ceremony.” 
 
    “He comes here—looking like that—the day before the ceremony. We have no choice.” 
 
    “She’s too busy. We shouldn’t—" 
 
    “We must and we will!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    Calm down, Nyx told himself. Calm down! But how to do that? He was too eager to start, but too nervous to move. When he told himself to calm down he couldn’t do it, and then the anxiety just got worse. He hadn’t slept at all last night, visions of the Wild Hunt dancing in his mind. The music of the Mabon festival played out across the park all night as backdrop to his wild fantasies. He’d not eaten for a full day and felt dizzy and weak. He’d had nothing to drink except some strangely tart ceremonial wine and that also had made him feel dizzy and weak.  
 
    The applicants to the Wild Hunt were ranged in two rows opposite each other. Twenty-six faeries in all, some young and some old. Between them a contest square had been set up in the center of Seelie Park, marked at four corners by brightly painted willow posts. Combatants would have to remain within the square during their challenges.  
 
    “I wish it would start already,” he said to Ash, who stood next to him. 
 
    “Me too,” said his friend. “The sooner it starts, the sooner it’ll be over with. I’m tired and I’m hungry and I just want a big slice of warm acorn pie.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll never make the Hunt with that attitude.” 
 
    “Pie,” said Ash. “I want pie. Besides, I’m not too sure of our chances…” 
 
    “You’ll do fine. You’re a better swordsman than half these fighters.” 
 
    “Sure, but it’s the other half I’m worried about.” 
 
    Nyx waved his friend to silence. This was serious business. His one chance to win a place in the Hunt. He and Ash were well-trained; they had studied under Threadneedle’s wing for several years. But the faery spy had often been away from Barrow Downes on some mysterious errand or other, and in his absence the boys had found other pursuits to occupy their time. Nyx had spent far too much time studying architecture with Eccobius, designing silly little puzzle boxes and chasing after girls. If he’d only known this day would come, he would’ve trained every day, every minute, even in their mentor’s absence. Now, he thought his martial education somewhat incomplete. If he had any edge over the others, it was only in how desperately he wanted to succeed. He wanted a place in the Hunt very badly. If these others had the same lackadaisical attitude as Ash, he would defeat them on force of will alone.  
 
    Pox appeared before them, eliciting a round of excited cheers from the large group of faeries who had come out to watch the proceedings. The Hunt leader took a leisurely stroll down the empty lane between the twin rows of applicants. He surveyed each one carefully, casting a sneer or the squint of an eye in their direction. When he came to Nyx, he regarded him with no special favor either. His green eyes were cold and appraising. Nyx felt even more inadequate. He was smaller than a lot of the others and less muscular. He stood as straight as he could, stretching himself to his full height. He tried to meet the Hunt leader’s gaze but his eyes turned away at the last moment, as if by their own volition. Damn. He immediately regretted looking away. But Pox was so intimidating. The way he walked and moved, his every little gesture was that of a consummate fighter—his easy rolling gait, his muscular shoulders and arms, the Hunt tattoos, those merciless eyes. 
 
    When he reached the head of the line, Pox called the first pairing. “Slimefox and Neighkx.” He’d mispronounced Nyx’s name and it took a few seconds for the boy to realize he’d been called. He did not bother to correct the Hunt leader, but jumped forward and stepped into the square, his heart pounding.  
 
    His opponent was a head shorter than Nyx and rather thin and wiry. As his name implied, his skin was indeed a dark slime green color compared to Nyx’s pale yellow. Whereas Nyx wore a chest-plate of pressed tin and matching shoulder guards, Slimefox wore very little armor, just a vest of braided willow bark. He seemed no more than a little child. 
 
    “How old are you?” whispered Nyx. 
 
    “Twelve,” replied the imp indignantly. “Old enough!” 
 
    “Sure, sure.” 
 
    Nyx felt suddenly invigorated. After years cooped up belowground, here was his chance for opportunity and adventure. Respect. Advancement. Glory. Everything he desired was just within reach. And, judging by the look of his opponent, he would pass the first test easily. He and Ash exchanged an encouraging smile. 
 
    “Choose weapons,” said Pox, standing before the rack of arms. 
 
    Alright, said Nyx to himself. No time to be over-confident. He’s small and probably fast but I’ll have the reach on him. 
 
    Slimefox had already chosen, taking two small hand axes from the weapons rack. An odd choice, thought Nyx. He’ll have to get in close to use those. A mistake. 
 
    Nyx chose a thin side-sword, an Italian spada da lato, slightly heavier than a rapier but still light and fast. This would give him speed and flexibility enough to counter the hand axes easily. A nasty thought intruded itself upon his surge of newfound confidence. What if Pox had chosen Slimefox to face him for the first bout because he thought them the two weakest contenders? 
 
    Well, he told himself, in that case I will show him wrong, that’s all. 
 
    He faced Slimefox within the square. The other boy tensed, his eyes darting nervously about. 
 
    “Engage!” said Pox and the fight was on. 
 
    Slimefox took a half-step backward, circling slightly to the left. An early retreat? His beady little eyes remained fixed on the tip of Nyx’s side-sword. I bet he’s regretting the choice of those axes. Nyx had not yet finished the thought, when Slimefox charged at him. The little faery was unbelievably fast and nimble. He swerved left, then tumbled right, gaining ground quickly and then he was inside Nyx’s reach, swinging one axe and then the other. 
 
    Nyx scrambled to reply, managing to block three of the four strikes but at the end of the volley Slimefox had slashed his shin with one of the blades and then spun around behind him and struck the back of his knee with the flat of the other axehead. Nyx’s leg went out from under him and he fell back awkwardly. Slimefox closed in with a swing of the axe that might have taken his head off if Nyx had not stabbed his sword straight down into the ground in front of him and blocked the cut. 
 
    Slimefox spun away before Nyx could get his hands on him. Nyx had to take a moment to wrench his sword free of the ground. Slimefox did a backflip and then kicked off and levitated up a few feet in the air, his little green membranous wings extended. 
 
    Nyx did not know how to levitate. 
 
    He didn’t bother to extend his own wings; it would be a waste of energy. He’d have to fight him from the ground. But now Slimefox was well out of reach of the side-sword.  
 
    Slimefox controlled the entire fight now. He darted back and forth, just out of reach from above. He zoomed in then simply skimmed aside at the last and let Nyx swing wide. Nyx pulled his useless swing at the last moment, or else would have left a deadly opening at his rear. Slimefox patted Nyx’s head playfully as he passed overhead then rolled off his shoulder and kicked him in the back of the head, not even trying to hit him with the axes, just nattering at him like a horsefly. 
 
    After several more of these exchanges Nyx felt himself growing tired. Lack of food had not seemed to inhibit Slimefox, who seemed to possess an infinite font of wild energy. Worse yet was the collapse of Nyx’s spirit, finding himself outclassed by the smallest and weakest of the combatants. The fight wore on, the little faery plaguing him with thumps to the head and nicks at his shoulder guards, but Nyx did not give in. Threadneedle had taught him better than that. The fight was not over until all hope was gone. He just needed one good opening. 
 
    And fate provided such, as the little faery twisted his wing on a swoop and faltered. A minor error but it allowed Nyx to swing his sword perilously close to his opponent’s cheek. Slimefox avoided the blade and aborted his dive, turning in the air to withdraw. As he swung around, his face met Nyx’s fist. A solid hit, the little faery fell to the ground like a singed moth. Nyx was on him at once. 
 
    He held his blade at Slimefox’s throat, planting a knee with his full weight on the little faery’s chest.  
 
    “I yield!” Slimefox could barely gasp out the words with Nyx pressing down so hard.  
 
    “Match to Neighkx,” announced Pox, and it was the sweetest sentence Nyx had ever heard.  
 
    He reached down and helped the little faery to his feet.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Arcadians led James through the long, empty corridors of the main building. Orrin walked at the head of their solemn procession, followed by a small coterie of the other Arcadians. Eluin remained close to James’ side, frowning slightly, but it was clear his reception had definitely cooled. She didn’t bother to remark upon any points of interest nor to speak to their guest at all. This was no pleasure tour. He wished he’d had some time to digest the rich food before proceeding with whatever this new adventure was meant to be. It felt too much like being led to a trial after a generous last meal. 
 
    The interior of the building reminded him of a typical north country monastery, with its lack of adornments and dedication to bare necessity. The principal mode of decoration were rows of statuary along the walls. It struck James as odd to see statues of faeries, set in cold white marble. So colorless and rigid. Not like faeries at all. He would’ve liked to stop and examine them further but this was not possible.  
 
    The building was strangely free of green growing things for a faery stronghold; the corridors hosted only one solitary type of plant, a brown and leafless vine which crept up along the walls and across the overhead arches. 
 
    At last they entered a large rotunda, a round chamber with a semicircle of Roman-style columns at the far end. The walls here were completely covered by the same clinging vines, criss-crossing all the supports and snaking up the walls. The room’s lofty dome was alive with the strange growths, hanging down in loose strands that brushed their heads. The whole place smelled of rotting cabbage. At the center of the semi-circle of Roman columns, an arboreal high seat composed of a shaggy mass of the same peculiar growth made a vague sort of a throne. A figure sat on that seat, her skin as dusky and brown, as dried and cord-like, as the ubiquitous creeping plant. Whoever it had once been, it had merged so completely with the vines that grew there, it could no longer be called alive. James made out the shape of a head, sagging lifelessly atop hunched shoulders. It had the withered face of a very old woman. The figure sat so very still, James was certain it must be only a dead husk. 
 
    Until it spoke to him.  
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    James remembered the way, two years ago, he had communicated with the spirit of his grand-mother Moon Dancer after she had merged with the great ash tree at Barrow Downes. That conversation had been achieved by virtue of an intimate mental link, but this voice was audible to everyone in the room and came, quite clearly, from the gaping lips of the dried husk. Come to think of it, the face on the corpse did resemble Moon Dancer in many ways—the odd shape of the head, the slightly hooked nose, the strong line of the chin, the few wisps of corn-silk hair—perhaps indicating a familial relationship. A strange thought tickled the hair at the back of James’ neck—could this perhaps be the remains of his grand-mother’s grand-mother? 
 
    “Who are you?” repeated Alethea Vita, sovereign of Arcadia. The tone of voice was as dull and lifeless as the clinging vines that snagged his antlers. 
 
    “James Grayson, son of Lord Eric Grayson and Clarimonde of Everbright.” 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    This question, so blunt and so poignant, shocked James into a momentary silence. Its intent was difficult to interpret, coming from the mouth of the puppet, with no expression on the dead mask of a face. 
 
    “I… I don’t know.” 
 
    Having to directly verbalize the conundrum that had plagued him for his entire life gave James a shiver. So much disappointment, these past few weeks, and now he felt certain he was due for another measure of the same. He would find no answers here. His heart sank.  
 
    “What do you seek here?” 
 
    “I came to see the face of Mother Moon. To find out what sort of connection I have to her.” 
 
    “Don’t you know that already?” 
 
    “I don’t. My… circumstances are somewhat unique. I was born of mortal man and faery woman. And then…” He did not know how to relate his experiences with the Changed Men. He did not want to mention the Chrysalid; these people were paranoid enough already. “I transformed. I became something more. I… I don’t know what. I’m new to all of this.” 
 
    “You cannot stay. If I cannot be sure of your motives and intentions, I can’t allow you to participate.” 
 
    Desperation washed over James in a disheartening wave. He took a step forward but the Arcadians held him back. “So merge with me,” he suggested. “Find out who I am for yourself.” 
 
    The words were out of his mouth before he realized what exactly he’d done. He had just propositioned an old, and possibly dead, woman. 
 
    A dry, raspy laugh oozed from the toothless mouth. “You would not survive such knowledge.”  
 
    “Then have one of the acolytes do it.” 
 
    “I could not ask them to do that. We do not use lovemaking as an interrogation tool. And there are ways to deceive the merge.” 
 
    James thought of his lovemaking with Arabelle. She had done what he’d thought impossible. She’d kept secrets from him during intimacy. Apparently there were techniques for such deception. That was a skill he hoped never to learn.  
 
    An inarticulate rasp came from the mouth of Alethea Vita. And then, “I cannot help you, James Grayson.” 
 
    A sense of emptiness fell immediately over the room. The dead husk on the throne remained as motionless as ever, but instantly James knew the Vitae had left them.  
 
    Orrin stepped forward and spoke at it anyway. “He knows about us! Knows our word. Where we are. We can’t just let him leave!” 
 
    No answer from the puppet. She was gone.  
 
    Orrin said, “We can’t let him leave.” 
 
    The hands gripping James’ shoulders tightened, pulling him backward. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the third round Nyx found himself facing Ash in the square. They had each won their first two matches. After this, there would be only three contestants left, competing for two slots. Nyx knew his friend well and could read the tell-tale signs of fatigue that caused Ash’s shoulders to slump slightly. His first two challenges had all but worn him out. Truth be told, Nyx felt just as tired. But he remained buoyed by a new sense of confidence. In their sparring matches over the years Nyx had bested Ash more times than he could count. And after this fight, with two chances in three, he’d be practically assured a place in the Hunt. 
 
    Nyx and Ash both chose identical weapons from the rack—a matching set of slim dueling rapiers. The two friends had previously considered the possibility they might face each other in the square. The rapiers were delicate and precise weapons and would prevent accidental damage or serious injuries. This would be a contest of swordsmanship, pure and simple. 
 
    Ash attacked first, charging forward in a brisk two-step. A pair of bold overhead strikes, a half spin to the left with a feint, a follow-on slash to the right. Nyx blocked both overheads, over-reacted to the feint just enough to allow the follow-up to get dangerously close then twisted around for a solid block that melded seamlessly into a riposte. For his part, Ash blocked the riposte handily. It was all going just as they had planned. 
 
    Now came Nyx’s turn. He suddenly worried that Pox would know what they were up to—performing rehearsed sequences designed to impress the Hunt leader. But there was nothing for it but to continue. Ash expected a certain sequence next and Nyx didn’t want any mistakes. He swirled his rapier tip with bravado, stepping left then right. He swept the blade wide before him, not yet making range, and then lunged forward—an elegant feint that transformed into a true strike on the back stroke. Ash parried, rocking backward just enough to deflect the next three rapid attacks. The onlookers cheered. Well, thought Nyx, someone’s impressed at least. He could not spare a glance to judge Pox’s reaction.  
 
    The two combatants faced each other again. Now, with their rehearsed preliminaries out of the way, the real contest began in earnest. Ash attacked, then Nyx. Back and forth they went, exchanging rather evenly matched attempts. They had dueled so many times before, the fight inevitably settled into a standard, and quite boring performance. Nyx began to feel the full weight of his growing fatigue as the battle wore on, with hunger and thirst taking their toll as well. He remained mindful that he needed to keep some reserve for the next match as well, if he were to gain the Hunt in the end. Ash proved hardier than expected. He was performing well and it dawned on Nyx that his friend might be a real obstacle to his progress. Resentment flared in his breast. Ash didn’t want the Hunt nearly as much as he did. He only wanted a slice of pie! That’s what he had said. Why didn’t he just lay it down and go stuff his face? 
 
    Nyx caught Ash’s rapier on his hand guard and twisted. He had disarmed Ash several times in their practice matches with this ploy. He twisted his hand up, hoping to yank his opponent’s sword away. But Ash held on, knocking Nyx’s arm down and scoring a point against his shoulder guard. Ash was consistently scoring points, Nyx realized. And the match was taking a long time. Pox had little patience for this type of long, stylized fight and had called two similar matches early, before final resolution. If he did that now, Ash would probably be declared the winner. This wasn’t going the way Nyx had wanted. Not at all.  
 
    He must score some points and quickly. He recognized a mischievous glint in his friend’s eye. Ash was considering the possibility that he might win this match. Nyx couldn’t allow that. 
 
    When Ash next drove in, Nyx parried and then went down, without warning, onto one knee. It appeared as if he had stumbled, possibly turned an ankle. Ash hesitated just a moment, wondering if his friend had somehow been hurt. Nyx surged to his feet, coming up under his friend’s guard and thrust his rapier deep into Ash’s belly. Ash grunted, his eyes flung wide in surprise. He looked down at the wound in astonishment, then toppled backward under the force of the thrust. Nyx let go the rapier’s hilt and it followed Ash to the ground, sticking up out of his abdomen.  
 
    Nyx stepped back, stunned. He hadn’t planned to do that at all.  
 
    “Match to Neighkx!” announced Pox. “Withdraw your weapon.” 
 
    Ash writhed on the ground, trying to pull the blade out with his bare hands and gagging blood. Nyx stared down at him, unable to move. What… had he just… It didn’t seem real. 
 
    “Reclaim your weapon!” 
 
    Nyx placed a boot on his friend’s shoulder and drew the sword roughly out. 
 
    Theodora pushed her way through the crowd and charged into the fighting square. “Mother Moon, what have you done?” 
 
    Nyx did not answer. It was all he could do to keep on his feet. A wave of nausea and dizziness threatened to bring him to his knees.  
 
    Theodora pressed her hand against the wound to try and staunch the briskly bleeding puncture. “We can still get him to the healing chambers. It’s… not too late.” 
 
    She found little support for this idea from the crowd assembled. She glanced back down. Ash’s purple blood pulsated between her fingers. 
 
    “Come on!” she shouted up at Nyx. The boy, pale as a ghost, did not respond. 
 
    Theodora struggled to lift Ash from the ground but he had gone completely limp. It was too late.  
 
    Theodora was furious. She had known Ash for his whole life. He could not have been more than seventeen—practically still a child by faery standards. He would sing at festivals, and play the harp. His voice was soft and mellow, and truly beautiful, as he sang the praises of Mother Moon. What on earth had gotten into him? What was he doing here, auditioning for the Hunt? She whirled on Pox. “Is this the way of Herne? Murder in the streets of Everbright?”  
 
    “Yes,” answered Pox calmly. “In fact, it is. This applicant’s blood is a fitting tribute to the God of the Forest.” 
 
    “Not here! Not in my city!” she raged. “This is not our way!” 
 
    “It is the way of Herne!” insisted Pox. The mottled green of his face suddenly flushed, growing a dark shade of olive.  
 
    “I won’t have it,” Theodora declared. “These trials will cease immediately.” 
 
    “The trials will continue.” 
 
    The two stood toe to toe. Theodora wanted to wipe that sneer from his face. She had lost all control. So full of rage. She drew back a fist. 
 
    Pox was too quick for her. He stepped in and punched her in the face. Her head snapped back. She fell backward, stunned by the blow. In all her hundred and thirteen years she’d never been punched in the face before. Her nose throbbed painfully and she thought it must be broken. 
 
    She shook her head to clear her thoughts and saw a sword point at her neck. Pox stood over her, straddling her. Theodora brought her knee up, aimed at his groin but he batted it away with his free hand. 
 
    Pox considered shoving the blade in. A thorn gone from his side, in just a moment. But new problems would be brought to the surface. How would Everbright react? He was bringing them along nicely, but the sudden execution of Theodora in the public square would certainly overbalance his plans. And what about the sword? As far as he knew Theodora was the only link to the legendary blade Arondight. He was not yet ready to make his move. 
 
    He noticed a trickle from her nose, a satisfying streak of purple life’s blood, but it meant nothing. He felt no sexual attraction to this woman. She was too weak.  
 
    “Pick yourself up and get out of my square,” he said. 
 
    He stepped aside, turning his back. 
 
    Theodora wiped the blood tickling her upper lip. Her nose was sore and swelling already. What could she do? The crowd had begun hissing and throwing catcalls at her. She could not rouse any support here. She would have to retreat. 
 
    She stood up. She would walk away but her head would be held high. There would come a reckoning for this. 
 
    She scowled at Nyx. He could not meet her gaze. “Look at me! Do you know what you’ve done?” 
 
    Nyx looked right through her, his eyes half-closed in confusion. He did not answer. 
 
    Then she noticed them. The two Effranil standing at the far end of the group of onlookers. Of course, they’d seen it all. Her heart sank. What could they possibly think of all this? 
 
    As she looked their way, they vanished from sight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    For all their high ideals and grandeur, the faeries of Arcadia resorted to the same trite banality as everybody else—a grubby little jail cell in the bowels of the great white sphynx. James hadn’t resisted as they’d manhandled him down the stairs and into the cell, but now, locked away in this bare little room, he wondered if he should’ve put up some sort of a fight. But that just wasn’t his way. 
 
    Nothing had been said as to how long they intended to keep him here. Orrin had made his point clearly; James must not be allowed to leave, for fear he might divulge the location and entrance password to Arcadia. To James’ dismay, that type of concern might not have any time limit attached to it at all. At a minimum they would hold him until after the upcoming ceremony, which he presumed would take place tomorrow night under the full moon. But after that? Their secrets would still be vulnerable with him and always would be. 
 
    The walls of the cell were of white limestone in finely-cut blocks, and the room completely empty. Not even so much as a piss pot. Well, thought James, maybe these Arcadian faeries are too high and mighty to take a piss, but I may well have need of a privy in another few hours.  
 
    A crack in the far wall near the bottom, which perhaps had begun as a simple mouse hole, had allowed some of the ubiquitous creeping vines to enter and trace their way halfway up the wall. Consequently, the cell stank with that familiar rotten cabbage smell. A round ventilation hole in the ceiling let down a whiff of fresh air and a dim glow of yellow light. Its flickering suggested candlelight somewhere above and James detected the hint of burning wax. Occasionally he heard footfalls plodding across the room overhead but had not seen anyone in several hours. The lack of natural light in the cell made it difficult to reckon the time, but he thought it must be still early afternoon. 
 
    A troubled, smothered feeling came over him. His mood could not be more sour. He’d hoped to find answers here, but had encountered only more suspicion and distrust. He should have listened to Merrywhistle. The little faun had tried to warn him. But then Moonshadow had encouraged him. He wished she’d ever divulged the mystical keyword to him at all. 
 
    James had many regrets about Moonshadow. One incident in particular nagged at him. After his mother had been attacked and poisoned, he and Moonshadow had a hard time bringing her back from the brink. They took turns at the healing and occasionally worked at it together, their minds touching slightly as they did so. Consequently, they spent a lot of time together. James had never really known Moonshadow before. He had admired her as the leader of the Summer Court, though they were both practically the same age. Moonshadow was distinguished among the fairies for her extremely chaste nature. She had never been known to partake in wild debauches or casual fornication. 
 
    But one late night after they had finished visiting his mother, with their mood lightened by Theodora’s apparent progress, the two had walked together along the moonlit park. They talked softly, laughing a little and sharing a comfortable warmth that had grown between them. James, as usual fighting hard to control his romantic urges, had been surprised when all of a sudden she turned to face him, standing perilously close. The conversation faltered awkwardly away, leaving James completely unsure what to do. 
 
    He needn’t do anything. Moonshadow pulled him close, so very slowly the moment seemed to stretch forever as she pressed her lips to his. The kiss was timid and soft but ignited a fire within James’ breast, and a few other places as well. 
 
    A faery kiss is a magical thing. A short, tentative kiss such as the one Moonshadow and James shared as their first, could not compare to the full merging of true faery lovemaking, but offered an intriguing taste. A hint at what could be. For an instant, James knew Moonshadow’s true self, her heroic soul, her optimistic spirit, the untapped depths of her passion. 
 
    He wanted more, but she held him off. God only knows what uncharacteristically lecherous thoughts she picked up from him during that kiss, he wondered. As their lips parted, he got a flash of one final emotion—vulnerability. So rare in a leader of the faeries, but present there nonetheless. Moonshadow was a strong woman. She did not fear anything, and yet… here was a side of her no one else was allowed to see. 
 
    Her eyes, wide with surprise at her own impulsivity, suddenly avoided his own. 
 
    “I’ve never been with a man,” she whispered. 
 
    James could almost laugh at this timid confession. He was no great inamorato himself. He had only been with one woman—Arabelle. He thought better than to mention it. 
 
    “We don’t have to—” 
 
    She put a finger to his lips. “Just hold me.” 
 
    Fair enough. So they spent the night in each other’s arms. 
 
    “We have plenty of time,” he said, and she did not disagree. 
 
    The next day, Moonshadow faced Dresdemona’s challenge and was killed. 
 
    Plenty of time, he thought bitterly. Plenty of time. Well I don’t have plenty of time to sit around in this cell. There must be some way to get out of it. 
 
    The walls were obviously solid enough, except for that tiny crack. The wooden door was at least two inches thick and had been barred with a long slide of metal on the other side, which had grated mockingly as Orrin had slid it into place. He might call out to those phantom footsteps above, but felt certain that would do no good.  
 
    And then he thought he might call out another way. 
 
    He gazed appraisingly at the dark brown vines clinging to the wall. James remembered a trick he used to do, years ago, when he’d first discovered his half-faery nature. A sympathetic bonding with an organism was possible even with a plant. He had once used the long tendrils of a mushroom to spy on the faeries living beneath Barrow Downes. He wasn’t certain how useful this trick might prove in this situation, but it was something to try and anything was better than nothing. 
 
    Sitting cross-legged before the wall, he placed a hand on the creeping vine. Most plants held a very sublime sort of consciousness, concerned as they were mostly with instinctual reactions to light and water and warmth—just a subtle wisp of life with few real thoughts of their own. The trick was to empty one’s mind completely, forgetting all worries and cares, putting aside all distractions that would prevent a bonding with such a subtle thing. James slowed his breathing, concentrating principally on the intake and outflow of air from his lungs. Slower, slower. Light, water, warmth. It would take several minutes, but James had plenty of time.  
 
    He kept concentrating, breathing slower and slower. Water, light, warmth. Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out. Time drifted slowly. He felt his body harden, then fall away like shed bark. Water, light, warmth.  
 
    All at once he fell into the consciousness of the plant. As he had surmised, all the vines he’d seen in the temple belonged to the same huge plant that also formed the throne upon which the corpse of the Vitae sat. If the plant had also bonded with the Vitae… 
 
    His mind flowed along from branch to branch and tendril to tendril. He felt a strong pull toward the earth below, the source of water and nutrients, but he struggled upward and away. He snaked along the creeping vines as they fought their way up through the citadel, clinging to the dead white stone. He had only one destination—that central chamber with the columns— 
 
    Arrrgghhh!  
 
    A painful white-hot light suddenly filled James’ mind. All sensation of water and soil and stone were flung aside to be replaced with a searing, agonizing pain. He stood transfixed, unable to move or react, unable even to cry out, a too-curious fly now trapped within the grasp of a deadly Venus fly trap. He felt as if his soul were on fire. 
 
    “A spy!” said the cold, raspy voice of Alethea Vita, ripping through his skull. 
 
    “No!” thought James. “No.” Suffering under intense pain, it was all he could think. He had no opportunity to offer anything more articulate in his defense.  
 
    “Let us have a look, little spy.” 
 
    James groaned. He stood in a moonlit meadow, with a shadowed forest, dark and wild, at his back. He felt pulled apart at two extremes. On one hand, an image of Mother Moon stood over him. He had never actually seen the Goddess, but he pictured her dressed as an Arcadian in a long gray robe, a tall and imposing figure with his mother’s face. He felt her love and understanding, her desire to nurture everything green and alive. Kindness. Endless generosity. On the other hand, his impression of Herne the Forest God sneered at him—anger and aggression, bloodlust, conflict. His imagination supplied the face of Merrywhistle the faun, twisted with bloodlust. The battle between these two elemental forces raged within every faery, resulting often in the perverted urge to play malicious tricks and taunts on others. The two opposing forces came crashing at him from both sides, leaving him confused. His Mother’s face, twisted and cruel. Merrywhistle laughing derisively. The shimmering glow of the moon. A dark crimson haze. 
 
    A long row of robed figures appeared, each an almost identical copy of the previous, like an endless reflection in a mirrored room, stretching back into eons past. All had the face of Alethea Vita. These were the fabled Vitae, keepers of the faith, guardians of the moon. And beyond the tree line, half obscured by the twisting vines and creeping boughs of the wood, an opposing force lay in wait, shadowed and bestial, dripping fang and bared claw, the avatars of the Forest God. 
 
    “Not… a… spy.” He forced the thought at Alethea Vita. He felt her all around him, smothering him, digging at his mind with psychic needles. “Don’t… kill… me.” 
 
    The bright light of Mother Moon increased in intensity, flaring to a painful white. On the other side, the growls of the beast increased as well, tearing at his ears. The raking fingers of Alethea Vita continued to dig at his brain, relentless in their search. James’ soul burned within his chest. God in Heaven, he thought, make it stop. Take me into your sheltering arms, give me peace. 
 
    Alethea should know him by now, should have realized he was no threat to Arcadia, that he was harmless. It did not appear that she cared.  
 
    His plight seemed hopeless. She fully intended to kill him. He could not resist any longer; he would simply melt away, burned down like candle wax. 
 
    And then… 
 
    A cool splash of water to quell the flames. 
 
    A new figure appeared in the center of the meadow, arms tensed and outstretched, as if holding the Vitae at bay.  
 
    The woman stood naked, her skin a shimmering silver that glowed as the moon above. She had a slender and athletic body, a bald head, a pleasant, smiling face. 
 
    Moonshadow’s full, sensuous lips parted and she spoke. “He is no spy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    Theodora knew she was being followed. After her public altercation with Pox in the Park, the Hunt had completed their contests and departed Everbright. Having gone off into the woods for their initiation ceremonies, Pox and Rainbird and most of the others were conveniently out of the way. But not all of them. There was still someone dogging her tail. Walking the streets, she sensed eyes on her back and felt that tell-tale tingle, but when she turned around she found no one suspicious. She suspected her pursuer to be Bluebell, wearing some type of disguise of course. Theodora knew little of the Winter Court assassin but had tasted her kiss once and very nearly died from it. She wouldn’t be alive today if not for the healing arts of Moonshadow and her son James. Just recalling the way the sickness had felt still turned her stomach. She’d been rendered completely helpless, both physically and mentally, lying on the healing bed, her body ice cold and too weak to move, her mind capable only of thoughts of death. She never wanted to suffer that again. 
 
    So she had arranged a secret plan. There were only two ways in or out of the West Tower—the base of the lift cage, or the front door at the bottom of the main staircase. Bluebell could watch both of them at the same time if she were positioned anywhere out front. Therefore Theodora intended to go out the back. Passing through the suite of rooms Eccobius used as his administrative offices, she crossed the entire length of the tower’s sixth floor. She entered Eccobius’ workshop at the rear of the suite. His work-tables were cluttered with architectural models and miniatures—a proposed monument to Mother Moon, an aqueduct and sluice meant for bringing water to the city’s moat, and even a small Christian chapel intended as a replacement for the one Dresdemona had burned down. 
 
    Theodora went to the window on the far wall, which opened up at the rear of the building. She flipped the latch and opened the pane. She crept out onto the ledge, and glanced down at the six-story drop to the street below. With a deep breath, she extended her wings. Faery wings, being energy projections, required a substantial effort to deploy. But once released they carried with them an altered sensorium, a quickening of the heartbeat, a mild euphoria. She had no time to enjoy it. She must hurry. She didn’t want to be seen here, framed in the window, for more than a moment.  
 
    While most faeries could levitate in some fashion or other, not many had mastered the art of flight. Meadowlark had taught her the trick some time ago. The idea was to put aside one’s concerns, to convince the world you were of no significance at all, not even worthy of the pull of gravity, and fly free. It was very hard for her to do. When she was Clarimonde she almost never felt carefree—she was too weighed down with the City and all its problems. A ridiculous oddity—a faery saddled with responsibility. Never happy. As Lady Theodora she wasn’t happy either. She enjoyed a stately existence full of dignity and stability but it was so damn tedious—she wanted to be more than human, she longed to frolick and rage and have fun. Lady Theodora could never be truly free. She could never fly. It would have to be Clarimonde. 
 
    Clarimonde could do it if she cleared her mind. No time, Theodora warned. Hurry up. The best way to forget her troubles was to think about making love to Meadowlark. Only then was she sufficiently relaxed, a real faery, just happy to be. She imagined his hands on her body, his arms holding her close, his tender kisses, and then a merging with his wild spirit. Only in such a moment could she be carefree. She launched off the balcony, sure to draw some attention as she soared briefly above Everbright.  
 
    She flew across the street and glided into the open window of a vacant flat on Mulberry Street. She ran through the empty apartment to the other side and dove out the window again. She was too preoccupied now to fly again but levitated slowly to the ground where she had Graymane tethered and waiting. She didn’t quite land directly in the saddle as she’d hoped, but swung up and they were off. 
 
    Graymane wheeled its way quickly through the crowded streets and out the gate. Theodora rode away from Everbright with a hearty laugh, quite confident that she had thwarted any pursuer. 
 
    She might have enjoyed the ride, which took her a few leagues to the south, if she had not been so damned preoccupied with problems. She tried to push them all aside and simply enjoy the wind in her hair and the cool breeze. She was not successful. 
 
    In a short while she arrived at her destination. A lightly wooded area, far from any road or well-traveled route, in the empty wilds that grew between Everbright and Graystown. She drew Gaymane to a halt at a particular tree, which the faeries called the Twinning Tree. An ancient maple that was really two maples grown side by side, so inextricably linked over the centuries they had coiled about each other on their way up toward the sky. The two massive trunks formed a natural helix.  
 
    She reached into the cleft between the two trunks where they circled each other, and drew out a long object wrapped in a sheet of brown oilcloth. The bundle was heavy in her hands and she placed it down on the grass. A quick glance over her shoulder confirmed that no one else was about. Her secret was safe. She untied a loop of twine and unwrapped the cloth to reveal a great longsword of ancient design. She ran a finger along the blade and a strange greenish light emanated from the ancient steel. 
 
    “Arondight,” she whispered, “The Unfading Light of the Lake.” 
 
    The sword appeared no differently than any other sword dating back to the 6th century. Yet, despite its age, the blade still gleamed as if brand new. It was a long blade, almost four feet long, with a finely inset pommel. The strips of leather wrapped around the hilt were old and cracked, but had stubbornly refused to fall away despite the passage of centuries. Inscribed along the base of the blade were ancient faery runes that teased the eye with a faint glow that pretended to be no more than just a trick of the light.  
 
    This was the blade wielded centuries ago by Sir Lancelot Du lac, most renowned knight of the round Table. Theodora had always thought the Arthurian legends were just stories but the sword was undeniably real and she had met the Effranil, the faeries of Avalon, said to be guarding the body of King Arthur. Undeniably, Camelot had been real. Arthur and Merlin, Lancelot and Guinevere. And Morgana. Theodora had sometimes heard Morgana Le Fey called the Queen of the Faeries. Had she really been a faery or just called that as a derogatory term because people thought her a witch? 
 
    Theodora took the hilt and, using both hands, raised the sword to the first guard position. She felt only a mild tingle of excitement. A very different experience than the one related to her by her son James. In his hands the blade had flashed like lightning. When James had taken up the sword, he’d heard it singing in his ears, seen visions of knightly combat, and the blade had burst into flame. Perhaps, she thought, she just wasn’t worthy of any of that. 
 
    The sword was undeniably powerful. She wanted to use it against Pox but was afraid. On the day James had found the sword, Pox had seen it too, and no doubt wanted it for his own ends. Arondight was possibly the most dangerous weapon on the face of the earth. No one knew what it was capable of. But it had cut through plate armor as if it were paper, and Lancelot had slain a dragon with it and had even used it to raze an entire village. It could potentially defeat the whole of the British army or just as easily level Everbright to the ground. If Pox should get his hands on it, there was no telling what might disastrous ends he might put it to.  
 
    Another thought occurred to her as well. Perhaps she might use Arondight for barter. She could not imagine that the Effranil would pass up a chance to reclaim the sword. If she promised it to them… 
 
    She soured on the idea. She did not completely trust the Effranil either. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    The quiet ride through the sunset woods, the repetitive thumping of the horse’s hooves, the gentle ululations of the saddle—these things did little to settle the turmoil raging in Nyx’s soul. The events of the day had shocked him into a strange melancholy. He felt lost and detached. It didn’t seem as if he had really won a place on the Hunt. It didn’t seem possible he had murdered his best friend. 
 
    They rode two to the saddle, with Firewillow sitting in front, her slender frame effortlessly balanced without need of stirrups As the two newest members of the Wild Hunt, Nyx and Firewillow had no horses of their own. They had borrowed one of the Grayson mares from the Everbright stable. Although lean and thoroughbred, the farm horse could hardly keep up with the fairy-raised war horses of the others, especially carrying two passengers. Firewillow was a Winter Court woman at least twice Nyx’s age. She had been waiting for her chance at the Hunt for a decade or more. 
 
    As it turned out, Nyx had been spared any further bouts that day. Another duel would have been impossible for him anyway; he was so shaken from the fight with Ash he must surely have lost. Not only lost, but he felt so guilt-ridden he might just as well have thrown himself in front of a blade and been done with it. But in the next match, Firewillow’s opponent suffered a wound to the leg that took him of the running. There was no need for the top two candidates to fight any further. There were two spots available in the Hunt, after all. Firewillow and Nyx had been declared the winners. 
 
    His exhilaration at being accepted for the Hunt was blunted by thoughts of what he had done. Ash dead, and by his hand. It had all happened so fast. He hadn’t even thought… 
 
    Or had he? He’d wanted to win. He’d feared losing. It was all a blur. The sharp damning look in Theodora’s eye. That thing she’d said: Do you know what you’ve done? 
 
    Did he? Did he? Ash’s corpse seemed to ask the same question as it stared up at him with cold, dead eyes. The Winter Court faeries had left the body there on the ground in their haste to go saddle up the horses for the hunt. Nyx hovered over his friend’s body for a moment. A moment of doubt—should he go with them? But no doubt—this was what he’d wanted. If Ash had died, let it be for something. Others would take care of the body. Theodora would see to it. 
 
    As they’d mounted up, Nyx caught a glance of approval from Pox, and that seemed to almost make it all worthwhile. “Let’s ride,” said Pox. “For Herne!” 
 
    And off they went, in a whirlwind of excitement. As they passed through the grand gate of Everbright, beneath the carven images of the Moon Mother on one side and Herne on the other, Nyx had felt so many conflicting emotions. But one rose above them all. Liberation. He had spent too many years of his life in the damp and dark, cooped up belowground at Barrow Downes, daring the surface only at night to get a glimpse of the moon in secret. Then came Everbright and a new sort of existence. He’d been swept up in the wave of exhilaration that had taken hold among the faeries. They had finally emerged out into the light. And now, as he passed the city’s gates, things were changing again. He felt a great sense of moving forward, of progress. 
 
    He used to make little wooden puzzle boxes. He used to run a stall at the market, back when there had been a market at Everbright. In those days he’d entertained no thoughts of going outside Everbright’s walls, because the world was coming to Everbright. Traders came from all the big cities, enticed by exotic faery goods. They had even thought his trinkets worth buying. And he accepted their coins in return. He treasured those coins not for their monetary value—all faeries thought the concept of money quite foolish—but the coins spoke to him. All the heads of state—Charles and the Georges and the Danish and Spanish kings as well, all the heraldry and iconic symbols of the different nations represented—they spoke to him of a wider world, a world of adventure and discovery that might someday be his to explore. He had quite a collection. He would give them all to have Ash back, even for a day, but Ash wasn’t coming back. 
 
    Firewillow eased their mare down to a slow walk. “I think we’re close,” she whispered. “Keep your eyes out for the boar.” 
 
    “I don’t even really know what a boar looks like,” returned Nyx. 
 
    “They’re hard to see at night, but they only come out after dark. Just now, with the sun almost gone, is the best time to catch them. Just keep looking. And be quiet.” 
 
    At the head of the procession, Pox gave the order to slow down. The Hunt leader seemed so much larger than life, sitting tall on his great battle steed. 
 
    Like everyone else at Barrow Downes, Nyx was an orphan with no knowledge of his true parentage. He sometimes wondered who they might be. When Pox came to Everbright, so strong and confident, he wished it had been Pox, but that was impossible. The Winter Court faeries had lived their lives belowground as well, miles to the south near Newcastle-upon-Tyne. He’d surely never visited Barrow Downes. But that didn’t matter now. Nyx felt a bond already forming with the great Hunt leader. It had begun with a simple glance of approval and brought to a climax as they passed through the gate, exiting Everbright and setting forth into the wider world, free to roam. 
 
    After the market place had been discontinued a few months ago, Nyx was told not to go outside, that the situation with the British had become hostile again and it was dangerous. But now with Pox at the helm they could go wherever they wanted. The best was yet to come—a hunt to honor Herne and then the initiation ceremony where he and Firewillow would take their places.  
 
    “Look here,” said Firewillow. She leaned far down from the saddle, balanced precariously on the pommel with her head low to the ground. “They’ve been rooting here.” 
 
    She rose back up and turned to catch his dubious expression. 
 
    “Rooting in the ground,” she explained. “Using their snouts to dig through the dirt to find food. See the furrows? Their tusks do that. Look around for tracks. Boar tracks look like deer tracks, but wider and rounder.” 
 
    Nyx wouldn’t know a deer track if he saw one either, but didn’t feel the need to advertise his stupidity any further. 
 
    Pox slowly nudged his stallion around and passed back their way. “Look sharp!” he hissed. 
 
    Nyx looked as sharply as he could but saw no sign of any wild beast. The twilight woods were full of shadows. But he heard an irritated snort coming from close at hand. 
 
    “Over there. Three of ‘em,” shouted Rainbird. 
 
    “Get ’round,” ordered Pox. “Flush them out!” 
 
    Firewillow wheeled their mare around so sharply Nyx almost fell out of the saddle. How she remained balanced on the round tip of the pommel amazed him. 
 
    As the bay riders circled around, three wild boar burst through the brush. They moved swiftly with a quick waddle of their short legs. The riders targeted the largest one, circling and shouting to drive it toward the main body of the hunt. The large, powerful animal lurched ahead a few yards, but as soon as its nose warned it of the danger it veered sharply away again. 
 
    Pox launched his spear, a three-foot long pigsticker of fire-hardened hickory. The tip missed its mark, piercing only the wide bulge of a hindleg before impaling itself in the earth. Two more spears flew from the horsed Winter Court faeries, but neither met its target. Nyx noted Firewillow held hers back. 
 
    The boar attempted to flee again but the bay riders cut it off. The animal, frantic now with pain and fear, rushed wholeheartedly back at the pack once more. Pox wheeled his stallion to the fore and stood ready to meet the charge. He handled his horse as if it were a part of him, controlling its direction with only a tiny flick of the reins. He aligned the stallion directly alongside the charging boar and leapt from the saddle, knife in hand.  
 
    He twisted in the air and landed exactly so, his right arm reaching around the boar’s thick neck in a choke hold, his left burying the dagger in the side of its neck just below the jaw. The animal’s squeal ripped the air as it tried to shake the hunter off. Pox sought to steady his grip with his jaws, sinking his teeth at the base of one of its large ears. He forced the boar’s head down until its tusks struck dirt. The beast overbalanced and the two went down together. The snout twisted dangerously around, sinking a tusk into the faery’s thigh. 
 
    The boar shook its head, clearing the tusk, and flung Pox aside with a flick of its mighty shoulder, his knife hilt still sticking out from the side of the boar’s neck. 
 
    Pox stood up as the boar turned to run at him again. He tensed, preparing to take the charge. Nyx was impressed. He felt the danger as if it were his own, his temper roused, his heart pounding excitedly in his chest, but Pox remained a steady hand, keeping a cool head and a courageous heart. His eyes fixed on the deadly tusks, Pox grabbed the sides of the boar’s head. He meant to sidestep the brunt of its dynamic charge, but one of the boar’s ears was torn and bleeding from Pox’s bite and his hand slipped off. The boar’s snout gave him a bruising thump to the chest. Pox fell backward, all the wind knocked from his sails. The beast scuttled madly around, snorting and squealing. It had given up all thoughts of escape and now, desperate and angry, stood determined to finish off its attacker. Pox slapped at the slashing tusks but could not counter the beast’s strength.  
 
    Rainbird’s spear hit it square in the neck. The pig squealed and staggered to the side. An easy target now, another spear, this one thrown by Firewillow herself, entered right under the jaw and the boar went down. Pox shook off his discomfiture, pushing aside a pair of Winter Court faeries who had rushed to his aid. Drawing his dagger from the beast’s neck he drove it home again and again.  
 
    Nyx howled along with the others, letting the full rush of excitement at the kill flow through him now that the danger to their leader had passed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Meadowlark noticed the unfortunate condition of Theodora’s nose, his eyes bulged and his brow creased into a ferocious scowl. 
 
    “But you are the Queen!” he raged. “You mean to tell me that bastard Pox dared to strike the queen in the sniffer, right in front of the whole town?” 
 
    Theodora shushed her lover. She sat on the edge of their bed, rocking Oberon to sleep. “Really Meadow, this Queen and King thing isn’t going over quite as well as you might’ve hoped. I’m not anybody’s Queen. We never had royalty at Everbright before, at least not until Dresdemona declared herself Queen, and you know how that turned out.” 
 
    “Well I do know,” he said with a malicious gleam in his eye. “I slit her throat.” 
 
    “And rightfully so., but—” 
 
    “But me no buts, Clarimonde. I will do the same to this blackguard Pox. Don’t doubt me. In fact… where’s my rapier? I don’t care if it is the middle of the night, I shall call him out—in plain sight of everyone—even if they be sleeping off a drunk from the festival—mark me well, I will have recompense!” 
 
    His green eyes blazed with outrage on her behalf and although it was quite endearing to see, Theodora thought it best to quell the fire. She said, “He’s no longer here in Everbright, dear. He’s taken his idiotic Wild Hunt out to the woods to initiate his new recruits.” 
 
    “Well, I shall find him! I shall hunt him down. Eh? How about that for a twist? I will hunt the Hunt!” 
 
    “I appreciate the effort, Meadow, I really do, but I wish you wouldn’t rush off and do anything rash. He’s—well, he’s the best swordsman in Everbright. The only faery who could hope to defeat him in a fair fight would be Threadneedle, and he’s gone away.” 
 
    Meadowlark sat for a moment chewing on his knuckles. “Details, details. In truth, you may be correct about all that. But who said anything about a fair fight? I have something quite different in mind—oh drat!—in a matter of honor it shall have to be a fair fight, shan’t it? Oh, poop! I’m left at somewhat of a loss, being a Person of Quality now. I never had honor before.” 
 
    “And I must say you wear it very well. Very well.” Theodora smiled wearily. She set the sleeping child down in his crib and waved good-night to the watchful pair of banshees. “I’m sure we’ll think of something,” she added, feeling the weight of too many problems unresolved. “We always do. Right now, I don’t want to think about Pox or anything at all. Please, just hold me.” 
 
    And Meadowlark held her, and kissed the swollen bridge of her nose, and attempted to rub the tension out of her shoulders, and one thing led to another and before long they were making love again. Theodora found it remarkable how swiftly Meadowlark cast aside his ire and threw himself into the task. She gratefully merged with her lover, all their barriers falling away, the worries and cares gone as their inner selves carried on, caressing and frolicking freely. This evening’s carnal festivities, courtesy of Meadowlark’s vivid imagination, revolved around a romantic bath inside a tub of candied apples and thistlewine, with honey smeared in all the right places. 
 
    Afterward, Meadowlark lay face down in the pillows, snoring softly. But Theodora could not sleep. Meadowlark’s lovemaking had eased her tensions only for the moment and now all her troubles came rushing back. It was remarkable that, deep in the merging, he did not recognize how seriously distraught she really was. How could he be so oblivious to her feelings? 
 
    The answer came to her in a flash. Making love to Meadowlark, she was always Clarimonde of the faeries, as wistful and relaxed as any of them. But now, in the aftermath, she was Lady Theodora again, mistress of responsibility and common sense, all-too-often taking the weight of the world on her shoulders. She had played the role of Lady Theodora too long and too often over the past twenty years. It was as if she were really two different people inhabiting the same body. This was, she thought, the only way anyone could keep secrets during the lovemaking merge. And it was not a good thing. Two personas, at war with one another. The thought of her duplicity, however unconscious, soured her mood even further. If she could not be true to her love in their most intimate moments, then what was the use? 
 
    She briefly considered waking him and attempting a serious discussion. For one thing, it would cease the infernal snoring coming from his side of the bed, hardly muffled even with his face buried in the pillow. But what use telling him of her troubles? Despite his assumed title, Meadowlark was completely unfit to be King of the Faeries, or king of anything at all. He was much too flippant and headstrong. Only just an hour ago, she had prevented him from rushing out and getting himself killed. He was going to hunt the Wild Hunt? Idiot! And he hadn’t even been joking. No, as dear and devotedly lovestruck as he was, Meadowlark did not hold the solution to any of her problems and never would. 
 
    But where was the answer? She threw on a shift of dark red cotton and stepped out onto the balcony. Above, the near-full moon shone bright and strong. Down below, the green meadow of Seelie Park lay littered with refuse and stray clothing and the bodies of drunken revelers celebrating the festival of Mabon. She could only imagine what mischief Pox and his Wild Hunt would get up to tonight. She should have stopped them. “Oh, Mother Moon!” she hissed. Everbright had always belonged to the celestial Goddess of love and understanding, not that barbaric Herne the Hunter. “Give me strength.”  
 
    But, though the moon shone brightly above, no heavenly revelation drifted down. She needed more than strength; she needed good advice, she needed answers. And none ever came from the face of the moon. Though Theodora often felt the undeniable recharge of her faery power that came with moonlight, she had only once experienced personal contact with the Goddess. More than a century ago, shortly after she had hatched out of her mushroom as a small child, she’d stolen up to the surface, seeking the open air. In those days faeries hid underground, fearing extermination at the hands of the British. She had gone out into the night alone, and gazing up at the jeweled sky, had seen the face of Mother Moon. It had been an amazing experience, to bask in her glow. The manifestation of love and grace. The embodiment of free will. A creature of eternity. Infinity. She’d fallen asleep and Moon Dancer had found her there in the morning. She was never sure if she’d dreamt the whole thing.  
 
    In the end, Theodora could never really be sure of Mother Moon’s existence. Pox faced no such doubts. He had seen his Forest God directly, or at least that’s what he said. She believed him. 
 
    Her thoughts turned to her would-be rescuers, the Effranil. They at least were undeniably real. But what use? Looking down upon the Park and its outlying avenues she saw no sign of the elusive faeries of Avalon. Where could they be? Who were they watching tonight? The two visitors refused to show themselves to her again, and might just as likely have departed Everbright for all she knew. 
 
    She saw only a few people still moving about in the moonlight. One figure struck her immediately. It was Eric. He often took a constitutional late at night. If she moved quickly, she might still catch him. She threw a dark cloak across her shoulders, fixing it at the neckline with a small golden brooch in the design of an acorn. 
 
    Meadowlark stirred from his sleep. He turned and lifted his head, squinted sleepy eyes at her. “Clarimonde?” 
 
    “I’m going out for a walk. Some fresh air to clear my head.” 
 
    “Oh? You… you shouldn’t be alone. I’ll…” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” she returned. “Just go back to sleep.” 
 
    “Very well. A fine idea. A little bit of rest and then we shall let the revels begin anew.” 
 
    “Right.” She rushed down the six flights of stairs. Eccobius’ lift would have been the fastest way down, but then the counterweights would have to be reset in the morning and people might question…  
 
    Come now Theodora, she told herself, Question what? People wouldn’t question a damn thing and you’re not doing anything wrong anyway.  
 
    Quite right, she answered. And then, Oh Mother Moon, now I’m talking to myself as if I really am two people.  
 
    She ran across the southern tip of Seelie Park, her dark cloak fluttering behind. She caught one last glimpse of Eric heading toward the building where Eccobius had provided rooms for him in his capacity as an official counselor. He walked slowly tonight, and with a dejected slump to his shoulders. Perhaps there was something bothering him as well. She pursued him down Linden street and only just caught him before he went inside. 
 
    “Eric!” 
 
    He turned around, and his eyebrows shot upward. He could not suppress his surprise at seeing her, at such a late hour, chasing him down the street. He recovered himself quickly, offering a smile and a courtly half-bow. 
 
    “Good evening, Theodora,” he said. “Or should I call you Clarimonde now? I’m… I’m not really sure.” 
 
    In truth Theodora was not sure either. Certainly she looked the part of Clarimonde. Here in Everbright, she had discarded her human glamour of so many years. She was green-skinned, pointy-eared and with long honey-blonde hair. But she didn’t feel like Clarimonde just now. Not at all. “Whatever you like. I suppose I’m a little bit of both just now. Theodora would be fine.” 
 
    He nodded slightly. “What brings you out so late?” 
 
    Her heart still pounding from her dash across the park, Theodora struggled for an answer. Surely she couldn’t admit to having chased him all the way from the West Tower. “Oh, too much noise with all these Mabon goings-on and everything,” she said, although the revelry had already died down so much it was practically a quiet night now. She offered a little laugh. “Hard to sleep and, you know, it gets stuffy up in the tower. Anyway, I wanted to thank you. We haven’t spoken and, really, it’s a fine thing you’re doing for us.” 
 
    “A little farming advice? Think nothing of it. And I’ll get as much benefit out of faeries using my ships as Everbright will. Maybe in time official trade can resume again. It’s a shame how things have deteriorated between your people and the Crown.” 
 
    Theodora winced inwardly at his use of the term ‘your people’. It sounded so distant and cold. Just a year ago they had both been united in their efforts to liberate the faery folk. Back then, they had still been happily married. 
 
    He said, “I think you’ve made a mistake by not arranging formal relations with the Parliament, if you don’t mind my saying so—you should’ve had yourselves a full-fledged ambassador from the beginning.” He coughed softly then continued, “Not that I’m volunteering for the job, but I still have some sway at Westminster, anyway at least for now. I could probably negotiate a few more concessions from them. Smooth things over. At least I could hope to do that, if you’d like.” 
 
    “Again, I appreciate the effort, Eric. But to be honest it doesn’t seem likely ever to come to that.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Eccobius hasn’t told you?” 
 
    “Told me what?” 
 
    “The foundations? The magic?” 
 
    Eric’s puzzled expression answered her questions eloquently enough. He didn’t know about any of it. Why should he? She felt a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach just thinking about it, and trying to verbalize Everbright’s many problems made her feel even worse. Where to start? 
 
    “I suppose Eccobius must have considered certain things to be ‘state secrets’ if you will,” she began. She felt as if the weight of the world truly rested on her shoulders, crushing her, inevitable, inexorable. The sadly concerned look in Eric’s eyes didn’t help matters. The last time she’d seen that look was when James had broken his leg, having fallen out of the saddle at the age of ten.  
 
    “The children…” she said, her voice cracking. 
 
    All of a sudden she broke down. Tears flooded her eyes and wracking sobs shook her shoulders. Eric took her into his arms without even thinking, as if it was the most natural thing in the world. She hugged him close and cried on his shoulder. 
 
    After she had calmed a little, he said, “I’ve never seen you like this. What is it?” 
 
    “So many things, too many things. Eric, it’s all falling apart.” 
 
    “Surely it can’t be all that bad?” 
 
    “It’s worse.” 
 
    Their conversation was interrupted by another fit of coughing from Eric, allowing Theodora a little time to gather her wits. 
 
    “Everbright is going to fall,” she said. “Barrow Downes was constructed on a foundation of faery magic. Those caves aren’t stable. And Moonshadow was the only one who knew how to maintain them. We never thought anything would happen to her so young. It’s all going to fall. My dream…” 
 
    “Our dream,” he corrected. 
 
    “Our dream. You’re right. Whatever happened after, we both built this place together.” 
 
    “And what’s this about children?” 
 
    “They’re trapped below in the caves—in the mushrooms, remember? They’re all going to die. I had only one hope of saving them. I reached out to the Effranil. I know you don’t know what that means but they are a group of faeries who can help. They can help, but it seems they won’t. They answered my call, looked down their noses at me, and now… I don’t know what’s become of them.” 
 
    As if he suddenly realized they were holding each other, Eric decided to disengage. He pulled away a few inches and let go his grip. Theodora removed her arm from around his shoulder but her other hand still rested on his hip. 
 
    He frowned. “Well, I understand a little about children and fatherhood too, you know. Mushrooms or not, we’ve got to help them. There’s no doubt about that. But I’ve no answers where magic is concerned. It seems to me you were on the right track. If these—what did you call them?—Effranil?—might help, then you mustn’t give up trying.” 
 
    “I won’t. But it just all seems so hopeless and grim. They were judging us, I’m sure of it. There and then gone. Coming and going. Ignoring me. Their eyes were so cold, Eric. Judging me.” 
 
    He placed his hand on hers where she still held his waist and gave the fingers a little squeeze. “If that’s the case, you’ve nothing to fear. No one could think you anything but devoted and responsible and true.” 
 
    It was the kindest thing he’d said to her in a long time and she had no doubt he meant it. It made her feel a little better. 
 
    “And then that stupid Pox and his martial games. A young boy was killed here today—right in the middle of the Park! That’s terrible enough as it is, but with the Effranil looking over my shoulder…” 
 
    Eric frowned. “Pox. Yes, I remember him from that time at St Mark’s abbey. He gave Threadneedle a run for his money with a sabre, didn’t he? I was surprised to see him here at Everbright.” 
 
    “Moonshadow let them in—the whole Winter Court—out of some misguided sense of unity. It was too good of her, as always. And now I can’t get rid of them. It’s even worse. He wants to turn Everbright into a bastion of Herne followers, with fighting and bloodshed foremost on their agenda. This festival is the first step.” 
 
    “A political take over? Yes, well that’s something I do know a bit about as well. We’d have to oppose him on equal ground. It’s principally a matter of having the proper organization. There’s one more day to this Mabon thing, right?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Well, for starters, you can throw your own party. A festival for Mother Moon. Remind the people what you stand for here. Peace and love, isn’t it?” 
 
    “That’s an idea,” she said. “I hadn’t thought of that.” She stepped back, wringing the last tears from her eyes, suddenly embarrassed. “I’m... I’m sorry. I don’t mean to burden you with all my problems, it’s just I had to talk to someone. It all just came out. Thank you for listening.” 
 
    Then suddenly she felt so damn awkward. Having to apologize to Eric as if he was just an acquaintance, and not still her husband. How had the distance between them become so great? And why? 
 
    “It’s fine,” he began, “I’m always—” His reassurances were cut short by another paroxysm of coughing. When he was done, Theodora noticed a fleck of blood on the back of his hand.  
 
    “I wish I could help more,” he said at last, but his voice sounded weak and thready. 
 
    “How long have you had that cough?” she asked.  
 
    Now it was his turn to look uncomfortable. He shook his head as if he didn’t want to talk about it, but then admitted, “Ever since they locked me up in the Tower. But it’s getting worse.” 
 
    “Well, why didn’t you say something sooner? With a little luck, we could help you with that. It’s a shame James isn’t here. He’s the best healer we’ve ever had.” 
 
    “I had hoped to see him. But they say he’s still away.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard from him in weeks. He was having a bit of an identity crisis.” They both chuckled softly. Their son was known to be, perhaps, a bit over-emotional at times. “He’ll be alright in the end, I’m sure. But in the meantime, come let me try and help you. It’s the least I can do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nyx wished they’d get started already. He’d been kneeling at the base of the tree, watching the blood drip slowly down, for what seemed an hour already. The dead boar had been strung up and hung from a sturdy branch, its throat slit, its blood slowly trickling down. Blood for Herne, Nyx supposed. A sacrifice to the Horned God. The boar was trussed up blindfolded, so its dead eyes could not gaze upon Herne if he appeared to them. 
 
    He snuck a glance at Firewillow, who knelt beside him. Somehow she was able to remain perfectly still, a calm and peaceful expression on her face. She had a very nice face, actually, rather long, with a strong jaw and perfect cheekbones. Her skin was a very light green, her eyelashes lush and attractive, her hair an intriguing blend of gold and green. She had said she’d been waiting for her chance, for this initiation, for more than ten years. If anyone should be impatient, he thought, it should be her.  
 
    Impatient? Why be impatient? The fighting was done, the sacrifice hung, and at any moment the ceremony will begin. So… what’s the delay? 
 
    Without saying a word, Firewillow took his hand. He, too, felt a bond had formed with the older woman. After all, she had assured him a place in the hunt by wounding their other competitor, and then they had ridden together, hunted together and now stood to receive their initiation side by side. Surely they would be friends. Could it possibly become something more? When they returned to Everbright tomorrow, the feast of Mabon would still be in full swing. Maybe he could seek her out… 
 
    She glanced at him, but he looked quickly away. Then, of course, he felt foolish for looking away. When he looked back, she was still studying his face. “Handsome boy,” she whispered.  
 
    *** 
 
    Pox rolled the vial of goluka in the palm of his hand. The oily brown liquid caught a glint of moonlight between the trees. 
 
    “The blood of Herne,” said a voice beside his ear. 
 
    It was Rainbird. She tilted her head in greeting, the same streak of moonlight catching her red-brown eyes. 
 
    “The blood of Herne,” he agreed, slipping the vial back into the pocket of his tanned leather hunt jacket. 
 
    “And you’re bleeding,” she noted. She ran two fingers along his upper thigh, circling the wound the boar’s tusk had gouged there. His trousers glistened with wet blood. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” he said. “Not even worth binding. A small tribute to the Forest God.” 
 
    She drew her fingers away and brought them close to her face, staring at the smear of fresh blood, faery purple, on the tips. Her nostrils flared at the scent; the tip of her tongue licked the corner of her mouth. He thought he actually saw her face flush a little. 
 
    Then, annoyed at his scrutiny, she returned her hand to his leg, grabbing the wound with all five fingers and giving the meat of his thigh a sudden squeeze. He winced at the pain but did not cry out. He knocked her hand away.  
 
    “Also,” she said, “I saved your life.” 
 
    “Bah!” he said. 
 
    She chuckled softly, putting her two stained fingers into her mouth and giving them a loud, sensual suck. 
 
    Anger flared up inside Pox. He was not to be toyed with, not by her. He swung a fist at her face, picturing the blood trickling down from her nose just the way it had happened yesterday with Theodora. Only this time, he would enjoy seeing the violet streak run down her face. He would enjoy it very much.  
 
    But his punch missed its mark as Rainbird’s reflexes kicked in. She jerked her head aside and left his violent urge unfulfilled. She chuckled again and then, laughing outright, turned away. 
 
    *** 
 
    Nyx breathed a sigh of relief when at last he heard the others assembling behind him. He did not turn around. The confident clomp of hunting boots brought Pox around in front of him.  
 
    “Praise be to Herne the Hunter,” said Pox.  
 
    The others returned the same greeting. 
 
    “We assemble here today to bring two new hunters into the fold,” said Pox. “Great Herne is with us, as always. In every tree, in every branch and leaf, in every fluttering heartbeat. All around us. I feel his magnificent presence, do you?” 
 
    “He is with us,” the faeries of the Wild Hunt all agreed enthusiastically. Nyx did not know if he was supposed to answer as well, though truthfully, he did not feel anything like that at all. He hesitated, taking his que from Firewillow, whom he imagined must be more familiar with the ceremony.  
 
    “He is with us,” she said. And Nyx hurried to say the same. 
 
    “He is always with us,” she added. 
 
    “Always,” he said. 
 
    Pox held up a small wooden cup, panted with a stripe of red around the rim. “A special gift for the new hunters. This is goluka—the blood of Herne.” 
 
    He addressed Nyx and Firewillow directly, “When you drink the blood of Herne, if you are lucky, you will see the face of the Forest God. Herne will reveal himself to you.” 
 
    Firewillow, still holding Nyx’s hand, gave his fingers a quick, excited squeeze. 
 
    “I remember my first time,” said Pox. “I was only a boy back then, not too long out of the mushroom.” At mention of the mushroom he felt a queasy roiling of his stomach. It had been an entire day since he’d partaken of her flesh, and the need was already rising in him again. Mu’urcala’s voice was never far from his thoughts, calling out to him, demanding obedience, taunting him for his every mistake. Damn that bitch. He shouldn’t have mentioned her. 
 
    “Herne,” he said, centering himself once again on the ceremony at hand. “Herne revealed himself to me. Of course, I will never forget it. I knelt before him, just as you are doing right now, and received the blessing of goluka. The whole world faded to white. Nothing else mattered. His presence was all-consuming. I felt it, just as we feel it now, all around us, only suddenly a hundred times greater in intensity. His strength, his wisdom, his ruthless cunning.” 
 
    He remembered the day with warm reflection and true devotion. It had been the most important turning point of his life. His love for Herne was real; it was the essence of his existence. 
 
    “Liar!” Mu’urcala screamed in his head. “Liar liar! Tell them how you love me. Tell them you love me!” 
 
    Pox continued, “It was wondrous! I gazed upon his face—gigantic—filling my eyes. The horns upon his head, a regal and graceful crown, the thoughtful eyes, overflowing with keen intelligence and power, the sharp nose of a caribou, the flaring nostrils, his sensuous lips, parting to reveal long, pointed fangs. Herne is awesome in his beauty. Within the embrace of his strong arms you are complete. You need nothing else.” 
 
    “You nasty, naughty little boy, I will shut you down right here, right in front of all these people. Tell them!” 
 
    Pox bit his tongue, took a moment to gather himself and continued, “He spoke to me. He said I was special, talking in a low voice, as if I were his favorite son. He told me I would rule Everbright one day. He said that. Prophecy. Promise. Destiny?” 
 
    This last bit was a recent embellishment to his story. His initiation had occurred long before Everbright had even existed. But this did not mater. It was still true.  
 
    “He said he was my father,” Pox concluded. “Perhaps he will tell you the same.” He glanced encouragingly at Nyx and added, “Are we brothers? Who knows? After this day we will be.” 
 
    Nyx felt his heart soar. This was everything he had ever wanted. Recognition. Respect. A new family. A real family. And what if Herne were somehow related to him? And Pox? How wonderful might that be? 
 
    “There is a destiny here for all of us,” said Pox. “For all of us. And when destiny beckons we must answer. Enough talk.” 
 
    He held the red cup to Firewillow’s lips and she took her sip. The cup came to Nyx next and he eagerly drank the oily brown fluid.  
 
    The goluka was not easy to swallow. It had a thick consistency like jelly, and immediately irritated his mouth. At first it would not go down and Nyx had to stifle a gag. What kind of sacrilege would that be? To gag on the Blood of Herne? Pox would probably slit his throat right there on the spot. 
 
    But after two or three gulps he managed to get the stuff to go down his throat, burning all the way. When it reached his stomach, he again had to suppress the urge to vomit. Its effects were felt immediately. Besides the burning in the pit of his stomach, his face flushed with tremendous heat. He felt short of breath, and had to take quick panting gasps to avoid spewing the stuff back up. 
 
    A ringing in his ears… 
 
    A weird, disorienting dizziness… 
 
    His felt his body begin to change. This was the transformation of the Wild Hunt. His muscles bulged and grew, forming powerful shoulders, and strong, thick arms. His hands widened, fingernails growing two inches longer. His chest puffed out, and now every breath felt like a tidal wave of air. His legs rippled with muscle. His new body felt so heavy he could not possibly rise from his knees. Every muscle ached and burned as they enlarged, but it was glorious just the same. He felt power surging through his blood.  
 
    Just as Pox had intimated, the entire forest scene faded to white. And all around him the sense of an oppressive presence rose up, surrounding him, pressing in. He felt it studying him, taking his measure. Desperation washed over him. It must not find him wanting. 
 
    A gigantic face emerged from the mists. The prodigious antlers, the fiery eyes, the hard-set mouth. Nyx felt a spurt of warm urine run down his leg. His entire body trembled at the sight.  
 
    “Herne!” he croaked, his voice a dry rasp. “Herne! Herne!” 
 
    Herne inclined his head, his lips parted. A chilling laughter bubbled forth. Nyx flew into a panic. Was something wrong? Had he displeased the Forest God? He squinted intently into the mist, panting like a dog. As it moved closer, the face resolved itself. On its brow sat no great rack of antlers, just the antlered crown of the priesthood. No proud, noble nose. No great font of ethereal wisdom. The face, green and mottled, belonged to Pox.  
 
    “Down!” ordered the Hunt leader. 
 
    Nyx was already on all fours, much like a dog. He swam in a fog of confusion. Pox stood over him. Pox? 
 
    He became intensely angry. Pox? Herne. Pox. He gathered his powerful legs beneath him. He took in one tremendous, fortifying breath and charged upward. Something hit him in the face, as hard as a brick, and he fell back down. He was still dizzy from the effects of the goluka. The strength surged within him again, and the boiling rage, but he did not make another attempt. 
 
    “Down!” ordered Pox. 
 
    He felt a great weight on the back of his shoulders, his face pressed into the forest loam. He tasted dirt and dried leaves. The force pressing him down was irresistible, and Nyx gave up the struggle. It pressed down so hard, he thought it might crush his chest. For all his newfound power, there was nothing he could do.  
 
    Warm fluid splashed his back, soaking through his shirt. He recognized the smell. Pox was urinating on him.  
 
    Nyx let out a pathetic whimper. 
 
    Someone blew the hunt horn. The sound came loud and shrill to Nyx’s ears. The blast had an immediate effect on him and all the others in the forest camp. They began to growl and stomp their feet. The goluka in his system sang back. Fire burned through his veins. His muscles strained further, still crushed beneath Pox’s boot. His senses heightened but all he could smell was the overwhelming odor of the loamy dirt in front of his face. His head felt like it might explode. 
 
    “Now,” said Pox, “Let’s ride. For Herne!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Drink this,” Theodora said, offering Eric the acorn cup. 
 
    He squinted down into the murky depths of the amber fluid. “What is this?” 
 
    “Osha root, lungwort and some oregano. Good for the lungs; it will help you breathe better.” 
 
    He drank it, frowning at the bitter taste. “Are you certain this isn’t goat’s dung? It tastes just exactly as I imagine goat’s dung would taste.” 
 
    She chuckled. “It’s good for you.” 
 
    “Faery magic potions,” he grumbled, draining the cup. “You might put in some peppermint or something.” 
 
    “It’s not magic, Eric, just roots and herbs. Nothing we faeries do is magic. Not really. It’s just tricks. When I put on a glamour I don’t actually change shape, just trick your eyes into seeing what I want you to see. It’s the same with the faery lights.” 
 
    “And levitation?” 
 
    “Tricking the world.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You make it sound so simple.” 
 
    “Mostly it is. I just wish I knew how the tricks of the architecture were done. Moonshadow kept the caves open and made the streets spin. I miss her. Maybe that sort of thing is real magic after all. It might just as well be, for all I know of it.” 
 
    She motioned for him to lay down on the cot, but then stopped him. “You’ll have to take off your shirt. I need to rub this eucalyptus balm onto your chest.” 
 
    He hesitated, eying her as if she had just suggested a major impropriety. 
 
    “Shy?” she laughed. “Last I checked, we’re still man and wife.”  
 
    “True.” He began unbuttoning the fine polished pearl buttons on the front of his chemise. And yes, for a moment it did strike Theodora as if something inappropriate or seedy were going on. She had taken Eric to her old apartment—a modest, one-story building on Spruce Street off the park, where she had briefly lived before settling in at the West Tower. That was straightforward enough; she could hardly take him to the rooms she shared with Meadowlark, could she? Why not? It was just a healing, after all. It could have been done in the West Tower. Hardly. With Meadowlark getting underfoot? Prancing around, disturbing her concentration. Not possible. It had to be here. 
 
    Eric folded his shirt and draped it on the back of the chair. Stripped to the waist, he lay down on the pallet. 
 
    “I’m afraid this smells a bit pungent,” she said, scooping a dollop from the little glass jar. She rubbed the balm onto his broad, muscular chest. She could not help but notice Eric kept himself in excellent shape for a man of forty-five. He had always enjoyed an active lifestyle, with riding and exercise a fulsome part of his daily routine. He practiced swordplay continuously, having been well-trained at a young age by his father’s man-at-arms Fitzroy March. In recent years Eric had assumed the role of teacher himself, offering martial lessons to some of the high-born children of fellow land-holders. 
 
    Theodora massaged the cream into his mostly hairless chest, trying to remain as detached as possible. This was strictly business. Eric’s face was relaxed, his eyes closed. He always looked so peaceful and handsome when sleeping, confident and at peace with the world. 
 
    “Breathing a little easier already,” she noted. “But this cream can only do so much. The next part is the most important. Our faery healing is nothing more than a way to stimulate your own body, to strengthen its defenses against the disease. Your own humours will fight the infection.” 
 
    “This works… even for consumption?” 
 
    “If that’s what you have, it will work just as well. Why do the old die of scarlet fever and the young so often survive? Your body has its own defenses, and you are a strong man still. I just need to spark them a little. To do that, you’re going to have to relax and let me in.” 
 
    She massaged his shoulders. “You’re much too tense.” 
 
    He took a deep breath. “I will endeavor to relax, my lady.” 
 
    The double-meaning held by that last phrase cut Theodora to the quick. On the one hand it sounded such a formal appellation, so dry and cold and out of place. On the other hand it reminded her that she had been, at one time, his lady and his wife, and she had enjoyed being so. Very much. 
 
    She hurried through the rest of the massage, taking her hands away as soon as he was sufficiently relaxed. “That’s better.”  
 
    “I’d forgotten it was so late,” he said sleepily. “I could fall right off.” 
 
    She was tired too. Tired of all the problems that seemed to have no solutions. Here at least, she might do some little bit of good.  
 
    “Go ahead and nod off if you want,” she said. “It will work just as well if you’re half asleep.” 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “I trust you.” 
 
    She hadn’t thought there should be any question about it. But really, the way things were now between them, nothing was certain. She placed the tips of her fingers at his temples and prepared to initiate a gentle merging. Now came the hard part—relaxing her mind and establishing the link. But why should something she had done countless times in the past, though mostly during lovemaking, be so difficult now? Precisely for that reason. She only wanted to help heal him, nothing more. She must navigate carefully. Go slowly. That was the plan. 
 
    She sent out the first few gentle advances. She found him relaxed and willing. Just establish enough of a bond, she told herself, and go no further. She’d never had to be so careful before. Nor had such trouble getting started. She was too tense. She must relax into it, attune her mind to Eric’s mood, matching the rhythm of his own thoughts and feelings.  
 
    She just couldn’t look at his face without being reminded of the last time they spoke. Eric had been asking her to return to Grayson Hall to give their marriage another try, practically begging, so sincere, so desperate. She had turned him down, exultant in having rediscovered her true nature. At last she was a faery again. That’s what she wanted to be, not some English lord’s dutiful wife. She was a faery, but then again, not faery enough for the Effranil... 
 
    Damn. It seemed impossible to clear her thoughts. 
 
    Eric cocked one eye open. “Is it working?” 
 
    “Not yet. It takes some time. I have to make a certain connection. Lie still.” 
 
    She had never had this problem before. If only James were here, he’d know what to do. But wait! She did know a trick she might try. A technique Moon Dancer had taught her as young girl. Just choose a memory, a shared memory and concentrate on that. Something neutral, that wouldn’t evoke all of these unwanted feelings. A ride on horseback through the woods, perhaps. Something they had done together countless times. She could choose any occasion, if the memory was still fresh enough. Perhaps that last time a few months ago. They’d been riding along the Surrey road; she had surprised him and started chasing after him. She’d been happy and so was he. 
 
    As she fell into the memory the room seemed to dissolve away. She felt a saddle beneath her, an undulation up and down. The world spun around her and she felt dizzy and odd. She realized she had fallen into a different memory. She was riding the carousel they used to have on the estate, before the faeries tore it apart. She went around and around, in her guise of Theodora Grayson—young and newly married and in love, spinning round as Eric worked the gears, providing the carnival music off-key with his impersonation of a calliope. Round and round and slightly up and down, and as she was happy, so was he. The estate circled around, the manor house in the distance, going past again and again and she threw her head back to laugh out loud, but the joy died in her throat when she saw a dark shrouded figure, tall and imposing, standing alone between the carousel and the great house. Griffin Grayson. Pale as a ghost, in his long black coat, the old man was already dead, his face half rotten with maggots. 
 
    Theodora cried out, pulling her hands away from Eric’s face.  
 
    “You alright?” he asked. 
 
    She took a steadying breath. “Fine. Just having a difficult time getting it started.” 
 
    “I was dreaming about the carousel… when we were first married.” 
 
    “I know.” She looked down at him. “Go ahead, close your eyes.” 
 
    He did so. 
 
    She looked down at him again. There was no denying it. She still loved him. 
 
    What was she doing? She shouldn’t have offered to do this. How was she expecting to help heal him and still keep her distance? It was a mistake. She should have left it to someone else. There were others who could have helped. But no one knew him like she did. And he wouldn’t trust anyone else. He didn’t want strange faeries running through his mind. She had the best chance to make him well. She must try. 
 
    “You could help me,” she suggested. “Concentrate on a certain memory, that’s what we have to do. Riding the horses. Do you remember?” She didn’t want to direct him to that last ride again; that had been a mistake. He’d been upset that day, worried over the collapse of their marriage. Perhaps that was the source of the trouble. She should choose a more pleasant day. “The day after we were married. Do you remember? We rode out to Blackstone together.” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “Concentrate on that then.” 
 
    And so they did, both recalling the same sunlit afternoon, their wedding bliss still fresh upon them. The cool breeze, the sturdy horses, misting breath. They reined up at a fresh meadow, just east of the main house. They settled in for a picnic lunch. Delightful. She had been playing a role that day, hiding her true self from him. Yes the wedding night had been pleasant enough, and yes, she had been in love with him, just a little, after all. But she had been in control, a faery playing at being mortal, still keeping her distance. If she could do that same trick again now, things would go much more easily. 
 
    Yes, that was better. With both of them concentrating on the same memory, the vibration matched easily.  
 
    Now all she had to do was activate that part of his mind the faeries called the ‘fighting spirit’. The will to recover from illness that was linked somehow to the bodily mechanisms—humours and such—to heal and repair one’s self. Mind and body coming together.  
 
    As their minds touched, she tiptoed around his consciousness. She had walked these paths many times before; she knew where Eric’s fighting spirit resided. 
 
    But now she must commit. To provide the necessary stimulation they must truly merge, if only for the briefest moment possible. 
 
    She eased into it, spurring his fighting spirit, massaging it, coaxing it. Inevitably, his feelings began to leak through. Memories of the wedding night, of the subsequent happy years they’d spent together in Grayson Hall, their love for their children, their intimate moments… 
 
    She felt the skin at the back of her neck tingle. Does he still love me? That was what she most wanted to know. After so many years, so many trials and tribulations, the ties that bind could not be so easily severed. Or could they? Did he still love her? To find out she must go deeper, she must merge more fully. She wanted to take that extra step, perhaps just to find the answer. Perhaps for something more...  
 
    But no. No! She had achieved what she’d set out to do. She pulled back, breaking the connection.  
 
    Eric groaned softly as she withdrew. He opened his eyes, a slightly pained expression writ on his face. Her withdrawal had been too quick, clumsy and jarring. 
 
    “Just rest,” she said. “Stay here tonight. I’ll be back in the morning and bring you some breakfast. Perhaps we’ll do another session then. Don’t worry. I’ll have you feeling fit and well very soon.” 
 
    He nodded slowly, closing his eyes again. Theodora draped a heavy woolen blanket over him, covering his bare chest. She didn’t want him catching cold all over again. She leaned down and kissed him on the forehead and then left the apartment. 
 
    She walked the park for a few minutes, trying to get hold of her conflicted feelings. Did he still love her? She still didn’t have her answer, and what did it matter anyway? She had moved on. She wasn’t intending to go back. Even if Everbright should fall she must remain with her own people, help them, guide them through their troubles as best she could. As appealing as the warm walls of Grayson Hall might seem to her, it was now just a dream of the past, a shadow of another time. Of a happier time? Perhaps. She wasn’t sure. 
 
    She found Meadowlark waiting up in their apartment, sitting at table absently spooning a bowl of cold porridge, once again naked except for his royal ermine-trimmed cloak. 
 
    “That was quite the walk,” he said. “Half the night is done.” 
 
    She tossed her cloak playfully at him. By the time he had disentangled himself form its folds she had slipped out of both her overdress and all her underclothes. She stood naked before him. 
 
    “What are you complaining about?” she purred. “We still have the other half.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Nyx woke up, he thought he must be dead. A moment later, when the wracking pain hit him, he wished he was.  
 
    Every muscle in his body felt as if it had been set afire and burned to the wick. His teeth ached so badly he had to check they still resided within his mouth. He lifted his head from the ground and it felt as if it weighed a ton. He brushed dirt and stray leaves from his lips and chin. 
 
    He began to remember. The initiation into the Wild Hunt. The goluka had altered his senses, had transformed his body. The vision of Herne which had turned out to be Pox, a vicious Pox who had debased and subjugated him. 
 
    The small forest clearing was deserted and quietly peaceful. The moon shone brightly overhead. He saw not another soul about until he noticed the woman lying on the ground beside him and crawled over to her. 
 
    “Firewillow?”  
 
    She did not respond when he shook her shoulder. He feared the worst. Her body felt stiff. Too stiff. He turned her over and confirmed his suspicions without a doubt. Her eyes were open, her jaw agape, her features frozen in a rictus of death. 
 
    “Aaaahhhh!” He pulled his hand away.  
 
    “She didn’t survive the transformation,” said a high, reedy voice. Nyx turned. A tall, thin faery stood over him, his features obscured into silhouette by the big, round moon behind his head. “It happens sometimes.” 
 
    “She’s dead…” 
 
    “Tchh. That’s what I said.”  
 
    The faery sat himself wearily on a large square stone. His face was deeply lined with wrinkles, a shade of green that had faded so light it was barely discernible from the moon above. A long, peaked beard decorated his chin, looking less like hair than a fine filigree of bramble as white as a miniature ash tree.  
 
    “No one told me I might die,” said Nyx. 
 
    “The blood of Herne takes its toll. I’m much too old for it myself. The horn does nothing for me except bring back memories of hunts past. My name is Ocka, by the way.” 
 
    “But I’m in?” Nyx asked a bit frantically. “I passed the initiation?” 
 
    “You’re in.” Ocka chuckled shrilly. “There’s no way out now.” 
 
    “Why should anyone want to get out?”  
 
    “That’s the spirit! Be sure. Pox will know if you aren’t.” 
 
    “I saw a vision,” said Nyx, rubbing his sore jaw. “Was that truly Herne or only Pox?” 
 
    “One or the other. Maybe both. How should I know?” 
 
    Nyx scoffed. The old man was not particularly helpful. “Is he really the chosen one? Pox I mean.” 
 
    “Do you doubt it?” 
 
    “No,” said Nyx immediately. He must be careful what words came out of his mouth. Perhaps this man had been left here to babysit him, or maybe to test him. Maybe his initiation was not yet complete. 
 
    “What shall we do with… Firewillow?” 
 
    “Hmmph. Plant her in the ground, boy. You don’t expect me to do it? My back couldn’t stand it.” 
 
    “Then what are you doing here?” 
 
    Ocka jerked a thumb at the tree behind him. “Carving the face in the tree. Making ready for the sacrifice. Tending the fire. You can help. Do you know how to butcher a boar?” 
 
    “Butcher? But isn’t this the animal for the sacrifice?” 
 
    Ocka laughed. The shrill noise that came from his nose was particularly annoying. “The boar? Hahah. No. That’s meat for our feast tonight. The Hunt will be bringing back the sacrifice.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The Wild Hunt rode due south, with Pox at the head of the cabal. His war horse, transformed by the shrill hunt horn, bucked fiercely beneath him. Breakneck was tense and hungry for blood, snorting and growling as its snout cut through the air. Its withers had grown twice as wide as those of the hardiest thoroughbred, its muscled legs tearing up the forest trail. Pox’s bloodlust matched that of his faery steed. It had been quite a while since he’d ridden out like this. He’d been too long trapped in Everbright, hemmed in by its walls and affected gentility, winding all-too-subtle plots, while silently suffering the pangs of his addiction. 
 
    The wild had been calling out to him ever since he’d sent Neron and what remained of the Deepgrave faeries out for their own hunt. He would’ve given much to have joined them on their rampage through Newcastle. The Wild Hunt could not be contained; it needed release. And so did its Hunt leader. Pox urged his steed to run even faster. The sooner they reached their destination the better. 
 
    Rainbird pulled up alongside him. His first lieutenant was resplendent in her transformation. Her previously slender but well-muscled arms bulged now with power and strength, her shoulders wide, her breasts hardly noticeable atop huge chest muscles. Her face, so pretty in ordinary times, was now utterly beautiful. Her long blood-red hair streaming in the midnight breeze, that heavy bestial brow, those smoldering eyes, the thick sensuous lips drawn back against a row of fangs too huge for them to contain. Her lower lip had pulled back so far it had cracked, releasing a few drops of violet blood onto her chin. A dark stain in the light of the moon, the blood caught Pox’s eye. 
 
    “Do you know this area well?” she asked. 
 
    “Not well,” he admitted, “but I’ve a specific destination in mind.” 
 
    “Let’s hurry. My blood is boiling. If you get us lost, I’ll never forgive you.” She laughed, spluttering a few tiny drops of blood into the air between them. 
 
    Pox’s heart pounded in his chest. “No chance of that,” he returned. “This is Durham. There’s only one path through these woods.” 
 
    “And where, pray tell, does it lead?” 
 
    “To Grayson Hall, of course.” 
 
    He kicked his stallion hard and pulled ahead.  
 
    In a short while, the forest path descended into a wide, flat vale bordered by farmland on either side. Most of the fields lay fallow now but some late-September corn still stood tall and proud in the moonlight. Pox charged ahead, the wind whipping his hair, his horse racing in a frenzy, unrestrained. Run, Breakneck, run. Go ahead. Run free.  
 
    The path eventually transformed into a cobbled road as the gates of the Grayson estate came into view. A thin thread of smoke rose from the chimney above the main house. 
 
    The gate was closed but Pox urged Breakneck to crash through using its lowered head as battering ram. The horse whickered loudly as its massive forehead blew the gate from its hinges. Pox threw his head back and howled as well. The Hunt followed behind, eight faeries strong.  
 
    Pox wheeled his mount in front of the main building. “Set it on fire,” he ordered and Ragwort and Gleem stepped down, all too happy to oblige. 
 
    “Lord Grayson won’t be at home,” Rainbird said. “He’s still at Everbright.” 
 
    “He means nothing. It’s Theodora I’m after.” 
 
    “She’s not—” 
 
    “Of course she’s not. But what better way to provoke her than to raze her beautiful home to the ground?”  
 
    They stood watching as the faeries torched the place, their horses stamping and nickering at sight of the fire. 
 
    “We still need the sacrifice,” Rainbird reminded him. 
 
    “We’ll have—” He stopped short as an eerie sound cut across the courtyard, carried on an ill breeze up from the south. A long, drawn out wail, a siren’s call of liquid anguish and everlasting torment, the sound of it cut even Pox’s soul to the quick. 
 
    Rainbird gasped. “What the hell is that?”  
 
    Pox laughed. “The tortured soul of Griffin Grayson, I expect. They say his ghost haunts the moors. Murdered by Summer Court faeries, driving his own dogs against him.” 
 
    Pox stepped down from his mount, spread his hands apart. “Come forth, old man! Come to me!” 
 
    The eerie wailing, seemingly driven to further anguish by this challenge, echoed up and down the empty yard, stretching back and forth from the marshlands to the meadows.  
 
    “May he rot in hell,” said Rainbird. “He killed so many. All faery-folk owe him a blood debt.” 
 
    “Griffin Grayson!” shouted Pox. “Come on. Come to me! Let me chew your withered old bones!” 
 
    As if in answer to his summons an old man appeared at the side of the burning house. He ran outside, dressed in a long white sleeping gown. Seeing the faery host assembled in the courtyard he stopped in his tracks, not having the slightest idea what to do next.  
 
    “Take him!” shouted Rainbird. 
 
    “No,” growled Pox. “He’s too old. He’s just the caretaker.” 
 
    “I’ll settle him, then,” said Rainbird. She drew a spear from alongside her saddle and launched it straight and true. The point went right through the old caretaker’s chest, knocking him back and away. His legs flew out in front of him, still wriggling in the air in a sort of comical dance, until he hit the ground, killed instantly. Just like that, he had been reduced to an old pile of discarded rags lying upon the cobbles with a spear end sticking up. 
 
    “Now let’s see about that sacrifice,” Pox said. “The servants’ quarters should be round the back, just off the kitchens.” He strode forward, motioning for the Hunt to follow.  
 
    The Graysons treated their house servants well. The servants’ quarters made up a sort of a villa, three houses linked together and provided with their own fresh well. Pox marched to the nearest entrance. The door was locked and bolted tight, but he burst it open with one forceful kick, splintering the wood from the frame.  
 
    He found a simple sitting room with a smoldering hearth. Empty. Three bedrooms opened off the salon. Pox angrily overturned a table, scattering plates and loose tableware. “Bring them out! Bring them all out!” 
 
    The faeries of the Wild Hunt beat down the remaining doors. Bedrooms were emptied out. They brought forth the blacksmith and his wife and children, an old potter and his wife and a family of kitchen workers. The blacksmith must have offered some small resistance in defense of his family because he was already bleeding from a cut on his brow when Ragwort dragged him into the sitting room. The faeries arranged the people in a neat little row, on their knees. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” Pox said. “We mean you no harm.” 
 
    This did little to reassure the captives or quell the trembling of their hands or the sobs of the women.  
 
    “In fact, I’ve come here with an offer. A great honor. It is Mabon and the festival can not conclude without a sacrifice for our Lord Herne. It’s a glorious death, I assure you.” 
 
    “Go to hell, demon,” spat the potter. 
 
    Pox’s lips drew back and a trickle of spittle traced down one of his newly exposed fangs. He snorted derisively. “I am asking for a volunteer. The sacrifice is no good otherwise, you see. Our Herne expects a certain degree of devotion.” 
 
    The blacksmith and his wife began muttering some Christian prayer. The wife held her two children close, but they seemed less afraid than fascinated by the faeries. 
 
    “A child would be acceptable but they have less blood to contribute. So I prefer one of the full-grown men. Blood is what Herne craves. I promise it will be a glorious death, though slow. It goes like this: the sacrifice is hung from a tree, specially prepared with a likeness of the Forest God carved into the bark. Hung upside down, you understand, not from the neck.” 
 
    Pox paused to check the reactions of the people. A defiant glower from the potter, more prayer from the blacksmith. The mothers had averted their eyes and sought to cradle their children behind sheltering, although trembling, arms. The kitchen steward looked like he was going to be sick; his wife had already fainted. 
 
    “Cuts are made into the armpits and thighs, so the blood may slowly drain away. I’m sorry but there’s a certain degree of pain necessary. Herne likes his offerings seasoned with fear and pain. Hot coals provoke the best reaction. Never mind where we put them. I won’t bother you with the details. When death finally comes you will welcome it, and I will deliver that mercy personally. Now, let’s get to business. The night wears on. Who will come with us willingly?” 
 
    “Devil!” spat the blacksmith. 
 
    “Never!” spat the potter. 
 
    The steward turned his head and vomited on the floor. 
 
    Pox made his decision. “That child,” he said, indicating the eldest boy belonging to the blacksmith, a lad of perhaps seven or eight years. “Slit his throat.” 
 
    The mother screamed. Rainbird stepped forward to do the deed, but the blacksmith objected, as expected. “No! Don’t touch him! Please, if you have to take someone, take me.” 
 
    Pox grunted his satisfaction and smiled. “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    She went to sleep finally as Clarimonde, nestled in her lover’s arms, but she woke up as Theodora, quite alone. She always woke up as Theodora, as if Clarimonde was the dream and Theodora the reality, the one who stood in the bright light of day, the one who cared too much, who worried too much, who held the fate of Everbright and its doomed children in her hands. Lady Theodora, so often lonely and unsatisfied. First thing in the morning, every morning, she felt a tired ache deep inside. Was it just hunger pangs, or something more? 
 
    She found a note left on the pillow beside her, scrawled in Meadowlark’s chaotic hand: ‘I’m off to find the elusive Effranil. All will be well, my love, I promise.’ 
 
    If only you could rightly promise that, she thought. He meant well, anyway, and he could be very persuasive in his own way. She wondered what the elitist Effranil would think of Meadowlark and his antics if he did indeed track them down? Doubtful he could make any headway with them even if he could find them, but he does manage to trick practically anyone into practically anything, so who knows? 
 
    Surely she appreciated the effort. And he even got up early to get a good start on it, too. Excellent. 
 
    She washed up and dressed in a plain sky-blue shift and a dark woolen shawl against the chill, hastily grabbing up some things to make a breakfast to bring to Eric. The festival of Mabon had already resumed out in the park, and she worked her way through throngs of celebrants making ready for the final day’s events. As she passed the great ash tree in the center of the park she could not believe what she saw. A tall, lanky faery stood atop an overturned wooden crate, carving a pattern onto the tree. Defacing the great ash tree! 
 
    She rushed to the tree and screamed up at him, “Just what on the Goddess’s green earth do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    The faery glanced down at her with a nonchalant and impassive expression. “Carving the tree. For the ceremony—it’s the last day of Mabon, you know.” 
 
    “Get down from there! Get down from there right now! Last day. This festival can’t end soon enough for me. Have your damned ceremony if you must, but leave this tree alone!” 
 
    The tall faery squinted down at her.  
 
    “Get down here this instant, or I will tear your heart out of your chest. I’m not joking.” 
 
    He stepped carefully down from the box. 
 
    Theodora went on, “My mother is bonded with this tree. It has stood here five hundred years. Did you know that?” 
 
    He shrugged stupidly. 
 
    “I’ve never seen you before. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Brackum Tallfellow.” 
 
    “Where did they dig you up from?” 
 
    “Deepgrave.” 
 
    “Why am I not surprised? Listen to me, Tallfellow—or whatever your name is—if you mishandle that tree again, or any tree in this park for that matter, I will cut off your hands and feed them to you. Understand?” 
 
    He shrugged his lanky shoulders. That wasn’t good enough for Theodora. She jabbed him in the bony chest with her index finger, knocking him back a step. 
 
    “You’d better understand. Leave it alone!” 
 
    Tallfellow still held the paring knife in his hand and she thought for a moment he might come at her with it; she almost wished he would, she was so angry, but he tucked it into a tiny sheath at his waist. “Yes m’lady.” 
 
    She shot him one more glowering look and went on. She noticed what he had carved into her precious tree—a set of large stag-like eyes looking balefully down at her. No doubt some tribute to Herne the Hunter. At least the festival would conclude today, though she had no idea what the final ceremony would entail. But right after, she and Meadowlark would set about organizing their own festival for Mother Moon. Eric’s suggestion had been a good one. They were losing power here. She could feel it slipping away. She could see it in the people’s faces. They mustn’t let that happen, not for their own sakes, but for the good of Everbright itself. 
 
    She hurried on to Spruce Street. There was a peculiar banging noise coming from her apartment. She found Eric within, his sleeves rolled up, the front of his dress shirt sprinkled with saw dust. He’d certainly made himself at home in her apartment, and he did look a fair sight more robust and healthy. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said. “I noticed you had some shelving half-built, so I finished it.” He indicated his handiwork with a casual gesture, a mallet still in one hand. 
 
    “You needn’t have done that. I don’t… I don’t even live here anymore.” 
 
    “Well,” he said with a smile, “you can never have too much shelving.” 
 
    “I’m certain that’s true. But where did you get the mallet and nails?” 
 
    “There’s a tool shed on the first floor of this building.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know that. I never thought to look. Anyway, thank you for the effort. I’ve brought you breakfast as promised. Shall we sit and eat and then we’ll get back to the therapy?” 
 
    “A fine idea. I’m absolutely ravenous. But… why the change?” 
 
    She glanced down at her clothes, then realized he hadn’t been talking about her dress. She was wearing her old glamour of Lady Theodora Grayson, complete with long, chestnut hair and sun-tanned skin.  
 
    “Oh, I…” She didn’t know what to say, so busied herself with laying out the meal instead. Blackberry jam, toasted corn cakes, and a few slices of ham, a flagon of fresh apple juice. “How are you feeling today?” 
 
    “A hundred times better.” 
 
    “You look improved. I see a bit more color in your cheeks. A few more treatments and I’ll soon have you set all to rights again.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it.” He stuffed a jam-slathered piece of toast into his mouth. “I think you know just how to rub me the right way.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Effranil, Effranil. Where art thou Effranil? 
 
    Meadowlark scanned the crowd at the park. The Effranil, if they looked anything like Dresdemona, would be rather tall, standing ramrod-straight and cock-sure, with high ponderous foreheads and cruel little eyes. Of course, the eyes might well be different on these particular Effranil. And of course, travelling here in Everbright they would have to be wearing a glamour. Their resemblance to Dresdemona would raise quite a few eyebrows, especially since the late, not-so-great Dark Queen had murdered Moonshadow and tortured half the people in the town—well, himself and Theodora mostly—but the idea was the same.  
 
    People came and went throughout the park, making ready for the final rites of the Mabon festival. There were many people he did not recognize—Winter Court faeries, he imagined. He had no way to identify out-of-place strangers amidst the many strangers already among them.  
 
    It occurred to him that Clarimonde had been going about this all the wrong way. He tilted his head sideways and took another look at the crowd. Searching the whole town for a few disguised individuals was too damn inefficient. A waste of the King’s time certainly. There had to be a better idea. 
 
    Clarimonde had said the Effranil were crazy about music, and practically worshipped the stuff.  That wasn’t much to work with, but it was something.  Meadowlark really didn’t know very much about music at all but that, like everything else, might be used to his advantage. He had only a passing familiarity with a few of the more bawdy human operettas. 
 
    The northwest corner of Seelie Park was dedicated to the idea of free speech, a concept old King Georgie despised and which, naturally, the faeries had come to cherish. At this spot stood a tiny makeshift stage where anyone could speak their mind on any subject whatsoever. That distinction was symbolic only, as faeries were free to say or do whatever they liked in Everbright at any time at all anyway. But symbolism was important, and the stage provided a focal point for any of the many attention-grabby mouth-runners among them. A crowd was always ready at hand, especially for such a beloved speaker as the King of the Faeries. Meadowlark stepped up onto the platform and cleared his throat loudly. 
 
    He waited a few minutes until a suitable number of people had arrived. He’d decided to perform a scene he remembered from Stradella’s comic opera Trespolo the Tutor. It was a duet, but he enthusiastically took up both parts—the ardent Trespolo and his enamored, the timid serving maid Despina. 
 
    As Despina, he sang in a faulty soprano voice, “Trespolo, you traitor, you scoff!” 
 
    He ran over a few steps and turned around, occupying the space where she had a moment ago thrown the curse and sang, now in a poor basso voice trembling with emotion, “Ah Despina! Me for you. I have a kitchen in my body, my love, my core, blushes on the three feet.” 
 
    He’d chosen to sing the scene in English rather than its native Italian, and was not quite sure of the translation. The scene took place in a kitchen—he remembered that much—and there was a roast in the oven, or some such. 
 
    He ran back to the other side and, as Despina, he returned, “So love treats me again only in this-- the fate has changed that you cooked the roast, and I got bored.” 
 
    The few people gathered would put up with only so much. They grew irritated, if not with the poor singing then with the incomprehensible choice of words. They began to boo and hiss. 
 
    Meadowlark, breaking character, sang tunelessly in his own low voice, “Oh come on! It’s not that bad!” 
 
    He resumed the play, blowing kisses at the empty place where the maid would have been standing. Then he rushed to the other side and Despina retorted, “Three difficulties between us—there is no point, or little to pardon not disdain. The goose will be beaked.” 
 
    Someone in the audience threw a tomato. Meadowlark sidestepped at the last moment and it struck a glancing blow on his shoulder, splattering his favorite red velvet jacket. 
 
    “A tomato? Really?” he sang dramatically. “Where ever did you get one?” 
 
    He was answered by a renewed spate of boos and hisses. As the crowd began to depart, Meadowlark scanned their ranks furiously. Certainly there must be someone out of place, someone who didn’t belong. Touché! He spotted her—a woman just a bit too tall and just a bit too proud. Effranil! Had to be. 
 
    In a flash he carved a circumlocutous path through the mix of people, tweaking noses and pinching bottoms as he went, coming up behind the suspicious personage. He kicked her feet out from under her and set about hog-tying her hands behind her back with a fine cord of sinew. The faery woman flushed angrily and her features began to shift and change. Hair of liquid gold framed a face of well-chiseled features and shimmering blue-gray skin. In a moment a true-blooded Effranil lay beneath Meadowlark, pinned to the ground, bound and helpless. 
 
    “Hurrah!” yelped Meadowlark. He found the Effranil woman particularly unattractive in a schoolmarmish way, with her high forehead, the too-sharp jaw and petulant scowl, yes, those cruel little eyes. Just like Dresdemona. “Effranil, I presume?” 
 
    “Cretin! Let me up immediately!” 
 
    “I certainly will. You can best believe I’ve no desire to ride atop you one second more than is absolutely necessary. I wilt, as we speak.” 
 
    She struggled but with her hands tied behind her back and his weight on her shoulders she could not throw him off. 
 
    “No ma’am, not one second more. And please I’ll thank you to stop wriggling so. You are absolutely not my type.” 
 
    At last she relented, though the look she gave him practically curdled his blood. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Aha! Now we come to it. I want a magic spell—something to keep the caves ‘neath this fair city open and free from collapse. Such a spell is needed for the safekeeping of our children. It’s a song, I presume. Clever, I am, right?” 
 
    “Simpleton!” she retorted. “Yes, it is a song, but none that you might comprehend. It’s much too complicated a matter. And you seem incapable of carrying even the simplest of tunes.” 
 
    “Everyone’s a critic!” Meadowlark snarled. “You try getting up on stage, with all those hungry eyes watching. All they do is take, take, take and I give, give, give. I open my heart and soul—but they don’t appreciate it! Now to the matter at hand. Too complicated? Then let me make it very simple for you.” He drew a thin-bladed dirk from behind his back. He pressed it to the base of her long, swan-like neck, making sure to nick the skin just a bit. “Now, let’s you sing me a little song…”  
 
    “Enough!” she spat. 
 
    The next thing Meadowlark knew he was engulfed in sound. A chaotic melody seemingly ripped from the depths of his own mind, it razzed his eardrums, rattled his brain, and scoured his very soul. Flashing lights went off inside his head, blasting all vision from his eyes. The song, if that’s what it was, jangled his every nerve fiber, setting his skin aflame. The pain was exquisite. 
 
    Mercifully, the sensation only lasted a few seconds or so—just long enough for the female Effranil to remove herself and make her escape. 
 
    In her wake, Meadowlark was left rolling on the ground, his ears ringing, his skin sizzling.  
 
    When his head cleared he sat up, running his fingers through his long, curly black hair. “Whoah!” he exclaimed, exchanging inscrutable glances with several concerned-faced passers-by. “I think I’m in love!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Arcadians allowed James to sit at table for their afternoon meal. It had been a rough night. He didn’t know who had found him, lying on the floor of his cell. His near-death experience at the hands of Alethea Vita had left him semi-conscious, babbling incoherently, having both pissed and shat himself during his ordeal.  
 
    Some generous soul had cleaned him up, dressing him in one of the gray robes of the Arcadians. He had no idea who it had been. He could only remember fragments of what had happened—the moonlight stinging his eyes, the growl of the beast, the cold, merciless touch of Alethea Vita, her gaze as empty and cold as death. The face of his comforter had been lost in a parade of faces, seeping through his memory of the night before—Theodora, Moonshadow, Threadneedle, even the Christ Himself. Afterward, he imagined it had been Eluin. She stayed with him all morning, urging him to drink some cool clear water, talking softly to him. He felt outside of his body, in a weird sort of dual existence, simultaneously rooted to the ground in a moonlit meadow, and running on all fours through a darkened wood.  
 
    He slowly came to his senses. He was James Grayson of Grayson Hall, son of an English lord and a fine noble lady, educated by professional tutors out of Eton college and Sunday sermons delivered to a well-worn family pew at the Anglican church in Graystown. But if that’s who he was, why did he have purple skin and antlers coming out of his head? What kind of freak have I become? 
 
    Eluin sat patiently on the edge of the cot in her room, talking him calmly back from the brink of madness. “You are an enigma, James Grayson.” 
 
    The word echoed in his mind. Enigma, enigma, enigma. “I don’t want to be an enigma.” 
 
    “Who does?” she said kindly. She offered him a pretty smile. “You’ve been invited to participate in the ceremony at full moon tonight, if you feel strong enough.” 
 
    James took another sip of the water. “I’m not sure about that last bit, but I’ll try. I don’t understand. What caused your change of heart towards me?”  
 
    “We had a dream during the night—all of us. That’s not so strange, on the eve of the ceremony. Alethea Vita speaks to us often in dreams, especially when she is troubled. She was very disturbed last night. We saw everything that happened.” 
 
    “So it was real, then? Moonshadow did appear?” 
 
    “Moonshadow? Is that her name? I see.” Eluin smiled again. “She’s a true daughter of the Moon.” 
 
    “She was, or so I’ve been told,” replied James. “She died trying to save Everbright. No, that’s not completely accurate. She did save Everbright actually, with a little help. She fought an evil woman, and although she did not entirely defeat Dresdemona, she tired her out so much, she did not see the next attack. So, yes, she saved us.” 
 
    “I’d like to hear the full story,” Eluin remarked, “if we have time after the ceremony. It sounds like you didn’t know Moonshadow was one of the Vitae.” 
 
    “One of the…?”  
 
    Eluin nodded her head. “Yes. Perhaps meant to replace Alethea. The last one, perhaps. The Moon can not conceive a daughter very often.” 
 
    James’ head spun. He lay back on the cot. If what Eluin said was true, Moonshadow had a greater importance than anyone at Everbright could possibly have known. And now she was gone. What a waste. 
 
    “Rest now,” Eluin said. “Today is meant to be spent in deep meditation as we clear our thoughts and ready ourselves to receive the vision of the Moon Goddess. I’ll come back to see you again in a little while.” 
 
    *** 
 
    At noon, James joined the Arcadians at table. A large number of the gray-robed faeries were in attendance, hands linked as they repeated a chant: 
 
    Ainu birith umbaronna. Alfah edro, falash edro. Ainu birith umbaronna. Kado guthe!  
 
    Over and over. Eluin had explained what the old words meant: 
 
    Maiden, mother, goddess, nurture and guide us. Maiden, mother, goddess, grant us strength. 
 
    Over and over. Hour after hour. At first James considered this a convenient way to avoid answering his questions, but found the faeries earnest in their adulation of the Goddess. The chanting reverberated from the vine-encrusted walls of the feast hall. The light, sweet voices sang the Moon’s praises in perfect harmony. The gentle, hypnotic sound touched him deeply and he soon found himself joining in. He was no great singer, and his efforts added a note of discord to the final effect, but the Arcadians seemed to take it in stride. The soothing repetition went a long way toward calming his inner turmoil. Slowly, James felt his strength returning. 
 
    The faeries broke for a mid-afternoon meal. A strange sort of bread was served, tasteless and crisp, and more water. James was quite hungry and the food filled him up in a strangely satisfying way despite its simplicity.  
 
    Orrin entered the room, surprised to see James sitting at the table.  
 
    “What’s he doing here?” 
 
    “Eating,” said Eluin. 
 
    Orrin scowled. “I can see that. But this goes too far. A horned beast does not belong at our table, dressed in our robes.” 
 
    “Don’t you trust in the Vitae?” asked one of the other Arcadians. 
 
    Orrin sneered at him. “Of course I do. It is this intruder that concerns me. He shows up here unasked, violates our citadel. He forced himself upon Alethea. And I find him here? Surely Alethea did not sanction this.” 
 
    “Last night,” replied Eluin. “We all saw…” 
 
    “Just what did we see exactly?” demanded Orrin. “A confused soul, more hunter than moon, bringing strife, bringing turmoil and disruption.” 
 
    “That’s simply his own confusion. He needs our help.” 
 
    “Pfaah!” 
 
    “You saw the maiden appear last night.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what we saw,” Orrin insisted. “Who was she?” 
 
    “Her name was Moonshadow,” said Eluin. “I think she was meant to be a Vitae but, as James tells us, she died prematurely.” 
 
    “Ghosts? You bring us ghosts as proof?” He aimed this last salvo directly at James.  
 
    “I’m not trying to prove anything. I don’t know anything. I’m the one looking for answers. And I appreciate all of your kindness and hospitality.” 
 
    “Pfaah! You’re not welcome.” 
 
    “Orrin!” hissed Eluin. “This is not our way. He is what he says, just another supplicant.” 
 
    “Is he?” Orrin cast a measuring glance among their ranks but found little support for his suspicions. “Alright then. If he attends the ceremony tonight, I guess we’ll find out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nyx tried his hardest not to stare, but his gaze kept returning to the man’s face. The sacrifice’s mouth had been tightly gagged but his eyes were wild in their sockets. A tortured murmuring came from his throat in waves, his words indistinct, his tone a plaintive cry for help. 
 
    The sacrifice was strung up, hanging upside down by his ankles, from a thick branch of the tree that Ocka had carved earlier. The face of Herne, as depicted in the rough lines, stared implacably back at Nyx. The caribou nose and long antlers were crudely rendered in the bark, and one of the old man’s cuts had disturbed a nest of termites which flowed and circled one of the eyes.  
 
    Nyx struggled to his feet. In the aftermath of last night’s goluka he still felt dizzy and weak. Another glance at the sacrifice and he sank back down, his head between his knees, on the verge of vomiting again. 
 
    When the Hunt had returned at the break of dawn, Pox seemed almost surprised to find that Nyx had survived. Nyx and Ocka had already buried Firewillow. Pox glanced down at the freshly overturned mound of earth. “Damn,” he grumbled. “I thought sure she would make it.” 
 
    When his eyes returned to Nyx, who rose shakily to his feet to greet the Hunt leader, there was a sly smile on his lips. “Be strong,” was all he said. Nyx felt his heart race. He found it so hard to read Pox’s tone. Words of encouragement or a threat? He wasn’t sure. 
 
    Pox reached out and gave his shoulder a reassuring squeeze, then shoved him backward. Nyx’s wobbly legs gave out and he crashed down to the forest floor in a disorganized jumble. He’d slept again for a while, but now, in full light of day he reexamined his situation. 
 
    He glanced again at the sacrifice. This brought a renewed set of muffled pleas and Nyx looked quickly away. The whole thing seemed wrong to him. As per Ocka, this man was to be tortured and drained of blood to please Herne the Hunter. But he was just an innocent farmer from the town. From what Nyx could overhear, the man had a wife and children, had offered himself up to save them. It just didn’t seem right.  
 
    Ocka sat down on the log beside him, handing over a wooden plate generously heaped with boar meat. “You should eat,” he said. “It’s a celebration.” 
 
    The sight of the charred meat turned Nyx’s stomach even further, the smell of roasted flesh pushing him too far. He turned his head as his stomach spasmed. He hadn’t eaten anything in a day and a half, since before the trials by combat, and there was nothing to come up. But still it took a few moments before the violent heaving subsided.  
 
    When he had regained his composure, or what little was left of it, he settled himself once again on the log beside Ocka. “You should eat,” the old man said.  
 
    Nyx felt the face on the tree staring at him, boring into him. He shook his head. 
 
    The goluka had killed Firewillow and it didn’t seem to have agreed with him either. Everyone else seemed quite alright, having withstood the transformation, even exulted in it. Was this discomfort typical of the first time, or because the goluka was no good for him? He might ask Ocka—he supposed that’s what the old man was hovering about him for—to answer his questions and give advice—but he had grown wary of expressing any negative ideas toward the Hunt.  
 
    In fact, he considered taking a bite of the boar meat, just for show. 
 
    Suddenly a commotion rang out in the camp. Rainbird had returned from the south, where she’d been scouting the surrounding woods.  
 
    “Redcoats!” she said. “Coming this way. I counted at least a dozen of them, riding along the forest trail.” 
 
    “Are they looking for us, I wonder?” Pox mused. 
 
    “Well, you did torch Lord Grayson’s estate. The richest man in the whole damn county.” 
 
    “I did.” Pox seemed momentarily confused and Nyx thought he heard the Hunt leader mumble something under his breath. Pox swung his gaze around the camp, taking it all in—the man strung up in the tree, their equipment, the half-dozen tethered horses. “We’re exposed here. And we can’t risk losing that sacrifice.” 
 
    He clapped his hands together, drawing everyone’s attention. He barked out orders in a strangely calm tone. “Into the woods. Hurry up! Hide in the forest. Ambush them. Kill them all.” 
 
    The faeries immediately dropped whatever they were doing, abandoning their feast to the denizens of the woods and taking up their weapons. “Leave the horses,” said Pox. “And the man. If they try to cut him down to free him, they’ll be wide open for a dagger in the back. Let’s go.” 
 
    Nyx sat looking dumbly after them. He wasn’t sure he could get up. 
 
    Ocka kicked him in the leg. “Let’s go, little hunter,” warned the old man. “He said everyone. That means you too.” 
 
    By the time Nyx had gotten a few feet from the camp, most of the others were several yards away. They had already engaged the soldiers.  He hardly had strength enough to put on a glamour but did his best, concealing himself among the willow pines. The mainstay of the fighting was taking place beyond an obscuring stand of trees, out of his line of sight. He hoped it would all be over long before they got to his hiding spot. He exerted all his will to maintain the woodsy glamour, praying under his breath to Mother Moon for strength. That was all he could do. Keep still and green until the storm had passed.  
 
    The sounds of battle carried across the solitude of the deep woods, silencing all other sound as the regular business of the forest took a pause, awaiting the bloody outcome. Shouts of surprise rang out as faeries emerged from concealment, followed by swords and knives clanging, horses whinnying and snorting, several pistol shots, a man screaming, Pox shouting, another death scream, a horn blowing. It was not the hunt horn, but one of the redcoats, signaling either an advance or a retreat. Despite his weakened condition, the sounds stirred Nyx’s blood. Some goluka still ran in his system, stimulated by the sounds of battle, the smell of blood. 
 
    The red haze engulfed his senses again, and bloodlust raged in his heart. And yet, instead of empowering his body, these changes made him feel sicker and sicker. He had a strong urge to join the fighting, though such a move in his present condition would probably leave him dead on the field in a matter of moments. He took a step, prematurely letting down his disguise, then stumbled forward a few paces, hardly able to see anything but the red haze, not even knowing where he was going. In a moment he found himself face to face with one of the soldiers. The man had already suffered a wound to his scalp and streams of bright red blood ran down the side of his face, rounded his jaw and splattered down. Nyx found himself staring at the stubble on the man’s cheeks, the leering mouth. Before he knew it, a bayonetted tip of a rifle soared toward his belly. Nyx hadn’t even realized he had his sword in his hand. He deflected the blow with an odd, jerky movement. The man, weakened by blood loss from the scalp or some other wound, stumbled slightly as Nyx parried his lunge. 
 
    Nyx saw his chance. He was an experienced swordsman, skilled enough to dispatch this poor half-dead soul. It would take nothing more than a simple upstroke of his blade. He stood poised and ready. But he could not move. He thought of Ash. He thought of Ash’s death grimace, his eyes bulging. He had killed his best friend. 
 
    The soldier recovered, slashing away Nyx’s blade with the shaft of the bayonet. Nyx watched him come on, still mesmerized by his lean face, the black stubble, the bared teeth. 
 
    The man struck at him again, grunting and spitting as he charged. He threw himself clumsily forward, practically dead on his feet. All Nyx had to do was raise his blade to parry. All he had to do was raise the blade. A simple thing, but his face was already dripping with sweat, his hands shaking, his fingers gone numb. The sword dropped from his hand.  
 
    And that would have been the end of him, had not one of the adjacent willow pines sprung to life just beside him. The glamour dispensed, a tall lean faery took his chance, stepping into the side of the soldier’s attack, taking advantage of the redcoat’s exposed flank to drive his own rapier home. The unexpected strike spun the soldier around, his bayonet tip deflected up and away, scouring a red hot line diagonally across Nyx’s cheek. The pain activated the goluka even more and Nyx felt his muscles bulge uncomfortably. He felt as if his spine would crack under the strain. He howled, but it was a cry of pain and frustration rather than a battle cry. 
 
    Ocka drove his blade through the soldier’s throat, finishing the kill. All the while he kept one eye on Nyx, and it seemed to Nyx that his minder’s baleful accusatory glance might seal his doom just as surely as the bayonet might have done. Ocka had already noted his doubt and now his cowardice.  
 
    The battle did not last very much longer. The redcoats, beaten back to just a few men standing, blew their horn again, and made a hasty retreat. Pox and the others returned to their little camp. The sacrifice, his hopes of rescue dashed, resumed his plaintive wailing. 
 
    Pox took stock of his people, accounting for the Hunt members who had been lost. He paused, catching the violet smear of blood on Nyx’s cheek. Nyx, once again seated on the chestnut log, attempted to stand and meet him but did not have the strength for it. 
 
    Pox glared down at him. “Three faeries perished in the battle today. And with Firewillow gone, we’ve only you to show for it. You had better be worthy.” 
 
    Nyx nodded his head. His mouth was too dry to swallow, let alone speak. Surely Pox did not know of his cowardice in the fight, at least not yet, but would Ocka betray him? 
 
    “Plant our dead in the ground,” Pox commanded. “Then pack up the camp. We cannot linger here now. The rite will be continued behind the walls of our capital city. Mount up your horses. We ride for Everbright!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eluin suggested she take James outside for a walk in the open air. It would be their last chance to talk before the night’s ceremony. He found this a very pleasant suggestion. They circled the placid lake as evening came on, walking a well-trodden footpath lined with ancient cobblestones. Despite a chill in the air, the Arcadian robes kept him surprisingly warm. Also, despite a cool breeze across its surface the pool remained completely still. No bubbles broke the surface, no eider ducks paddled across, no otters made their home in its recesses, no fish could be seen troubling the waters. The stilled surface was an eerie sight. If he were to glance down at it under the light of the full moon, what would he see? Somehow, with Eluin walking beside him, he felt hopeful for a good result of the night’s ceremony. 
 
    “Have you really seen her?” he asked. “On the water?” 
 
    “Oh yes. Many times. Different people see different things of course. I always see the Maiden, I guess because I’m so young.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Only nineteen.” 
 
    “Just a few years younger than me. I wonder if I’ll see the Maiden tonight.” 
 
    “I hope so. Wouldn’t that be nice? If we both saw the same?” 
 
    James made an uncertain sound. “We probably don’t have very much in common. I was raised in the Anglican Church. Do you know it?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “We believe—they teach of One God. No Herne, no Moon Mother. Just one Almighty God. But some of the things I’ve seen…” He chuckled softly. “Even this pool of water... it’s…” 
 
    She waited patiently as he tried to find the right words. Not surprisingly, the Bard had already provided them. He straightened his back, doing his best impression of a stodgy English stage actor, and said, “ ‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.’ Words said by an uncertain prince in one of our most famous English plays. I suppose the existence of an Almighty God does not preclude the possibility of lesser spirits as well.” 
 
    “Lesser spirits? Don’t let Orrin hear you saying that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to dismiss anything. I’ve never seen the face of the Almighty God either. And I’m sure I never will. And up till now I’ve been satisfied with that. But you’ve seen the face of your Goddess and others have seen Herne as well. And I do feel something standing here, in the presence of the lake and the Vitae, and all of you nice people. I feel something.” 
 
    “That’s a good sign.” She gave his hand a hopeful squeeze. 
 
    “But I don’t know if it’s real.” 
 
    “You’ll see soon enough.”  
 
    “I hope so. I truly hope so.” 
 
    “I believe you will.” 
 
    *** 
 
    It had been so pleasant just sitting with Eric and talking, Theodora almost forgot about the healing she meant to do. They talked most of the morning away, catching up on events of the past year and lapsing often into favorite reminiscences as well. She avoided mentioning her relationship with Meadowlark and Eric did not ask. What she would have said about it, not even Theodora knew. On that topic she had become quite hazy herself. 
 
    And then she performed another session, once again carefully avoiding any unwanted contact. Her desire to probe Eric’s feelings for her had become much less tempting. She thought she knew how he felt already. His reassuring smile, the few appreciative glances he sent her way when he did not think she would notice. It seemed clear he wanted to give their marriage another try. If only she knew what she wanted. She set the question aside. There would be plenty of time to find the answers.  
 
    Eric drifted off right after the healing and Theodora thought it best to let him sleep as long as he liked. His breathing was almost as good as ever now; he was well on his way to a full cure. She lingered at the apartment, and fixed them an evening meal. He woke just in time for supper.  
 
    “Can we talk about James for a moment?” Eric asked, introducing a serious tone to their kitchen-talk. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “You said something happened to him. There’ve been rumours… some sort of transformation? I heard some wild stories but, I could hardly credit any of it.” 
 
    She filled him in on the healing of the Changed Men and the subsequent changes in their son.  
 
    “That’s good work, then,” Eric said. “I’m glad those poor souls have been relieved of their torment. They were my men, after all. I always felt responsible for them.”  
 
    “Count on James to come through,” she said. “He is a marvel.” 
 
    “You know that he was nearly killed last week in Newcastle.” 
 
    “I didn’t know,” said Theodora, her maternal instincts on the rise. “What happened?” 
 
    “Sentiment against faeries being what it is, and James looking as he now does…” He stood up, pausing as if hard-pressed to find words that would not alarm her unduly.” 
 
    She followed him to her feet. “Just go ahead,” she said. 
 
    “They strung him up at midnight in the city center. I heard they were preparing to… to skin him alive. Bloody south country savages. But he escaped. Some daring fellow with a quick blade came to his rescue. I gather it might well have been our old friend Threadneedle. Good fellow, that one. Always around when you need him.” 
 
    Good old Threadneedle, thought Theodora. At least he’s making himself useful somewhere. Why isn’t he here when I need him? “He left in such a huff, last year. Something to do with Dresdemona. Doesn’t matter now. We certainly owe him a debt.” 
 
    “I owe him several by my count, if you remember him saving my life at St. Mark’s Abbey. It’s just so senseless. All this hatred raising its ugly head once more. The Wild Hunt has been murdering again in Newcastle!” 
 
    “Not again,” Theodora grumbled. “And no telling what mischief Pox is getting up to right now. It’s as if they’ve forgotten what your grandfather did, what King George’s forces are capable of doing.” 
 
    Eric shook his head. “It’s too easy to misunderstand the ways of the faeries, as it is. If only people could see and appreciate the beauty that exists here in this place. I’ve been guilty of it too. But now that I’ve seen it all for myself—but what am I saying? I’ve known the beauty of faeries for quite a long time already, living with you. And I’ve made the same damn mistake. Blaming a whole race for the actions of just a few. Blaming you for what Moon Dancer had done to me. I’m sorry, Theodora. I’m sorry for all of it.” There were tears in his eyes. “I’ve thought a lot about this. I’m asking you to forgive me.” 
 
    “You’ve nothing to apologize for, Eric. It was I who deceived you from the first. There was a reason for it—distrust—the same problem that plagues us every time. And, though you accepted me and loved me, I realize that I never apologized to you. For deceiving you. Our original sin. None of it was your fault. All mine. I doubt you could ever forgive all the trouble I’ve caused you, but—” 
 
    “Theodora, please, you don’t—” 
 
    “I do. And it’s been much too long in coming. So to you, Eric Grayson, my husband, my love, I do apologize.” Her voice broke as tears flooded her eyes. He stepped in close to face her, taking her arms by the elbows and holding them firmly. She couldn’t meet his gaze, but said, “Could you possibly forgive me?” 
 
    “Of course I do. I have. I forgave you all of that a long time ago. You didn’t need to ask. And that’s why I was wrong. Even after I forgave you your deception, I still distrusted you. Out of the same prejudice, the same ignorant hatred that drove those people in Newcastle to attack our son. I was wrong. Forgive me.” 
 
    Her face flushed. A wave of desire swept through Theodora like a sudden flame. Was her first love always to be her last? She did not love Meadowlark. With him I’m just playing a role again. And Meadow’s feelings for me are perhaps just another of his crazy ideas, a maddened delusion. Faeries don’t fall in love.  
 
    Nothing more to say, she closed the gap between them and kissed Eric hard on the lips. Even with her salty tears trapped between them, it felt so right. She had missed his smooth confidence, his dependable righteousness, his caring touch. They kissed again and again, their tongues meeting in the middle with a renewed passion they had not shared in a long time. As the kiss deepened, they began to merge slightly and Theodora felt shades of his loneliness, the nights he’d spent gazing out upon the moors as his family’s prestige faded away, his thoughts always of her, far away in Everbright in the arms of another man.  
 
    “Oh Eric,” she said when they came up for air. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He pulled her close again but some loud ruckus outside caught her ear, separating them once more. 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked. 
 
    “Just some festival they’re having…” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “Something’s wrong.” 
 
    She rushed to the window. From the second-floor window she could not see far across the park. It was already growing dark. She could make out a mass of people gathered amid the festival lights near the old ash tree. Her tree! Again? Voices raised, not in a celebration but a heated commotion. What were those Winter Court idiots up to now? 
 
    “Eric, please, wait here!” 
 
    She rushed out the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
    Theodora ran toward the center of Seelie Park, fighting her way through the crowd. She felt angry enough to burst into flame. She could hardly believe what she saw. A man strung up from the great ash tree, hung by his ankles, a gag in his mouth. Pox, standing next to him atop a wooden platform, dressed in the red robe of a Herne priest. Pox spoke loudly in order to be heard above the din of the crowd, preaching some Herne nonsense about blood and pain. Several people had objected to the strange goings on and some scuffles had broken out. Quite a few anguished faces showed relief at Theodora’s arrival. She pushed her way up to the Hunt leader like some wrathful avenger. 
 
    “Stop this! Stop this right this instant!” she raged. 
 
    Now closer, she got her first good look at the man hanging from the tree. Even upside down, his hair half in his face, she recognized him as Richard Bowles, the blacksmith on the Grayson estate.  
 
    “Go away!” rumbled Pox. He waved a hand dismissively at her. “I’ve tolerated your interference far too long already. Herne will have his sacrifice. Here. Now!” 
 
    “Sacrifice? Not in my city. Not here! This ends now, do you hear me? Cut that man down!” 
 
    She flew at him in a rage, swinging her fists madly at this head. One blow glanced off his shoulder. Pox’s hand shot out and circled her neck. He lifted her from the ground with one arm, his fingers clamped tight. “It is Mabon! Herne will not be denied!” 
 
    Theodora kicked wildly at him, her soft shoes scuffing his shins but having little effect otherwise. She wanted to scream, but his fingers had cut off all her air. She could not breathe. She had acted too rashly, been too distracted by other problems to see what had been right in front of her face, to realize what he was doing to her city. And now he intended to strangle her right here, right now, in full sight of everyone in Everbright. 
 
    “Fie! Unhand that woman! Villain!” 
 
    This cry came from the balcony of the West Tower, where Meadowlark had appeared to check on the commotion. He brandished a rapier in the air. “I’m warning you. Let her go!” 
 
    With that, he launched himself off the balcony. Wings extended, he sailed straight down at Pox, the tip of the rapier leading the way. Pox released Theodora, sending her sprawling to the ground. She fell clumsily, turning an ankle as she landed. 
 
    Pox had just enough time to part his robe and draw his sabre to counter Meadowlark’s charge. Their swords clashed. With all the momentum of his plunge from the six-story height, diminished only slightly by his banking wings, the force of Meadowlark’s drive knocked Pox back several steps. Meadow did not hesitate even for an instant; he spun, whipping his sword around to send a deadly thrust at Pox’s midsection. 
 
    Pox turned and parried the blow, but not quite fast enough. The edge of the sword slashed a neat line at his waist. It sliced the robe clean through, biting Pox’s flesh just above his heavy belt. 
 
    The two combatants faced each other. Pox fell into his usual fighting stance with one arm extended, bent cross-wise at the elbow, and the blade of his sword resting sideways atop the forearm. With the element of surprise now lost, Meadow faced a fair fight. And that was a prospect he did not relish. 
 
    Pox turned slowly at the hip, testing the difficulty caused by the painful flank wound. With an angry snarl, he shot forward. He pressed a ferocious attack, swinging his sword with unrestrained fury in a series of powerful slashes, one after another. Meadowlark was hard pressed to parry them all. One thrust slipped past his guard, piercing him through the shoulder. Desperate, he whipped one leg up and cartwheeled backward as he yanked the hem of Pox’s robe up and into his face. 
 
    Meadow stumbled backward as his opponent untangled himself, realizing the danger he faced. It was all well and good to defend the lady, but he’d never had a taste for suicide. His wings still deployed, he took to the air. The shoulder wound made flying difficult, and the pain was almost unbearable as he lifted up. He hovered uneasily as he got his bearings in the air.  
 
    Pox paid him little mind. He tossed aside the cumbersome robe. He stood bare-chested, his Herne tattoos on full display as he turned to read the faces of the crowd. 
 
    Theodora couldn’t believe what she saw. He had a frightening degree of support. The vast majority of the onlookers were eager for the fight. A malicious faery nature was one thing, but this was pure bloodlust. The corruption Pox had engendered among the people of Everbright ran much deeper than she had ever imagined. 
 
    Pox smiled, liking what he saw. What was going on here? Theodora refused to believe it. Had there been something in the acorn wine they’d been serving? 
 
    Meadowlark hovered shakily above, casting a glance down at her to make sure she was alright. Theodora realized that in her haste to get to the park, she had not altered her appearance when she left Eric at her apartment. She still wore her glamour of Lady Grayson, a guise she had previously discarded while living in Everbright. What possible reason could she give for wearing it again today? 
 
    Seeking to use his aerial position to his advantage, Meadow launched a series of attacks from the air. Pox parried them absently, not even seeming to pay him much attention until Meadow got sloppy and came too close. Pox parried an attack, knocking the rapier aside and then struck Meadow in the face with a tight, powerful fist. Meadow crumpled to the ground like a firefly that had been swatted in mid-flight. 
 
    Theodora was crazed with worry for him. She stood up, but putting weight on her ankle was too painful. She couldn’t take another step forward. “Won’t anybody help?” she cried. 
 
    The crowd gave voice to their confusion in an incoherent murmur. No one volunteered their services. Who would they help after all, she wondered. Meadowlark or Pox? Where did their loyalties lie? They had never really liked Meadow very much anyway. Everything was spinning out of control. 
 
    Meadow rolled across the sward, trying to distance himself enough from the oncoming Hunt leader to regain his feet. He had no such opportunity. Pox moved with unbelievable speed. Meadowlark tried another desperate tactic, levitating straight out, launching sideways from his position on the ground. This sent him spinning awkwardly out of control, one leg flung over Pox’s shoulder, his groin in Pox’s face. 
 
    “Suck that!” he muttered joylessly.  
 
    At such close quarters the Hunt leader’s sword was useless but, holding the hilt in his fist, he punched Meadowlark in the kidney. Meadowlark locked his legs behind the back of Pox’s neck, somehow choking him. He felt some tremor of hope as the Hunt leader’s face turned from mottled green to mottled purple.  
 
    But it was not enough. Pox wrenched Meadowlark free, crumpled him into a ball like a piece of paper and threw him at the ground. Meadowlark banked on one wing, spun head over heels and came back at Pox with a thrust to the neck. Still dazed, Pox could not parry. But Meadowlark could barely control his haphazard flight and the thrust missed its mark.  
 
    Pox produced a dagger in his opposite hand and slashed at Meadowlark’s wing. Meadow cried out as the wing disrupted. He lost control and flopped helplessly toward his opponent again. Pox smashed him on the top of the head with the hilt of the dagger and Meadow went crashing to the ground. 
 
    Pox stepped in, sword raised for the killing stroke. 
 
    As he brought it down, another combatant stepped into the fray and a fine English dueling sword blocked its deadly arc. It was Eric! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pox turned to face his new adversary, a hint of a smile curling his upper lip. 
 
    “Lord Grayson,” he crowed, and the phrase held a hidden mirth, some one-sided joke that nether Theodora nor Eric fully understood. Though, glancing up at the intended sacrifice, Grayson’s smith, Theodora suspected there was much more to the story than either of them knew. 
 
    Eric stood in a classic fencing pose, the profile of his body turned sideways, legs slightly bent, his blade high, his attention fixed on his opponent. Pox took up a similar stance. A light rain began to fall. As their eyes met, an unspoken agreement sprang up between them. Pox would employ no aerial flips and flops, nor any other faery trickery—this would be a contest of swordsmanship only. 
 
    They each stood about the same height but Pox was a touch wider at the shoulder, very muscular for a faery. He held his sword with both hands in front of him in the manner of a barbarian from the steppes. They circled slowly around, carefully taking each other’s measure. Clearly, Pox took Eric’s challenge much more seriously than that posed by Meadowlark. He knew a trained swordsman when he saw one; Eric’s skill and experience was apparent in his every mannerism and movement.  
 
    “It’s a pity,” Pox said, “that you must die in the rain, Lord Grayson, face down in the mud.” He slashed his sword back and around, cutting the air with a shrill sound. A threatening, if overly-theatrical move. Eric kept his concentration. 
 
    Pox took up a provocative stance, resting his sabre’s blade flat against a crooked forearm as before. 
 
    Eric charged first—a backhand strike, with a forehand follow-on, and another backhand. All were blocked easily by Pox’s heavier blade. Pox returned a wide backhand slash, a twirl of his sword to the fore without striking, and then a thrust. Eric defended ably. 
 
    All these maneuvers were carried out with cool precision now, and with none of the rage and violence of the previous fight. Theodora glanced at Meadowlark as he sat on the sideline, still dazed and nursing his wounds. 
 
    The combatants circled each other again. 
 
    Pox stepped hard to his right and then lunged back with a midsection stroke. Eric parried, stepping back himself. 
 
    Pox stood stock still, caught in an awkward position with his blade arm fully extended, the curved tip of the sabre pointing just at the hollow of Eric’s throat. Pox dared not pull his blade back lest he leave an opening for his opponent to exploit. Their eyes locked. Eric glanced sharply to the side, hoping to distract his opponent’s concentration, then slashed directly at the faery’s blade. Pox moved his weapon so quickly that Eric’s sword whizzed by without contact. Instead of taking advantage of Eric’s momentary instability, Pox remained as he was, arm and sword still extended as if it had never moved. Eric swung at it again, and again Pox altered its angle just enough so that the Englishman’s sword went harmlessly by. It looked as if Eric’s rapier passed right through Pox’s blade. Eric blinked as if suspecting some type of faery visual trick but this was not the case. It had simply been an amazing display of speed and dexterity. Pox laughed, slowly withdrawing the tip back to a fighting stance. 
 
    Theodora saw a weariness cross her husband’s face as Eric stifled a cough. His healing had not yet been completed. Under this type of strain, it was clear Eric still suffered from the ravages of his consumptive disease. Eric came on nonetheless, slashing fiercely again and again. And yet he still could not penetrate his opponent’s defenses. 
 
    Finally, Eric fell back. Pox’s sword continued to swirl in the air as if still fighting him off, the hilt barely touching his fingertips as it moved with blinding speed against an attacker that had already given up. At last, laughing bitterly, Pox relented.  
 
    “Oh my Lord, please, may I have another?” taunted Pox. “Your swing is like a puff of the wind, a fragile pinwheel, a delicate flower.” 
 
    Theodora burned with indignation, it was not enough for Pox to win, and possibly end Eric’s life, he must do it with theatrics to impress the crowd. He was auditioning for them. 
 
    Eric came at him again—slashing high, thrusting low, but always careful to leave no opening for a counterstrike. Pox blocked all these attempts and then drove him back once more. This time Theodora could see the sparkle of sweat on Eric’s brow and his chest heaving with exertion. 
 
    Pox strutted slowly to the side. He was a predator toying with his prey. 
 
    Eric came at him with a feint slash meant to disguise a sudden attack from the opposite side. Pox blocked both strikes with a flourish and sent Eric’s sword flying from his hand. It sailed a few feet away. 
 
    Pox laughed. Eric stood still, defenseless, a mouse trembling under the gaze of the cat.  
 
    “Pick it up,” Pox said. “Go ahead. Pick it up.” 
 
    Eric did so. 
 
    Oh Mother Moon, thought Theodora. He’s already finished. He’s going to die. 
 
    Having just found Eric’s love again, she could not bear to lose him now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pox stood waiting for him to come on, but Eric did not charge. His stance had changed slightly, his shoulders slumped a little, the tip of his sword held just a bit lower than before.  
 
    With blinding speed, Pox attacked. Eric defended a series of three strikes, breathing so heavily everyone in the park could hear his raspy exhalations. He attempted one last counter strike, but Pox knocked his blade aside so forcefully he lost the weapon again. Eric stood half bent over, hands on his hips, trying to catch his breath amid a flurry of coughing. Pox waited for him to recover, whisking his sabre through the air in grand crowd-pleasing arcs. 
 
    “Go ahead,” said Pox. “I’ll give it to you one more time.” 
 
    Eric staggered over to the sword, moving slowly as he tried to use the time to catch his breath. 
 
    Pox shot an inquiring glance at Theodora.  
 
    He wants me to beg, she thought. He wants me to beg for my husband’s life. 
 
    She opened her mouth, ready to comply. If it would save his life, she would do anything. But what would that mean—with ‘King’ Meadowlark bleeding on the ground and Theodora begging for surrender? From that moment on, Pox would be in charge of Everbright. A full and definitive coup achieved in one bold stroke. Still, her husband’s life was at stake. Or was it? How could she trust that Pox wouldn’t kill Eric anyway? It would be too dangerous to let him live, to let any of them live. Pox had that predatory glint in his eye; the cat doesn’t give up the mouse while it’s still teasing it. He makes the kill. It was Mabon after all. Herne required his sacrifice. 
 
    And what would Eric want? Not for her to beg. He would want to fight on, to die if he had to, but at least to try, and not give in. Maybe he could still find a chance to win. 
 
    Staring Pox straight in the eye, Theodora shook her head. 
 
    Eric reached down and picked up his sword. 
 
    Lightning flashed above and the rain came down a little bit harder. Thunder rang out. The ground shook. Another peal of thunder, much louder than before and much closer. Not thunder at all. The ground convulsed beneath their feet. The base of the East Tower cracked wide open, spraying brick and plaster. A large semi-circle of the grassy park caved inward, falling into the depths of the earth. The tower leaned toward them.  
 
    A helpless faery plummeted from the balcony. He attempted to deploy his wings to break his fall but was descending too fast and couldn’t concentrate for screaming. He hit the ground with a sickening thud. 
 
    Pox leapt into action. He deployed his own set of wings and took to the air. He called down to the other faeries, “Safeguard the rest of the people! Don’t let anyone else fall!” 
 
    This marked the first time Theodora had ever seen the Hunt leader’s wings. They were quite beautiful—broad and finely shaped ovals, shimmering in metallic purple. Pox sailed skyward just in time to catch a faery maiden who had been the next to fall. He swept her up in his arms, not even faltering under the additional weight. He called down again, “Get them out! Get them all out!” 
 
    “My hero,” muttered Theodora sarcastically. However, she was quite glad to see him go. Taking a deep breath, she tested her ankle again. She would be able to walk, but only just. Eric rushed to her side, still breathing heavily. She told him, “Cut down the blacksmith, and get him safely away. Hurry, Eric!” 
 
    Another huge crack opened in the grassy sward and the tower shifted even further atilt. More screams rang out from the building. 
 
    The faeries on hand should be able to handle the evacuation, Theodora thought. We’ve got to find some way to shore up the tower before it falls completely, taking all the adjacent buildings down with it. For that they would need an architect. Maybe she still had time to get Eccobius to rig something up. 
 
    She hobbled over to the West Tower as fast as she could despite the pain. She activated the lift mechanism and rode the cage to the sixth floor. The door to Eccobius’ office was closed. How could he possibly not have heard all the commotion happening just outside? Was he hiding in there? Or had something happened to him? 
 
    Theodora pounded on the door, but received no answer. She couldn’t support herself on one leg long enough to kick it in. Taking a bronze brazier from the side of the door, she smashed it against the door handle. Wood splintered and she shoved the door open with her shoulder. 
 
    As she stepped into the room, she felt a strange tingling sensation as if crossing a barrier. A moment of intense quiet marked her passage as she seemed to move in slow motion, the silence so loud it was almost unbearable and then… music? 
 
    Eccobius sat on the edge of his great desk, a small double-lever harp balanced on his lap. The ancient faery’s elegant fingers strummed gaily along, with no notice that Theodora had forcibly broken the door in. The song, as far as Theodora could tell, was the overture to Handel’s famous opera Giulio Cesare. The audience was particularly remarkable—an audience of one—the Effranil known as Horaus.  
 
    Inside the room, Theodora noticed she could no longer hear the commotion outside. The bubble of sound had sealed them off. But that hadn’t made the dangers go away. 
 
    “Eccobius!” she screamed. As it turned out, she needn’t have raised her voice at all. Though they could not hear what transpired outside, the two faeries in the room could hear her easily enough now that she was inside. The mood shattered, Eccobius’ hand slipped on the instrument’s strings with a drastic discord, and Horaus turned his merciless gaze upon Theodora.  
 
    Eccobius gaped at the broken door but Theodora lost no time in saying, “I need your help.” Then, realizing that it was Horaus who could best help, she turned to the hawk-faced faery and repeated the phrase. “I need your help! The caves are collapsing right now. The East Tower is falling. And there are children’s lives at stake.” 
 
    The Effranil emissary gazed longingly at the harp. He seemed irritated at the disruption of the music, which he had obviously been enjoying.  
 
    “Will you help us?” demanded Theodora.  
 
    The Effranil remained annoyingly indifferent. “We’d have to go down into the caves,” he said evenly. “It would be dangerous.” 
 
    Theodora fought the desire to grab his collar and shake some sense into him. “The hell with the danger. Our children are down there.” 
 
    Horaus turned toward the architect. “Bring the harp,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dangerous, he’d said. No, this is practically suicidal. As they traversed the caves beneath Everbright, Theodora was terrified. The pressure on her ears was too intense. She could feel it all around them, pressing in. The last remnants of Moonshadow’s spell crackled in the air, barely holding back an imminent collapse. 
 
    Several corridors had already caved in, obstructing their passage from ceiling to cavern floor. It was crazy to have come down here. Theodora could hear the groaning of the earth above as it strained down at them. The stately Horaus, for his part, seemed completely calm. Were the Effranil that brave? It was impressive. He stalked purposely forward, asking detailed questions of Eccobius. How far did the complex extend in any given direction? Where were the right angles situated? Any domes or arches? What was the exact location of the caretaker mushroom nursery? Eccobius struggled to keep up, hurrying along with the harp in tow. He was too preoccupied with producing accurate answers to be very much afraid, and too overburdened by the ungainly harp to provide much useful information. Horaus grabbed the instrument from his hands and propped it against his own shoulder, carrying it as if it were a featherweight. 
 
    Pausing for a quick assessment, Horaus said. “We can’t save everything, not all at once. If the nursery and the core structures underneath the park are the priority, we shall have to work from a central location directly below them.” 
 
    “Right,” said Eccobius, drawing strength from Horaus’ confidence. He glanced left and right, his face looking very ancient and weary in the odd globes of faerylight illuminating the caves. As he tried to calculate a direct path to the central area, he took them through a likely corridor but found it a blind end due to recent collapse. He looked upward. “This corridor lies beneath Spruce Street and the eastern end of the Park. We have to go back, retrace our steps. There’s only one other route to the amphitheatre.”  
 
    “The amphitheatre?” Theodora asked. “Is that where we have to go?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Theodora wasn’t completely satisfied with showing the Effranil their deepest secrets. In for a penny, in for a pound, she thought. She had no time for secrets now. As they reentered the main corridor they passed her old house, already half caved-in. The far end of the street lay in ruin. A loud crack resounded overhead. 
 
    “That’s another building down,” Eccobius noted. 
 
    Horaus looked appraisingly left and right, judging the angles with his bird-like eyes, “We are nearly out of time.” 
 
    “Get us there!” Theodora shouted. 
 
    Eccobius led them through a narrow back alley and then across a small secret garden. The garden had gone to rot, abandoned by its owner in favor of new lodgings aboveground. Behind a wall of clinging ivy, a safeguard was still in place, and the ancient architect pressed a runic symbol into the ivy. The glamour dispensed. There had been no physical wall at all. They stepped directly into the large rotunda that housed the ancient Roman amphitheatre. Theodora breathed a bit easier. This chamber had stood for a thousand years and would hold for a thousand more. It was a natural cave and not part of Moonshadow’s pocket dimension. But still, if those towers came crashing down they could very well find themselves buried alive, even within this natural stronghold. 
 
    “Kneel here,” Horaus said, urging Theodora to a place on his right and Eccobius to his left. He turned to the architect and said, “We have to re-design the area we are intending to save. And define the pattern musically. Sharp corners are half notes, each level a subsequent octave. How far do we extend to the north?” 
 
    “Forty meters or so.” 
 
    He asked several other questions, picking an occasional note on the harp. A thin film of dirt fell periodically from a crack in the ceiling. Theodora thought she heard muffled screams. 
 
    “Come on!” she urged. 
 
    “I have composed the song,” Horaus said calmly. “I will play it for you, Theodora, but you must hum the tune out loud.” 
 
    “I must…?” 
 
    “Empty your mind just as you would for levitation. Hurry. Now listen.” 
 
    He played a few lines of music. The melody sounded incredibly complex. The harp was of the double strung variety, having two parallel rows of strings that were tuned diatonically to the same pitch. The notes bounced off each set of strings, creating a rich harmonic arrangement for the unusual tune. 
 
    “I can’t hum that,” she said. 
 
    “Well of course it isn’t easy,” Horaus sniped. He hummed the first part for her. 
 
    “Can’t you just do it?” she asked. 
 
    “It has to be you. Hurry! Clear your mind!”  
 
    Theodora grunted. Alright, she thought, whatever it takes. 
 
    She made a go of it. She’d stumbled on the resonance and he corrected her sharply. “An octave lower on the downbeats. It alternates.” 
 
    She tried again. 
 
    “No,” he said, “You have to keep the time signature.” 
 
    “I can’t hum two notes at once.” 
 
    Eccobius gripped her arm reassuringly. “You can. You must. This is what you wanted, remember. This is what we need.” 
 
    Horaus’ haughty attitude annoyed her and that, she realized, was not good for keeping a clear head. She put it out of her mind. Let him be an ass if he wants, he’s helping and that’s all that matters. She tried it again. The song had only two lines and she was getting the hang of it. 
 
    “This is so very tedious,” said the Effranil. “If you don’t succeed on the next try…” 
 
    “I’ve nearly got it.” 
 
    She had definitely started to feel something on that last attempt. A renewed strength, a new hope. The song was powerful. It was the key. If she did it right, she felt she could actually push up the crumbling ceiling, push up the weight of the world. 
 
    She hummed the tune again, this time with a renewed sense of vigor and confidence. The song was the key. She simply had to embrace it. The cadences of her voice echoed back and forth, the sound amplified by the acoustics within the ancient amphitheatre. She felt the planes of the earth rearranging, stretching where they had no right to go, dirt packing solidly in place, the streets above correcting. She experienced a moment of elation like nothing she had ever felt before. She could feel the layers locking into place. 
 
    But also she felt incredibly cold. Something wasn’t right. She could not see. Everything had gone white before her eyes. She was lost, locked away in the numbing cold. She was trapped, alone, in torment, burning with the cold. She wanted to scream but someone was already screaming, had been screaming for a long time, a single wail of torment that had lasted for centuries. 
 
    Clawed fingernails dug into her shoulder. 
 
    She pushed out, desperate to get away. 
 
    “Are you all right, Clarimonde?” 
 
    “What? Who?” She didn’t recognize the name she had been called, but the voice had been familiar. “Eccobius?” 
 
    “Yes, dear.” 
 
    “I’m so cold. So cold.” 
 
    The old faery’s face came clear before her. He took her in his arms, and gently kissed her forehead. She shivered. “Cold.” 
 
    He wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “This will warm your heart. You did it!” 
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    James never found out whether Orrin argued the case against him with the Vitae or not, but when the Arcadians assembled for the ceremony in front of the citadel that night, he stood with them. The mood was very solemn, but James felt hopeful. A great wheel was cranked, heavy chains creaked, and a walkway extended from the citadel a little way out onto the lake. A long line of communants walked out in single file. 
 
    The full moon shone brightly overhead. The lake, as placid as ever, showed the moon’s reflection clearly across its ever-calm surface. A small group of musicians arranged themselves on the high balcony of the citadel and began to play. They made an odd sort of music, composed strictly of percussion instruments. Drums, tambor and bells. The song had a melody unlike anything he had ever heard before, startlingly primal and jarring.  
 
    A stream of dancers erupted from each wing of the main building, ranging out around the perimeter of the lake. These faeries wore long white robes, so sheer as to be almost invisible, with bright sashes in various pastel colors rather than the usual Arcadian gray. All of them, both men and women, had long flowing hair with laurel wreaths and white flowers framing their faces. And shimmering wings in silver and gold. They traced the perimeter of the lake, spinning and whirling and trailing streams of white mist that glowed in the moonlight. The Arcadians on the walkway stood very still, and James dared not move, taking in the spectacle, the rhythmic music pounding in his head, the full moon above dominating all. 
 
    He could not restrain a gasp when the dancers stepped out onto the lake. They continued to perform across the glassy surface of the water, as if it were solid ground beneath their feet. James supposed this to be some refined sort of levitation, but to touch the surface without causing so much as a ripple—their skill must be incredible. The dance was perfectly syncopated to the throbbing music, spreading the white mist around the perimeter until it ringed the entire lake. Now the surface did certainly appear like a gigantic mirror in a shimmering misty frame, and James could imagine no better mechanism to display the face of a goddess. 
 
    The supplicants took up the chant again, the ancient words falling perfectly between the tinkling of the bells and the pounding of the drum, and James went along with them all the way. Ainu birith umbaronna. Alfah edro, falash edro. Ainu birith umbaronna. Kado guthe!  
 
    James could not help getting swept up in a strong anticipatory feeling that something really miraculous was going to happen. The obvious excitement of the others was contagious. Eluin slipped her hand into his own. The contact was warm and cozy, but not sexual. “Relax and let it happen,” she whispered. 
 
    The moonstone surface of the sphynx shone brighter and brighter as it absorbed radiance from the full moon. James had never seen anything quite like it. The building’s façade became so full with moonlight it began to glow a vivid purple. In contrast, the dull brown vines that crept along the surface appeared as a fine tracery of dull, lifeless veins.  
 
    And then a miraculous change came over the sphynx as the creeping vines began to flower. Huge glimmering leaves burst forth, like fingers stretching from clawed hands. At the core of each moonflower sat a tiny replica of the moon, a shimmering point of moonlight. As they each opened, a galaxy of moons dotted the building’s surface. The flowers exhaled, their smell an intoxicating brew of wild orchids but laced also with a whiff reminiscent of the Vitae, the scent of old age and decay. 
 
    James noticed a sense of excitement growing among the Arcadians, especially Eluin. Her breathing became quick and shallow, just like the rest of them. Were they all breathing in unison? 
 
    The drumming reached a new crescendo and, right on cue, Alethea Vita made herself known. She emerged from the citadel, not in any physical form, but as a stream of consciousness contained within a forest of psychic shoots and tendrils. These were, of course, invisible, but James could not help but sense their overwhelming power as they emerged from the mist shrouding the citadel, from the throne room itself. As they flowed toward the walkway, each tendril made contact with one of the supplicants on the bridge. James saw the faces of the Arcadians transform with each impact. Eluin’s eyes went wide then glassed over, her shoulders drew back, her spine went ramrod straight. James felt it too, as one slender shoot made contact with the back of his own head. Alethea Vita entered his mind.  
 
    James felt the tip of her cold, dry finger rooting through his brain, groping blindly, seeking to establish a bond. He felt a searing moment of panic as he recalled the rough treatment she’d given him earlier. But this was no burning, shredding attack upon his soul. This touch was gentle despite its serious intent. Still, he recoiled from the vine’s inhuman contact.  
 
    Now Eluin’s whispered words made sense to him at last. Relax and let it happen. He gave her hand a little squeeze, but found her fingers had gone stiff and unresponsive. 
 
    He had to relax and let Alethea inside. If not, he would never see the Goddess. The probing talon of Alethea Vita nudged him with increased intensity, “Let me in, let me in. Before it’s too late.”  
 
    As one, the row of Arcadians dropped to their knees. James did so as well, but not in response to a directive from the Vita; he moved of his own volition. The Arcadians leaned forward, their faces blank of all expression as they peered into the rigid surface of the lake. 
 
    The efforts of Alethea at the back of James’ mind became insistent to the point of desperation. She would not hurt him today, she would never hurt him again, but if he did not accept the thrusting tendril in the next few seconds it would retreat. It would leave him. He would not see the Goddess. 
 
    James recalled something he’d heard countless times, repeated in the voice of every Vicar he had ever known. I am the Lord, thy God. Thou shalt have no other gods before me.  
 
    He resisted. Knowing his chance would be lost, he resisted. He had connected with this thing before and it had hurt hum, damn near killed him. He could not surrender to it again. He knew it for what it was. It was a dead woman, playing at being alive. Under her spell, she could make the Arcadians see whatever she wanted. How could he trust in any vision he might have under her influence? 
 
    The Vitae’s tendril slid out of his mind. James watched the others go into a certain ecstasy, staring into the lake. Eluin’s hand went cold, as cold as the Vitae’s dead hand. But her face came to life. Her slender, beautiful features lit up with an expression of pure rapture. Her milky skin shined with the radiance of the moon. Her eyes went wide with recognition and adoration.  
 
    What does she see? James wondered. The Maiden, I presume.  
 
    Eluin’s hand began to twitch and spasm, and James let it go.  
 
    James stared at the lake too, but its glassy surface did not reveal anything to him. A blank page.  
 
    He saw nothing. 
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    Meadowlark, perched on the edge of the magnificent four-poster bed, made a show of looking cautiously about the room. “You sure this thing isn’t going to fall? The whole Tower come crashing down around our ears?” He put on an exaggerated look of concern. “I’m only worried about the child, you know.” 
 
    Clarimonde, exhausted, threw herself down on the bed. “It’s perfectly stable. All the caves are fully restored excepting a few that have already collapsed. And I’ll be able to keep them open from now on.”  
 
    “Hooray!” cheered Meadowlark. Now perhaps things can get back to normal, he thought. “We should declare some sort of a national holiday. With Mabon over and done, I shouldn’t want the people to get bored.” 
 
    “Mmmm. I could sleep for a week.” 
 
    “And so you shall. In fact, everyone shall sleep for a week. It will be a new sort of a holiday. Why not? It will be great fun—a big, gigantic slumber party! What do you say, Clarimonde?” 
 
    “I’m not really going to sleep for a week. Things to do. It was so strange, Meadow. Down there in the caves, singing that song… I felt the power… surging through me but—it didn’t seem to come from Mother Moon. It was cold as ice. And there was a woman. A screaming woman.” 
 
    “How absolutely ghastly!” said Meadowlark. “The little children are safe? In their mushrooms?” 
 
    “The children are safe.” 
 
    “A good day, then.” 
 
    “Mmmm, yes. And Horaus also showed me how to rotate the streets again—it’s not nearly as difficult as supporting the caves. A simple, pleasant tune to sing in the mornings. I hadn’t realized Moonshadow was doing it every day. A simple thing. We’ll have our City of Everlasting Change once more.” 
 
    “Cheers! All’s done and wrapped up in a big shiny bow. And the Effranil—well. I can’t say I’ll miss them when they go. That Horaus, now there’s a creepy bastard, that one. Yes. And there’s an Effranil woman running around here someplace too, but she’s not quite so friendly. I had a tussle with her earlier today.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “She beat me up! She spanked me… with music. It was horrible. I’ll never listen to a concertina quite the same again.” 
 
    “You’ve had a hard day.” 
 
    “Meh, I’ve had worse. But, you know, the Effranil are like that.” 
 
    She laughed and her beautiful green-skinned face brightened despite her obvious exhaustion. She lay stretched out, her eyes half closed, wearing a delicate nightgown of white spidersilk that made him think a week-long bedsit was not a bad idea at all. Scandalous. He reached out a hand to stroke her honey-blonde hair as it lay on the pillow. “I just wanted you to know,” he said in an awkwardly sincere tone, “I’m very proud of you.” 
 
    Her eyes popped open as if just realizing something important for the first time. “You’re hurt!” She sat up. “Let me see that shoulder.” 
 
    “Punctured,” he admitted. “Nothing more. I won’t be swinging a sword for a little while. But well worth it. We showed Poxy a thing or two, didn’t we?” 
 
    She unbuttoned his frill cuffs and peeled back the white shirt, stained liberally with purple blood at the shoulder. 
 
    “Pox is still dangerous,” Clarimonde said. “Perhaps even more so than ever.” 
 
    “If you say so. We’ll worry about that muck-faced scapegrace some other time.” 
 
    “Oh, Meadow this cut is deep!” Energized, she ran into the washroom and came back with a basin of cool water and a clean cloth and began dabbing at his torn flesh. 
 
    “We won the day,” he said, wincing slightly as the cold water stung the open wound. “The city is restored, the children saved. A fine day’s work. Now let’s bundle those noxious Effranil up and trundle them off on their way. I’ll handle Pox another time.” 
 
    “You were so dashing and brave,” she said, “sailing down to my rescue. Your finest moment so far, very befitting a King of the Faeries.” 
 
    “You see? I’ve grown into the role.” 
 
    “Yes, very much. And I want you to know. I’m proud of you.” 
 
    Meadowlark felt his heart skip a beat. No one had ever said that to him before. He didn’t quite know how to feel about it. Perhaps he should make another joke. “I’m proud of you, and you of me. We make quite a royal pair. How the people must adore us!” 
 
    She replied with a warm smile and then looked away.  
 
    Despite her effusive praise, which he received gladly, Meadowlark had the nagging suspicion that something was wrong. Or someone. A nagging little pain, so much like a sore tooth. And that kind of pain demands to be picked at, licked at, tasted and tested. “I might have killed that brute Pox too,” he added, “and ended all our troubles at one stroke, if only Lord Grayson hadn’t interrupted.” 
 
    Clarimonde finished wrapping his shoulder and planted a kiss on the bandage. “Now, now, give credit where credit is due. Eric helped you. Saved your life, most likely.” 
 
    “Bah! That’s just the type of seditious talk I’d expect from those Winter Court rascals. It’s all a plot, I tell you. Designed to make me look bad—to tarnish the royal crown, if I had a crown. Say, why don’t I have one? Whatever happened to that crown of light Dresdemona was so fond of wearing?” 
 
    “It’s around here somewhere. Where did you put it?” 
 
    “I don’t remember. Doesn’t matter. Crown or no crown, I don’t trust Lord Grayson.” 
 
    “Meadow!” 
 
    “Truth! I ought to banish Lord Grayson from the kingdom, and maybe I will.” 
 
    “Everbright is built on his land.” 
 
    Meadowlark scoffed. “His land? We faeries were here long before these so-called British came along. Romans, Saxons—imperialists all! We should send them packing, every one.” 
 
    “No need to worry much about the Romans—they’ve all long since been packed.” 
 
    “Have they? Tell that to the Vatican. They disguise their true motives with platitudes and soft talk, but the Church is at war with the faery folk just the same.” 
 
    “Alright. Don’t get upset. I’m far too tired to argue.” She threw herself on the bed. Lest he begin to feel amorous, she looked at him mournfully and added, “Or do anything else, I’m afraid. Time for sleep.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he relented. “But tell me something. Why were you wearing your old disguise of Theodora Grayson today at the Park?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “When you confronted Pox, you had your old glamour on. That’s one we haven’t seen in a long time. What were you doing just then?” 
 
    He thought he saw a flash of guilt tighten her jaw. 
 
    “I was helping Eric,” she said. “He’s ill, you know. He has the consumption.” 
 
    “Helping him,” Meadowlark muttered.  
 
    “Oh, don’t get jealous. It doesn’t suit you, love. There’s nothing still between us. But I don’t want to see him die of consumption.” 
 
    “Nor do I,” he said flatly. That would be much too gentle a death for Lord Grayson.  
 
    Clarimonde gave the feather mattress an enticing pat. “Come to bed. Sleep.” 
 
    He reached for his shirt. “Not yet. I’m not sleepy. The Moon must’ve gotten into my blood tonight. I’ve a lot on my mind. Palace intrigue and all that. I’m out for a walk, maybe a drink at the tavern. A nightcap will do me well, I think.” 
 
    “Don’t stay out too late. I want to wake up in your arms in the morning.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Theodora watched him go. He was clearly upset. She wasn’t too tired to realize the touchstone to his dismay had been their talk of Eric. He suspects, she thought. Suspects what? That I still love Eric? Or perhaps that I don’t really love him? 
 
    What did he expect? Faeries don’t fall in love. They frolic and gambol and make love wherever they will. Why did Meadowlark, of all people, have to be the exception? Why did he have to fall in love with me? 
 
    How to straighten all this out? One thing was for sure—she was tired of pretending. She had spent ten years pretending to be a frail human girl, a dutiful North Country lass. She’d spent ten years more as the Lady Changeling, a faery in hiding, pretending to be a Lord’s wife. But with the advent of Everbright she was truly a faery again, determined to lead her people into a meaningful future. But now still pretending. Pretending to be in love with Meadowlark Barb-Sprite.  
 
    She heard a soft murmur from the adjacent chamber. Not now, she thought. I’m too tired to get up. Let the banshees handle it. But no, she couldn’t sleep now anyway. 
 
    She pulled her nightgown tight and went into the next room. The two banshees were leaning over the cradle but they stepped aside when they saw her coming. She reached down and picked up Oberon.  
 
    “What’s bothering you?” she cooed. “It’s late.” 
 
    His eyes wide, he stared at her for a second then broke out into a smile and nuzzled her neck. “Mummm, mummmuhmum.” 
 
    “You want to come bed with Mommy?” She glanced at the banshees. With Meadowlark gone, her position as mother was tenuous in their eyes. If they thought her dangerous… 
 
    She gave Oberon a gentle squeeze. “You can cuddle with Mommy.” 
 
    She pushed the Oriental screen aside and carried the baby to the bed. She had saved the children down below. She hoped they were resting easy tonight. It was time for cuddles. 
 
    Two sets of eyes watched her from the alcove. She felt good for once, but there was always something.  
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    Mu’urcala. 
 
    Mu’urcala. Mu’urcala. Mu’urcala! 
 
    Pox slammed his hand on the table, cracking the thick oak table top. He picked up the scrap of oil-skin and licked madly at it, hoping for any residue of the mushroom flesh his questing tongue had missed on its several attempts previously. Not even a trace. Pox felt his insides hollow out. 
 
    “I don’t want you. I don’t need you,” he said. Of course that was the wrong thing to say. Even across the distance, all the way from Deepgrave, his great mother mushroom maintained its forced connection to her foster child. The need in his belly intensified, the yearning, so painful, ripping him apart. 
 
    “You don’t need me?” 
 
    Pox answered with a scream, overturning the table. He raged around his apartment, already thrown into disarray by the day’s tremors and partial collapse of several nearby buildings, smashing his few possessions to kindling. 
 
    “Come to me,” she said. “Come home to me.” 
 
    “Leave me be!” 
 
    “I’m always here for you. Right where you left me. You remember? Come to me.” 
 
    “Never again. I don’t want you. Leave me alone.” 
 
    “Disobedient boy. So rude.” 
 
    Discipline came down on him. Even at this distance, she had control of him. He had partaken of her flesh too many times. The bond was too strong. 
 
    Mu’urcala brought the curtain down, throwing Pox into the darkened place inside himself. He lost all sense of his body, all touch with reality, there in the Dark Room. Nothing to see, nothing to do. Only Mu’urcala’s voice. 
 
    “You don’t need anyone but me!” she howled. “What would you do without me? I’m the only one can make it better. You know that.” 
 
    Pox raged against the darkness, against the weakness. He was helpless to do anything about it. Helpless. 
 
    “How pathetic you are! Your sacrifice to Herne ruined. Ruined right in front of all of them. Everyone saw!” 
 
    “It’s not my fault… the tower fell.” 
 
    “Not your fault. Not your fault. You’re still a child. Made to look the fool by Meadowlark Barb-sprite and some middle-aged English Lord who could hardly even breathe.” 
 
    “He didn’t beat me. They didn’t beat me. No one did!” 
 
    Mu’urcala’s voice was a moist rasp that cut right through Pox’s soul. “Pathetic! You don’t even have the sword. Why don’t you have the sword?” 
 
    “I’ll get it,” he grumbled. “I’ll get it. You’ll see.” 
 
    “Who’s keeping it from you? A woman? A woman?” 
 
    The mother mushroom laughed, and Pox lost all hope. His belly on fire, his entire body hollow, ready to cave in, to crumple like an empty bag. He needed her. He needed mushroom flesh.  
 
    “I should just leave you. Just leave you in the dark and never come back.” 
 
    “Don’t do that.” He hated the pathetic sound of his own voice.  
 
    She laughed again and there seemed to be nothing left of him, just shreds and tatters, crumpled in the dark. Just pain and loneliness and weakness. 
 
    “Let me out,” he pleaded. “Please let me out.” 
 
    She could keep him like this forever. Time had no meaning in the dark room. A minute could seem an eternity. There was no light, no air, nothing at all. Nothing. Nothing. 
 
    Time stretched slowly by, his eyes blind, his stomach burning with need.  
 
    “I’ll give you one more chance,” she said at last. “One more day. You know the truth. If you don’t have that sword, you are nothing.” 
 
    She released him from the dark room and his senses came crashing back, his stomach still burning. He’d fallen face down on the floor among the remains of his half-eaten dinner, candle stubs, cutlery—the shattered bits of his life. He’d lost all track of time. How long had it been? He glanced out the window. Still dark, still night. He moaned and wept in abject misery. Mu’urcala was right. She was always right. He was just a pretender. Good with the sword and nothing else. Hated by everybody. Doomed to fail. No match even for a woman or a ridiculous fop pretending to be king. He was nothing. He would never be anything. Unless he had that damned sword. 
 
    He threw himself on the remains of his bed, his empty stomach, his hollow insides clawing at themselves. 
 
    A knock at his door. Panic. No one must see him like this. He glanced around the sad state of his room. Wrecked by the tremor, that’s all. Get up. Answer the knock. Show them you aren’t afraid. 
 
    He opened the door to find Rainbird on the other side. She didn’t smile but her face was beautiful still. The long flowing red hair, the pouty crimson lips. She wore a sleeveless top of fine white silk that clung tight to her slender body and showed her petite breasts to fine advantage. The neon battle tattoos shone in red and blue on her muscular arms. She said nothing, just stared at him with those wide, inviting eyes. 
 
    “Go away. It’s late.” 
 
    A slightly pained expression crossed her mouth, bending the corners down just a little. 
 
    Pox didn’t know what to say. He wanted her gone, and stood a heartbeat away from slamming the door in her face. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I brought you something.” She stepped past him into the room. Such arrogance and presumption made him angry. He didn’t want to bother with her now. Not when he felt so ill and helpless.  
 
    She turned gracefully in the center of the room, ignoring the wreckage all around. “You were magnificent today, you know.” 
 
    He stared dumbly at her. 
 
    “Everyone’s talking about it. The way you took charge in the face of disaster. Made sure the people were safe. Abandoning the ceremony for the good of Everbright. A real leader. It’s true, I have to admit, I was impressed too.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you think. Just get out.” 
 
    Now she did smile. “But what I think matters. Because it’s what they are all thinking. Thinking that here is a man who can lead us. Not that idiot Meadowlark. Not any of those weak Summer Court urchins. A real man. A great fighter. A hero.” 
 
    A pathetic little boy, he thought, dependent upon his mother. A slave to his craving. But maybe not. If what she said was true, maybe not. 
 
    Rainbird gazed up at him. She flicked the tip of her tongue against her upper lip. “Now that’s the sort of man I find very interesting.” 
 
    It had felt good. The tower collapsing, people screaming, falling to their deaths, all eyes turned to him, looking to him for leadership, extending his wings, rising up as their savior. He’d felt their reaction, in that moment—a palpable surge of approval from everyone, crashing over him like a wave. Showing him how things could be.  
 
    Rainbird stepped closer. Did she mean to seduce him? Did she really think she could come in here, ply him with compliments and use him for her own ends?  
 
    “Don’t bat your eyes at me.” 
 
    “Why not? Aren’t you a man, Hunt leader?”  
 
    She stepped closer still. Her submissive posture and furtive eye movements did intrigue him, but probably not in the way she intended. He wanted to see her cringe, see her crawl, make her bleed.  
 
    He allowed Rainbird to drape her arms around his neck. And slowly she moved closer, her breath in his ear. Her tongue flicked his skin as she pressed her lips to the side of his jaw. 
 
    These tender actions did not stir him; rather, they revulsed him. Her pulled her hair, yanking her head back. They stood that way for a moment, her head back but not struggling, her lips gently parted, still wet with saliva, her eyes begging for his kiss. 
 
    He was repulsed by the sight of it. He spit in her face. He drew his hand back and it shot forward like a whipsaw to slap that stupid grin off her mouth. But Rainbird’s battle reflexes were too carefully honed to allow the blow to land. She twisted to the side and his open hand missed its mark, sailing uselessly past. She struck the back of his elbow, sending a streak of numbing pain down his arm. 
 
    He snarled at her.  
 
    “Hold still,” she said. “You forgot about my gift.” 
 
    She held up a small glass tube. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Goluka.” 
 
    “Where did you get that?” he demanded, his face suddenly very flushed.  
 
    “I have my sources,” she said with a coy smile. 
 
    “It’s only for the Hunt. Give it here.” 
 
    She danced the vial out of his reach. “It has other uses, you know.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure what she meant, but sacrilege against Herne was something he would not tolerate.  
 
    She unscrewed the cap and dipped a finger in, then giggled as she licked the oily brown fluid from her fingertip. 
 
    He wanted to come at her again, and do much worse than before. This time he would not settle for just a slap. But he held back.  The change had begun coming over her. He’d never seen someone change without being in the midst of the process himself. He was intrigued. 
 
    Rainbird’s proportions shifted, her figure becoming more powerful and more dangerous. Her shoulders spread wide, her breasts flattened atop her expanded chest, the nipples sharp points. She ripped her silk blouse down the middle, slicing the fine material with her claws. Her chest heaved with each gasping breath, pumping her breasts up and down. Pox saw the sparkle of purple at one nipple where she’d scratched herself with a careless claw. The scent of her blood sparked the lust in his own. 
 
    “It’s really no fun alone,” she growled. Dipping a finger into the pot again, she traced a thin brown line of goluka down the center of her breast to end at the rim of her nipple. “Come on. Come and get it.” 
 
    She leaned back, thrusting her chest forward. Pox had the distinct idea that she was going to kick him in the balls. 
 
    He stepped forward anyway and licked at her breast like a dog, tracing the goluka’s path from the hollow of her neck right down to the nipple. She pressed him into to her bosom with her newfound strength, smothering him. Her grip was intense, her strength irresistible. He couldn’t breathe. Her soft skin still in his mouth, he bit down hard. She pressed him in even more. Was she intent on killing him? Was this some bizarre sort of assassination? He bit harder, grinding down, tearing her flesh with his teeth, tasting her salty blood. Still he could not breathe. 
 
    But the effects of the goluka began to kick in, changing him as well. His newfound strength easily broke her grip. And he roared. She roared back. 
 
    Rainbird smiled a monstrous smile, her teeth grown long and sharp. How they could rip flesh. Tear. Draw blood. Pox felt his spirit rising. Fire in his veins, an overwhelming desire for bloodshed and death and, this time, perhaps something else, something different. His heightened senses saw her as never before, her defiant posture alluring, her lips dripping with saliva, the smell of her sex overwhelming.  
 
    He felt a swelling between his legs like never before.  
 
    “I’m going to make you bleed,” he said. 
 
    “Come on,” she answered. “Come and get it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 41 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Another glass?” asked the tavern-keeper. 
 
    Eric signaled him to pour. He wasn’t used to drinking faery gin, or any other strong spirits for that matter, but this night was an exception. The tavern-keeper shot him a knowing smile and sloshed more drink into Eric’s glass. He was oddly plump for a faery, or at least chose to appear as such. Perhaps the rosy cheeks and stained apron were just more faery lies. What did it matter? 
 
    After what Richard Bowles had told him, hardly anything mattered any more. At least he’d been able to save the blacksmith from being used as a human sacrifice to Pox’s Horned God. But as soon as Eric had cut him down, Bowles had breathlessly relayed news of the events that had taken place on the Grayson estate the night before. The marauding Wild Hunt. Grayson Hall burned to the ground. All of it gone! Poor old Geoffrey murdered in cold blood! The old valet had been with his family for generations, a loyal retainer, a scholar of history, a trusted friend. A very serious fellow, it had never been easy to make Geoffrey laugh, but always worth the effort. He had such a joyful, boyish laugh, even as an old man. 
 
    Blacksmith Bowles didn’t know what had befallen his own family after the Hunt had dragged him away. He feared for his wife and children. Eric supplied him with a fast horse and he’d set out immediately for Graystown, ruined with worry and heartache. Eric watched him go, no less concerned. What about the other servants? The children? Had Pox killed them all? 
 
    Eric swigged down another hot swallow of the harsh faery liquor. His head swam a little as an incredible anger at Pox collided with the pathetic desperation that wracked his soul. How he wanted to confront the faery, to deal out severe deadly justice at the tip of a blade, but hadn’t he already fought the man just that day? And what had been the result? Defeat. Humiliation. The rapier flung from his hand not once but twice. Helplessly standing there wheezing, gasping for breath. In better days he might have perhaps bested the faery Hunt leader but now? He was too old and sick to be of any use with a sword. An assassination? A duel with pistols? A shot in the back? None of these options held any lure for Eric. He could not defeat Pox. 
 
    Not straight on. No. But there was a way. And it all depended on the sword. If he had the sword Arondight, the sword of Lancelot du Lake, well then, a duel with Pox might end quite differently. He imagined a killing stroke, the fiery sword sizzling through the air as it cut the Hunt leader’s head from his neck. He imagined the body falling, the head rolling across the grass. And even if he didn’t confront Pox directly, at least he could turn the sword over to the British, let the King’s troops do his killing work for him. 
 
    And that brought him to the second bad news of the day. He’d received a communique shortly after the fight with Pox, a letter delivered by some mysterious faery ally. A message from the King’s Special Agent Oliver Doakes. Short and to the point. ‘The Crown grows impatient. If you can not succeed shortly, we will provoke.’ 
 
    Provoke? What the hell did that mean? He was tired of being played like a pawn by these men. Made to suffer their veiled threats. What could they do to him now? His estate was already in ruin, his shipping concerns marked for confiscation by the Crown. If he provided them with the sword all would be made well, so they said. They didn’t care a whit about him or his family name. What scraps would they throw his way? Enough to rebuild Grayson Hall? He didn’t think so.  
 
    He took another swallow of the faery gin.  
 
    And then there was Theodora. For years she had deceived him, played with his emotions, all in an attempt to steal the Silvered Lens from him. It was only right for him to use her in the same way. But it didn’t feel right. For better or for worse, he did love her still. Those feelings had been tarred and tattered over recent years but never erased. No matter what he did, or she did, he wanted her back. He wanted to hold her again, to kiss her and know his feelings were returned, to rebuild their family, to step boldly into the future together. Together.  
 
    But there was no way to have the sword and the lady. It was one or the other. He was trapped. Trapped in a web of lies. Faery lies. British lies. Grayson lies.  
 
    Oddly enough, he always thought of his son James in these moments of turmoil. James was the most good-hearted person he’d ever known. James would know the right thing to do. If he could only talk to James, explain everything to him. James would understand. But of course, his son had gone off somewhere on some faery pilgrimage. Purple skin? Horns? What had they done to his son? 
 
    Eric tapped lightly on the counter. 
 
    “Another gin, Lord Grayson?” asked the faery barkeep, flashing that damned smile. 
 
    Lord Grayson, he thought bitterly, the faery’s friend. 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    He watched the amber-colored fluid fill up his glass, descending from the pitcher in a clear round stream. 
 
    “May I join you for a drink?” said a distinctly feminine voice. 
 
    Eric turned to see the faery woman who had approached him at the festival. She wore the same diaphanous, pale blue shift that left practically nothing to the imagination. 
 
    He leaned back, taking stock of his situation. It was hard to think clearly. He was not yet completely drunk but well on his way. He took her in at a glance. Perfectly beautiful. Her long honey-blonde hair set loose about her shoulders, falling over her bosom in a haphazard, but very attractive, sprawl. Her skin a rich yellow-tan color, her ears only subtly pointed. She appeared almost human. 
 
    “May I sit?” she repeated. 
 
    “Go ahead,” he muttered,  
 
    “Wonderful! But I warn you now, you beautiful, beautiful man,” she said, “This time I shan’t take ‘no’ for an answer.” To his surprise the lady plopped herself down roughly on his lap. 
 
    “Get off!” he roared, giving the faery a shove, “Meadowlark!” 
 
    The girl fell backwards, landing roughly on her rump. Her features ran like melting wax. By the time she hit the floor, she was revealed indeed to be Meadowlark, now dressed in his typical red velvet coat. “Oh? You knew?” 
 
    “Of course I knew. I was married to a faery woman for twenty years, you think I can’t tell when someone’s putting a glamour on me? You get a sense for it.” 
 
    “Really? I once posed as an ottoman, and took you by surprise. Punched you right in the nose.” 
 
    “That was a long time ago.” 
 
    Meadowlark sat next to him at the counter. He reached for a nearby chessboard and dragged it between them. “A game?”: 
 
    “Everything’s a game with you,” muttered Eric, “Isn’t it?” 
 
    Meadowlark didn’t answer, just stared at the board. He moved the King’s pawn. “What brings you here, Lord Eric?” 
 
    “Just helping out with the farms,” he replied, moving his own King’s pawn. 
 
    “If only ‘t’were so,” said Meadowlark, that familiar twist of a malicious grin curling his lips. “I’ve been a liar for a hundred years. You don’t think I know when someone’s lying to me?” 
 
    Eric moved his knight. “Touché.” 
 
    “So what are you really after, I wonder?” Meadowlark placed his knight where it could easily be captured. 
 
    Eric took the piece off the board. “This place—Everbright—is all I have left,” said Eric. “Your farms will soon put mine out of business. My ships aren’t welcome in most civilized ports anymore because of my association with faeries. You’ve taken my reputation, my children, my wife. Now you’re stuck with me.” 
 
    “Sure, sure.” Meadowlark waved his hand dismissively, nearly knocking over half the pieces. Almost as an afterthought, he moved his Queen’s bishop. “I hope you’re not here to try and win back the girl,” he said.  
 
    “She’s my wife,” Eric reminded him, taking the bishop off the board. Soon Meadowlark would have too few pieces left to continue the game. 
 
    “S’funny,” the faery said, “I thought she was mine.” He idly made a move. “Your church marriage was a sham, ‘Lord’. Clarimonde playing a part. Trouble is, she played her part too well. She started to believe it. Hah! You made her believe it, and that’s good on you. Not easy to trick a faery. But now she’s found her true self again. Just remember, she’s a faery. And with us, everything’s a trick.” 
 
    He placed his rook in imminent danger. 
 
    Eric took the rook with his knight, noticing just too late what had happened. His knight had now blocked his king’s only route of escape. 
 
    Meadowlark swung his queen into position. “That’s checkmate.” He had given away all his other pieces to manipulate Eric’s movements, to set the situation up so that he would win in the end. Sacrifices.  
 
    Eric emptied the last of the gin down his throat and slammed the empty glass on the board. He was too drunk to think straight, too weak to fight. He’d had enough of fairies. Enough.  
 
    “So we get to keep you?” Meadowlark teased, “Blessed day! But I suppose you’ve not much choice now anyway. You know what they say. You can’t go home again. The Hunt has seen to that.” 
 
    Mention of the Hunt set Eric’s head to spinning again. He envisioned the flames, in red and orange, as they devoured his home. He imagined his servants screaming. 
 
    “Damn you to hell, Meadowlark!” 
 
    “Damn me all you want, Grayson, but remember this—keep your grubby little hands off my woman. We’ve shared things you couldn’t imagine. I know just how to tickle her fancy, and all the other tender bits as well. Ohhh, we two are sweet as milk and honey. When we’re together—every night—she comes like thunder! Believe me, she’d never be satisfied with a mortal man again.” 
 
    Eric gave the chessboard a shove, scattering the pieces across the bar. Anything to disrupt the florid images the faery’s words had put in his mind. “Trick’s on you, Meadowlark. You can keep her. I don’t want her back.” 
 
    “Not at all? Not an eentsy weentsy little bit?” 
 
    “Faithless bitch,” Eric said. “I wouldn’t have her hands on me again if my life depended on it.” 
 
    Meadowlark’s features softened again, then melted away. His hair went from black to honey-blonde. His cheeks smoothed, his nose drew back until Eric sat face-to-face with Theodora. Or perhaps more accurately, Clarimonde. 
 
    “Thank you dear,” she said. “That’s exactly what I wanted to know.” 
 
    With that, she turned and walked away. 
 
    Eric’s head swam. That last bit had really shocked him. The gin had gone to his head and now he wasn’t sure at all. Had it really been Theodora, or merely Meadowlark putting on another glamour? He didn’t know. Had he just ruined everything? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 42 
 
      
 
      
 
    James had never felt so miserable in his entire life. After the success of their full moon ceremony, the Arcadians had begun a celebratory feast on the shores of the placid lake. The mood was anything but placid. Everyone else had seen the face of the Goddess reflected on the clear waters and now a wonderful bliss colored their faces. James had seen nothing. Nothing. 
 
    The Arcadians informed him that he was welcome to partake in the celebration. For the most part, they regarded him with kindness and pity, for he now walked among them as a blind man, unable or unworthy to look upon the majesty of their Goddess. Food and wine were plentiful, but he had no appetite. A feast of lovemaking seemed to be next on the night’s agenda and James was welcome to join that celebration as well, as Eluin personally made very clear. She was an attractive faery maiden with a warm smile and a beautiful light in her eyes, but he had no appetite for that either. He felt so out of phase with the rest of them he could not possibly stay. In their rapture they had temporarily forgotten their suspicions about him and his threat to their need for secrecy. But that would not last. Orrin would not let them forget. James saw an opportune time to saddle up Featherwind and take his leave. 
 
    Featherwind had done well under the ministrations of the Arcadians. The wound in her flank had completely sealed over with neither discoloration nor whiff of infection. Apparently the Arcadians treated horses with much better hospitality than purple, horned-headed visitors from outside.  
 
    James traded his Arcadian robe for his old, tatterworn British clothes and set out. He cast a glance backward over his shoulder as Threadneedle’s steed breeched the limits of the protective glamour that disguised the faery settlement from human eyes. The ranks of illusory blue fir trees closed like a curtain to obscure Arcadia once again. Its secrets were safe with him, of course, whether the Arcadians knew it or not. He would tell no one about the things he’d seen in this place. He felt an uncomfortable chill just thinking about Alethea Vita. Her striking appearance, as well as her haunting resemblance to Moonshadow, stayed with him. He would not soon forget her weird, inhuman touch. 
 
    He didn’t get far before he felt his eyelids growing heavy. He nodded off a few times, nearly tumbling from the saddle, before he decided complete exhaustion had made it dangerous for him to ride even such a well-trained horse at night. And where should they go anyway? Back to Everbright, he supposed. He’d be glad to return among his own kind again, if those people were his own kind at all. 
 
    James made camp in the woods not far outside the hidden settlement. He felt there was little chance the Arcadians would come after him. They were so singularly insular, he couldn’t imagine they ever dared leave their secret little world in the woods. 
 
    He set out his bedroll, crunching a few dried barley cakes he had snatched from one of the Arcadian serving trays at the feast. The food tasted not so well as he remembered. The cakes seemed quite bland and ordinary now, having lost all the charm of the day before. Another glamour? 
 
    The full moon still shining brightly above, he settled down for sleep with a heavy heart. The cult of the Moon Goddess was not for him. The dancing, the mists, the glowing moonstone, the magical lake—all not for him. He felt heat rise in his face but forced away the tears. He didn’t want to cry in front of Threadneedle’s horse. 
 
    A fine mist had rolled in from the north, or the south, or somewhere—he couldn’t be sure. Truth be told, he hadn’t noticed its approach at any point earlier in the evening. He’d had enough of mists. But as he watched, the silvery mist gathered in one place, hovering just above him as he lay on the forest floor. The mist flowed and shifted, converging into the familiar contours, the slender figure, the elegant bald head, the beautiful face and ever-present smile of his lost love.  
 
    “Moonshadow?” 
 
    He propped himself up on one elbow. The apparition took shape in the air just above him, not quite solid but drawing the mist’s insubstantial threads together to weave a distinct image.  
 
    “James.” He usually liked the way she said his name, but this time there was a hint of desperation in her voice. 
 
    “You spoke for me?” he said, not really needing to ask. “You saved me.” 
 
    “James.” 
 
    “Were you at the dance? Did you see the Goddess too?” 
 
    “Yes I did, but that’s not important now.” 
 
    “What is important?” he snapped, suddenly angry again.  
 
    One look at her startled face and he suffered a searing pang of regret. 
 
    “What’s important?” She came close, very close. “I love you,” she said. 
 
    He wondered if he could honestly say the same. But she didn’t give him the chance to answer. 
 
    She leaned forward, closing the gap entirely. It was a strange sort of a kiss, because he felt nothing as their lips touched, if they could actually be said to have touched. He felt nothing physical, but the spark when Moonshadow’s soul reached out to him was striking. The connection jumped between them, lips to lips. He was more than willing, and opened himself up to her immediately. 
 
    He threw his arms around her but could feel nothing, no slender shoulders, no warm skin. Just empty air. 
 
    But that hardly mattered. Their souls kissed, their inner beings embraced in the usual way of faeries making love. Moonshadow’s ghostly presence seemed much stronger than it ever had been before, perhaps bolstered by her experiences at the evening’s dance, perhaps strengthened by the effect of the full moon. Whatever the cause, James felt no need to question any of it. 
 
    They had come close before, when Moonshadow had still been alive. The brush of a hand or a glancing touch of their souls as they sought together to heal his ailing mother, but this new contact progressed very quickly to a full merge of souls. He suddenly felt everything that had made Moonshadow so unique and wonderful, all at once. Like a draught of fine wine, he tasted her slowly and then yearned to gulp the rest down. He could not get enough. 
 
    She was strong and beautiful and good and kind. Everything a person should be. He found her femininity intoxicating and tremendously arousing. His cock stiffened uncomfortably in his breeches and he reached down to loosen the waistband. But as she had no physical body to meet his, he wrapped his own hand around his throbbing member. 
 
    He swam in Moonshadow’s honeyed spirit, offering up all his inner feelings and desires as well, and he saw himself as she saw him. Not as some half-human freak, not as some horned monster, but in the most positive way imaginable. She thought him sincere and strong and good-natured; she admired his generous spirit and his desire always to help others. Perhaps a man worthy to wield a fabled sword such as Arondight. He became suddenly struck by the idea that the sword was important, not only to Everbright but to him personally. The faeries of Avalon were important as well—Moonshadow had visited with them. They had some secret to tell.  
 
    But thoughts of the Effranil and fiery swords were swept away as his bond with Moonshadow grew deeper still. She was what he cared about, all he cared about. He wanted to stay like this forever, the passion building even higher and higher until he could no longer even think, just feel. He felt her warmth and her growing passion envelope him as their feelings reflected and built upon one another. She was with him completely and he with her. So beautiful, so pure. He had never felt anything like it. He pressed closer and closer and she surged to meet him. Together, they were as one. As such ecstasy must inevitably come to its conclusion, he came in his hand, spattering his shirt with his own semen. Moonshadow’s spirit achieved orgasm at the same time, a perfectly coordinated finish that left them both breathless. 
 
    He wanted to hold her close in the afterglow but she began to recede almost immediately. 
 
    “Don’t go!” he said. 
 
    “I’ve no choice,” she said painfully. The intense connection between them had been severed. He opened his eyes and saw that her apparition had weakened considerably now like waning moonlight.  
 
    A tear sparkled at the corner of her eye. “I can’t stay.” 
 
    “There has to be some way…” 
 
    “Don’t you see? The moonlight can only go so far. I’ve kept close for this long by attaching myself to you through the Wild Tyme in your blood. But I can’t keep it up. I won’t last till the next full moon. There’s no way to deny it. I’m dead, James.” 
 
    He knew that. Of course he knew that. But the fact was hard to reconcile with the vibrant spirit he had just experienced a few moments ago.  
 
    “You can’t hold me,” she said, “no matter how badly I may wish it. But I’ll be yours forever, in this life and beyond.” 
 
    Now the tears did fall, and he didn’t care if the damned horse saw. 
 
    “What will you do? Where will you go?” he asked, thinking of the faery custom of bonding one’s deceased spirit with that of an old tree or a new sapling. 
 
    “There’s something for me here. I’m not sure what, but I feel a link with Alethea.” 
 
    “She’s dangerous,” James warned.  
 
    “As dangerous as the wind, or the sea, or the moon? Everything’s dangerous in its way. But there’s something for me here and I must find it. This is farewell for us, my love.” 
 
    There was nothing he could say. 
 
    She was fading fast, but she pulled herself together for one more thought. “You can’t give up. You mustn’t. You’re on a journey, James. Keep going.” 
 
    “There’s nowhere left to go. 
 
    “Of course there is. Don’t forget. Seek out Herne’s Oak. See what lies there for you. Maybe something. Maybe nothing. But you have to try. You have to have faith.” 
 
    Faith, thought James, is a complicated thing. He thought of the church back in Graystown. “I’ve had it with faith,” he said. “I want proof, damn it.” 
 
    Moonshadow did not hear. She was already gone.  
 
    He wiped his eyes but it was no use. He let the tears flow. After a few minutes more, a strange noise startled James out of his despair. Someone had cleared their throat. 
 
    He looked up to see a stunted little figure leaning against the bole of a tree.  
 
    The faun spoke, “So we all agree then? To Herne’s Oak we’ll go?” 
 
    James groaned. 
 
    Merrywhistle chuckled hoarsely, “Told you so.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 43 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pox awoke with the dawn, Mu’urcala’s craving screaming in his belly. His first thought of the day, as on so many other mornings, was, I need more mushroom flesh. 
 
    But then again, he had slept soundly through the night, without whisper or hint of his mother mushroom. The night before… 
 
    The details of the night before were lost in the red haze of goluka. He eased himself up on the bed, feeling sore in too many places too count. The bedclothes were speckled with splotches of purple. Rainbird lay face down on the straw mattress beside him. Had he killed her? 
 
    No. A quick inspection revealed she slept peacefully, though her lip was torn and her face bruised. Dim recollections slowly came back to him. They had shared the goluka, experienced the transformation not for a hunt or a kill but for pleasures of the flesh. He hadn’t known that was possible. Most important of all, while under the influence of the goluka, Mu’urcala’s hold on him had temporarily been broken—she could not penetrate its effects. And that, well, that was good to know. 
 
    But as the morning came, so came the raging need, the hollow clawing, the longing for the mushroom.  
 
    He had long sought a way to break the addiction. If the drug were akin to the poppy, he would be incapacitated for a period of time—a few days, perhaps a week—and then emerge from the other side cleansed of the need. What foul tortures Mu’urcala might inflict on him in the meantime, as she struggled to keep her hold on him, he could not even imagine. He had no desire to find out, but he must break free of the monster. If only he had someone to look after him while incapacitated, someone he could trust. 
 
    Could he trust Rainbird? Would she protect him, or stab him in the back the moment the first opportunity arose? She would be Hunt leader then. He couldn’t trust her. He could appoint another of the Hunt to the task but the risk would be the same. He couldn’t trust anyone to help him, to sit with him as he suffered. No. He was trapped. Rainbird would betray him, any of them would. She only sought to trap him. She didn’t care about him. Only using him for power. She hadn’t meant to show him the way out, but she’d given it to him, without even realizing it.  
 
    He spent a moment looking down at the crusted blood on her lip. It had been a satisfying night, in any case. He felt his spirits rise again. Watching the subtle motion of her lower lip as she breathed in and out, he wanted to bite the fullness of it again, tear at the flesh and see the blood run.  
 
    “Leave that girl alone,” Mu’urcala wheedled. “You don’t need anything from her. You need me!” 
 
    “I know,” he said, the need twisting again in his gut. 
 
    “The sword!” she reminded.  
 
    “I know! Shut up!” he raged. 
 
    At his shout, Rainbird stirred. She and opened her eyes and sat up. She also seemed momentarily disoriented in the aftermath of the goluka, and glanced about the ruined apartment with apparent disdain. If he’d hoped she would look upon him with some sort of feeling—admiration or affection, or some such thing—it did not happen. She glanced his way as casually as you please and said, “We need that sword.” 
 
    “We need it?” he spat. “I need it. It’s meant for me and me alone. Remember that.” 
 
    She rose from the mattress. Now she was once again a lithe and slender woman, lacking the power and build she had possessed the night before. She appeared much diminished in comparison.  
 
    “Don’t be fooled! She’s cunning! Don’t trust her. You can’t trust anyone. Except your mother. Come home. Come to me. I’ll give you what you need. Only me.” 
 
    Pox tried, ineffectively, to ignore the voice inside his head. 
 
    “The sword?” repeated Rainbird. 
 
    Two of them now. Both nagging at him. 
 
    “I’m going back to Deepgrave,” he said.  
 
    “Again?” 
 
    “Yes. Again.” He didn’t like the way she was looking at him. What did she suspect? “To organize the attack.” 
 
    “It’s about time,” she remarked, pulling on her blouse. With her back to him, he couldn’t help but notice the claw marks he had left there, purple lines gouged into the smooth skin. He felt a rage building. He wanted to grab her shoulder, whip her around. Whip her. 
 
    He held back, waited for her to turn around. Then he stepped close, using his height to advantage to talk down to her. Despite what they had shared the night before, he needn’t show her any kindness at all. He didn’t dare. Couldn’t let her think she could manipulate him, play him with sex. His hand shot out, circling her throat. She pried at his powerful fingers with both hands but he was much the stronger. He squeezed, cutting off her air, making it clear he could kill her if he wanted. Just like that. She meant nothing to him.  
 
    Then Mu’urcala’s need reared its ugly head inside his stomach, causing him so much pain he actually groaned. Released his hold. Rainbird shouldn’t see him like this. So vulnerable, so weak.  
 
    She slapped his face so hard his head snapped to the side. He wanted to strike back, to teach her a lesson badly needed, but the pain in his gut prevented him from doing much of anything at the moment. He must not let her see.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said. “Now get out.” 
 
    “Come to me.” The craving was undeniable. All Mu’urcala had to do was whisper, and threaten the dark. 
 
    “I will!” he growled. Mu’urcala was right. She was right about the woman, about the sword, about everything. She was always right. 
 
    “You’ll do what?” Rainbird asked with a sneer. 
 
    “I will have that sword,” he said matter-of-factly. “You will get it for me while I’m gone. We’re done playing games with Clarimonde. You and Bluebell will take her, bring her here and get the information out of her. Find out where she’s hidden it, and kill her. Do you think you can do that?” 
 
    Rainbird smiled at last. “With pleasure.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 44 
 
      
 
      
 
    Meadowlark dreamt he was running naked through a field of clover. His arms outstretched, his open hands churned the chest-high blooms on either side as he ran, raising clouds of yellow pollen to swirl all around him. The aroma was sickeningly sweet. He breathed it all in, hoping the wonderful smell would block out the horrible knocking sound. 
 
    The sky grew cloudy and thunder rang out, setting his teeth to aching. That infernal knock, pounding through his head. Lightning flashed down, the earth beneath his feet lurched and he fell to his knees. His shoulders weighed a ton. He could not stand. Dresdemona loomed over him, huge in the sky, pointed teeth flashing.  
 
    “I killed you, bitch! Leave me alone.” 
 
    No, she wasn’t done with him. She wanted to play. She wanted to bend him over and have her way with him as she had done numerous times before, to leave him whimpering and helpless. Why not? She owned him, didn’t she?  
 
    “No!” He tossed the silk sheets aside and sat up in bed. 
 
    There was no sky overhead, just a white silk canopy, a faux-gold painted ceiling. No demonic face leering down. The headache was real, though, an aftereffect of that bottle of acorn wine the barkeep had gifted him last night.  
 
    The knocking was also real. Someone at the door.  
 
    “Go away!” he yelped. “And that’s a royal decree!” 
 
    Who’d be knocking at this hour? A glance out the window showed it just barely mid-day. Maybe they’ll go away, he hoped. In any case he’d had enough of sleep and far too much of nightmares for the time being. He cinched his robe tight against his waist with the silken drawstring. Was there any breakfast? Where was Clarimonde? 
 
    The insistent knocking did not stop. 
 
    “All right. Come in,” he said, exasperated. “Enter. Go ahead.” He didn’t much care for visitors this early in the day but curiosity had finally gotten the better of him. Who might be so rude as to keep knocking in defiance of a royal decree? And how was he to adjudicate such an egregious offense? He didn’t know, but they would soon find out. 
 
    The double door to the royal suite squeaked open and a young faery of medium height and slight build entered the room. At sight of Meadowlark in his sleeping robe, he bowed deeply at the waist. “Sorry to disturb you, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Highness? Oh, my head aches. Yes, I am. Majesty. Excellency. Something like that.” Meadowlark squinted at the boy. “I’ve seen you before. Nax right? Or Natter? Or something…” 
 
    “Nyx actually.” 
 
    “Right.” One look at the sad, pained expression on the boy’s face and Meadowlark felt his ire softening. “And what is it you want at this hour?” 
 
    “I was looking for Lady Clarimonde.” 
 
    “Ahh.” Meadowlark’s gaze circled the bedroom. “So was I. Well, she isn’t here…”  
 
    The young lad looked so terribly disappointed.  
 
    “All right. Hold on. She might be in the alcove. Sometimes there’s a child in there too, hold on.” 
 
    He stepped to the far end of the room and thrust his head through the curtain. Finding the alcove and crib empty, he turned back to Nyx. “Nope. It appears they’ve nipped out for the moment. The banshees must have taken young Oberon out to play. What do you suppose they play? Have you ever seen them out on the sward? Two shriveled old banshees and a baby?” 
 
    Nyx shook his head. 
 
    Meadowlark frowned. “Can’t imagine them playing hoops and rollers, can you?” 
 
    Nyx shook his head. 
 
    “Now, where’s that bottle got off to?” asked Meadowlark. “Have you ever had acorn wine, lad?” 
 
    Nyx shook his head. “I missed the feast. I had to fast in order to join the Wild Hunt. That’s sort of what I wanted to speak to Miss Clarimonde about.” 
 
    “You missed out on the acorn wine?” asked Meadowlark. 
 
    “Well, yes.” 
 
    “Now, that is a tragedy,” he said, and meant it. 
 
    “Miss Clarimonde…?” 
 
    “She’s not here.” 
 
    The boy looked as if he might cry. “I have to talk to somebody.” 
 
    “Well, I’m somebody,” Meadowlark said, settling into a chair at table. He draped a leg over one of the arm rests and uncorked his bottle. “Suppose you tell me.” 
 
    He motioned Nyx to the opposite seat and the boy plopped dejectedly down. “I killed my best friend to get into the Hunt. I didn’t… I never meant to. It was…” 
 
    “A terrible mistake. Well, don’t worry lad. We’ve all made mistakes like that. You’ve other friends. You’ve a bunch of new friends too—all those ruffians in the Hunt.” 
 
    “No, it’s not the way I thought. They change you. They make you do… whatever Pox wants…” 
 
    “Pox? Pox is the cause of your troubles, I take it?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what I’m saying—"  
 
    “Pox is a poser. He’s nothing. You saw what happened out on the park yesterday?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Let that be a lesson for you. Hated to embarrass the old boy that way but I’ve no pity for fools. Let’s just hope Pox has learned his lesson.” 
 
    “But… he won…” 
 
    “What? No! Not at all. It was proelium interruptus. I would’ve won. If it wasn’t for that earthquake, I would certainly have won.” 
 
    Nyx shook his head. 
 
    “You have to use your imagination, boy. Play the fight out, I would’ve won. So, really, I did win. And a timely lesson it should be. That muck-faced rascal has been getting a little too big for his britches, I’d say. Had to knock him down a peg or two.” Meadowlark flashed his winningest smile. 
 
    “But your shoulder…” 
 
    “A lucky shot. He’s really not such a good swordsman as all that. And a terrible strategist. I humiliate him every time.” 
 
    “Humiliate?” 
 
    “Well yes. He was attempting to strangle the lady, wasn’t he? The royal consort? My Queen!” 
 
    Nyx nodded. 
 
    “But she’s not strangled at all. She was just here in fact, looking better than ever.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    Meadowlark scoffed. “And he wanted to do some sort of sacrifice on that poor bloke… whatever his name was… the smith. Didn’t he?” 
 
    Nyx nodded again. 
 
    “And, well, that didn’t quite come off did it? I put a quick end to that plot too.”  
 
    “Lord Grayson…” 
 
    “Lord Grayson is a tool. Does he run Everbright? I don’t think so. I do.” 
 
    “And the earthquake…” 
 
    “Look. Always use your environment to your advantage. That’s lesson number one, my boy. It’s not all about the swordplay you know. That’s where Pox is short-sighted. Find a way to win. That’s what I do.” 
 
    Nyx frowned.  
 
    Meadowlark emptied his bottle. “Well, good talking to you son. Run along, now.” He waggled a finger toward the door. 
 
    Nyx did not get up. “You don’t understand. I’ve joined the Hunt and they won’t let me leave. They don’t let anyone leave.” 
 
    “That’s it? That’s the problem? Haven’t you heard a word I’ve said? You’re looking at this all sideways. You think things are all grim and gloomy. So you’ve killed your best friend and gotten yourself involved with some bloody insane kill cult. So what? You think if you don’t do what they want, they’ll kill you. You’re probably right. So what to do? Go on. Tell me.” 
 
    Nyx glanced down at the floor, then looked up. “Find a way to win?” he said meekly.  
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Nyx shook his head. “I just don’t…” 
 
    “Look here, kid.” Meadowlark had had enough of this conversation. He wanted breakfast, or at least another bottle of that acorn wine. He spoke slowly as if instructing a very stupid person, which was exactly what he had become convinced he was doing. “All you’ve got to do is kill Pox before he kills you. Simple.”  
 
    “I… I can’t kill Pox.” 
 
    “Not with a sword, no. You’ve got to find something else. Come on, it can’t be that hard. Keep your nose in. Look for a moment of weakness. They all have them. Eyes sharp. Buck up, boy. Are you just going to keep mooning and groveling all over the place? Did I get to be the king by simpering and weeping? I should say not. I slit the bitch’s throat when she was least expecting it! See that? Now go, get out here. Find a way. Find a way.” 
 
    Nyx, at last heartened by this propitious advice, stood up with an air of renewed vigor. “You’re right. I will.” He took two steps toward the door then turned back, saying, “Thank you.” 
 
    Meadowlark bowed his head. “Don’t mention it. What else is the King for?” 
 
    He watched Nyx go. If not a spring in his step at least the boy’s feet were shuffling a little less. 
 
    That’s the ticket, he thought. Keep the faith. Keep watch. Good advice for you, boy, and maybe a good idea for poor old Meadowlark too.  
 
    *** 
 
    Eric woke at mid-day as well, covered in sweat, and with a similar headache. He did not often partake in strong drink, but yesterday had been a horror. And of course, drink hadn’t solved any of his problems. Sleep hadn’t helped much either. His dreams had been riddled with images of Grayson Hall, burned to the ground, his house staff screaming in terror. Pox standing over Geoffrey’s corpse, leering hideously, a spray of red blood on his mottled green face. But upon awakening, Eric realized his nightmares were in fact real.  
 
    And then he remembered the conversation in the tap room. The exact details escaped him but he was sure he’d revealed too much. Who had he been speaking with? Had it been Meadowlark playing a prank, pretending to be Theodora to spite him? Or, the worst possibility of all, had it been Theodora pretending to be Meadowlark? How could he ever face her again after those things he’d said? 
 
    And then someone knocked at his door. Eric had never entertained visitors in his little apartment on Linden Street. For the most part, the faeries avoided him. He’d only had business with Eccobius and Theodora. He had a hard time believing that this visitor was Eccobius. 
 
    Time to pay the piper, he thought. 
 
    He ran his fingers through his hair. He’d fallen asleep completely dressed, but paused to tuck in his shirt tails and straighten his jacket. 
 
    Eric opened the door. 
 
    As he’d guessed, Theodora stood on the other side. She appeared irritated but perhaps that was only a reaction to having had to knock so long and wait at the threshold. He maintained a carefully neutral expression, “Theodora?” 
 
    His wife drew a rapier from its scabbard and held it an inch from his face. 
 
    Oh God, he thought. It’s all over. She knows! 
 
    “Oh my,” she said.  “Were you drinking last night? You look like you’re going to hit the floor. Whatever you do, please don’t swoon onto the tip of my sword!” And then she laughed and whisked the blade away.  
 
    “Don’t you remember?” she said, with a broad smile, “You promised to coach my swordsmanship today.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 45 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sword thrust at his chest. 
 
    He knocked it away. 
 
    “Your feet are too close together. You can’t move. Look.” 
 
    He feinted an attack to the left, then came crashing at her from the right. Her sword arm caught too near to her side, her feet too close together, she could not move. He struck her with his shoulder and her feet twisted further as she fell. “Damn!”  
 
    His sword was at her throat. 
 
    “Your feet can’t ever be caught like that,” he said, offering her a hand up. “Wide stance always, low to the ground.” 
 
    She sighed and brushed a few loose strands of hair from her face. “Threadneedle used to tell me the same thing.” 
 
    “Well, you’d better get it into your head if you think you’re going to stand up to Pox with a blade. It’s the little things like that—just a minor imprecision of stance—that can get you killed.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Theodora smiled, knowing Eric’s strict patriarchal tone should have annoyed the hell out of her, but it didn’t. She was reminded of the occasional arguments they used to have when they were married and living together. She’d always found that particular tone so strong, so manly, even when trapped on the wrong side of it. She’d always found it sexy. 
 
    He reached down and hauled her up. His hand felt good in hers. 
 
    “Okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Again,” she said, taking up a longpoint guard stance, her rapier held straight out in front. Eric nodded and then came at her swinging, left and right, left and right. She parried each blow carefully, paying proper attention to the footwork. She stepped backward and to the side each time, circling around, giving no ground. She’d been well-trained by Threadneedle over the years, and was already an accomplished duelist as a result. But still not good enough to take Pox on. In the past, in her guise as the crusading Green Man, she’d used her blade to good effect, sweeping ruffians and criminals from the London streets. But facing Pox was an entirely different matter. If it ever came down to that fight, she wanted to be ready. 
 
    “That’s the ticket,” he said. “Very good.” 
 
    He stepped back and signaled for a break. She noticed he was breathing much heavier than he ought.  
 
    “I’m not sure that rapier is quite right for you,” he said, when he’d had a chance to catch up. “You need a more finely balanced blade. Something a bit heavier too. I’ll have to see what sort of shape the armory is in. Some of my father’s weapons may have survived the fire.” 
 
    “I might have something,” she said, then caught herself. She shouldn’t mention Arondight to Eric, or to anyone. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Well, not—not really,” she stammered. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, “let’s practice some in-fighting. God help you if Pox gets in that close, but you should be ready.” 
 
    She nodded agreement and took up a plow guard stance, leaning slightly forward, sword held medium height, ready. 
 
    He came at her with gusto. He’d always been a superior swordsman, and an excellent teacher to some of the young men in Graystown. As Lady Grayson, she’d never asked him for instruction before. Sword fighting wasn’t the type of thing English ladies spent their Sunday afternoons practicing. She’d never realized how enjoyable an afternoon in the park, with swords, could be. 
 
    He fought his way in close and they struggled hilt to hilt. He spun around, trying to gain range for his blade but she responded correctly, stepping in to close the gap. She pushed against his chest, her hand finding firm muscle there. He swept at her feet, trying to unbalance her. She stood firm, blocking his leg with her own and they wound up standing very close, their legs practically intertwined. She tried to push him over. He held tight to her elbow and they both went crashing to the ground. They fell out on the grass and she landed on top, her knee digging into his groin. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said. 
 
    She straightened her leg immediately, a sudden movement that caused her to flop completely atop his chest. Her chestnut brown hair escaped from the fine red ribbon holding it back and tussled across his face.  
 
    As he swept the long strands out of the way his fingers lingered at the back of her ear. “You’re still so beautiful, Theodora.” 
 
    She should have resisted the compliment, but she didn’t. She enjoyed hearing him say it again. She had chosen to wear the old, comfortable disguise of human Theodora Grayson for their sparring session. She didn’t completely understand why. But she knew, were he seeing her in her normal faery appearance he would have said the same thing. 
 
    Acting on sudden impulse, she leaned forward and kissed his lips. He responded in a riptide of emotion, surging against her and covering her mouth with kisses, as if to drown her in them. He murmured some words she couldn’t quite hear but it didn’t matter, his low lusty tone stirred her in all the right places. They kissed again and she probed deeper, his mouth opening beneath her lips, their tongues flicking playfully. She melted into him, opening herself for the merging of soulfire that often accompanied a faery kiss. His hand brushed against her chest, stopped just short of fondling her breast and then pulled back. 
 
    “We shouldn’t,” he said. 
 
    She drew her face away. There had been something amiss with that kiss. She felt he’d been holding back. But more than that, she felt he was trying to hide something.  
 
    “Remember,” she whispered, “we used to do it out in the open air, on beautiful autumn days just like this.” 
 
    “That was a long time ago.” 
 
    “Oh,” she chided playfully, “are you too old for it now?” 
 
    “No,” he assured her. “But…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “Not here. Not now,” he said in a sobering tone. He squirmed out from under, practically throwing her off to the side. 
 
    The kiss haunted her thoughts. He was holding back, and not just out of a sense of aristocratic British propriety. He was hiding something. She had to find out what. 
 
    “Not here in the middle of Everbright,” he said. “Too many prying eyes. Let’s go someplace more private.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Meadowlark felt his heart break. Concealed in a nearby tree, camouflaged as just another flare of bristly oak leaves, he nearly spilled from the branch.  
 
    Woe! Woe! A thousand times woe! 
 
    His worst fears had come home to roost. 
 
    She doesn’t love me. She loves him! 
 
    What am I saying? What madness is this? The madness men call love.  
 
    A silly human thing. Faeries aren’t chained by passion, we aren’t monogamous, we don’t keep true. I’ve bedded many a faery lass and human wench over the years. But… but none since… 
 
    None since Clarimonde took me to her bed again.  
 
    But what to do? I don’t want anyone else and, gods help me, I don’t want to share her either. 
 
    I can’t. 
 
    I should have killed him. I should have stabbed him in the back, or in the front, or in the side. I should have throttled him, strangled him with my bare hands, bit his head off. Not let him sneak back into her heart like this. 
 
    I still can. It would be easy. He’s not half the man he once was. He’s weak, getting old, and sick. I could end him so easily. 
 
    But it’s too late!  
 
    Look at them! Rolling in the heather like two youngsters just newly wed. She’d know it’d been me, done the Lord in. She’d know and she’d hate me for it and then we’d be right back where we were before. Meadowlark the ne’er-do-well! Meadowlark the bitter scamp. And the cold shoulder from Clarimonde. And her sweet lips and her hips, and the rest of her body, forever denied once again. I can’t do it. 
 
    Oh, but I’d like to… 
 
    He took a deep, fortifying breath. 
 
    My kingdom for a dagger! A dagger in the dark. But that’s not me any more. No longer am I the wretched outcast, playing the fool. I am the king! I’d have to get someone else to do it for me! Some vassal, some minion. The banshees? Oh, but no. No! She won’t be fooled by any of that. Again the cold shoulder, again the scorn of Clarimonde.  
 
    It seems, this time, there is no way for me to win. I’ve made the stupidest mistake imaginable. I gave away my heart. It’s checkmate.  
 
    There’s only one question left for me to ponder, among the bitter dregs of my broken heart. 
 
    To be or not to be, he thought. That is my question. 
 
    *** 
 
    From another tree, not more than ten feet away, Rainbird and Bluebell watched as Theodora and Eric stood up and brushed off their clothes.  
 
    “Looks like they changed their mind,” whispered Rainbird. “They aren’t going to fuck in the middle of the park after all.” 
 
    “No show today? They’re just going to leave off, like that? Ugh, it would have been appalling to watch anyways.” Bluebell laughed softly. “A simple kiss can be just as dangerous, though.” She licked her own sensuous, blue-tinted lips. Due to her ability to secrete a natural poison, one kiss from Bluebell was not only dangerous, but deadly. 
 
    The pair below decided to spar some more, Theodora practicing her attack.  
 
    “We could take them right now,” Bluebell suggested. “I’m sick of waiting.” 
 
    “Right now? With swords in their hands?” 
 
    “I’m sick of waiting. And look at Lord Grayson, huffing and puffing. Are you saying you couldn’t take him down, easy as pie?” 
 
    “I could, of course.” 
 
    “You kill the Lord, and I’ll wet the Lady’s lips. Not enough to kill. Just enough so’s she’s too weak to resist. We carry her off to Pox’s room. And we beat the truth out of her.” 
 
    “Right here in the middle of town? I thought you were more subtle than that, ‘Bell.” 
 
    Bluebell snickered. 
 
    Rainbird said, “There’s no call to be so sloppy. And there’s no reason to involve the Lord at all. This is best done in secret. Patience is what we need now.” 
 
    “But I’m sick of waiting!” 
 
    Rainbird shifted her weight on the branch, maintaining her obscuring shield of branches and leaves. Hoping the bough would hold their combined weight, she swung one leg over to straddle Bluebird’s waist with her own slender thighs. “Patience,” she murmured, stroking the line of Bluebell’s jaw with a seductive fingertip. She nuzzled her lover’s neck and Bluebell’s head turned, her lips parted for a kiss.  
 
    Rainbird pressed back against her forehead with her own, preventing their lips from touching. “Did you put your venom away?” she asked in a throaty whisper. 
 
    “Did I?” returned the other, in a similar tone. 
 
    Rainbird’s heart began to race. Watching Theodora and her husband tussle on the grass had started her juices flowing and the scent coming off Bluebell’s neck had sparked her desire even more. She wanted a kiss from the blue-haired beauty, and plenty more than that, but there was always the danger. She had seen the results of Bluebell’s poisonous kiss before—palpitations, convulsions, madness, death. The little faery assassin was both sadistic and impulsive. Rainbird could hardly trust her to keep her murderous inclinations in check. Though, at the moment, Bluebell had no real reason to want Rainbird out of the way. Not yet.  
 
    She leaned forward, the thrill of the danger, churning her desire. 
 
    Rainbird kissed Bluebell forcefully, pinning her arms back behind her head. Bluebell arched her back, angling her hips until their mounds touched. Rainbird hiked up the hem of her dress. Bluebell’s thick leather pants still lay between them, but being so skintight, they were no hindrance at all. Bluebell began to grind against her, their legs entwined as they balanced precariously on the branch. Rainbird’s heartbeat quickened, fluttered, ached. The branch creaked. Bluebell was working herself up quickly, getting completely carried away. Breathing heavily with little moans in anticipation of release, she reached up for another kiss, her tongue flicking playfully. Rainbird pulled back. She didn’t want Bluebell to lose control. She didn’t want that poisoned kiss to touch her lips by mistake. 
 
    “Watch out!” warned Rainbird. “We’ll fall.” 
 
    The mood broken, they readjusted themselves, sitting now a little bit apart. 
 
    Bluebell caught her breath, casting Rainbird a disappointed glare. “Let’s just make sure we get the sword before Pox gets back,” she said. “And then, when he gets back, I can meet him in a glamour of… you.” 
 
    Bluebell put on a glamour that made her appear as a mirror image to Rainbird. “And then I’ll give him a special kiss. Won’t he be surprised? But not too much. You did sleep with him last night, didn’t you? How did it go?” 
 
    Rainbird shifted her glamour, dropping the illusion she’d used to cover up her actual appearance. She revealed her bruised face and cut lip. 
 
    “Rough night?” said Bluebell. “Let me kiss it better.” 
 
    She leaned forward again, licking her lips.  
 
    Rainbird held back. “Did you just put poison on your lips?” 
 
    “Maybe…” 
 
    Bluebell leaned in closer, still holding the appearance of Rainbird. The real Rainbird felt the thrill of danger race through her again. 
 
    Well, this would be a strange form of suicide, she thought, kissing her again, long and hard. Her passion rising once more, she ended the kiss by biting down on Bluebell’s lower lip, until she tasted a trickle of faery blood.  
 
    “Oww!” Bluebell’s eyes flashed. “Just wait till I get my hands on you alone.” 
 
    “Patience.” 
 
    “I’m sick of waiting!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 46 
 
      
 
      
 
    Panting furiously, Nyx realized he could not outrun his pursuer. He had to stop, had to rest for a moment, if only he had a moment. He crept around behind a particularly thick tree trunk, but realistically there was nowhere in the forest he could hide from Pox. The chase would not last much longer. He struggled to catch his breath. 
 
    It had been crazy to try and hide his intentions from the Hunt leader. Pox could smell a lie as easily as he had scented Nyx to chase him down. It was inevitable he’d be discovered. 
 
    Nyx heard a snort and a malevolent whinny. The Hunt leader’s horse was almost upon him. He had to keep running. He had to try. He came around the tree and darted away. A thick root caught the tip of his boot and twisted his ankle, bringing him down. The Hunt leader’s horse circled him as he lay on the ground. The steed blew hot steam from its nostrils, its eyes wild as it chomped at the bit. Pox sat astride the beast, monstrously transformed by the goluka. He stepped down from the saddle and stood over Nyx, saying nothing, a bare sabre in his fist. Nyx could not look at him. Those teeth, those claws, those eyes. Mother Moon, help me!  
 
    The sabre whipped overhead, slicing the air with a menacing howl. 
 
    Nyx, crawling in the dirt, felt his heart pounding fit to burst. Ahead of him, at the base of the tree, he noticed a rabbit hole. He thrust his arms into the opening and then his head. He scrabbled forward, pulling himself through the dirt. It hardly seemed possible that he could fit into such a small hole but he dragged himself desperately along, deeper and deeper into the earth.  
 
    He heard noises behind him. Growling, slavering, bestial sounds. He knew what was coming. He knew! 
 
    He couldn’t push ahead any further. Now he was buried in the earth as surely as a fresh-dug grave. He saw a vision of Ash’s face, wide eyed with surprise and pain, at the moment he’d stuck his sword into his friend’s belly. I didn’t do that, he thought. I couldn’t have. It was just a dream. A dream. 
 
    With a rising tide of nausea he remembered his initiation, the red rage brought upon by the goluka. The strange sensations as his body twisted and changed. The vision of Herne that had transformed into the face of his true master, the leering, hideous face of Pox himself.  
 
    No! He can’t follow me in here. He can’t. There’s not enough room. 
 
    Nyx couldn’t turn around. He couldn’t fight. The earth closing in, crumbling all around. Bitter soil filling his mouth, his nose.  
 
    I’m trapped, running out of air. 
 
    And he’s still coming for me! He’s just behind. Oh Mother Moon, what have I done? 
 
    Nyx awoke. Someone had kicked him in the ribs. Curled up in the bottom of the ox-cart, he turned to the side, bewildered. For an instant he gazed upon the face of a grubby English farmer. When the man spoke, Nyx realized it was Ragwort. The faery did not bother to disguise his voice, saying, “Get up. Sleepin’ in the middle o’ the day! Is that what you kids do? Put your glamour on. Checkpoint up ahead.” 
 
    Nyx sat up, putting on the glamour of a ten-year-old farm boy, snot running down his nose and smeared across his dirty-face.  
 
    The cart stuttered to a halt. Pox stepped down from the stanchion to speak with the pair of redcoats who had blocked the country road. He seemed not so menacing now, wearing a wide-brimmed leather hat, shoulders slouched under a shabby overcoat. Nyx shuddered, remembering his dream. He took little satisfaction in the idea that he had not been actually caught yet, that he was still free to breathe. The end, he knew, was near. 
 
    With the increased frequency of British patrols in the area surrounding Everbright, Pox had decided to take the ox-cart and disguise themselves as local peasants. Nyx took a quick head count. Four redcoats. 
 
    The Lieutenant in charge came around to the side of the cart, another soldier in tow. He came right at Nyx, glaring at him with beady eyes. Nyx struggled to maintain his disguise. The man was almost as frightening as Pox himself. 
 
    “What’s in those sacks?” asked the Lieutenant.  
 
    “Grain,” said Nyx. He remembered to use the clipped tone and high pitch of a child. “Bringing it to the family at Newcastle.” 
 
    The Lieutenant raised his hand and Nyx thought he was about to receive a backhand slap for an insolent tone, but instead the soldier yanked the tie-cord on one of the sacks. “Let’s see.” 
 
    “Please don’t spill it,” Pox said in a pathetically submissive tone. Among his many talents the Hunt leader was apparently an accomplished actor. 
 
    A handful of barley corn poured out from the mouth of the burlap sack. The Lieutenant poked at it.  
 
    “It’s not much,” said Pox. “But it’s all we have ahead of the winter.” 
 
    The soldier leaned forward to take a sniff.  
 
    “Strange,” he said, “It doesn’t smell like grain.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it?” asked farmer-Pox. 
 
    The man turned menacingly at him. “Are you suggesting my nose is in error, sir?” 
 
    “No. Not at all. Rather, I think it’s too damn sensitive for your own good.” 
 
    A sabre appeared in Pox’s fist. It had been there all along, of course, concealed by an artful glamour. His disguise melted away, giving the Lieutenant a good view of his mottled green face and pitiless gaze as he thrust the sword into the man’s throat. 
 
    Ragwort had a hidden weapon at the ready as well and engaged the other soldier. Having killed his first man immediately, Pox charged at the remaining two.  
 
    A pistol shot rang out, the ball thunked into the side of the cart, just below where Nyx sat. The shot had been aimed at Pox but missed its mark.  
 
    Nyx felt ill. More killing, more bloodshed. He could hardly breathe. Maybe the soldiers would get rid of Pox for him—but no, that was impossible. The Hunt leader would make short work of them. He always did. Two at a time, three at a time. It didn’t matter. 
 
    A bearded face appeared right next to him. He’d miscounted. Five soldiers.  
 
    “Stinking blight!” raged the man. In all the excitement, Nyx had lost concentration and dropped his own glamour. The redcoat swung a falchion at him, tipped with a wicked, curved blade that gleamed as it caught the sunlight. Nyx scrambled back instinctively, evading the lunge and stumbling over some stray farm implements lying in the bottom of the cart. 
 
    The soldier climbed aboard the cart, murder in his eyes. Nyx knew he must draw his own blade and use the sword to parry, if not attack, but he froze helplessly. He stared instead at a round brown tobacco stain on the soldier’s coat. The brown stain matched the color of the soldier’s eyes; in his eyes was not murder, but fear. Nyx’s own fear created a mild sympathetic bond between them, making him receptive to the soldier’s mind. A few of the man’s random thoughts drifted across the empty space between them. The man had a young wife back at Easton, and a daughter. He had no love for the King, no fondness for the military, but the Crown paid his salary and enabled him to feed his family.  
 
    Seeing Nyx’s hesitation, the soldier hesitated as well. He didn’t want the faery to draw, but he seemed reluctant to simply cut Nyx down either. Or perhaps he noticed the way Nyx’s face went pale as he grew obviously sick. Or perhaps the soldier saw the same horror as Nyx, glimpsed through the mirror of their mental link. 
 
    Nyx kept seeing the face of his friend Ash. He did not draw his weapon, daring the soldier to strike if he wished, to run him through with the gleaming blade, to put an end to the torture of his existence, to rid him of the phantom of his friend.  
 
    And then something yanked the soldier backward to disappear below the side of the cart. Nyx spewed vomit across the bottom of the cart as the soldier’s screams rang in his ears.  
 
    A moment later Ragwort’s face rose over the side of the cart. Without his glamour he looked a chilling fiend. Red blood flecked the side of his face, a sharp contrast to the pale gray skin that covered his bald head, hooked nose, and sharp pointed ears. His thin lips parted in a nasty sneer, exposing jagged yellow teeth. “And what’s the matter with you, boy?” 
 
    Nyx wiped at his chin. “Sorry. My salt fish was rotten. Shouldn’t have eaten it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 47 
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as they entered her apartment, Theodora felt her anticipatory passion fade away, replaced by a wave of guilt. A few kisses at the park were one thing, but coming here, out of sight of the West Tower, in secret, for a tryst… 
 
    A tryst? With her husband? What a foolish notion. Meadowlark was the intruder here. Meadowlark… 
 
    Eric turned toward her, his hands on her hips, and pressed closer. She wanted to kiss him again, and why shouldn’t she? Why shouldn’t she do whatever the hell she wanted? She was a faery, wasn’t she? But not really. Not with him. With him she was Lady Theodora, in appearance as well as in heart. The faery Clarimonde might do as she wanted, but the Lady felt the nagging restraints of English society.  
 
    But what restraints? Eric was her husband after all. There was surely nothing wrong with this. The heat of passion she’d felt out in the sunshine and open air kindled again, though somewhat diminished in these seedy quarters. What do I want, she asked herself. Why do I keep going back and forth? 
 
    She threw herself into his arms. She wanted to kiss him, to caress him, to hold him close inside her where he belonged. As much in defiance of her own ambivalence as in an act of passion, she kissed him. 
 
    But almost immediately he broke away. He turned his head and suffered a fit of coughing. 
 
    Again, the kiss had seemed off. She sensed Eric wanted to make love to her, to make things as they were before, but there was hesitation on his part as well. She didn’t understand it. Never matter, she thought, I soon will. When we make love, there will be no secrets between us.  
 
    “I—I’m sorry,” he said, wiping his mouth. “We shouldn’t. I wouldn’t want anything to happen. If you should get the consumption…” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    He looked away, embarrassed. “I don’t feel quite myself. It would be better to wait. At least until I am fully well.” 
 
    “I see,” she said. This at least was a valid explanation for his hesitation. She just wasn’t sure it answered the question completely. 
 
    He took a step away. “I—I don’t want to look weak to you…” 
 
    “Then I shall have you well again,” she returned. “Lay down on the bed. I have that ointment here somewhere, and we can continue with the healing. One or two more treatments should do it. You’ll be fine.” 
 
    He removed his jacket and shirt and lay down. She applied the unguent as before and he closed his eyes. He seemed completely relaxed, but there was more to it, she was sure. Damn it, he was hiding something. She placed her fingertips at his temples and emptied her mind. The connection formed quickly, like settling into a comfortable wing-chair. She had no doubt this time. He trusted her completely. Theodora was glad of it. She fell into the light bond necessary for the healing treatment. As easy as ever. She felt things might soon be right between them in every way. They might finally be able to let the past go. 
 
    Their vibrations matched easily. Again she navigated carefully, keeping strictly to business. She found her way to his fighting spirit. She provided the necessary stimulation and he gratefully received it. By the time she finished, he’d fallen into a near-sleep. Everything was going to plan, except… 
 
    She felt the nagging temptation to merge further. He offered no resistance. If she pressed through the barriers, flimsy as they were at this moment, all her questions would be answered. If she had any doubts about his motivations or the depth of his feelings, she would know. 
 
    All she had to do was give that barrier a gentle nudge. 
 
    Would she peek inside that door?  
 
    Did she need to?  
 
    Why don’t I just look, she wondered. Eric lay before her, completely vulnerable. Clarimonde certainly would, wouldn’t she? But perhaps, not Theodora. 
 
    He’ll know. He’ll know I didn’t trust him. And it will all start over again. The recriminations, the suspicions. 
 
    Why don’t I trust him? 
 
    I should. 
 
    He came here in good faith, put aside the sins of the past, trying to make a new start. That’s what I always wanted him to do. That’s exactly what the Eric I know and love would do. It’s completely in character. I have no reason to distrust him. 
 
    That kiss, though, that slightly sour taste it left in my mouth… 
 
    What if it was just my imagination? My guilty conscience? A little bit of Meadowlark sticking his hand in to meddle between us? 
 
    I don’t have to look, she told herself. I know he loves me. I already know. 
 
    Gently, the healing done, she broke the connection. Eric lay on the pallet, completely at ease, breathing deep and strong. Now he had truly fallen asleep and she decided that was for the best. A little rest will help the fighting spirit consolidate the boost she’d applied. He would be well soon. 
 
    She took a thin woolen blanket and arranged it atop her husband. Let him sleep. Time enough for everything else later. 
 
    *** 
 
    With a heavy heart, Meadowlark returned to the royal suite atop the West Tower. But now, everything looked different. The furnishings, most of which had been brought to Everbright from Deepgrave by the Dark Queen, disgusted him. He gave the giant four-poster bed a vengeful kick. He’d been defiled on that bed, defiled by Dresdemona, and humiliated by Clarimonde as well. What had she been playing at all this time? A bizarre symmetry stabbed at his bewildered brain. He had pretended to be under Dresdemona’s spell, awaiting the moment she’d let down her defenses, awaiting his chance to stab her in the back. Was it the same with Clarimonde? Had she been only pretending to love him? Why? If she wanted to kill him, she’d had a plethora of opportunities. It couldn’t be that. 
 
    He ran his gaze across the row of familial portraits of the royal line that adorned the wall behind the bed. Of course he’d painted these himself and they did not represent any real persons who had ever existed, but still, he felt a surge of shame. He had embarrassed himself in front of the entire royal family. He was a disgrace to the crown, better suited to the role of royal jester than royalty. And that was all he had ever been—at Barrow Downes or Everbright—just an amusing fool. The people didn’t love him. Nobody did. 
 
    Well, there was one person, but Oberon could hardly be said to count. He admired anyone who stuffed food into his mouth or was willing to crawl around on the floor with the child clinging to his back and bray like an ass. And there he was again, nothing more than a fool. 
 
    But still, it wouldn’t be right to depart this mortal coil without at least a parental farewell. 
 
    Meadowlark pushed aside the curtain that separated the boy’s nursery from the rest of the royal suite. The two hideous banshees stood over the boy’s bed, dressed in their great gray gowns. Their heads swiveled rapidly in his direction, but seeing no threat, turned away to rest once again upon the sleeping child. Meadowlark ignored them. He leaned over the cradle. Oberon lay in an odd position, his rump stuck up in the air, his face smooshed against his little feather pillow. The boy had always resembled his mother more than anyone else and Meadowlark now saw the Effranil blood very clearly in his face. Oberon was developing the same high forehead as Horaus himself, and the same slightly upturned nose as well. Well, so what of it? None of it was the child’s fault.  
 
    “Goodbye, dear child,” he said, his voice cracking mid-way through the tearful farewell. “Good-bye, good-bye, a thousand goodbyes.” 
 
    One of the banshees turned his way and cast him a comically disapproving expression. He had seen it many times before. 
 
    “Good bye, son. Your mother was not a nice person. Your father is a fool. I wish you well.” 
 
    Oberon, asleep, said nothing in return, although at that very moment he broke wind from his upturned buttocks.  
 
    “Yes, yes,” said Meadowlark. “My sentiments exactly.” 
 
    With a parting wave for the two banshees, who meticulously ignored him, Meadowlark departed from the alcove.  
 
    Well, if I’m going to do this thing, he thought, I should do it in style. Where the hell did I put that crown? 
 
    He found it tossed in the corner of the room beneath his dirty britches. The crown of light. Without a sufficient glamour to make it shine it looked only like a flimsy rim of plaited wicker withes. Well, good enough. He did not have the will to make it shine. He would wear it as is. 
 
    He stood for a moment on the balcony, looking out at the city of Everbright. The recent tremors and near-collapse of the East Tower had marred its ethereal beauty. Façades were cracked, trees uprooted, and several gaping pits marred the park. The East Tower leaned conspicuously to the side, propped up by some hastily-applied wooden planks that served as ersatz buttresses. People went on about their business and there was some singing and dancing as always, but as in a similar mood, few people bothered to put up the bright faery lights that had decorated the place before. They’ll fix it, he thought. They’ll go on after I’m gone. No doubt Clarimonde will unite them and they will rebuild, if Pox doesn’t kill everyone first. She’ll have her English Lord beside her, a perfect royal couple. Well, what of it? It’s none of my concern. Not any more. There is nothing left for me here. Or anywhere. 
 
    He balanced precariously, standing on the balustrade. A few faeries looked his way but no one waved or acknowledged him in any way. They hate me. They always have. 
 
    “Goodbye, cruel world!” he said. 
 
    With no hesitation whatsoever he stepped off the balustrade. The ground came up fast, giving Meadowlark time for just one last thought. But none came. He’d assumed his parting thoughts would be for Clarimonde—a last note of scorn, a final declaration of undying love. But—none of that. He plummeted to his death with a clear and empty mind. No thoughts, no worries or concerns. 
 
    At the last possible moment his wings deployed, acting on their own without any instructions from him. The psychic energy of the projections slid out, and sent him banking hard. There was just sufficient time to deter his impact. Instead of coming to a tragically abrupt stop, he spun awkwardly to the side. He landed in a jumbled mess, with a painful twist to his shoulder and a split in the seat of his pants.  
 
    “Owww!” 
 
    A handful of onlookers laughed and cheered. Meadowlark did not reproach them. He would have laughed too. 
 
    He stood up and stepped over to where the crown of lights, without lights, had fallen. He placed it back on his head. “Keep watching,” he said. “You’ll like it even better the second time, I assure you.” 
 
    He went back up the tower. A few minutes later he appeared out on the balcony again. A glance down at the city below showed that none of the onlookers had stuck around to see what would happen next. Still there were a handful of people left to witness the final act of his autobiographical play The Sad and Lonely End of Merry Meadowlark, A Tragical Farce in Six Acts. He wondered what Clarimonde would think when they scraped him up off the ground. Would she laugh then too? Would she whisper into her Lord’s ear, to say what a fool that Meadowlark had been? 
 
    He threw himself off the balcony again. Usually he had to concentrate to fly, to conjure the wings and the weightlessness. Now he had to concentrate not to allow the wings to deploy. He thought, with sufficient effort, he could prevent them from coming out. But now, just as before, they opened at the last minute. Who’s damn wings were they, anyway? This time they actually halted his descent entirely and left him poised, face down, just a nose from the ground. Foiled again. Well, at least he had been saved from another embarrassing tumble into the— 
 
    Meadowlark suddenly dropped the rest of the way to land flat on his face. “Oof!” 
 
    The crown, which had lifted from his head during this final flop, bounced off the top of his head with a panful clunk. 
 
    Several people laughed and a few even cheered. Hurrah, thought Meadowlark dejectedly. Hurrah for me. 
 
    But he was still determined. There was no point in carrying on living without her. And having to watch her cavort with that man—it was just too much to bear. He would just find another way. He thought he might simply challenge Pox to a duel and let the ugly bastard finally kill him. But no, that wouldn’t do. He didn’t want to give Pox the satisfaction.  
 
    But the thought of a duel gave him another idea. He had a pistol up in the tower. A French dueling gun. Yes, that was the answer. A duel for one. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 48 
 
      
 
      
 
    After riding for most of the day, James found himself growing more and more uncomfortable astride Featherwind. His thighs were aching, his lower back on fire and his neck and shoulders strained. It was tedious having to balance the antlers during the ride, and dangerous when his concentration wandered. The well-trained horse proceeded in the southerly direction he’d set for it without need of any further urging from him, but James nearly toppled from the saddle a few times and it would serve no purpose to break his neck in the Gormley woods. Merrywhistle, sitting before him on the pommel, had said there was at least another day’s ride to the Oak.  
 
    “We’ll stop at the next town for the night,” James announced.  
 
    “Do you really think that wise?” asked Merrywhistle. “You know, after what happened last time?” 
 
    “Wise or not, I’m not sleeping another night on bare ground. I want a bath and a good meal. They had me in a cold stone cell in Arcadia.” 
 
    “Moon people! I told you not to go.” 
 
    “You were right,” admitted James. 
 
    “I’m perfectly happy sleeping out in the wood,” said Merrywhistle, “No better place for it.” 
 
    “Then you shall, but I’m going into town. I want a plate of kidney pie and some potato mash, and a warm soak.” 
 
    Merrywhistle’s face looked even more homely when he tried to put on a pout. His pug nose scrunched up, his thorny brows descended, and he chomped angrily at the end of his hand-rolled cigar. The red glow at the tip had long since gone out and the thing stuck from the corner of his mouth, a drool-soaked plug of tobacco and brown paper. 
 
    “Oh, it won’t be so bad,” said James. “At least not for me. Give me a chance to work on my glamour.” 
 
    Slipping on his original face felt easy and comfortable. These were, after all, the same features that had looked back at him from every looking glass he had ever gazed into, up until the past few months. He was sorry he’d roughed up his clothes to appear a beggar at Alnwick, then realized clothes could be part of the glamour too. He put on the appearance of a formal coat of fine black cloth edged with silver trim, and a fancy waistcoat and breeches to match. It wasn’t really a lie, because he had a wardrobe full of such clothes back at Grayson Hall. 
 
    “Looks well enough,” said Merrywhistle, “Now, if there was only something you could do about the smell… Did you shit yourself in those clothes, James?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Pfffah! Moon people.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The painted sign above the lintel proclaimed the inn at Orkney was called The Royal George. A rambling story-and-a-half house of shingled wood sitting askew atop a foundation of red brick and gray stone, the inn had been set at the cross-roads of the two most-traveled streets in town. As young Lord Grayson, James was met with the most courteous treatment and secured a night’s stay and a full meal, and a bucket of oats for Featherwind. The innkeeper, being a gracious and delicate host, asked no coin up front. For this James was very grateful as his pockets were in fact completely empty. But with his fine clothes, he certainly looked the part of a wealthy man and the Grayson name was still worth something even this far south of Durham. James would have no choice but to pay in the morning with a promissory note. The innkeeper would probably be displeased at that, but James intended to make good with the full sum as quickly as possible. He would not resort to faery tricks, often played on human hosts in the past, when the fair folk would pay with illusory money that faded away after they had gone and the glamour dispelled itself. None of that for him. He was, after all, still an English gentleman. 
 
    The tap room sat in the brick-walled basement, a large and commodious room open to the kitchen at the rear. A pair of well-banked fires on the opposite wall served well to stave off the night’s chill. The Royal George was much frequented and functioned as the principal meeting place for councilors, burgesses and any important personages who happened to visit the town. Its regular patrons seemed a quaint collection of earnest folk, hard-working and reasonably well-behaved. James encountered no trace of the unbounded licentiousness that seemed to taint the morals of the young gentlemen of the larger cities.  
 
    James was glad to be in the company of normal human beings again, and when a few drunken aldermen broke out into a sloppy rendition of Polly on the Shore he felt downright homesick. He sat alone at a corner table near one of the hearths, enjoying the warmth and solitude. It was mostly quiet in the place aside from vague arguments that broke out from time to time in a closeted room off to the side of James’ table. In that back room, from the bits and pieces he heard rising above the din, he presumed an illicit game of dice was taking place. 
 
    The food was regular country fare—eggs and salt pork bacon served on a cracked china plate, a slab of bread of the type ground at a hand mill and blackened in a dirty manner at the fire. Nevertheless he ate the food and quaffed its accompanying bland ale with relish.  
 
    Nobody seemed inclined to disturb James’ meal or pay him much mind at all, which was well enough as he intended to take himself straight off to bed as soon as he’d finished washing the last of the bread down with a cupful of peach brandy. But one pair of eyes had met his several times and, caught by his own, were loath to wander away. As James gave the brandy an anticipatory sniff, the man approached him.  
 
    “Do you mind if I share your table for a bit?” 
 
    “Sadly, I was just leaving.” James threw back the brandy. 
 
    “Pray thee stay, just a moment.”  
 
    The stranger’s eyes met his again and James felt captivated by the old man’s stare. He was dressed in low peasant style, wearing a gray cotton shirt with an overtunic of undyed wool, the base color being a rusty brown. He carried a thin, leather satchel. 
 
    The man eased himself into the chair opposite James and whispered, “I’m surprised to find a faery here.” 
 
    “You must have mistaken me for someone else,” James replied, rather unconvincingly. 
 
    The old man smiled. “A faery always knows another, even hidden behind a glamour.” 
 
    James smiled back and offered the tiniest nod. Being only half fae, he’d never felt that certain tingle as described by his mother, that alerted a faery when another was near. He said nothing more about it. He had grown wary of divulging secrets out on the road.  
 
    “My name is Myrrwood Greenley,” said his new acquaintance. He let down his guard for a moment so that only James could see. He was an ancient faery with a long face, a few scraggly tufts of hair, and a worm-eaten nose that had long ago turned to wood. But his eyes, in their deep caverns, held a distinctly predatory look. 
 
    At the risk of being unfriendly, James did not do the same.  
 
    “Did I hear you say you were James Grayson?” 
 
    “Yes. I said that.” 
 
    “James Grayson this far south of Durham.” He squinted an eye at James. 
 
    James leaned forward to speak in a low tone. “I’m headed for Herne’s Oak.” 
 
    Myrrwood’s face took on a pensive note and James thought the old man could see inside his glamour, maybe not all the way but just enough to notice the outlines of the antlers. He nodded slightly. “Ahhh. Yes, the Oak. A follower, are you?” 
 
    “No. At least, I don’t think so. I’ve seen what the Hunt can do. I want no part of it.” 
 
    “The Hunt? That’s nothing to do with Herne. The Horned God loves all animals of the wood. And people too. He understands them. He is the protector of the wood. The animals must hunt and feed on each other—that’s the way of the world—but the Wild Hunt loves violence for its own sake. They use Herne’s name poorly. They’ve no place at the Oak. If you go there you will learn the true ways of Herne.” 
 
    James felt encouraged by this. In truth, outside of Pox, he knew so little about the Hunt or the Forest God himself, for that matter. Pox had always struck him as an extremist anyway.  
 
    “You seem very uncertain,” said Myrrwood. 
 
    “And you seem very wise,” James returned.  
 
    “I’ve traveled much, I’ve conversed with many. I’m a healer of sorts.” 
 
    His head bobbed slowly forward and back, as if waiting for James to reply. 
 
    “So am I,” said James, though he was certain he had told Myrrwood nothing new. He decided to take a chance. “I’ve no clear idea whether I follow the Horned God or the Goddess. I’ve never actually seen either one. I feel sure I will never see the Moon Mother. But Herne… I don’t know. I’ve always followed the Christian God.” 
 
    Myrrwood nodded knowingly. “If it’s your patron you seek to find, visit the Oak and see. Of course, there is also another way.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    Myrrwood unfurled his bag on the table carefully. Inside the roll of leather were several smaller pouches. “Herbal remedies. My stock in trade,” he said, sorting through the pile. He took up a black leather pouch and opened the drawstring, taking a sniff. “This is the stuff.” He broke off a piece and set it on the table before James. “Bole veritum. Are you familiar with it?” 
 
    James indicated he was not. 
 
    “It’s a mushroom,” explained Myrrwood. “Very rare. Grows only in Scotland, at the frozen tip of the coast. But if you take this piece—chew it good and through, mind—and then swallow, you will see a vision of your true patron—be it the Moon Maid or the Horned God or whatever else.”  
 
    James’ eyes lit up. A chance to see the face of God? Perhaps it was too much to ask, but an opportunity he could not let pass by.  
 
    He was wary of taking gifts from strange faeries, as they were always so full of tricks but this man seemed so kindly and sincere. He reached for the little fragment, then paused. “I’ve nothing with which to pay you,” he whispered. 
 
    “You’ve nothing I want,” said the old faery. “Take it. I’m just glad to help if I can.” 
 
    James wrapped the bit of mushroom in a napkin and put it in his pocket.  
 
    Myrrwood nodded thoughtfully. “But please, do visit the Oak as soon as you can. I didn’t mean to set you off course.” 
 
    “I will,” James replied. “And now I really must go. I thank you, kind Sir.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 49 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Winter Court faeries arrived at Deepgrave just before dark. Having avoided any further incidents with the redcoat patrols, they pulled into the cemetery at Newcastle-upon-Tyne on their rickety cart posing as a bedraggled farm family come late to pay their respects. Pox hitched the horses to a gnarled oak in a shrouded corner of the cemetery. He threw a glamour that prevented the animals from being easily distinguished from the trees. 
 
    At the crypt they used as entrance to their stronghold, Pox held them back. Just across the way, a pair of mourners kneeled before a newly-set plaster headstone. A woman and a girl-child of perhaps eight years old. 
 
    The faeries hid themselves in the shadows. They waited impatiently for a minute or two before Ragwort spoke. “You boy,” he said to Nyx, “Go and kill them.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Ragwort slapped him in the face. “Don’t make me tell you twice now.” 
 
    Nyx froze. What to do? His stomach churned and he felt even more sick than before. The thought of slaying a woman and a child, simply mourning a lost one at the cemetery… 
 
    He could not do it. They would find him out. Obviously Ragwort already suspected. Suspected? He knew. He must know! 
 
    There was nothing for it but to try and run. Nyx thought he could approach the people as if he meant to comply and then try to get away; if he could circle back and get one of the horses he might have a chance. But then what would happen to the woman and the girl? He could use them as a distraction to aid his escape perhaps, but Pox would surely kill them. He had to do something else. Anything. 
 
    He loosened the guard strap on his rapier and offered a grim smile to Ragwort. “Easily done,” he said, with feigned indignation. A performance worthy of Meadowlark himself. But now what? 
 
    His knees grew weak as his mind raced for some solution, any desperate idea. He didn’t want to die here, like this. Death! That was it! Inspiration finally struck. He altered his appearance again, putting on a hideous new glamour. Dressed in the rags of the grave, he stepped toward the mourners. A pale, long-drawn face, teeth half fallen out, a few strands of straggly hair rotting atop his head. He voiced a low, mournful wail of torment and the woman looked up. She promptly shrieked and grabbed the child’s arm. Nyx held his breath as they ran off, hoping against hope that Ragwort would not go after them. When they had escaped unmolested, he breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    Nyx paused at the entrance to the crypt, still wearing the guise of the dead. 
 
    “Idiot!” raged Ragwort. This time he hit Nyx so hard he toppled backward, the rear of his head striking the hard marble of the crypt. “I told you to kill them!” 
 
    “Hold!” said Pox. “The boy is right. We left five soldiers dead on the road. If we litter the cemetery with more bodies, Deepgrave will surely be discovered. But a frightened woman telling tales of a ghost in the cemetery will raise no suspicion. More likely to keep curious eyes away.” 
 
    He stood over Nyx for a moment and the boy was reminded of his initiation night, when the Hunt leader had pissed all over him. Pox looked down at him now with no less disdain than he had that night. “Get up.” 
 
    Pox turned and spoke the word that dispelled the faery illusion blocking the entrance to the crypt. He and Ragwort stepped in, descending a stairway of rough stone, and Nyx followed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Nyx had never been to Deepgrave before. The pocket dimension the faeries had established here seemed incompletely formed. It overlapped with the reality of the Newcastle crypts in some weird way. As they walked its musty corridors, they seemed to pass right through the hewed stone of the actual crypts, like insubstantial phantoms, mingling with the monuments and even the dead themselves. Skulls and bones littered the floor, but Nyx could not tell if they were really here in Deepgrave or merely figments existing on another plane in the cemetery’s human burial chambers. The smell of death pervaded the whole place, and only a few faery lights lit the dark shadows of the underground catacombs. How could people live like this—forever hidden from the light and warmth of the sun? 
 
    The captain of the guard met them at the entrance to the main corridor. Neron examined Nyx with beady eyes, looking down the slope of his small, sharply curved nose. A short beard covered his chin, as pale and yellow-green as swamp reeds on the edge of a mossy lake. Even he, who had never set eyes on Nyx before, looked at him with undisguised disdain. He greeted Pox with formality and a muted expression deprived of any warmth at all, proclaiming that he must be hungry after his journey and that food and wine would be brought straightaway to the mess hall. 
 
    The quality of the people amassed at the mess table disturbed Nyx even more than anything he had encountered thus far. Their skin had gone frightfully pale from living underground so long, and many seemed to be suffering the same skin affliction as Pox, although in many cases the disease appeared much worse. Mottled circles of green rot riddled their features. At first glance these appeared to be patches of moss but if one dared look closer, they were revealed as areas of corruption. Dried skin and withered muscle hung from their bones, and several had eyes which had decayed in their sockets. Would the horrors never end? 
 
    “What causes them to… you know, look that way?” he whispered. 
 
    “Mushroom flesh,” answered Ragwort, who sat beside him at table. “Me? I never touch the stuff.” He stroked his cheek as if he thought himself handsome. “Not me.” 
 
    “I want you to be ready,” said Pox to the ranks. “I intend an invasion of Everbright in one week’s time.” 
 
    “We’ll be ready,” said Neron. “But there are many patrols on the roads nowadays. We could engage them of course, and win, but any losses we might suffer would reduce our numbers when we arrive at Everbright.” 
 
    Pox shook his head. “Travel at night. The waning moon will shine as only a crescent by then. Stick to the woodsy paths, not the human roads. I don’t expect much resistance when we strike the capital, but it’s no use diluting our forces. I want to take the city all in one day.” 
 
    Nyx’s heart sank. A battle plan? An armed takeover of Everbright? Useful information, but bad news indeed.  
 
    Someone slapped a glass of wine in front of him. Some sort of green muck crusted the rim of the vessel and little flakes of similar stuff floated on the surface of the drink. Nyx hoped the Deepgrave affliction was indeed due to consumption of corrupted mushroom flesh and not some contagious disease. 
 
    “Hurry up and eat,” Pox said to Nyx and Ragwort. “And then get ready to go back. We leave in an hour.” 
 
    Ragwort shot him an inquisitive glance. “Only an hour? Aren’t you eating?” 
 
    Pox stood from the table and turned toward the long wall. Weapons of various types were hung from pegs set into the whitewashed plaster.  
 
    “I’m not hungry,” Pox said. “I have business with the priest.” 
 
    He took a blade from the wall. It was wide and flat, a machete meant for clearing brush out of one’s path on a march through the forest. 
 
    A plate clunked down in front of Nyx. The cornbread smelled like death, the jam reminded him of clotted blood. They served some meat too, thin gray slabs in an unappetizing oily gravy. 
 
    “I feel sick,” he said. “Where’s the privy?” 
 
    Ragwort smirked at him. He jerked his head to the far doorway. “Round back of the kitchen.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Pox descended into the caves beneath Deepgrave without escort. A few faeries offered to go with him, and one seemed insistent on following, but an angry slash of the machete and a withering glance warded them all away. He didn’t need any help for what he was about to do, and would brook no interference either. He didn’t want anyone to look too closely at him at all. If so, they might see his agitation, the sweat accumulating on his brow, the clenching of his jaw at every new jolt of the craving that gripped his belly. 
 
    He plodded along without the strong unfaltering step of his reputation, but with an uneasy tread, suffering a tiny misstep here or there. He paused outside the cavern to lean for a moment against the wall for support. 
 
    Mu’urcala’s voice rang out in his head. This close, her hold on him was strong indeed. “Come to me. I will make it better.” 
 
    He wanted her. He needed her.  
 
    “You’ve failed me, you pathetic wretch,” she said. “I told you to bring me the sword, not some common brush blade. Why can’t you do anything right?” 
 
    “I—I’m sorry, Mother.” 
 
    “If you think you’re sorry now, you are sadly mistaken, boy. You will be sorry. You’ll have to be punished. You know that.” 
 
    “Yes.” The hunger in his belly was so great Pox could barely stand. He wasn’t sure he’d even make it into the chamber. He could hardly move.  
 
    “Come to me. Come and get your punishment.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother.” 
 
    He lingered just inside the door. She was at work on him already. The craving grew even stronger, practically tearing him apart.  
 
    He drew Rainbird’s vial from the inside pocket of his cloak, and held it in his shaky hand. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    He stood transfixed. He’d been so sure of this plan—his one and only way out—but now it came down to it, he was afraid to do it. Another wave of cold sweat broke across his forehead. This was foolishness. He should toss it away. He should make obeisance to her. That was the only way to get what he needed. Yes, she would punish him then, but… 
 
    Then, afterward, she would be compassionate. She would give him what he needed. A taste of her flesh. Then he’d be able to think clearly again. Then he could go back to Everbright and finish it. Get the sword. Maybe Rainbird already had it.  
 
    All he had to do was play the same game he had played many times before. Kneel before her, kiss her wet, pulpy flesh and make obeisance. Take his punishment. He would suffer whatever was needed. The Dark Room… 
 
    He could neither move forward nor back. 
 
    “Answer me! What have you there?” 
 
    He raised the container to his lips and took a swallow. The goluka burned his throat as it slid down. It set fire to his belly, as if burning away the clawed hand of the craving. The transformative effects of the goluka were different this time—slower, more painful than ever before, as if Mu’urcala’s influence was somehow trying to counteract its effects. Pox felt his face stretch, his nose and mouth elongating into a slavering snout, his teeth straining to burst his jaw, his muscles cramping as they became engorged on the fiery blood now flowing in his veins. 
 
    The red, killing haze descended over his mind like a fire-cloth, but he welcomed it. It shut out her voice. Yes, this was the right thing to do. 
 
    He charged into the crypt like a raving beast. The startled faces of the red priests gave him no pause. He didn’t care how he looked or what they thought. 
 
    “Hunt leader? What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’ve come to visit Mother,” he answered, grinning hideously. He looked up at the vast mushroom, which towered above him, standing twenty feet tall. He hefted the brush blade.  
 
    One of the priests stepped in his way. “I—I can’t let you harm one of the caretakers.” 
 
    While he appreciated the man’s religious fervor, Pox could not imagine what the scrawny priest could possibly hope to do about it. He whirled around, the red rage full upon him. The machete took the priest just under one of his outstretched arms, slicing through to the middle of his chest. The machete stuck and Pox had to kick the man off it. He stood for a moment, watching as a thin rivulet of violet blood trickled down the length of the blade.  
 
    “Naughty boy naughty naughty—just what do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    Pox answered with a slash of the machete that hacked a foot-long gash into Mu’urcala’s wide stalk.  
 
    Another priest charged at him and Pox backhanded him with the blunt side of the machete, breaking his neck. 
 
    “You stop right this instant!” 
 
    Mu’urcala’s voice, fighting through the effects of the goluka, sounded to Pox as if it came to him through some sort of a listening tube from a long distance away. It had no great influence on him.  
 
    Chop! 
 
    The mushroom screamed! 
 
    Thick, oily sap flowed from the wound. The sight of it thrilled him. His mother’s lifeblood! He went at it with a renewed fury. 
 
    “Stop please stop you’re killing me!” 
 
    She stabbed at him with everything she could muster, trying to shut him down, to lock him up, but it had gone too far. He felt her worst efforts as only the merest tug. He would not stop. The bloody sap flowed in streams to the floor. He chopped and slashed until the stalk had been severed and the tall mushroom toppled. He hacked the stump to pieces then tore at whatever was left with his bare hands. Mu’urcala could only gasp. She was beyond screaming now. He felt her gooey flesh squish between his fingers in a pulpy mess, the goluka still burning strong in his blood. 
 
    His frenzy spent, he dropped the machete to the ground. The elation blew away and he felt tired, very tired. He staggered back.  
 
    He grabbed a priest by the collar of his red robe. “Burn it. Burn it all! If I find one shred of that bitch still here when I come back in an hour I’ll kill every one of you and the rest of them as well.” He indicated the tall mother mushrooms. 
 
    The priest nodded grimly. 
 
    Pox left the chamber, the transformative effects of the goluka wearing off at last. He did not notice a pair of eyes peering out of the darkness at the corner of the chamber. He did not see Nyx crouching in the shadows.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 50 
 
      
 
      
 
    Theodora left Eric asleep on her bed. Her healing push would have a better effect after he’d slept a bit. After he’d dozed off, she’d sat for a while, looking down at him, trying to sort out her feelings. As always, he looked so calm and peaceful in sleep, so vulnerable. 
 
    He trusts me, she thought. He loves me. Mother Moon, I hope he’s being sincere.  
 
    But why doubt it? 
 
    He was a good man. An honest man. Always had been. Just yesterday he’d risked his life, he’d nearly died, to save Meadowlark from Pox’s blade. Even though he had every reason to want Meadowlark put out of his way. And why? Because Eric was not the sort of man to sit idly by while someone else was cut down in the street. She had to trust him. 
 
    And then there was Meadowlark. Oddly enough, his feelings were sincere too. She’d have to tell him the truth, and soon. It wasn’t right to deceive a loving heart. She cringed, imagining the scene, delivering the hateful news. She supposed Meadowlark would curse her and say he’d never felt anything real, that he’d been playing all along. He’d be lying of course, but she would play along, allow him to keep some shred of his dignity. It was the least she could do. 
 
    Never matter, she told herself. Meadowlark has a way of always bouncing back. He’ll be alright. 
 
    And Oberon… 
 
    She’d still like to remain a part of the child’s life, if Meadow would allow it. After all, he’s no idea how to raise a child. He’ll still need my help. 
 
    She leaned forward and kissed Eric gently on his forehead. Let him sleep. She didn’t much feel like going back to the West Tower tonight, but she didn’t want to stay the night with Eric at her apartment either. No point in delaying the inevitable. Meadow might be waiting for her, perhaps even worrying. 
 
    She closed the door gently behind her and went downstairs to the street. It was a quiet night on Spruce Street. Everyone was thoroughly exhausted from all the frolic of Mabon. Three days and nights of drink and lovemaking and song. Even faeries have their limits.  
 
    She moved slowly up the street. It had rained for a short while in the early evening and the cobbles were still moist, the air damp and fresh. Spruce was only one block removed from the park. It was a short walk to the tower.  
 
    But something didn’t feel right. Somebody was near. She felt it. She whirled around just in time to see a lithe figure on the approach, a glint of steel in the wan moonlight. The honed edge of a curved blade. She drew her sword from her hip. Unfortunately she carried only her practice rapier, its blade a dulled edge ending in a rounded tip.  
 
    She brought the sword up and around just in time to parry her attacker’s first strike. The figure crossed into the moonlight. Rainbird. 
 
    Rainbird wasted no time. She charged again, her sword raised over her head in both hands like a butcher’s cleaver. Theodora ducked away at the last moment, sidestepping the stroke and sending Rainbird skidding past her on the slick pavements. No doubt about it, she thought, she means to kill me. 
 
    Or maybe not. Her next slash came even quicker, aimed for Theodora’s forearm—a disarming attack. Theodora skipped back, swatting the tip of Rainbird’s blade off course with her own and returning a quick slash at her sword arm. The dulled blade did not cut through shirt or skin, but would leave a nasty bruise. It was the best Theodora could do. In other words, her situation was hopeless.  
 
    She popped a few bright flashes of faery light in Rainbird’s face but her attempts to distract her opponent were ineffective. The warriors of the Wild Hunt trained with blindfolds to inure themselves to such tricks. Rainbird kept on the attack, using a proscribed series of moves that remained spot on. She knew Theodora’s position at any moment, almost instinctively. Theodora parried as effectively as she could, but one lunge stung her lightly in the rib, drawing first blood.  
 
    In a desperate bid for escape, Theodora extended her wings and took to the air. She knew it was useless. Rainbird was more experienced at aerial maneuvers than she could ever hope to be. Rainbird followed her up, her movements confident and sure. Her blade circled around, slashing twice more in quick succession crosswise, first at Theodora’s belly, then at her shoulder. Theodora parried both blows but Rainbird zoomed in close and drove at her with the entire weight of her body. She struck Theodora in the opposite shoulder, unbalancing her. Theodora fell clumsily to the ground, slamming her hip against the cobbled street. Her blade clattered beside her and she scrambled to retrieve it.  
 
    As Theodora stumbled to get to her feet, Rainbird landed gracefully beside her. She could have landed right on top of me and crushed my spine, but she didn’t. They want something from me, Theodora thought, and she had a pretty good idea what that something must be. 
 
    Rainbird extended her arm in another thrust. This time the point pierced Theodora’s wrist, sinking in a full inch. Theodora lost her grip on the rapier and the blade fell helplessly to the street. Rainbird snapped out a leg to kick the weapon away, sending it skittering along the cobblestones. Theodora acted quickly, utilizing this tiny instant of distraction to her advantage. She surged forward, wings extended as if taking flight, and caught Rainbird’s sword-hand in her own. She swept Rainbird’s legs out from under, giving her a hearty shove that spun her around, and sent her to the ground. Totally disoriented, Rainbird’s head thunked against the cobbles. The impact was not enough to knock her out, but Theodora now took the opportunity to flee. She ran down Spruce Street as fast as she could. The mouth of the street opened up at the Park and it wasn’t far to the West Tower from there. But then she saw, standing patiently at the mouth of the street, another figure. Bluebell. And what was that she held in her hands? Some sort of Nordic battle axe? 
 
    *** 
 
    To be or not to be? 
 
    Meadowlark ran his fingers through his unruly mane of black hair. 
 
    That is the question. Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune… 
 
    Slings and arrows? 
 
    Hell no, he had a much better way. 
 
    He rushed to the large sea chest at the foot of the bed and lifted the heavy lid. Rummaging through the disorganized jumble within, he pulled out a marionette fashioned to look like Don Quixote. One of the lanky figure’s legs was snapped off at the hip. He tossed it aside. This was followed by a Hindustani hookah with a bent stem. And then… a bedpan. The pewter lid was etched with a scene depicting a faun and a centaur in a very compromising position. “So that’s where…” he muttered. “I’ve been looking for this…” Never mind. He flung it aside and continued digging through the pile of miscellany until he found the item he was presently searching for and drew it out. A French percussion-lock dueling pistol, blued steel, its handle etched with heraldic sigils from some old Crapaud King. Or Duke. Or whatever. 
 
    He brought the pistol to the breakfast table where he had placed a small sack of gunpowder and a few ball shot he’d borrowed from his friend Winkmuddle. Now if he could just remember how to load the damn thing. 
 
    He poured a liberal amount of gunpowder down the muzzle until it filled the breech. How much did it take to blow one’s head off? He hardly knew. He poured in a little more. He sent a ball down the barrel and tamped it securely with the ramrod. Right. Now there was something called a frizzen, wasn’t there? Frizzen! It just sounded so stupid. I’m going to kill myself with a frizzen… 
 
    Prime the frizzen. Right. He sprinkled some more gunpowder into the pan and locked it down. All set. He pulled back the cock. 
 
    All set. He held the barrel up close to his temple, then lowered it again. Maybe he should make a better show of it—go out in a blaze of glory. He could go to Lord Eric’s apartment. Theodora was probably there right now. Perhaps he could catch them in the act, in flagrant delecto. And shoot them both. Well, the pistol only fired one shot, and of course, he could never kill Clarimonde. He loved her too much. Clarimonde, my love. Give me now leave to leave thee.  
 
    He brought the barrel to his temple again, then hesitated. If not kill them, he could at least go down there and give them a piece of his mind. He’d like to see the look on her face. But, no, no he didn’t. He pictured her in the Lord’s arms, eyes closed, perfect lips gaping slightly open as she made some small cooing sound of orgiastic pleasure. Ffah! No, he didn’t want to see that at all. Oh Clarimonde, Clarimonde. What’s the use? If you want a piece of my mind, you can scrape it off the wall. 
 
    He pulled the trigger. 
 
    The hammer fell, the shot thundering in his ear. He nearly fell from his seat. What the hell? 
 
    Just as he’d pulled the trigger, the entire building seemed to have moved with a lurch, throwing off his arm. The pistol shot flew harmlessly into the ceiling, sending a few chips of plaster raining down. Had the building moved? Ridiculous. No, he didn’t think so. More likely he had turned coward at the last and diverted his aim.  
 
    Coward? I am many things—reprobate, drunkard and fool for love—but I am no coward.  
 
    He hurried to reload the pistol, pouring in an even bigger measure of gunpowder just to prove his point. He tamped it down, fed the frizzen and cocked the hammer.  
 
    He placed the barrel snugly against his temple. I am many things—blasphemer, schemer, and yes, a wanker—all this, but no coward. No, sir. 
 
    “Good-bye, cruel world.” 
 
    He pulled the trigger again, and again the whole room lurched to the side, throwing off his aim. The ball sailed harmlessly into one of the four bedposts. But this time he was certain of it. The room had definitely moved. He leapt up from his chair and went to the balcony. It was true. The streets of Everbright had rearranged themselves. 
 
    Suddenly a bright light shone down on his desperation, as if the heavens themselves had opened up, offering a warm glow to banish his despair. This was metaphorical of course. It was still dark as pitch outside.  
 
    “I can’t kill myself,” he said with sudden inspiration. “The city won’t permit it. The streets themselves rebel at the very idea. It’s a sign! Everbright will not allow her King to die.” 
 
    He paced frantically back and forth across the bedroom. “I’m immortal! Haha!” 
 
    He whipped aside the Oriental screen partition and confronted the two banshees stationed overlooking Oberon’s cradle.  
 
    “Go ahead!” he said. “Do your worst. Say the word! Screeeeeam it! I won’t die.” 
 
    The banshees did not reply. Instead they cocked their heads and gazed at him, as they often did, as if he were completely insane. 
 
    “Yeah. That’s right. You can’t, can you?” 
 
    They didn’t say anything. 
 
    Meadowlark took a deep breath, all thoughts of self-immolation gone from his mind. “It’s good to be immortal. Maybe I’ll just go and show Pox a thing or two. Yes, maybe I will.” 
 
    He went back to the table and sat down to wait for Clarimonde to come home. Can’t wait to tell her about this.  
 
    *** 
 
    Theodora saw only one chance, and she would have to time it perfectly. She ran head on, straight for Bluebell, who waited patiently for her prey to come, just outside the mouth of the street.  
 
    As she ran, Theodora hummed the notes to the song-spell Horaus had taught her, the architectural melody meant to be used each morning to shift the streets of Everbright on their joints—to animate the City of Everlasting Change. Again, she felt that strangely foreign power coursing through her and the brisk chill that froze her spine. The buildup of power was uncomfortable, nattering at her brain with an expectant sense of dread as if she’d just kicked a hornet’s nest. A crushing feeling that she was bound to get stung, and very badly, if she persisted, but she went on with it anyway. It was a short tune, and she completed it just before she reached the mouth of the street. As she brought the musical line to its conclusion, she felt an incredible release as the streets shifted. The city was like a great big wind-up toy, a gigantic mechanism of coiled springs waiting to be activated. The tension she’d felt throughout her body suddenly flowed outward, leaving her weak-kneed and exultant. The city streets had shifted at her command! 
 
    Bluebell waited no longer at the open mouth of Spruce Street, for Spruce Street no longer opened onto the park. Having gone through an entire quarter-turn, it now led to Glitter Avenue, directly North rather than East. 
 
    Behind her Rainbird was still tearing down Spruce Street, sword in hand and gaining fast. But Theodora had timed her escapade perfectly. She stepped through the intersection, entering Glitter Street as it looked back upon Spruce. And then she hummed the tune again. Once more, the incredible buildup of tension, the painful, numbing cold and the ecstasy of release. The streets rotated through another quarter-turn and now her Glitter Street no longer joined with Spruce, but Hawthorne Street instead. Rainbird, still barreling down Spruce, would find no connection to her current location. She’d have to go all the way around, if she could even find her way through the disorienting new street plan.  
 
    Theodora paused to catch her breath, a cold sweat running down her body. 
 
    It wasn’t easy to work such miracles. 
 
    She had evaded both of her pursuers momentarily, but she must still be cautious. No point trying to get back to the West Tower with Bluebell loitering around the park. And she didn’t know what street Rainbird might have entered as she exited Spruce. If not careful there was still a chance they might encounter each other again at the next corner. She must not linger out in the open. Glitter Street. Hawthorne. Honeysuckle.  
 
    She needn’t go far. She had a friend, just a few blocks away, who would put her up for the night. She ran quickly down the street.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 51 
 
      
 
      
 
    Theodora awoke early next morning. It occurred to her she’d slept remarkably well for having been attacked and chased by a pair of the Winter Court’s deadliest assassins. Something about Eccobius’ house always soothed her nerves. Unlike her own empty apartments, which she’d never even bothered to decorate, he’d brought all his possessions up from the caves below and the place had the homey look of a set of rooms that had been lived in for a hundred years. 
 
    His furnishings were all beautifully made and elaborately carved, hallmark signs of a faery who had lived a good, long time with sufficient leisure to do whatever he pleased. Instead of a rough cot she had the pleasure of sleeping in a spare bed, which had the unusually clever design of a miniature castle with four corner spires. Beautiful. The mattress was stuffed with bedstraw that smelled remarkably fresh. Eccobius loved shelves and every room was lined with them, full of books and architectural models, hand-made puzzle boxes, as well as exquisitely carved scenes in miniature. The whole place smelled of old wood pulled straight out of the deep forest. 
 
    But she had not slept untroubled; now she recalled an insistent nightmare that had plagued her throughout the night. She dreamt she was trapped in the caves down below, with the city pressing down, ready to collapse again. Her feet were immersed in the Scrying Pool that served as portal to contact the faeries of Avalon and she could not remove them. The pool had frozen solid, trapping her there, with the cold steadily crawling up her legs, sapping her warmth, her strength. She heard that distant, never-ending scream. She called out for help, calling her husband’s name. But he did not come. 
 
    “Good morning, lady.” Eccobius entered the room, carrying a tray set out with their breakfast. Theodora’s hands went instinctively to the top of her head. She could only imagine the state of her hair. She looked in the mirror. Oddly enough she still wore the glamour of Lady Theodora Grayson. She’d been doing that more and more of late. A disguise she’d worn for twenty years, it was becoming second nature to her once again. She willed it away, resuming her natural green-skinned face of Clarimonde. She did employ one small glamour though, setting an image of finely coiffed honey-blonde tresses atop her head. 
 
    “Thank you for letting me stay. I must have seemed a total wretch last night…” 
 
    “Nonsense. You were as composed as a queen. After such a narrow escape—an assassination attempt right here in Everbright...” 
 
    “Not quite assassination. Rainbird could’ve killed me. Easily, I think. No, they were looking to scare me and take me alive.”  
 
    “I shudder to think what might have happened.”  
 
    “Me too. If Pox is moving openly against us like this, we don’t have much time.” 
 
    Eccobius placed the tray on his table and began transferring food to their individual plates—honey cakes and jam, a salad of fresh greens with plum tomatoes, apple juice and blueberry scones. “I don’t understand,” he said, “What’s he after?” 
 
    “Better you shouldn’t know, my friend.” 
 
    Eccobius sat across from her. “Out of the frying pan and into the fire. Solve one problem and now face another. Everbright is once again structurally sound, thanks to you my dear, but now seems perched on the verge of political collapse with Pox undermining us at every turn.” 
 
    “I underestimated him. I thought he was just one of Dresdemona’s thugs but he’s even more dangerous than the Dark Queen. She used her powers to force people her way but Pox is actually convincing them. He’s indoctrinated your apprentice Nyx, you know.” 
 
    Eccobius’ withered face went pale. “I heard he killed another boy during the trials, but I just couldn’t believe it. That’s not like him. Not at all.”  
 
    “It’s that damned Pox and his damned Wild Hunt.” 
 
    “It’s not supposed to be like this,” said Eccobius. “The old religion posits the Moon and the Hunter as equals, not rivals; they are a matching pair, lovers even. Perhaps we went too far in the Summer Court, revering the Goddess and ignoring her partner. We should have paid more homage to the hunter. But Pox has gone too far the other way, corrupting the name of Herne. And our people don’t know any better.” 
 
    “It’s gone so far, I don’t know if I can convince them back. They were going to allow him to do a human sacrifice right in the middle of the park! Can you believe it? It’s going to take a lot more than a Moon festival to turn them around. Some grand gesture…” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know what.” 
 
    “He’s gone off to Deepgrave again. Perhaps Rainbird and Bluebell were acting on their own. Why would he go back there?” 
 
    Eccobius took a bite of his toast and chewed thoughtfully. “Rumour has it he’s got a small army of Winter Court faeries held there in reserve.” 
 
    “Secret army,” muttered Theodora. “Mother Moon, we don’t stand a chance, do we?” 
 
    “Perhaps the British patrols will deal with him on the way there, or back. There are so many of them about these days.” 
 
    “In response to Pox’s own troublemaking.” 
 
    “No doubt. He won’t be happy until he brings the entire King’s army down on us.” 
 
    “We should have a military of our own,” she said. “But that’s not our way. And what good would it do? We could never hope to defeat the British. And neither can Pox and his stupid secret army. He must know that.” 
 
    “He’s a fanatic. Who knows with him? Perhaps even looking for a fight he can’t win. The King’s forces have shown restraint so far…” 
 
    “But how long can that last?” 
 
    “Hmmm. Well, now that George has made peace with the French, the Spanish and the Swedes, he has his hands full with savages in the New World. Cherokee Indians attacking all his forts in the colonies. And an Ondawan war-chief named Pontiac or some such. And the French, of course. Again. It never ends with them, does it? Various atrocities will ensue. I think he views uncivilized red skins as much more threat than green ones. So, no need to bother with a bunch of faeries. Besides, they’ve got us right where they want us. They’ve no desire to fight us, when they can strangle us economically.” He chuckled sadly. “We never needed to worry about money before. Or trade goods...” 
 
    “We’re in good hands with you, Eccobius.” 
 
    “And Eric,” he said. “Without his ships we’d be lost. Luckily, he’s got a bit of the pirate in him, but we’ll be needing a magician as well. It’s all a question of misdirection, choosing the correct routes and ports of call. And it’s dangerous for him. Falsifying the permits. He’s off for the harbour today, to sort things out.” 
 
    “Today?” she said.  
 
    “Hmmm? Yes. Oh, I meant to tell you, I’ve made some progress with the moat, though I don’t think it will protect us very much if it comes to an invasion. The main problem with the city sitting so precariously atop an artificial cave system, I had no way of accessing the Aquaphor before. But I’ve been thinking, now that you can shift the streets, you might be able to rearrange things a bit, move things round so an irrigation cistern would be possible.” 
 
    Theodora sighed. “It’s hardly worth the effort. Even full, as you say, I don’t think a moat will be enough to stave off the British. This isn’t the Eleventh century any more.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” said Eccobius. “But didn’t Moonshadow have another idea? Don’t you remember? A plan to shift the city into a fold of space inside the moat if Everbright were ever threatened militarily?” 
 
    “Yes, I do remember. But move the entire city? I don’t have even the slightest idea how to do something like that.” 
 
    “Perhaps the Effranil?” 
 
    “Oh Mother Moon, I hate to ask them for anything else.” 
 
    “I understand. Well, if you can shift a few streets at least I can fill that moat. Let me work out exactly what you’d have to move, and I’ll get back to you.” 
 
    “That’s fine. In the meantime, I’ve got to ask you another favor. I need to speak with Eric but I dare not go near my apartment again. They aren’t watching you. Can you ask him to meet me at the old Twinning Tree? This morning? Right away?” 
 
    *** 
 
    A few hours later, Theodora watched a solitary figure ride out from Everbright and into the woods just west of the city. Graymane shadowed his progress, keeping hidden in the woods under a protective glamour, to ensure Eric found his way to the Twinning Tree. When she saw him correctly on his way, Theodora spurred her mare and arrived just a minute or two ahead of her husband. 
 
    Eric dismounted, releasing his horse to graze among the surrounding grasses. 
 
    “Did something happen last night?” he asked, not even taking the time to greet her properly. “After you left my apartments? Eccobius said you’d been attacked?” 
 
    “I’m all right. But yes, it’s true. Pox and his minions are becoming bolder and bolder every day. I think they mean to take Everbright by force if necessary.” 
 
    He took her hand and gave it a firm squeeze, then kissed her lightly on the forehead. “By force? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “He has some sort of secret army hidden away.” 
 
    Eric gazed out over the fields, his mind racing. “Well, I don’t like the sound of that, not one bit. I have a handful of men still loyal—sailors mostly. I could try and bring them to Everbright.” He shook his head. “It’s a tall order to convince them to fight for faeries though, I’m afraid. And I need them to man the ships.” 
 
    “I—I don’t need your men, Eric. I already have a plan. That’s why I called you out here. I want to show you something. Something that can turn the tide.” 
 
    She stepped toward the trunk of the Twinning Tree, then turned back. “I think it’s very important we be honest with each other, you and I. No more secrets.” 
 
    He nodded his head. “No more secrets.” 
 
    Theodora reached into the empty space between the two trunks and came away with the bundle of oilcloth. Setting the item down on the grass, she unwrapped the cloth. She ran a finger along the blade and a strange greenish light emanated from the ancient steel. 
 
    Eric gaped in amazement. “What is that?” 
 
    “A relic of Avalon,” she said. “This is Arondight, the sword that once belonged to Lancelot of the Lake.” 
 
    He stared at it, the blade’s green fire reflected in his eyes. “Avalon? Lancelot? I always thought those were just legends. May I?” 
 
    She nodded and he reached out a fingertip to gently trace the etchings on the hilt. “It’s magical?” 
 
    “It’s one of the most powerful weapons in existence, maybe the most powerful in the world. I plan to use it to defeat Pox, to destroy his entire army if need be.” 
 
    “You alone?” 
 
    “Not alone. With you.” 
 
    She stared into his eyes and found them warm and resolute. A smile brightened the corners of his lips, and he said, “I love you.”  
 
    “I love you too,” she said. She wanted to lean forward and kiss him but the great sword lay between them as they knelt on the grass. 
 
    “I hid it here so that it wouldn’t fall into his hands. That’s my biggest fear, Eric. If Pox should gain possession of this sword there’s no telling what he might do. I’ve been afraid to use it against him, for fear that he might get it from me. But, I think, if we are together when we do this… with your steady hand to back me up, we can be sure he won’t win. There’s no better swordsman in Everbright than you. Together, we can do this.” 
 
    He tilted his head to the side, still in awe of the sword. “I’m with you all the way, of course. But I have to go to London Harbour and see to the shipping permits. And it has to be done today. If I don’t get my boats registered and set to trade our goods, according to the plan Eccobius and I have devised—the entire economy of Everbright will fall apart.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” she said, bundling up the sword again. “We still have a little time. Pox can Wait. We’ll do it when you get back.” 
 
    She replaced the bundle in the space between the curving trunks. “I just wanted you to know, in case anything should happen to me.” 
 
    When she turned around he was standing close. He stepped forward, took the backs of her arms and pulled her in. “Nothing is going to happen to you, Theodora. I won’t let it.” 
 
    He tilted his head forward so their foreheads touched. She breathed him in. His musky scent recalled to her all the joys of former days, and yes, some of the struggles too. He nuzzled her cheek with his own, and their lips came close but did not touch. 
 
    He pulled back. “No time. I’ve a busy day ahead. The sooner my business is done…” He paused, then said, “…the sooner I can get back here to you.” 
 
    They rode back to Everbright together. Once inside the great gate, they parted ways. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 52 
 
      
 
      
 
    James eased Featherwind to a full stop. “We’re lost, aren’t we?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say lost,” replied Merrywhistle. “Not exactly.” 
 
    “Then what would you say? Do you know how to get to Herne’s Oak or don’t you?” 
 
    “I do know how to get there,” replied the faun with a sigh, “Just not from here.” 
 
    James groaned.  
 
    “Well, I don’t know what you expect,” said Merrywhistle indignantly. “I’ve never travelled this part of England before. I’m a simple country faun from Jitterwall.”  
 
    James stepped down from the saddle and stretched his aching legs. “Then you shouldn’t have pretended otherwise.” 
 
    “Just trying to help.” The little man swung round the horse’s neck, legs dangling a few feet above the ground and dropped down. 
 
    “Let us rest our mount awhile,” suggested James. “I don’t want Threadneedle to accuse me of taking advantage of his mare.” 
 
    “And I’ll rest my rump. The horn of that saddle’s not exactly a fun time you know. In fact, I’m beginning to think helping you isn’t really worth going around half-buggered all day.” 
 
    “Sorry for your trouble,” James said, dryly. He glanced around at the woods. The situation was not entirely Merrywhistle’s fault. He had not travelled much in the south country, and didn’t know one stand of trees from another. They were west of Leeds, for sure, and a few miles north of Sheffield most likely. “Well,” he said, “maybe you shouldn’t bother at all. I’ve no doubt Featherwind can find her way back to Everbright. I’ve been away too long as it is. Perhaps the Oak is not for me.” 
 
    “Oh but it is! I knew from the moment I first saw you, James. You are Herne’s man, body and soul. I’m just an emissary, charged with bringing you to the grace of the Horned God and poorly equipped for the task, I admit. But I must try.” 
 
    “Don’t play the humble apostle with me, Merrywhistle. You don’t really suit the part. You said he’s all around us. Everywhere in the wood. Why can’t I meet him here?” 
 
    The faun chuckled dryly. “He doesn’t answer to me, James, and not to you. He’s not at your beck and call, not even such a high and mighty son of an English Lord.” 
 
    “It’s not that way, and you know it.” 
 
    “Well you could have a little more patience. And appreciation.” The homely faun twisted his lip indignantly, causing his scraggly mustache to stick straight out at the sides of his mouth. 
 
    “You’re right,” said James. “There’s no call for nastiness. I’m just tired from the road, and all that’s happened. I’m anxious to find out the truth. I met an old man in the tavern at Orkney. A priest of Herne I think, though he wasn’t dressed the part. Perhaps an ‘unofficial emissary’ such as yourself, I don’t know. He said worship of Herne is not about killing and hunting, not about blood and sacrifice. That those notions were an aberration, a corruption of his ways by the Wild Hunt. Is that true?” 
 
    “True. I’ve met Herne many times, and not just in visions, either. The real Horned God. He is generous and good. The trees grow tall in the forest, hard and strong, and that is his doing. They are home to the squirrel and the nightingale and under their roots he shelters the hares and voles. He loves gentle creatures best of all. This talk of blood and hunts—this is not his way. The Moon is his lady—they belong to each other, man and woman, mother and father, husband and bride. There is no competition between them, but a perfect matching, a harmony.” 
 
    “I’ve heard Pox preach differently at Everbright. He has it all wrong then?” 
 
    Merrywhistle said, “I heard him too, though no one knew me there, in secret, listening. He’s a madman, twisted by some foul error in his upbringing, I’d wager. He’s turned cruel and lustful for power.”  
 
    “The Wild Hunt existed long before Pox came along.” 
 
    “True. And there were power-crazed fools abroad in those days too, I’d imagine. And don’t forget—there are extremes on both sides, as I think you’ve recently discovered. The Hunt is no different.” 
 
    James thought of the Vitae’s cold touch. “Aye.” 
 
    “Aye, and there are always such men among us—those who succumb to their basest natures. But Herne does not smile upon it. Better, he prefers the harmony of the wood at night. He allows the wee termites to chew the mighty oak, lo even to bring it down if they’d taken one too many bites at the base of its trunk. And the tree falls and the mushrooms have it and the worms, and a new one grows in its place. One time I sat alone in the wood at Jitterwall. I was feeling low. Some cute little wood nymph—arrrgh, never mind the why of it. And Herne came to me…” 
 
    “You saw his face?” 
 
    “No. What is it with you and faces? I felt him. Is that not good enough?” 
 
    “Feelings can be imagined.” 
 
    “So can faces.” 
 
    “Fair enough. You say you felt him? What was it like?” 
 
    “There was a gentle rain coming down. I felt it wash over me and go into the ground, seep into the roots of the trees and the bushes. And when the sun came breaking through the clouds, I felt its warmth and the pores of the trees opened and, through every leaf and petal, Herne breathed it all in—the water, the light, the warmth. And I held that breath with him, as the rain trickled down, and the vines strained to reach the light, and the flowers gaped, and the brave little seeds struggled forth. And then the forest exhaled—the entire forest!—and Herne blew my petty troubles away.” 
 
    James smiled. “You’re a bit of a poet, aren’t you?” 
 
    Merrywhistle shook his head. “Not me. I’m a scoundrel and a chase-skirt and a reprobate.” He chuckled. “But the Forest God makes poets of us all, if you let him.” 
 
    “The way you describe Herne—I’ve heard similar stories before, in the pews at High Church. Are you talking about the Almighty God? And you’ve seen him? If so, I begin to envy you, my friend.” 
 
    “Don’t talk to me about the Church. The Horned God and the Mother Moon held sway long before the time of the Christ. And now your Church strides the land like a haughty sailor, trampling the old ways, wiping out the old religion.” 
 
    James dismissed his friend’s complaints with a click of his tongue against his teeth. 
 
    “Well, it’s true, whether you like it or not,” returned the faun. “When we get to the Oak, you’ll see. 
 
    “Perhaps. Or perhaps I have another way. The old man in the tavern gave me this.” He produced the little scrap of brown and purple mushroom.  
 
    The faun sniffed at it. “Powerful stuff.” 
 
    “You know it?” 
 
    “Herb lore is child’s play where I come from.” 
 
    “What does it do?” 
 
    “Bole veritum. It will give you the answers you seek but perhaps not in the way you’d prefer. A cold slap in the face with a wet fish will wake you up, but is it not preferable to awake to the gentle touch of a loved one on your shoulder, a whispered word in your ear, a tender kiss on your brow?” 
 
    “You are a poet.” 
 
    “No, but I know my herbs. Don’t partake of this mushroom, James. At least not until we get to the Oak. Let’s keep on. We’ll find it soon.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 53 
 
      
 
      
 
    For a second time that day, Theodora watched a solitary figure ride out from Everbright toward the woods just west of the city. Maybe it isn’t him, she thought. The rider was still too distant to tell for sure. Mother Moon, please let it not be him. 
 
    She’d been waiting at the Twinning Tree for at least two hours now. Upon their return to Everbright, Eric said he needed to pack supplies for the ride to London Harbour. As soon as they’d parted, Theodora turned Graymane around and rode back out. 
 
    Halfway to the Twinning Tree, she nearly ran into Pox and his wagon coming the other way. She had to pull off the path and conceal Graymane in the woods while the cart passed by. Where had he been? Deepgrave, she supposed. But why? And why return so quickly? He’d gone there and back all in a mad rush. What could he be planning, and if a move against Everbright, how soon? Another piece of the puzzle. If only she hadn’t let things get so far out of hand. She’d been so distracted forestalling the collapse of the caves and dealing with the Effranil. Why did everything always have to rest on her shoulders? All the other faeries were busy singing and dancing and enjoying the festivals, and Meadowlark was the worst of them. She got no help from him at all. 
 
    Buck up, she told herself. If there’s no one else to do it, then you’ll just have to get it done yourself. Let them be irresponsible children, the whole lot of them. They’re never going to change. Mommy Theodora will just have to get it done. And she would. Somehow, some way, there had to be a way. After everything they’d been through, she wasn’t ceding control to Pox now. 
 
    The rider drew close enough for her to make out his black cloak, trimmed with silver, the white silk breeches, the well-shined riding boots. Theodora felt her heart sink to the pit of her stomach. It was Eric. 
 
    *** 
 
    Eric pulled up sharp at the foot of the Twinning Tree. His heart was pounding in his chest. More than anything, he just wanted to look upon the sword one more time. The brief glimpse Theodora had shown him had been more than enough to convince him of the weapon’s vast potential. A true relic of Camelot! No wonder Doakes and Desmos were so eager to possess it. The green glow of the blade was burned into his mind. He wondered how it would feel to hold such a legendary weapon in his hand.  
 
    He swung down from the saddle and approached the tree. It was just there, bundled up in the oilskin, just there between the curling trunks. All he had to do was reach out and take it. Of course he would never be able to keep the sword for himself. Doakes wanted his prize too badly. And he would reward Eric handsomely for it. The Crown would restore his lands and his good name. They would promise to rebuild Grayson Hall—he would demand it before handing over the sword! He would have all his ships back again. And maybe then the ghost of the old man haunting the moors would finally grow silent and let him be. He would have everything again. 
 
    Except Theodora.  
 
    She showed me this place for a reason. She needs my help. She trusts me.  
 
    He knew damn well that if he did this, if he took the sword, it would break her heart. She would never trust him again under any circumstances. It would be the end for them. The end. Not now, he thought, not now when I’m so close to winning her back. More than anything, he wanted to be with her again, body and soul, like they used to be. He had avoided making love to her last night, so she would not discover his secret. But all of that would disappear, those problems washed away, once he had renounced Doakes and Desmos, once he had decided in his heart not to take the sword. He could confess his plans to her, now that he had rejected them. There would be no need to hide anything after that. No more secrets, just as she had said. After he had decided not to betray her, none of it would matter. Temptation denied. They would make love, join hearts and souls as before, completely free. To hell with Doakes! To hell with Desmos! Screw King George! 
 
    Eric spun on his heels and placed one foot back up into its stirrup. His mare reared at his rough step but he silenced her with a hand on her neck. He swung up, eager to run to Theodora, to tell her the truth at last and take her in his arms. But not directly; he still must go straight to London Harbour to finalize the shipping contracts for Everbright. He nudged his horse’s side and she took a few steps. 
 
    Then he reigned her back again. Just what would happen if he returned to London empty-handed? He would lose his estates and holdings. He would perhaps even be considered an outlaw. Doakes might even put a price on his head, the vindictive bastard. All of that he could stand. He would remain at Everbright with Theodora and the faeries, manage the farms, start a new life. Whatever troubles may come, he and Theodora would face them together.  
 
    Except that wouldn’t be the end of the story. He knew damn well what Doakes would do if he failed to deliver the sword. The King would panic; he couldn’t allow the faeries to keep such a weapon. Already the King’s forces had posted a ring around Everbright, patrolling the roads and cutting them off. Soldiers were billeted all along the Surrey Road, ready for the call to action. If Eric did not bring the sword to London, Doakes—that vindictive bastard—would call in the attack. All the force of the King’s army would be brought to bear. And the outcome. Inevitable. Everbright would be laid siege and completely destroyed. The faeries hunted down as they fled into the hills. Just like before. Just like his grandfather Griffin Grayson had done.  
 
    Theodora hunted like an animal. The children—James and Nora—reviled, disgraced and possibly even killed. 
 
    He stepped down from his horse. There was no hope for Everbright, no hope for Theodora or any of them, unless he delivered the sword. Only with the tension broken, and the King satisfied that he had nothing to fear from Everbright, would there be a chance for reconciliation, a chance for the faery people to live in peace. The only chance. If he did not sacrifice his love, and break Theodora’s heart, the faeries would surely be destroyed.  
 
    He went back to the Twinning Tree. 
 
    *** 
 
    When she saw him turn and go back onto his horse, Theodora thought there might be a chance for them. She couldn’t know what he was thinking, but she felt certain it was about her. About returning to Everbright and continuing with their marriage, their relationship set to rights once again. He would become an advocate for the faeries again and work with her to sort things out. Help her against Pox and plan a way to a brighter future. They would be together again, body and soul. 
 
    She wanted it—all of it—so badly. And all he had to do was ride away. But he’d turned around at the last and gone back for the sword. He reached out with trembling hand and drew it from its hiding place. He wanted to open the package immediately, to hold it in his hands—she could tell. But instead he peeled back just a corner of the oilskin wrapping to make sure the bundle actually contained the same artifact she had shown him in the morning. Grim-faced, and not at all pleased with himself, he remounted his mare and rode away towards London. 
 
    What would he sell it for? A new mansion on the hill? A few new ships? 
 
    Now she would have to face Pox alone, if that were even possible. Oh, Pox be damned. What she’d really wanted was Eric.  
 
    Theodora could not help herself. She let the tears flow. Why could there never be a good ending for her? Why must the faeries just take and take and take… 
 
    It seemed she’d only ever been truly happy when posing as Lady Theodora, a wife, a mother, and noble Englishwoman. Damn it! If she ever thought there was a chance to regain some little bit of those lost days, of that lost happiness, it was all over now. Eric had thrown it all away. 
 
    Good-bye, Eric. Enjoy your sword. I hope it’s worth it for you. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 54 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’re lost,” James said. “We are well and truly lost, now.” 
 
    Merrywhistle glanced around the close-knit stands of trees and sighed. They had gone completely off track. It was well past noon, but the branches were so dense overhead only a dim twilight penetrated the canopy. “I think you may have a point.” 
 
    “Another night sleeping in the rough. I mean, there’s not even a trail through here.” 
 
    “That could mean we’re on the right track. You wouldn’t expect there’d be a path leading to Herne’s Oak, one of the most secret places in all of faery lore, would you?” 
 
    “I suppose not.” 
 
    The faun’s homely face brightened. “We’re close, I tell you! Currently a bit lost at the moment, but definitely getting closer. And look—rabbit holes all over the place. Nice and plump for the winter, I’ll bet. You’ll feel better about things with a little roasted rarebit in your belly.” 
 
    “I still have some long-bread Eluin gave me.” 
 
    “Don’t you eat meat at all?” 
 
    “Not any more.” 
 
    “Well, that’s your problem right there. Not enough strength in the blood.” 
 
    Merrywhistle began crawling on the ground, sniffing at the holes. “This isn’t easy on my poor old knees, you know. You could help. There’s a pistol hanging on the saddle. I’ll flush them out and you… No? I didn’t think so. That’s another bad habit you’re in need of breaking.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t say that if you could see them as I do. Rabbits are living things too. They’ve just as much right to a peaceful existence as you or I.” 
 
    Merrywhistle sighed. “I won’t be near as peaceful when I’m starved to death. I’ve a right to eat.” 
 
    “I won’t stand in your way,” James said. “Do what you want. I could be wrong.” 
 
    “You could be.” 
 
    Merrywhistle whispered, “They’re probably asleep this late in the day, but they do become curious…” He tapped a repetitive pattern on the ground just above one of the holes. As James watched, the little faun shimmered for a moment and then faded to an almost complete transparency.  
 
    “You can put a glamour on wild animals?” James asked. 
 
    “If you’re good enough.” Merrywhistle smiled a crooked, hairy smile. He leaned closer to the burrow, still tapping the same odd pattern. “He’s just there… Got to be quick… he won’t come out, but he’s looking…” 
 
    The faun shot forward with remarkable speed, losing his invisibility as he plunged his arm into the hole. “Hahah!” He struggled for a moment then drew out a large brown summer hare, holding it by the ears. 
 
    He turned to James. “See? The thrill of the hunt. Haahaaaaaaaah!” His gleeful laugh transformed into a cry of surprise as he was suddenly pulled up into the air. 
 
    “James, help! It’s some sort of a trap.” 
 
    James was familiar with trip-wire snare traps hunters sometimes used to catch small animals. Usually they involved a counterweight hung by a line strung up around a tree branch and a net that hauled the victim into the air. But this was different. Merrywhistle had been caught all right, and dangling upside-down from a sturdy vine tightly wrapped around his ankle, but the vine had sprouted straight out of the ground. Startled, Merry had dropped the rabbit, but the surging vines had caught it up as well and it hung beside him, squirming silently. 
 
    “Get me down!” yelped the faun. “It’s covered with thorns. It hurts.”  
 
    James stepped toward him, but soon found himself in similar trouble as well. Vines reached up like claws and looped around both his ankles, holding his feet fast. He struggled, but his efforts only brought him down. More vines leapt at him, circling his arms at the shoulder. And, yes, they did have thorns. 
 
    A remarkable figure formed in front of him, gathering itself up from beneath the leaves and brambles. A man, it seemed, made entirely of shrubbery. The vines knitted together, coalescing into a thin figure, with lanky arms made of interwoven branches. His face was a mask of brown bark, though flexible enough to show an irritated expression, with round, glassy eyes. Oddly enough, he wore a pair of wire-frame spectacles. 
 
    The woodsy man squinted down at James.  
 
    “James? James Grayson is that you?” 
 
    James had now taken to consistently wearing the glamour of his old appearance—the human form of James Grayson. It was good practice and he found himself capable of holding the illusion for longer and longer periods of time. 
 
    “It is.” James could not guess at the identity of their capturer, but the wooden face cracked into a smile.  
 
    “It’s me. Trask! You know—Prince Leopold Rákóczi.” 
 
    “Trask!” exclaimed James as the restraining vines gently released him. “I wondered what had happened to you. So you did get away!” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, you’re gift of the Wild Tyme was well received and quite…timely! Haha! It… well, it changed me.” Trask’s woodsy face narrowed around the eyes and the toothless mouth gaped, as if trying to recall what shape it had been prior to his remarkable transformation. “It hurt… at first… but now…” He chuckled dryly. “Now I don’t have to worry about any of that, as you can see. But you? You’ve changed as well.” 
 
    “I cured them.” 
 
    “The Changed Men.” Trask nodded. “…and you took the Tyme unto yourself.” 
 
    “It seemed the only way. It changed me too.” He released his glamour.  
 
    Trask’s dead, gassy eyes drank in James’ true form. “So we’ve both had a dose of the Tyme. We’re like brothers.” 
 
    “I’m a brother too!” said Merrywhistle. “Or at least a cousin, once removed. It’s all a great big fraternity, isn’t it? Can you please let me down? And the rabbit?” 
 
    The clinging vines released the little hare and then Merrywhistle as well. He lunged after it but the rabbit scampered away. 
 
    The faun frowned. “I would have preferred it in the opposite order. Now my dinner is gone.” He rubbed at his ankles, which had been scored red by the thorns. 
 
    “Trask, what are you doing here?” asked James. 
 
    “Making ready. I’m weaving a web, throughout the forests of Britain. I can show you.” 
 
    He stretched out a hand, which looked very much like a tree branch that separated at the end into five thin, pointed shoots. James reached out and touched what appeared to be the index finger. 
 
    A mental link formed almost at once and with no effort at all. James gazed about the forest and, looking with Trask’s eyes, he could see the web the man had mentioned. A vast network of energy linked the trees by their root systems, in tiny amber-colored strands that crackled like fire. After just a brief glimpse, Trask broke the connection. “That’s enough,” he said. “Too much.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “When the Chrysalid first came, I tried to help your parents destroy it. Stupid, stupid fool. I didn’t understand. I was afraid.” 
 
    James recalled his own fear when, as a boy of ten, he had beheld the Chrysalid. An unearthly creature from another reality, attempting to break through the sky. A thousand eyes. A voice like broken glass, calling out to him.  
 
    “It would have destroyed everything,” he said. 
 
    Trask waved his wooden hand frantically in the air. “No. No, not destroy. Change. It will change everything. Faeries love change!” 
 
    “Not that much change.” 
 
    “You just don’t understand. There is such beauty in it. Reality flowing like water, everything malleable, subject to its slightest whim, shifting, changing so fast it would make your head spin. Newborn babes will run like melting wax in their mother’s arms.” Trask’s eyes glowed with new fire. “Every mindless urge will run amok. Civilization will crumble and reform again and again. Every waking moment a scream of life and death, terror and rebirth. People will be free. Truly free.” 
 
    “I see,” James said, feeling a chill. “What’s it for? The web?” 
 
    “It’s coming back. I don’t know when. A year, a century, an eon. I’ve been laying the web all throughout England—it’s a distillation of the Wild Tyme. It multiplies in the wild, you see?” Trask chuckled. “I’m like a spider, like a herald really. The web—it’s just a nest. An empty nest. But it will come back. And when it does, I want to be ready.” 
 
    Merrywhistle cleared his throat loudly, tapping his forehead in a way only James was able to see. He thought Trask quite mad, and James could not disagree. 
 
    “This web…” James said. He wasn’t at all happy to hear Trask’s predictions of the Chrysalid’s return. But a year? A century? An eon? He was content to leave the mad alchemist at it for now. “You’ve travelled far. Tell me, did you come across Herne’s Oak by any chance?” 
 
    “Oh yes. It’s not far from here. I could point you in the right direction. Least I could do, really, considering all you’ve given me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 55 
 
      
 
      
 
    Theodora had to be careful returning through Everbright. Rainbird and Bluebell were still skulking about, for all she knew plotting her demise anew, though she doubted they would be so brazen as to attack her in broad daylight right in the middle of the city. Still, she kept a sharp eye out as she passed through Seelie Park on her way back to the West Tower. With Pox back in town, anything was possible. 
 
    She hardly had time enough to wonder what the Hunt leader might be up to now, when it became evident just exactly what he was doing. He was standing atop his soapbox platform again, addressing a crowd of listeners at the northwest corner of the Park. Theodora edged closer to listen, using the packed crowd to keep from being seen. 
 
    “It’s the bitter truth,” he was saying, “and it gives me no pleasure to say it. But the British will soon move against us. The King’s troops are massing on the roads and byways. We’ve seen them. We’ve fought them just yesterday.” 
 
    Theodora could hardly contain her anger. Fought them? Again? Damn you, Pox. You won’t stop until you’ve brought this whole place down around our heads. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Pox, quelling the murmurs of the restless crowd. “I knew this day would come. But we don’t have sufficient warriors to defeat them. Leadership at Everbright has been lax and weak, despite my recommendations. So I ask you to join us as young Nyx here has done.” He acknowledged Eccobius’ young apprentice, who stood dutifully by his Hunt leader. “We must stand ready to defend Everbright!” 
 
    This pronouncement brought a mixed reaction from the crowd. About a third of the faeries in attendance cheered, roused by Pox’s militaristic appeal. From the rest came only worried murmurs or shocked silence. 
 
    “I will arm you,” said Pox, “train you—” 
 
    Theodora stepped forward. “But you said it yourself, Pox, we don’t have enough. Even if half these poor souls join your mad cause. We can not defeat them.” 
 
    Pox’s grim face brightened into a malicious smile. “Lady Grayson!” 
 
    “Clarimonde,” she replied. She dropped her glamour of human appearance. She’d not even been aware she was still wearing that face, and stood before them in faery form once again. 
 
    “Clarimonde,” repeated Pox. “Even better. That name means Bright Protectress, doesn’t it?”  
 
    “It’s just a name.” 
 
    “Well, now you’ve a chance to earn that name.” He broadened his stance to address the entire crowd. “Clarimonde is in possession of a singular weapon. A weapon that can defeat the British at one stroke!” 
 
    “Is that why you set your assassins on me?” she asked. 
 
    “Don’t try to change the subject. You have the sword. Where is it? Give it to me!” 
 
    “It won’t do any good.” 
 
    “Give it to me. I’m destined for it. If I wield the sword, we will win!” 
 
    “It won’t do any good,” she repeated. “We can’t fight the entire country. We can’t fight the entire world.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. We’ll die fighting, then, if destiny demands it. But we must use the sword. Where is it?” 
 
    Theodora saw an opportunity. Pox had said too much. “Would you have the British kill us all off so easily? Is that the plan?” She turned toward the crowd, claiming the soap-box as her own. “I tell you, there is another way. No one has to die. Moonshadow had an alternative in mind for Everbright, just in case this should happen. There’s a song-spell. We can move the entire city into a fold, a pocket in space beneath the moat. The British could not reach us.” 
 
    “In the moat?” Pox laughed. “There’s naught but half an inch of water in the moat!” 
 
    “Eccobius has a way to fill the moat. It won’t take long.” 
 
    “You’ll have us hide again, just like before? In moonless caves? Or buried beneath cemetery dirt? I won’t have it. Not me. Not again. I won’t go under the thumb of the British, when I can stand and fight. I will have blood!” 
 
    Theodora had never seen him like this before. He had always seemed a bit morose, holding back, preoccupied with his martial games and his Hunt. Now he was fearless, completely unleashed. There was new steel in his spine, a fine blush upon the mottled green of his cheeks. She wondered what had happened at Deepgrave to so embolden the Hunt leader. It did not bode well. 
 
    Luckily, this new Pox wasn’t going over so well with the denizens of Everbright. The people were hardly suicidal maniacs with a lust for blood. For the most part they were Moon Cult, lovers of peace and frolic. 
 
    Pox sensed he was losing the crowd. He jabbed an accusatory finger at Theodora. “And this magic? This song-spell? You know it?” 
 
    “I can get it.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” Pox snickered malevolently. “You make promises upon which you can’t deliver. Turn over the sword. I’m warning you.” 
 
    “No!” she said. Theodora saw no more need of discussion. Let him rant and rave like a soiled baby and make his threats and demands. It was not a good look for him. She walked right past him, and made her way to the West Tower.  
 
    *** 
 
    As she rode the lift to the sixth floor, Theodora did not look forward to facing Meadowlark. Things with Eric had gone so terribly wrong, and his betrayal hurt her deeply. But she had to face her own dishonesty as well. She’d learned a hard lesson from the experience. Her eyes had been opened. Temptation will do that to you, she thought. 
 
    She recognized now that she had taken Meadowlark to her bed, not out of love but out of necessity. A warm hand to hold in her own. A vigorous lover to take her mind off her troubles. And more than that, someone who truly seemed to love her for herself. But she had never truly returned that love, and she did not want to go on pretending. Perhaps it was better just to end things and try to move on. 
 
    She braced herself and stepped into the royal suite. Almost immediately, little Oberon ran up to her and threw himself around her legs. “Mommy’s here! Mommy! Mommy!” 
 
    She swept the boy up into her arms. One day she’d have to tell him she wasn’t really his mother. But not today. “Hello, baby.” She planted a big kiss on his forehead. 
 
    Beyond him the banshees stood near the nursery, grim-faced as ever. She noticed Meadowlark lying face-down on the bed and suddenly feared the worst. Had Rainbird been here? Or perhaps Bluebell had tempted Meadow with her poisoned kiss? Looking at the stone-cold expressions of the banshees she could tell nothing at all. 
 
    A portion of the ceiling was wrecked, with little strips of plaster hanging down. What the hell had happened now? 
 
    She dashed to the bed. “Meadow? Meadow, are you all right?” 
 
    He rolled over and groaned slightly, then sat up. “Just resting my eyes.” 
 
    “What happened here?” She indicated the torn ceiling plaster. 
 
    “Oh that,” he said. “I wanted to tell you about that.” 
 
    “Well, go ahead.” 
 
    Suddenly invigorated, he sat up, grinning widely. “I can’t die! Haha ha! It’s true.” 
 
    Theodora was in no mood for his silly nonsense right now. “I don’t understand…” 
 
    “I was sitting at the table… with the gun…” 
 
    “What gun?” 
 
    “My French dueling pistol.” Meadowlark’s lower lip twisted into a pained expression. He seemed embarrassed. “As it happened, I was cleaning my old dueling pistol… and it went off. I tell you I was looking right down the barrel at the Grim Reaper himself. By all rights I should’ve been killed right there on the spot. Poof! Boom!” He indicated the sad state of the ceiling plaster, although this didn’t do much by way of bringing understanding. “But it didn’t happen! Well obviously it didn’t, you know that already. The whole street shifted at the crucial moment. It was as if the city itself wanted to save my life!” 
 
    Theodora couldn’t help but chuckle. “I don’t think—” 
 
    “Don’t be so skeptical Clarimonde. I know it may seem hard to believe and if it had been just the once I might say the same. But it happened again.” He indicated the chunk of wood that had been blasted out of the bedpost. 
 
    “You cleaned the gun a second time?” 
 
    “Yes! It was really dirty. Down in the bottom of that trunk. There were spiders in the barrel… with webs… sticky spider webs and everything.” 
 
    “You reloaded it in between?” 
 
    “Maybe I did! That’s not the point. The point is the city moved again, just at the right time. It saved my life. You know what this means? I can’t die. Everbright won’t let me.” 
 
    Now she did break out laughing, but just for a moment. His miserable expression put an end to it quickly. “I’m sorry, Meadow. But it wasn’t the city. It was me. Two of Pox’s thugs were after me, chasing me through the streets. It’s just coincidence. I shifted the streets last night. I made them move. Twice.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, with a tone of crushing disappointment. “So that’s what happened. Just a bit of luck, is all. Mortality beckons once again, thumbing its nose at Merry Meadowlark, the People’s Friend. And the royal consort chased through the streets—” 
 
    “Consort?” 
 
    “Queen.” 
 
    “I’ve told you, I’m nobody’s Queen.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know what you want to call yourself any more. What can you call a woman, walking the streets, being attacked even, in the dead of night, when she should be here at home? Attacked by assassins! Well! I can just imagine! Was this before or after your little tryst with Lord Grayson last night?” 
 
    “Meadow, there was no tryst.” 
 
    “It’s no use lying, Clarimonde. I was at the park. I saw you kissing him. I didn’t linger for the rest. I assume you went somewhere more discreet. He is a Lord and everything, after all. Reputation, you know.” 
 
    So that was it. How could she have been so clumsy? The lovesick fool had been so upset, he’d tried to shoot himself. “It wasn’t like that at all.” 
 
    “Don’t bother.” 
 
    “I did kiss him,” she said. “But not because I wanted to. I was testing him, you know, through the link. I suspected he might have come here with some sort of dishonest intentions, perhaps in pursuit of some nefarious errand. And he was. He was after the sword all along. Kissing him was the only way I could find out. Through the link.” 
 
    A reasonably convincing performance, she thought. “That’s all it was,” she lied. 
 
    “Just testing if he was a spy?”  
 
    “That’s all. He’s gone. I ran him off.” 
 
    “Good news then,” he said, not quite believing the lie, but willing to pretend if she was. “So, I’m not immortal then?” 
 
    “You are not immortal, love.” 
 
    “Pity, that. But anyway, it doesn’t matter. What’s life without a little risk? That’s what I always say. Good enough for me. And our lusty Lord Grayson?” 
 
    “He’s gone. He rode out this afternoon.” 
 
    “Excellent! Good riddance to bad rubbish, I say. Now, all we have to do is teach that dirty blackguard Pox his lesson and be done with him too.”  
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking on it all morning. That’s what I was doing there on the bed, I wasn’t sleeping. Well, I did fall asleep, but before that I was thinking. I have a plan!” 
 
    “Oh really?” 
 
    “Certainly. And as long as you and I are together, my love, it can’t fail!” He flashed her his winningest smile, and she almost believed it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 56 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is it? Are you sure?” 
 
    James circled the old tree appraisingly. It was an oak, and rather old, but not particularly tall. It seemed to have spent the last hundred years struggling to get clear of the neighboring red maples, never quite edging them out for the best of the sunlight. Its trunk was scarred in several places by infestations of termites that had left the bark hanging in tattered shreds. 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s a pitiful little thing, isn’t it? It almost looks like it’s going to fall at any moment.” 
 
    Merrywhistle gave the tree hardly a glance. “Not even worth cutting down for firewood, is it?” 
 
    He stepped down from the saddle in his usual way, swinging his little body around Featherwind’s neck and dropping to the forest floor. “This is the place. It’s exactly where that man—if you can call that horrible woodsy thing a man—said it would be. So what do you think? Mayhap Herne’s fallen on hard times, eh?” 
 
    Merrywhistle’s stupid, gap-toothed grin set James off. He was the fool here, not the little faun. “It’s a glamour, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    James circled round a few paces one way and then the other. He could barely contain his excitement. “How do we reveal it? Is there some sort of password like at Arcadia?” 
 
    “Must be.” The faun sighed exaggeratedly and shook his head.  
 
    “Well, I don’t know what it could be.” James paced nervously back and forth. “We’ve come this far, and now, to be just stuck. It’s just like what happened at Avalon. They wouldn’t let us in either.” 
 
    Merrywhistle sat on the ground, his head in his hands.  
 
    “I could try guessing,” said James. “Do you think it’s a word in the old tongue like at Arcadia? Herne? Hunter? Oak?” 
 
    James realized the little faun was laughing. 
 
    “I’m missing something obvious, aren’t I?” 
 
    “Let down your glamour.” 
 
    “My glamour?” James had once again been travelling in the guise of human James Grayson. “Alright, then.” 
 
    He dropped the illusion and stood before the tree as his natural self—a tall, purple-skinned faery with an impressive set of antlers.  
 
    “There’s your password,” said Merrywhistle. “The image of a young Herne himself.” 
 
    Almost immediately the tree’s illusion faded away and it stood revealed as a tremendous and mighty oak tree, the tallest James had ever seen. The trunk was as wide around as a small cottage. But even so, the tree was bent to the side and badly damaged. The left half sported luscious branches with leaves still a vibrant summer green despite the lateness of the season. But the other half was blackened, the bark blasted and furrowed by lightning and its branches hung as dead as midwinter. The strange dichotomy mystified him, until James remembered the legend of Herne which told how the Horned God carried the souls of the dead down to the underworld. 
 
    “That’s some tree,” James said, “Half alive and half dead.” 
 
    He had no more time to marvel at the oak as a strange group of faeries began to take shape all around him. They appeared gradually, as if melting forth from the stuff of the forest itself. Shrubbery and bark, leaves and brambles gave way to a multitude of green-clad figures completely surrounding James and Merrywhistle. There were at least two dozen of them.  
 
    Instead of human clothes, which had become the dominant fashion at Everbright, these people wore breeches and shirts made of plaited hemp and broadleaf and a few had chest-plates woven from tiny squares of tree bark. The women dressed in similar materials—leaves and willow shoots were intertwined into elegant gowns and dresses, embroidered with tiny golden vines. Many had wreaths of little flowers adorning their hair and waistlines, or sprouting directly from their skin. The skin shades of these faeries varied from familiar greens to earthy tones of amber and brown. 
 
    Some of the men carried weapons, mostly long bows and arrows in quiver. All of them had antlers of various sizes sprouting from their heads and some of the women did too. One figure stood prominently at the front of the tree. 
 
    “Welcome, young hunter!” he said. He was tall and wore a long robe of red leaves fringed with autumn yellow. A red mask covered the upper part of his face, protruding in such a way James could not tell if the man had a beast’s snout or a man’s nose. His mouth was quite human and smiled broadly as he stretched out his arms in welcome. He had the most impressive set of antler’s James had ever seen. “I am Mellios, the Red Hunter.” 
 
    “My name is James Grayson.” 
 
    The Red Hunter tilted his head. “Grayson? I know the name. Many years ago there was such a man. A Puritan who hunted faery folk.” 
 
    “My great-grandfather,” James admitted. “I am a very different sort of a man. I hope you do not take offence…” 
 
    “Why should we? Humans have always been effective predators. It’s perfectly natural. It is our duty not to fall prey to them. Hearthwood has never been seen by human eyes. Other settlements were perhaps not so successful. Let us not dwell on it. It is a hundred years gone if it’s a day. As you say, you are not Griffin Grayson but James. Someone new! Let us meet! Welcome James. Come inside!” 
 
    Mellios turned, extending an arm to show a blackened opening at the base of the oak tree’s trunk, large enough to allow a man through.  
 
    “Step inside and be welcome.” 
 
    James went in. 
 
    He felt a tingle cross his entire body as he passed through, a sensation that usually marked passage into a pocket dimension. And indeed, an entire forest lay inside the tree! James could not believe it. In contrast to the English woodlands outside, whose leaves had begun to turn and wither and fall, these woods were vibrant and alive as mid-summer, capped by a bright blue, cloudless sky. An entire civilization lay nestled between the boles, a faery city to rival Everbright itself. The houses and community buildings were so well integrated among the tree trunks James had to strain to see their outlines. Everything was made of wood with the natural grain and bark still attached. But as his eyes became accustomed to what to look for, more and more details became apparent. Towers rose up into the arboretum, supported by the trunks of massive oaks; elegant arches and porticoes stretched across the natural paths between the trees, housing balconies, roosts and terrace gardens. 
 
    “This is… miraculous!” he said. He was practically speechless. 
 
    “The Hearthwood faeries have resided here for two thousand years,” said Mellios with a proud smile. “Herne provides for all our needs. We have no use for the outside world at all, nor any fear of it.”  
 
    James was impressed. The hand of Herne had created and nurtured this place, there was no doubt. But as awed as he was by his surroundings, he did not feel any special connection to them. 
 
    “Come sit to table,” said the Red Hunter. “You must be famished from your journey.” 
 
    They entered a long communal hall, of a style which James felt resembled the ancient mead halls of the Nordic people. Fey men and women sat at a long table in the center, and James saw quite a few fauns too. He was given a seat toward the head of the massive table, just next to Mellios. A special place was made for Merrywhistle as well.  
 
    After he sat, the Red Hunter threw back his mask, revealing himself in full. His skin was a light brown, his hair a dark chestnut and full to the shoulder. His clean-shaven face seemed youthful enough but the depth of its expression held a character that evoked a sense of long life and maturity. 
 
    A vast array of food had previously been set out, the feast already in progress with music playing and people chatting and laughing. Hardly anyone took notice of James at all, although the women next to Mellios could not contain their admiring looks at his impressive antlers, or were perhaps intrigued by the purple hue of his skin.  
 
    The spread was mostly meat, but there were heaping platters of fruit and nuts, berries and mushrooms and green salad as well. James saw no dairy or baked products or anything that might need to be cultivated in a tilled field. It was forest fare only. And it sure smelled great.  
 
    Mellios motioned for him to tuck in, and James reached for the nuts and berries and ladled some onto his plate. At the risk of offending his hosts he had to admit, “I don’t eat meat.” 
 
    “He has a bit of a quirky nature, this one,” said Merrywhistle. “He loves animals too much to harm them. I’ve tried to straighten it out but his ideas run deep.” 
 
    “How curious,” remarked Mellios. “So tell me your story, James Grayson. You bear the family name of an Englishman.” 
 
    “My father is Eric Grayson, Lord of Durham estates. My mother is Clarimonde of the Summer Court faeries. As such I spent the first part of my life at Grayson Hall, learning the ways of the humans. But as I came to maturity I went to Barrow Downes, to learn of my faery heritage as well.” 
 
    “The place that is now called Everbright?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Mellios shook his head sadly. “A terrible mistake. Doomed to destruction.” 
 
    His sudden turn alarmed James. He was reminded of the vison Willowbane had shown him of a burned-out and devastated Everbright. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Well, it’s obvious isn’t it? You revealed yourselves to the world of men. That’s not sensible. They will destroy you.” 
 
    “We try to forge an accord with them—” 
 
    “There can be no accord with them, James. ’Tis a misguided notion at best, a very foolish one at the least. Everbright shall fall. Hearthwood shall persist and thrive. But I want to hear more of you. Why did you leave that place?” 
 
    “The faeries there are mostly devotees of the Moon Cult, but I never felt a connection to the Goddess, so I set out to learn about Herne. I’ve been searching for the Horned God.” 
 
    “Ahh,” smiled Mellios, “Surely you will find him here.” 
 
    James sighed. “To be honest, I’ve never felt that I draw strength from the wood either.” 
 
    “Yes you did,” objected Merrywhistle. “These past few weeks we’ve been out and about—you started to do glamours and everything.” 
 
    James met Mellios’ gaze. There was no point in being anything but straightforward. “Well, I’m glad to be here. And I thank you for the welcome.” He avoided a lascivious glance from one of the maidens. “Perhaps when I know more about Herne and Hearthwood, things will become clearer for me. What do you do here?” 
 
    “The usual. We hunt for food, we play song, we dance and enjoy lovemaking. Living free. There is great joy in these woods, nestled in the benevolent embrace of the Forest God, and plagued by none of the sorrows of mankind. Stay with us awhile and you will see.” 
 
    “Again, I appreciate your hospitality very much. What’s your story? What does it mean to be the Red Hunter?” 
 
    “A very inciteful question, James. I was born here at Hearthwood—oh, it must be fifty years ago—we don’t mark the seasons here as you do. This is the Summer Country. We have no winter here. But I was born and raised among these trees, basking in the warmth of Herne, untroubled and free. We have no leader here and too many red priests to count. But it became apparent, some years ago, that I was a bit different than the others. Every century or so—at odd intervals—one of the three aspects of the Horned God is manifest on the physical plane. There are three, not unlike the phases of the Goddess—the Young Hunter, the Father and the Sage. My connection to Herne is so strong and so deep, that it has become apparent that I am part of him. I am the avatar of the Father, which we also call the Red Hunter.” 
 
    He paused to take a sip of honey-wine. James wanted to ask a million questions. What did it mean to be an avatar of Herne himself? There were so many wonders here. But when he opened his mouth to speak, Mellios waved him off and said, “I will explain everything. But you must understand how rare it is that an avatar appears among us. As I said, this blissful event occurs perhaps only once in a faery’s lifetime. But at present you find two avatars at Hearthwood. You already know Myrrwood Greenley. He travels the land as the embodiment of the Sage.” 
 
    “Myrrwood!” James remarked. 
 
    The ancient faery, now dressed in a red robe, made his way to the table. He acknowledged James with a silent nod. 
 
    “You could have saved me a lot of time and trouble,” James said, smiling. “If you would have simply directed me to Hearthwood in the first place.” 
 
    “But that would spoil the test,” said Myrrwood. 
 
    “Test?” 
 
    “We don’t allow admittance to anyone except those who find the Summer Country by way of their own devices.” 
 
    James wondered what the old man would say if he knew he had been helped by Trask, an avatar of chaos, but he did not mention it. Perhaps it didn’t matter how the visitor found Hearthwood. One must have help in any case.  
 
    “I’m very glad you made it,” said Myrrwood. “And you’ve come here just in time, Young Hunter.” 
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    Meadowlark peeked over the lip of the balustrade. The sixth-floor balcony of the Royal Suite afforded him quite a view. In Seelie Park down below, Pox was still standing in the public square, loudly addressing the crowd.  
 
    “He’s making quite a ruckus down there,” said Meadowlark. “If we don’t do it now, he’s going to send an angry mob up here to get us! It’ll be a full-blown revolt! Down with tyranny! Heads will roll! That sort of thing. And I mean our heads.” 
 
    “Let’s go, then,” said Theodora. She altered her glamour to that of a rather nondescript faery woman of middle age, dressed plainly in common clothes. “This will get me through the crowd at least.”  
 
    Meadowlark took the shape of a short, rather impish-looking male. The bulbous nose and stooped stature reminded Theodora of the time, many years ago, when he had played the role of her dwarfish father Finnegan Stump. He handed her a small, felt-covered jewelry box.  
 
    “I hope this works,” Theodora said. 
 
    Meadowlark shook his head. “If not, I fear the reign of good King Meadowlark the First comes to a sudden and grisly end this day. And that would make me very, very unhappy.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “She’s a traitor!” raged Pox. “That’s right. You heard me. Clarimonde is a traitor.” 
 
    He took a moment to let the crowd roar. By his count, he’d won over at least half of the denizens of Everbright. Of course, many of those had been Winter Court to begin with. But many were new disciples. Many of the Moon Cult were well on their way to following Herne. With the help of his Deepgrave contingent, due to arrive in one week, there should be little trouble taking Everbright by force. His main obstacles remained the two faeries up in the West Tower. 
 
    “And Meadowlark is a fool. Everyone knows it. Why do we want an idiot to lead us? Where can he lead us but to our own destruction?” 
 
    This statement was met with rousing, nearly unanimous approbation. Pox chuckled to himself. It was good to have the facts solidly on his side.  
 
    The only thing that could ruin his plan was if the British were to attack too soon. He’d spoken the truth about that too. The faeries at Everbright, untrained as they were, could not withstand a full military assault. He had used the threat of attack and the heightened tensions to put pressure on Clarimonde, but so far she hadn’t been provoked into revealing the location of the sword. The sword was the key! If he had Arondight, he could take care of all the rest. The British, the Moon Cult faeries. Everything. 
 
    “Clarimonde has Lancelot’s sword. She has Arondight, but she won’t give it to me. You all heard her. You all saw her. She’s nothing but an Englishwoman at heart, a British spy. Why does she keep the weapon from us? Why?” 
 
    Theodora stepped out from the crowd. “You want the sword?” she asked.  
 
    The crowd fell quiet. 
 
    In the silence that followed, it was very easy to hear Arondight’s blade sing as she drew it from its scabbard. She held it up, the huge, ancient blade glowing with a mystical green radiance. 
 
    Pox stood calmly atop his soap box. “Why do you wear that glamour of Theodora Grayson?” he asked. “Why do you choose to wield our faery sword in the guise of an Englishwoman?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Sometimes I feel like a faery, sometimes I don’t.” 
 
    Pox smiled broadly. This was going exactly as he’d planned. The sword was dangerous indeed, but he had little to fear from Clarimonde. If he could just manage to survive the next few minutes… 
 
    “You’ve made a mistake,” he said, “bringing that sword here. Arondight will be mine. I will pry it from your cold, dead fingers.” 
 
    He drew his long sabre and, wasting no time, launched himself from the platform. His glistening wings shot out to stabilize a deadly aerial lunge. He hit Theodora hard. She just barely managed to get Arondight up in time to block what could have been a decapitating blow. Sword or no, she was only a woman and a middling duelist at that. If he could best her before she had a chance to truly marshal the power of the sword… 
 
    He swung at her forward and back, putting his full weight behind each stroke. She staggered backward as he kept coming on, giving it everything he had. Sparks flew from the clashing steel. 
 
    He saw an opening and struck like lightning, cutting a deep slash into the back of Theodora’s arm. She cried out and he kicked her full in the stomach, knocking her to the ground. 
 
    “You’re no match for me!” he roared. 
 
    “’Tis true,” said Theodora. “I yield. If you want the sword, just take it.” 
 
    She tossed the ancient blade at Pox. But as it traversed the air between them the glamour that had been placed on the stick dissipated and it became revealed as just a plain wooden branch. At the same time the wielder of the blade transformed as well, the features of Lady Theodora melting away to reveal… 
 
    “Meadowlark!” said Pox. “What nonsense is this?” 
 
    The King of the Faeries had been using the glamour of Lady Grayson to conceal the fact that he’d been using a glamour at all. If he had tried to appear as Clarimonde, Pox would have known she was wearing a glamour and therefore he would have known she was an imposter. But Lady Theodora raised no such suspicions. Assuming Clarimonde to be wearing a human glamour, Pox had not even suspected. 
 
    “You’re right, Pox,” said Clarimonde, coming up from the rear. 
 
    Pox whirled to face her. 
 
    “I would have been very stupid to bring that sword anywhere near you. In fact, it’s not in Everbright at all. It’s far out of your reach. But I did bring you a little present after all.” 
 
    She held up the little wooden jewelry box. 
 
    Pox growled. More nonsense. Now he would just kill them both and be done with it. He charged at her. The sooner he’d cut her down, in full view of the crowd, the better.  
 
    “I brought you this,” Clarimonde said, flipping open the lid. 
 
    “Saaaavaaaage!!” 
 
    The tortured wail rang out in Pox’s mind, stopping him cold. 
 
    “Naughty boy! Naughty, naughty boy!” 
 
    It was Mu’urcala! He could just see, housed in the little box, a little fragment of the mother mushroom. It must have been saved from the fire at Deepgrave. 
 
    That was the last thing he saw, as a black veil fell over his vision. She had put him in the Dark Room. 
 
    *** 
 
    Pox stopped in his tracks. A vacant look had come over his face.  
 
    Meadowlark drew his rapier from its sheath and leapt at the Hunt leader. He drew his arm back for a decapitating stroke. 
 
    Theodora intervened just in time, catching the sleeve of his red velvet jacket and staying his hand. “No! We don’t kill him.” 
 
    “We don’t? Why the fuck not?” 
 
    “Because we are not animals,” Theodora said, raising her voice to address the crowd. “Death and murder are not the way of Mother Moon. Love. Forgiveness. Harmony. That is her way. That is our way!” 
 
    She pumped her fist in the air and the people cheered.  
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    James shook his head. “I think you’re making some sort of a mistake.” 
 
    He was sorry to say it. From what he’d seen of Hearthwood so far it seemed a veritable paradise for faeries. Herne provided for their basic needs, supplying nuts and berries and plenty of meat and even sunlight and rain. The faeries were free to do whatever they liked and had built up a sophisticated culture including stage plays and music festivals, vigorous public discourse, sporting events and a deep, institutionalized reverence for the Forest God. Children were born alive in the natural way rather than the system of caretaker mushrooms that had caused so much trouble at Barrow Downes and Deepgrave. Consequently, there were little ones running around, adding their unique carefree frolicks to the most joyful of environments imaginable. 
 
    Mellios and Myrrwood had taken James and Merrywhistle on a vast walking tour of the place, proudly showing off all they had to offer.  
 
    “I’m not your Young Hunter, believe me. I’m not an avatar of Herne.” 
 
    “I beg to differ,” said Mellios.  
 
    “But what could make you think so?” 
 
    “Have you looked in a mirror?” chimed Merrywhistle. “I knew it the moment I set eyes you in Avalon.” 
 
    “Looks can be deceiving,” James said, “Every faery knows that.” 
 
    “It’s not just that. There’s something else you should know.” Mellios pointed toward the sky. “We have day and night here, inside the Oak, but the sky is not the same sky you see on the outside. Our stars have their own constellations, and they rotate in their own way. We have many myths and legends about them, as you have your Orion and Andromeda and whatever else. But there’s a particular alignment that occurs only once every millennium or so. Three stars in the night sky—one yellow, one red and one violet. The three avatars of Herne, aligned in just such a way. It’s a sign, a very important one. 
 
    “As I said, a living avatar of any of Herne’s aspects is rare enough, but to have three at the same time is extraordinary. That you should present yourself here on the eve of the alignment, looking as you do. It can’t be coincidence.” 
 
    “Three? No, I’m not your Young Hunter. I don’t even kill. Not anything, not ever.” 
 
    “That’s not at all contradictory, James. In fact, it only serves to help make the case. Love of all creatures is an aspect of Herne too. Myrrwood has a strong connection to the plants, all the herbs and flora of the wood. And I am the hunter. The three of us, make the perfect trio.” 
 
    “Well, that’s an interesting idea, anyway,” said James. 
 
    “It’s more than just an idea,” proclaimed Mellios, a passion rising in his voice. “We three are Herne.” 
 
    “If only there were more time,” said Myrrwood. “But the alignment is tonight. It has to be tonight!” 
 
    James didn’t understand. “What does?” 
 
    Mellios urged the Sage to silence. “There’s a ceremony. A tribute to Herne. It can only be done at the alignment.” He cast a mournful look at James. “It will take all three of us.” 
 
    James shot him a questioning glance. 
 
    Mellios continued, “The three aspects of Herne on earth, the three living avatars—forge a bond. We merge. It’s more than just a tribute to Herne—you see, our devotion feeds him, nourishes him for the next millennium.” 
 
    “And what happens to the three avatars?” 
 
    “It’s not clear,” said Myrrwood. “It doesn’t matter. We do this for Herne.” 
 
    Mellios agreed. “He gives so much to us. We must make this tribute.” 
 
    “You want me…?” James took a deep breath. “I can’t do that.” 
 
    “You must!” said Myrrwood. 
 
    Mellios took a more sympathetic tone. “James, I wish there was more time. I understand your difficulty. You’ve only just come here; you’ve only just met us. And now we’re asking you to risk everything. But you have to understand—this opportunity—this responsibility comes so rarely, and we would hate to see it pass by. I don’t know what would happen to the Forest God if we don’t go through with it. It’s never been a question for us before.” 
 
    “I see. But there’s something else for you to consider,” said James. “What if you’re wrong? What if I’m not the avatar you think I am? If you go through with this ceremony with only two avatars, what happens then?” 
 
    “Nothing good, I’d guess,” said Merrywhistle. 
 
    “Again, my answer is that I don’t know. But believe me when I tell you that you are the avatar of the Young Hunter. I feel it in my bones.” 
 
    “But I don’t feel it,” said James. 
 
    “It’s a matter of faith,” said Myrrwood. 
 
    James sighed. “Faith has been my problem for a long time.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” said Myrrwood, “Didn’t you use the mushroom I provided. The Bole veritum?” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t trust you,” James admitted. 
 
    Mellios seemed to deflate right before his eyes. “James, I can’t force you to do anything you don’t want to. I wouldn’t. And no matter what you decide, I want you to know that you will be welcome to stay here with us for as long as you like.” 
 
    “But we’ve never missed the ceremony before,” said the Sage. “If Herne’s strength saps away, or he does not feel our devotion, what will become of us? I can’t vouchsafe what may happen to Hearthwood.”  
 
    “It’s a lot to put on your shoulders James, especially one so young.” Mellios gave him an affectionate pat on one such shoulder. “But this, perhaps is the test of the Young Hunter. He has not the wisdom of the Sage nor the faith of the Father. He must make his own way in the world. He must decide for himself. What else can we do? Is there aught else we can show you that will help you judge this in our favor?” 
 
    “I’ve seen enough of Hearthwood for now. It’s the most wonderful place I’ve ever encountered. I have trust in that. And I do have trust in you, Mellios, and you too Myrrwood. Quite a strong, natural trust and that’s a good—” 
 
    “You must decide in our favor!” snapped Myrrwood. 
 
    “Myrrwood!” barked Mellios. “Let the boy be. He understands what’s at stake.” 
 
    “I just need time to think,” James said.  
 
    “You shall have it,” said Mellios. “We shall find you a proper lodging.” 
 
    “No,” said James. “I think this is best handled out in the open, in the wood, where Herne may speak to me if he so desires.” 
 
    Mellios smiled at Myrrwood. “You see? He understands well enough. The forest is the place for it. A quiet spot, away from the singing and the dancing, where he can be alone with the Forest God.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 59 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eric took the front steps of the church two at a time. The ride from Everbright had taken longer than expected, as he had to pass several military checkpoints along the way. Dusk was falling all around him, painting Graystown in purple and gray shadows. 
 
    The front doors were unlocked of course, and Eric pushed them open with a sense of finality. His grandfather had built this church, and it was only right that this should be the place where Eric at last rid himself of all congress with faeries. 
 
    He burst through the tall double doors. “Vicar?” he called. 
 
    Desmos appeared at the far end of the apse, waving Eric forward. The Vicar had a small office at the back. Eric saw a dark shadow framed in its doorway. He assumed this to be the King’s Special Agent Oliver Doakes. 
 
    “You’ve got it?” asked Doakes as he stepped into the candlelight. Even so, he remained a dark figure, dressed mostly in black, wearing a wide-brimmed hat. 
 
    Eric lifted the oilskin wrap that contained the sword and nodded. 
 
    “Put it here,” commanded Desmos, indicating a small flat table that had been placed in the center of the room. 
 
    “This cost me dearly,” said Eric. “I want to know that I’ll receive—” 
 
    “You’ll receive recompense enough,” grumbled Doakes, reaching for the flap. 
 
    Eric pushed his hand away. “I want my estate rebuilt. And twelve ships and unrestricted license to use them all across the Mediterranean.” 
 
    “You’ll have it!” promised Doakes in an irritated growl. 
 
    Eric opened the oilskin wrap. The little sacristy was illuminated by only the dim light of two animal-fat candles but the sword—the sword seemed to draw the light to itself and shine back. A green sparkle danced along the blade.  
 
    “It’s incredible!” said Desmos, the green light blazing in his eyes like twin beacons of avarice. 
 
    Doakes put his hand on the hilt. “It’s warm.” He wrapped his fingers around the old leather girding the hilt and raised the sword to an upright position. The jeweled handle glittered. 
 
    “Twenty ships!” said Eric. 
 
    “Let me hold it!” said Desmos.  
 
    Doakes frowned at the priest and then looked quizzically off to the side. “Something’s wrong,” he said. “The weight is off.” 
 
    He tapped the blade against the flat of the table and a dull thunk rang out. In that instant, the beautiful shining sword lost its glamour and was revealed to be in reality a stick of wood, as plain as any tree branch.  
 
    “Grayson, you fool!” raged Doakes. 
 
    Eric gasped. He should have known he wouldn’t be able to fool Theodora so easily. He should have stood by her from the beginning. Now he’d never gain her trust again. And all for nothing. For nothing. 
 
    “Idiot!” said Doakes, casting the stick to the ground. “And now the faeries are onto us. We won’t get a second chance.” 
 
    Desmos stared at the wooden tree branch on the floor. Eric eased himself down on the cot. He felt sick to his stomach. He knew what was coming next. 
 
    “Does she even have it?” Doakes asked him.  
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t hold the King back any longer,” said Doakes. “Nor do I care to. Our troops are already in position. As soon as we can bring the artillery in, we’ll launch the attack. By mid-day on the morrow, we will wreak holy havoc down on the lot of them.”  
 
    Eric stood up, but Doakes pushed him back down. “You’re not going anywhere Lord Grayson. You’ll be staying right here,” he said, glancing around the room, “under guard for the next few days. With any luck, we’ll have done with the faeries before they can mobilize any sort of response. If we flush out the sword… well, then we’ll see firsthand what it is capable of. If not, I won’t leave a single faery standing in the smoldering crater that once was called the City of Everbright.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 60 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I like this place,” said Merrywhistle. “Reminds me a little of Jitterwall, only better. No haughty-taughty Avalonian faeries lording it over everybody here. You like it too, don’t you?” 
 
    James sat cross-legged in the little grassy clearing, naked as the day he was born. He was, for all intents and purposes, the Loony Lordling again, the eccentric young man who had sat on the Grayson estate trying to commune with nature. And that was exactly what he was trying to do now—form a connection to the forest within the Great Oak. Hearthwood extended almost endlessly in either direction. How far did it actually go, he wondered. He’d love to take the time to explore it all. 
 
    He saw a white stag at the other end of the clearing, its head dipping low to take a drink from a small stream. James tried to reach out his mind to it, but it jerked its head up, regarded him quizzically for half a second, then loped away. 
 
    “Nice people too,” said Merrywhistle. “And quite a few fauns. This is a good place for fauns. Some very nice-looking ladies…” 
 
    “Feel free to stay if you like,” James said. 
 
    “Oh, I will. I definitely will. But I was thinking of you. Hate to break up the team and all.” He struck repeatedly at a nib of flint held between his two hooves, in hopes of lighting his cigar.  “Do you feel anything yet?” 
 
    “Not yet,” James admitted. Of course it might be easier without all the nonstop chatter, he thought also but didn’t say it. Merrywhistle meant well. And his company, as irritating as it may have been, was perhaps better than sitting alone. 
 
    The faun managed to get his touchwood to light, but burned his thumb applying the flame to the end of his cigar and gave up entirely on the whole process.  He pushed the tinder box away and stared regretfully down at his damp cigar. “Well, maybe you could… you know… pretend?” 
 
    Pretending was something he would not do. Lord knows, he wanted to belong. He wanted to feel the presence of the Forest God. He wanted a sign. And it was frustrating not to feel anything. Earlier in the day Mellios had offered to take him on a hunt, but time would not allow it. According to his description, Hearthwood hunts were nothing like the rampages of the Wild Hunt that James had come to despise. The hunters went out into the wood, which was just another part of their home after all, making connection with it, knowing the souls of the animals there as fully as James would have liked to know them. When they identified the prey, they honored it; they celebrated it. It died not in pain but in glory, giving itself up to Herne, its master, knowing it would find grace in the Forest God’s arms. The killing was done in the most humane way imaginable and the meat consumed within the Oak, providing sustenance for the followers of Herne. James thought he might even be able to take part in one of these hunts himself. It would be, as Mellios had promised, completely consistent with his love for animals and also a proper tribute to Herne. 
 
    But first, he must decide about the ceremony. The stars above had taken up the proper alignment. He saw them now—three bright stars just barely discernable in the dusky sky. Red, yellow and violet. He tried to relax his mind as he’d done so many times before, to open up his heart and soul and receive some sort of definitive impression from these woods—for certainly here, if anywhere, he would find the Forest God. 
 
    “Anything?” asked Merrywhistle anxiously. “Coming in loud and clear, right?” he chuckled. “Sure. You feel it. I know you do.” 
 
    “You do?” asked James.  
 
    “Are you kidding? Herne’s all over every inch of this place.” 
 
    This was no good. James was too eager to feel it, to feel something, anything. He was too desperate to belong. More than that, he finally wanted an answer to the questions that had plagued him. This grand tribute to Herne—was this what he was supposed to be doing? Was Herne his true patron? It all depended, as Mellios had said, on a question of faith. But Willowbane had shown him a vision—the bodies of several faeries fused together in agony and death—a vision that could only represent the ceremony gone wrong. And one of the faces, he seemed to think, had belonged to Mellios. He wanted that vision proved false. Out of concern for Mellios and the others of course, but also because of the other prophesy she had shown him, the vision of himself standing over the burned-out husk of Everbright. If one vision could be proved false, the other need no longer haunt him. 
 
    “Anything?” asked Merrywhistle again. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Okay so listen.” The faun leaned back against the bole of a tall oak tree, a thoughtful expression on his homely face. “Let old Merrywhistle paint the picture for you. These woods are old, as Herne is old. They’re peaceful, they’re calm, just as Herne is. They absorb the rain, that comes from Herne, and the sunlight which also comes from him. And the trees and the scrub and the grasses, they flower and grow. Not in any hurry, you understand. Not with any urgency. This secret forest has rested here for hundreds of years and has no need for haste. It stretches forth slowly, peacefully, under Herne’s gentle gaze. And the animals that live here—you saw that beautiful stag, drinking the water—breathing the air, chewing the grass, licking the dew off the leaves. It’s all Herne. Everything here is part of Herne, as are you and I. Get it? Reach out for him, and he will answer.” 
 
    Merry glanced encouragingly at James, but James slowly shook his head. The faun huffed. “Well, there isn’t so much time left. It will be dark soon, and then the stars come out. The ceremony…” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Well, the way I see it there’s nothing else for it but the mushroom,” prodded Merry. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    The faun was right. James unwrapped the little fragment of the veritum and rolled it in the palm of his hand. He had confidence in the faeries of Hearthwood. He’d felt that very strongly from the moment he’d walked through the tree trunk, and even before that—from the instant he’d met Myrrwood. But what they’d asked of him… a merging of three personalities. What if he wasn’t really one of them?  
 
    He couldn’t take a chance on going through with the ceremony if he didn’t belong. He didn’t have to. With the veritum he would see the face of his patron at last. Should it be Herne, he would commit to their ceremony. It would be right. But if not Herne’s face he saw, he would explain that to Mellios. If he were not the avatar, there would be no need for the ceremony after all. And he would stay here for a time. Perhaps a very long time. He would like that. Either way, he would finally know. 
 
    He placed the mushroom fragment into his mouth and began to chew. He was immediately surprised. He’d expected the mushroom to have a rancid or bitter taste but instead he found it fairly sweet. Sweet things, of course, could be deceiving. He lay back on the grass, closed his eyes. The pulpy juice caused his mouth to water intensely, filling it quickly. He swallowed, almost not wanting to let the sweet taste go. 
 
    And then… 
 
    And then nothing much happened. He opened his eyes and glanced around the dusky forest scene. He felt calm and suddenly very tired, drained of energy. For a moment he resisted, following his first instinct to shake off the lethargy, but then he reversed course, giving himself the same advice Eluin had offered days ago. Relax, and let it happen. 
 
    He turned to look for Merrywhistle, moving slowly, the air as thick as soup. The little faun had disappeared again. Nothing but trees and grass and moss and ferns. And the great forest was moving slowly now. He could see that too. Stretching out over the centuries, breathing in, breathing out. As he watched, the scene gradually became lighter and lighter, all color fading until it was a sheet of solid white, devoid of any detail. He could not move his arms or legs. He was painfully aware of the effort involved in his breathing. Poison? Sweet poison? He could not believe it. He would not believe it. He must trust. He must have faith at least in Myrrwood’s good intentions, and quell the rising panic. 
 
    He let himself sink into the endless pool of white, losing his body, letting go of every stray thought threatening to run through his mind. Let it come to me, he thought. Relax and just let it come. He became utterly pliant and receptive. The endless white vista began to break up, like mist boiling away. Tiny flashes of color popped into view here and there. Red, yellow, azure. Pretty little specks of color. Crimson, peach, violet. Faster and faster. Teal, orange, red ochre. The flashes took on jagged shapes, now coming and going so rapidly he could not even get a fix on any one of them. His whole world had become a crazy kaleidoscope. And then came the smells—cardamom, chocolate, lavender, rust, orchids, day-old vomit, hyacinth, mustard, and on and on. It was like the strange assault of aromas he’d experienced when he’d first taken the Wild Tyme from the veins of the Changed Men. 
 
    A wild buzz filled his ears, rising in pitch—church bells run amok, the screech of a night owl, the hum of a butterfly’s wing, the insane buzzing of a swarm of hornets. Then the nattering of the hornets synchronized into a voice. A voice that spoke to him as it had done a decade ago, as a young boy, when he had first witnessed the coming of the Chrysalid. 
 
    “Love me! Despair all others and love me!” 
 
    Then James, shuddering with terror, saw the face of his patron. The flashing colors, the bright lights, the throbbing darkness all resolved into the face of a woman. Its lines were vague, outlined in a maddening, ever-changing halo of gray static. Her features bubbled and shifted constantly like the flow of melting wax, but one feature rang through very clear—the face had a million eyes.  
 
    “No,” muttered James. 
 
    “Say my name, child! Agaranath-Shem. Agaranath-Shem!” 
 
    James tried to sit up, but couldn’t move. The sky was blasted by every color of the rainbow, all at once. Thunder crashed in his ears. The Chrysalid impressed upon him her great promise, her great delight. All things must change, they must constantly change, never remaining the same for even an instant. A tidal wave of total destruction. All of civilization—the entire world—must be broken and scattered on the wind. Again and again, without end. 
 
    “No!” James said. “NO!” he roared.  
 
    “James?” asked a different voice. Was it Mellios? “James, we need your answer.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Myrrwood? 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Young Hunter,” said Myrrwood, “You must join us!” 
 
    “James?” 
 
    “James, it is time. We must have your answer.” 
 
    “NOOOOO!” screeched James.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 61 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a grand new day for the City of Everbright. The storm clouds had passed and the sun was shining, having chased away the September chill. All in all, a perfect day for the King of the Faeries and his lady love to take a stroll. 
 
    Meadowlark was in rare form. He wore a clean shirt, a wonderfully broad silken cravat, and his favorite red velvet jacket whose gigantic cuffs had been frilled with fresh lace. Atop his head rested a voluminous white powdered wig, so ragged and out of shape that it sagged down all around his face, partially obstructing his view and creating the illusion that the top half of his head was embedded in the clouds like a plum in a dish of warm pudding. At the other end, a nest of sparrows sat in its upper reaches. It being a Sunday, he wore his underclothes on the outside of his breeches. Theodora had indulged him in this, as in many other things. But when the King noticed a generalized sniggering from most everyone they passed, she did feel a need to say something about it. “Meadow, I really don’t think this underwear thing is going to catch on.” 
 
    “Tutt tutt,” he crooned. “It will. It will. And besides, I’ve no choice in the matter. What kind of King would I be if I didn’t follow my own pronouncements?” 
 
    “Why king at all? We’re trying to cooperate with the Crown, not antagonize Him. Might you consider some other title, perhaps?” 
 
    “Hmmm, well, Tzar doesn’t sound quite right. Emperor? There’s always Shahanshah—has sort of an exotic flair to it. Oooh, here’s an old one but a good one—how about Caesar Augustus? I could get used to that.”  
 
    “I was thinking something more like Earl.” 
 
    “Earl of Everbright,” said Meadowlark, rolling his rrr’s and tasting the sound of it. “And what would that make you? The Countess?” 
 
    “I’m nobody’s Countess,” grumbled Theodora. The whole topic had become irritating as it brought to mind deeper, more troubling, questions. What did that make her? What was she to Meadowlark? Well, he is still infatuated with me, she thought, but how much longer can that last? More importantly, what is he to me?  
 
    Their relationship had become increasingly unclear. Love, or not love? A lusty attraction? Perhaps something resembling fondness but not quite approaching devotion. We’ll see, she told herself. No need to rush things, either way. There are lots of other pieces to pick up along the way. 
 
    As if on cue, they arrived at the eastern end of the park. The East Tower still listed heavily to the side, with impromptu buttresses straining to hold it upright. Great gaping holes stretched across the grassy lawn where the ground had collapsed into the caves earlier in the week. And the rudiments of a horned face were still scratched into the bark of the great ash tree. All in all, Theodora thought they had escaped disaster having suffered only a few superficial scars. 
 
    “Say, I’ve an idea,” said Meadowlark, peering over the edge of one such abyss. “Why don’t we pay a little visit to Poxy. See how he’s doing down there in that little prison cell of his?” 
 
    “No need to gloat, Meadow. More than anything else, I’m starting to feel sorry for him. When you came up with that mushroom, I had no idea what Pox had suffered at the hands of his caretaker. It’s horrible to think of anyone subjected to such abuse. However did you get it?” 
 
    Meadowlark smiled enigmatically. “It’s always good to have a man on the inside.” 
 
    “Hmmm, speaking of inside, we’ve no precedent for imprisoning anyone. It won’t be long before Rainbird or Ragwort, or somebody, starts to demand his release.” 
 
    “Meadowlark the First recommends a quiet little execution. I understand the reason for our public display of mercy, and admire the way you’ve turned the people of Everbright away from the Hunt and back toward appreciation of Mother Moon once again—well done, Clarimonde!—but when no one is still looking, perhaps, a knife in the dark… well, a little murder would go a long way.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Theodora. “My little speech about love and mercy was not entirely for show. I saw the face of Mother Moon once, a long time ago, and I want to look upon it again someday. Murdering our political adversaries is definitely not the way to bring that about.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said a disappointed Meadowlark. “In any case, the fate of Pox remains a problem for another day. You’ll think of something. You always do.” 
 
    “Indeed,” she said but her attention had already been drawn away to a horse and rider fast approaching across the park. Something was definitely wrong. 
 
    The rider turned out to be a young faery named Foxglove, one of Threadneedle’s acolytes tasked with patrolling the surrounding countryside. He swung down from the saddle, half out of breath. 
 
    “Trouble, m’lady,” he said to Theodora, ignoring Meadowlark completely.  
 
    “Young man,” said Meadowlark, “If you bring troubling news you should first address it in the direction of your sovereign and King.” He jerked his head back indignantly and the gigantic wig fell down over his eyes. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Fox?” asked Theodora. 
 
    “British troops are on the move. They’re hauling cannon through the fields of Durham. I saw at least six artillery pieces coming up along the Grantville road.” 
 
    “Cannon?” said Theodora.  
 
    “Heavy cannons, ma’am.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t go to all that trouble just for idle show,” Foxglove added. “They mean to attack.” 
 
    Meadowlark pushed his wig back up along his forehead. He asked meekly, “Do we have any cannon? How many cannon do we have?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “Oh, drat!” 
 
    Theodora said, “We’ve no way to stand up to them. No way at all.” 
 
    “There must be something…” mumbled Meadow. 
 
    “Something,” Theodora said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 62 
 
      
 
      
 
    James awoke, his head still swimming with the nattering buzz of insects. He was painfully aware of his coarse breathing, a sickly sweet taste still in his mouth. 
 
    He struggled to his hands and knees, forcing himself to inhale. He opened his eyes. He was still naked, but liberally dosed with some type of sticky sap. The little clearing came into focus, its soft tall grasses had been cut back, or drawn away, or burned away. He found himself sitting in the middle of a large circle of scorched earth. The ground had an irregular texture as if it had been fused into glass, creating a rough surface that glittered in the morning sun. A variety of dazzling colors—tiny shards of colored glass? Shattered, pulverized. The tree at his back had been warped and twisted, with branches and roots now growing aboveground and out to the sides at bizarre angles with no rational sense of order. Sections of the trunk had been turned inside out. 
 
    He glanced down at the sticky sap smeared across his chest. It was stained purple. Purple! 
 
    He drew in a sharp painful breath. What had happened? 
 
    Dead faeries lay scattered on the grass, some torn to pieces, some taken apart and reassembled as in a gruesome children’s puzzle. Several lay at his feet, merged together in a bizarre joining, arms and hands protruding randomly from the mass of flesh, a knee, a spine contorted and twisted into a hoop, a face. It was the face of Mellios. The prophesy! True! 
 
    “Oh, Lord in Heaven,” James whispered. “What have I done?” 
 
    Other Hearthwood faeries stood around him in a ring, their faces stretched into silent masks of fear. A few held weapons but none raised them against him. Merry, thought James, Where’s Merry? 
 
    He looked frantically about, forcing himself to take a morbid inventory of the mangled and contorted bodies on the grass but it was impossible to tell if his friend was among them. So sickening, so twisted. He couldn’t have done this. He would never do something like this to anyone. 
 
    He had to get away. He had to leave this place immediately before he did any more harm. He ran back toward the feast hall, to the place where the bark had opened and he had first entered Hearthwood. The faeries parted silently to get out of his way. 
 
    He found the spot easily enough. And stepped through. The same tingling sensation swept his body as he passed. 
 
    Once outside the Great Oak he fell to his knees. “Oh God in Heaven,” he muttered. “What have I done?” 
 
    Featherwind, who had been grazing quietly around the Oak, stepped over to him. James had no desire to climb into the saddle. He wanted only to lay down and die. He threw himself on the ground.  
 
    The face of his patron still haunted him behind closed eyes. The Chrysalid. The unearthly monster who had created the faeries in the first place, twisting ordinary people into his tricksy ancestors. The foul creature that had turned Trask into a mad abomination. And what does she want with me?  
 
    Whatever it was, he would not just lay down and surrender.  
 
    The stallion snorted. 
 
    She’s had enough of me, he thought. She probably wants to be returned to her master, Threadneedle, wherever he might be. 
 
    Only one path lay open before him. He must return to the arms of the Church, confess his sins, seek absolution. A grand adventure, Father Desmos had called it. A tremendous folly. A deadly mistake. He could conceive of no possible way he could live with this, no possible way to remove this stain. Perhaps the friendly Vicar would be able to provide some advice or comfort. It was his only hope.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 63 
 
      
 
      
 
    Theodora knelt before the Scrying Pool. Once again, she felt overwhelmed by a sense of desperation. It was just one thing after another. No sooner had she saved the children in the caves and defeated Pox, only to face this next threat. Meadowlark had come through for her against the Hunt leader, but the danger posed by the British military was too great for any of them to handle. She loathed calling on the Effranil again but didn’t see any other choice. The woods surrounding Everbright’s farms were already crawling with British troops. After the Hunt’s attack on Newcastle and Pox’s repeated skirmishes with the redcoats, there seemed no doubt they were massing for an attack. 
 
    She could only assume Eric had turned his fabled ‘sword’ over to the Crown, her deception revealed, and the King had not been pleased. 
 
    Now she needed the damned Effranil again. 
 
    She knelt before the pool, recalling to mind the song she had used to call upon them before. The song-spells of the Effranil had begun to make a strange kind of sense to her. There was a sort of a pattern to them. With a little more practice, she thought she might be able to understand them well enough on her own. But not yet. Not in time. 
 
    The Scrying Pool lay before her, nestled in the ruins of the old Roman amphitheatre. A small circle of mid-afternoon sunlight shone down on the untroubled surface of mossy water. Eccobius had played the summoning song on a small pocket flute but Theodora could not play that instrument, or any other. Instead she decided to hum the notes quietly. The sound echoed off the far away walls of the cavern, amplified slightly by the acoustics of the half-ruined theatre. She hadn’t got the pitch quite right. She tried again. 
 
    The first time she’d summoned them it took several days for them to respond. This time, she knew, she didn’t have that much time. Her need was urgent and she repeated the song again, adding a tone of desperation to her performance. 
 
    She leaned forward. The smooth surface of the water reflected only the carved ceiling of the cave, and its bright circle of light. The Effranil had said they were neither followers of the Moon Cult nor the Horned God. Who did they follow? She had never had the opportunity to ask. They seemed so aloof, so far distant from the concerns of anyone else. 
 
    “Please answer,” she whispered.  
 
    If she couldn’t enact Moonshadow’s plan, she didn’t know what else to do. She could see no other option. She might have tried to use the sword to defend Everbright, but that was no longer possible. She had secreted it away far outside of the city, determined to keep it from falling into Pox’s hands. With the British patrols as they were, she’d never be able to retrieve it in time. Had that been a mistake? What use was the sword anyway? She couldn’t help but think that a fight with the British, employing Arondight no less, would only result in more death and disaster. If she’d wanted that, she might as well have let Pox have it. 
 
    She thought she saw a ripple in the surface of the Scrying Pool. 
 
    Oh, please let it be them. 
 
    She launched into the song again. She hadn’t got halfway through when the pool bubbled and churned as if engaged in a struggle with itself as to whether it should comply.  
 
    “Please come. Please.” 
 
    The ripples resolved into a relatively smooth sheet again, and just below the surface lurked the bird-like face of Horaus. His sharp, predatory eyes peered through the link. Recognizing Theodora, he scoffed and asked, “What do you want?”  
 
    “I need your help.” 
 
    “You’ve had my help.” 
 
    “Yes and I appreciate it—we all do. But…” She sighed, “There’s something else, something more. The British are attacking us. I want—I need—to move Everbright into a fold in space, to some sort of a pocket underground. Moonshadow said it could be done.” 
 
    “It can be done.” 
 
    “You’ll help?” 
 
    A ripple in the water partially obscured the Effranil’s face. “You presume too much.” 
 
    “I’m not presuming. I’m asking very nicely.” 
 
    “You presumed, foolishly, that faeries could survive out in the open. Sheer folly. Everbright was doomed from the start. It was obvious that this would happen. Exactly this.” 
 
    “It’s not obvious,” she argued. “And I still don’t see why humans and faeries can’t live side by side. Bigotry. Hatred. These things can be overcome.” 
 
    “You’ve learned nothing.” 
 
    “We have a laudable goal, even if it hasn’t turned out the way we’d hoped.”  
 
    “Laudable folly. It could not possibly work.” 
 
    “Is it so wrong to hope for a better future than simply hiding? Wrong to fight for change, for trying to make that future happen? You might not understand that. You Effranil have raised hiding to an art form.” 
 
    “You know nothing about the Effranil.” 
 
    “I know enough. I know that the old religion used to rule this land, before the Romans came along, and the Saxons and whoever else. They drove you out and you’ve been hiding in your own little pocket for a thousand years. You think you’re so much better than us? Well, maybe you are, and maybe you aren’t. You’re the ones who’ve been defeated. You’re the ones who have given up. So forgive me if I’ve tried to make things a little bit better.” 
 
    Horaus squinted down his beak-like nose at her. “You really think saying this will incline me to help?” 
 
    “You’re right,” she said, exasperated. “You’re right. I’m to blame for the whole damn thing. It was stupid. It was, as you say, a blind folly. But we have two hundred faeries here. You can’t just let us all die. You can’t just sit there and watch it happen.” 
 
    Horaus chuckled. “I had no intention of watching.” 
 
    “Just give us the means to protect ourselves! That’s all I ask. We’ll go back belowground, back into the darkness. We’ll never bother you again, I promise.” 
 
    Horaus shook his head. The image disappeared. 
 
    Is that it? What have I done? Why did I let him get to me, make me say the wrong things? 
 
    Damn it, she should have brought Eccobius down. He seemed better able to reach an understanding with Horaus. They shared a love of music after all. The only thing the Effranil seemed to care about. But the architect had his hands full trying to figure out how to fill the moat.  
 
    She continued staring blankly into the pool as if that might change anything. She could sing the song again but what sense was there in that? She should just leave, but she couldn’t. She had nothing left. No alternatives. 
 
    The Scrying Pool bubbled to life again. Horaus’ face was there, and next to him another Effranil—his companion Lethedra. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Theodora was quick to say. “I’ll do anything you want, if you just help me this one time.” 
 
    “What could you possibly do for us,” said Horaus, “Except forget that you’ve ever seen us?” 
 
    “I will. I’m begging you.” 
 
    “Horaus,” said Lethedra. 
 
    “Fine,” he said with an impertinent snap of his head. “Relocating Everbright is not that much different than shifting the streets, except you will be moving the entire city, folding it in on itself.” Horaus thought for a minute, obviously calculating shapes and angles and translating them into musical notes. “Ready?” Without waiting for Theodora to answer he sang out the tune. His voice rang as sharp and clear as a bell, every note in perfect pitch. 
 
    Theodora mimicked certain parts of the song, trying to make certain she had them right. She wasn’t ready to try the spell for real just yet; she thought she should at least make a public announcement first, to give the people some sort of warning beforehand. And some attempt should be made to recall those faeries still working the outlying farms. 
 
    “I don’t understand how this works at all,” she said. 
 
    Horaus frowned. “You’ll never understand. And I’ve no intention of taking the time to deliver an education on the subject.”  
 
    “Will we be able to get back to the surface? Or will we be sealed off completely?” 
 
    “The tethers will stretch. The doorways you already have—the one under the ash tree and the other one—will still function at your discretion.” 
 
    Theodora had several other questions she would have liked to ask, but Lethedra cut her off. “This is the last we will do for you. Do not trouble us again.” 
 
    The transmission ended.  
 
    Theodora sat breathlessly for a moment, the flush of relief running through her whole body, her hands trembling. A cold sweat had broken out across her forehead. The Effranil were arseholes, but they had at least helped in the end. One thing was for sure, she would never call on them again. Now if only she’d be able to actually perform the song-spell. She was far from certain about that.  
 
    A terrific crash rumbled overhead. The ground shook. Tiny chips of stone and dirt trickled down from the cavern roof. What the hell? 
 
    Almost immediately, another boom blasted a hole in the ceiling. A torrent of dirt streamed down. Theodora felt her cave spell struggling to hold its shape under the tremendous strain. Her ears popped painfully at the sudden increase of pressure and she felt as if she’d been punched in the stomach.  
 
    What now? Has it already begun? So soon? 
 
    She rushed back up the corridor. A few more mortar shells hit, shaking the caves and nearly knocking her off her feet. She took the stairs to the surface two at a time. 
 
    Theodora emerged from the access portal just below the great ash tree. Meadowlark, waiting for her there, had been joined by Eccobius. 
 
    “Oho, we’re in for it now,” Meadow said. “The redcoats are on the attack, just as you thought.” 
 
    “Oberon?” she asked. 
 
    “He’s safe. The banshees saw to that.” 
 
    Another thunderous blast drove them to their knees as a cannonball struck the base of the East Tower. A spray of mortar and stone shot out from the impact. The ball struck only a glancing blow, but the structure had already been so badly destabilized. The stones supporting the base buckled and, grinding against each other with an infernal noise, broke down. Amidst a cloud of dust and gray smoke, the Tower began to fall. Theodora plugged her ears just in time to block the brunt of the deafening crash. 
 
    “I’ve got the spell,” she said. 
 
    “See there?” said Meadowlark. “That’s the woman I love! Do it now! We’ve run out of time.” 
 
    “But the moat…” said Eccobius. “It’s not ready.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” said Theodora. “This spell will work with a teaspoon of water or none at all.” 
 
    She centered herself, trying to shut out the madness and chaos roiling all around. Concentrate on the song-spell. The opening bars were easy, but then came the tricky part. She’d had no time to prepare. Stop worrying. Just do it! 
 
    She began to hum the tune, barely able to hear herself above the rushing din all around. How was anyone going to hear her song-spell in all this mess? Who needed to hear it? She didn’t know. But she remembered what she’d felt when she had used the Effranil’s magic before. A numbing cold. A feeling of being trapped, alone, in torment. A woman screaming.  
 
    She heard that never-ending scream again, very faintly, below all the crashing and the burning and the shouting. And Theodora knew, with uncanny certainty, it was that woman who needed to hear the song. She reached out for that voice, that tormented wailing voice, and repeated the song-spell. 
 
    Something was wrong. Had she done it wrong? She felt sick. Her knees buckled, but she pulled herself up, leaning on Eccobius for support. She felt the city writhe in her hands—the entire city. The joints between the streets flexed. But it hadn’t moved. She had yet to move it. The pocket had already been established beneath the moat—the song had done that. But she must shift the city into it. She must push. The exertion was incredible but she would not let it stop her. She would not let anything stop her. She felt cold, so very cold. It didn’t matter. That woman screaming in her ears. Didn’t matter. She must push! 
 
    It took everything she had and a great deal more. When the city actually moved she felt as if it were tearing her apart. Then the tension suddenly let go. She had fallen to her knees. Eccobius helped her to her feet. She took a fortifying breath, dragging the air into her lungs. It felt cold and tasted stale. She still heard the screaming in her ears.  
 
    Though it had just been mid-day, the aftermath of the spell had left the sky dark as night. Faeries all along the streets shot out fairy lights to illuminate their way. But that wasn’t simply a night sky overhead. The sky was dark—totally dark. No moon, no stars. 
 
    The East Tower, which had fallen completely, had now been miraculously replaced by another structure. It’s outlines became clearer as Theodora’s eyes adjusted to the dim lighting. A gatehouse, an enclosed courtyard, a curtain wall topped by ramparts, two peaked towers. 
 
    “What is that?” she asked. 
 
    “It appears to be some sort of a medieval castle,” said Eccobius. “I think I recognize the silhouette. That is Tintagel Castle, which used to exist at Cornwall.”  
 
    Theodora rubbed her ears. “I can hardly hear you. There’s this screaming in my head.” 
 
    “It’s not just you,” said Meadowlark, “We all hear it. Some daft woman yammering on and on.” 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” said Eccobius. “We’re not under the moat, are we?” 
 
    Somebody pushed Theodora aside. A stream of faeries, several dozen of them, had burst forth from the cavern entrance at the base of the great ash. They swarmed up into the park. They seemed to be wearing some type of military uniform, which included shirts of chain mail so fine and flexible it moved like silk, metal plate for shoulder guards that merged into a half-pauldron that covered the left side of the chest. There was no doubt about it. They were Effranil. 
 
    Two of these soldiers shoved Meadowlark to the ground.  
 
    “I am not amused!” he said in his most imperial voice, but when he tried to get up, they knocked him down again. A rifle with a long, wicked-looking bayonet kept him from moving again. 
 
    Another of these faery soldiers held a pistol an inch away from Theodora’s forehead. She stared into his eyes. He had the high forehead, the arched brows and the slender nose of the Effranil. His slate gray skin held a slightly metallic sheen. He cocked the pistol. She smelled gunpowder. 
 
    Theodora had barely the strength to remain on her feet. “Gods, what have I done?” 
 
    Eccobius, who now found a knife at his throat, replied. “It seems the tricksters are tricked. The Effranil…” 
 
    “They played me?” 
 
    “They made fools of us all.” 
 
    “Sorry, love,” said Meadowlark, “I don’t think we’re in England any more.” 
 
    The screaming continued. It came from all around them. Would it never stop? 
 
    Horaus stepped up from the caverns. He surveyed the carnage and mayhem with his impassive silver eyes. Then he spoke in a loud voice, so as to be heard above the screaming. “Faeries of Everbright! You will discard all weapons and plead fealty to your new sovereign, Morgana le Fey, the Queen of the Faeries.” 
 
    Discard all weapons? Only a few faeries carried arms in Everbright at all. “Where are we?” asked Theodora. 
 
    There was no answer but the screaming, the endless screaming. 
 
    Where are we? 
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     All five books in this epic fantasy series are now available. To find out more visit AMAZON 
 
      
 
    In the frozen north, a land of deadly weather and unforgiving spirits, the shaman is all that stands in the way of disaster. When Alaana is called upon to become shaman for the Anatatook people she discovers a kaleidoscopic world where everything is alive, where the tent skins whisper at night and even the soapstone pot has tales to tell. She faces vengeful ghosts and hungry demons as she travels the dangerous path to becoming a shaman. And there's just one other problem. Girls aren't allowed to be shamans. This is Book One in an epic fantasy series with a unique arctic setting. All fans of fantasy will enjoy these five novels.
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    From The Bee Writes: "This is a beautiful and exotic story that leads you from one adventure to another. "Alaana’s Way ~ The Calling" is an entertaining read both for adults and teenagers. Well, it doesn’t happen very often that I give 5 out of 5 Bee’s for a book. "Alaana’s Way ~ The Calling" though is one of those books that have hooked me from the beginning."

From The Bibliophilic Book Blog: "The author has created a vivid world, characters (great and small), and a strong main character in Alaana. THE CALLING is the first book in the Alaana’s Way series and it truly brings the reader into a wholly different world from their own. Very well done!"

From Underground Book Reviews: "Ambitious. That’s how I would describe Ken Atlabef’s saga of a twelve year old Inuit girl and her perilous journey of transformation. These journeys are wrought with wonder and peril and are beautifully written. To the reader, these spiritual characters become every bit as real as those in the flesh and blood world. I can say so many great things about this novel, from the dialogue to the sweeping scenery to its solid editing. Original in both scope and execution, I highly recommend it." 
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    TAKE A PEEK BEHIND THE BEADED CURTAIN… 
 
      
 
    In a fantastical competition, a wizard and a physicist build castles in the air… 
 
    A chessmaster plays a deadly game with a KGB assassin… 
 
    An arctic shaman brings a dead tribesman back to life… 
 
    A herd of ghostly elephants rampage across the plains of Kenyisha… 
 
    A young boy learns that playing at war is not at all what he thought it would be, especially after the lights go out… 
 
      
 
    These thirteen short stories of the weird and the fantastic, culled from top fantasy magazines, will entertain and amaze any fantasy fan. 
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    Praise for “Il Teatro Oscuro”: 
 
      
 
    “A heartbreaking work of fantasy that addresses the call of the lost, golden past in the human heart.”  
 
    -- Lois Tilton for LOCUS online 
 
    Praise for “The Woman Who Married the Snow”: 
 
      
 
    “This is a rich, atmospheric tale of the interaction of spirits amongst both living and dead. I appreciated the writer’s impeccable voice.”  
 
    -- Colleen Chen for TANGENT online 
 
      
 
    “A well-told tale with great details about Inuit culture.”  
 
    -- Sam Tomaino for SFRevu  
 
    Praise for “The Lost Elephants of Kenyisha”: 
 
      
 
    “This well executed story deserves a 'thumbs up,' for its well-crafted writing.” 
 
    --KJ Hannah Greenberg, TANGENT online 
 
      
 
    “The herd of ghost elephants is a neat idea and a great premise for a story.”  
 
    --Lois Tilton, LOCUS online 
 
      
 
    “This was another well-told story that I enjoyed immensely.” 
 
    --Sam Tomaino, SF REVU 
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